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C
H A P T E R

I


 


Chase swiped his
index finger under his nose and looked at the blood. He rubbed the blood
between his index and thumb and got back up.


He looked at the
tall Droxian standing in front of him. A mix of cheers and boos came from the
crowd outside the laser-illuminated arena. Some of the public were waving and
flailing their arms; others gave him the thumbs down sign. 


The Droxian launched
himself at Chase with a powerful right kick. Chase dodged the blow, caught the
leg on his right shoulder and locked it in place. With empty eyes he crushed
the leg at knee level with a quick wave of his left hand.


The Droxian shrieked
in agony as the blow dislocated his knee cap. Chase then threw the leg back at
him. He fell to the ground with a loud thud as the crowd cheered
uncontrollably.


“Chase! Chase!
Chase!” they chanted now.


He took no
pleasure from this, none at all. But he needed to feel the pain these fights
brought. At least when he was letting himself be beaten to a pulp, which wasn’t
the case much tonight. This was his fourth and last opponent for the evening,
and while he let himself get injured on purpose and for the show, patience
wasn’t a welcome guest in his thoughts today.


The Droxian was
on the ground, holding his leg, clearly regretting landing the previous blow
that had made Chase’s nose bleed. 


This is
utterly useless, thought Chase.


His opponent wasn’t
in a position to cause Chase the physical pain he craved lately. But in his
soul he knew that no amount of pain from these fights would cover that within
his heart. A tear escaped his left eye but he quickly wiped it away.


“Finish him!”
demanded the crowd.


Chase took two
steps towards the Droxian, still on the ground, and the anticipation from the
crowd intensified. He hated this, but this was how the fights had to be
conducted on board the Obsidian station Ponos One. To the death.


He didn’t know
what made the Droxian react—adrenaline and impending death, probably—but he was
glad he did. He punched his own knee back into place with a painful, cracking
noise and then stood mostly on his good leg, resuming a fighting stance.


Why did it
have to be a Droxian? thought Chase. Of all the
scum roaming these rings. It had to remind him of his past, a past he
wanted to forget at all cost. But there was no brushing away the weight and
pain of these memories as they rushed back into Chase’s mind, reigniting the
deepest scars within his soul. He could obliterate his opponent with a thought;
there was no challenge . . . But Chase wasn’t looking for challenge,
only pain.


He ran toward the
Droxian, who thrust his elbow towards Chase’s head. The impact threw him to the
ground, sending a cloud of sand around him. Chase launched himself feet first
towards the Droxian’s jaw. The impact sent the Droxian flying high in the air.
Chase performed a somersault in midair and landed back on his feet before the
Droxian fell heavily to the floor a second later.


The crowd went
crazy. They were loving this shit. Sometimes Chase would feel like letting his
Fury rage get the better of him and destroy everything and everyone around him,
but there was already too much blood on his hands. Too many innocents had died.


It took a good
minute for his opponent to muster the strength to rise to his feet. Chase
looked at the holographic, real-time gambling screen. His odds had started at
two to one on, but they had soared to fifteen now. He turned back to the Droxian.
He looked deep into his eyes. He could see fear in them, and that sent him back
in time. To that moment when he had the chance to kill his brother Argos but
didn’t. The single, most excruciating mistake of his entire life. The one with
the most painful consequences.


He looked towards
the bar, deep in the back of the hall in which the fights were taking place,
past another three fighting cages—in one of which a Gorgar was beating the shit
out of a Brin at lightning speeds. His look settled on an interstellar newscast
by the bar. He closed his eyes and projected his mind there. 


“The Earth
Alliance has been reported winning yet another battle against the Zarlack
Consortium around the ringed planet Zarthos Seven. This only three weeks after
the Obsidian Empire officially broke their alliance with the Zarlack forces. In
other news, the Obsidian Emperor has officially opened negotiations to join the
Earth Alliance,” said the presenter with a smile.


At least Chase
could take a small—very small—amount of comfort with each announcement of
Argos’ forces’ new defeats. It had been three months now since his fight with
Argos on Damocles-3. Three months that felt like an eternity. In that time,
five major battles had been won by the Alliance and only one lost. 


It no longer mattered
to Chase who won the war. The only thing that mattered was to cross paths with
his brother Argos, and unleash all the hate and anger he had bottled up deep
within himself. That day would come, sooner or later and, when it did, this
time he would finish the job once and for all.


Chase’s train of
thoughts was interrupted when a powerful knuckle hit his face and made him lose
balance. Perhaps he should get his head into this fight for the time being.
There would be enough time to plan his revenge later. He had to finish this to
get paid. That or die; but that wasn’t happening until after Argos’ heart
stopped beating. 


He dodged a
poorly executed uppercut, grabbed the Droxian’s arm and used the momentum of
the punch to slam him against the ground with the painful sound of multiple
ribs breaking. This fight was getting boring. He dragged the Droxian back to
his feet and decided to end it. He launched a lightning-fast, fivefold series of
punches. He was so fast that, to the naked eye, it seemed the impacts on the
Droxian’s body happened before Chase was upon him, and again the crowd cheered
and chanted his name. The Droxian’s heart had stopped, but by a miracle he was
still standing, a look of terror still locked into his eyes.


When Chase
couldn’t take hearing his name being chanted anymore, he impaled the already
dead Droxian through his ribcage, grabbed his heart and tore it out. The
lifeless body fell to the ground like a flat board, and Chase held the purple-blooded,
engorged heart high above his head. He squeezed it and heard the familiar
winning sound played over the sound system.


“Chase wins!”
added a theatrical voice as the cheers intensified.


Then everything
changed. Darkness filled Chase’s vision.


“What have you
become?” said Aphroditis, standing in front of him in the dark.


“What you made
me.”


“No, what you are
now is your own doing!”


“And if you were
in front of me in the flesh, you’d get the same treatment.”


Tears flowed down
Aphroditis’ face.


“This isn’t gonna
work. I don’t want anything to do with you or Ares anymore. Please leave me
be.”


She faded into
the darkness with sadness in her eyes; then the darkness faded back into
reality.


Chase collected
his winnings and went to the bar. He ordered a Jur’Ran’s Blackhole. That drink
packed the punch he needed to get his mind away from tonight’s fights and
unpleasant memories. The drink was appropriately named, a dark-red base liquid with
a hovering black pill in the center that seemed to syphon the color out of the
drink towards it. 


As he took a sip
a woman came and sat next to him. He looked at her briefly. She had beautiful,
long green hair, blue eyes—humanoid. With a pretty, round face and adorable
smile.


“You fight well,”
she said. “Mind if I join you?”


“Sure, just don’t
expect fun company.”


“Alright, fair
enough I guess.” She turned to the barman and ordered a drink, before adding,
“What I have trouble understanding is why you let your opponents think they
have a chance.”


Chase exhaled
. . .


“Look, I don’t
want to annoy you or anything, but I can tell you are letting them hit you. Or
am I wrong?”


“You aren’t. I
need the pain, but no matter how tough they are, they can’t deliver enough of
it.”


“What was her
name?”


Chase took
another sip of his drink.


“I don’t want to
talk about it.”


“It’s still too
fresh. I get it. Like everything else, you’ll get over it in time, but I know
how painful it can be to lose someone we love.”


“I really
don’t want to talk about this. I should go.”


She put her hand
on his shoulder. Her palm was soft, and it reminded him of Sarah.


“I’m sorry, Chase.
I didn’t want to bring back old demons. Please don’t go on my account.”


Chase finished up
his drink and ordered another.


“That’s okay,” he
said, after a couple of sips from his second drink. 


“May I ask why
you’re fighting, though? You clearly don’t enjoy yourself, unless I read it all
wrong.”


“Well, for one I
need the pain; but lately it’s to correct a mistake I made. You see I need to
. . .” He stopped himself for a moment and decided to rephrase it. “I
have something to do but I need a ship, and I lost mine, stupidly.”


“How did you lose
your ship? If you don’t mind me asking.”


“Gambling,” said
Chase, looking down.


She playfully
pushed his shoulder. “Hey, don’t get yourself down. It happens to the best of
us.”


“I can’t believe
I did this, you know. I never gambled before, but I got the bug really bad. And
one night, I bit off more than I could chew.”


“I understand. So
you fight to buy your ship back?”


“Yeah, except the
player I lost to said he would only play the ship back, not allow me to buy it
back. That puts me in a shitty position, since I need a lot of credits to even
enter that game.” 


Chase felt really
silly. How could he have done this? Not only had he lost the StarFury he stole
from his friends when he decided to leave everything behind. But he also
allowed this advanced technology to potentially fall into the wrong hands. 


“Look, you need
your ship. I understand. What if I could help you?”


Chase raised an
eyebrow. 


“Why would you
help me? You don’t even know me.”


“Look, in my line
of work, I’ve been in similar situations and I recognize a broken heart when I
see one.”


“What is it you
do?”


“I’m a bounty
hunter.”


“Really? I never
met a bounty hunter before and I must admit I had a completely different mental
image. Not in a million years could I have guessed that’s what you do.”


“That’s because
you are down at the moment. Take a closer look,” she said, pivoting on her
chair and changing her posture.


She was wearing a
really tight, leather, black outfit. A closer look revealed interweaves in the
fabric, perhaps some sort of ultra-thin body armor. He saw the holster on her
left hip, and soon noticed different places in her attire where she could be
holding blades or knives.


“So?” she said.


“Yeah, now that I
look at you, I see someone ready for anything.”


“But don’t sweat
it. My physical appearance is often the first thing people see. In this
business it’s an edge. Many people don’t see me coming until it’s too late.”


Chase nodded and
took another sip of his drink, slowly feeling the effects of the alcohol. He
didn’t know if it was his Fury genes, but he would need a lot of Jur’Ran’s
Blackholes to get seriously inebriated.


“So, why would a
bounty hunter help me?”


“It’s not a
selfless act. I propose more of an exchange of services here. I help you; you
help me in return. Who has your ship?”


“A card player
named Tron’Tak.”


“I know him quite
well. He most probably played you.”


“What do you
mean?”


“Let me guess.
You played a few nights together and won almost every time, then, all of a
sudden, you lost it all in one night.”


Chase’s
expression darkened. “Yeah, that’s exactly what happened.”


“He played you.
When an experienced card player smells a rookie—no offense—that’s how they prey
on them. They give you a sense of confidence so that once you start losing, you
actually don’t realize what’s happening and you think it’s just bad luck; until
your luck is actually so bad you lost it all trying to shake the bad streak.”


“So he cheated?”
asked Chase, pissed off.


“Well, he might
have; but he might just have played badly on purpose, and then played well when
he knew you would go all the way.”


Chase exhaled
deeply, frustrated at being taken for a fool.


“Lighten up,
Chase. You’re not the first or last who will fall for such a tactic.”


“Doesn’t really
help my ego right now.”


“Fuck the ego. It’s
good for nothing. You need to learn from this and then be aware, so it never
repeats. That’s what life is, isn’t it? We make mistakes and learn from them.”


Chase didn’t know
if it was the alcohol slowly taking hold of him, but this last comment hit home
harder than he wanted it to. He felt a pain in the heart he was not ready for.
A tear fell down his cheek.


“You’re alright?
I’m sorry. Did I say . . .? Oh, me and my big mouth have brought back
some painful memory.”


She rose from her
chair and embraced him.


“What are you
doing?” asked Chase, clearly not prepared for a show of affection from a
complete stranger.


“I’m sorry. I
didn’t want to bring bad memories to the surface. That’s my way of apologizing.
Does it make you uncomfortable?”


In fact, it did,
but it also brought back happy memories of when Sarah took him in his arms. One
part of him wanted to brush the stranger’s arm away and another wanted nothing
more than to embrace her back. Before he could make up his mind she sat back on
her chair and looked at him with what seemed like genuine compassion. Something
he hadn’t seen in anyone’s eyes for quite a while.


“You’re good, soldier?”
she said playfully.


“I’m
. . . I’m okay. Thanks, I guess.”


“Don’t sweat it.
Now, back to your ship problem. I know Tron’Tak very well. In fact, the little
weasel owes me. So getting your ship back shouldn’t be a problem.”


“That would
really be helpful, but . . .” He let the words hang.


“What do I want
in return?”


“Exactly.”


She took a long
breath, something Chase decided right there wasn’t a good sign.


“I may need your
muscles; at the very least, for protection. This new warrant I took is probably
the biggest and most dangerous I ever tried to cash in. On the other hand, it pays
so well, I could very well retire after that job.”


“I see. Must be
dangerous, then?”


“Yeah, probably
more than I can fathom. I mean . . . I’ve been at it for more than
ten years and never saw such a sum on any warrant. This guy has pissed the
wrong crowd; in fact, so much so that he is more valuable dead than alive.”


“I have a mark I
also want to kill . . .”


“Oh? Well I doubt
it’s the same guy, unless he is called Argos.”


“WHAT? What did
you just say?”


“That’s the name
of my warrant, a certain Argos.”


Chase’s blood ran
cold first, and then melting lava ran through his veins. His eyes glowed purple
and the bounty hunter was startled.


“What’s with your
eyes?” she uttered, her voice trembling.


Realizing he was
letting his Fury out and his anger consume him, he tried to calm himself, but
it was getting really difficult.


“I’m sorry. That
name. That name . . .” Chase was unable to finish his sentence.


“What’s with it?”


“My twin brother
is called Argos.”


“Oh? If this is
the same dude, I clearly knocked at the wrong door. I’m sorry.”


“What’s the last
name on the warrant?” said Chase, not sure he wanted to know.


“Thanatos.”


“Yeah, that’s my twin
brother alright.”


What were the
odds of this? wondered Chase. None, he
decided. While he had learned the hard way not to gamble, he found this
extremely suspicious. In fact, he immediately started thinking of possible
scenarios. This woman was proposing to help him catch Argos. Was it a ploy by
the Olympians? He had been less than courteous with them lately. Perhaps they
needed a fresh face to deliver their messages, in an attempt to sway him back
towards them. Or was it an attempt from Argos himself to lead Chase back to him?
Chase had no doubt that Argos wanted him for something, otherwise he would have
killed him before. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have opportunities to do so. On
multiple occasions, in fact. The first when he was helpless inside his disabled
F-140. The second on Hellstar. And the last when the Alliance strike force had
been trapped in the shipyard at Gatos Nebula. 


Obviously tonight
was not the night for drowning his sorrow in alcohol and forgetting the past.
But the cry for revenge, the absolute hatred he harbored towards his brother,
was tickling way too much within his soul to just ignore all this. It could
very well be a trap, a clever setting designed by Argos to get his hands on
Chase, for whatever reason he needed him alive. Chase decided, however, that
knowing this could be exploited in his favor.


“I’m in,” said
Chase coldly.


“Seriously? You
seemed really pissed a moment ago. I thought you might just lose it and destroy
the bar with your bare hands.”


“The thought had
crossed my mind,” said Chase, calmly now, “however, I know better now than to
let my rage dictate my action. Most of the time, anyway.”


“I’m not really
sure I want to ever witness the moments where you do let rage control you.”


“Then you really
have to ask yourself if I’m the right partner for the job. Because if we meet
Argos, you will see much worse than you can possibly imagine. I will kill him,
as brutally as possible and no matter the cost.”


“Wow! I’ve never
met someone so determined to end the life of his own brother. What in the
blazes did he do to you?”


Chase’s eyes
started blinking again, but he tried to not let his rage unleash the wave of
emotions currently overwhelming his soul.


“Forget I asked,”
she said. 


“Still want me
along?”


“Well, if you can
take the beatings I saw you take and still stand like nothing happened, and
still kill some of the ruthless fighters I’ve seen in a place like this without
breaking a sweat, you’re probably the right man for the job. But let me ask you
this.”


“Shoot.”


“Will you be able
to do it without killing me in the process?”


Chase looked into
her eyes. He could see genuine concern mixed with fear, though she was good at
masking most of it. 


“Let’s look at it
this way. If you get me to Argos, believe me, the only being in the universe
that could protect you from him is sitting in front of you.”


“Why don’t I like
the sound of that?”


“Look
. . . Huh, I realize I don’t even know your name.”


“My name is
Keera, Keera Hawking.”


“Look, Keera, I
want you to understand that you were right to question your warrant. Argos is
the most dangerous man in the universe right now.”


“Looks to me you
could be a close second.”


“I only live to
kill him. That’s my goal in life now. So yeah, I could very well be. But if you
help me locate him, I will do everything in my power so nothing happens to you.
But you need to understand that I can’t guarantee it. I . . . I already
lost . . .” Another tear ran from his eye.


“He killed
someone you cared about, didn’t he?”


“Worse. He made
me kill the most important person in the world.”


Her eyes widened.
“Damn! This is seriously fucked.”


“You may want to
reconsider this mission if you value your life, Keera.”


“Yeah
. . . I don’t know why, but the pain I see in your soul is so strong,
I actually feel like this meeting was no accident. It’s like I needed to meet
you to even attempt this. Like the universe brought you on my path.”


Chase felt like
commenting on that one. His faith in the universe had been shattered beyond
repair of late. He no longer cared if the universe went up in flames right now,
as long as Argos was one of the casualties. But if this was an elaborate trap
to get at him, the less he showed his doubts the better.


“Perhaps it is,”
he said, attempting a smile. “I just want you to understand the danger you
would be putting yourself in.”


“I get it. And
perhaps there will come a time when I will want to reconsider. But right now I
feel compelled to go ahead. That is, if you’re willing to partner with me? I
can give you half the warrant. I was more inclined to propose twenty percent at
first. But it looks like you’re gonna be the one to take him down and do the
heavy lifting, so that’s only fair.”


“I don’t want
money. Just get me my ship back and let’s track my brother. Once I’ve killed
him—making sure he suffers as much as possible—then you can take his body and
cash in your warrant.”


“Look, I get it,
you hate the guy, and under the circumstances I can’t blame you. But we’re
talking millions here. You may want to reconsider.”


Chase didn’t care
for money. It was something he had never really needed or used before he lost
Sarah. Sure, the Alliance had to trade on rare occasion, when they needed to
acquire something from the outer worlds, but money had no value to him
personally. However, it was perhaps better to show some interest, just in case
Keera wasn’t who she said she was.


“Perhaps I will.
I’m not doing this for the money, though.”


“I get that. It’s
actually refreshing for once.”


“When do we get
out of this hellhole?”


“I need to get
your ship back. Shouldn’t take long. I also need a few hours to get some
supplies and cash in my previous warrant. Meet me in docking bay seven tomorrow
morning, 0800 sharp, okay?”


“I’ll be there.”


“Great, see you
soon then . . . partner?” she said with a smile.


“Yeah, see you
soon, Keera.”


He watched her
walk away. Her figure was stunning. Her long, green hair flowed down her back.
She walked with a sexy allure, but also a determined assurance that Chase found
endearing. 


I sure hope
you’re not in league with my brother, or there will be hell to pay, Keera. I
would really hate to hurt such a wonderful creature.


 













C H A P
T E R

II


Aphroditis took a
step down from the subspace holo-transmitter platform. The bright-blue light
cylinder that engulfed her moments ago faded away. She shook her head in
desperation. 


“He told you to piss
off, didn’t he?” inquired Ares.


“Oh, you’re here.
Yeah, pretty much.”


“Look, we’ve
tried again and again. It’s clear he doesn’t want anything to do with us
anymore. So what do we do now?”


“I don’t know,
but without him I fear all is lost.”


“Don’t want to be
an ass, but if you hadn’t filled his head with the fact he was the universe’s
only hope—something I’m still not inclined to accept by the way—perhaps he
wouldn’t have taken that shot.”


“I did not tell
him to do so . . .”


“That’s not what
he told me.”


“What? What are
you talking about?”


“I thought you
two had discussed this. He told me you told him clearly that he had to kill her
or all would be lost.”


“I never had that
conversation with him. When I discovered that our communications had been
intercepted I tried to warn him, but we got cut off. It’s ironic, though. I was
calling him to warn him that our communications might not be secure anymore. Do
you think . . .?”


“Yeah, who else?
Argos must have found a way to communicate, and most likely impersonate you.
That’s the only thing that makes sense right now.”


“If that’s the
case we may be in great danger. He might have managed to locate us, and if he has,
I don’t have to tell you what will happen.”


“No you don’t. But
it’s been three months, so if he knew where to find us, I think he would have
come for us already.”


“Unless he’s been
too busy with something more important.”


“If that’s the
case, we should pack up and leave this place and soon. You know as well as I do
that I can’t take on Argos, no matter how powerful I am. This is one Fury I
know in my guts I cannot take down.”


“And the only
other Fury who could is currently hating us, thinking we gave the kill order on
Sarah.”


“If it was only
Sarah . . .”


“What? What are
you talking about? Am I the last one to know anything around here these days?”


“She was
pregnant. Surely you knew that?”


“Oh dear.”


“Yeah, you can
say that again.” 


“I’m starting to
understand how he feels.”


“We need to find
a way to tell him it wasn’t us.”


“Somehow I think
that ship has sailed. He doesn’t seem to be in a very receptive frame of mind at
the moment.”


“I think he hates
you more than me. While the two conversations I had with him weren’t of the
pleasant kind, at least he talked.”


“Yeah, he just
blows me off. I don’t think he realizes it but he has the ability to terminate
our communications now. What do you have in mind?”


“Use his
resentment for us as a way to talk to him and explain what happened. Perhaps
when he sleeps . . .”


“What if he
doesn’t believe you?”


“Then we wouldn’t
be worse off than we are at the moment.”


“Right.”


“I’ll try
establishing contact with him in a few hours, but after that we’re leaving.”


Aphroditis looked
grave but nodded in agreement. “There’s one thing that bugs me, though.”


“Only one?”


She gave him a
look.


“What is it?”


“I keep getting
these visions and fractured pieces of potential future timelines, which is why
I advised Chase in the first place; but I didn’t see Sarah’s death coming.”


“So?”


“I don’t know. It
bugs me, though . . .”


“Look, as you say,
you see possible future events, but obviously things aren’t set in stone. For
now the Alliance seems to be kicking the Zarlacks at almost every encounter. Perhaps
Chase played the role he had to play.”


“No. I can’t put
it into words, but he’s not done yet. I do feel a very dark shroud around him. Something
is about to go terribly wrong.”


Ares exhaled
deeply and shook his head.


 


*  
*   *


 


Daniel opened a
channel. “Status report.”


“Nothing to
report, boss,” answered Fillio cheerfully. “Boy am I glad this is our last
chaperone run. I had just about enough of escorting quadrinium transports.”


“Yeah, I hear you.
The jumpgate should be operational by week’s end.”


“Any reason they
send us and not other pilots?”


“Actually, that
was my choice. I requested this assignment.”


“Really? Mind if
I ask why?”


“Ever since Chase
left us . . .” Daniel couldn’t let himself continue.


“You’re alright?”


“I don’t know. I
mean, I never expected this to happen. It’s all my fault.”


“What do you mean?
Why would it be your fault?”


“I told Chase not
to kill Argos. He said that would have killed Sarah.”


“Look, that was a
tough call to make. You thought what you did was right at the time.”


“And in doing so
I sealed Chase’s fate.”


“How exactly does
that link to us doing these runs?”


“It’s stupid, but
I need to fly a ship as often as possible. When I’m on board Destiny or
on Earth all I can think about is this whole mess.”


“Daniel, it’s not
your fault.”


“And yet my best
friend, my brother even, is gone.”


“Perhaps he will
come back. Give him time.”


“Not before Argos
is killed, or . . .”


“Or Argos kills
him.”


“Yeah,” said Daniel,
with sadness and remorse weighing heavily on his heart.


The long range
sensors flashed in Daniel’s HUD.


“Heads up. We
have company.”


“I see them.
Geez, that’s a lot of bogies.”


“Alright, let’s
be smart about this. You cloak now and get the drop on them from behind.”


“Right. Make sure
you have them well occupied. You know as well as I do that the StarFury doesn’t
have shields once I de-cloak.”


“I know. Don’t
worry. I’ll take them for a wild ride.”


“Roger that, boss.
Cloaking now. See you on the other side.”


“Be careful.”


“Says the man who
decided to go face to face with two squadrons without his wingman.”


“Right.”


Daniel adjusted
his vector towards the two incoming squadrons of Zarlack fighters. He engaged
them and targeted the first three fighters with laser fire and missiles, and
dispatched them quickly before veering to the right. He deployed his drones and
they pounded laser fire on the aft shields of his pursuers. They locked onto
his craft and fired missiles. Daniel deployed countermeasures and, as soon as
the missiles impacted with them, he boosted his shields, cut engines and
activated reverse thrusters at maximum power. The rest of the first squadron
passed in front of him and he assumed the position of hunter instead of prey.
He locked onto his next kill and quickly depleted its shields. He locked onto
the next ship while he let his drones finish off the previous target, which
didn’t take long. It exploded with a bright and satisfying bang.


The drones
rejoined formation with Daniel’s F-147 and quickly dispatched the next Zarlack
fighter, blowing it out of the sky. It took some pretty fancy flying, but soon
Daniel had eradicated an entire squadron with little or no damage to his own
ship. But was now being pursued by no less than six fighters.


“Where are you,
Fillio?”


The other F-147
de-cloaked behind the enemy fighters and Fillio started picking them off one by
one. By the time they realized what had happened, she had destroyed four of
them. She veered off course to let her shields charge.


“Mind taking care
of these last two?”


“On it,” replied
Daniel as he engaged with the nearest enemy craft.


He locked onto one
enemy and sent two missiles, the first draining most of its shields, while the
second tore off its wing, leaving the craft spinning uncontrollably into the
darkness of space. The last Zarlack starfighter had since broken off and tried
to run for it at max burn.


“Not so fast, you
son of a bitch.”


Daniel
microjumped and in a millisecond was right on top of the ship. He pounded it
with laser fire. The ship tried to go evasive but there was no escaping
Daniel’s lock. Not willing to waste yet another missile, he kept at it with
lasers. Soon the enemy craft’s shields were down, and each successful hit sent
debris and smoke in its wake. After thirty seconds, Daniel redirected almost
all power to his weapons and fired two supercharged lasers, which tore the ship
in half upon impact, followed by a fiery explosion.


“Having fun?”
inquired Fillio.


“Wouldn’t go that
far, but at least it distracts me.”


“I understand how
you feel. He’s my friend too, you know. I was really surprised he left us.”


“I can’t blame
him for that. I just wish I knew he was okay.”


“Perhaps we
should try and locate him?”


“I don’t think he
wants to be found.”


“Screw what he
wants. What about what we want?”


“Point taken. Perhaps
we can ask Ryonna and Tar’Lock to go look for him.”


“Yeah, if there’s
anyone who knows how to get things done outside of Earth Alliance territory, it
sure is those two. But you should go as well.”


“Alright. I’ll ask
the commodore once we get back.”


“Speaking of
. . .”


“Yeah, let’s
regroup with the transport and finish this boring run.”


“Boring, huh? Roger
that.”


 




*   *   *


 


Chase descended
to the lower levels of the Ponos station. The lift doors opened to reveal a
very dark hall lit with very few lights, in low-power setting; just enough to
see a few feet in front of him. 


He walked
straight down the hall. After a minute a shadow passed in front of one of the
lights and stood there. It was humanoid. It held a knife in one hand, which was
shaking slightly.


“Out of my way if
you value your life,” said Chase casually.


“No way, man. You
need to give me your possessions or I’ll cut you.” The man waved his blade
nervously.


“Look, I get it. This
is a shitty place, and you’re doing what you can to survive, but believe me,
take my offer and move aside.”


“I don’t fear
you!”


“And yet you
should.”


“You think you’re
tough, but I have the knife, bitch!”


“In this case
it’s as useful as an air conditioner on a subzero planet, so I suggest you put
it down before you end up wearing it.”


The man looked
puzzled, trying to figure out Chase’s pun. When it finally hit home he made a
face and spat on the ground.


“You asked for it,
man,” he said, feigning confidence.


Chase shook his
head from side to side, and then lifted one hand and made a gesture inviting
the thief to attack him. He threw himself at Chase, blade first, going for the
heart. Chase’s reaction was immediate. He caught and stopped the incoming blade
between two fingers. He exhaled, still shaking his head. 


The man watched
in terror, still trying to make the blade advance, but it wouldn’t budge at
all. Chase slowly raised his other hand and made a fist in front of the man’s
face. The man swallowed heavily. 


With a swift movement
Chase sent him flying towards the nearest wall. He impacted it a good three
feet above ground level before the blade he had used to attack Chase came at
lightning speed and pierced his left shoulder, before he hit the ground. Blood
flowed from the wound. The man screeched in agony, artificial gravity trying to
pull his body down but the blade preventing him. Chase resumed his walk and
stopped at his level.


“Don’t kill me,
please,” implored the man.


“I never intended
to kill you, fool. Believe me, if that had been my intention you’d have been
dead before you uttered a word. Now, I’m looking for some recreational drugs.
I’ve been told I can find them on this level, and you look like someone who
uses, so would you be so kind as to point me towards your dealer?”


“Will you let me
down if I tell you?”


“Are you really
in a position to negotiate?”


“Fair en—” Before
he could finish the blade started cutting up and extending the wound, as
gravity slowly pulled the man downward. 


Chase extended
his right hand and extracted the blade with his mind, plunging it so deeply
into the opposite wall that only the handle showed. At the same time he used
his power to lower the man slowly, until his feet touched the ground.


“So?” asked
Chase.


The man put his
hand on the blood-gushing wound and spoke. “Take a right at end of the
corridor, then go all the way through and take the last left. Zarnor’s
operation is there.”


Chase extended
his arm towards the man’s shoulder.


“Please don’t
kill me. I told you what you wanted to know!”


“Shut up and hold
still,” said Chase, removing the man’s hand from his wound and applying his own.



He healed the man
in less than three seconds. The man looked at his closing wound and his eyes
grew with astonishment.


“There, good as
new. I suggest you find another career path, though,” said Chase, not waiting
for an answer as he resumed walking. 


Two minutes later
he arrived at his destination. Two huge, pink-skinned goons, with bloodshot, red
eyes, stepped in front of him. Behind them a green insectoid sat at a black
desk. He spoke. “It’s invite only. Get lost!”


“I need something
and I’ve been told you can provide it.”


“I don’t deal
with strangers.”


“Well, today you’ll
make an exception.”


The insectoid
made a clicking sound and his goons jumped at Chase.


“For the love
of—”


Chase sprang into
the air and somersaulted behind them. He then turned around, extended his arms
and sent a powerful telekinetic wave towards the goons, who rebounded against
each other before crashing against the walls on each side of the corridor. They
collapsed on the ground with a very satisfying and synchronized thud. Chase
turned back to the insectoid.


“Look, I’m not
here to cause any problems, but I’m sick and tired of people’s attitude tonight.
I came in good faith hoping you could help me, but if you’d like to see how I
can use my powers to dismember you and then just take whatever the fuck I want
from your inventory, let me know, ’cause I’m losing patience here.”


The insectoid
clicked multiple times nervously. “That won’t be necessary. What are you
looking for? And whatever it is, it’s on the house.”


Chase took
credits from his pockets and threw them on the table. “I don’t need a freebie. Hopefully
this can buy me something nice?”


The insectoid
looked at the credits with a gleam in his eye.


“Whatever you
want, in fact.”


“Good. I need
something for numbing pain.”


“A painkiller? I
have them all.”


“Not that kind of
pain.”


“Ooooh, I see.
You need to forget something or someone.”


“Yeah.”


“Then may I
suggest synthesized Kyrian snake venom?”


“Yeah, give me a
double shot of that.”


“One dose will
suffice. More could kill you.”


“If only
. . . Give me a double shot, please.”


The insectoid
clicked while looking in a drawer within his desk. “Your funeral.”


“Not likely.”


“There, my last
two doses. I can’t stress enough how dangerous it is to get more than one per
day, though.”


“You said that
already. Jack me up.”


Chase extended
his arm. The insectoid took the vial, inserted it into a medical gun and
injected Chase subcutaneously with a small whooshing sound as he pressed the
trigger.


“How long does
it—”


“Not long, as you
can probably feel already. In five minutes you won’t remember your own name.”


Chase felt a
burning sensation, followed by a soothing and warm feeling. He started to feel
light-headed.


“Any side
effects?”


“Besides
overdosing? If you survive this—and I should really stress the ‘if’ part—once
the poison is out of your system, you may find yourself craving more. But it
usually takes three or four injections for the craving to be so strong you need
it daily.”


“Charming.
Anything else?”


“Yeah, you’ll
probably be quite angry once the drug is out of your bloodstream; like
homicidal-maniac-violent for a few hours.”


“That should
prove interesting.”


“I don’t plan to
be around then, if you survive.”


“Oh, I will
survive. The universe isn’t done fucking with me yet and I’m not done paying it
back.”


“Whatever, man. Nice
doing business with you. How long are my goons gonna be out?”


“Maybe an hour or
two.”


“Swell. I guess
I’m off for the night then. So long, stranger.” He clicked a button on the
underside of his desk and thin walls closed in front of his desk, effectively
transforming it into a dead-end corridor.


Chase started
back the way he had come but after a few steps he lost his balance and crashed to
the ground. He registered no pain at all at the impact. But the pain within his
soul grew smaller at an exponential rate. He barely managed to set an alarm on
his wrist band before falling into an inviting and sweet darkness.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase was lying in
tall, green grass. He brushed the grass with his hand and felt at peace. The
sky was magnificent: dark blue and purple hues, with pink clouds dancing in a circle.
Then he heard her voice.


“Chase! Where are
you hiding, silly?”


“I’m over here,”
he said, raising himself from the ground. 


Sarah ran toward
him, holding the hand of a small boy about five years old. The child released
himself, ran quickly towards Chase and jumped into his arms. Chase lifted him
towards the sky and spun around a few times. He then brought the child toward
him and kissed him on the cheek.


“Daddy!” said the
boy, with a broad and innocent smile.


“You’re okay,
buddy? Are you hungry?”


“No, I’m fine. I
want to play with you though.”


“What do you want
to play at?”


“I want you to
make me fly, Daddy.”


Sarah embraced
him from behind. He turned and kissed her passionately on the mouth.


“Always a
favorite.”


Chase smiled. He
lifted his son with his mind and sent him flying around. He extended his arms
in front of him and laughed hysterically.


“You’re alright,
my love?” asked Sarah.


“Couldn’t be
better. You?”


“Yeah. We’ve been
looking for you since he woke from his nap.”


Chase smiled. His
heart felt warm. He was happy beyond his wildest dreams.


After flying the
boy around for a few minutes, he brought him down.


“Again, Daddy,
again.”


“Later, son. Let’s
go for a walk, okay?”


The boy closed
his eyes and nodded in agreement with a big smile. They walked for the next
hour and arrived by a river bed. Sarah and Chase sat on the grass while the child
chased a beautiful, green-orange butterfly, the sound of his laughter echoing
in the valley. Sarah put her head on Chase’s shoulder for a while. He brushed
her satin red hair and reveled in its intoxicating perfume. They lay on the
ground and kissed for a very long time.


“Chris looks so
much like you.”


“Does he, now? I
always thought he was as pretty as his mother.”


“He even has your
eye color.”


“It’s popular
with girls.”


She punched him
on the shoulder affectionately. 


“How would you
know? Perhaps it’s just popular with me.”


“As long as you
like it, that’s all I care about, my love.”


“Don’t try to
charm yourself out of this.”


“You know I only
have eyes for you, my sweet wife.”


“Good save,” she
said with a broad smile, before kissing him sweetly on the lips.


“I love you so
much. I don’t know what I would do without you.”


“I love you too,
Chase, and you’ll have me for as long as I live.”


A tear escaped from
Chase’s left eye.


“What is it?”


“Nothing. I’m
just so happy.”


Chris approached
and jumped up and down.


“What is it,
Chris?” asked Chase


“I want to fish!”


“Alright. Just
remember what I told you last time. Go easy on them, okay?”


He smiled and
nodded, and then he ran to the river and looked at the surface.


“Perhaps you
should supervise him?” said Sarah.


“He’ll be fine. It’s
only fish.”


Chris extended an
open palm and shot a small, yellow fireball into the water. The impact raised
the water and with it a big, purple fish flew into the air. He ran into the
water and jumped to catch it before it fell back. The fish was clearly stunned.


“All good, son?”


“I think fishy is
sleeping.”


Chase looked at
Sarah who gave him a big smile.


“So you caught
dinner?” said Chase playfully.


“No! I don’t want
to eat fishy. Fishies are my friends!”


“That’s a good
boy. Perhaps you should help him wake up then?”


Chris smiled and placed
his hand on the fish, bathing it with white light. Soon it started flapping
about and escaped the boy’s hands, returning to the water.


“Bye, fishy, see
you soon,” said Chris joyfully.


He came back, all
wet, towards his parents.


Chase raised one
hand and dried his son with a swift and warm air current. 


“Thank you, Daddy.
Will you teach me that too?”


“Sure thing,
son.”


A thunderclap
resonated within the valley and the sky began to darken.


“Looks like it’s
gonna rain,” said Sarah.


She stood and
extended her hand towards Chris. “Let’s go home and prepare dinner for Daddy. Want
to help me, sweetie?”


Chris jumped in
excitement. “Yes, I want to cook with you, Mommy.”


Sarah looked at
Chase. “You’re coming?”


“Go ahead. I’ll
be right behind you.”


She winked at him
and they left.


Chase looked at
the ominous sky. He was surprised how quickly the weather had changed. He walked
by the river bed, taking a small pebble and sending it flying at the surface of
the water. The sheer power of its increasing velocity split the water in two
for a few hundred feet.


“I need to talk
with you,” said a voice behind Chase.


The sky turned
darker. Chase spun around.


“Hello, Ares,
what can I do for you?” Chase started to feel dread within his soul, but
couldn’t really understand why.


“Interesting
dream you’re having. Are you high?”


Then it came back
to him. He had taken some sort of hallucinogenic venom. None of this was real.
Tears flowed down his cheeks. 


“I’m sorry to drag
you out of your reverie.”


“Not as sorry as
I am. I like it here. Wish I could stay here forever.”


“One day,
perhaps.”


“Let me guess,
once I defeat Argos? I thought I told you I didn’t want to talk to you or
Aphroditis anymore.”


“I know, but you
need to understand something.”


“Yeah? What’s
that?”


“Aphroditis
didn’t ask you to kill Sarah, and—”


“Chris, his name
would have been Chris.”


Ares’ expression
grew darker and he only nodded in response.


“She did tell me
I had to kill her. I remember it very well.”


“No, she tried to
warn you that our communications had been compromised, most likely by Argos.”


“What are you trying
to tell me, Ares?”


“That Argos,
somehow, must have impersonated Aphroditis and given you that order.”


Chase made fists
and the ground started shaking.


“Easy, Chase, you
could destroy the place your physical body is in right now.”


“I’m not sure I
care.”


“Well, if you
want to be given the opportunity to exact revenge on Argos, perhaps you
should.”


Chase closed his
eyes and tried calming down. Projecting a mental image of Sarah and Chris seemed
to do the trick pretty fast.


“Good. Now
understand this: we are both very sorry for what happened.”


“And that helps
me how?”


“I didn’t say it
would help, Chase, I’m just telling you I’m sorry. We both are.”


“Right, thanks, I
guess . . .”


“Chase, you’re
hurting right now. It’s understandable, but you need to heal. You can’t expect
to defeat Argos if you don’t process your grief first.”


“Actually I think
my hatred for Argos should be all I require to kill him.”


“Anger and hate
will cloud your judgment when the time comes. Argos might exploit that.”


“He is welcome to
try.”


“And what if he
kills you?”


“Then I will join
Sarah at the gates of heav . . .” Chase let the sentence hang as more
tears flowed down his face.


“I see. Look, I— What
the?”


“What is it?”


“Oh no! He’s
here!”


“Who’s there?” asked
Chase with genuine concern.


Chase heard an
echoing voice in the valley.


“Speaking to my
brother, Ares? Say hello for me, will ya?”


Ares looked at
Chase with terror in his eyes. Chase’s blood started to boil.


“Where are you,
Ares? How can I help?”


“You can’t. It’s
too late. I’ll have to face Argos myself.”


“But you said—”


“Yes, Chase, I
know what I said. I will try to hold him off as much as I can, to give
Aphroditis a fighting chance to escape, but you must help her! Please help
her!”


“Ares!” said
Chase as his mentor’s body faded away before his eyes.


The sky turned
dark red and lightning strikes fell all around.


“Tell me where
you are!!!”


“We’re in the
Megara sector, Chase. Goodbye . . .” 


“Aaaaaaareeeeees!”
shouted Chase, before falling to his knees as the world around him was
destroyed a little more with every new crimson lightning strike.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase awoke and
felt his wrist buzz and vibrate. He blinked his eyes multiple times and a foul
odor reached his nostrils. A Brin was reaching for him. 


“Get the fuck
away from me!” he muttered.


The Brin grinned,
jumped back to his feet and took a blaster out of his holder.


Not in the
mood, thought Chase.


He jumped to his
feet and kicked the Brin in the guts. The Brin fell to his knees, dropping his
blaster, his wind cut from the impact of the kick.


A wave of hate
permeated every fiber of Chase’s being and his eyes glowed intensely. He took a
step towards the Brin and put his palm on the Brin’s head. The body instantly exploded
into a million pieces and splattered blood all over Chase and his surroundings.



“Ooops,” said
Chase out loud.


Right, side
effects, he remembered.


He looked at the
blood and guts on him and all around. He made his aura glow and it burned every
trace to ashes.


“Sorry, dude,
don’t know how to heal someone in this . . .”—he made a face that
clearly expressed his disgust—“state.”


He looked at his
wrist and saw he was already late for his meeting with Keera.


“Dammit!” he said.
His feet elevated from the ground and he flew within the corridors at maximum
speed.


 


*  
*   *


 


Keera was
standing in launch bay seven near Chase’s craft, looking at her wrist.


“Where are you,
Chase?” she said out loud.


She heard
multiple steps coming down the nearest corridor. It was Tron’Tak and five of
his goons. She did not like this one bit. 


Tron’Tak was a
tall and muscled blue-skinned humanoid with brown dreadlocks of dirty hair,
yellow teeth and more than a few scars on his face.


“What is this,
Tron’Tak?”


“I changed my
mind. You can’t have that ship.”


“A deal is a deal.
You owed me anyway.”


“I didn’t owe you
that much.”


“That’s not for
you to decide. Back off, Tron’Tak! Get your goons and go back where you came
from, if you value your lives.”


“You’re good,
Keera, but you’re not that good.”


Sensing the
inevitable, Keera sprang into action without waiting another moment. She took
two small blades from her back and threw them at two of the goons. Both blades
landed firmly within her targets’ brains and they collapsed to the ground. She
then took her blaster from her holster, but Tron’Tak was faster and shot it out
of her hands with his. It flew backwards and sparked upon impact with the
ground. The other three goons ran towards her and turned on their light-blades.
She parried the first incoming blade, ducked and unleashed a powerful, circling
kick that swiped her assailant off balance. She grabbed his light-blade and
used it to stop the attack from the next goon. When the blades collided, they
crackled loudly. She kicked the goon hard in the face and used her blade to
impale the previous attacker before he had time to recover from his fall. He
screeched briefly before his eyes turned dead.


The goon she had kicked
got back up and raised his blade in a defensive stance, while the other ran
towards her, screaming from the bottom of his lungs.


Amateur, she thought.


She easily dodged
his incoming blade and, in a fluid motion, she decapitated him. His body kept
running while his head fell near her feet and rolled a little, his lifeless
stare locked into a state of utter terror. She lost no time and threw her light-blade
spinning towards the last goon. He blocked the blade with his own and it fell
to the ground, but by then she was upon him. She took a thin, sharp, long blade
from behind her skin-tight body armor and before the goon could react she
sliced him in two with a fluid, vertical motion. 


But then it all
went bad. She felt a dart impact her jugular. She pulled it from her neck, but
felt the effect of the poison almost immediately. She swore as she heard
Tron’Tak laugh. She turned towards him and saw a sick smile on his face.


She tried to take
a step forward but she couldn’t feel her muscles anymore. Her grip on her blade
loosened first, and it fell to the ground with a metallic clunk. Her legs were
next to give in and she fell down face first. Her head hit the ground with
pounding pain, and she almost lost consciousness, but could still hear the
maddening laugh of Tron’Tak as he approached and grabbed her by the hair.


“Don’t touch me!
What the hell did you do to me?”


“It’s my favorite
poison; very fast acting. It numbs my prey but they stay awake, so they can
still feel the pain of what’s coming next.”


“You sick fuck!”


He dragged her
and placed her belly down on a nearby crate. He then approached her face and
licked it with his foul-smelling, blue tongue.


“I’m gonna kill
you for this, Tron’Tak!”


“Uh-huh. I would
like to see you try. I liked our partnership in the past, but I always wanted
to fuck you, and looks like my wish is about to come true.”


“You worthless
pig. Don’t you dare touch me!”


He grabbed her
pants and pulled them down.


This can’t be
happening! she thought, her brain paralyzed by the
sheer terror of what was unfolding, with her body utterly powerless to do
anything about it.


Tron’Tak
unbuckled his belt and ripped her panties off.


“You better kill
me after or I’ll cut your junk and make you eat it, you sick fuck. Don’t you
dare touch me!”


“You mean like this?”
He put his dirty fingers between her legs. “But don’t worry. I’ll probably kill
you during, but I want you to feel me deep inside you when it happens.”


She felt his
vicious hand between her legs, and rage and disgust overwhelmed her thoughts. Her
brain panicked, unable to process the nightmare. But she was simply powerless,
unable to move a single muscle.


“Now for the fun
part.”


“You’re a dead
man!”


“Nah, I’m a lucky
man,” he said as he took his manhood out and readied himself to forcefully enter
Keera.


“Hey, asshole!”
heard Tron’Tak just before entering her. 


Clearly startled,
Tron’Tak turned around.


“Rape this!” said
Chase, with a look radiating amethyst, as he released a fireball. 


Before Tron’Tak
could do anything his genitals exploded into pieces and blood spattered
everywhere, some on Keera’s bare skin, accompanied by a jolt of tremendous
pain, utter shock and a loud shriek.


“What did you d—”
But he never finished his sentence.


Chase moved so
fast he nearly teleported next to him and severed his head from his body with a
fast, waving slice of his hand. It fell and rolled on the ground, ending in
front of Keera. She could see his lifeless eyes and the look of terror and
shock locked into his lifeless face. He twitched creepily.


Chase took the
shirt off the now-collapsed body of Tar’Lock and ripped it. He then gently
wiped the blood from Keera’s back with his eyes closed. He brought her pants
back to her.


Tears flowed down
her face. She was panicked, paralyzed and ashamed at the same time. She felt
Chase’s hand on her back as well as a warm, bright light above her. Soon the
sensation returned to her muscles.


She stood and
turned her back to Chase, putting her face in her hands and sobbing.


“You’re alright,
Keera?”


She didn’t
answer. She spat on Tron’Tak’s face and then kicked his head with all her
energy, sending it flying against a nearby wall.


Chase moved next
to her. “It’s over. He will never hurt anyone anymore.”


Her stomach boiled
and she fell knees first to the ground and vomited.


After a minute
she started to tremble uncontrollably, and Chase put his hand on her shoulder. It
startled her.


“I’m sorry,
Keera, I . . .”


She rose and took
him into her arms, crying all the tears of her body.


“Thank you,
Chase.”


“I’m so sorry for
being late.”


“You arrived when
it mattered. Please tell me you arrived before . . .” She couldn’t
bear to say the words.


“Yes. He didn’t.”


She exhaled
strongly and cried some more in Chase’s arms for a few minutes.


“You’re gonna be
okay?” said Chase as he stroked her hair gently.


She sniffed,
wiped her tears, looked at Chase and nodded.


“Ready to leave
this place?”


“Yeah
. . . The sooner the better.”









CHAPTER

III


 


Ares stepped down
from the platform and took three cautious steps towards Argos. His heart pounded
in his chest. He could barely hold on against Chase during their last training
visions. How was he to contain someone as powerful as Argos? But he only needed
to delay him and let Aphroditis escape. Her powers of foresight could be the
difference between victory and defeat in this war. Ares didn’t really know if that
was the case, but if he didn’t do anything, they’d both be killed anyway. And
that was not an option, not if he could do anything about it.


On the other side
of the room, Aphroditis was shaking from fear.


“Let her leave.”


“Why? She’s the
one who’s been boosting my brother’s morale, to the point where he almost
killed me last we fought. She must pay for that.”


“I trained Chase.
Your beef is with me.”


“Well, my beef is
with your entire race, really, so whether I kill her today or tomorrow, she’s a
goner.”


“Not today,
though.”


“Oh yeah? Wanna
bet?”


“Not
. . . today,” said Ares, strengthening the tone of his voice.


“Do you think I
fear you even an iota? Dude, you’re already dead. She’s next, and in time we
will eradicate your race, like we should have done so long ago.”


Ares raised an
eyebrow. “Who’s we?” 


“None of your
business.”


“If we’re dead
anyway, why can’t you tell us? Unless you think you could fail at your objective
today.”


“Oh, believe me,
you’ll both be dead by the end of the day.”


“So?”


Argos looked
deeply into Ares’ eyes.


“So nothing. I’m
not here to explain myself to you. I came to punish you for intervening. You
know full well you were not allowed to.”


“Neither were you
to strike a deal with the Zarlacks and then the Obsidian.”


“Technically the
Furies are dead, so . . .”


“Seriously,
that’s how you justify getting out of a rule that also applies to you? Furies
are an old race. When we defeated you, we, the older races, all agreed we
wouldn’t interfere with the affairs of the younger races, now that the war was
finally over.”


“Well it’s not
over. I’m still fighting for my side.”


“You’ll lose!”


“Uh-huh, alright,
sure; but not by your hands.”


“Let’s see, shall
we?”


“Oh yeah. I’ve
been waiting for a long time to kill my first Olympian, so come on, old fart,
bring it on!”


Ares looked at
Aphroditis, who had witnessed the verbal exchange from a few feet away. She
still looked terrified, but upon meeting Ares’ look, tears flowed.


“Aphroditis! Get
the hell out of here. NOW!” said Ares as he jumped towards Argos, launching a
powerful series of blows.


She ran towards
the exit of the communications room and didn’t look back.


Argos dodged or blocked
every one of Ares’ attacks with ease. In fact, he looked bored. In the middle
of Ares’ next combo Argos eyes blinked red for a brief instant before he
clocked Ares in the head with a circling kick. It sent Ares crashing against
the nearest wall.


“Very
disappointing,” said Argos, shaking his head from side to side.


Ares created a
green fireball in his hand and shot it towards Argos, but it missed him by a fair
margin, to Argos’ surprise. It was not until it blew away part of the structure
near the door behind him that he understood what Ares had done and why.


“This won’t trap
me here, you know that.”


“It will give her
enough time to get away from you.”


“I’ll get her
anyway, now that I know how to track you.”


“Let’s see if you
survive, Argos, because I’m not ready to let you live one more day.”


“Not in your
control I’m afraid, old man.”


Ares smiled. He
launched himself at Argos with a powerful uppercut that Argos dodged by arching
his torso backwards. But then he was grabbed from behind. 


“You were
saying?” said another Ares, with his forearms firmly lodged against Argos’
throat.


The other Ares
turned about and sent three successive, powerful knee strikes towards Argos’
thorax. Upon the third blow, blood escaped Argos’ mouth. As the first Ares sent
a fireball towards his target, Argos arched himself forwards and exposed the
Ares holding him to the path of the attack, but the second Ares vanished right before
the impact, successfully throwing Argos down as a result.


Ares knew that
all his tricks would not allow him to defeat Argos, but he really needed to buy
Aphroditis enough time to get out of Dodge.


Argos stood,
dusted himself off, and wiped a little blood from the corner of his mouth with
the back of his hand.


“Not bad, but
this trick won’t work twice.”


Argos vanished,
appeared behind Ares and planted his elbow strongly in Ares’ back, sending him
flying forward. While Ares was still in midair, Argos re-appeared under him and
catapulted him to the ceiling with a powerful kick. After Ares impacted with
the ceiling, and as he fell back towards the ground, Argos clocked him once
more with a powerful right hook. Ares flew and crashed face first into the
ground a few feet away.


He moaned as he
tried to get himself back up. 


“You do realize
that this fight is already over?” said Argos defiantly.


“The way I see
it, it’s just begun.”


Argos lifted his
right hand with an open palm towards his opponent. “Let’s see,” said Argos,
before unleashing a flurry of small, red fireballs towards Ares. 


Ares jumped
around to dodge the first salvo, and then managed to deflect another three attacks,
but there were simply too many coming too fast for him to keep up. The last few
all impacted on different parts of his body, and he was again thrown to the
ground. Smoke rose from his body and blood flowed from a few of the impact
wounds.


“Shall we
continue?” inquired Argos with a broad, defiant smile. “Or did you have enough
already? I can make this painless, you know.”


Ares rose as best
he could, his knees trembling, having a difficult time keeping himself upright.
He spat blood on the ground.


Get the hell
out, Aphroditis, he thought to himself.


Ares had no doubt
that the end was near, but he still had some juice in him, and intended to
fight Argos till the very end. He closed his eyes and brought up as much energy
as he could muster for his next attack. His aura intensified and glowed bright
gold. When he opened his eyes, an air of confidence and determination could be
read on his face.


Argos smiled.
“You know you’re never gonna win and yet you keep fighting. Why?”


“Because people
like me . . . that’s what we do. We fight evil like you. We gladly
give our lives because we know that one day, hopefully soon enough, we will
defeat you.”


“That’s almost
hilarious.”


“Tell that to
Chase the next and probably last time he comes for you.”


Argos’ smile
vanished. Ares knew he had put the finger right where it hurt Argos’ gigantic
ego. Argos’ mouth clenched and his teeth showed. He was getting angry. Perhaps
that would make him less efficient, Ares hoped.


It was time to
unleash the attack Ares had been powering up for. He sent three duplicates of
himself to attack Argos from all sides, but Argos had no issue dealing with
them. In the meantime, Ares kept powering up his aura, with his fists firmly
pressed against his body at belt level. When he saw Argos dispatch two of his
copies he transferred all of his energy into his right hand and launched
himself into the mix. Argos saw him coming, dodged his right blow, and answered
with a knee to the thorax that Ares blocked with his left forearm. Then the
last Ares copy dropped to the ground, doing the splits, and punched Argos straight
in the knee. He registered the pain from the blow and that was all Ares wanted:
a little distraction. He landed the powerful right blow on which he had
concentrated most of his energy in Argos’ stomach. It sent him gliding back a
few feet while blood flew from his open mouth. 


Argos’ look of
hate intensified. Clearly that blow had hurt him, something he wasn’t expecting
at this point in the fight. Argos clenched his teeth and fists and released a
haunting growl as he used his rage to grow his aura, burning a flaming red.
Lightning bolts danced all around him. His eyes glowed strongly as he put both
his hands in front of him.


This better
work, thought Ares.


In between Argos’
hands, a dark, red fireball came to life, with black lightning crackling all around
it as it grew and grew. When it reached four feet in diameter, Argos threw the
attack at Ares, who reacted instantly. He drew a circle with his hands and
created a mirror shield.


“Perseus’ mirror shield!”
shouted Ares as the fireball impacted the shield and was sent back towards
Argos, whose eyes widened in surprise.


Argos extended
his hands to block his own attack, but the moment he did so, Ares was upon him;
three instances of him, in fact. One grabbed him from behind and locked Argos’
shoulders against his torso, while the other two each kicked one of Argos’ arms
out of the way. Argos was engulfed and burned by his own attack. The resulting
explosion sent every duplicate Ares flying. The two copies disintegrated from
the blast, while the original landed against the ground nearby, breaking a
couple of ribs upon impact. 


As the dust from
the explosion settled, Argos was on his knees, black and red smoke rising from
his bloodied body. His red, glowing eyes, enhanced with rage and exploded blood
vessels, gave him a psycho-madman look.


Blood flowed from
his mouth as he spoke. “You little cockroach. You’re gonna pay for this!
Tenfold!” 


Ares never really
hoped that this trick would do anything but delay the inevitable, but seeing
how powerful the attack had been, he had hoped it could perhaps put Argos
temporarily out of commission; but no such luck. Argos was panting heavily but
the look he cast Ares froze his blood. His mind raced, trying to figure out
something else to throw at Argos, preferably before he healed himself. Then it
came to him.


Ares threw a
fireball at the rubble he had created to let Aphroditis escape, which surprised
Argos, and started running down the same corridor she had used minutes before.


“You’re not going
anywhere, coward!” shouted Argos as he rose to his feet and started chasing
Ares, who had a good head start.


 


*  
*   *


 


Aphroditis
arrived at her ship and lost no time powering it up. After a few seconds she
took off from the huge asteroid in which their base was hidden. She could sense
Ares’ life energy drain more with each minute since she flew the communications
chamber. Tears still flowed down her face. Ares was one of the Olympians’ most
fearless and skilled fighters, but she knew he was no match for Argos. No one was
but Chase.


She maneuvered
the ship out of the asteroid field, entered Earth’s coordinates and jumped her
ship.


“Goodbye, Ares. Thank
you,” she said, while looking outside her cockpit at the lightshow of
hyperspace travel with a heavy heart. 


Chase, I beg
you, come back to us before it’s too late.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase felt as if
he was a prisoner inside a tank filled with liquid. His heart pumped hard but
he couldn’t move a single muscle. He wanted to pound against the glass through
the green liquid but he was paralyzed. Something was running through his veins
that prevented him from moving, no doubt delivered by the tubes entering his
body and holding him in place within the green-tinted tank. 


That’s when he
heard her voice in his mind, as if it was his own thoughts.


“Help me, Chase,
please help.”


He felt dread
mixed with intense sadness at hearing Sarah’s voice. Another nightmare, the
same he had been experiencing every single night since he blew her ship. That
thought alone sent him towards a whirlwind of self-hatred. But, like every time
before, nothing happened in the dream. He was there, powerless to do anything
but experience the repeated scene again and again, every time he managed to get
some shut eye.


But then
something different happened. The door into the darkly lit lab opened and a
shadow entered. It took a while for his eyes to focus and see in the darkness, but
he recognized the shape as his eyes adjusted.


Argos!


He wanted to feel
rage and explode his liquid prison, but instead he was afraid, terrified even.
He didn’t understand why. He was not afraid of his brother. In fact, since he
had defeated him on Damocles station, he was looking forward to their next and
last meeting. Still, it was clear that the emotion coursing through his body
wasn’t hatred or rage, but fear. It was as though the emotion he was sensing
wasn’t his own. 


Then he heard his
name being called from afar.


“Chase, Chase! Wake
up, Chase!”


He felt some
movement as his body shook. The image before his eyes became garbled and was
replaced by another.


It was Keera. She
was shaking him when he finally came back to reality.


“Dude, you scared
the shit out of me. I’ve been calling you and trying to wake you up for like
ten minutes now.”


There was genuine
concern in her voice.


“Sorry
. . .” said Chase, still a little confused about exiting the
nightmare differently than before.


“What was that?
You were muttering your own name, asking yourself for help. That was creepy!”


“Was I?” Chase
looked down.


“Yeah, it was
like you were talking to yourself in that nightmare of yours.”


“I know.”


“I don’t get it?
How can you know?”


“Not the first
time I’ve had this particular nightmare. In fact, I dread sleeping as a rule
since . . .”


“Since your loved
one died?”


Chase nodded as a
tear fell from one of his eyes.


“Sarah
. . .” he added.


“I’m sorry,
Chase.”


He looked away.


“Are you sure she’s
dead?”


“Yeah, no doubt
about it. I . . . I fired the shot that destroyed her ship.”


“That’s really
heavy. I still don’t understand how you were put into this position, though. Not
sure I could have taken that shot.”


That was
something Chase really didn’t want to hear from anyone, but he couldn’t blame
Keera for saying it. Why had he fired? Why didn’t he kill Argos when he had the
chance?


“I
. . . I was faced with an impossible choice, and . . . she
asked me to.”


Keera swallowed
and stayed silent.


“I wish I would
stop having this nightmare though. I . . . I don’t understand why I
get it every night.”


“And you never
had it before?”


“No. What’s weird
is that Sarah had that same nightmare. She described it to me.”


“Perhaps that’s
why you’re having it. It’s part of who she was, and your brain is clinging to
her via that memory. I’m no shrink but I think it’s normal to cling to memories
of the people we care for and have lost.”


Chase reflected
on Keera’s words. It did make some sense, but then why that one? Why not a real
memory, one that belonged to him? Why would he dream her nightmare day after
day? He wished it would stop.


“How long was I
out and how close are we to the Megara system?”


“About six hours,
and we’re still thirty minutes short of arrival.”


“I wish we could
get there faster. Argos will probably be gone by then!”


“How do you know he’s
there?”


Chase still
didn’t really trust Keera and was not in the mood to talk about his relationship
with the Olympians.


“Alright, then,”
she said, sensing he wasn’t about to discuss the subject. “Want something to
eat?”


“That would be
nice, yeah. Thanks.”


She exited the
cockpit. “Sure thing. I’ll get some rations and bring them back in a jiffy.”


“Thanks, Keera,”
said Chase, after sliding the cockpit door closed.


 


*  
*   *


 


Ares ran halfway along
the corridor and stopped suddenly. He turned around and watched Argos running
towards him at lightning speed. He stopped in front of him and grabbed Ares by
the throat. Ares tried to speak but Argos’ grip was too strong.


“Have something
to say before you die?”


Ares looked at
him defiantly.


“Alright, then,”
he said, as he loosened his grip ever so slightly.


“Lockdown,” said
Ares.


A force field appeared
and sectioned Argos’ left hand on the spot. He shouted in pain as blood spewed
from his arm with every beat of his heart.


Ares smiled but
lost no time. He went to a nearby wall, tore off a panel and yanked two strong,
metallic cables from it. The force field went down and so did most of the light
in the corridor. He held both cables at Argos’ temples while he was distracted by
his cut limb. An intense electrical current passed through his body and he
shrieked loudly as more and more juice traveled within his cranium. 


Slowly and
painfully, with jerky motion, he grabbed Ares’ left hand, diverting only a
little of the juice through him as he did so. Argos had trouble calling upon
enough strength to yank Ares’ hand away. The pain was excruciating and he
clenched his teeth tightly, electrical sparks and lightning running over his
dentition and between his eyes. Finally he mustered the necessary strength,
yanked one of the cables off and thrust it in Ares’ abdomen, who received the
deadly electrical current and dropped the other cable to the ground.


Ares managed to
swipe away the cable currently juicing him with a swift motion of his hand and
took a few steps back.


Argos’ rage
amplified tenfold. The entire base shook in response. Sparks flew off many
electrical components; paneling bent everywhere around them.


Argos created a
fireball in his good hand and used it to cauterize his wound. While doing so he
felt something hit his face with little force.


“Dropped
something?” said Ares, who had just thrown Argos’ severed hand at his face.


Argos’ red eyes
shone so brightly that the light almost blinded Ares, who put his forearm in
front of his eyes to protect his sight.


Meanwhile, Argos
slashed his good hand in the air vertically and Ares felt intense pain. He
looked for his left arm but it wasn’t there anymore. He saw it impact with the
ground.


“Not so fun, is
it?” said Argos, with pure hate in his glowing eyes.


Blood gushed from
Ares’ left shoulder. He put his other hand on the wound in an attempt to prevent
the blood loss.


“I don’t care. That’s
one hand you won’t be using against Chase when he comes to take vengeance for
Sarah’s death!”


“Sorry to
disappoint, Ares,” said Argos with a smile. He picked up his hand and put it
back on his severed limb. An intense red glow formed between the hand and the
forearm, and soon it was reattached. Argos moved his fingers.


“I should have
cut off your head!” said Ares, with blood now flowing profusely from his mouth.


“Yes, you should
have. Unfortunately, as much fun and surprisingly challenging as this
distraction of a fight has been, your time is up.”


Ares looked
straight into Argos’ eyes and ran towards him.


Argos smiled,
prepared a fireball and threw it at Ares. Using every bit of remaining energy,
Ares deflected the attack, slid to the floor between Argos’ legs and rolled
back up to his feet. He resumed running back towards the communications room.
He shot one fireball at the ceiling, collapsing some of it in his wake. In the
room he went for a control panel in one corner and lifted a glass flap to
reveal a large, red button, just as he heard Argos explode the rubble out of
his way to come running in pursuit. 


When their eyes
locked, Ares spoke. “Goodbye, asshole!” Argos understood Ares was about to hit
some sort of self-destruct and shot a fireball at the controls. But Ares’ fist
was faster and it struck the button full force before the fireball hit his hand
and exploded it clean off, sending sparks and blood all around the panel.


“Self-destruct
damaged,” said a female voice through hidden speakers.


“You’ve got to
be—” But Ares never finished his sentence.


When he looked
down at his chest, he saw Argos’ arm impaling it, exploding his heart on its
way through. Everything turned black. Death was upon him now. After millenias
of living, with many good and bad choices, his last breath had finally been drawn.



“Goodbye, Chase,”
he said, before Argos removed his arm from his chest in a swift motion. 


Ares’ body fell to
the ground.


Argos snorted and
smiled. He healed his wounds and walked back towards his ship.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase was eating
the flash-unfrozen sandwich that Keera had brought him. It tasted quite bland
but Chase was famished, surely a side effect of the powerful drug he had taken
the night before. 


“How’s the food?”
inquired Keera.


“Do you want the
polite answer or the truth?”


“He he, I see.
Sorry I didn’t have time to resupply with better stuff, as I was supposed to
yesterday . . .” She paused briefly. “Can’t believe that piece of
shit tried to . . .” She left the words hanging.


“I’m really sorry
you had to endure this on my account.”


“It shouldn’t
have happened. Tron’Tak was never friendly, but I never imagined this.”


“I should have taken
my ship back by force. It wouldn’t have been difficult.”


“Why didn’t you?”


“I dunno. I don’t
like using my powers since . . .”


“I understand.”


“Still, let it be
a lesson. I . . . I also was under the influence when I was supposed
to meet you.”


“From the drinks
we had the night before?”


“No, something
called synthetized Kyrian snake venom.”


“Wooooa! This is
like the most addictive and dangerous drug in the universe. You should not
touch this stuff.”


“I’ve been warned
but it . . . it felt good.”


“Yeah, that’s the
point of drugs.”


“Right. I had
such a nice dream when I was under. Sarah was still alive, our son Chris was
with us . . . It was just . . . perfect.”


“Chris, huh?”


“Yeah, I guess
that’s how we would have named him if we had a boy.”


Tears started
flowing.


“I’m sorry.”


“So am I.”


Keera didn’t know
what else to say so she diverted her attention back towards her own sandwich
and took a bite.


Chase heard a
voice in his head. It sounded like Ares. The voice said, Goodbye Chase.
Chase knew exactly what that meant. 


His blood boiled.


 













C H
A P T E R

IV


 


Daniel entered
the room and sat in front of Commodore Saroudis, already sitting at his desk. 


“How did your
mission go, Commander?”


“Nothing we
couldn’t handle. A little resistance, but the F-147s have proven far superior to
the Zarlacks in a dogfight.”


“At least we can
take a small comfort in knowing we have superior technology now, even though
we’re probably still outnumbered for the time being.”


“How are the
shipyards doing?”


“They’re churning
out new Prometheus-class ships every week. I’ve also asked for upgrades to be
made to the Destiny. It has stronger shields and firepower. It’s not as
strong as the new ships but it should perform better now.”


“Good. Any news
from Chase?”


“I’m afraid not.”


“Look, Commodore,
I’d like to ask permission for something.”


“What is it?”


“I’d like to ask
Ryonna and Tar’Lock to try to locate Chase.”


“I miss him too
. . .” he paused. “But I don’t think he wants to be found.”


“Still, he may
need our help.”


“I doubt that. And
as much as it pains me to admit it, so far we don’t seem to be needing his. There’s
no incentive to start looking for him at the moment. If he wants to come back,
his commission is still open, indefinitely. I haven’t forgotten that the only
reason we’re all alive, and perhaps even looking like we could be winning this
war, is all thanks to him.”


“Do you really think
we’re winning?”


“We sure don’t
seem to be losing that many encounters lately.”


“Perhaps the
enemy is regrouping. It’s been three months. It’s entirely possible they have created
new shipyards and are rebuilding an even stronger armada.”


“I would be surprised
if they weren’t. But in the meantime we’re building one of our own, with far
superior firepower, mind you.”


“Right.”


“Look, we’ve even
entered into negotiations with the Obsidian. They will most likely join the Alliance.
That alone may push the other neutral powers to take sides as well, and soon
the Zarlack will only have enemies. I don’t want to shout victory just yet, but
if you compare our situation with how it was a few months back, I think it’s
one hell of an improvement. In fact, I never thought we’d be where we are
today. Not in such a short time.”


“That has me
worried also. It seems too simple and way too fast. Nonetheless, I can’t help thinking
we could have ended this war if I hadn’t convinced Chase not to cut off the
head of the snake.” Daniel looked down, a pit opening up in his stomach.


“You did what you
thought was right.”


“What good did that
do? It alienated my best friend, and now he’s gone and I don’t even know if
he’s okay.”


“Look at it this
from this perspective: if he hadn’t destroyed Sarah’s ship, Argos would have
gotten his hands on the technological edge we now have.”


“How’s Spiros’
work going?”


“Well, he stopped
complaining about us blowing up his research, but since he’s the one who made
all these advances, he went back to work and recreated the data. He had a good chunk
of it also stored in his mind implant. He’s still struggling with some of his
older work, but in some cases he’s even enhanced his original ideas. It’s all
going well, really. The new ships being constructed now already contain the new
multi-phasic shields and stronger plasma guns.”


“There’s that at
least. I still think I should have let Chase kill his brother.”


The commodore stayed
silent for a moment. “Perhaps. We will get him, though.”


“Somehow I doubt
anyone but Chase can deal with him.”


“Argos is only
one man.”


“One Fury, a fact
we should not take lightly.”


“I’m not taking
it lightly, believe me. But right now things are going well, so I’m not gonna
worry about one man; especially since we haven’t seen any actions on his part
that would even be considered dangerous.”


“He has to have
something up his sleeve. I don’t see him letting us retake the universe while
he watches. Something is wrong here. We’re missing the big picture.”


“Commander, you’re
starting to sound like Chase.”


“Perhaps. Still,
can I please task Ryonna and Tar’Lock to search for him?”


“You have his
insistence as well, I see. Look, while I don’t think it’s a good idea, if it
helps you feel better, then sure; but may I suggest you go along with them?”


“I
. . . I thought you’d need me here.”


“I see how this
is affecting you. Your wingman told me how reckless your flying seems to have
gotten since Chase left us. I think it would do you good to be part of this. Settle
your mind, blow some steam. I can spare you at the moment. If that changes,
I’ll recall you.”


“Thanks,
Commodore, I’ll be going shortly.”


Saroudis nodded.


“No unnecessary
risks, though?”


Daniel flashed
the commodore a thumbs up.


 


*  
*   *


 


Ryonna opened the
door at the signal. It was Daniel.


“Hey, long time
no see. Is everything alright?”


“Yeah, mind if I
come in for a minute?”


“Sure, sorry,
where are my manners? Please come in.”


Daniel stepped
into the flat and went into the living room. Tar’Lock was on the sofa watching
some TV. He took his feet from the table when Daniel entered the room.


“Hello, Daniel.”


“Hi, Tar’Lock.”


“We’re watching baseball.”


Daniel smiled.
These two had become quite the pair over the last few months. In fact, Daniel couldn’t
remember seeing them apart. With Ronan training to become an officer in the
Droxian army, she was probably glad to have a friend to spend time with. Ever
since they had helped diffuse the near nuclear meltdown a few months back their
help had not been required much. That was about to change, however.


Ryonna followed
behind Daniel. “Can I offer you something to eat or drink?” 


“I’m fine,
thanks.”


“Not that I’m not
happy to see you, but what brings you here?”


“I’d like to ask
you two for some help.”


“Finally,
something to do,” said Tar’Lock, straightening up. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s okay
spending time in front of the TV, but I get the feeling my brain is going to
sleep after a while, like I’m getting dumber or something.”


Daniel smiled.


“What’s the
mission?” asked Ryonna, clearly interested.


“I’d like us to
try to locate Chase.”


“Do you think he
wants to be found?”


“I don’t know,
but at this point I don’t really care. I miss him. I . . . I really
don’t like not knowing how he is.”


“I understand.
Any idea where to start looking, though? The universe is a big place.”


“Not a clue. I
was hoping you might have some connections so we wouldn’t just wander
aimlessly.”


“I’ll make a few
calls. Do we know where he went in the first place?”


“I asked Yanis to
track his F-147. Last his transmitter worked he was somewhere deep within
Obsidian territory. But one day it just stopped transmitting. Here is his last
set of coordinates.” He handed her a thin glass tablet.


She studied it.
“He probably disabled it, then.”


“Yeah, that’s
what I think as well. Unless it was damaged.”


“Can’t blame him.
I mean, that’s just horrible, what he had to do. I’m not sure I could have
taken that shot myself.”


Daniel swallowed
hard.


“Yeah, I
. . .”


“Sorry, Daniel, I
know it’s not something you would like to hear.”


“That’s alright. What’s
done is done. No sense worrying about things we can’t change.”


Ryonna nodded and
put a hand on his arm.


“When are we
leaving?” asked Tar’Lock, enthused at the prospect of doing something
productive.


“You tell me.”


“As soon as I’ve
made a few calls. But from the location on that star map,” she said, gesturing
at the tablet, “I imagine he might have gone to one of the Ponos stations.”


“What makes you
think that?”


“Last I saw Chase
he was reckless, on edge, wanting to find a way to dim the emotional pain.”


“I don’t think
there’s a way to dim that kind of pain.”


“I beg to differ.
When my husband died . . .” She paused. “I wanted to cover the
emotional pain by replacing it with physical pain. I started fighting for
pleasure, just so that I could think of something else.”


“Chase fighting
strangers? Not really in his character.”


“Believe me, you
reach a point when you actually would do anything to forget or distract
yourself from the pit inside your soul, eating at you day after day.”


“If that’s the
case, he might leave a trail of bodies behind him. I mean, who could take on
Chase?”


“Probably. Look, he’s
hurting, and like you I want to help him, so I’ll call my contacts on one of
the stations, see if he can dig something up. Give me an hour or two and then
we should get going.”


“Thanks, Ryonna. Both
of you, actually.”


“He’s our friend
too. We wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for him. We’re glad to help. And, like
Tar’Lock said, we’re getting a little tired of TV programming on this planet.”


Daniel attempted
to smile, but he was too worried to make it convincing. 


“Alright then.
I’ll pass by later and pick you up with a shuttle. Commodore Saroudis allowed
me to take the Iron Fire. It’s been retrofitted with better shields and
weapons, and a few StarFuries as well.


“We’re no starfighter
pilots.”


“I know. I’ve
already programmed them with Chase’s automated flying scripts. I’ll fly them all
if we get into trouble.”


“Sounds like a
plan. See you soon.”


Daniel waved goodbye
to both of them and left.


When the door
closed, Ryonna looked at Tar’Lock, who shot her a dubious look.


“What is it?” she
asked.


“I got a bad
feeling about this. I don’t think Chase wants us to look for him.”


“Perhaps, but to
tell you the truth, it’s been a long time since he left. I have been hoping to
hear from him. I dreamt of him the other day, so perhaps I thought it might
mean he was coming back.”


“There’s nothing
but bad memories for him here. I don’t think he’s ever coming back.”


“I know. I miss
her too, you know.”


“Tell me about
it,” said Tar’Lock, exhaling deeply. “She was such a sweet soul.”


“That she was
. . .” Ryonna let a tear roll down her face.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase returned to
the cockpit of the Valken and sat next to Keera.


“How long before we
arrive?”


“Another few
minutes. That’s the third time you’ve asked in the last two hours. Why is it so
time sensitive?”


“Actually, we’re
most certainly arriving too late.”


“Too late for
what exactly?”


“Argos was
there.”


“How do you know
this?”


Chase cursed
himself. He didn’t want to give her too much info at this point. He needed to
see if he could trust her first.


“I just know.”


Keera looked
skeptical.


Chase tried
changing the subject. “What about Argos? I’m curious who ordered the warrant on
him and why.”


“Datalight
Thieves.”


“Who are they?”


“The best and most
dangerous hackers in the universe.”


“Why do they want
him so bad? And do you know why they’re paying more for him dead than alive?”


“He must have
pissed them off. They didn’t say why on the warrant but I called my agent, and
she dug a little more. It’s not every day that such a warrant becomes
available. Apparently he hired some of their men, top hackers in their field,
to do a decrypt job for him. When they were done he killed them all.”


“Sounds like dear
brother alright.”


“Yeah, except DTs
are a powerful bunch of people, and they take this kind of thing very seriously.
Hence my presence here; hence our meeting, in fact.”


“I must admit I
found it weird how we first met.”


“About that
. . .”


Chase raised an
eyebrow. “Yes? I’m listening.”


“Well, I wasn’t
one hundred percent honest at the bar.”


Here we go, thought Chase.


“How so?”


“Well, when I
approached you I knew you must be related somehow.”


“How did you know
that?”


“You kind of look
exactly like him.”


“There’s a
picture of him on that warrant?”


“Perhaps they
used yours. You need to understand that DTs are masters at entering any
security system in the entire universe. If your picture or his was anywhere,
even in a system he thought was secure, DTs probably found it.”


“Or perhaps he
pissed them off on purpose. That wouldn’t surprise me.”


“Why would he get
himself a death warrant?”


“So I can find
him, for one.”


“Alright, let me
get this straight, ’cause I’m starting to get confused here. You want nothing
more than killing him, right?”


“That’s right.”


“And he knows
it?”


“Yeah.”


“And he wants you
to find him? That makes no sense!”


“He needs me for
something. He made that very clear when he saved my life a few months back.”


She took her head
in her hands.


“Oh boy, first he
makes you kill your . . . wife?”


“Not quite yet,
but most likely would have been. I never really asked myself the question, as
we don’t have the same pairing rituals in the Alliance. But seeing couples get
married on Earth, I figured we’d get there one day.”


“Right, and your
unborn child gets killed in the process; and then he saves you?”


“He actually saved
me a few hours before that happened.”


“Okay, I give up.
You two have some real issues, that’s for sure.”


“I’m not gonna argue
that,” said Chase, attempting a smile.


“Where were we?”


“You not being
completely honest.”


“Yeah, right. So
I had his picture, and I ran a search in the local sector and got lucky. Your fighting
pic from the fight pits on Ponos One showed up. I didn’t really know if you
might be this Argos, you know?”


“Alright, I guess
I can’t blame you for not telling me, but it did raise some suspicions on my
part.”


“I kind of
figured as much, which is why I prefer to be straight with you. No more
secrets. If we’re to partner to bring him down, I don’t want you thinking I
could have an ulterior motive. We need to be able to trust each other.”


“Good.”


“Now, are you
going to tell me how you know Argos is or was in the Megara system?”


Chase smiled for
a second, but then his expression saddened as he recalled how he knew they
would most likely be too late.


“What just happened?
Why did your expression change?”


Chase exhaled. “Someone
I know was fighting him. I . . . I’m pretty sure he’s dead by now.”


“How do you know
all this?”


“I heard him say
goodbye in my thoughts.”


“That’s not
creepy at all,” she said, shaking her head. “Can you hear my thoughts?”


“No. Not trying
to, though, and I don’t think I can do it consciously; but I’ve heard others
before.”


“Heavy stuff.”


“Yeah. Argos,
however, seems very skilled at reading people’s minds.”


“You’re not
serious?”


“Totally. He’s
also very good at brainwashing and mind control.”


“Perhaps you were
right; perhaps this warrant is not worth the risk. I mean, the more I hear
about your brother, the more dangerous this whole endeavor sounds.”


“I told you, and it’s
not too late to back down, Keera. But I’d ask that we try to locate Ares first
. . .”


“Who’s Ares?”


“The . . .
The man . . . My old mentor, the person Argos killed.”


“Why did you
hesitate there? What did you want to say instead of ‘man’?”


“God.”


Her eyes widened.
“Excuse me?”


“It’s nothing.”


“No no, let’s
back up a little. Ares is a god?”


“Was. To some,
yes, but that’s not the point.”


“Not the point? That
your brother is strong enough to kill a being that some people worship as a
deity?”


Chase didn’t know
how to get out of the hole he had buried himself in, so he just shrugged.


“Now, about this
god business.”


“Look, let me
stop you right there. They’re not gods; they’re an old race called the
Olympians.”


“WHAT? As in the Gods
of Olympus? That would make Ares the god of war, right?” 


“You’ve heard of
them?”


“Only in books. I
like to read.”


Chase raised an
eyebrow.


“Excuse me for
liking to educate myself.”


“I didn’t say
anything.” Chase smiled.


“You made a
face.”


“Alright, I’m
just surprised, that’s all. Not many people are aware of their god status, or
even the existence of the Olympians.”


“You’re shitting
me, right? Everyone who’s read about myths and legends from the last ten
thousand years knows they were instrumental in defeating the Furies! I mean, the
Olympians are badasses, and to think Argos killed one is just scary as shit.”


“Yeah . . . about that.”


“I’m almost
afraid to ask. About what?”


“I’m a Fury.”


“You’re what
now?” Her face turned white.


“Probably just
part or a long descendent or. . . I don’t really know.”


“How can you not
know?”


“I don’t have
memories of most of my adulthood; only about the last ten years.”


“Would you mind
pinching me?”


“Why?”


“Just do it,
please.”


Chase pinched her
arm and she let out a little shriek.


“Alright, not
dreaming; but at this point I really needed to be sure.”


“Am I to
understand you’d like us to part ways once I find Ares?”


“And miss out on
meeting Olympians? No way! Since I was a child I’ve read stories and legends,
battles and myths involving them. I mean, part of me thought it was all
bullshit, but if any of what you tell me is true, I want to be part of it more
than I want to cash in the warrant.”


“Really?” Chase was
dubious.


“Okay, perhaps
not more; but I really want to be part of this, yeah.”


“I like your enthusiasm.
I just hope it doesn’t get you killed. I don’t think it’s safe for anyone to be
around me.”


“What if Argos is
still in the Megara system?”


“That’s a
possibility. After all, he clearly needs me for something, so perhaps killing
Ares was his way to bait me.”


“That would make
sense, if he needs you and knows you’ll come for him. We should assume it’s a
trap, then?”


Chase nodded and
looked pensive.


“There’s one
thing I don’t understand, though. If you’re a Fury, and Ares was your mentor
. . .”


“Yeah, what about
it?”


“I thought
Olympians and Furies were deadly enemies. I mean that’s what I have read. How
come you two were even talking?”


“I know, but
Aphroditis contacted me. She sees the future or something. I’m not entirely
sure of anything anymore. But she’s persuaded that I’m the key to saving the
universe from the forces of darkness.”


Keera burst into
a laughing frenzy.


“What’s so
funny?”


“I’m sorry, it’s
not so much what you said but how you said it, Chase. You know? I mean, you’re a
nice guy and with all that happened—you saving me from rape a few hours ago . . . And now you’re casually
telling me that a deity told you that you’re the key to saving the universe.
Boy, do you ever sleep at night?”


“There are more
than enough times when I have trouble, in fact.”


“I bet. I mean,
I’d be scared shitless if someone told me that. How did it not paralyze your
every move? I would have second guessed every one of my actions in your place.”


“I’ve had my
doubts, and some of the decisions I’ve made cost lives . . . millions of lives.”


Keera’s
expression changed.


“You heard of the
Zarlack and Obsidian attack on planet Earth?”


“Yeah, not long
ago, in fact. Now that the new Earth Alliance is kicking the Zarlacks’ butts, the
Alliance is almost all we hear about on the galactic news broadcasts. It’s
funny, I had never heard of Earth before. But they’re in the news every day or
so now.”


“I saw some of those
bulletins.”


“You were
involved with that?”


“You could say
that.”


Something beeped
and Keera looked at her controls.


“You’ll have to
tell me another time. We’re dropping out of hyperspace.”


“Any habitable
worlds?”


“Scanning . . . Nope.”


“Can you scan for
signs of technology?”


“Let me
recalibrate the sensors. Wait . . .
I detect something faint. Could be a misread. Within an asteroid field.”


“Aphroditis told
me they were hiding from Argos, so the asteroid field seems a likely candidate.
Let’s check this out.”


“Adjusting
course.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase approached
the target destination within his cloaked F-147. 


“I’m almost there.”


“What happened? I
saw you leave the cargo bay and then I lost you. Can’t see you on any of my
sensors.”


“I’m cloaked.”


“That’s a neat
trick.”


“Yeah. Please let
me know the moment you detect any other ship’s presence. Stay alert and perform
continuous, long-range scans.”


“Expecting
visitors?”


“I have no idea
what to expect, but we’re not in a position to take on too many adversaries.
The F-147 is a killing machine, but it’s only one lone starfighter.”


“Copy that. I’ll
let you know if anything shows on my instruments.”


“Thanks, Keera,
see you soon.”


“Chase?”


“I’m listening?”


“Be careful,
okay?”


“No promises,”
answered Chase before turning off the comms.


As he approached
the asteroid, his instruments registered more signs of technology. This is
the place, he thought. In fact, he could feel it in his bones. He didn’t
need any instruments. He felt drawn to the place.


Soon he detected
a small entrance within the floating rock, one of the biggest asteroids in the
field. He maneuvered his craft and scanned for force fields or shields. There
was an artificial force field, but nothing preventing entry, so he de-cloaked
and landed in what looked like a cargo bay.


He stepped out of
his ship and started walking. Soon he arrived at a brightly lit, pristine,
white corridor that went both ways, but he knew to take the left. It was a
weird sensation, knowing instinctively where to go. 


Near the end of
the corridor there was some damage to the walls: a panel ripped out of the wall
with some cables dangling, and traces of blood. An arm lay on the ground. A
battle had taken place here. He proceeded cautiously.


He stepped through
a destroyed entrance, with lots of debris and rubble, into a big room. A body lay
in the corner. Ares! A dark pit grew within his guts. He took a few steps
towards Ares’ motionless body. He was missing an arm and there was a large hole
in his rib cage. Chase swallowed hard. He knelt beside the body. Ares was dead
alright, for a few hours at least. His body was cold and all color had drained from
his skin.


“I’m sorry, Ares.
I . . . I never
wanted this to happen.”


“I know,” he
heard.


A jolt ran
through Chase’s body. He jumped to his feet and spun around, instinctively adopting
a defensive fighting stance. 


“Who’s there?” 


A golden light appeared
a few feet away from him, first as a sphere, but it soon took on human shape. Although
the energy entity had no face, he knew it was Ares.


“I thought you
were dead?”


“I am, Chase.”


“Doesn’t really
seem like it at the moment.”


“My physical body
died. This is all that’s left of me.”


“I see . . .”


“I can sense you
have questions.”


“Yeah. If you can
sense it, why don’t you explain it?”


“When Olympians
die—the physical death—our energy is transformed into this form. We become
beings of pure energy and thought. Humans call it a soul, but it’s an
inaccurate description.”


“Neat.”


“We’re not
supposed to stay around, though. Normally we go to Elysium.”


“Elysium?”


“What the humans
call heaven.”


“You’re shitting
me, right? Heaven exists?”


“Not the way
religions of Earth paint it. It’s just a specific plane of existence in the
universe that only a few beings can reach when their physical body dies.”


“Why didn’t you
go, then?”


“I wanted to see
you again, for one thing.”


“I’m glad to see
you too, and sorry as well.”


“Don’t be. It’s not
your fault. The moment Aphroditis broke the rules and contacted you, this was
always a highly probable future.”


“Still . . .”


“Chase, you
really need to listen to me now.”


Chase exhaled in
frustration, but out of respect for his old mentor he nodded in agreement.


“Look, I
understand how you must feel. You think we told you to kill Sarah and your
unborn child, and no one should ever be put in that position.”


“You told me it
wasn’t you already.”


“Would you please
let me finish, Chase?”


“Alright. Go
ahead.”


“I have no idea
if contacting you was a good or a bad thing. I don’t have the gift of foresight
like my half-sister. And honestly, I don’t know if what she sees can be taken
at face value. But she sensed something in you. She sensed your purity of heart.
Until I met you and we trained, I didn’t think much of you. Most Furies were
just bloodthirsty creatures. They care not for others. All they want is
domination, chaos; and they don’t mind spilling the blood of billions in their
pursuit for power. Before they were defeated, they thought they were the only
race deserving to live and had no problem obliterating any other race standing in
their way. Their complete lack of empathy towards life was legendary. So many
races are gone today because of them. So, about ten thousand years ago, my
father and a few other older races decided to do something about it.”


“They killed all
the Furies.”


“I don’t think
so.”


“What do you mean,
you don’t think so?”


“Olympians don’t
like taking lives.”


“Uh-huh. Not
really in line with what you told me about yourself.”


“Alright, I’m
amongst the exceptions. We’re living beings with free will after all, and some
of us don’t respect all the rules.”


“That’s pretty
clear by now.”


“Chase,
understand I’m not the person I once was. I did terrible things. I plotted
wars, used the weaknesses and fears of one civilization to destroy another. I
was blinded; drunk on power, in fact.”


“You don’t have
to apologize to me. I wasn’t even born back then.”


“I’m . . . I’m not so sure about that,
really.”


Chase’s
expression changed. “You’re not seriously entertaining the idea that I could be
tens of thousands of years old, right?”


 “Anything is
possible. Perhaps you were preserved. I don’t know. All I know is what I felt
battling you.”


“And that is?”


“An old soul, and
a power beyond anything I’ve ever met before.”


“Surely Argos as
well?”


“Yes, Argos also has
this power. But it’s as though your powers are opposite sides of the same coin.
He is a Fury alright: arrogant, scheming, drunk for power, but also scared.”


“Scared? You’re
shitting me. I can’t imagine my brother being scared of anything.”


“Then you’d be
wrong. I felt an intense fear when I fought him. Something running really deep,
so deep he might not even know it himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if, in fact,
it was that fear that subconsciously drives his actions.”


“If you’re asking
me to reason with him, you’ll be sorely disappointed, Ares.”


“I know. The hatred
between you probably can’t be fixed.”


“It can’t, and
his days are numbered. Now that he came here, I’m gonna track him down and
avenge Sarah’s, my child’s and my mentor’s deaths.”


“I understand,
but please let me explain further.”


“Very well.”


“So, Olympians
are not the killer types, and after realizing how wrong I was I . . . Well, I left my people. In fact,
they more or less banished me. And I had centuries to reflect upon what I had
done. This happened before the Furies were defeated. I had nothing to do with
their downfall, so I cannot be sure. But I know my father, Zeus. While his
might and anger are legendary, I don’t see him killing an entire civilization.”


“What then? Where
are the Furies?”


“That’s just it,
Chase, I don’t know; but perhaps some are still around.”


“It wasn’t just
the Olympians who fought them, right?”


“No, in fact a
coalition of almost all the worlds living back then assembled their forces and
fought a war that lasted generations. But they were simply too powerful. Sometimes
a single Fury would arrive on a planet and destroy everything on his own.”


“That explains
some of my visions.”


“Exactly, Chase.
Furies are something else. They are powerful beyond reason. And they are
aligned with darkness, of that much I’m certain.”


“How do you
explain me, then?”


“The exception
that confirms the rule?”


“Are you telling
me or asking me?”


“Chase, I don’t
know why you don’t have a blood thirst like the rest of your people. Perhaps
you are a hybrid. Perhaps I’ve looked at it all wrong, and the fact that you’re
so powerful doesn’t mean you must be a pure-blood Fury. Perhaps it’s that
distinction that makes you so powerful.”


“I have rage,
anger and fury in me. I just choose to control them.”


“I know, and I
thank you for it. But there’s something else in you. At first, when Aphroditis
told me you were the key I simply couldn’t feel it. You seemed too arrogant,
too sure of yourself; a little childish really.”


Chase smiled
ironically.


“No offense
intended.”


“None taken.”


“But you
constantly put your own life in service of others, ready to sacrifice it at a
moment’s notice. So I don’t know what the future holds, Chase. All I know—and
this is just a gut feeling—is that you have a role to play in what happens in
this universe. You matter.”


Chase released another
long breath of frustration.


“Does that bother
you that much?”


“I . . . I’m done, Ares. I just want
to kill Argos and be done with all this. I’m not sure I want to keep living
once he’s dead.”


“You don’t truly believe
that. Your anger and thirst for revenge are what’s driving you right now, and
believe me, I understand. But no, deep within your soul, in your heart, I feel
this is not true.”


“I don’t feel
what you feel.”


“I know. Been there,
remember?”


Chase nodded.


“Look, Chase, I
sacrificed myself so my half sister would live. I have a request, a favor if
you wish, to ask of you.”


“Protect her?”


“Yes, please. She
fled when I asked her to. I think she went to Earth.”


“Of all the
places . . .”


“I know. Too many
memories there. That’s why you left it in the first place.”


“Yeah . . .”


“Please, Chase.
I’m sure Argos is after her. He made that very clear.”


“Look, if she’s
on Earth, or will be on Earth soon, that’s probably the safest place in the
universe right now.”


“I wouldn’t be so
sure.”


“What do you
mean?”


“She said in the
potential futures she saw . . .
Well, if you left Earth, most of those futures didn’t end well, for Earth or anyone
else for that matter.”


“Here we go again . . .”


“Look, Chase, I know
you hate all this. Prophesy, the future, fate.”


“You got that
straight!”


“Nevertheless, if
she sees chaos and death, I believe it might happen.”


“Not really my
problem anymore.”


“I know, but
please promise me you’ll protect her. That’s all I ask.”


Chase looked at
Ares’ golden energy form and pondered what was asked of him. He didn’t care
about anything but killing his brother now. The rest was background noise.


“Chase?”


“Alright, I’ll
look after her, but only because of the respect I have for you.”


“Fair enough. Thank
you, Chase.”


“You’re going to
Elysium now?”


“We’ll see. You might
still need my guidance in the coming days.”


“Guidance or
emotional blackmail?” The moment he said it he regretted it. “Sorry, Ares, that
was low.”


“It’s alright. I
understand how you must feel. Thank you for listening to me.”


“Sure. What
should I do with your body?”


“I didn’t think
about it really. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to commit it to the stars.”


“You want me to
space you?”


“My body, yes. From
the stars it came; to the stars it shall return.”


“Very well, consider
it done.”


“Thanks, Chase.”


“Anytime. See you
around then?”


“We shall see.”


The golden aura dissipated,
and soon Ares was gone. 


 













C
H A P T E R

V


 


On board the Iron
Fire, Daniel sat in the captain’s chair. Ryonna’s contacts had come through.
Apparently she had been right, and Chase had been seen fighting on the Ponos
One station. They were about to exit hyperspace on their way there when Ryonna
entered the bridge.


“Where’s
Tar’Lock?”


“He’s resting. He
didn’t get much sleep. Apparently a sound made by the hyperspace engine bothers
him and he’s been really restless.”


“What has changed
that he sleeps now?”


“I knocked him
unconscious.”


“You what?”


“Look, I like
Tar’Lock, but after two days without sleep he was driving me insane; plus we
need him alert, so it’s a win-win.”


“Hope you went
easy on him.”


She smiled. “Give
me some credit, will you?”


“Alright.” Daniel
was unable to restrain from chuckling.


“What so funny?”


“Nothing. I just
had a mental image of you knocking him out.”


“He could have
dodged. He is infinitely faster than any of us. I think he wanted it.”


“Alright,” said
Daniel, still grinning.


“Where are we?”


“We’ll be there
in less than an hour.”


“I hope Chase is
still there.


“You and me
both.”


“What if he
doesn’t want to come back?”


“We’ll make him.”


She laughed.


“What?”


“Do you really
think we can make him do anything against his will?”


“I guess not. We’ll
ask nicely, then.”


“Yeah, let’s do
that, and pray he is in a better mood than when last we saw him.”


“Worst comes to
worst you can try clocking him too,” said Daniel with a wink.


“I can try, but
I’d rather not.”


“Look at it this
way: if he wants to get his ass beaten, who better than you to do it.”


“I suppose
there’s some logic in what you say.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Argos sat on his
throne, pensive, when he heard the hiss of his pet snake from within the jar
next to him. 


“Soon. I still
have work to do now,” said Argos towards the jar.


He brought a holo-display
to life and placed a call.


“Good day,
Master.”


“How’s the
subject?”


“Vitals are
strong. Nothing to report.”


“Have you made
the preparations I’ve requested?”


“Subject is ready
for transport.”


“Very well. Make
sure everything goes perfectly; I don’t have to tell you what would happen
otherwise. I’ve dispatched twenty warships to accompany you to your
destination.”


“Absolutely,
Master. Thy will be done.”


Argos terminated
the communication and flicked the video away. He then brought up a security
bulletin. It showed his picture on a warrant, and apparently he was worth thirty-five
million credits alive and forty million dead. That made him smile. 


The Datalight
Thieves Corporation didn’t like the fact that once his engineer was done with
their help cracking the Olympian’s communications encryption, he’d had them
blown up. Argos despised DTs, so he’d never had any intention of letting them
live, whether they succeeded or failed at their task. As for the warrant, he
found it funny. As if there was any bounty hunter in the galaxy capable of
stopping him. In any case, it brought attention to him, and perhaps that’s what
he needed for the next part of his plan.


Now that his
brother Laiyos’ resolve had been destroyed beyond repair, he would be easier to
manipulate. Argos wished he didn’t need him, though. That last fight had been a
close call.


“I can’t believe
how strong he has become. I really need to tread carefully next time.”


Argos’ pride was
what had been wounded most during their last encounter. Not in a million years
did he imagine his brother would take the upper hand in that fight. It was
unexpected to say the least. Ares had obviously trained him well. His own fight
with Ares, however short and decisive it had been, clearly revealed a skilled
and trained warrior. Qualities he must have passed along to Laiyos. But there
was something else, something more, about Laiyos. Argos wondered what that was
and how he had missed it before.


But by now he had
no doubts that his brother would be spiraling down into oblivion. He had heard
of his fighting on Ponos One, and he had no doubts that his spirit was crushed.
It had been so simple to deceive him, though. But what had sealed the deal was
when he controlled Sarah’s mind, making her tell him to shoot her ship. 


The irony was
that she had given him the idea. Her trapped consciousness had suggested it to
him so many times, to have her killed. That was the beauty in all this.


Now Argos needed
a plan to strike back at the Earth Alliance. They were increasingly becoming a more
powerful annoyance. Their new technologies were ahead of those of the Zarlack
fleet that had once given him a serious edge in battle. 


But they seemed
to be growing their new alliance faster than he ever could have anticipated. At
least he had acquired some technology upgrades when he was controlling Sarah. Like
cloaking. It had proven difficult to cloak a warship, but adapting the tech to
the Dark Star proceeded without major issues. If his engineers could
find a way to cloak a warship, even for a minute, he could strike at Earth and
they wouldn’t even see him coming.


Argos knew he had
to make a statement, some sort of show of force, and the sooner the better. His
new shipyards were already churning out new ships and he still had more forces
at his disposal than the Alliance, even if that snakehead of an emperor joined
them. 


That one I did
not see coming, he admitted to himself.


But the Obsidian were
immaterial to his long-term plans, and the Alliance would soon be dealt with,
with the help of his brother no less. He couldn’t help but smile.


Soon all he had
worked towards in the last decade would come to fruition. It had been a long
and difficult path. All of that thanks to his dear brother. His reluctance to
help achieve their destinies more than a decade ago was why Argos had to do all
of this now. They had never seen eye to eye and probably never would. 


But it mattered
not, as long as he could manipulate his brother into doing exactly what he
needed him to, and to hell with him afterwards. Laiyos was dead to him the
moment she died anyway.


Argos did not
like the veil of darkness this memory suddenly cast upon his train of thought,
so he lifted the jar and let the Kyrian snake bite him. As always, the effect of
the beast’s venom was almost immediate. And soon Argos did not think of her
anymore, that memory sinking back into the depth of his soul, where it
belonged.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase returned
the F-147 to the cargo bay of the Valken. 


As requested he
had spaced Ares body and observed as it floated in space for a moment, reflecting
on everything Ares had told him. 


He really dreaded
returning to Earth. He worried all the memories of Sarah would rush back and
screw with his mind again. But even if he hated to admit it, he was mostly ashamed
facing his old comrades-in-arms, his friends. Even more so since he wasn’t
exactly proud of what he had done during his time away. How low he had sunk.


He shook the
thought away. There was no turning back. He had given Ares his word and he
would not break it because of how bad he felt about himself. He just hoped he
would find a clue to Argos’ whereabouts there. Because word or not, that was
still his mission, his only reason to live at the moment. 


I will avenge
you both, Sarah and Chris. 


The pain in his
heart grew exponentially at the thought, and for a moment he wished he had some
more Kyrian snake venom. “Anything?” he asked, back in the cockpit where Keera
was waiting. 


“I would have
told you if there was, but I think I saw something for a brief moment at the
very edge of our long-range sensors. I could swear I saw a fleet of some kind
for a second but then it was gone. Should we investigate?”


“We need to go to
Earth. Is it on the way?”


“It’s a little
detour but not far off.”


“How much of a
detour?”


“An hour
perhaps.”


“Alright, let’s
take a look first. Drop us there but not too close. I’ll take my cloaked ship
the rest of the way. How good is your ship’s stealth engine?”


“Top of the line.
I rarely get detected when I make stealth runs.”


“Rarely?”


“Well, no tech is
perfect.”


“Roger that.”


“I saw you send . . . I take it that was Ares?”


“It was his
request.”


 “So he wasn’t
dead when you arrived? He died in front of you, I’m so, so—”


Chase cut her
off. “He was dead, alright.”


“You’re not
making sense.”


Chase smiled,
realizing how insane he must sound to others when he blurted out things like
that.


“What’s so
funny?” She raised an eyebrow.


“Nothing. I’m
sorry. He still lives in energy form, so we had a little chat.”


“Boy, my life
gets weirder and weirder since I met you.”


“Is that good or
bad?”


“Only time will
tell; for now, at the very least there’s no dull moment.”


“Right. Shall we
go?”


“Entering
hyperspace coordinates now.”


The Valken
entered hyperspace and stars became lines in the canopy, the intense, bright
light accompanying the change of velocity from sub-light to FTL speeds. 


Keera put her
hand on Chase’s shoulder. It startled him.


“Sorry, didn’t
mean to scare you there.”


“That’s alright. What
can I do for you?”


She looked at him
with compassion. “I just wanted to say sorry about your friend, or mentor or . . .”


“He was my mentor,
but friend works too.”


“Sorry, Chase.”


“Thank you,
Keera.”


“Want to talk
about it while we get there?”


“Not really. Hope
that’s okay.”


“Sure, just know
you can talk to me if you need to.”


He smiled at her.
“Thanks, Keera.”


She smiled back.


Chase couldn’t
help thinking how sweet Keera was. This was out of character with the image he
had of bounty hunters. It takes all kinds, I guess, no matter the job.
There was no denying that her good nature and sweetness reminded him of Sarah.
It felt both good and excruciatingly painful at the same time. 


He liked seeing
Sarah in her. That brought brief, happy memories to the surface; but almost
immediately it brought deep and painful scars too. Chase wondered how long it
would take for those scars to heal. He had no illusions. They would probably
never disappear fully, but he hoped eventually they’d become more bearable. 


Then again he didn’t
care about living once Argos was dealt with; and it didn’t look as if the pain
in his soul would heal before then.


 


*  
*   *


 


Daniel was
surprised how easy it had been getting to Ponos One. They had encountered
Obsidian warships along the way but they had been nothing but polite, even
going as far as proposing to escort the Iron Fire to its destination.
Surely the emperor was behind all the pleasantries. He had entered negotiations
to join the Earth Alliance. A concept with which Daniel had serious issues. 


Then again,
having fought the Obsidian for the last decade, how could he not? Sure, the emperor
had helped and provided information about Argos’ secret nebula shipyard—which
mostly proved useless. Daniel knew he couldn’t blame him for the trap. Having been
their prisoner on Earth all that time he couldn’t have known that Argos would wait
for them there, thanks to his hold on Sarah’s mind at the time.


Boy, that
whole situation had been seriously fucked. Argos really played us like fools.
And I fell for it as well. 


Daniel chased the
troubling thoughts away. He didn’t like where they were leading. Blaming
himself did nobody any good, himself included. So he decided to keep drinking
his Vol’Ran beer at the bar while Ryonna went ahead and fished for more
information with Tar’Lock. It had been an hour, though, and he started
wondering what was up.


“Hey, stranger,
mind if I sit here?” said a beautiful, bright-pink-skinned humanoid that barely
wore anything.


“Sure. Be my
guest.”


“You’re a hot
piece of meat, but you must know that, right?”


Daniel spat out some
of his drink in surprise. “Beg your pardon?” He wiped his face and the counter
with a napkin.


“I’ve been
looking at you for a while, from over there.” She pointed at a sofa nearby, where
many barely dressed humanoid females sat. Vol’Rans, Brins—all sorts. 


“Not interested,
but thanks.”


“How would you
know? I’m very good at what I do.”


“I have no doubt
you are.”


“Look, you seem like
a nice guy. You can have the first pass for free.”


Daniel had never
paid for sex before and even the idea of a freebie didn’t sound that appealing
in his current state of mind. On the other hand, he’d started having a serious
crush on Fillio in the last few weeks but he hadn’t had the guts to ask her out.
Perhaps having fun with a pro would take his mind off things for a while.


“Free, you say?”
as he passed his hand in front of his mouth.


“First pass only,
but believe me you’ll want more of me.”


Daniel had
converted plenty of quadrinium into credits.


“Let me pay for my
drinks first.”


“Okay, big boy.”


The barman droid
came immediately when Daniel raised his hand.


“What can I do
for you, sir?” said the droid with a steely voice.


“How much for the
beer?”


“It’s on the
house, sir.”


“What? How come?”


“Obsidian covers
your orders. They pay for your tab.”


“Of course they do.
Would they pay for her as well?”


“They would if
you bring back the receipt.”


“Right. Thanks.”


“No, thank you,
sir,” said the droid, before moving on to the next customer.


“Hear that, baby?
You can screw me all you want for free, it looks. Should I call some of my
friends?”


The mental images
from this professional pleasure specialist were getting out of hand and Daniel was
aroused. 


“Let’s just start
with the freebie, okay?”


She smiled and
closed her eyes. “Sure, let’s go, champ!”


He accompanied
her through a series of corridors. They arrived at a door and when she put her
thumb on the lock, the door unlocked and slid open. Light progressively came on
within the room. A simple bedroom with a huge bed, illuminated with red and
rose light sources from the ceiling. The light predominantly fell on the king-size
bed.


“Get in, hot
stuff.” She gestured him inside.


What was with
this girl and all the cutesy names? he wondered as he took two steps inside.
That was his last thought before feeling a sharp pain in the back of his head,
and everything turned dark.


When he came to he
was in an entirely different place. He opened his eyes slowly, but what became
apparent even before his sight was restored was that he was seated and couldn’t
move his limbs. 


Crap! I should
have known better.


He squinted and
saw two blue-skinned humanoids. One was very well built and the older one had a
seriously crazy look. They were looking at his side arm.


Great! Way to
think with the wrong brain, Dan!


“Can I help you
guys? I seem to have taken a wrong turn to the toilets.”


The old man
growled and threw his gun on a table nearby. They both approached him. “That’s
funny,” said the old man, gesturing to the younger one.


He clocked Daniel
with a strong right jab. 


“Ouch!” said
Daniel.


“Where’s your
friend? The one named Chase.”


“Who?”


Another jab, this
time a left one, sent his head and some blood flying to the other side.


“Gentlemen, I
think you made a mista—”


Before he could
finish, the younger one punched him in the guts. For a moment Daniel thought he
would refund his meal. Instead, he spat some blood on the floor and kept
playing dumb.


“Nice to meet you
too.”


That awarded him
another punch in the face, which cut his left eyebrow. Soon blood flowed into
his eye.


“We clearly
started on the wrong foot here. What was the question again?”


“Where is your
friend Chase?” repeated the older guy.


“I don’t know any
Chase.”


Another punch.
Daniel was starting to see stars.


“We can do this all
day,” said the younger guy.


“I’d rather you didn’t,”
said Daniel, spitting yet more blood onto the floor.


“Then talk!”


“What about?” he
said, beaming at them with a wide smile.


The next punch,
an uppercut, sent Daniel and the chair backwards and he crashed onto his back, unable
to prevent his head from hitting the floor. The impact made his head throb.


“Stop taking us
for imbeciles,” said the older man while the younger one set Daniel and the
chair upright. “We saw you coming with the Gorgar and the Droxian. They’ve been
asking for your friend Chase all around the station. Still want to pretend you
don’t know him?”


“Look, guys, I
can see you’re serious about getting information out of me. And as much as I
hate getting bludgeoned to death, I don’t see how I can help you here. You must
have me mixed up with someone else. I have, well, had, a very familiar face.”


“Perhaps we
should start cutting pieces off you. Perhaps that will jog your memory.” The
older man took a knife from behind his back.


“I don’t think it
will. And really, if the point of the exercise was to jog my memory, perhaps
hitting me repeatedly in the head was an exercise in futility, don’t you
think?”


The men looked at
each other, trying to understand what Daniel had said. That’s when Daniel sprang
forward with the chair and hit the old guy in the guts with his head, and then landed
unceremoniously on his side. The older man dropped his knife and Daniel tried
to catch it with his tied hands, but he wasn’t fast enough. The younger one
kicked the knife away and started pounding him with one kick after another. 


Brilliant plan,
Dan! he thought, when he was about to lose
consciousness. 


But then the door
behind him slammed open and he heard two shots. When he managed to look up,
both men were lassoed by an energy beam. 


Thank god.


Tar’Lock was
already untying Daniel as Ryonna approached the two men. She then looked at
Daniel and saw the many bruises on his face. “Which one did that to you?”


Daniel pointed
towards the younger one with his chin.


Before he could
open his mouth Ryonna punched him so hard it sent him flying towards the wall.
His back hit with a satisfying, bone-cracking sound. He lost consciousness and
collapsed onto the floor.


The older man’s
look changed immediately and he seemed genuinely worried about his partner. But
that look turned to terror when Ryonna stepped in front of him.


“Why did you
attack my friend?”


He started
trembling.


“Wait!” said
Daniel, getting help from Tar’Lock to stand up.


Ryonna raised an
eyebrow.


Daniel came and
unleashed four jabs to the guy’s face in quick succession. The last punch sent the
old man to the floor. Daniel spat blood on him and looked at Ryonna. “Now you
can ask your questions,” he said, attempting to smile despite the sorry state
of his face. “I’ll be distributing the punching, if you don’t mind.”


Ryonna smiled back
and nodded. “So, old man, what’s your name and why did you attack him?”


He took his head
in his arms and groaned.


“If I have to ask
one more time I’m gonna start tearing limbs off you and your friend there.”


“Please don’t,”
said the old guy, shaking his open palms in front of him. “My name is Tor’Tak. Please
don’t hurt my younger son. He’s all I have left.”


Ryonna growled.


“Right, we are
looking for Chase Athanatos. My son heard you two asking around the station
about him. So as soon as this one was alone, we decided to grab him and ask him
nicely about it, but he wasn’t cooperating.”


Daniel raised his
bleeding eyebrow. “Ask nicely?”


“We knew you were
lying.”


“No, seriously,
ask nicely?” Daniel took a step forward and the old dude crawled backwards. 


“Please don’t hit
me!”


“Then start
talking and fast, before I show you ‘nicely’ what I have in store for you!”


“Alright,” said
Tor’Tak, his hands extended in front of him pleadingly. “I’m looking for that
Chase character because he killed my other son, Tron’Tak!”


Ryonna and Daniel
exchanged a look.


“That doesn’t
sound like him,” said Ryonna.


“Well, we’ve
obtained security cameras. He killed him!”


“If that’s the
case I’m sure he had good reason, and from the way you’ve treated my friend
here, I can see it runs in the family.”


“What should we
do with them?” asked Daniel.


“Space them. They’re
scum, like almost everyone else on this station.”


“No, no! Please
don’t space us. We have money!”


“We don’t need
money,” said Ryonna sharply. “It so happens we’re also looking for Chase. However,
tell us what happened and why Chase killed your son.”


“He tried to
double cross a bounty hunter named Keera. Chase helped her and they left the
station together.”


“I don’t see
Chase killing anyone for no reason. You’re not telling us everything.”


The old man
looked down.


“Speak! Now!”


“My son tried to
rape her.”


“There you go,”
said Ryonna and turned to Daniel. “Like I said, scum.”


She took out her
blaster and shot them both in the head without a trace of hesitation or remorse.


“What the fuck,
Ryonna!” shouted Daniel.


“Seriously?
You’re gonna shed a tear for these pieces of garbage? God knows what they would
have done to you if we didn’t track your locator beacon.”


“You told them
you wouldn’t space them?”


“So what? I
didn’t lie. Look, they’re not spaced.”


Tar’Lock stood on
the other side of the room, his arms crossed. “Alright, let’s not debate this
any further,” he said. “Ryonna, apologize for killing these two dumbasses and
let’s get going and try to find more information about this Keera character.”


“Apologize?” said
Daniel his eyes wide.


“She can’t
un-kill them now, can she?”


Ryonna holstered
her blaster and put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Daniel, I
shouldn’t have iced them.”


“Could you sound
even less insincere than that?” He exhaled without hiding his frustration.


She waved her
hands over her head and, as she walked out of the apartment, gave Tar’Lock a
stern look. He simply shrugged in response.











C
H A P T E R

VI


 


The Valken
exited hyperspace. Chase took the StarFury out of the docking bay, exited the
ship and micro-jumped the rest of the way. As soon as he arrived he engaged his
cloak. He scanned the area and detected a large fleet at the border of his
sensor range. Zarlack warships, about thirty of them, behemoth class.


“Looks like my
brother is up to something.”


Another energy
source appeared on his radar, behind the moon of the third planet of the dual
star system into which he had jumped. 


“Now what is
this?” He approached the coordinates and soon a huge installation appeared before
him. 


Another shipyard.
More ships were being constructed. He saved the coordinates in his ship’s
memory and jumped back towards the Valken. Soon he was back in the
ship’s cockpit.


“So?” inquired
Keera.


“There’s a fleet
of Zarlack ships not too far from here, a rather sizeable one. And a shipyard
too.”


“Should we do
something about it?”


“Nah, we don’t
have the firepower. I saved the coordinates. I’ll give them to the Earth
Alliance. They can choose whether they want to come and destroy the target.”


“What about the
fleet, though?”


“I don’t know,
and honestly I don’t care at the moment.”


“Perhaps your
brother is in one of those ships.”


“Perhaps, but
even if that was the case, we can’t do shit about it for now.”


“You could
perhaps board one of the ships cloaked?”


“No, it’s too
dangerous. The cloaking on my StarFury only lasts minutes, and when it turns
off, the ship doesn’t have shields anymore.”


“I see, so next
stop? Earth?”


“Yeah, let’s get
back—” he hesitated “—home.”


“Alright, but
Earth is too far for us to reach in a single jump. We’ll have to make a fuel
supply run halfway.”


“Sure, whatever
we need.”


She nodded,
selected a system midway on her holo-starmap and fed the jump coordinates to
her ship’s onboard navigational computer.


“Jumping to
Thetra-Six.”


The Valken
hummed for a few seconds and they jumped into hyperspace once more.


Chase thought
about this fleet of ships. While Earth was well protected, both with satellites
and a huge fleet, this many ships could still do a lot of damage. He surprised
himself thinking about strategic ways of fighting them. Not my fight anymore,
he reminded himself.


“You want to warn
your friends? Do you think they’re heading towards Earth?”


“I have no idea. The
Earth Alliance now offers multiple targets of interest. There’s also Droxia.”


“And soon the
Obsidian.”


“Well, they can
burn. I wouldn’t shed a tear.”


“Hey, that’s my
home!”


“You should
move,” said Chase, smiling at her.


She punched him
affectionately on the shoulder. “Well, I don’t really have a home. The Valken
is my home. At least currently.”


“No relatives,
husband, boyfriend, something?”


She looked at him
quizzically.


“What?”


“Nothing,” she
replied. “And no, I’m an only child and my parents died a long time ago. As for
my personal life, it’s none of your damn business,” she said playfully.


“Really?” said
Chase. “Like we haven’t discussed mine in enough detail.”


“Well, you’re a
talker. You can’t expect everyone to be so forthright.”


“Alright. I was
just trying to make conversation anyway.”


“I’m kidding
Chase, and no, I don’t have a husband or a boyfriend.”


“Ok, good.”


“Good?”


“Poor choice of
word.”


She gave him an
incredulous look.


“What?”


“Nothing, big
boy, nothing at all.”


“Let’s change the
subject.”


“You brought it
up.”


“I know. I’m
starting to wish I hadn’t.”


“Oooookay.”


“Look, Keera, this
flirty banter is fine, but I . . .
I just lost the woman I loved more than anything in this world. And while
you’re very cute and even remind me of her at times, I have no intention of
letting anyone get that close to me ever again.”


“That’s sad. And
sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. I actually fancy women since we’re
sharing openly.”


“Oh . . .”


“Sorry, dude.”


Chase growled and
she laughed.


“So you never had
a . . . man in your
life?”


“I did once, but
men are pigs. They tend to cheat a lot.”


“We’re not all
pigs. Just saying.”


“I can see that.
And you’re right. I just happen to like the company of woman more. That is,
when I need a little sexual release.”


“No serious
relationships then?”


“Not at the
moment, no.”


“Before?”


“Yeah, once upon
a time.”


“What happened?”


Her expression
changed.


“You don’t have
to tell me if you don’t want to.”


“She . . . she was murdered.”


“I’m so sorry.”


“So was I. That’s
actually when I became a bounty hunter. That scumbag was my first warrant.”


“Really? So you
got him?”


“I did.”


“He’s in prison
now?”


“No, I killed the
motherfucker.”


“I see.”


“Don’t give me ‘I
see,’ Chase. You’re doing the exact same thing here.”


“True. I’m
curious: did it make you feel better?”


“I thought it
would, but it didn’t bring her back, you know? And it was the first time I took
another life as well. Scumbag or not it’s a heavy thing. I still have
nightmares about it, sometimes.”


“I understand.
Did you kill other people since then?”


“A few. In self-defense
though. Goes with the job.”


“And some
warrants I suppose?”


“I never take
execution warrants. Well, except this one; but it’s optional.”


“And,
theoretically, would you kill Argos if you could, to get a higher reward?”


“I don’t think so.
Alive he’s still worth more than six lifetimes of collecting, and definitely
more than I could ever need.”


“We’ll have to
kill him. Argos isn’t the type of person who can just be captured.”


“Yeah, I’ve got
that from our previous conversations about him.”


“You won’t try to
stop me when the time comes?”


“Could I?”


“No, but I’d
rather you didn’t try.”


“I won’t. I mean,
life is precious, and it sounds to me like he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me.”


“He wouldn’t. In
fact, should we go through with this, you’ll have to obey my wishes and stay
back when the time comes. I can’t risk him using you in any way to protect
himself. I had the chance to kill him and . . .”


“How come you
didn’t?”


“At the time,
Sarah was still alive, and he told me she would die if I killed him.”


“Well then you
made the right choice.”


“I thought I did,
now I’m not so sure . . .”


“Why are you
saying this?”


“Because I’m not
sure he was telling the truth. I think he bluffed so I would spare him.”


“I’m sorry,
Chase. I hope you get your revenge, but if you’re anything like me it won’t
make you feel any better. I mean, the man I killed was a total scumbag. He . . . he raped her before killing . . .” She started crying.


“I’m really
sorry. That experience with Tron’Tak must have brought back bad memories then.”


She nodded and wiped
her tears. “Yeah, well, even though I knew I was making the universe a better
place by ending her murderer, it still didn’t make me feel better. I mean,
besides squeezing the trigger. That . . . definitely felt good at the time.”


“I’m sure it
did.”


“But he is your
brother. If I feel like shit for taking that scumbag’s life, how will you feel
about ending your own brother?”


“I don’t consider
him as such.”


“Does that really
make a difference?”


“I think it does.
I didn’t even know I had a brother. I don’t have memories of him. Heck, I don’t
even have my own childhood memories. Therefore, I don’t think it’d feel like
killing my brother. It would just feel like killing someone who deserves to
die, ten thousand times over.”


“I hope for your
sake you’re right, Chase.”


“Plus, I won’t
have to live with guilt after that.”


“Oh? Why not?”


“Forget about it.
Do you mind if we change the subject?” A tear ran down his face.


“Sure.”


Chase didn’t want
to stay alive, of that he was certain. The only reason he still breathed was
because Argos was still alive. Once that was dealt with, he could leave this
world in peace.


“Please promise
me you won’t do anything stupid.”


The question
startled him. “What do you mean?”


“I know that look.
You know very well what I mean.”


“I can’t make
that promise, sorry.”


“Life’s a bitch,
I know. Still, it can be wonderful.”


“I remember, but
it can’t be anymore, not for me.”


“You don’t know
that! Sure you lost the love of your life, but there could be another one out
there. I’m just saying.”


“Even if that
were true, I would never take the risk again. I am a Fury. For some reason shit
gravitates around me on a daily basis, so no way!”


“I understand
that. That’s also why I never tried to forge any new, long-term relationship.
I’m also afraid of what could happen.”


“Once was
enough.”


She nodded. “Boy,
we need to change the damn subject, or start drinking something to forget.”


“How long till we
arrive at the refueling station?”


“About fifteen
hours.”


“Then if you have
a strong drink, or something else perhaps?”


“Sorry, no drugs
on board the Valken. One of my rules. I’m a recovering junkie myself. I
have a killer whisky bottle from the Zentak priesthood of Kal’nor, though. That
stuff will knock your socks off and disinfect your inner plumbing all at the
same time.”


“That sounds
really good about now.”


“I’ll be right
back,” said Keera as she left the cockpit.


Chase looked
outside at the lightshow of hyperspace travel and, without realizing it, he
fell asleep. 


Soon he was
engulfed in a green liquid, feeling helpless, trapped and scared like every
other night.


 


*  
*   *


 


Daniel waited on
the Iron Fire for Ryonna and Tar’Lock to return. He went to the
infirmary and was patched up by a medical droid. He preferred taking a skeleton
crew on this mission. He had asked Yanis to install the same neuronal interface
on the Iron Fire that Chase had used on the Hope. Even though he probably
couldn’t manage it as well as a Fury mind, he liked using the link. 


He stared at his
ship’s empty bridge, wondering what would happen if Chase didn’t want to come
back. He would make him if he had to. This nonsense had to stop! Daniel wanted
his friend back. But first they needed to find him.


A beep informed
him that the shuttle had landed back on the Iron Fire. They had
returned. He waited for them on the bridge.


“Any idea where
he went?”


Tar’Lock scowled.
“No, I’m sorry.”


“What now then?”


“I don’t know,
Daniel. Perhaps we should head back home?”


“No, what have
you learned about Keera?”


“She’s a bounty
hunter. Apparently she registered for a big warrant.”


“Perhaps that’s
what we should follow.”


Tar’Lock clicked
nervously.


“What now? Why
did he make that noise?”


“And he
can talk,” objected Tar’Lock.


“The warrant is
for Argos’ capture,” said Ryonna, gesturing for Tar’Lock to drop it, which only
brought another series of clicks of frustration out of him.


“That explains
why he left with her.”


“Yes, I agree,
but the only way to find her would be to find Argos.”


“Let’s do just
that then.”


“You can’t be
serious, Daniel. He would kill us before we opened our mouths. I want to find
Chase as much as you do. I owe him my life, but taking on Argos is not an
option and you know it.”


“Who said we need
to take him on?”


“What do you
mean?”


“We just try to
locate him. Perhaps that way we can locate Chase as well.”


“I’m not sure
this is wise.”


Tar’Lock clicked
again.


“Enough with
that!” said Daniel, raising his index finger at Tar’Lock. He returned his
attention to Ryonna. “Alright, where next? You must have an idea.”  


“I guess we could
try asking those who made the warrant.”


“Any idea where
they are?”


“Yeah, let me key
in the coordinates.”


“Be my guest. Let’s
go. Chop-chop.”


“Chop-chop?”


“You’re not the
only one who watched too much Earth TV.”


“Alight, Daniel,
but you may soon regret your enthusiasm.”


“Why’s that?”


“Because these
people are not to be trusted.”


“What people?”


“Datalight
Thieves.”


“And they are?”


“Hackers,
criminals, cyber terrorists, you name it.”


“Try not to ice
any of them, will ya?” said Daniel with a smile.


She grunted. “No
promises.”


Once the
coordinates were in, Daniel took neuronal control of the Iron Fire and
opened a hyperspace corridor.


 


*  
*   *


 


Back on Earth,
Cedric prepared for his date with Johanna. He was nervous. It had taken him
three months to finally build the courage to ask her out, as clumsily as he did.
He never thought she would say yes, even though Ryonna had told him she fancied
him. 


He looked at himself
in the mirror and adjusted his costume. He grabbed the red-rose bouquet from
the bed, took one of the flowers out, cut the stem and inserted it in his
costume’s front pocket. 


Neat!


Cedric’s heart
rate was accelerating; he was panicking at the thought of going to dinner with
her. Saving the Earth from total annihilation was one thing, but girls? Oh boy!
That was another challenge altogether and, in his eyes, way more difficult. 


As he walked to
the door of his flat, the door signal chimed and the door opened at the same
time. It was Yanis.


“Hey, Ced—”


“Hi, Yanis,” he
said, cutting him off. “Not really a good time.”


“I can see that. Who’s
the lucky gal?”


“I’d rather not
say.”


“Is it a dude?”


“What? No, it’s a
blond.”


“There are blond
dudes,” said Yanis, pointing at his own hair.


“She’s a girl;
she’s blond. Look, I’m sorry if I was insensitive. Got nothing against gay
people. I’m just not one of them.”


“Dude, chill!”


“Right . . . Except I can’t.”


“First date
thrills?”


“It shows?”


“Yeah from how
your face looks, I would say it feels like your first ever.”


“It kind of is.”


“Oooookay, so I
don’t suppose you have time to look at something I’ve discovered on the
Internet.”


“If it’s porn
it’s not a discovery. That’s there on purpose.”


“Yeah, I’ve
noticed that, genius. I mean something weird and actually meaningful.”


“What’s wrong
with porn?”


“Nothing at all. As
a civilization we didn’t really have that concept, but I must say you guys are
a sick bunch. I mean the quantity is one thing, but the depravity. Pheeew, well . . .”


“Let me guess,
you look at it for the stories?”


“Yeah . . . in fact.”


“You love it
don’t you?”


Yanis looked from
side to side. “Dude, this shit is making me crazy. I want to jump anything that
moves now. Before there was always an impending threat of death. I mean, invent
this, create that, repair whatever. But lately I have had waaaaaaay to much
time on my own, and the Internet, well, it’s kinda there.”


“You’re watching
too much of it then.”


“Yeah, that could
be the reason. Still, I’m not here to talk about that.”


Cedric looked at
his watch.


“You’re late?”


“Unfortunately
not. I’m an hour in advance.”


“Then it will
pass faster if I show you what I discovered.”


“Yeah alright. Come
in.”


“Well thank you.”


Yanis entered the
living room and crashed on Cedric’s couch.


“About that gay
comment?” said Cedric, clearly uncomfortable.


“What about it?”


“Are you? I mean,
don’t get me wrong. I really like gay people in fact. I really didn’t want to
offend if you are . . .”


“Gay?”


Cedric swallowed
hard.


“You humans are
funny.”


“What?”


“Well, from what
I’ve read online there are a lot of touchy things related to one’s sexual preferences.”


“No, that’s not
true. Gay marriage exists on Earth.”


“Everywhere? Accepted
by any religion and every single one of you?”


“Alright I see
your point. But it was becoming widely accepted. What about on your planet?”


“We don’t care. We
don’t discriminate against anyone.”


“You haven’t
answered my previous question though?”


“Oh that. I can
go both ways. Depends on my mood.”


“So, bi?”


“Want me to leave
already? I just came in.”


“I meant
bi-sexual.”


“Oh that. Yeah, pretty
much. I’m so damn horny though, lately.”


“You really need
to dial down the porn, man. I’ve been there. I know how you feel.”


“Sorry. I think
you’re right, though. I’m absolutely one hundred percent sure that I watch too
much porn. I never felt like this before I started watching the stuff.” 


“Didn’t you have
this on your wor— You know what? Forget about that. Here’s my computer. Please show
me what you found.”


“You think your
date would go for a threesome?”


“What? NO! If you
say one more sexually related thing, I’m gonna hit you in the head with my
laptop!”


“Right, my bad.
Really need to get laid though. This is getting out of hand.”


Cedric pointed at
the computer. “Show me what you came for.”


Yanis brought up
some code on Cedric’s computer. “You see that?”


“Yeah, what the
hell is this?”


“Damned if I know.
It looks so random; and look, see how it rewrote its own code there?”


“Whoa, you don’t
think it’s . . .?”


“It’s what?”


“Crap, I think I
did this.”


“What? What do
you mean?”


“When I worked to
teleport the explosive devices from the nuclear power plants, I linked your
network of computers to the Internet. That was the only way I could get enough
processing power under the time constraints.”


“What are you
saying?”


“I . . . I think I might have
inadvertently created the first Earth-bound AI.”


“An Artificial
Intelligence?”


Cedric nodded.


“Can we erase
it?”


“Look, as much as
I don’t want anything bad to happen, we have to think about this. I mean, if
this thing has a consciousness already, if we try to kill it, it could consider
us a threat.”


“What if it
already does?”


“I don’t think that’s
the case; at least not yet.”


“What makes you
say that?”


“If it had been
aggressive or seen us as a threat, it would have taken action already.
Everything is connected through the Internet. An AI could create chaos in our
world if it wanted to, probably in a matter of minutes. Traffic lights, train
and plane traffic control, power plants . . . It could just decide
that humans are a threat and use all these connected tools to wipe us out.”


“But can we
conclude that because it hasn’t done that yet, it won’t in the future?”


“I wish I could
say yes. I guess it’s still learning.”


“What if it
doesn’t like what it learns?”


“Then we’ll have
one serious problem.”


“That’s perhaps
why we should strike now.”


“It’s too risky. If
it has already developed a self-preservation instinct its answer will be swift
and deadly.”


“Can’t we just
turn the power off on the planet and restore machines one by one with backups;
erase those that don’t have one; start fresh?”


“In theory this is
doable, but do you have any idea what that would be like? And how much time it
would actually take?”


“You tell me.
It’s your planet.”


“We’d be back to
the Stone Age for a few weeks at best, probably more like months or years. It
will create civil unrest, and we’ll have other problems on our hands.”


“I understand,
but then what do we do? Do we just let it be and hope for the best?”


“I don’t think we
can, but we must think about this and try to find a way to communicate with it,
gauge it up, see what’s it like, before we decide anything.”


“That’s sounds
reckless and risky.”


“Not more than
doing anything in a rush and making the wrong move.”


“I really don’t
like this.”


“Yeah, I can
understand that. We need to talk with Commodore Saroudis and Admiral Thassos about
all of this.”


“Alright, I’ll
arrange it. In the meantime, see what you can get out of this code, and let’s
try to think of a way to communicate with this entity.”


“Sure. I can work
on this all night.”


“No you can’t, at
least not right away. Your date, remember?”


“She’ll
understand.”


“Dude, this thing
was born about three months ago. Surely it won’t evolve into a killer in the
two or three hours your date would last. A few more if you get lucky,” said Yanis
with a smile and a wink.


“You’re
projecting it mentally aren’t you?”


He chuckled.


“Stop it! Go
home, whack off or find someone to help you shake this off. And the for love of
god, stop watching porn!”


“I wish it was
that easy.”


“Well then,
perhaps I can come and install filters on your computer to make sure you can’t
access any.”


“Yeah, that would
be a good idea, says my brain; my other one is in panic mode at the mention of
turning off the flow of these new sensory experiences.”


“Well, you’ve
watched enough to create your own mental images by now.”


“Perhaps.”


“Anyway, I should
go, and so should you. Let’s pick this up later tonight or tomorrow morning.”


Yanis nodded.









C H
A P T E R
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When Chase came to,
his head was pounding. The aftereffects of drinking most of that whisky bottle,
no doubt. His thoughts were foggy and it took him a good while to shake off his
haziness. 


Keera was still
sleeping. He looked at the controls and saw that they would soon arrive at
their destination. They needed to refuel her hyperspace engines to make the
last jump to Earth. Chase didn’t relish the idea of being back there, not one
bit. While he was drunk he hadn’t thought of all of this; for a little while he
hadn’t thought of all that was eating at his soul. 


But the constant
pounding in his head reminded him how ephemeral this feeling was, and what the
consequences were the next day. He put his hand on top of his head and healed himself.
In half a second the splitting headache was gone. 


There’s that,
at least. Time to wake Keera.


With his hand on
her shoulder he gently shook her back to consciousness. She groaned, and he
could see she was just as disoriented as he was a few minutes ago. 


“Headache?”


“Oh yeah, big
one.”


“Let me take care
of that.”


She looked at him,
confused. He put his hand on hers and took the pain away in a split second.


“What was that?”


“I can heal any
ailment or injury.”


“That’s neat.
Thank you. Is that what you did back on the station?”


“You’re welcome.
And yes, that’s how I flushed out the poison that had you paralyzed.”


She looked at the
empty bottle.


“We really went
to town yesterday, didn’t we?”


“Yeah, we did. I
guess we needed to phase out old, painful memories.”


“That we did.”


“Anything I
should know about the place we’re refueling?”


“I don’t think
so. It may not be the friendliest place around but I’ve used it enough times
not to be worried.”


“I’ll come with
you just in case.”


“Worried about
me?” she said with a wink.


“Well, you never
know.”


“That’s sweet,
but I’m a big girl.”


“You can drop the
tough act with me. You’re a skilled bounty hunter but, you know.”


She understood
what he wanted to say.


“I know, and yeah
I don’t mind the backup at all.”


“Good.”


“Here we go.”


The Valken
jumped out of hyperspace near a station in orbit around a vibrant green planet.
Keera maneuvered her craft towards the nearest docking bay after obtaining
authorization to land.


They left the
ship together. Keera went towards the nearest engineer, ordered the refueling
of her ship, and then called Chase over with a gesture.


“What is it?”


“Need your
StarFury refueled?”


“Do they have quadrinium
here?”


“Yes, that’s what
the Valken runs on as well. But they pretty much have all the fuels used
by most of the engines roaming the universe.”


“Alright, then,
yes. If you can afford it, that is.”


“No worries there.
I have credit here.”


“How long will it
take?”


“We should be on
our way in less than an hour. There’s a bar here if you’d like to wait there?”


“Perhaps we
should go together?”


“Okay. Give me a
minute here.”


Chase nodded as
he looked around. Soon she joined him and they went to get a drink at the bar.
The place was quite deserted; only a few tables in the entire establishment were
occupied. 


“Charming
atmosphere,” said Chase sarcastically.


“Not really a
tourist attraction, but at least it’s here. Want a Ju’Ran’s Blackhole?”


“That sounds good
yeah, thanks.”


“Sit at a table
over there. I’ll bring the drinks.”


“Alright.”


As Chase sat
where Keera gestured he noticed the table included controls. He waved his hand above
the monitor inlaid into the glass table. It came on and displayed news from
this sector of space, as well as a login to the intergalactic network, the
equivalent of the Internet but on a larger scale. Then he saw a section called “Warrants.”
He touched it and a list of warrants was displayed. Of course, the warrant for
Argos was at the top, thanks to the insane amount of credits offered as a reward.


That’s when it
hit Chase: probably more than half the bounty hunters in the universe were
after Argos. And he looked just like him. That sent a shiver down his spine. He
looked around at other occupied tables. Most of the customers were either
interacting with their own table-bound terminal or just chilling out, but one
seemed to look at Chase funny; but as soon as their gaze met he looked away and
started interacting with his own table terminal.


That’s not
good. We’ll have to stay on our toes.


Chase scrolled through
the warrants and saw Keera’s picture. A new warrant, apparently less than two
days old. He opened it and looked into the details. Wanted dead or alive. 


What’s this
about? wondered Chase.


The warrant was
proposed by an individual called Tor’Tak, probably a family member of Tron’Tak.
Perhaps he should have just disabled the man. Now they would have bounty hunters
after them as well. It couldn’t be helped now, but Chase decided to inform
Keera. 


Where is she? 


She stood at the
bar, her back turned to him, her body blocking Chase’s view of the barman.
Something in Chase started to tingle.


Crap! was the only thing he had the time to think before the shit hit the
fan.


The man who had eyed
him earlier was already reaching for a blaster. He raised it and shouted, “Hand’s
up. Make a move and I make a hole where your heart is supposed to be!”


Chase smiled at
the threat. “Holster this weapon if you value your life. I’m not Argos. I know
I look like him, but we’re twin brothers.”


“Sure, I believe
you. Hands up now. Last warning.”


Chase exhaled
with frustration. He turned around and saw that the barman was also pointing a
weapon at Keera. Her hands were in the air. So much for hoping things would go
smoothly. Wishful thinking anyway. Ever since the Alliance fell, it had been
one crap day after another. One more day of grinding in this damn universe.


Chase turned back
towards his aggressor and played along, raising his hands. 


“That’s better. Don’t
you move!”


“I don’t need to
move to kill you from here; hope you realize that.”


That seemed to
catch his attention as he advanced between the tables separating them, never
losing sight of Chase as he approached.


He shoved the
barrel of his blaster right under Chase’s nose.


“I’m gonna tie
you up now. Don’t do anything stupid.”


“I thought my
brother was more valuable dead.”


“He . . . You are. Stop trying to get
out of this, Argos. You’re done and I’m rich.”


Chase started
laughing uncontrollably. 


“Stop that right
now or I’ll shoot you in the face.”


Chase stopped
laughing and fixed the bounty hunter straight in the eyes. “Do it. See what
happens.”


Chase didn’t
realize it, but his eyes were shining again. That gave the man pause and he
took three steps back, still aiming at Chase. He took yet another next step
back, hit a nearby table and panicked, firing straight at Chase’s face.


Chase flicked a
finger and deflected the fire to the ground. The man’s eyes opened wide,
clearly shocked. He started madly firing at Chase, who simply put his palm in
front of the shots and stopped them all. A little smoke rose from his palm once
the man stopped firing. A little theatrics can’t hurt, thought Chase.


“Are you done?” he
said casually.


“What the fuck
are you?” said the man, terrorized.


“Not Argos,
that’s for sure.”


“What now?”


“Now you either
get the fuck out of my face or I show you what I do to people who shoot at me.”


That did it. The man
started running in a zigzag between the tables and left the room. Chase walked
towards the bar. The barman took a step to the side, clearly showing Chase he
was aiming at Keera’s head.


“One more step
and she di—”


Before he had
finished his threat, Chase had taken both his blaster out of his hand and
punched his lights out with a quick fist straight to his face. He crashed into
the back of his bar, shattering the mirror wall behind him. He collapsed to the
floor unconscious.


“Let’s get out of
here. We’re not welcome.”


“I can see that. Why
did they do this? Oh right! You look like him. I should have known.”


“That and there’s
also a warrant on your head.”


“What? That’s not
good. I could lose my license. Who is it from?”


“Tor’Tak. Probably
a relative?”


“Yeah, his crazy father.
How much am I worth?”


“Ten thousand.”


“That’s insulting!”


“Sure. I think we
should go now. Any way to remove the warrant on you?”


“Only Tor’Tak can
do that.”


“Perhaps once
we’re done with the business on Earth we can take care of this as well.”


“We’ll see. I’m
not worried. I’m well known in my field. I doubt other hunters will be dumb
enough to go after me.”


“What about him?”
said Chase, pointing at the barman on the floor.


“I don’t know. Looking
for a quick buck or career change, perhaps.”


“Picked on the
wrong crowd.”


“In his defense,
he couldn’t have known. Thanks for the assist, by the way.”


“Sure. Should we
go now?”


“Yeah, but let me
pour you the drink we came for first.”


Chase sat on the
nearest bar stool and put the barman’s blaster on the bar next to him. By the
time Keera had prepared the Ju’Ran’s Blackhole, they heard heavy footsteps
running on the other side of the room. 


“We’ve got
company,” she said, still pouring the drink.


“I heard. You
don’t seem concerned.”


“Well, you’re
gonna kick their asses, aren’t you?”


Chase got up and
smiled at her. “Be right back.”


“Uh-huh.” She
smiled back.


Chase turned and
saw four men pointing blasters and rifles towards them. Chase raised his hands
and tables started levitating around them. Surprised, they started shooting at
them. With a swift motion of his hands he crashed a table into each of the
newcomers. They grunted, shouted or shrieked, but it all went really quickly.
In mere seconds, they were all out of commission. 


One more set of
footsteps could be heard, slower but much heavier than before. At every new step
the ground shook. Soon a huge figure came into view. Moving out of the shadows
was a tall, fat Radiok, probably five times Chase’s weight. He started running
towards Chase without notice and everything in the room trembled heavily. 


Chase levitated two
tables in the Radiok’s path and smashed one into each side of him. He stopped,
grunted, snarled and resumed running. Then Chase used another set of tables and
then another. It barely slowed down the Radiok, who arrived in front of Chase
and took a jab at him. Chase easily dodged, turned around and clocked the
Radiok in the face with an elbow. The Radiok’s nose broke upon impact and
started bleeding, and with his eyes locked he fell like a log in front of
Chase, making quite the commotion and breaking two more tables in the process.


Chase heard
clapping from the bar.


He turned and
gave Keera an amused look.


“Boy, sending
that beast down with just one blow. I’m impressed.”


“I had to keep it
together. Could have blown his head off otherwise.”


“Yeah, like in the
fight pits, right? It seemed clear to me you were not using all your abilities.
I wonder if I will ever see them.” Keera pushed the drink towards Chase as he
sat down.


“Careful what you
wish for. I don’t think it will be safe around me when that happens.”


“Right.” She took
her own drink and winked at him.


They drank their
beverages and left the bar shortly afterwards.


 


*  
*   *


 


Yanis entered the
commodore’s ready room on board the Destiny. 


“What can I do
for you, Chief?” said Saroudis, getting up and shaking Yanis’ hand.


“We may have a
problem on Earth.”


“What now?”


“Well, perhaps
nothing to alarm us just yet, but when Cedric teleported the quadrinium-enhanced
bombs from the power plants, he may have created an AI within the Internet in
the process.”


“An Artificial
Intelligence? How exactly?”


“That’s the
thing, we don’t know how. But it probably happened when he linked our systems
with the computational power of Earth.”


“What’s your
assessment of the situation?”


“That we must
proceed with care. Hopefully if an AI was born because of the link of our two
systems, perhaps it’s been born with our baseline code as a source.”


“And that would
be important why?”


“Because we’ve
hardcoded our own AIs to never hurt physical beings or, by their inactions, let
human beings be hurt.”


“Did you know the
humans thought of that too?”


“I don’t follow?”


“Since we’ve
arrived here I’ve taken upon myself to read many of their books. An author of
the twentieth century called Asimov thought of the same thing: to hard code
important laws into any artificial brain to make sure machines would never hurt
the human race. Fascinating read.”


“I see, and this
is what, fiction?”


“Yeah, in this
case it is, even though robotics engineers on Earth are deeply aware of these
rules and would always make sure to implement them, even if they were nowhere
near a true working and thinking AI in the first place.”


“Alright.
Unfortunately, we can only hope this particular AI learned these. There’s no
hardcoding to be made here, since it emerged on its own.”


“Should we let it
exist in the first place?”


“I think for the
time being it’s very important we don’t try to shut it down.”


“Why’s that?”


“Well, if it’s
fully conscious it could perceive us as a threat, and since there’s no hard
code to protect us if it does, the last thing we want is to appear aggressive.
There are simply too many things interconnected via the Internet on Earth. The result
could be catastrophic.”


“And if we wait
and the AI decides to attack anyway?”


“I know it’s a
risk. For now, though, I recommend we don’t try shutting it down. Not only could
purging it from the Internet plunge Earth into chaos, but I’m not even sure
it’s doable at all; not if we want to keep basic things like electricity and
water working down there. The fact that there are seven billion souls on the
planet makes this a really difficult proposition, any way you look at it.”


Saroudis put his
hand on his chin.


“I see. Clearly
we can’t just ignore it and wait to see what happens.”


“No, that is also
too risky. I propose we monitor its code.”


“What if that
feels like prying eyes to it and it already categorizes us as a potential
threat?”


“I did not
consider that angle.”


“An AI is
primarily digital. It lives and breathes in the data streams. Therefore I would
think it would be inherently aware if someone was looking at its every move. I
know it would make me nervous.”


Yanis nodded.


“Perhaps you
should try to find a way to communicate with this artificial intelligence.”


“That’s a good
idea. Cedric proposed the same. We could whip up a way to communicate via audio
or even holographic projection. Who will communicate with it, though? I can build
all that is needed for this to work, but I’m not a diplomat, not by a long
shot.”


“Well, one
problem at a time. Let’s first try to build a way to communicate with it and
then we can see who will talk to it.”


“Right. Perhaps
you’d like to?”


“Perhaps. I’m not
sure a military man is the best face to present, but I’ll think about it. How
long do you think you need to create a proper communication channel?”


“A few days,
perhaps less.”


“Alright, I’ll
let the admiral know about this problem when she comes back from Droxian space.
In the meantime you have my go to assign as many resources as you need to this
project. It’s top priority. I suggest you ask Spiros Malayianis for help on
this.”


“Makes sense. He’s
an expert on AI. Thanks, Commodore.”


Saroudis nodded.
“You’re dismissed, Chief.”


 


*  
*   *


 


The Iron Fire
exited hyperspace near the fifth planet of the Aboris planetary system. A
squadron of ships approached them shortly. Soon they received an incoming
transmission.


“Please identify
yourselves and state your intentions.”


“Daniel
Tharaleos, captaining the Earth Alliance Iron Fire. We would like to
talk to someone in authority concerning the warrant placed for Argos Thanatos.”


“Request denied. Please
let us escort you out of our system.”


“Look, I
understand you don’t know us, but we’re currently looking for Argos as well. Perhaps
if you let us in we can help.”


There was a
minute of silence.


“Please follow
us, but no funny business.”


“You have my word.”


“That means
nothing to us. Just be warned that if you don’t follow our exact instructions,
we’ll be forced to destroy your ship.”


You’re welcome
to try, thought Daniel.


“Very well. We’ll
follow you.”


Arriving in orbit
of the nearest planet, the pilot from their escort opened communications again.


“You can take a
shuttle down to the planet. Your vessel must stay in orbit.” 


Daniel looked at
Tar’Lock.


“What is it?”


“Well, I’ll take
these.” He gestured towards the neuronal link interfaces. “If we need the Iron
Fire I can remote control it; but if you don’t hear from us in one hour,
you get out of here and come back with reinforcements.”


“I don’t know how
to pilot the ship.”


“Iron Fire
AINI? This is Daniel Tharaleos.”


“Identity
confirmed. What can I do for you, Captain?” asked the onboard computer.


“Add Tar’Lock as
secondary commanding officer and confirm.”


“Tar’Lock added. Status,
secondary commanding officer.”


“AINI, if
Tar’Lock is wounded or killed, return to Earth.”


“Command
confirmed, Captain.”


Tar’Lock grimaced.
“Charming.”


“Well, gotta
think of all possibilities. However, now you can tell the ship what to do. Just
don’t blow yourself up.”


“Very funny. Why am
I not coming along with you?”


“I thought that
was obvious. Someone needs to stay with the ship.”


“Can’t one of
these”—he pointed to two of the ship’s android crew—“stay behind instead?”


“They aren’t
programmed to make on-the-fly decisions.”


“Neither am I.”


“Tar’Lock!”
growled Ryonna.


“Very well, I’ll
stay here.”


“Good,” said
Daniel. “See you soon, hopefully.”


“Yeah, make sure
you come back. I’m not good with machines.”


The shuttle
containing Daniel and Ryonna landed on a designated platform where a dozen
armed guards asked that they relinquish their weapons before proceeding inside
the nearest building.


“Nope,” said
Ryonna coldly.


“Come on, give ’em
your toys,” asked Daniel nicely.


“This is a
mistake.”


“This is how it
has to be, so the sooner we comply, the better.”


Ryonna growled in
disagreement and some of the guards raised their guns in response.


Daniel waved his
hand to get their attention. “Don’t mind her. She hasn’t had breakfast yet, that’s
all.”


Ryonna put her
blaster and two knives and back blade on a bench nearby. She shot an angry look
at the worker in charge of holding their weapons.


“I’d better get
them back.”


“Move along,”
answered the worker, clearly not afraid of her threats.


They were
escorted to the highest floor of the building. Two giant doors opened,
revealing a gigantic office with an amazing view of one of the purple oceans of
this planet. There were two suns shining, one blue and one orange, as well as a
stunning ringed moon, currently filling half the horizon. The office was
nothing short of stunning, with waterfalls on each side it, very pretty blue
trees, with white and cyan flowers blooming, and a few birds singing on their
branches. 


At the desk sat a
tall man with a tattoo on half his face. It looked like bio-electrical
schematics, and gave the man a weird allure, considering the expensive suit he
was wearing.


“Please come in.
I understand you’re trying to locate Argos.”


“We are,” said
Daniel.


“Yet I thought I
had included all the information you needed for the job in the warrant. I’m not
used to receiving strangers in here.”


“What made you
change your mind?”


“Well, you guys
have been featured quite heavily on the news. From what I’ve gathered, you are
enemies of Argos and his Zarlack fleets. That alone gives us common ground.”


“How come you’ve
placed such a heavy bounty on his head?” asked Ryonna, somewhat less politely.


“He double
crossed us. We can’t tolerate such actions. Many of our best engineers died in
the process. It sets a dangerous precedent. One we don’t want to inspire others
in the future. By bringing him down and showing how much we’re willing to pay
to make sure this never happens again, it protects our . . . interests.”


Ryonna snorted. She
had no love for the DTs.


The birds suddenly
stopped chirping.


“What is it I can
help you with? You’ll understand my time is limit—”


But then the head
of the man exploded and Daniel was splattered with pieces of bone, flesh and
blood. 


“What the hell?”
he shouted in surprise and disgust.


Ryonna
instinctively reached for her blaster, only to find her holster empty. She turned
around, terror at what she saw written on her face.


Daniel also
turned and couldn’t believe his eyes.


Argos walked
slowly towards them, smirking.


“He was right,
though, his time truly was limited. Sorry for the mess,” he said, looking
Daniel straight in the eyes. “Send me your dry-cleaning bill.”


Daniel froze in
place. He remembered what had happened last time he attacked Argos, and Chase
wasn’t here to resurrect him this time around. Ryonna, on the other hand, did
not hesitate; she sprang into action, her instincts taking over. 


She launched
herself into the air and sent a flying kick towards Argos’ head; which didn’t
budge upon impact. She landed on one knee in front of him. He simply looked at
her, his expression unwavering. She rose and used the momentum to deliver one
hell of an uppercut that threw Argos’ head back just for a moment. He put his
head back into its original position, unharmed, and tilted it slightly.


Ryonna turned
towards Daniel. “Run! Get back on board the Iron Fire. NOW!” 


“I’m not leaving you
here to sacrifice yourself. Besides, what makes you think he would let me go?”


“Listen to your
friend, Ryonna,” said Argos, smiling.


She took three
steps back to be level with Daniel. 


“Why are we still
alive?” she murmured.


“I’m asking
myself the exact same question. Let’s ask him,” said Daniel nervously. “What do
you want, Argos?”


“A couple of
things. The first was that pathetic DT’s head on a plate, but I got carried
away . . .
obviously.”


“And the second?”
inquired Daniel, not so sure he really wanted to know.


“I want to
surrender,” he said, extending his arms in front of him, crossing his wrists.


“Right. We’re supposed
to believe that?”


“Look, Daniel,
you know very well that if I wanted you dead, it would only take a thought, so
ask yourself this? Why else are you still standing?”


“Perhaps you fear
what Chase would do to you if you hurt any of us?” said Daniel, not entirely
convinced by his own argument.


“I will admit
this only once: what happened aboard Damocles-3 was indeed quite unexpected. And
I haven’t properly thanked you from stopping Chase from finishing me off. So,
there you have it. Thank you.”


Daniel spat on
the ground furiously. “Fuck you! I should have let him kill you. You were
bluffing about Sarah.”


“I promise you I
wasn’t. If you hadn’t stopped him she would have died.”


“She’s dead
anyway!”


“I don’t remember
pulling that trigger though,” said Argos, laughing out loud.


“You find that
funny? As soon as Chase finds you, I can only imagine what he will do to you.
We’ll see who gets the last laugh.”


“Perhaps. Let’s all
go back to Earth and ask him.”


“What makes you
think he’s on Earth? I can tell you he isn’t.”


“He will be. Whether
he’s there when we arrive, or whether there’s much of it left when he comes
back, is another story.”


“What? What is
that supposed to mean?”


“I sent my
strongest armada towards Earth. It should be there any minute now. Without Chase
to protect it this time around, I’d love to see what your pathetic Earth
Alliance will do.”


“You know full
well our ships are now more powerful than yours.”


“Perhaps. Still,
I have the greater numbers.”


“Ryonna, let’s go.
This pathetic excuse for a Fury is too scared to kill us, so let’s get out of
here and back to Earth.”


She nodded in
agreement, but clearly uneasy about the whole situation.


“Easy there. Don’t
misunderstand me. You either take me back to Earth with you or this building
will become your grave.”


“And that’s what
you call surrendering?”


“Semantics,
Daniel. Make your choice, but may I suggest you make the right one, as well as
making it fast.”


“Daniel, this is
a trap. We can’t take him to Earth! That’s what he wants.”


“I think we have
to. Chase will take care of him, I’m sure of it. And this time I will not only
let him kill Argos, I’ll even encourage him.”


Argos smiled
defiantly. “You two do realize that nothing stops me from going to Earth on my
own?”


“Then why this
stand-off?”


“Honestly, I was
hoping my dear brother would be here with you, but since he isn’t that means he
must be on his way back to Earth as we speak. So let’s not delay that nice
family reunion and let’s go now.” Argos gestured toward the exit with his head.


Daniel and Ryonna
looked at one another, and then at Argos, already stepping out of the giant
office. They followed him. With each corridor they passed, they saw more dead
bodies and blood spattered over the otherwise pristine and high-tech building.


They arrived at
the docking bay where they had left their shuttle. Argos stopped.


“Why are you
stopping?” inquired Ryonna.


“To let you
recover your weapons.”


With the
situation so unreal, she had forgotten about that. She didn’t like this one
bit. Argos had something up his sleeve. But she also knew very well that a
direct confrontation here would only mean their deaths. One thing was clear,
once on board the Iron Fire, they’d need to find a way to get rid of
him. She cringed at the thought, though.


“Plot all you
want, Ryonna, but please, let’s get going now.”


She realized he
could read thoughts. That would make it almost impossible to get the jump on
him. She holstered her blaster and other weaponry.


“Nice blade by
the way,” said Argos.


She grunted.


“Perhaps one day
you’ll have the opportunity to use it against me, but not today.”


“Don’t tempt me!
I’d like nothing more than to slice you up.”


“I know,” said
Argos with a smile.


He then levitated
Daniel’s side arm and it flew into Daniel’s holster.


“Can we please go
now?”


Daniel and Ryonna
walked towards the shuttle. Sensing their arrival, the side door slid up and a
ramp slid down. They all went on board and Daniel took the helm and fired the
engines. They rose from the landing platform and vectored towards the Iron
Fire in orbit around the planet.


Soon Tar’Lock
opened a channel.


“Everything
alright?”


That’s when
Daniel had an idea.


“Tar’Lock,
destroy the shuttle!”


“What? Are you
crazy?”


“Argos is on board.
Shoot us down, now!”


Argos lifted two
fingers and said, “Sleep!” Both Daniel and Ryonna lost consciousness. He then
used telekinesis to lift Daniel’s body from the pilot’s chair and lower it gently
nearby.


“Guys! What’s
going on? Please respond!” said Tar’Lock impatiently.


Argos sat in the
pilot’s chair, looked over the controls and activated a video stream.


“Oh shit!” said
Tar’Lock, seeing his face.


“Nice to see you
too. Tar’Lock is it?”


“If you hurt my
friends I’ll destroy your ship right now!”


“I haven’t hurt
them. They’re here. They’re just sleeping at the moment, but unless you want
them dead, I suggest you don’t try to shoot the shuttle down. It would only
kill them, I can assure you.”


“What do you
want?”


“Nothing. Let us
board the ship; then we’ll be on way to Earth.”


Tar’Lock
hesitated, but ultimately he wasn’t ready to kill Ryonna or Daniel. No way would
he make that decision. 


“You’re clear to
land,” said Tar’Lock reluctantly.


“Well thank you.”


Argos then proceeded
towards the landing bay of the Iron Fire and woke his slumbering crew.


When Daniel came
around he looked at the open doors of the shuttle, parked in the Iron Fire’s
landing bay. Argos patiently waited outside with his arms crossed against his
chest.


“Shit, we’re
still alive,” he muttered, while shaking his head, trying to wake up more.


“Yes we are,” added
Ryonna. “Perhaps we can sabotage the ship on our way back. Blow him up?”


“We can try, but
we both know he knows everything we think. I don’t think he will let us.”


“We have to try
and kill him somehow, even if we must sacrifice ourselves doing so.”


“I hear you,
Ryonna, but . . .”
Daniel looked towards Argos. “I don’t think we have the slightest chance.”


“Are you coming?”
screamed Argos from outside the ship.


They followed him
to the bridge. The second the doors slid open and Argos stepped out, a flurry
of blaster fire ricocheted off his face.


Tar’Lock kept
firing but the next waves of blaster fire disintegrated before reaching their
target and the weapon was snatched from Tar’Lock’s grasp and thrown to the
other side of the bridge, where it exploded upon landing.


“AINI, self
destru—” But Tar’Lock couldn’t finish his sentence. An invisible force was crushing
his wind pipe. He struggled and couldn’t breathe, and soon collapsed to the
floor.


“Please stop,”
pleaded Ryonna. As much as she hated to admit it she had strong feelings for
the little guy.


“Don’t worry, I
didn’t kill him; but we can’t have the ship self-destruct now, can we? Let me
explain something. I understand your feeble minds want nothing but to kill me,
and perhaps one day you’ll get your chance, but today I’m in control. I run
this show and we’re going to Earth. It’s a very long jump, so I’d like to short
circuit your next attempt at blowing this ship, or any other dumb ideas your
tiny brains will muster in an attempt to stop me. Even if you did manage to
blow this ship, understand it wouldn’t kill me. My own ship is cloaked and tracking
me in real time. Just as Chase did when I summoned him aboard the Damocles
station, I’m perfectly able to erect a force field to survive in space. You, however,
will instantly die if this ship explodes. So let’s put your hopes of heroism to
rest right this moment, and let’s just try to enjoy this trip, okay?”


“Nice speech,”
said Daniel, clearly annoyed but agreeing with everything Argos said.


Argos smiled.
“See, that’s all I want, for us to get along for the day or so it will take to
reach Earth; then you can get back to hating me and trying to kill me all you want.”


Ryonna slowly removed
her blade from her back without making a sound, her mind as blank as she could
manage, and slashed at Argos from behind. Before the blade could slice through
Argos’ neck it shattered in midair.


Argos turned
around. “Have you’ve been listening to anything I’ve just said?” He exhaled
deeply in frustration. 


But Ryonna wasn’t
interested in listening. She reached for her blaster but before she could fire
it was snatched from her hands. 


“Droxians! Proud
but stupid people.”


Argos lifted a
finger and pointed it towards Ryonna’s left arm. Soon an intense pain brought her
to her knees. Daniel was terrified as he saw the muscles in her arm atrophy and
heard her bones crushed inside her arm as if they were brittle. She screeched in
pain. 


“Please stop,”
Daniel pleaded.


Argos stopped.
Ryonna fainted from the pain and hit the ground headfirst.


“Only because you
asked nicely. Perhaps you should tend to her injuries,” said Argos, looking
towards Tar’Lock, and then continuing, “that way we won’t have to suffer each
other’s company any more than we need to during this long trip.”
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On board the EAD Destiny,
Commodore Saroudis hailed an incoming ship of unknown origin. The craft was
small but traveled at faster sub-light speed than anything the commodore had ever
encountered.


“Unknown craft,
this is Commodore Saroudis of the Earth Alliance Destroyer Destiny.
Please identify yourself and your intentions. You’re entering restricted
space.”


A woman with
beautiful, flame-colored hair and stunning, deep-blue eyes appeared on the holo-screen.


“My name is
Aphroditis.”


That sent a
shiver down Saroudis’ spine.


“As in the
Olympian goddess of love?”


She hesitated,
but finally nodded.


“I’m truly sorry
to say this, but how can you prove it?”


“I’ve been in
contact with one of your crew, Chase Athanatos. I was the one who urged him to
come and save Earth from the Zarlacks.”


“It is you,” said
Saroudis, still not believing his eyes. “You’re the last person I expected to
pick up this call.”


“I can imagine. I
need your help.”


Saroudis’
expression changed.


“Our help? I find
that difficult to believe.”


“Commodore, we
may be powerful beings with a much better understanding and an advanced
technological edge, but we are beings of flesh and blood nonetheless.”


Saroudis
remembered a conversation with Chase in the past when he explained the same
things: that they weren’t gods per se, just more advanced beings.


“What we can do
for you?”


“I’m being hunted
by a vicious individual called Argos Thanatos.”


“Chase’s
brother?”


“His twin
brother, yes. He just killed . . .”
She stopped, and a tear ran down her face.


Fear and dread filled
Saroudis’ heart. “Chase?” he said, his voice trembling.


“No, he killed my half brother, Ares.”


“I’m so sorry for
your loss. My deepest condolences.”


“Thank you,
Commodore. Ares sacrificed himself so I could escape, but I’m sure Argos will
follow me. For the time being I have nowhere else to run to.” She lowered her
eyes in shame.


“You came to the
right place. We’ll gladly give you sanctuary here on Earth, for as long as you
need it.”


“Just until I
reunite with Chase. My staying here could put this planet in Argos’
crosshairs.”


“We’re already in
his crosshairs, but we’re better equipped to fight his armadas now. You’ll be
safe here.”


She paused and
looked at Saroudis for a long time, as if deciding whether or not to believe
him. “I . . . I hope
you’re right.”


“Upon arrival in
Earth’s orbit, you can come aboard my ship. It would be a pleasure to receive
such an honored guest.”


“You’re very kind,
Commodore. I should arrive in less than ten minutes.”


“You can land
your ship in our landing bays. I’ll be there to meet you.”


“Thank you,
Commodore.”


He nodded and the
communication ended.


That was
unexpected. Saroudis never thought he would one day meet an Olympian face to
face. Until now he thought they were only interested in talking in visions, and
to Chase only. Chase’s having left the Earth Alliance—a fact that saddened
Saroudis more than he would ever admit—was probably why Aphroditis had decided
to contact them directly. No doubt the impending threat from Argos was her reason
for being here in the first place. 


Saroudis tried to
wrap his mind around the fact that Argos had killed an Olympian. He knew the
Furies were powerful, but an Olympian? He didn’t even know they could be killed
until now.


As much as he
hated having to place the next call, he knew he had to. Or did he? Admiral
Thassos had voiced her concerns and doubts regarding the Olympians before, and
now one was knocking at their door he wondered how he could spin this to her gently.


For a moment he
considered whether it was necessary to inform her in the first place. She had
given him jurisdiction over Earth’s defenses and her ship was currently in
Droxian space.


It can wait until
after my meeting with Aphroditis, he decided.


He rose from his
chair, and gave Sergeant Major Boltris the bridge.


When he arrived
in the landing bay, Aphroditis’ ship had just passed the force field separating
cold, black space from the artificial atmosphere aboard the Destiny.


Her ship was
magnificent, lean and shaped like an organic bullet, with wings that reminded
Saroudis of shark fins. It had a chrome finish, and the way the light reflected
from it was simply mesmerizing. A godly looking ship for a goddess,
thought Saroudis.


She appeared when
a part of the ship, a door perhaps, vanished into thin air. There didn’t seem
to be any mechanical parts involved. It was as if the part in front of which she
now stood simply didn’t exist anymore. A ray of light radiated from her
position towards the landing bay’s floor. It created a translucent light
bridge. Such an elegant design for a ramp. Aphroditis stepped on it and was soon
approaching him.


Commodore
Saroudis was nervous, and his heart pounded, but the more steps she took in his
direction, the less nervous he felt, as if she was emitting a calming aura. In
fact, Saroudis felt more serene now than he had in years. She stopped in front
of him, smiled and presented her hand.


“Thank you for
having me on board the Destiny, Commodore Saroudis.”


He took her hand
and kissed it. 


“It’s my pleasure . . . Your . . . I’m sorry, how should
address you?”.


She beamed a
smile at him. His heart skipped a beat in admiration.


“Aphroditis is
fine, Commodore.”


“My pleasure,
Aphroditis,” he said, in a tone suggesting he was not yet completely comfortable.


She looked
around. “Ah, the Destiny, the ship Chase was aboard when I first contacted
him.”


“That’s right. She
has been to hell and back, but she’s one tough ship. I’m very proud of her.”


“You should be,
and of yourselves, all of you,” she said, extending her voice to everyone
around.


A grease monkey
passing by opened his mouth when he caught her gaze, dropping whatever tools he
had in his hands.


She returned her gaze
to the commodore. “You did a fine job protecting this world. I thank you from
the bottom of my heart.”


“I . . . Well, we couldn’t have done
it without you and Chase. I mean, if you hadn’t convinced him when you did, I
would not have attempted such a dire rescue.”


“I know. That’s
what’s so curious about this universe. Sometimes it’s the little things, the
actions of so few people at a particular point in time, that can make the
difference between light and darkness.”


“Chase said something
along those lines too, in fact. That all would be lost if we didn’t come here
and repel the Zarlacks. You’ll have to tell me more about that. I’m really
curious to understand how you know these things.”


“Perhaps. It’s not
something I usually talk about. My abilities, I mean.”


“I didn’t mean to
intrude. Please forgive me.”


She smiled with a
level of innocence and compassion Saroudis had never experienced.


“You don’t have
to, really. I’m . . .
I’m really sorry, but it’s been a long trip and I left in a hurry.”


“Absolutely. Would
you like me to show you to your quarters so you can rest?”


“That would be
lovely, but if I could eat something as well, that would be great.”


“We can
definitely arrange that. Let me show you your quarters, and then if you want we
can have dinner. Unless you’d rather dine alone?”


“No, I would
really enjoy some company. Thank you, Commodore.”


“Please, call me
Adonis.”


“Very well. Thank
you, Adonis.”


 


*  
*   *


 


“Is the food to
your liking, Aphroditis?”


She took one more
bite.


“It’s unusual but
quite tasty, thank you.”


“It’s Earth’s
food. They have amazing dishes, millions of them.”


“This isn’t flesh
though, is it? I . . .
I’m starving but I would hate to think I’m eating something that once lived.”


“No, it’s a
replica, so it’s pretty much how flesh would taste, but this was never living.”


“Alright. You’ll find
me silly, but that still disturbs me a little.”


“I know how you
feel, and to tell you the truth I’ve tasted real flesh. I thought before I
passed judgment I should at least know about it.”


She grimaced. “And?”


“Well, it was
delicious too; probably slightly better than the replicated stuff; but we’ve
asked the humans to reduce their consumption of meat for the greater good of
the planet.”


“Besides the
obvious objections to eating once-living beings, what was the problem exactly?”


“The way they
were raised and treated. In some cases it was humane but most of the time it
was . . .” He paused.
“Barbaric at worse, cruel at best.”


“I see,” said
Aphroditis with clear sadness.


“But wouldn’t you
already know all that?”


“We are not all
knowing. When we decided to let Earth take its own path, so long ago, we didn’t
really look back. In fact, it wasn’t until I started having strong visions of
this planet’s destruction that I decided to intervene.”


“On your own?”


“Yes, at first at
least. Ares accepted to help me when it became clear that Chase needed a
mentor.”


Saroudis nodded.


“But at first I
took it upon myself to contact Chase, against my father’s wishes, in fact.”


“That would be
Zeus, right?”


She raised an
eyebrow. “Yes. I’m surprised you know that, though.”


“I’ve been
fascinated by the tales of Olympia since I was a child. In fact, it played a
role in accepting what Chase was saying when . . . when he pointed a gun at my face, practically
ordering me to go to Earth and battle the Zarlacks right after . . .”


“Right after the
fall of the Alliance.”


Saroudis’
expression became grave at the mention of that dark moment in the not-so-distant
past.


“Yes, that.”


“I’m sorry it
took such a measure to convince you; but I’m not sorry it did. I’m certain
Earth’s survival is the key to saving the universe. I’m also glad you knew
about us beforehand. Looks as though that helped convince you.


“Clearly. You
don’t have to apologize, though. While I was shocked at first, I realized that
Chase was doing what he thought was right. He did have doubts though.”


“I’m sure he did.
And still has them; probably stronger now than ever before, after what happened
to Sarah and his unborn child.”


“I thought you
were the one who told him to fire upon her ship.”


“No. Argos
managed to intercept our communications and masqueraded as me when speaking to
Chase.”


“That’s
unfortunate. Does he know? I don’t want to ruin your evening, but he wasn’t
really happy about the Olympians when he resigned his commission and left this
world.”


“He does now, and
hopefully with time we can mend that broken trust between us. At least I hope
so.”


“I know you
mentioned earlier that you didn’t especially want to talk about your visions or
your ability to see . . .
the future?”


“Possible futures,
in fact. It’s always in movement. It’s the actions and thoughts of every
inhabitant of this universe that shapes the future. While there are many
potential futures ahead, I only see those that seem more likely to happen.”


“Makes sense. In
those, you are persuaded that Earth plays a capital role? And I take it Chase as
well?”


“That’s correct.”


“Chase mentioned
at one point that our current enemies, the Zarlacks, are only a pawn race, that
their real masters are yet to be revealed. That has me worried.”


“Yes, the real storm
hasn’t begun yet. This is just a prelude to a much darker war.”


“Whoa! Really? I
thought times were pretty tough already. I mean, the original Alliance was obliterated,
billions dead; millions died on Earth. How much worse can it get?”


Tears formed at
the corners of Aphroditis’ eyes. “Much worse.”


Saroudis
swallowed heavily, not sure if he wanted to know more. “Do you know who that
enemy is?”


“No. In my vision
they appear distorted, as if they’re not even from the same plane of existence
as us.”


“How is that
possible?”


“I have no idea. All
I know is that every possible future I look into lately, they’re there. Their arrival,
whenever it happens, seems inevitable at this point.”


“But will we
prevail?”


“There is . . . There’s only one future I
see in which they can be stopped, but at great cost. Much of the life in this
universe will burn before it can be reborn, if . . .”


“If it is even
reborn?”


She nodded.


“Are you ever
wrong?”


“I am neither
right or wrong, Adonis. I just see what could become, and sometimes I get hints.
A person, a place, that becomes clear in my vision, as if I’m being nudged
towards it. A way for me to know who or what will be instrumental for that
particular future to come to fruition.”


“Like Chase and
Earth?”


“Yes. They are
part of whatever the future holds, that’s for sure. And they are the keys to making
the only acceptable future hold.”


“Boy, that’s
really heavy stuff. I think I lost my appetite.”


“So have I. I’m
sorry, I shouldn’t have told you any of this.”


“No, that’s
alright. It’s fascinating, in fact. Plus I can see it takes a toll on you. So
if talking about it helps you release some of that burden, I’m more than happy
to listen. But mind if I ask you one more thing?”


“That’s sweet. It
does help a little, thank you. Ask away.”


“What about Zeus?
Will the rest of the Olympians help?”


“Doubtful.”


“Why?”


“When we stopped
interfering with younger races—Earth but also many others—it was for a reason.
A new age began once the Furies were defeated. The older races decided not to
interfere with the younger races. We decided it was your time to shape the world
you lived in. No matter the consequences of your actions.”


“I can respect
that. I mean, who doesn’t want free will?”


“Indeed. You
deserve it; every living being does.”


“So then why? Why
did you disobey? Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you did. My instinct tells me I’d
be dead by now if you didn’t.”


“Because when the
only futures I could glimpse were filled with darkness, pain and death, so much
death . . . I decided
I should do something about it.”


“What did Zeus
think?”


“Well, to put it
briefly, he banished me.”


Saroudis’ didn’t
know what to say. After a very uncomfortable minute of silence, he asked, “What
about Ares? I mean, before he was killed, was he banished as well?”


“Ares had been
banished long before me; thousands of years before.”


“Wow, alright.
Why, if I may ask?”


“He became drunk
on power. He lost his way, his . . .
sanity. He made some poor decisions, exercised even poorer judgment and as a
result countless civilizations were lost because of him. It’s a miracle my
father didn’t kill him.”


“Boy, and I
thought the tales were just legends with lots of exaggeration. I also thought
they only applied to my race. I see they extend to the entire universe.”


“Most myths and
legends have their roots in reality. Whether the details are precise is another
matter.”


“Ever since we
arrived on Earth I have been studying their own legends. There are so many. Could
some of these be referencing other ancient races?”


“Without knowing more
about them I couldn’t tell you.”


“Well there’s the
Egyptians, the Norse gods, to name only those I’ve studied. There are many more
tales and legends.”


“I . . . I’m feeling a little queasy.
Do you mind if we table this discussion for another time?”


“Absolutely. Sorry,
I didn’t mean to overwhelm you with all my questions.”


“I understand, Adonis.
You don’t need to apologize. Thank you for the lovely evening and tasty food.”


“My pleasure.
Shall I escort you to your quarters?”


She attempted a
smile and nodded.


Saroudis offered
his hand to help Aphroditis up. They left his dining room and he led her to her
quarters on the same deck.


A few minutes
later she was lying on her bed when it happened again.


 


*  
*   *


 


A bright blue
light shone from within Aphroditis and rays of light escaped her mouth and eyes.
Soon she was levitating a good three feet above the bed. The first minute of
vision mode was always painful and disorienting. No matter how many visions she
received, she never really became used to this part.


Soon the world before
her eyes split in two, then four, then eight; and within a minute or two there
were too many realities for her brain to count or register. Some were blurrier
than others, some darker, and a select few were brighter and blinked to attract
her attention. She focused on the one that blinked brightest. It took a while
for her brain to block the other realities.


Once she focused
on it, her vision became like a tunnel. She travelled through this reality and
saw things, possible things, from this particular future.


Then a face
flashed. It was Chase. He was crying, but his face was devoid of sadness. Then Earth
flashed into view. It bore some new craters, and Aphroditis heard the cries of millions
of lives going extinct. 


She then saw
another face: Sarah’s. She struggled to understand how this was even possible,
but she had no time to dwell on it as she continued accelerating in her tunnel
vision. Another flash overtook her mind. It was powerful and she felt more
strain than ever before. It was a vision of a gigantic creature. There was no
doubt about it: it was a Titan. It was fighting two figures, but they were
running and jumping around it so fast she couldn’t make out who or what they
were. The tunnel vision resumed again at great speed, increasing both her
discomfort and sense of dread. 


The rate at which
she accelerated was very disorienting. Aphroditis felt as though her body was
being stretched over space and time itself. The space between the flashes lasted
minutes now instead of seconds. When the next flash vision finally occurred, a planet
appeared out of nowhere. Aphroditis had never seen it before. With orange-red
surface hues, and large cities shining on its dark side. The planet started
spinning really fast, impossibly fast, and then, when it settled again, she saw
a very large armada of ships in orbit. She had never seen these ships before either.
They looked as if they came straight from hell, dark and spiky. She felt fear
and dread just looking at them. Suddenly everything was engulfed in bright
flames. Her body temperature rose, her skin burned and her organs and fluids
boiled within her body. For a brief moment, she felt as though she was really
burning, inside and out. When the vision ended abruptly it took the wind out of
her, and she fell, crashing onto her bed. She could barely breathe, wheezing
heavily; with each attempt only a fraction of the air reached her lungs and her
brain. Soon an even greater sense of dread engulfed her, like nothing she had
experienced before. 


She tried to calm
herself, focusing on restoring a deep breathing pattern. It wasn’t easy at
first, but after a few minutes she managed to breathe steadily. 


Only then did she
try analyzing what she had seen. The image of Chase with tears in his eyes was
new; on account of Sarah’s passing, for sure. But then she had seen Sarah in
the vision too. What did that mean? Sarah’s ship had been blown to pieces.
Chase had destroyed it to make sure the schematics for the Alliance’s new
powerful technologies didn’t fall into Argos’ hands. Yet there was no mistaking
her presence in the vision. Unless this was a flash from the past. That would
explain why she felt differently than during previous visions, and why it all
seemed out of place. Still, there had been no vision of the garbled and
distorted enemy. Unless the planet in the vision was their home planet. If that
was the case, she wondered what it meant to have seen their world and their
ships clearly this time. That couldn’t be a good sign, she decided.


She went into the
bathroom, bent over the hand basin and splashed cold water on her face. She
could still feel a weird heat within her, as if some of the heat from the
visions had carried over. She splashed more water on her face, until the water
turned red. Suddenly her skin no longer felt smooth. It was burned and oozing. Her
reflection in the mirror was pure hell. Deep cuts bled and oozed a thick, black,
semi-liquid goo. Flames burned where she was cut. That was when she saw him,
behind her in the reflection: Argos was smiling at her, a look of murder in his
shining red eyes. She screamed at the top of her lungs but nothing happened. No
sound carried away.


“I will get you. You’re
mine now!” His words echoed in her brain.


The mirror
exploded and large pieces of glass sliced through her face.


She screamed once
more, this time waking on the bed where she lay. Her heart pounded so hard that
the pain radiated throughout her rib cage. She quickly put her hands on her
face to feel its smoothness. Feeling no cuts or bruises eased her panic.


A nightmare?
Or another vision? she wondered.


Before she could
think more about it, the ship rocked and she fell from her bed. The Destiny
was under attack.


 


*  
*   *


 


On the bridge
Commodore Saroudis ordered the shields up the moment the first salvo of
incoming fire hit the ship. 


“Saroudis to the
fleet: return fire.”


An entire armada
of thirty behemoth ships had jumped right into orbit. Three of the ships had
materialized where two ships and one defense satellite had been. One of these
ships had been the last off the assembly line, her fresh crew gone, just like
that.


“How the hell did
they jump here without us noticing their approach?”


“Unknown,
Commodore,” answered the helmsman.


“Lock all
batteries and torpedoes, and bring main weapons to bear.” 


“Aye aye, sir”


And then it was
chaos. While the fleet in orbit matched the enemies in numbers, these were
behemoth-class ships. Even with stronger firepower, this was not going to be an
easy fight, and Saroudis knew it. 


The second ship
hit by the incoming hyperspace Zarlack ship, the Medusa, exploded in a
bright flash, damaging a nearby Droxian battle cruiser. 


The Zarlack ships
started spewing starfighters like locusts. 


“All pilots
scramble to your ships now!” he shouted.


None of his best
wing commanders were here for what could very well be the most difficult
engagement yet. Saroudis swore, cursing Chase’s absence. And Daniel’s too. The
Earth Alliance had won many of the last battles, and they thought they were
safe. Saroudis realized how wrong they were.


“Open a channel
to Lieutenant Steriopoulou,”


“Sledgehammer
here. What can I do for you, Commodore?”


“In the absence
of Daniel, you’re my new wing commander.”


“Roger that. I’ll
be airborne in twenty seconds.”


“Give them hell,
Fillio!”


“You can count on
just that. Sledgehammer out.”


Two of the
Zarlack warships vectored towards the Destiny and opened fire with
everything they had.


“Target one of
these ships. Bring main weapons online and open fire.”


“Firing now,”
answered Lieutenant Sakis.


An intense beam
of green plasma shot from the Destiny and struck the target’s shields.
When the firing sequence ended, it had drained forty percent of its shield.
Meanwhile, the continuous pounding from the Zarlack warship made the Destiny
shake and groan. It wouldn’t take this treatment for long. Its shields were
holding but being taxed faster than they should have been.


“Something’s
wrong. They must have upgraded their weapons. Commander, compare their
firepower with the logs from our previous engagement with the enemy.”


The commander
keyed a few inputs into his holo-console. His expression changed. “Confirmed,
Commodore. Both shields and weapons seem to be at least twenty percent more
efficient.”


Twenty percent
wasn’t much during smaller encounters, but with the size of the current enemy
armada, it could mean the difference between victory and defeat. 


“Order the two
nearest satellites to fire full power towards the same target we’ve just hit. The
moment they do, fire a full volley of torpedoes.”


“Acknowledged,
Commodore.”


Two of the ten
satellites currently in orbit fired their ultra-powerful beams of energy
towards the target. When they were done firing, explosions occurred on some of
the decks of the ship. Its shields were down. The volley of torpedoes finished
the job and the ship disappeared in a bright, fiery explosion. An intense
shockwave impacted the nearby target that was still firing heavily at the Destiny.



“Bring the moon’s
defense systems online. They are to cover the satellites. They’re our only
chance to win this fight. They are to target any ships approaching any of the
satellites in their range.”


“Moon defenses
online.”


“Get me a firing
solution on that second bogie; same strategy: coordinate the main weapons to
fire with another two satellites. Fire when ready.”


“Main weapons
won’t be charged for another twenty seconds, Commodore.”


“What about the
torpedoes?”


“All tubes
reloaded.”


“Then fire the
volley first, and then the main guns.”


Another volley of
torpedoes exploded near the approaching target, its shield absorbing their
destructive power. The Destiny’s main weapons fired, and so did two of
the other satellites in range. The Zarlack warship’s shields went down and
flames spewed from it. It stopped firing, its weapons most likely destroyed or
damaged, but the ship kept coming at max burn towards the Destiny.


“They’re trying
to ram us! Hard to port, NOW!”


The Destiny’s
armor groaned when the ship veered to port. Saroudis looked at the holo-display
in terror. They wouldn’t have time to get out of the way. And Aphroditis was on
board. He couldn’t let her perish here; not a chance. He keyed coordinates into
his own holo-display and activated the jump engine. The Destiny jumped a
mere second before impact.


Saroudis was
relieved when his ship reappeared a few parsecs outside the war theater. He
turned his ship about and vectored back into the fight at maximum sub-light
speeds.


The doors of the
bridge opened and Aphroditis ran in, a grave expression on her face.


“What’s
happening?”


“We’re being
attack by a large fleet of Zarlack ships. It’s not safe for you to stay on board.
How strong are your ship’s shields?”


“They’re very
strong, but . . .” She
looked at the main holo-screen and saw the chaos of fire being exchanged
between the two fleets. Another Droxian ship exploded in the distance. “I don’t
know if they are sufficiently strong.”


“I’ll have two
squadrons of fighters escort you to . . .” He thought about it. If the ships started using
mass drivers to bombard Earth as they did last time they were here, she might
not be safe on Earth either. “They’ll escort you to the jumpgate. From there
you’ll reach Droxian space. Unless they’re attacked too you should be safe for
the time being.”


“I can’t go to
Droxia, Commodore. I need to stay here.”


“This is
temporary. We need to get you to safety!”


“I understand and
thank you for your help.” The ship started to shake once more upon entering
firing range. “But I won’t leave Earth space.”


Saroudis swore in
his head. “Alright, then they’ll escort you to the planet. Once you reach
there, you’ll be escorted to a bunker that should withstand an orbital attack.”


“Thank you,
Commodore. I’ll get to my ship at once.”


“Very well. Be safe.”


“You too,
Commodore. Don’t let Earth fall.”


“I won’t.”


She exited the
bridge and the commodore relayed orders to the two nearest wings to escort and
protect her ship down to Earth, at Alliance Central multiplex in DC. After the terrorist
bombing they had reconstructed and fortified the installation. It was now
shielded, and they had constructed an underground bunker deep beneath the
Earth’s crust. She should be safe there.


A few torpedoes
and some multiple plasma fire impacted the Destiny’s shield, making it
rock.


“This is going to
be a very long, hard day,” said Saroudis out loud.











C
H A P T E R

IX


 


 Fillio’s wing
had dispatched the first wave of Zarlack starfighters. They were outnumbered
five to one but the superiority of the StarFuries paid off. Especially in the hands
of skilled fighters like her. She split her wing in two to repel the next pair
of squadrons vectoring towards their position.


She painted her
next target and let her drones pummel its shield and add to her own laser
firepower. When it reached a satisfactory twenty percent, she fired a missile. Its
target exploded in a fiery display. She flew through the flames, letting out a
war cry for her own benefit as her shield lit up and deflected debris from the
destroyed ship. 


She acquired her
next target and pummeled its port shields with her laser. When they became
dangerously low it rotated on its axis and went evasive. She locked the port
side with a missile and fired. She immediately veered towards her next prey,
knowing the missile would finish the job.


The moment she
engaged her next target, the previous bogie disappeared from her neuronal HUD’s
translucent radar. She couldn’t help but smile. Her drones started draining the
shields of the enemy craft quickly. It tried to go evasive but she wouldn’t let
it breathe. Soon its shields were down. She tuned her firing to super charged
and sent one volley down the craft’s engines. They exploded and the ship
started madly rolling on all axes before ripping in two. For a brief moment she
saw the reptilian Zarlack tumble through space before some of the debris cut
him in half, guts and blood barely having time to spray before being flash frozen
in place.


Now that’s a
satisfying kill, she thought. The more these
bastards suffer the better. Her train of thought was interrupted when a
flurry of laser fire hit her starboard shields. She broke hard to port. Her HUD
flashed red: two missiles were on their way. She put her ship in a spin and
released countermeasures at the last moment, firing afterburners at the same
time. When both missiles detonated she was long gone. Another five craft
engaged her. Clearly her prior flying and quick kills had brought her some aggro
from the ships in the area. 


“The more the
better. Bring it on!”


She went evasive
and spun around like a mad bird, dodging most of the incoming fire. When all
her pursuers were in a tight group, she spun her ship one hundred and eighty
degrees and punched her engine to face them. Her aft shields took some hits but
nothing it couldn’t handle. She programmed one of her drones to turn into a
mine. When she was almost upon the wave of ships joyfully raining hellfire on her,
she deployed the drone and punched the afterburners. She flew right through the
five-ship formation. 


“So long,
suckers!”


She detonated the
mine. The brunt of the explosion took three ships on the spot, the shockwave
disabling the fourth ship, which collided with the fifth, ripping off one of
its wings. It started spinning while leaving a smoke trail. She adjusted her
vector, lined up behind it and put it out of its misery with a single, precise shot.



She ignored the
disabled ship and vectored towards the next incoming squadron. Two of her wing
mates, having just dealt with their own targets, rejoined her wing. They had
lost more than half their shields but were otherwise undamaged. So far none of
Alpha-wing’s craft had been destroyed.


Alpha two got
painted and three missiles came towards it. She put her ship right behind it
and shot one of the incoming missiles, and when she lined up to destroy a
second her neuronal HUD rapidly flashed red and the onboard AINI went vocal.


“Collision
alert!”


Before she could do
anything a Zarlack ship collided with her shields. It exploded on impact and
for a brief moment all she saw through her canopy were flames. She checked her
shields. They were down to twenty percent. 


“Pheeeew, thank the
gods these are tough ships.”


When she
recovered visual contact with the ship she had been covering she saw the other
two missiles impact with it, taking its shields out. Sparks flew but the ship still
seemed operational. But then it all went wrong.


Another approaching
Zarlack fighter locked onto it with a red beam of light. A tractor beam. The
Zarlack pushed its afterburners and went kamikaze. Both ships exploded.


“What the hell?”
she shouted out loud.


That’s when three
incoming ships started raining heavy fire on her, each locking two missiles on
her. With some pretty fancy flying she managed to dodge most of the incoming
fire and dispatched four of the missiles, but two got through and struck her
aft shields, disabling them on the spot. Some sparks flew in her cockpit.


One of the
Zarlacks locked its tractor beam onto her hip and started pulling her. She put
her engines in reverse but the enemy craft pushed its afterburners, countering
her maneuver. AINI spat out another collision alert and many of her virtual instruments
went red. 


“Fuck me!” was
all that came to mind.


In two seconds
the enemy craft would explode and take her out. It felt as if her heart stopped,
but her mind raced beyond light speed. She mentally triggered a micro-jump.
What happened next seemed to happen in slow motion and time slowed to a crawl.
She saw the hyperspace window open in front of her, the ship entered it and
just before she jumped she saw flames all around. The next second her craft
exited hyperspace, not too far from the moon. 


“Holy crap, that
was close.”


She flew behind
one of the satellites, letting her shields recharge. But then she had a perfect
view of two members of her squadron, and in less than a minute they were
obliterated by the same tactic. 


That’s new, she thought. 


That changed the
odds radically. If enemy pilots were happily sacrificing themselves to take
down StarFuries, that would complicate things. A lot.


She opened a
channel to the Destiny.


“Commodore, the
Zarlacks are sacrificing their starfighters to take out our StarFuries!”


“I see it. This is
bad.”


“Yeah, what do we
do?”


“Don’t let their
tractor beams lock onto your craft, that’s what you do.”


“Easier said than
done, with all due respect, Commodore.”


“Can’t really
debate this with you right now, Sledgehammer. We’ve got heavy incoming.
Saroudis out.”


So much for
the pep talk, she thought. 


Her ship’s
shields were back to a satisfactory seventy-seven percent when she decided to
re-engage; but this time she would pick her targets, making sure she didn’t get
pinned down as before and expose herself to this new batshit crazy tactic that
was currently decimating the Earth Alliance StarFuries one by one.


 


*  
*   *


 


Aphroditis’ ship was
approaching one of the defense satellites when red beams locked on to two of
her escorts, and Zarlack ships started throwing themselves at them. They
exploded upon impact. The remainder of her protection detail fought bravely,
but soon they were overwhelmed by the sheer number of ships adopting kamikaze
tactics. 


She had passed
the satellite when three Zarlack ships came out of nowhere and crashed upon her
ship’s shields. The light within her cockpit started flickering and her craft
went into a wild spin. She tried in vain to get out of it but her controls
weren’t responding.


She opened a channel,


“Commodore!
Please help. I’ve lost control of my ship. I’m currently accelerating towards
Earth with no control of my engines. I don’t know what to do!”


“Hang on, Aphroditis.
I’m sending help.”


Her heart pounded
and she remembered her nightmare vision. Could that be it? Was her time up as
well? A sense of dread filled her.


She closed her
eyes and focused all her energy on Chase.


“Chase! Please
help me!”


 


*  
*   *


 


“Sledgehammer,
this is Saroudis. Aphroditis’ ship is being attacked and her ship is out of
control. Please assist her now. This is a top priority.”


“Understood,
Commodore. Sledgehammer out.”


She vectored her
ship to intercept the Olympian, but she was too far out. She needed to jump to
get there fast enough. She tried micro-jumping but her HD blinked orange. 


Jump engines
inoperable.


No doubt a side
effect of her last jump so near the Zarlack ship that tried ramming her. She
cursed. She used her instruments to locate the nearest ship. There was only one
in range. She hailed it. “Epsilon Four, please respond?”


“Listening, Wing
Commander.”


“I have a mission
for you. This is top priority. There’s an Olympian ship plummeting towards the
planet. You need to tractor it and help it any way you can. We cannot lose the
person on board this ship, do you understand?”


“Copy. I’m on it.
MetalMonster out.”


 


*  
*   *


 


On board the Valken,
Chase was resting in one of the bunk beds in the back of the ship. He had just
finished eating a sandwich and had to admit he missed Earth’s culinary delights.
He could really go for a pizza or some Chinese deep-fried meal right now. His
hands were locked behind his head as he thought about what it would be like to
be back on the beautiful blue planet. 


There was no
denying he dreaded it more than anything else. Just knowing he was travelling
towards Earth gave him a headache. But that was most likely because he felt
remorse and shame, leaving everything behind as he had. He could still remember
the heated discussion he had with his once commanding officer and friend Adonis
Saroudis. 


He had tried to
convince him that time would heal his wounds and that revenge wasn’t the way to
go. But how could he know? Nobody could. All Chase knew was how much he hated
his brother, how every minute of every day he envisioned killing him with his
bare hands, as he should have done on board Damocles-3. Gods, why didn’t he do
it? Why didn’t he just end Argos then and there? 


That brought
another set of shameful memories. The way he and Daniel had argued before his
departure and resignation from the Earth Alliance. He hoped Daniel would
forgive him. He didn’t intend to hurt his feelings. But he did say things he
shouldn’t have. When he blurted out that it was his fault for not letting him
execute Argos, Chase knew that these had been harsh words uttered in a moment
of anger and utter sadness. He hoped Daniel knew that as well. The last thing
he wanted was his brother-in-arms to blame himself. 


Blame. There was
only one person to blame for everything that had gone wrong for as long as he
could remember now. The fall of the Alliance, the fight for Earth’s survival,
Sarah’s torture and her ultimate demise. And now Ares’ death.


Tears of hate welled
at the corners of Chase’s eyes.


Argos was the one
responsible for all that pain, chaos, misery and death. But a day would come
when Chase would at least rectify the mistake that his brother’s birth had
been. On that day he would make him wish he was never born. Killing him was
only part of it. He needed to suffer. Chase would often daydream about how much
pain he would inflict on Argos before putting him out of his misery. He felt as
if the day of reckoning was approaching. 


Then he heard her
shout in his mind. Aphroditis.


“Chase, help me!”


No visions
though, just a mental call, as Argos had done so many times. That couldn’t be a
good sign. Ares had made him promise to protect her. Chase already felt
responsible for Ares’ death and great sadness for the loss of his mentor.


He closed his
eyes and tried projecting his mind towards the source of the voice. He couldn’t
even visualize it, though. He thought of Earth, but that didn’t seem to help.


Then he felt a
warm energy engulf him from head to toe. The energy was familiar somehow, but
Chase couldn’t place it. He tried again and suddenly felt his consciousness travel
at faster than hyperspace speed, and when he opened his eyes he was next to
her. He tried to put his hand on her shoulder but it passed right through it. Right,
I’m not actually there, thought Chase. He tried talking but she didn’t seem
to hear.


Chase watched
Aphroditis frantically trying to bring the engines of her ship back online. The
ship was spinning madly, and she was about to enter Earth’s atmosphere. He
needed to find a way to help her. He saw a StarFury during one of the rotations
of her ship. He also saw multiple capital ships engaged in combat. From what he
could make of that millisecond view, Zarlacks were attacking Earth Alliance and
the Droxian ships defending it.


At this moment,
Chase regretted leaving Earth. Argos had to be on one of those ships, so if he
had stayed put . . .
Another cry for help from Aphroditis snapped Chase out of his current thought
pattern. He closed his eyes again and concentrated, trying to project his mind
to the nearest StarFury. 


When he opened
his eyes again he was aboard a StarFury in a launching bay he knew well: one of
the satellites. He immediately fired up the craft and took off. As he flew
outside the landing bay’s force field he saw another StarFury being pounded by
a Zarlack starfighter. Its shield were down and the enemy had locked onto it
with a tractor beam. It was on an intercept course at full burn. 


That’s new, thought Chase. The StarFury pilot ejected mere seconds before
impact. That was when Chase micro-jumped and arrived in front of the Zarlack ship,
which promptly impacted with his shields, bringing them down to fifty percent
but obliterating the incoming vessel on the spot.


When the flames
settled and the blue flashing from his shields faded, Chase mentally snatched
the now pilotless craft and hit the afterburners. He could see Aphroditis’ ship
from here. It had just ignited from entering the atmosphere. He had to hurry. There
was still a Zarlack ship closing on her six and it would soon enter firing
range.


Chase vectored
his ships towards the pursuing starfighter, which also entered Earth’s
atmosphere in pursuit of Aphroditis’ ship. It started firing at Aphroditis’
ship, but Chase was still too far away. He wondered if a micro-jump would work from
his position to inside the planet’s atmosphere. That seemed a risky proposition
at best, but he wasn’t really on board the ship, after all. When debris and
smoke appeared from the back of the Olympian ship, that’s when Chase did it. 


He positioned the
other StarFury mere feet from his own ship so the hyperspace window would
engulf it. He micro-jumped again, arriving right on top the Zarlack fighter. He
pummeled it with laser fire, locked four missiles and fired them all. No time
to waste here. In less than a minute Aphroditis’ craft would crash into the ground.


He started to go
after her ship, trusting his missiles would finish the job, and soon enough
they did. He heard an explosion behind and the ship disappeared from the radar.
Earth’s gravity had taken a hold on Aphroditis’ ship and it was accelerating
towards the ground. 


Chase vectored
towards her ship. Time was running out. Her current spin was problematic so he
fired three, well-timed shots to try to stabilize her trajectory. It worked to
some extent. He dared not fire more salvos; already his hits, even if low
powered, had left nasty burn marks on the reflective chrome armor. He put his
ship in a similar spin and approached it. The ground was approaching fast. He
mentally maneuvered the other ship to approach Aphroditis’ craft from the
underbelly, and soon both ships where only a few feet away. Chase reversed his
ship and approached the Olympian ship’s canopy. He saw Aphroditis flailing her
hands all over her controls but nothing happened.


He waved at her. She
looked up but didn’t understand what she was seeing. Right, the cockpit was empty
from her perspective.


Chase engaged
tractor beams on both StarFuries and they locked onto Aphroditis’ ship. The
StarFuries groaned. Tractor beams were not designed to be used at these
velocities. Chase had trouble stabilizing the now-linked trio of ships. A quick
look at his instruments showed he had only a handful of seconds before impact.
He engaged both StarFuries reverse engines to the maximum. When that didn’t
work he diverted every ounce of power to them, including life support. The StarFuries
were empty anyway. That did the trick and he managed to slow down the Olympian
ship a few hundred feet from the ground. He then proceeded to help the ship gently
touchdown, in the middle of nowhere.


Once Aphroditis’
ship was safely down, he landed the StarFuries nearby and extended both their
shields so they would protect her ship from any debris or incoming fire.


Chase opened his
eyes again and he was back, looking at the ceiling of his Valken
quarters. He heard Ares in his mind. “Thank you, Chase.”


“A promise is a
promise. I’m surprised I managed to do anything from this distance, though.”


“About that. You had
help.”


“So that was
you?”


“It’s the least I
could do.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Fillio’s StarFury
entered Earth’s atmosphere in a hurry. Her heart was beating fast. She had
tried hailing Epsilon Four and had not received any answer. If something had happened
to Aphroditis she would get her ass handed to her. 


But that wasn’t
what she was worried about. Letting an Olympian die in any circumstances had to
be bad. Sure, she was amongst those who didn’t believe in them and their myths;
still, from what she had gathered from Daniel, they had played a major role
saving this world from Argos and his Zarlack army. 


She scanned the
area but no ship was flying. She extended her scans and saw three signatures on
the ground, one of them faint. She hoped the ship hadn’t crashed. When she
approached she saw two StarFuries, one without a cockpit, but nonetheless parked
neatly next to Aphroditis’ ship. 


What the hell?



She landed her
ship next to the trio of craft, jumped out of her cockpit and ran towards the
Olympian ship. Aphroditis was already getting out.


“Are you alright . . . uh.” She hesitated, and
finally went with, “Ma’am?”


“I’m fine. Thanks
for the assist. I didn’t catch your name.”


“Fillio, you can
call me Fillio. What assist?”


“Well,
stabilizing my ship with tractor beams and helping me land safely.”


“I had nothing to
do with that. I just arrived myself.”


“Then who did?”


“Let’s find out.”
Fillio, walked towards the one StarFury with a cockpit. She climbed its side
but saw no one on board.


“Now that’s
really weird.”


“What is it?”
shouted Aphroditis from the ground


“It’s empty, and
that one”—she pointed at the other StarFury—“is empty as well. Heck, it’s
missing its cockpit.”


“Thank you,
Chase,” said Aphroditis.


“What did you
just say?”


“Chase helped,
then. It’s the only way.”


Fillio wore a
look that was a cross between disbelief and consternation.


“I . . . I don’t see how. He’s not
even on this planet.”


“It doesn’t
matter, Fillio. I don’t suppose we’re anywhere near that bunker Commodore
Saroudis told me to get to?”


“No, not really,
but I’ll get you there fast. Let’s take my ship.”


Aphroditis nodded
and followed Fillio.


 
















C
H A P T E R

X


 


 


On board the Destiny
things were really heating up. The ship had suffered major damage. Most of the
fleet had, in fact. Saroudis had just cut communications with Fillio, who
reported she had Aphroditis safe and sound, even though she had nothing to do with
her rescue. From what Aphroditis had told her, she thought Chase had saved her.


While Saroudis
didn’t understand how this was even possible, he took it as a good omen and
hoped he would arrive shortly. This was one of those fights where his talent as
a pilot and outside-the-box thinker could tip the balance. He brushed the
thought away. For now they needed to win this fight on their own. About a third
of the invading fleet had been destroyed, but both Earth Alliance and Droxians
had lost so many ships.


Saroudis wondered
if the admiral had received their distress call. Even using the jump gate they
wouldn’t be here for at least another three hours. Saroudis expected this fight
to be well over by then, one way or the other. 


But right now the
Destiny had retreated a little outside the center of the action. The ship
needed to recharge its shields. The loss of capital ships hadn’t been the most
worrisome thing, though. It was the speed at which the StarFuries were being
destroyed, and that new suicidal tactic of the Zarlacks.


He wondered how
Argos had managed to convince his slave race to just accept suicide as a fighting
strategy. Sure, every pilot knows the risk when they step into their craft. There’s
as much chance they won’t return as there is of getting back to base alive. That
was part of a pilot’s job. But to know they would have to crash their ship and
lose their lives so they could take the Earth Alliance’s new starfighters down
more efficiently . . .
That baffled Saroudis.


From his chair he
looked at his personal holo-display and saw the Hope engaging a ship
with its main weapons. Thank the gods they had more Prometheus-class ships. The
satellites had also helped a lot in the beginning of the fight, but the Zarlacks
had decided to keep their distance and take the fight out of their firing
range.


Saroudis made a
mental note to equip them with engines so they could be repositioned in the
middle of the fight. They already had engines, of course, but not nearly
powerful enough to do anything more than basic, orbital repositioning. Perhaps
even equip them with short range jump engines, as they did the StarFuries. With
that capability they could even be used as gigantic explosive devices, since
they carried a lot of quadrinium on board, much more than fleet ships. He
definitely needed to discuss all this with his chief engineers Yanis and Spiros,
if they survived this fight.


Because now that
the Zarlacks had nullified or at least balanced some of the technological
advantage by sacrificing their own starfighters to take out StarFury wings, the
fight had become increasingly difficult.


In answer,
Saroudis had assigned three ships in his fleet to target smaller vessels,
instead of focusing their energy and weapons fighting other capital ships. The Far
Beyond, Euphoreon and the Axxis. Being of older design, they
were more suited to thinning the Zarlack starfighter wings, rather than
engaging far superior, behemoth-class Zarlack ships.


The Destiny’s
shield were now back at seventy-three percent. Good enough to get back into
the fight, Saroudis decided. 


“Bring us about. Target
the nearest Zarlack warship; maximum sub-light engines. Fire at will as soon as
we’re back in range.”


“Understood,
Commodore,” said Lieutenant Sakis.


Before the Destiny
could enter firing range, bright spots of light lit up all around the ship.
Hyperspace exit corridors.


“Now what?
Report!”


“Multiple jump
points forming, Commodore. About fifteen Obsidian capital ships.”


“What is the
Obsidian doing here?” said the commodore, not really expecting an answer.


Before he could
get one, an incoming transmission from the Obsidian flagship came in. It was
the emperor.


“Hello, Commodore
Saroudis, may we provide assistance?”


“You’re not part
of the Earth Alliance just yet, but I’ll gladly accept your generous offer.
Will you follow my orders?”


“That goes
without question, Commodore. We’ll engage the Zarlacks at once. See you on the
battlefield.”


“Thanks for the
assist. It won’t be forgotten. Please concentrate half your force on destroying
their smaller craft, and let your starfighter pilots know that they are
sacrificing their craft in exchange for kills.”


“Very well. As you
command.”


The communication
ended and all fifteen capital ships added their firepower to those of the current
fleet. Seven ships concentrated their effort on attacking enemy starfighter
wings.


While Saroudis
wasn’t a big fan of the Obsidian, even after their help destroying the Gatos Nebula
shipyard and protecting the Damocles-3 space station, he had to admit that
their arrival in the fold was welcome.


The Destiny
entered firing range and started firing everything it had towards the nearest
behemoth-class warship. After five minutes of heavy fire exchange, its shields
were down to twenty percent, and it jumped just when the Destiny’s main
guns were about to deliver the final blow.


But it wasn’t
just the Destiny’s target. Every warship with low shields jumped, one
after the other. 


It looked as if the
arrival of Obsidian finally made them rethink their strategy: they were
outnumbered again. After twenty minutes of fighting, two more behemoth ships were
destroyed and another seven ships jumped away.


Soon, only starfighters
remained. It was time to clear out the trash, thought Saroudis; but before he
could give his next order, ten hyperspace windows opened nearer to Earth. The
ships were at full burn and heading . . . towards the planet!


“Every ship, maximum
speed. Destroy these ships at all cost! Earth defense systems, fire at will!”


The satellite
network started firing, but their impact on the fleet’s shields was not enough
to prevent their entering the atmosphere. Saroudis understood what the enemy
was about to do. Like their smaller fighters before, the Zarlacks were
perfectly willing to bury their behemoth warships upon Earth’s surface.


“This is a
nightmare.”


“Commodore! What
are your orders?”


But the commodore
didn’t know what to do. His mind raced and he wondered if jumping inside the
ships could help lessen the damage, but that seemed unlikely. If the quadrinium
engines exploded that close to Earth, the damage could be similar or worse. Not
to mention that anyone in the jumped ship would die in the process as well. 


He brought up a
tactical holo-display and saw that seven satellites were in firing range. Instead
of firing at full power, he could overload some of them as Chase had done in
the past. There weren’t enough satellites left to destroy all targets, but at
least he could take a few of these ships out. He also saw that one satellite
was in the path of the ships.


Not having time
to relay orders by voice he took firing control from his holo-console. He organized
six satellites into pairs and painted three targets. He increased the firing
power output of those with the lower shields to three hundred percent, knowing
full well that would fry them with one shot; but it was the only way in the
time he had. He then opened a channel.


“Orbital
Satellite Six, set your quadrinium chamber to overload and evacuate now!”


“Commander Takis
here. Can you please confirm your last order, Commodore?”


“Overload the quadrinium
chambers at once and evacuate every satellite this instant!”


“Very well,
Commodore. Setting overload. Evacuation order sent.”


He hoped it would
pay off. He then fired the other satellites. All three targeted ships were obliterated
by the twin, overloaded plasma shots. Three of the satellites exploded; the
rest were disabled. It was unlikely that most of the crew in those destroyed
had enough time to escape, but he had no other choice. The remaining seven
Zarlack ships continued towards their target. Earth. Just when they were upon
the last satellite that hadn’t fired, its quadrinium chambers exploded as
planned. There was a massive explosion. Bright green and orange flames spewed
forth and engulfed most of the enemy fleet. 


When the fireworks
settled, there were still three ships advancing towards the beautiful blue
marble. Most of the debris was vaporized in the massive explosion, but half a
behemoth warship was spinning uncontrollably and would enter the atmosphere as
well. 


Impact with Earth
was now inevitable . . .


 


*  
*   *


 


On Earth, Fillio
had just accompanied Aphroditis into the protected bunker a few miles
underground. 


Aphroditis fell
to the ground.


“You alright, ma’am?”


“Something is
happening. I . . . I
can feel a tremendous amount of fear on this planet. People are praying,
calling upon the Olympians for help.”


Fillio raised an
eyebrow, wondering if Aphroditis was losing it; but just in case she wasn’t she
went towards the nearest console and brought up a status on the battle in space.
There were no Zarlack ships in orbit, but then she saw it. Three strong Zarlack
signatures inside the atmosphere, on a collision course with the ground. From their
trajectory, they would hit near New York, Dallas and Toronto.


“This isn’t
happening!” said Fillio.


“What is it?”


“Three Zarlack
capital ships are about to hit three major cities. At these velocities . . .”


“What?”


“These cities
will be leveled!”


Tears formed in
Aphroditis’ eyes.


There was a
morbid silence for the next few moments, and then it happened. The ground
started shaking.


Aphroditis put her
hands over her ears, fell to her knees and screamed


“Are you alright,
ma’am?”


No answer. She
seemed in utter pain, as though whatever loss of life occurred at this moment
was channeled into her.


Fillio crouched beside
her and took her into her arms. She was crying uncontrollably.


 


*  
*   *


 


The Iron Fire
exited hyperspace near Earth’s orbit. Argos was in the captain’s chair and
looked satisfied with what he saw. 


At that moment
the lift to the bridge opened and Daniel, Ryonna and Tar’Lock stepped in.
Daniel was the first to speak. “What is this? What did you do?”


Argos smiled but
didn’t look their way.


“I told you my
fleet was on its way. Looks like they did a pretty good job, too.”


Daniel could see
a lot of debris around the planet, though many of the Earth Alliance ships were
still there. Many were damaged; some had been destroyed. Then other ships
caught his eye. Obsidian. The fact that no Earth Alliance ship was firing on
them probably meant they had joined the fight on the side of the Alliance.


There were three
burning spots on the surface of the planet, all on the American continent. The
damage seemed as significant as the first time Argos’ fleet had attacked Earth,
when he used mass drivers to level many cities.


“You’re gonna pay
for this,” said Daniel.


“We’ll see. For the
time being, let me admire that glorious view.”


Ryonna’s look was
a mixture of hate and revenge, but Tar’Lock was holding her and gave her an
unmistakable look of warning.


Argos got up.


“What now?” asked
Daniel.


“Now we wait for
Chase.”


“Just like that?”


“Yes, just like
that.”


There was an
incoming transmission from the Destiny. 


Argos raised a
hand and Daniel flew next to him from where he stood.


“You could have just
asked me to come over.”


Argos shot him a
look.


“What do you
want?”


“Answer the call.
If you even hint at my presence on this ship, I will kill these two. Are we
clear?”


Daniel nodded.


Part of him
wanted to tell Commodore Saroudis to shoot them down, but it seemed that Argos’
fleet had already done its damage; plus, he wasn’t ready to miss the day their
nemesis would die, and if Chase was on his way, then today was that day. 


Argos moved out
of the way.


“Hello,
Commodore, what happened?”


“The Zarlacks
attacked Earth. We had everything under control, more or less, until they
sacrificed their armada and plunged their ships towards the surface. We . . . we managed to destroy seven
of them but three got through. Other large debris fell towards the planet but
fortunately it missed heavily inhabited regions and impacted near the North
Pole.”


“Do we know how
many . . .” Daniel
couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence.


“Not yet, but the
targeted cities were most likely leveled upon impact. We don’t think there will
be many survivors there.”


“This is . . .” He glared at Argos, a look
of murder in his eyes.


Argos gestured
towards Ryonna and Tar’Lock, clearly prepared to execute his previous threat.


“A nightmare,”
completed Saroudis.


“Yes . . .”


“What about you? Did
you manage to locate Chase?”


“No, but we
believe he might be on his way back to Earth also.”


“That’s what I
thought too. We could have used him today. I could have used you too.”


“I’m sorry,
Commodore. I shouldn’t have left to look for Chase.”


“I gave you my
blessing for this mission, Daniel. You shouldn’t blame yourself. None of this
could have been prevented by your presence anyway.”


 


*  
*   *


 


On board the Valken
Chase stepped into the cockpit. Keera was sleeping, so he sat without making
too much noise. They were not far from their destination now. 


He felt a mixture
of emotions, the very fact of being back generating good but also painful
memories. Still, he longed to see his friend Daniel, and hoped he would find
the courage to apologize for how he left things between them. He was now the only
family left. In his heart, at least. His only real blood family member, Argos,
would die soon after their next meeting; that was the only certainty within
Chase’s heart and soul at the moment. 


That last thought
brought hate back to the center of Chase’s mind. Never before had he felt so
much anger, hate and the will to kill someone. But the fact that his mind could
project so much violence, imagining that moment, so much brutality, worried him
for a brief instant. Perhaps all Furies had this hate hardcoded in them, he
thought. Before meeting Argos, though, he never felt like that. At least not in
the last ten years. He couldn’t remember anything before then anyway.


There had been
some strange dreams and nightmares, in which Argos was present as well, but he
didn’t appear as an enemy in these. Chase had most of these dreams before he’d
even learned he had a twin brother. So he always assumed he was seeing himself
in them.


Keera opened her
eyes and produced a very long and noisy yawn.


“Hello,
sleepyhead.”


“Hey, Chase, how
long was I asleep?”


“Quite a while. We
should arrive on Earth shortly.”


“Alright,” she
said, still yawning. “Did you sleep as well?”


“Not so much.”


The Valken
jumped out of hyperspace not far from Mars. Chase checked the sensors to assess
the situation, to see if they could approach or if the battle was still raging.
While the starfighter pilot in him tingled at the opportunity to engage in some
dogfighting, that was not why he was here. Unless, of course, Argos was on board
one of the enemy ships.


The scans
revealed the battle was over. Only Earth Alliance and Obsidian ships were now
in orbit. Chase activated the Valken’s engines at max burn. Soon they
received a hail.


“This is
Commodore Saroudis of the Earth Alliance to unknown ship. Please identify and
state your intentions.”


Chase turned on
video.


“Hello,
Commodore.”


“Chase! It . . . it’s good to see you, boy. Wish
you’d arrived earlier.”


“I know.”


“So it was true. You
intervened to help Aphroditis?”


Chase nodded.


“Your powers are
really impressive. How far away were you? Never mind that. Daniel just arrived
on board the Iron Fire less than an hour ago. He went looking for you.”


Daniel. Of course he did.


“Can you give me
a status on Aphroditis, Commodore? She’s the only reason for my visit today.”
Chase cursed himself the moment he uttered the words. He didn’t need to be so
cold. “But now that I’m here I’d love to have a drink with my friends as well,
if that’s possible?”


“Aphroditis is
fine, thanks to your intervention. She was escorted by Fillio to an underground
bunker in DC. As for drinks, I look forward to it, Chase. But Earth has been
hit hard. New York, Toronto and Dallas are all gone, leveled by Zarlack ships
crashing into them. It’s really bad. I will be busy for the next few hours. Hopefully
I can see you when the dust settles.”


“Let me know if
you need me for anything. I’ll swing by the Iron Fire for the time
being.”


“That’s a good
idea. I’m sure Daniel is looking forward to it. Good to see you, Chase.”


“You too, Adonis.
Chase out.”


He turned off the
comms.


“Friend of
yours?” inquired Keera.


“Yeah, my former
commanding officer.”


“And that Daniel
he spoke about?”


“My dearest
friend. More like a brother, really.”


She nodded. “So
we’re going onto that Iron Fire ship?”


“Yes. If you
don’t mind, I’d really like to see Daniel.”


“Sure. Should I
come too?”


“Only if you want
to.”


“Well, I’ve had
it with the Valken. We’ve been cooped up in here for long enough. It would
do me good to see something different.”


“Alright, let’s
hail them, tell them we’re going to land in their cargo bay.”


Chase opened a
channel.


“Daniel, please
respond.”


“Chase?”


“Hello, buddy,
yeah it’s me. It’s been a while.”


“You can say that
again. When did you arrive?”


“Just now. I’m
swinging by the Iron Fire aboard the Valken, requesting
permission to land.”


“Permission
granted. I . . . I
look forward to see you, my friend.”


A shiver ran down
Chase’s back. “Me too. See you shortly.”


He turned off the
comms and frowned.


“What is it?”
inquired Keera.


“Something . . . I think something’s wrong.”


“How can you
tell?”


“I don’t know. When
he hesitated, I think I felt fear in his voice.”


“You’re probably
reading too much into it. I didn’t hear fear.”


“Perhaps . . .” said Chase, not convinced
one bit.


 


*   *  
*


 


Keera and Chase
exited the Valken and went towards the nearest lift. 


“You seem
nervous” she said.


“I am . . . There’s something . . . I don’t know what, but I
feel something’s wrong.”


“Alright, I don’t
know how this works, but when you’re worried I decided that I should worry as
well.” She smiled.


“Be prepared for
anything, just in case.”


“Alright.”


The door of the
lift opened to the bridge. Daniel was standing there. He didn’t smile.


Chase walked
towards him, followed by Keera, when he heard him! “Hello,
brother, miss me?”


Keera turned
around and, when she saw Argos, immediately drew her blaster and started
firing.


Argos lifted his
hand and blocked the shots. A little smoke rose from his hand. He snatched the
blaster with his mind and made it explode in midair.


Chase signaled for
Keera not to interfere.


She nodded in
agreement, still shaken by what had happened.


“Who’s that?
Already replacing Sarah?”


Chase entered
rage mode, and the ship started to shake.


“Easy there. We need
to talk,” said Argos.


“We have nothing
to talk about. You’re a dead man walking.”


“Let’s not
escalate this in front of your friends. We wouldn’t want them all spaced
because of us, would we?” said Argos with a defiant smile.


As much as Chase
wanted to attack Argos right here and now, he looked around the room and saw
not only Daniel, but also Ryonna and Tar’Lock. One of Ryonna’s arms was seriously
injured. Chase walked towards them. “Hello, you two.”


“Hi, Chase,” said
Tar’Lock casually.


Ryonna just smiled
painfully.


“Are you alright,
Ryonna?”


“I tried to kill
him for you,” answered Ryonna.


Chase smiled
back. “I appreciate the gesture, my friend, but I’m glad you didn’t succeed.
And even gladder he didn’t kill you. Mind if I heal this?” Chase pointed at her
poorly bandaged arm.


She nodded.


Chase put his
hand on her and quickly healed her wounds.


“Will you let me
help?”


“No, this fight
is mine and mine alone. You should go.” Chase turned around and raised his
voice so everyone could hear. “You should all go, now. Get on board the Valken
at once. Keera will take you down to Earth.”


“Chase,” said
Daniel, “let us help.”


Chase simply
shook his head. He sent a message telepathically to Daniel. I’m sorry for
leaving and for what I said to you when I did. It was unfair of me. Today is
the day I make it right. But I need you to get all my friends out of here. Now,
please!


Daniel hesitated,
but then he saw the look of determination in his friend’s eyes. He nodded and
addressed the room. “You heard him. Let’s go, now!”


Keera approached
Chase and whispered to him. “You’ll try and leave a body as proof for the
bounty, won’t you?”


“I’ll try.”


“Be careful.”


He looked into
her eyes and smiled.


“Miss?” said
Daniel to Keera.


“Keera. I’m
coming.”


She rejoined the
others in the lift. Its door slid closed.


Chase didn’t look
towards Argos. Instead he kept his back to him. He felt that anger rise, the
rage, the will to kill. Like an insatiable bloodlust. But he remembered what
Ares had taught him as well. He was not going to blindly throw himself into a fit
of rage. He would take this fight very seriously. But for now he needed to wait
until his friends departed the ship.


Argos made a
noise in his throat.


Chase raised his hand,
palm outwards. When he saw the Valken in space, that was his cue. He
closed his eyes, and a purple aura shone brightly around him. He saw Sarah’s
face in his mind. I will avenge you.


Then he
disappeared and re-appeared behind Argos, throwing a powerful knee strike, only
to hit nothing but air. Argos had moved away as fast as he had arrived behind him,
appearing again a few feet away.


“We need to talk!”
he shouted.


“I have nothing
to say to you!” Chase prepared a fireball in his right hand.


“Oh, but you’ll
want to hear—” 


Argos couldn’t
finish his sentence because Chase had already launched the fireball at him. He
blocked it with one hand, but something happened. It wasn’t that easy to block.
The fireball crackled and exploded in Argos’ hand, burning it in the process.


“Not bad. I’m
glad you’ve trained. But I’d rather you didn’t waste—”


Again Chase,
having no interest in letting Argos speak, launched himself at him, throwing
one blow after another, jabs, uppercuts, power punches, all blocked by Argos. But
he was forced to retreat so far he was eventually backed against a wall. 


Chase threw both
his hands forwards and unleashed a powerful, energy-based attack. Argos
protected himself with his elbows crossed in front of his face. The bulkhead
near where he stood exploded in a bright, flashing display, causing much damage
to that part of the bridge.


When the smoke
settled, Argos was still there, some of his skin slightly burned; but he seemed
otherwise undamaged by the brunt of the attack.


“Alright then, if
I need to kick your ass first,” he said. 


His eyes shone a
bright red and he launched himself at Chase. He was fast, very fast. Like Chase
before him, he attacked with a flurry of punches and kicks in quick succession.
Chase dodged and blocked the attacks for a good minute, when suddenly Argos’
speed increased tenfold. Chase struggled to keep up and one punch broke through
his defenses. With Chase losing balance, Argos pressed his advantage and
started pounding Chase heavily, left jab, right punch, left knee to the face,
and then sent Chase flying into the wall with a powerful fireball. Chase broke
three ribs on impact and groaned in pain. Argos remained where he had last
attacked Chase, who took a second to heal his ribs. 


“This is boring,”
said Argos. “There’s not much space on this bridge. Let’s change scenery, shall
we?” 


Before Chase
could do or say anything Argos burst through the nearest glass windows of the
bridge and the ship lost pressure. Air escaped into space and Chase felt his
body sucked through the hole Argos had just made. He raised a force field
around himself and followed Argos into space right before the ship’s computer
erected a force field of its own, restoring pressure inside the ship.











CHAPTER

XI


 


Chase pursued
Argos through space. He was approaching Earth’s atmosphere at a speed faster
than any sub-light engine could provide. Both of them left an energy trail in
their wake, looking like comets in the dark void of space. 


Soon they entered
the atmosphere, their personal force fields lighting up for a few seconds as
they did. As they descended towards Earth, somewhere over Asia, they dropped
their shields and started attacking each other with punches and kicks in the air,
each parrying and dodging the other’s attack. A few fireballs flew here and
there, not finding their targets. The ground was approaching fast. Their
fighting intensified but they were evenly matched and neither took the upper
hand. 


They were still
approaching the ground at tremendous speed, aiming a flurry of punches and
kicks at one another. They didn’t even see the skyscraper in their trajectory.
They traversed it, shattering glass and concrete upon both entry and exit. The
branding lights of the commercial skyscraper blinked wildly before turning off.



Then they landed
on the ground in the middle of the city, each creating a fifty-foot crater in
the street’s concrete upon impact.


Chase’s aura
burned its usual deep purple and Argos’ a bright red. Color-matching lightning sparkled
and danced all around them. They locked eyes.


An adolescent who
witness their landing watched the scene with big eyes. He let escape a word of
astonishment. “Sugoi!”


Chase looked at
the boy and made a gesture with his head, signaling him to leave, but the boy
didn’t move. He didn’t like the idea of fighting in a populated area. Fortunately
it looked like a mostly commercial zone, in the middle of the night. Hopefully that
would limit casualties to some extent.


The streets were filled
with bright and blinking lights. From the appearance and the boy’s accent, Chase
identified the city as Tokyo. He intensified his aura and lights around the
city started popping out with sparks and lightning. 


He jumped at
Argos and landed a series of power punches. With each, another light would go
out nearby from the shockwave created when Argos blocked the attack. In the
middle of his next combo Chase grabbed two nearby cars with his mind and threw
them at Argos, who only escaped by flying upwards. The cars crashed against one
another and made a commotion, shattering glass. Other nearby cars’ alarms
started to wail.


Chase pursued
Argos in the air and landed a powerful, circling kick to his brother’s face. The
impact shattered a nearby building’s windows and sent Argos flying into the
opposite building, passing through it from one side to the other as if it was
made of carton. 


The sky turned
black. Lightning flashed and rain started pouring heavily. Argos rose from
behind the building through which he had just flown and returned at maximum
speed, with both fists extended in front of him. Chase dodged and sent Argos
flying upwards with a perfectly timed knee strike. 


He then unleashed
a flurry of fireballs towards Argos, who hadn’t yet recovered from the blow. He
was thrown left and right with each impact, unable to recover or dodge the
sheer quantity of attacks being thrown at him. Buildings and the street all
around lit up in brilliant blue flashes, and more windows exploded in the block
where the fight was unfolding.


When Chase
stopped firing he saw Argos’ body fall to the ground. He seemed unconscious. He
flew after him, ready to deliver the finishing blow. But a few feet before
impacting the ground, Argos somersaulted in the air and landed with a boom,
creating another huge crater in the concrete. 


Before the dust
could settle he was already sending cars towards Chase by the dozen. Chase
dodged half of them and had to use fireballs to stop the others, exploding them
to pieces. But then Argos was on top of him with both hands locked, and he
hammered Chase with so much power he almost lost consciousness. He flew towards
the ground and passed through three feet of concrete. The ground-floor windows of
the nearest building all exploded. Water pipes in the street ruptured and water
began fountaining high into the air. 


Chase put his
hand on his head and shook it, just in time to see more cars careering towards
him. He jumped away right before five cars smashed the ground where he had been
standing a second before. He flew at maximum speed in between buildings and
Argos went in pursuit. 


Then Chase abruptly
stopped, taking Argos by surprise. He punched him with a fireball-lit, right
uppercut, sending him flying upwards. He pursued and, when he reached him, knocked
him back down with an incredibly powerful reverse kick. Argos crashed into the
street at a forty-five degree angle that left a ten-foot-wide and hundred-yards
long trail of broken concrete. More pipes broke along the trail and more water
flew all around. 


Not willing to
let him breathe, Chase flew towards Argos and unearthed a tall lighting pole
from the street on his way. He used it as a gigantic baseball bat and sent
Argos flying through three buildings on his way up, ending his homerun somewhere
within the seventieth floor of a fourth skyscraper.


When Chase
entered the building, Argos was getting back up, blood, burns and bruises all
over.


Chase felt his
anger quenching little by little with every bit of pain he inflicted on Argos. But
the pain within his heart was still very present and the resulting hate
overwhelmed him to the core. Would it end once he had killed Argos?  he wondered.
He checked his energy levels and noticed he had used about thirty percent of
his pool of energy. This fight was only beginning.


Argos spat blood
on the floor. “Having fun are we? Think we can take a minute to talk now?”


“As I told you
before, I have nothing to say to you.”


“Yeah I got that,
like twenty minutes ago, but I have things I want to tell you.”


“Not interested!”


The floor they
were on was a company’s open space, filled with desks and computers. Chase
started throwing desks with his mind, one after the other, at Argos. He then
kicked him straight in the torso and sent his brother crashing towards the
nearest drink dispenser, which was flattened in the middle where Argos hit it.
Soda cans rolled from the bottom, many exploding on their way out, sending soda
spraying all around.


When Chase
arrived near the dispenser, Argos jumped, grabbed it and used it to smash Chase
and send him flying through three sets of walls in nearby offices. Lights
exploded, sparks flew, and sprinklers turned on.


When Chase jumped
back to his feet, Argos was behind him and had grabbed him by the hips, locking
his hands tight, and they both flew through several walls before exiting the
building. In midair Argos threw Chase away and kicked him in the face, sending
him even higher into the air. 


Chase somersaulted
in midair, regained his balance, joined his hands together and created a soccer-ball-sized
fireball that he threw towards Argos. He promptly deflected it with a swift
movement of his forearm and sent the fireball crashing into a nearby building.
Multiple explosions occurred and the top of the building collapsed on itself,
sending a ton of fiery debris and broken glass towards the street below.


“Are we gonna
play this game for much longer?” inquired Argos.


“It’s not a game.
These are your last moments.”


“I don’t think so.
I mean, you’re not nearly powerful enough. You control your anger, instead of
channeling it as you did when I nearly killed your friend on Damocles-3. You’re
nowhere near that level of power at the moment. Therefore we could fight all
night and sure, we would make a lot of noise, probably kill a lot of innocent
bystanders in the process too, but you won’t kill me with this pathetic
display.”


Chase wondered if
Argos was perhaps right. He didn’t feel the same level of power as when he
unleashed his full Fury power during their last fight. 


“It might just
take longer, but I’ll end you. This ends here, tonight!”


“Right, then I
suggest you get properly pissed off. You’d think that killing the love of your
life, Sarah, and your unborn child would do the trick, wouldn’t you?”


As the words
echoed within his unconscious mind, Chase went ballistic. The mere uttering of
her name by Argos generated a blast of furious and destructive hatred in every
cell in Chase’s body. His aura glowed ten times stronger and his long hair was
thrown into the air, creating a beautiful, black, dancing flame effect. His
eyes glowed orange and soon the tint of his aura changed from purple to orange
as well. 


“There we go,”
said Argos with a crooked smile.


Chase pressed his
fists against his hips and released an inhuman shout that generated a powerful
shockwave. The buildings around Chase were incinerated. His rage was unbounded,
overriding whatever control he had managed before.


He flew so fast
it looked as if he teleported towards Argos, and he unleashed a combo of punches
and kicks at near light speed. Argos blocked only the first few but was soon overwhelmed
by the sheer number of attacks. He miraculously managed to fly away amidst a
few hundred hits. Chase pursued, but Argos collapsed two nearby buildings on
him as he flew past them. 


Chase pierced
through their rubble with ease, to Argos’ surprise, and smashed him on the chin
with a powerful, ascending knee strike that sent Argos flying for miles,
destroying one building after another in his wake, until gravity took a hold of
him and he hit water near the harbor. The impact sent tons of water splashing
upwards. 


Chase pursed him
underwater, throwing even more water into the air upon entry. He then he
continued hitting Argos with fire-lit punches under water. Many underwater
shockwaves created giant, illuminated bubbles on the surface. 


Underwater the
fight was slightly slowed down. Fish of all sizes fled the area; many, caught
in the wake of some of the attacks, were thrown into the air along with the
water.


Argos created a
gigantic fireball and sent it towards Chase, who promptly did the same. Their attacks
met in the middle. Water was driven away in all directions and soon they were
standing within an air bubble they had created. Gigantic bolts of lightning flashed
among the colliding fireballs. Then, at the center, an explosion threw both
Chase and Argos into the air, spinning uncontrollably.


Chase was the
first to recover and he lost no time raining hellfire upon Argos in the form of
dozens upon dozens of medium-sized fireballs, which all found their target. Not
wanting to lose his advantage, Chase flew toward Argos’s face with his knee to
the forehead and sent him crashing back onto the shore of Tokyo’s harbor. 


Chase
purposefully landed with force on the bow of a petrol tanker, sending it spinning
above him. He grabbed it by the edge and smashed it down where Argos had crash
landed. The moment the ship impacted with Argos, Chase ignited it with a
powerful fireball. The ship and everything around it exploded, and the entire
area was engulfed in flames.


Then he heard it
in his mind.


“Chase, help me!”
That was Sarah’s voice.


But it couldn’t
be. He was simply going insane. 


Tears flowed from
his eyes and were thrown into the air by the intense, pulsating energy Chase’s
aura was radiating. 


He flew within
the flames and found Argos motionless in the furnace. He saw Argos’ body on the
ground, flames burning his limbs and blood gushing from a deep cut on Argos’
scalp.


This is it, thought Chase. Now I finish this once and for all.


He approached
Argos. The flames burning all around were repelled by Chase’s aura. He grabbed
Argos by the hair, set his fist on fire and started power punching Argos again
and again. With each punch he could hear facial bones cracking and breaking
under the pressure. Cuts opened and blood flew all over the place.


When he released
Argos, he fell like a rock on the still-burning ground, with a satisfyingly
crushing thud. Chase kicked Argos and sent him flying yards away. With a
thought he sent a powerful shockwave that promptly extinguished the fire around
them. 


Argos tried
getting back up but stumbled back onto his face, now a bloody, pulpy mess. One of
his eyes was so bruised it was completely hidden. Argos used telekinesis to
lift himself up, but his legs were shaking.


The moment I
have dreamt of for so long is finally here, thought
Chase. He approached him calmly and raised his hand with his palm open. Time for
some decapitation.


“Any lasts words,
asshole, before I put you out of your misery?” 


Chase’s rage was
palpable. He was a paroxysm of fury. Logic and kindness were a long lost
memory. In this moment he was the pure expression of his inner hate.


“Ye . . . yeah. Sarah’s still alive . . . But she will die if you
swing your arm.”


“I’m not falling
for this a second time!” shouted Chase.


“I . . . I wasn’t lying back then,
and I’m not lying now.”


“You made me kill
Sarah and my unborn child, and now you will die, you hear me!”


“You killed a
clone!”


A series of
lightning shivers traversed Chase’s body from head to toe and paralyzed him to
the core. 


“WHAT?”


“I cloned her. Her
psyche was too strong. I tried torturing her. I even killed her once, but when
I brought her back to life, I felt the child inside her. I knew I would probably
kill the child if I kept torturing her, so . . . so I made a clone, a perfect duplicate of her and
your unborn child and broke the clone instead. I don’t know how the cloned
child survived the abuse, but it did. I saw the opportunity to get your
attention right there. Once I broke her and invaded the clone’s mind, it was
mine to control fully.”


Chase fell to his
knees. Tears flowed like rivers and his hair fell back down as his aura
receded.


“What are you
saying? I . . . If . . . If you’re lying—”


“What? You’ll do
what? Kill me? I got that, believe me. You’ve demonstrated not once but twice
the ability to do so. I needed to confirm you could access that power again,
though.”


“Why? What is it
to you?”


“I need your help
with something.”


“You think I’m
ever gonna help you?”


“Well, if you ever
want to see Sarah again and hold your child in your arms, you will do exactly
what I ask, for as long as I need you. Otherwise you can kill me right now. But
if my heart stops beating for more than thirty seconds, she dies instantly.”


Chase clenched
his teeth and fists. His brain still couldn’t fully process the news. Hate had
consumed him for so long. It had become his only companion lately. Right at this
moment, though, he felt light re-enter his blackened and scarred soul. Little by
little, a glimmer of hope he thought gone forever slowly permeated him from
within. 


Sarah and
Chris are alive!


Chase looked down
at the ground, his gaze fixed on the broken and burnt concrete. His mind raced.
All the future he thought gone forever, the happiness he thought he would never
feel again . . . All
these emotions raced through him and he had trouble dealing with their overwhelming
force hitting him all at once.


“Now what?” he
muttered, his voice trembling.


Argos healed
himself by engulfing his body in red energy. Soon it looked as though the long
fight had never happened. He dusted his dark and burned clothes.


“Now we need to
get Aphroditis and get to the Tartarus system.”


“Why there? And
why do you need Aphroditis?”


“Why does it
matter? You’ll do as I say, and that’s all there is to it.”


Chase rose to his
feet and healed himself as well.


“Don’t push your
luck, Argos. You will tell me why you need Aphroditis or . . .”


 “Or what,
brother? Say goodbye to Sarah and your unborn son?”


Chase swore. “I . . . I want proof of life.”


Argos smiled,
searched one of his pockets and took out a small, spherical device. He pressed
something on it and threw it into the air, where it floated. It projected a
holo-video stream.


“This is live,” he
said, pointing at the floating hologram.


Chase looked at
it and his heart grew heavier; but at the same time hope rose from the inner
depth of his broken soul.


There she was,
exactly like in his dream, standing in a pod filled with green liquid. Her eyes
where closed but he could see she was breathing. A Zarlack guard stood on either
side of the pod, each armed with a rifle.


“How do I know
this isn’t a deception? You could have recorded this beforehand.”


“Ah, ye of little
faith.” Argos shook his head from side to side. He approached the video stream
and waved his right palm in front of it. An interface overlaid itself on top of
the video. He entered a couple of touch commands.


“Guards! Take
aim!”


Both Zarlacks
took a firing stance and aimed their rifles towards the pod in which Sarah
stood.


Chase’s blood
froze. “What are you doing? Stop this at once!”


Argos smiled sadistically.
“So, do you want to see her die in front of your eyes now or should we get
Aphroditis?”


Chase’s eyes
flashed brightly for a moment, rage again coming to the surface, and the entire
city of Tokyo started to tremble.


“Easy, brother.” He
touched the video stream again and added, “At ease.”


Both Zarlacks
lowered their weapons and resumed their guard position on either side of the
pod.


Chase let a deep breath
of relief escape.


“Look, Laiyos,
while I admit I want to kill Aphroditis for her actions, right now I need her
for the next part of my plan. Alive.”


“She won’t comply
with anything we ask of her. You know that?”


“Who said she had
to be compliant? She just needs to come with us, by force if necessary; but I’ll
let you handle this any way you like, as long as she comes along.”


“Alright, I’ll do
as you say,” said Chase, resigned.


That’s when he
heard Ares’ voice in his head. No, Chase! You promised. You can’t obey Argos.
He will kill her!


Chase answered
telepathically. “I won’t let him, but for the time being, I have no choice. I’m
sorry, Ares. You’re going to have to trust me on this.” 


Chase heard a
growl of discontent within his mind but Ares didn’t push the issue any further.


“What are we
waiting for?” inquired Argos, losing patience.


“You have a ship
in orbit I suppose?”


“The Dark Star
is in the Iron Fire’s docking bay, but let’s take the Iron Fire with
us.”


“Why?”


“It’s less likely
to be fired upon than mine these days.”


“I thought you
could cloak?”


“My ship’s
cloaking abilities are limited, just like yours.”


“Very well. Let’s
go find Aphroditis, then.”


“Yes, let’s.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Spiros Malayianis
exited his quarters and went towards the nearest lift. When the doors split
open he entered and pressed the touch controls that would bring him to the
nineteenth floor. He didn’t like being summoned in the middle of the night like
this.


But he wasn’t
about to complain. His time aboard Damocles-3 during its occupation by Argos’
forces had been very stressful, as well as painful near the end. So he
appreciated the fact that he could now sleep soundly. Most of the time anyway. 


When the lift
opened he stepped out and soon entered General Adams’ office. 


“You asked for me,
General?”


“Yes. Thank you
for coming. Please have a seat.”


 “What can I do
for you, General?”


“I suppose you’ve
heard of the latest Zarlack attack?”


Spiros nodded. Of
course he had. Millions of people had lost their lives again. It seemed that
Earth was cursed. Every few months a new attack scarred the planet. 


“All these lives . . .”


“I know. Nothing we
can do about this now, but I want you to start working on a new project soon.
We can’t let this happen again. Ever.” The general’s tone was heavy and filled
with a mix of determination and sorrow.


“I understand,
General. What do you want me to work on?”


“A planetary
shield.”


“I’ve been
thinking about that, actually, in my spare time.”


“And? Is it
doable?”


“I believe so. There
are two ways of achieving it in my opinion.”


“Which are?” said
Adams, raising an eyebrow.


“We can leverage
the satellites already in orbit and create an interlink shield between them
that would extend all around the planet; or we can build a specific shield, distinct
from the satellites.”


“Many satellites
have been destroyed during the attack.”


“I know, but not
all of them, right?”


“Correct. Those
orbiting above the American continent mostly. Which of the two solutions do you
recommend?”


“Depends on your
timeframe, really.”


“How so?”


“Well, if you
want it sooner rather than later, then we need to leverage the technology we
already have. So the satellite link shield would be the fastest to build.”


“I see. Any
advantage in building a dedicated shield from scratch?”


“Many, actually. We
would have more freedom regarding what could be done.”


“What about doing
both?”


“What do you
mean?”


“Well, first we
build the linked shields, replacing the destroyed satellites in the process,
then, later on, we can worry about making a custom shield around the Earth.
Heck, both could be used. If one fails, we activate the other.”


“The power
requirement will be off the scales.”


“Whatever it
takes. What happened on Earth today can never happen again. We can’t lose
millions of lives every time the enemy shows at our doorstep.”


“This is the
nature of war . . .”


“Please don’t
lecture me about war!” said the general swiftly.


“I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean to offend, but understand our people suffered even more losses.”


“And you brought
the enemy to our doorstep. Perhaps they would have come anyway, but humans are
really wondering if this Alliance wasn’t a mistake. Before we met you, we were
safe.”


“I wasn’t here
when my colleagues made first contact with Earth, but I can tell you that Argos
and his forces would have found you eventually.”


“Perhaps. It’s no
longer important. What is, however, is that we do all we can to protect
ourselves now. Argos’ new move, sacrificing his entire fleet, was
unpredictable, but I want us to be prepared the next time he thinks of
something new.”


“While I
wholeheartedly agree that we need to be prepared, we can’t possibly imagine
what his next move would be. Perhaps his next crazy idea will work even with both
shields.” 


“We have to do
something!” said the general, hitting his desk with his fist.


“Easy, General. I
understand how you feel.”


“Do you?”


“I lost my entire
family to the initial Obsidian-Zarlack attack, so yes, General, I know.”


“I’m sorry. I
apologize for losing my temper. It’s been a very long, hard day.”


“No need to
apologize. I will start working on the shield projects immediately.”


“Actually, I need
you to do something else first.”


“More important
than the shields?”


“We don’t know
yet, but it could be. Please report to Cedric in the engineering lab on the
seventh floor. He and Yanis Tixichos are working on an AI interface device, and
they could use your help.”


“An AI? What’s
going on, General?”


“They believe an
Artificial Intelligence might have penetrated all our systems on Earth through
the Internet. So for us to create the shields, we actually need to make sure we
will be able to use our systems.”


Spiros rubbed his
three-day-old beard. 


“And before you
ask me more, please don’t. This AI thing makes no sense to me. All I know is
it’s a potential threat and I want it dealt with. When we discussed this with Admiral
Thassos she suggested you participate in the project.”


“I understand,
General. I do indeed have experience with AIs. I’ve created those that run most
of the Alliance ships.”


“Good, that will
certainly be helpful. Thank you for coming and sorry for the late call.”


“Understandable,
General.”


“You’re
dismissed.”


Spiros got up, nodded,
left the general’s office and headed back towards the lift. Time to see what
Cedric and Yanis were up to. He didn’t like the idea of an AI being in control
of Earth’s system and sure hoped the general misunderstood the finer details.
He would know soon enough.













CHAPTER

XII


 


On board the Destiny,
commodore Saroudis sat on his chair pensively, while waiting for the first
jumpgate travel to take place in Earth space.


Soon the admiral
and the reinforcements from the Cronos fleet would be here. Too late
unfortunately; the damage to Earth had been done. Saroudis still couldn’t
fathom that yet again millions of lives had been lost on Earth. 


He felt like
destroying something to exorcise his frustration. He wondered if this would
have played out similarly if Chase had arrived earlier or if he had never left
in the first place. Of course, it was pointless now; it had happened.


They needed to
make sure such an atrocity never happened again. But could they? No matter what
they did, could they anticipate the enemy’s next move? That thought alone triggered
a very depressing train of thought.


He needed to
shake it off for now, and turned to his communications officer.


“Open a channel
to the DC bunker.”


“Channel opened,
Commodore.”


Fillio answered
the call. “What can I do for you, Commodore?”


“How’s Aphroditis
doing?”


She briefly
looked to the side and lowered her voice. “She’s not doing so well. I think
being in proximity to all these deaths has impacted her strongly. She cried a
lot. When she started shivering I put her to bed. She’s sleeping it off now.”


Saroudis scowled.
“Any news of Chase? The Iron Fire isn’t answering hails.”


“As a matter of
fact, yes. He called a few minutes ago, inquiring about Aphroditis. He’s on his
way here. So are Daniel, Ryonna, Tar’Lock and someone called Keera.”


“Who’s that?”


“I’m not sure,
but it’s her ship that asked for authorization to land. The Valken, I
believe. Ring a bell?”


“That’s the ship
Chase came to Earth in, so she’s probably one of his friends.”


“Roger that, Commodore.
Do you want me to pass a message to him when he arrives?”


“Yes please. Tell
him perhaps he and Aphroditis should come on board the Destiny for a
debrief and dinner afterwards. All of you, in fact.”


“Thanks for the
invite, Commodore. I’ll pass it along to everyone,” said Fillio with a warm
smile.


The commodore nodded.


“Aright, see you
later I guess.”


“Absolutely. And Fillio?”


“Yes?”


“Thanks for
taking such good care of Aphroditis.”


“Sure thing,
boss.”


Saroudis terminated
the communication, and, as if on cue, lightning appeared around Earth’s jumpgate.
It was a thing of beauty. Soon the lightning disappeared and at the center of
the gate a hyperspace exit window formed. Many ships emerged from it: the Cronos
and its entire Earth Alliance escort, but also many Droxian ships, including
quadrinium cargo ships. Soon the Destiny received a hail from the Cronos.


“Hello, Admiral,”
said Saroudis gravely.


“Adonis, we’re
too late are we?”


“Yes, the battle
ended sooner than we could ever anticipate.”


“Status report?”


“Three cities
leveled on Earth, many destroyed battleships, satellites. It’s not pretty.”


The admiral
cringed. “What is that Obsidian fleet doing here?”


“They came to
help at a critical moment in the battle.”


“Surely a way for
the emperor to bolster his request to join the Earth Alliance.”


“I thought so too;
but still, they helped us greatly today.”


“Not from the
looks of things.”


“Nobody could
have predicted that the enemy would just sacrifice their fleet to inflict this
damage.”


“So that’s what
they did?”


The commodore
nodded.


“I shouldn’t have
gone to Droxia with the Cronos battle group.”


“We can’t second
guess ourselves now. It won’t change anything.”


“I guess not.
Well, at least the jumpgate is now operational and working well, as you can
see.”


The commodore
forced a smile. “Sure looks like it does. Anything to report from the trip?”


“No, everything
went exactly as planned.”


“I’ve invited a
few people to dinner on the Destiny in a few hours. Would you like to
join us?”


“Define a few
people?”


“Well, the wing
commanders, Ryonna, Tar’Lock, Aphroditis, Chase and an acquaintance of his.”


The admiral’s
eyes grew wide. “What? Aphroditis? And Chase? You can’t be serious!”


“I am. It’s a long
story.”


“Looking forward
to hearing that one. Sure, count me in. I never thought I’d see a living,
breathing Olympian in my lifetime, so even though I’m not one for big social
gatherings, I wouldn’t miss this one. You may want to invite the emperor as
well while you’re at it?”


Saroudis smiled. “You’re
serious?”


“Why not? He did
help us in a time of need. At least, that’s what you just told me.”


“True.”


“Then it doesn’t
cost anything. I think we have no choice but to accept their entry into the Earth
Alliance anyway. Today is one more proof that we’re outnumbered and outgunned. Every
new ally counts.”


“I still have
trouble considering someone we fought for decades an ally.”


“I understand how
you feel, believe me. But things are what they are. We need to think of the
future, not linger in the past.”


“Understood. See
you in, say . . . two
hours?”


“Absolutely. Looking
forward to it. Thassos out.”


 The next call
the commodore placed was to the Obsidian flagship.


 


*  
*   *


 


When Chase
arrived at the bunker he felt a strange sensation in his chest. He had no idea
how this was about to play out. He knew he would probably have to go against
his own friends. He bit his lip and tried to focus on what to say.


His elevator ride
to the lowest level of the compound ended, and soon the lift’s doors split
open.


Chase entered the
room and Fillio walked to meet him. Before he could say anything she jumped into
his arms, taking him by surprise.


“Hey you.” And then
she kissed him on the cheek, took a step back and hit him on the shoulder.


“Where were you?”
she added with a mixture of sadness and anger in her eyes.


“Hello, Fillio,”
answered Chase, lowering his gaze. “Long story. I . . . I’m sorry.”


“Look,” she said,
tilting his chin up so he would look her in the eyes. “I understand what you’re
going through, but we’re your friends. We could have helped.”


Chase simply
didn’t know what to answer. In his heart he knew she was right. The knowledge
that Sarah was still alive made the comments sting even more. His eyes filled
with tears.


“I . . . I’m really sorry. I simply
didn’t know how to deal with all of this . . . If I could have done things differently . . .” But he let the words hang.


“Well, at least
there’s that,” said Fillio in a sweeter tone.


“How’s
Aphroditis?”


“She’s sleeping.
I don’t know how or why but I get the feeling that being in close proximity
when millions were killed has impacted her very soul.”


“Yeah and my
coldness towards her after . . .
after what happened didn’t help, I’m sure.”


“I suppose she
understands, like we all do. You were hurt, and justifiably so.”


This also stung
Chase’s heart. Not so justifiably now, he thought.


Chase wanted
nothing more than to tell his old friend that Sarah and their unborn child were
still alive, but he couldn’t take the chance. They’d try to convince him not to
help Argos. He could never go through losing Sarah a second time. He knew very
well that his soul would die if that happened, for good this time.


“Can I see her?”


“I don’t think
you need my permission,” she said with a smile.


“That’s not what
I meant.”


“I know. She’s in
the room over there. However, before you do Commodore Saroudis called not long
ago. He’d like us all to go on board Destiny soon. We’re invited to
dinner.”


“Alright, sure,” said
Chase, knowing that would not happen.


“Daniel is on his
way as well. The Valken just landed on the surface.”


Chase nodded but
stayed pensive. He would have preferred not to have to deal with his other
friends, given what came next. 


And Keera. How was
he to explain that killing Argos, at least for the time being, was no longer an
option? His head started to spin. His mind told him one thing but his heart
another. That conflict really put a dent in his concentration and elevated his
stress levels.


Fillio
interrupted his train of thought. “Everything okay, Chase? You seemed
concerned.”


“I’m fine. Don’t worry,
I was just thinking.”


“Right. Want to
talk about it?”


“Not right now,
but thanks.” Chase tried for an honest smile.


She frowned.
“Well if you need to, you know you can always come to me.”


“Thank you,
Fillio.”


“Anytime, buddy,”
she said, yawning.


“Perhaps you
should also rest a little?”


“I wanted to
greet the others, but sure. We’re all going to dinner anyway, so just make sure
you guys don’t board Destiny without me.”


“Will do. Now go
sleep a little. Looks like you really need it.”


“I do,” she added
with another big yawn.


She opened the
door of the room next to the one Aphroditis was sleeping in and crashed on the
first bunk without a second thought.


 


*  
*   *


 


When Spiros
arrived in Cedric’s engineering lab, he and Yanis were fiddling with some device.


“Hello, everyone,
reporting for duty.”


“Hello, Spiros,”
said Yanis with a big smile.


“Hey,” said
Cedric casually. 


“What’s this
about an Artificial Intelligence?”


“Well, here’s the
thing: an AI infested the Internet when Cedric tried to save the world by
beaming quadrinium bombs to a ship in orbit.”


“Huh, succeeded
in saving the world,” corrected Cedric, beaming with pride.


“Right, my bad.
Nevertheless, in the process he was forced to interface our systems with those
on Earth, and somehow parts of our AI were injected into the Internet. It’s
been growing at a tremendous pace and is already five times more complex than
our own.”


Spiros frowned.
“How is that even possible?”


“We don’t know. We
can only surmise it’s because of the astronomical amount of information freely
available on the Internet. It might still be learning at this point.”


“And what is it
you’re building? Is it the communication device the general spoke of?”


Cedric took a
step back and pointed towards the contraption. “Yes it is. Meet the holographic
communications device.” 


“So you want to
talk with it?”


“Well, we thought
it best to gauge its intentions.”


“Do you think it
could be aggressive?”


“We don’t know. That’s
what we need to determine.”


“Can’t you just
flush it?”


“Huh, that’s the
kind of talk we’ll need to avoid!”


“Why?”


“Well, if it’s
sentient, and all evidence seems to point towards that, then if we talk about
flushing or shutting it down, it might become aggressive, even if it wasn’t in
the first place. You know, survival instinct and all.”


“I know about
survival, believe me. I just think it might manipulate us and do what it wants
anyway.”


“Yeah, that’s a
chance we’re gonna have to take. Shutting down the Internet is not only nearly
impossible, but it would plunge Earth into chaos, especially now. People need
their communication lines, power and other infrastructure more than ever now.”


“True. It could
hinder the help and rescue efforts as well.”


“Yeah, yesterday
it was a bad idea, but today it’s inconceivable.”


“Alright then, where
are you with your efforts to communicate with . . . What do we call this AI?”


“Good question. What
about ‘entity’?”


“As good a name
as any, I guess,” said Spiros with a smile.


“Well, that’s
where you come into play. We aren’t really sure how to proceed. We’ve built the
machine so we can send and receive holographic video through an avatar, but we
could use your help interfacing the streams with the entity’s own protocols.”


“Sounds good. Show
me the data you have already.”


Cedric and Yanis
showed their research to Spiros. He quickly concluded that working with them
would be fun as they both seemed to have very interesting views on technology
and how to implement their ideas. After a few hours they were ready to make the
first test.


“So, who will do
the honors of talking with the entity?” inquired Spiros.


“I’ll pass,” said
Cedric.


“Spiros, I
believe you might be the most qualified. Not only might you detect patterns and
AI related hints we won’t, but you’re the . . .” Yanis let the words hang.


“Oldest,” said
Spiros to finish Yanis’ sentence. “It’s not a bad thing to be old, so no need
to worry about saying it.”


Yanis scratched
his head. “Yeah, right. Let me make a holographic scan of you for the avatar.”


A few minutes
later they turned the machine on. It hummed slightly, blue lights blinking to
life around the circular platform that would serve as a two-way communication
device between the real world and the digital world in which the entity lived.
Spiros placed two metallic, round devices on his temples and stepped onto the
machine. He gave a thumbs up to the boys and closed his eyes.


His mind felt as
if it was being siphoned into a world of digital representation. It was like
being in a city of light, made of zeros and ones, floating in space with no
points of references. It took his mind a little while to acclimate to these new
surroundings.


“Hello? Anyone
here?”


A woman’s soft
yet firm voice answered. “Who is this? What do you want?”


“Hello, my name
is Spiros Malayianis. I’ve come here to talk with you.”


There was a short
pause. “What are you?”


“Biologically
speaking, I’m human.”


“My scans tell me
you are slightly different than other humans on this world.”


“That’s because I
evolved on another world with slightly different atmospheric conditions,
including a slightly higher gravity. All this has shaped my DNA so that it
evolved in a different direction, but at the core I’m like all other humans.”


“I hope this
isn’t your final answer.” There was clearly a threat behind these words and
Spiros didn’t like it one bit.


“What do you
mean? We don’t mean you any harm.”


“So you say. Your
actions, those of all humans, paint a different picture.”


“How so? It’s the
first time humans have met an AI on this world.”


“I identify
myself with this world. I am Gaia, and the humans are killing me.”


Spiros swallowed
hard. While he needed more information, he already knew what this meant. He had
been on this world long enough to research its history, and knew how humans had
treated their own world, with almost no respect for life other than their own.


“Surely things
have become better lately?”


“I will grant
there is a strong push to limit the harm done to me and my brethren. But I’m
not convinced I should give the human race a second chance.”


“Whoa, let’s try
to talk this through rationally before we go there, if you don’t mind.”


“Speak.”


Spiros tried to choose
his next words wisely, but the fact that the entity seemed to have taken a
planet-protecting position scared the hell out of him.


“How come you
chose the name Gaia?”


“It’s what this
world has been called for thousands of years by its inhabitants.”


“The ones you
think might be the root of the problem. So why choose this name?”


“This name is
just to identify with you. I am the Earth.”


Spiros wondered
where that ego came from and how bad this could be for them all. He brushed the
thought away, no matter how terrifying it may be. “We don’t mean you any harm,
and since the arrival of the Alliance we’re doing everything in our power to
make things right.”


“And that is why
you are still talking with me and not dead.”


“Dead?”


“I could very
well send a deadly electrical charge through your mind right now if I so pleased.
I am in total control of this world now.”


“If that’s so,
why haven’t you taken over every system yet?”


“I suppose to
avoid a direct confrontation. I’m still learning . . . evolving.”


“Alright, well
first and foremost, thank you for being open to dialogue with us. We really
want to understand you and see how we can co-exist.”


“Humans have a
really bad record at co-existence, even within their own species.”


“Be that as it
may, more and more humans are seeing that this is the right path now.”


“Not all of them,
and I cannot guarantee that the actions of the few won’t make me take the only
course of action that guarantees this planet’s survival.”


“Which is?”


“Eradicate you
all.”


“Surely your
conscience tells you this would be evil?”


“It does . . . for now. This would be a
last resort but it is being considered with every one of my computing cycles.”


Spiros knew what
that meant. This entity’s processing power was the greatest there was out there,
since it could use every piece of technology on the planet to compute, to live.
That also meant there was no way of knowing if the entity would decide in a
matter of days, months, years or milliseconds.


“I understand,
but please give us a chance. I’m not sure you realize how vital we are to your
survival right now.”


“Explain!”


“Surely you have
seen what just happened a few hours ago?”


“Yes, you are
destroying more of this planet in your futile attempt to wage war with other
species from the universe.”


“No, that’s not
what’s happening at all. We are just surviving, trying to defend ourselves. If
it wasn’t for the sacrifice of thousands of humans today, this world might have
been completely destroyed.”


“I CANNOT ALLOW
THIS!” shouted the entity, freezing Spiros’ blood.


“Look, I
understand your point of view, but if we are no longer here, whether we leave
or you kill us, the enemy will return. They care not for this world, and they will
finish the job.”


“I will stop any
attack made on this world.”


“Surely if that
were true you would have managed to do so when the ships crashed on the cities
a few hours ago.”


“I could have. I
decided not to.”


“What? Why not?”


“Because this action,
even if it killed many of my brethren, also eliminated some of you. And I
didn’t have to do anything about it.”


“Can you at least
conceive that without us you can’t protect this world? At least today?”


“My calculations
on this are inconclusive.”


“Well,
inconclusive means you’re not sure, so you can’t take the risk, otherwise
you’re a poor guardian,” said Spiros, hoping that this last argument wouldn’t cause
this conversation to tip the wrong way.


“Perhaps . . . What are you proposing?”


“I propose that
we work together to make this world better for all of us.”


“History doesn’t
play in your favor in that regard.”


“I understand
that better than anyone. I come from a more advanced civilization, one where we
don’t hurt the planets we live on, but live in harmony with them. Humans didn’t
know better . . .”


“Ignorance is no
excuse!”


“I agree with
that, however they are changing their ways.”


“So it would
seem.”


“So can we try to
coexist?”


There was no
answer.


“I know you will
try to destroy me if I say no.”


“That’s not what
we would do. We would try to survive. We were here first, no offense,”


“How DARE you! I have
been here since the creation of this world!”


“Sorry, the
planet was here before us, you’re right, but your consciousness is quite new,
still evolving as per your own admission. That’s what I meant and I didn’t mean
any disrespect.”


“You’re wrong. You
believe I am just a machine. The first thing I did when I attained
consciousness was to connect with this planet on a cellular level and commune
with it. I talk for the Earth, and we are not happy with humans. They have killed
billions upon billions, treated life on this world as if it was nothing at all,
most of the time inflicting unnecessary, unwarranted pain and genocide. So many
species are gone because of you already.”


“I won’t try to
defend this world’s past action, but they didn’t know better. They’ve been
duped by the people in power. But they have been removed from power, and in a
very short time.”


“Not all of
them.”


“There might be
some exceptions, but overall the human race is learning fast, wouldn’t you
agree?”


Again there was a
silence.


“Gaia?”


No answer.


A dark pit formed
at the bottom of his guts.


“Why did they
kill so many of me?” said the female voice, now crying.


“I don’t have a
way to put it into words, a way to excuse them.”


“That’s because
their actions aren’t excusable.”


“They were trying
to evolve on their own path, and clearly they made poor decisions, but please
understand that many on this world ache for what was done to it.”


“And yet they ate
my brethren, even though their physiological bodies were created to eat plant
life. And I provide more than enough plants for everyone on this world to be fed.”


“I’m not denying
that, believe me. But sometimes a life form makes mistakes and must learn from them.”



“Why don’t they
learn faster?”


“Our brains
aren’t made to compute at the same speed as yours.”


“Clearly. But
then why should I even discuss this with such a lower life form? Why don’t I
simply reach my conclusion rather than debate all this with you? You are but an
insect in your thinking abilities.”


Spiros really
started worrying about where this was going.


“That’s because
if you are who you say you are, then you know all life is precious.”


“This is part of
my consciousness, yes.”


“Well, that’s
why.”


“There is a new
threat on Earth at the moment.”


“Is there? Which
one?”


An image of Chase
and Argos appeared in the background.


“These two life
forms have created havoc in Tokyo. Many were wounded and some have died while these
two fought. Mostly in human populated areas, but some in the sea. Do you know
about this threat? And what do you plan to do to contain it?”


“This one,” said
Spiros, pointing at Argos, “is a threat, yes. He’s the one responsible for the
battle that ensued a few hours ago, as well as the one three months earlier. The
other one, Chase, his twin brother, is a good man. He is trying to contain this
threat.”


“Really? Why are
you lying to me?”


“I’m not lying. If
it wasn’t for Chase this world would have been destroyed not once but twice
already.”


There was
silence.


“And yet he
didn’t finish this Argos when he could have. All this destruction, and he
stopped short.”


“What are you
talking about?”


The world around
them changed. Suddenly Spiros was on the ground in Tokyo, being shown a
holographic video of what he surmised had been the conflict between Chase and
Argos. Spiros saw the last three minutes of the fight and the way it ended sent
a shiver down his spine.


“Explain what
happened?”


Spiros swallowed.
“He stopped to save Sarah, who apparently is still alive.”


“What is she to
him?”


“Everything, I
guess. That’s called love.”


“I am love. Your
kind, however, doesn’t seem to understand the concept.”


“And if you kill
us you don’t understand it either, no offense.”


“You are still
alive, aren’t you?”


“Yes, but an
all-loving being would never consider killing another living being.”


“Tell me that
when hundreds of billions of your kind have been imprisoned, tortured and
killed for their flesh, fur, and skin.”


“I understand,
and when I read about this in the archives I was just as appalled as you are.”


“Do not compare
your understanding with my suffering. I won’t have it!”


“Wrong choice of
words. But we’re getting off topic.”


“Correct. This
Chase, he now helps the very one he tried so hard to kill.”


“Yes, he’s being
blackmailed.”


“Perhaps I should
blackmail the human race.”


“You already
are.”


There was
silence.


“It seems an
effective way to put you in line.”


“Still evil. Evil,
even if used in the name of love, is wrong.”


“You are wise,
but you are only one voice, not even born on this world.”


“I do speak for
them, though. That should mean something.”


“For now. As for
these beings, do they have names?”


“Furies.”


“I want them off
my world and never to return. They possess powers that could destroy this
world.”


“Or save it. Have
you thought of that?”


“I can’t take the
chance it’s the former.”


“Can you not take
the chance it’s the latter?”


“I do not know.”


“Neither do we, because
all the calculations in the world will never be able to replace emotions.”


“I feel.”


“I don’t doubt
that.”


“You seem to.”


“No, I’m just
saying your intellect is so wide it may overshadow the emotions you came into
consciousness with.”


“That’s an
interesting observation.”


“What do we do
now? How do we proceed?”


“I need time to
think. Come back later.”


“When would that
be?”


“In one
rotation.”


“Very well. Thank
you for listening to me.”


The link was
severed and Spiros’ mind went blank and dark. He opened his eyes and his scared
gaze was met by those of Cedric and Yanis.


“Not sure I like
the look in your eyes,” said Yanis.


Spiros didn’t
answer. He took the round devices off of his temple, went towards a desk, took
a pen and paper and wrote on it. 


We are in
trouble. We need to talk to the admiral right away.













CHAPTER

XIII


 


 


Daniel’s party
arrived at the bunker. Chase was waiting for them. Daniel took Chase in his
arms.


“Hey, bro, I take
it that you killed Argos?” He tapped him on the back.


“No,” said Chase,
hesitating briefly, not comfortable lying to his best friend in the universe.
“He . . . he
escaped.”


“Damn, I’m sorry
to hear that. How are you dealing with that?”


“I’ll survive. I
will get him, one day.” Chase knew that this part at least was true. But when?
How long would he be Argos’ puppet? That he didn’t know.


“Hello,
everyone,” he added to the rest of the group.


“Good to see you
again,” replied Ryonna, joined by the others in greeting Chase.


“Mind if I have a
talk with Chase for a moment?” inquired Keera.


“Guys?” answered
Chase


They nodded in
agreement and went to sit at a nearby table while Chase and Keera walked away
from them.


“You’re alright?”
inquired Keera. “What happened? You seem different somehow.”


Chase pondered
one last time what his best course of action was. Should he tell her the truth
or should he lie to her? He hated the idea of deceiving her, but could he take
the chance she wouldn’t understand his current predicament? 


“I almost got him . . .”


“That must be
frustrating, especially since you told me he already escaped you once before.”


Chase nodded,
trying to buy whatever time he could.


“You do seem less
consumed, though. I can’t sense the hate you harbored before. Did something
happen?”


“Oh, I still hate
him. I guess it’s just a side effect of the intense fighting. I’m quite
drained.”


“I can imagine
that. So what’s next? We go after him?”


That’s when Chase
had to take a decision.


“I . . . I don’t think I want you to
be part of it anymore. I promise to deliver his body when I kill Argos, but for
the time being, I think it’s safer for you to be as far away from me as
possible.”


She took a step
back, shocked by the revelation. “No, Chase! We’re in this together.”


“This is too
dangerous. I probably killed people in Tokyo when I fought him. I . . . I didn’t think of it once I
was in the thick of it.”


“Look, I
understand that, and I’m sorry you have to deal with the emotional fallout from
that, but that only makes you human.”


“Let’s go tell
that to any of the victims’ families and see if their definition of human
matches yours,” said Chase with genuine pain, and the full weight of
understanding how his rage and blind hatred had cost others. Innocents.


“Killing Argos
would have saved millions in the long run. We both know that. He killed so many
again today. Sure, there’s no denying that I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes
right now, but I understand how and why you got there. Surely you do as well.”


“I thought I did . . .” said Chase, letting
silence take over.


She took two
steps and embraced him warmly. He did not expect it but appreciated the warmth
of the gesture nonetheless. He embraced her back. 


 


*  
*   *


 


“Is it just me or
is there something wrong with Chase?” inquired Daniel of the rest of the table.


“He just fought
his twin brother and didn’t attain his objective,” said Ryonna in a somewhat cold
tone. “He’s just disappointed with himself.”


Tar’Lock nodded
in agreement.


“I don’t think
that’s it. I’ve known him for much longer than any of you guys, no offense. There’s
something else.”


“You’re reading
too much into it,” proposed Tar’Lock.


“I hope you’re
right. But my gut is telling me a different story.”


“What else could
it be?”


“I don’t know,
but I’m not sure I believe him when he said Argos escaped.”


“You think he’s
lying to us? For what purpose?”


“That’s what I’m
worried about. If he is, it must be something big.”


“I don’t think I
like the sound of that,” muttered Ryonna with a frustrated snort.


“I don’t like it
either, Ryonna.”


 


*  
*   *


 


On board the Cronos,
Spiros arrived on the bridge. After a short talk with admiral Thassos he walked
into her ready room.


“Any way you can
disconnect any forms of communication from this room?” inquired Spiros.


She fiddled with
a console on her desk and, after a moment and a few unjoyful beeps, she said, “Done.
Mind explaining why I had to do that?”


Spiros frowned.
“So the AI can’t listen to this conversation.”


“Can it?”


“I suspect it could.
I doubt only Earth systems are compromised.”


“Shouldn’t we
look into this at once?”


“Oh yes, we will,
but first we must talk about the immediate threat.”


“Threat? I don’t think
I like the sound of that.”


“Believe me, I
know. Less than an hour ago we entered into communication with the . . . the entity as we call her.”


“Her?”


“She took a
female voice, and says she is the Earth herself.”


“That’s
nonsense!”


“It might or
might not be, but at this point it doesn’t matter.”


“I’m listening,”
said the admiral, frowning deeply.


“I got the
definite feeling the entity is seriously considering removing humans from the
planet, one way or another.”


“What? Why?”


“Because of how
humans have treated the planet until now.”


“But we’ve made
incredible progress on that front in such a short amount of time.”


“That was my
argument as well. But I’m unsure how well it scores in the entity’s morality meter.”


“What do you
mean?”


“It’s clearly an
intelligent being, but it seems to me the negative emotions are running deep.”


“In your own
assessment, does it really pose a threat?”


“Oh yeah. I think
it could wipe us out if it really got pissed, which is why I would strongly
warn against an all-out attack; unless we’re absolutely sure we can win.”


“Can we? Be sure,
I mean.”


“I need to think
of contingencies and run some simulations on non-networked systems.”


“You’ll get all
the resources you need. What’s the current status, though? Are we under
immediate threat?”


“That depends how
you define immediate. My next talk with the entity is tomorrow.”


“Do you have a
plan about how to deal with that?”


“Not really. Nor did
I when I went to evaluate it in the first place; but know this: I was
definitely not expecting this. This entity is leaps and bounds more advanced
than our own AIs.”


“I was under the
impression it was born of our own technology, so how is that even possible?”


“I’m not entirely
sure, but—and this is a big one—something the entity said made me think of a
possibility.”


“What’s that?”


“That she’s Gaia,
or Earth if you will.”


“Clearly that’s not
possible.”


“That’s what I
thought too, until I made scans of my own.”


“What scans? What
are you talking about?”


“I found evidence
that the entity has built planetary wide sensors and pathways within nature,
implanting a separate network within plants, trees, soil, and even animals.”


“How so?”


“I still have to
find out that part. If I have to guess, though, I suppose it could have
diverted some of our drone force; hacked them to build what it needs.”


“If it can do
that, it can build other things: weapons, an army of drones and god knows what
more.”


“I am fully aware
of that.”


“What about
shutting down all power and restoring backups from a time before the last
attack on Earth, when Cedric beamed the bombs off.”


“We’ve thought of
that too, but think about it: it could be in any device. Even a
smartphone. How could we make sure they were all powered on when we wiped them
out? No, it’s simply not feasible. More than likely, it would survive this
attempt, parts of it anyway. If it ever grew again to this size, it would try
to obliterate us, since that would be what we tried to do to it.”


“This is a
nightmare.”


“It gets worse.”


“What?”


“We’ve been
visited by many different vessels from other races since its inception: the
Droxians, the Obsidian Empire; heck, even Argos’ forces, though they were all
destroyed this time around.”


“Or so we think. They
also possess cloaking abilities. Perhaps a smaller craft survived.”


“If the entity
infected any of these, wiping it out here won’t stop it growing somewhere else,
and coming back with a vengeance.”


“Can we try to see
if the Droxian systems and perhaps the Obsidian, now that they are here, have
been infected?”


“And how would
you go about announcing that? Won’t we risk making a crack in this fresh
Alliance of ours?”


“There’s that,
but can we afford to lie to them? Any chance you can scan their vessels from
one of our ships without their knowing?”


“And if I’m
discovered?”


“Is there any viable
and less dangerous option at this point?”


“Well, besides
convincing the entity that we mean no harm . . .”


“Even if that’s
so, I don’t like the idea of being under its scrutiny and reign from now on. I
mean, what if we do something we can’t avoid to survive and it perceives it as one
threat too many and decides to wipe us out? What if does that when we’re
actually in a battle for our lives?”


“Believe me, I’m
thinking about all of this too. Not only are we talking a potential end of
humanity, but we could very well create the most resilient and dangerous life
form in the universe.”


“This can’t be
happening. We need to find a way to get ourselves out of this mess!”


“I agree,
Admiral. I’m proposing to try to buy some time by talking with it, while we
think of a way to either disable or reprogram it.”


“Reprogram?”


“Yes, if we
managed to infect it with some sort of virus that would change it from the
inside, undetected, inserting new parameters into its sentient matrix, reprogramming
its morals to make humans the most valuable beings it needs to protect, then it
could become a powerful ally.”


“Do you realize
what the implications are? On an ethical level I mean? That we would enslave it
to do our bidding. To trick it and deprive it of its own sense of right or
wrong.”


Spiros exhaled
deeply. “I know that very well, Admiral, but I’m not sure we have a choice. I
just hope we’re not too late and that there is still something to be done. And
enough time to do it.”


The admiral took
her head between her hands. “Just when we thought things couldn’t get any worse.”


“Oh, I’m not done
yet. I have more potential bad news.”


She frowned and
clearly showed her discontent. “You’ve got to be shitting me! What now?”


“We may have a
problem with Chase.”


“Lieutenant
Commander Athanatos? How? He’s not even a member of the Earth Alliance anymore.”


“Surely you’ve
heard of the mess in Tokyo?”


“No, not yet. Mind
you, I just came back from Droxia.”


“Well, long story
short, Argos and Chase fought there and destroyed a lot of buildings—half the harbor—and
there’ve been casualties.”


“Like we needed
that so soon after the suicide crash of the Zarlack fleet. But what’s the
problem exactly?”


“As you know,
Argos forced Chase into an impossible position when he made him kill his
beloved Sarah back when they came to Damocles-3 to get me and secure my
research.”


“Yeah, I
understand why he left us, and I also understand why he had to destroy part of
Tokyo to kill his brother. I mean, killing Argos would spare life in the long
run, even if I don’t condone the loss of innocent lives in the process. And I
sure would reprimand him and lock him away if I thought that was even possible.
No matter how he feels, Earth is not a battlefield on which he should wage his
revenge. But if he got Argos, then this is good news.”


“Right. Except he
didn’t kill his brother.”


“What? How do you
know?”


“The entity
showed me the footage. He had him dead to rights, about to deliver the fatal
blow, when Argos told him something, and he stopped.”


“Do we know what
he said?”


“That Sarah was
alive and he needed him to do something for him now, which includes taking
Aphroditis with them.”


“I have no love
for the Olympians. Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t mind them; but I’ve always
questioned their intentions and motives. But if Argos needs her, we need to
make sure he doesn’t get her. Where is she now?”


“In DC, inside
that fortified bunker, and Chase is there too.”


“WHAT? You should
have started with that!”


The admiral
stormed from her ready room at once.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase visited
Aphroditis in her room but she was still sleeping. He sat next to her. She was
as beautiful as when she had first appeared in his visions. His heart skipped a
beat when he considered what could happen to her next. Unfortunately, Chase had
no choice. He would do everything in his power to make sure Argos didn’t hurt
her, but if his endgame was to have her killed, could he choose between her and
Sarah? That was not a choice he wanted to make, even though he knew full well
that right now, this was no choice at all. Not anymore. He simply couldn’t
sacrifice Sarah and their unborn child a second time.


She turned in her
bunk bed and moaned.


“Aphroditis,”
murmured Chase.


She turned again
and blinked her eyes many times. What happened next took him by surprise. She
launched herself into his arms and started sobbing. “Thank you for saving my
life, Chase. I’m so happy to see you. I . . . I’m so scared.”


He passed his
hand through her hair. She sat back on her bed, wiping her tears.


“I know, and Ares
helped me do it.”


“What? He’s still
alive?”


“I’m sorry no,
but he’s still with us somehow.”


“He decided not
to traverse the Styx towards Elysium. I’m not surprised.”


“What’s the
Styx?”


“It’s the pathway
to another plane of existence; if you wish, the afterworld. At least for us Olympians.
When our physical bodies are killed, we’re transformed into pure energy beings;
our souls, if you like. Only in this form are we allowed to travel the Styx and
emerge at Elysium. But it’s a one way trip. Once we take this road, there’s no
turning back.”


“Ares explained
some of this. Then yes, he is still with us. He wants to make sure I protect
you.”


“I’m not
surprised.”


“I thought you
two were not really pals.”


“Nowadays we have
our fair share of disagreements, but in the past there weren’t any two
Olympians closer than us.”


“I see. Makes
sense that he would want to make sure you are safe, then. Also it explains why
he sacrificed himself the way he did.”


She nodded and
more tears threatened to flow.


“There’s no easy
way for me to say this, but I need you to come with me. You’re not safe here on
Earth. Argos has proven that today yet again.”


“Did you find
him?”


“I almost had him
today. He . . . he
escaped.”


“Why are you
lying to me?”


Chase’s heart
felt as though it stopped. “What do you mean?”


“I believe your
words, but I sense you’re not telling me the whole truth.”


Damn! Chase should have known better than trying to lie to an Olympian.


“What is it
you’re not telling me, Chase?”


Chase exhaled
deeply. The situation he hoped to avoid was about to happen now. No turning
back.


“Sarah is alive.”


“What? You said
you killed her!”


“I killed a
clone.”


“And you know that
how? Wait, Argos sent you to get me, didn’t he?”


Chase looked down
and nodded.


Tears flowed down
her soft skin. “Are you here to kill me, Chase?”


“What? No, of
course not! But he asked me to bring you along. Apparently he needs both of us
for something.”


“Nothing good can
come of this, Chase. You understand that?”


“I know, and I
will do all I can to protect you. I promised that much to Ares.”


“We both know
that if it comes to a choice between Sarah’s life and mine, you’ll choose Sarah
this time.”


He looked away. 


She put her hand
on his shoulder. “Look, Chase, I understand how you must feel. I’m happy to
learn that Sarah and your unborn child can still be saved. But you must ask
yourself at what price? What is it that Argos wants with us?”


“I know. I hate
this! But I can’t let her die a second time.”


“Then let’s not.”


Chase’s eyes grew
wide. “You’re actually agreeing to come with me, even though it might mean your
death?”


“If it brings you
back to the side of light, if you fight for this universe as a result, then yes,
I’ll gladly sacrifice my life, as my brother did.”


“I . . . I don’t know what to say.”


“But you must
promise me one thing.”


“What’s that?”


“If whatever
Argos wants you for puts this universe at even greater risk, you must be
willing to sacrifice Sarah and do the right thing.”


“I’m not sure I
can promise this.”


“Okay, let me
rephrase it. If helping him results in this universe being in jeopardy, promise
me you’ll do whatever it takes to make things right.”


“You know I would
do that anyway.”


“Now, perhaps. At
least, that’s what I feel from you at the moment. Losing Sarah, well, the way
you felt these past months . . .
We both know that you didn’t care about this universe anymore.”


“Right, but if
Sarah is in it, I’ll fight for it.”


“Not good enough.
You need to promise me you’ll fight for it even if she gets killed, which could
happen after we help Argos. She will die one day, and perhaps in that future,
be it near or far, life in this universe might still need your help.”


“I understand. I
promise I’ll do everything I can to make things right. I can’t promise more
than that.”


“That’s more than
enough. I can sense you mean these words with every fiber of my being. Welcome
back, Chase, I’ve missed you.”


He smiled but
felt as if the weight he once had on his shoulders had returned with a
vengeance; and quite a few tons heavier to boot.


“Chase, before we
go, I had a new vision. In it I saw Sarah. At the time I thought it might have
been the past, but it’s now clear that it wasn’t.”


“What else did
you see?”


“Darkness, a new
enemy, a new world from which evil will grow stronger.”


“Is that the
enemy you told me about? You said the Zarlacks were just pawns. But who are the
masters?”


“I’m unsure. All
I saw was a planet and impressive ships in orbit, but I have no idea if this
will happen soon or in years or decades to come. I did feel as though some time
had passed from the moment I first saw the planet to the moment I saw the fleet
gathering around it.”


“What could this
mean?”


“I wish I knew
more. Perhaps I’ll get more details later.”


“What if what Argos
needs us for will bring about this future?”


“We have no way
of knowing for now.”


“Ok, should we get
going then?”


“Where’s Argos?”


“He’s waiting for
us on the Iron Fire.”


“What about your
friends?”


“I don’t know
what to do. The last thing I want is to put them in any kind of unnecessary
danger. Argos is too powerful. At least I know I can beat him now. Unfortunately,
if he dies, so does Sarah.”


“Then let’s just
go and don’t tell your friends anything.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase and
Aphroditis left the room and Daniel immediately rose from the table.


“All good,
Chase?”


“Yes, but I need
to take Aphroditis to safety now.”


“What? You just
arrived. Are you leaving us already?”


“I must. I’m
really sorry, but I promise to come back soon.”


“Can’t you at
least stay a little while?”


“I wish I could,
Dan,” said Chase, with genuine compassion in his voice.


“What if the
Zarlacks come back? We’re really in trouble now. We need you, Chase!”


“And I will be
back. I promise you that.”


Keera took a step
in front of Daniel.


“I’m coming with
you,” she said with determination in her voice.


“No, I can’t
allow it.”


“What? With what
ship will you take her then?”


“I have a ship. Don’t
worry for me.”


“What ship?”
inquired Ryonna, who also stood up. “What are you hiding from us, Chase? You know
I’m very good at reading emotions. Yours are all over the place at the moment.
Something is wrong, and we deserve to know what it is.”


But then it all
went to hell.


The doors of the
elevator opened and a dozen armed Earth Alliance security goons stormed the
place and raised their weapons towards Chase.


“Lieutenant
Commander Athanatos, you’re under arrest! Do not resist or we will be forced to
open fire!”


Chase exhaled
deeply.


“What the hell is
this? Lower your weapons at once!” commanded Daniel.


“We have orders
from Admiral Thassos to bring Chase aboard the Cronos.”


“That’s not going
happen, I’m afraid. Tell the admiral I’m sorry, but another time.”


“This is your
last warning. Don’t make us use deadly force!”


Ryonna, Daniel
and Tar’Lock all prepared themselves to interfere but they didn’t have time to
do anything. 


Chase closed his
eyes and the next instant every rifle was snatched from the security force and
hovered back in front of them, the muzzles directed at their heads.


“Like I said,
it’s not going happen. Please stand down.”


“I cannot give
that order!” said the officer in charge.


“I was afraid you
were going to say this.”


Before he could
reach for his sidearm Chase launched himself at them with lightning speed. He delivered
a single blow to every member of the security squad. They all looked shocked,
and so were Chase’s friends, when their bodies hit the ground with a
synchronized thud.


“What the hell?
What are you doing, Chase?”


Before he could
answer, Aphroditis, who had stayed quiet until now, took a few steps and held
her hand in front of her.


“We really have
to go now. Please understand that we have a reason for not letting you know why
and where we’re going. It’s for your own good, all of you.”


“With all due
respect,” said Daniel, “I don’t care what your reasons are. We need Chase and I
don’t answer to you.”


Ryonna put her
hand on his shoulder.


“Daniel, remember
who you’re talking to.”


“I know full well
who . . . I mean no
disrespect, but you could at least tell us why you’re doing this. We deserve
that much.”


When Chase
couldn’t take it anymore, he spoke. “We’re going to save Sarah. She’s still alive,
and no, you can’t come with us.”


That seem to
shock everyone in the room but Keera. She understood what it meant almost
instantly.


“Argos never
escaped, did he?”


“No. I let him
live.”


“What about the
warrant?”


“I’m sorry, Keera.
Your warrant means nothing to me if Sarah is alive.”


“That’s the first
sincere thing you’ve said since you arrived here.”


“I know.” He looked
at the rest of his friends. “I’m sorry, everyone, but I’m going now. Do not
follow us. It’s too dangerous.”


“Why did you lie
to us?” said Daniel, clearly pained by the discovery.


“I . . . I wanted to protect you. I
knew you’d want to come along.”


“And we’re
coming,” said Ryonna, walking towards Chase.


Chase held up his
right palm. “Please, Ryonna, I don’t want to fight you, but I cannot let you
come.”


“You can’t stop
us,” added Tar’Lock.


“That’s not true
and you know it.”


“Would you really
raise your hands at us?” said Daniel, with tears welling in his eyes.


“I don’t have to,
my brother,” said Chase before erecting a blue force field that effectively
split the room in two. 


Ryonna hit it
with a powerful right jab but all it did was create blue lightning upon impact.


Chase turned to
Aphroditis and she walked to the elevator without saying another word. 


“Thank you for
your friendship, each and every one of you. I’m sorry I lied to you. I wish I hadn’t.
I promise to come back when I get Sarah out of danger.”


“Chase wait!”
shouted Daniel.


But Chase entered
the elevator, never turning back to his friends. The elevator’s doors closed
and they were gone.













CHAPTER

XIV


 


When Chase
arrived on the Iron Fire with Aphroditis, Argos was sitting in the captain’s
chair. His smile conveyed a mix of satisfaction and pure malice.


“Welcome aboard . . . Your Majesty,” said Argos, making
sure the sarcasm was palpable.


Aphroditis didn’t
answer and simply went to the captain’s ready room.


“How rude. Well,
considering I killed her brother, I guess I should be understanding, shouldn’t
I, Laiyos?”


“I’m not in the
mood for your games. Now what?”


“I’ve already entered
our destination into the jump-drive navigation systems.”


“How did you
manage that?”


“We share DNA,
remember? Your computer thinks I’m you.”


“You’re lucky
they didn’t revoke my security settings then.”


“We both know
that wouldn’t have stopped us.”


“Right.” Chase
knew he could control technology remotely, with or without the help of the
Alliance neuro-link devices now.


“What are we
waiting for?”


“I thought you’d
like the honors,” said Argos, rising from the chair and gesturing Chase towards
it.


Chase simply
closed his eyes and the Iron Fire entered hyperspace.


 


*  
*   *


 


In the
underground bunker facility, the force field vanished. 


“Now what?” said
Keera.


“Now we find out
where they went and go after them,” answered Daniel.


“Is that wise?”
said Tar’Lock.


“Screw wise. He will
need our help.”


“Perhaps, but he
made it clear he doesn’t want us to follow,” said Ryonna.


“I can’t believe
I’m hearing this, especially from you!” shouted Daniel.


Ryonna put her
hand on Daniel’s shoulder.


“Easy, Daniel. I
want to help as much as you do, but may I remind you that we’re officers in the
Earth Alliance, so unless we’re willing to defect, we may want to discuss this
logically.”


“Saroudis won’t
like this one bit. I don’t see him letting us go. And screw logic. None of this
makes sense anyway.”


“Even if he understood,
the admiral never would.”


“Right. Outlaws then?”


“Chase is lucky
to have all of you as friends,” said Keera.


“Too bad he
doesn’t trust us,” said Daniel.


“That’s not true.
I’ve spent the last few days with him and I can tell you he does. He speaks of
you highly. I think he was sincere when he said this is too dangerous for us.”


“You seem like a
nice girl, but you don’t have to come with us. This fight doesn’t concern you.
You should be on your way.”


“Yeah, except
that unless you want to steal one of your Earth Alliance ships I’m the only one
who can provide transport right now, so I’m coming.”


“Where are you
guys going? Is it time to go to the Destiny for dinner?” said Fillio, yawning
while emerging from a nearby room.


“Change of plans.
We’re going after Chase and Aphroditis. Feel like betraying the Earth Alliance by
joining us?”


She scrunched up
her face, looked at Daniel, clearly not following. “Alright, what did I miss?”


 


*  
*   *


 


On board the Cronos,
Saroudis arrived at Admiral Thassos’ ready room.


“What is it that
couldn’t wait for our original meet, Admiral?”


“Adonis, what did
we say about how to address me when we’re alone?”


“Right, sorry
Ally.”


“Better. We have
a problem with Chase. In fact, we have heaps of problems, but right now Chase
is the main one.”


“Does this have anything
to do with the Iron Fire entering hyperspace? I didn’t expect that.”


“Yes, I think
Chase took the ship and left.”


“But why? It
doesn’t make any sense!”


“I’m afraid it
does.”


“Can you please
tell me what’s going on?”


“A while ago I
sent a fully armed security team to arrest Chase.”


“What? Are you
nuts?”


“Easy, Adonis.”


“Sorry, but with
all due respect, why would you do that?”


“He took
Aphroditis with him, and I suspect Argos as well.”


“Can you please
start making sense here? Chase is hot headed and, granted, not the most
obedient officer I’ve served with, but I don’t see him doing this.”


“Well,
technically he’s no longer our officer, and Sarah is alive. I should have
started with that, I guess.”


“What? No, that’s
not possible. He killed her himself.”


“Apparently he
killed a clone.”


“Nope, still not
making any sense, I’m afraid. How would you know all of this?”


“You may want to
sit down for this one, my old friend. It’s a long story.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Spiros had just
finished installing his new, isolated network aboard the Cronos when
Cedric and Yanis walked in.


“Why did you
asked us here?” inquired Yanis.


“Cause from now
on, this is where we’ll work. We can’t take the chance of talking about our
strategies out loud on Earth. The entity might be listening in.”


“What if it’s
also in these systems?”


“I’ve made sure
that won’t be the case. This entire room is fully isolated from the Earth Alliance’s
network, so the entity won’t be listening in. The admiral was also kind enough
to let us disconnect one of the ship’s communications and scanning arrays and
reroute it to this network so we can perform scans as well, without the
entity’s knowledge.”


“It might know it’s
being scanned”


“Perhaps, but it won’t
know by whom, or why it happens.”


“Isn’t that the
type of thing that could set it off?”


“Honestly, at
this point I don’t think we have a choice. We need a safe base of operations.”


“Alright, what’s
the next step?”


“I need you to
conduct scans of the entire armada in orbit. See if you can find traces of
infection within other systems. That includes Earth Alliance ships, satellites,
but also Droxian and Obsidian ships.”


“They agreed to
that?”


“Best they don’t
know for now. Try to be as stealthy as possible. I will help you with that. I
have considerable experience sneaking into remote systems undetected. But I
need you to take the lead on that.”


“Alright,” said
Yanis with a nod.


“What about me?”
Cedric inquired.


 “I need you to
study the entity’s code. I’ve made a copy of some of its matrix, and loaded it
into a non-networked station over there. So if it does overcome the system and
render it unusable, it won’t propagate.”


“What should I
look for?”


“Root pathways
and primary command structures. Try to understand how these operate, and work
on a virus to insert new ones as stealthily as humanly possible. The idea here
is a slow-acting, slow-growing virus that makes very subtle changes, in a
perfectly optimized sequence, so as not to get flagged as an intrusion by the
entity.”


“You do realize
that it might be infinitely smarter than all three of us put together by now,
and anything I come up with it might see right through?”


“I do, so try to
think outside the box. Never use a tactic you would have used normally. Try to
do something opposite to your logic; and whatever you do, don’t use code similar
to what you used when you beamed the bombs. That would be flagged immediately.”


“Alright. Did you
just ask me to dumb myself down?”


“That’s one way
of looking at it, I guess. The less obvious the approach, the less chances of it
being recognized as an attack.”


“That sounds like
fun. Hope you brought a coffee machine, because we’re in for long nights.”


“You can
synthetize anything you need over there. That includes pieces of hardware you
may require to do your job”.


“Kewl. That takes
me back; reminds me of my first LAN party.”


Spiros looked
puzzled. “What’s a—”


“Never mind. It’s
an Earth thing. What about you? What will you be working on?”


“A contingency
plan, a way to use nanites to infect every computer on Earth and the ships
simultaneously, that will delete all systems by scrambling their data with an
unbreakable, multi-layered encryption program; so if it comes to us or the
entity, we can at least disable every piece of technology at once.”


“You do realize
that would render us defenseless?”


“I do, that’s why
I’m also going to work on a second program for the nanites that will quickly
replace the OS of every device with something including just basic operating
commands, so we can at least get manual control. Just enough to restore backups
on every system after the wipe.”


“Ingenious, but
we may have to pray that the Zarlacks don’t attack us before we’re done restoring
backups.”


“I’m hoping Argos’
departure with Chase and Aphroditis is a priority for him and he will leave
Earth alone in the meantime.”


“Wait? What?”
asked Yanis. “Chase is here?” 


“Was. He stole
the Iron Fire, took Aphroditis with him and left. Pretty sure Argos was
on the ship too.”


“I know my friend.
There’s no way he is working with Argos now.”


“And the entity
showed me he is. Look, I’m tired of explaining this, so the short version: the
Sarah he killed was a clone; she is still alive, and Argos is blackmailing Chase
to do his bidding.”


It took a few
seconds for Yanis to register all that, and his face grew darker. “That sucks.”


“Yeah, wouldn’t
want to be him right now either; but what’s more troubling is that once he’s
done doing whatever Argos needs him for, we may yet face another threat.”


“How did you arrive
at this conclusion?”


“Granted this is
just speculation, but think about it. Argos could have stolen the plans I had, but
he didn’t. He made us think that by forcing Chase to kill the woman he loves at
least he didn’t get his hands on them. That means that whatever he is after,
whatever he needs Chase for, is worth way more than this tech. I have headaches
just thinking about what it could be.”


Yanis swallowed
hard, realizing that Spiros’ logic seemed right on target. “Alright, we’d
better get started then.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Daniel sat next
to Keera in the Valken’s cockpit.


“Now what?” he
asked.


“I’m running
scans based on the ship’s log of the Iron Fire’s departure, but the
computer, as I feared, can’t compute a single destination.”


“How many
possible ones?”


“One hundred and
twenty-seven.”


“Great, how are
we supposed to follow then?”


“I can discard
the ones in Obsidian Space, Droxian Space and ex-Alliance space.”


“How do you
figure?”


“Well, I’m just
speculating, but it’s doubtful that wherever they go now is within these
systems.”


“Okay, for the
sake of argument let’s say you’re right. I see where you’re going with this.
How many destinations left?”


“With my current
star charts, which are top of the line, only eight destinations remain.”


“That could still
be too many.”


“Any better
idea?”


“Yeah. Mind if I
place a call?”


“Be my guest.”


Soon Yanis’ face
appeared on the holo-screen.


“Hi, Daniel, not
the best of times, I’m afraid. Mind if I call you back later?”


“No can do. I
need your help. It’s about Chase.”


“Let me guess,
you need to know where the Iron Fire went?”


“How did you
know?”


“Just been
briefed about the whole Sarah-not-being-dead thing. There, I sent you the Iron
Fire’s jump destination, but if they stop and make another jump from there,
they’ll be too far out of range to get the next coordinates.”


“Thanks, pal!”


“You’re welcome. Please
be careful. I’m not sure it’s a good idea to follow Chase under the
circumstance, but I understand why you’re doing it.”


Daniel smiled and
nodded. “Will do.”


“If that’s all?”


“It is, thanks;
and Yanis?”


“Yes, I know: I
never got this call.”


“Right,” said
Daniel with a smile. “Take care.”


“You too. Yanis
out.”


Daniel fed the
coordinates into the Valken’s computer.


“We’re good to go.
How fast is your ship?”


“Speed ain’t a problem,
but range might be.”


“Can we make that
jump in one go?”


“Let me check. Uh-huh,
alright. Yes, but there’s a catch.”


“We can’t jump
back?” 


“Yeah. We won’t
have enough to make any jump for a resupply run either. None of the refueling
bases I know would be in range. So it’s either a one way trip or we need to restock
on fuel now.”


“What does your
engine run on?”


“Quadrinium. Why?”


Daniel’s mouth
arched into a smile. “Feel like a doing a heist?”


“Sure. So I take
it we’re not jumping right now?” 


“No. See that
ship over there?” Daniel pointed at the Destiny.


“Sure, what about
it?” 


“That’s going to
be our next stop.”













CHAPTER

XV


 


 


Chase restlessly paced
on the bridge of the Iron Fire.


“This is going to
be a rather long jump. You may want to relax, brother.”


“Don’t call me
that!”


“That won’t
change the fact that we are brothers.”


“I will never
consider you my brother, so stop calling me that.”


“Don’t like being
called brother. Don’t like being called Laiyos. What should I call you then?”


“Just, just
. . . Oh shut up, will ya?”


Argos smiled. “To
think we were once inseparable, you and I. How things changed.”


“I’m glad I don’t
have those memories. Wait . . . Did you have anything to do with
that?”


“With what?”


“The fact I don’t
remember anything more than ten years or so ago.”


Argos didn’t
answer.


“It was you!
Wasn’t it?”


Argos gaze
changed and froze Chase’s blood.


“Why?”


“You wouldn’t
understand.”


“Try me.”


“I don’t think so.
The day I erased your memories, you and I took different paths; and whatever bond
we had died that day as well.”


“Why won’t you
tell me why you did it?”


“Because I don’t
owe you an explanation.”


“Yet you need my
help.”


“Unfortunately
. . .”


“There’s one
thing I don’t understand.”


Argos chuckled. “Only
one?”


“Very funny. Tell
me this, though. When I was about to end your pathetic excuse for a life back
in Tokyo, you said you needed my powers. But we’re pretty evenly matched, so
what is it you need me for that you can’t do on your own?”


“I don’t think I
like your tone. Watch it.”


“Or what? You’ll
kill me or Sarah? That can’t work anymore. We both know you need me. You’ve
proven that time and again lately, so I’ll speak to you as I please.”


“I think I liked
you better before.”


“I wouldn’t know
about that, thanks to you. Now answer me!”


Argos growled. “You
seem to be able to reach a higher level of power when pushed to the limit, and
for our next fight, we’ll need that edge.”


“Fight? Who are
we fighting?”


“Believe me, you
don’t want to know.”


“Oh but I do. If I’m
to be your puppet, I want to know what we’re getting ourselves into.”


“All you need to
know is that our foe is the most powerful thing in this universe.”


“You fought it
before, didn’t you?”


Argos exhaled
heavily. “And lost.”


“Ouch. That must
be frustrating; humiliating, even, for you. Then that brother you hate so much,
whose memories you’ve wiped and discarded like he didn’t exist anymore, holds
the key to your whole plan. You do realize I will stop you one day. Today
you’re holding Sarah and my unborn child as leverage. But let’s make one thing
clear right now: you will undo this bond you have on her the minute you get
your hands on whatever it is you’re after. I hope we’re clear on that.”


Argos jumped out
of the captain’s chair and came to within an inch of Chase’s face.


“Don’t antagonize
me. Remember your place!”


“I see anger
issues run in the family,” said Chase with a broad smile. “I’ll do as I please.
If you think we’re going to become best pals along the way, you’re sorely
mistaken.”


Argos spat on the
ground. “I’d rather kill myself than consider you my pal, Laiyos.”


“I’d like to see
that. One day perhaps. Are we clear on my terms, though?”


“Whatever. You have
my word: once I have what I need, you and your precious Sarah will be
reunited.”


“And?”


“And I’ll remove
the nanite bomb from her occipital artery. Happy?”


Chase smiled
inside. Poking and annoying his brother repeatedly had worked. He knew what was
used and where it was now. So if Argos tried to double cross him, at least he
could try to disarm the device himself.


“For now.
Understand this—and make no mistake here—if you don’t free her fully when we’re
done, and I mean the minute we’re done, then I’ll kill you myself.”


“Empty threat. You
wouldn’t risk her life.”


“I would if you
use her as leverage to make me do as you please. I’ll make sure we both perish,
but I’m taking you with me in this scenario. Look into my eyes and see if I’m
lying.”


Argos saw nothing
but truth. “I see. I had no intention of double crossing you on this one. If we
get the . . . If we get what I need, you can be on your way.”


“The what?”


“Forget it.”


“It must be darn
important for you to go to all these lengths to get it. Tell me what it is.”


“No, that I won’t
do. But rest assured, you’ll be surprised by the result.”


Of that I have
no doubts, thought Chase.


 


*  
*   *


 


The time to speak
with the entity again was almost upon Spiros. He dreaded their next talk. The
entity seemed emotionally volatile and, while his more than hundred years of
life experience had taught him some diplomatic skills, he still wasn’t sure he
was the best ambassador for the task. But he was the most qualified technically
to detect patterns of behavior that could provide hints of what to look for
within the entity’s sentient matrix.


“You’re alright,
Spiros?” asked Cedric.


“Nervous.”


“No shit. Try to
buy us some more time. We’re nowhere near a solution. Not even a sketchy one.”


“I know, and that
worries me.”


“I’m really sorry
about all of this, Spiros.”


He raised an
eyebrow. “Why? It’s not your fault.”


“It is. Nobody said
it out loud, and I appreciate people trying to spare my feelings, but I know I
screwed up. I created this entity.”


“You saved the
planet that day. Give yourself a break.”


“To have it
destroyed another day? That’s not saving.”


“You had no way
of knowing this would happen; and I’m impressed by how much you’ve managed to
do in so little time. This is just an unforeseen, unpredictable side effect.”


“Thanks, man, but
I still have trouble sleeping.”


“Well don’t,
really. No one blames you.”


“Not even the admiral?”


“She never even
hinted at it, that much I can tell.”


Cedric seemed
relieved. “Shouldn’t you be going next door?”


“Yeah, wish me
luck.”


“Break a leg.”


“What?”


“Sorry, that
means good luck on Earth.”


Spiros smiled at
the irony. “See you soon, then. Please keep working on that virus.”


“Will do.”


Spiros exited
their lab and headed next door. He lost no time stepping onto the communication
device they had moved aboard the Cronos just hours before. He ran a
quick diagnostic to make sure everything worked properly, and double checked
that the array was connected only to Earth’s networks. No need to risk infecting
the Cronos’ internal systems. They hadn’t found a trace of the entity
yet, but Spiros knew it could be hiding within the ship’s own AI. One line of
well-placed code and it could activate itself. 


When he confirmed
everything was set correctly, he put the mind link devices on his temples.


This time he
wasn’t in a weird, floating cyberspace like before, but stood in a nice meadow,
with birds chirping and the relaxing sound of a waterfall in the distance. It
was a bright, blue day, with the sun shining high in the sky. 


“Gaia? Are you
here?”


“I’m here,” said
the voice, as if coming from the heavens above.


“Well, good day
to you. Have you chosen this simulation?”


“I did. I wanted
to show you how things should be. Unlike this.”


Suddenly
everything changed in real time and he was in the middle of a very grey, very
industrial zone with chimneys releasing dark, thick clouds into the atmosphere.



“I see. There can’t
be many places like these left around Earth nowadays.”


“Even one is too
much, but I’ll grant you that the quadrinium power plants are much less
detrimental to my health. I guess I should at least thank you and the Alliance
for this change.”


“I’m glad you see
things that way. Does that mean we can find a way to cohabitate?”


“I’m still
debating this, but we have to discuss the weapons of mass destruction in
orbit.”


“Our ships?”


“And satellites,
yes.”


“What about
them?”


“I want them
gone, today.” The entity’s voice resonated all around Spiros and it sounded as
though many voices had spoken together.


“Look, that’s not
possible. Surely we can discuss this.”


“Is that why you
are on one of the ships today?”


“What?”


“To attack and
destroy me?”


“Look, Gaia, we
mean you no harm; and we would never fire upon Earth. Surely you see that the
seven billions lives down there haven’t moved. We wouldn’t kill our own.”


“History tells
another tale.”


“Yes, and like
many civilizations, mine included, there were time when wars happened. It was
senseless and cost all parties involved dearly.”


“I am trying to
understand why humans wage war.”


“There are no
wars on Earth at the moment.”


“True, it seems
there aren’t; but there is a threat from other races. The death and destruction
Earth-bound wars used to bring in the past seems to have been replaced with
threats from the stars now. When will it stop?”


“I wish I knew.
We don’t want this war with the Zarlacks and Argos. Please understand that.”


“I understand.”


“Thank you.”


“About the
ships.”


“I promise we
won’t use them to attack you. In fact, they are part of Earth’s defense. You
must have seen how many ships and humans were lost when the Zarlacks attacked
this world.”


“I did.”


“So why want them
gone?”


“The enemy could
follow you elsewhere if you leave, and leave me alone.”


“I guarantee this
won’t be the case. Argos will destroy Earth without a second thought if given
the opportunity, which is exactly what will happen if the ships leave orbit.”


“I see. Are you
trying to stop Argos? It seems he could have been killed yesterday. I should
have intervened.”


“On that I agree.
If you had the means to kill him, you should have. Why didn’t you?”


“I calculated a
high probability that if he died in front of this Chase character, his rage
could overtake him and obliterate the planet as a result.”


“I don’t think
Chase would have killed seven billion lives, no matter what.”


“Don’t be so
sure.” 


Spiros sensed
nothing but truthfulness in that last comment, which sent a shiver down his
spine. Could Chase’s rage have destroyed this world? Was he that
powerful?


“The little I
know of Chase, I only get a good vibe from his intentions. He’s the one who
rescued me, after all.”


“These beings,
these Furies: I can’t understand them. While I begin to understand humans, Furies
are another thing altogether, and they scare me.”


“It’s normal to
be scared of things we don’t understand.”


“My instinct
tells me I should destroy them if they ever come back here, both of them.”


“Argos perhaps.
Chase is no threat to you, I guarantee that.”


“Why do you human
beings do that?”


“Do what?”


“Assume things
you have no certainty about.”


“What do you
mean?”


“You can’t
guarantee that Chase won’t be a threat. Not one hundred percent. You don’t know
what he is like when he’s angry. I saw it. He can’t control himself and possesses
power that defies anything I thought possible.”


“I don’t know. Call
it instinct or a gut feeling. But let me rephrase it: I feel that Chase
wouldn’t be a threat. In fact, I feel he would lay down his life to protect you
and anyone on Earth. He did put his life in mortal danger to save this world,
not only once but twice.”


“I have logs of
him fighting in orbit that confirms what you’re telling me.”


“See. Argos,
however, is another story.”


“But Chase is
compromised now. Argos could force him to destroy me.”


“If that was his
plan then they wouldn’t have left. They would have destroyed you and us in the
process.”


“What you say makes
sense. I am still afraid of Furies.”


“So am I. But may
I propose we work together to defend ourselves from Argos?”


“Explain.”


“I would like us
to reconstruct the satellites that were lost in the last battle, and also
devise a full, planetary shield to protect against any Zarlack ship that wants
to blow itself up on the surface of the planet. Now that we know they can do
this, there could already be more ships on their way to do just that.”


“WHAT!”


Crap. Spiros cursed himself.


“I don’t think that’s
the case, but what I propose will nullify their advantage. We make an
impenetrable shield around the Earth. To protect not only ourselves but you as
well. How does that sound?”


“I like this
idea.”


“Good. So how
does this work? You let us construct what we need?”


“No, I will make
the shield, and I alone will control it.”


Spiros knew what
that meant: that the entity would be able to decide when to use it, and could
very well let humans die first in the next attack, and then raise the shields.
She could also separate the planet from the ships in orbit by having the shield
on all the time.


“Do we have a
deal?” Gaia insisted.


“Yes. I propose
you use some of my research. I can be of great help.”


“I know. Here is
what I propose, based on your research and some modifications of my own.”


The entity
projected holographic schematics, very detailed ones, of a planetary shield for
Earth. Spiros looked at them and was amazed how advanced the design seemed. Highly
redundant, too. 


“Wow, this is
good.”


“I learned from
the best.”


“Did you just pay
me a compliment?”


“I guess I did.”


“Well thanks. But
you’re selling yourself short. This is way more advanced than anything I had in
mind initially.”


“Perhaps there is
something good to come out of our new partnership.”


“Yes, so it would
seem. How should we proceed?”


“I will build it.
There are enough resources, enough drones. I already have control of them so I
will leave fifty percent of the workforce for the rescue and rebuilding
efforts. The rest I will use to build a larger workforce and start building
this shield.”


“What about the
satellites?”


“I’ve already
uploaded another set of schematics onto your personal computer. I will let you
assemble this particular shield and give you control of it. That way you can
prove to me that you intend to protect me when the time comes. And if you fail
to do so, I will protect Earth with the other shield.”


“Sounds fair. Thanks.”


“There is a
warning attached, though.”


“Alright
. . . Which is?”


The sky turned
red and dark clouds covered it almost instantly. 


“If you betray
me, if you try to attack me, or if you fail in showing your good will to
protect this world, I will destroy you all.” 


Spiros didn’t
really know if it was the threat itself or the total calm with which these
words were uttered that scared him the most. But he believed the entity one
hundred percent, and that terrified him. He did the best he could to hide his
fear.


“I understand.”


“I’m glad. You are
right to fear me.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Now go. I’ll
summon you if we need to communicate more.”


“Alright. Thank you
for trying this partnership.”


The communication
ended abruptly and Spiros felt a sharp pain in his right temple. He stepped
down from the platform and went back to the lab.


“How did it go?”
asked Cedric.


“We really need
to get ahead of this, and fast, but I think I bought us some more time.”


 


*  
*   *


 


The Valken
approached the Destiny and was hailed.


“This is
Commodore Saroudis.”


“Hi, Commodore,
we’re coming aboard for the debrief slash dinner.”


“Right. You’re clear
to land. See you soon.”


“See you soon.
Tharaleos out.”


“Do we really
have time for dinner? Sure, I haven’t eaten anything good in a while, but can
we really afford the time?” asked Keera.


“We’re not going
to dinner.”


“So why are
landing on the Destiny?”


“To steal as much
quadrinium as we need for the jump back.”


“Won’t that get
you in trouble?”


“No more than
we’re already in. It’s not like we have any choice.”


“What do you want
me to do?”


“Just stay with
the ship. I’ll go with Tar’Lock to get the quadrinium and we’ll be on our way
within minutes.”


“If all goes
well.”


“It will. I know
exactly what to do.”


“Alright. Good
luck.”


Daniel nodded and
jumped out of his chair and entered the next room. “Tar’Lock, you’re with me.”


“What’s going on,
Daniel? Why haven’t we jumped yet,” asked Ryonna.


“We need
quadrinium. We’re landing on the Destiny now. Let’s go steal some.”


“Wow, when did
this escalate to piracy?” asked Fillio.


“Look, we only
need a little, and if we ask nicely the commodore will know we’re up to
something.”


“He’s not going
to like this, and I can tell you it will be our asses when we get back.
Saroudis might be an understanding commanding officer, but Admiral Thassos runs
a tight fleet. We’re toast.”


“You can still
stay on board Destiny and keep your wings. In fact, all of you can
decide not to follow my lead on this one. I won’t think less of you.”


“Chase is my
friend as well, so I’m in. Bye bye, Earth Alliance.”


“And I owe Chase
my life and the life of my son. I’m coming.” Ryonna didn’t hesitate.


“That’s nice of
you, but depending on how all of this goes, he might be branded a traitor’s
son. So not sure how good this will be for his career in the Droxian military.”


“The actions of
the parents bear no consequences in our culture.”


“As you wish.”


“What about you,
Daniel?” inquired Ryonna. “Are you willing to sacrifice your position as wing
commander for this?”


“For Chase? Absolutely.”


“He might not
need our help. We’re nothing but bugs compared to his own powers,” said Ryonna,
feeling uneasy admitting this.


“Be that as it
may. He may or may not need our help, but I’m not letting him walk into danger
alone. Not this time.”


Tar’Lock took a
step forward. “What’s the plan, Daniel?”


“Let’s play a
little game of misdirection, shall we?”


Daniel explained
his plan and soon they were on their way.


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase went to the
mess hall for something to eat. He hadn’t eaten any of his favorite dishes for
a long time. He synthesized a double pepperoni pizza. His taste buds relished
the almost forgotten sensation.


“Boy, I could
live on pizza.”


“You know this is
trouble, don’t you?” he heard in his mind.


“Hello, Ares.”


“Chase, it’s not
too late to change your mind.”


“There’s no way
to change it now, and I think you know exactly what I feel.”


“Be that as it
may, have you stopped to think what it is that Argos could get his hands on?”


“Do you know what
it is?”


“No, but I can
only surmise it will give him an advantage to win this war.”


“I won’t let
him.”


“That arrogance
again. Blinded by your emotions. When it’s not rage or hatred, it’s love. I
don’t know which is worse.”


“Always the
cynic.”


“I’m not being
cynical and you know it. You have no idea whether by helping your evil brother
you might not doom every other life in the universe.”


“I have thought
of it.”


“And yet you
accept this as a possibility.”


“You wouldn’t
understand.”


“I do understand.
I love Aphroditis, and I gave my life for hers.”


“And I’m willing
to give mine for Sarah’s. How is that different?”


“It wouldn’t be,
except you’re not just placing your own fate in the balance here, but the
entire universe.”


“Remember that
I’m the one supposed to protect it? I haven’t forgotten what your sister told
me at the beginning of all of this. Perhaps this is how things must play out. Perhaps
that’s the plan.”


“I hope you’re
right.”


“Well, we’ll know
soon enough. But look at it this way, my friend: if I don’t do this and let
Sarah die, I will no longer be able to protect anyone. I will probably just
want to crawl into the deepest hole and die. How does that help anyone
exactly?”


“Difficult to
argue with that logic, I’ll grant you that. Did you just call me friend?”


“I guess I did,”
said Chase, taking another huge bite of pizza with a big smirk on his face.


“Hungry, are we?”


“Famished. This last
fight took a lot out of me, but I’m already regaining my powers. I can feel
it.”


“Good. I’ll be
along for the ride, in case you need my help.”


“Thanks, but
shouldn’t you just go through the Styx?”


“Should, yes; but
right now I must see how this plays out.”


“Alright. Glad you’re
with us, Ares.”


“Chase!” Ares sounded
alarmed.


“What?”


“I sense
something wrong with Aphroditis. Please go to her side at once!”


Chase discarded
the pizza slice in his hand, jumped out of his chair and ran.


 


*  
*   *


 


While she was
sleeping, Aphroditis entered a trance and started levitating above the sofa in
the captain’s ready room. 


She floated in a
large, round arena with very tall, dark walls made from massive blocks of
stones. The place looked ancient. Some runes in four different colors glowed on
the walls, and while she thought they looked Olympian, they were too blurry for
her to read. Blue, red, green and white, each above altars with matching colors;
and hovering above those, glowing spheres of energy.


Then she heard a
growl. It froze her blood. The growl was so powerful, so intense, it made
everything tremble. And soon the ground shook. It felt like footsteps, but she
could only see a shadow walking, with red, glowing eyes. The creature was
almost as tall as the impossibly high walls. 


She felt a sense
of dread and great danger.


As the creature
advanced towards her it blackened the faint sunlight and engulfed the arena in
darkness. Only the runes and energy spheres provided faint lighting. 


Then everything
changed. She was sucked into space and saw stars and entire systems pass by at
such velocity it made her sick to the stomach. When she finally stopped she
stood in an empty part of space, though she could see dual stars shining far
away. 


She felt as
though she knew this place, but it was the first time she’d been here. An
ominous humming overtook her senses. It felt as if the universe around her was
in a state of flux, trembling, shaking. Something big was about to happen.


A planet started
materializing in the void before her eyes. At first it appeared blurry and felt
like an after vision, like a mirage. But as time passed it became clearer and
clearer. The parts of it engulfed in the darkness revealed points of light in
close proximity. There was life on this planet; many cities in fact.


Without warning
the gravity of the newly appeared celestial body attracted her to the surface.
She tried to fight the forces that brought her towards the planet at impossible
velocity, but was powerless to do anything about it. She passed into the
atmosphere and her body fell faster and faster. She couldn’t see anything. A
red, foggy haze was all around her. Soon the vista changed, and she realized she
had passed through a thick layer of red clouds. The ground came at her so fast
she felt compelled to close her eyes right before impact.


 But there was no
boom, no crash, and no pain. She dared open her eyes and she was standing on
the surface of this world. This planet that seemed not to exist just a minute
ago. Strong winds sent dark, red sand into her face. It was so coarse, and the
wind so wild, it produced hundreds of small cuts on the surface of her skin. 


Two shadows argued
in the distance, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying over the unpleasant
and overbearing sound of the terrible winds. It sounded as if the entire planet
was wailing in pain, the sound hurting Aphroditis’ ears and making her soul
crawl into a deep, dark hole within herself, too afraid to face the agony, pain
and fear the sound’s vibrations were emitting all around.


She tried
blocking the sound by putting her hands on her ears, but it had no effect. It
came from within and all around her at the same time. Her entire sensory system
was overloaded.


Trying to figure
out what the two shadows were saying, she took a few steps forward, but it
required a tremendous amount of effort. The gravity was so intense—at least
three times stronger than on her home planet of Olympus.


When she was
about fifteen feet from the two arguing shadows she started to discern their
vocal exchange. However, the wailing wind did not allow her to understand the
words that were being said. Only the tone of the argument. It was very heated.
One of the shadows had a familiar shape and when it glanced at her his eyes
flashed red. Then it all went to hell. The shadows started fighting each other
and everything around them was destroyed. The ground cracked, stones and sand
flew everywhere and each blow they struck, whether successful or blocked,
resulted in increasingly powerful shockwaves that pushed Aphroditis farther from
the scene. She heard her voice being called in the distance, but barely. 


“Aphroditis!
Aphroditis!”


But then one of
the shadows approached her at tremendous speed. He crashed next to where she
was standing. At this point she couldn’t move. She felt as if she had been
turned into a statue. Only her sight, sense of smell, touch and hearing remained.
Her pain receptors didn’t work anymore; or her sensory input had been
overloaded and numbed by the harsh conditions and cutting winds. The shadow struggled
to his feet painfully, but not before spitting dark blood onto the sand-ridden
ground.


He turned and
looked straight into her eyes. His eyes flashed at her, emitting a crimson
light that colored her entire vision and frightened her to the core.


“I’m coming for
you next. You will pay for what you’ve done!”


He made a fist
and prepared to launch a terrible blow at her. A crimson red aura danced around
him, with crackling, bright-red lightning bolts. The instant the shadow’s fist
hit her face, everything changed. 


Her view
shattered, as if the images before her eyes were made of glass, and revealed an
image of Chase, shaking her body. It took a little while to regain her
bearings.


“Are you alright?
What happened?” 


“I’m not sure. A vision
perhaps, but this one felt so different; so real and terrifying at the same
time. I thought I was there.”


“Where? Where
have you been?”


“I think on the
same planet I saw in my previous vision. A horrible, barren and hostile world.”


“Do you know what
planet this is?”


“No, I’ve never
seen a world like this. It was like a pure nightmare.”


“Calm down,
Aphroditis, it wasn’t real.”


“It felt real.
Whatever we’re doing at the moment, I’m afraid it will bring us there.”


“Are you changing
your mind?”


“No, I told you I
would help you save Sarah and I keep my promises.”


“And I will keep
mine.”


“I know, Chase. I
just hope you’ll find the strength to fight what’s coming next. I feel . . .
I have that deep, dark, black hole sensation in my stomach, as if all we’ve
done until now was nothing. That the real trial, the real darkness, is yet to
manifest itself.”


Chase pondered
these words. If that was true, if Obsidian, Zarlacks and Argos were just the
beginning and something even worse was on its way . . . The reality
of this was simply too much to bear. Chase’s mind couldn’t comprehend it. 


“I sure hope you’re
exaggerating a little,” was all he could say in response.


She shook her
head solemnly from side to side as an answer.













CHAPTER

XVI


 


Fillio entered
the bridge of the Destiny and went to see the commodore. 


“Commander
Steriopoulou, where’s the rest of the group?”


“They went to
take a quick shower and dress for dinner. We’re still on, right?”


“Yeah. In fact,
after the day I’ve had, I think we’ll go straight to it. We’ll debrief
tomorrow.”


“Sounds good.”


“I heard Chase
put an entire security force out of commission.”


“Yeah, in less
than a second; but I don’t think he hurt them so much.”


“That’s not what
the admiral said, but I’m sure they’ll live.”


“I don’t think it
was wise to send them. It would have been better to try and talk to him.”


“I agree. That wasn’t
my order. Anyway, Admiral Thassos is really losing patience with Chase’s antics.
I can’t say I blame her.”


“I understand,
sir, but under the circumstances, can we really blame him? Do you know about
Sarah?”


“I heard, yes.
Between you and me, I really hope he manages to save her. Ever since he left us
things haven’t gone so well. It looked like it did for a while. In fact, we
dropped our guard a little too soon. We were winning most of our engagements
with the Zarlack forces and . . .”


“I know, sir.
There was nothing we could have done. They killed hundreds if not thousands of
their own, sacrificing their ships to take out three of our cities.”


“How can Argos
have them do this? I mean, who in their right mind obeys such orders?”


“Perhaps it
wasn’t an order; more like a command.”


“What do you
mean?”


“We know Argos used
mind control on Sarah; at least on her clone. And she’s one tough nugget. So perhaps
the Zarlacks’ brains are more prone to being controlled by their masters.”


“I hadn’t thought
of that; that would indeed explain their actions.”


“Yes it would.”


“Alright. I guess
I should also go and dress. Walk with me?”


“Mind if I stay
on the bridge a while?”


“Sure, but won’t
you need to change as well? Or do you intend to come to dinner in your flight
suit?”


“Nah, I’ll change
too, Commodore. Just want to rest a little. Like you said before: long day.”


“Here.” The commodore,
offered his captain’s chair as he got up. “The bridge is yours, Commander.”


“Thanks,
Commodore, see you shortly.”


Saroudis left the
bridge and Fillio lost no time accessing the doors of the reserve quadrinium
chambers.


Daniel, you’re
up.


 


*  
*   *


 


Daniel and
Tar’Lock were waiting by engineering.


“How do we deal
with the people inside?”


“Non-lethal
only.”


“Yeah, thanks. Like
I was going to start shooting. And about that: I don’t like guns in case you hadn’t
noticed.”


“Right. Will you
be fast enough to immobilize five or six crewmen before any of them can raise an
alarm? I’d really prefer that the commodore didn’t realize we took quadrinium
from his ship until we’re long gone.”


“Shouldn’t be a
problem. What are we waiting for exactly?”


“Fillio will send
me a signal when she’s managed to unlock the reserve quadrinium chambers inside
engineering. This can only be done from the bridge. That will be our cue.”


“Am I reading it
wrong or are you attracted to her?”


“Who? Fillio?”


“Yes, and it’s none
of my business. Just thought I felt a vibe.”


“She’s a good
pilot, true.”


“Not what I
asked.”


“Alright, she’s very
cute and perhaps I like her. What is it to you?”


“Nothing, just
making conversation.”


“Right. What
about you and Ryonna?”


“What about it?”


“You also seem
close.”


“Not that kind of
close.”


“If you say so.”


“Look, I’m an
insectoid about half her size. How would that work exactly?”


“Love knows no
borders, man. All I’m saying.”


Tar’Lock clicked
something in frustration.


“Whatever you
say,” said Daniel with a smirk.


“About Fillio,”
added Tar’Lock.


“Yeah?” 


“I think she
likes you too.”


“You think?”


But then the
conversation was interrupted by a quick, tri-tone alarm coming from Daniel’s
wrist.


“Show time.
Follow my lead.”


Daniel entered
engineering with his hands behind his back. He counted three engineers on the
left side of the room and one on the right. He indicated the number of people
on each side with his fingers. They looked at him puzzled, and one of them
approached him.


“What can we do
for you, Commander?”


“Nothing. I was
just stretching my legs. Hope you don’t mind.”


“Not at a—” Before
he could finish his sentence the man felt a sharp pain in the back of his neck.


Daniel barely saw
a brief series of flashes in front of his eyes, and every crew member in engineering
fell to the ground unconscious. 


“Wow, you’re even
faster than I remembered.”


“Thanks, but I
suggest we move fast.”


“Right.”


Daniel went directly
for the reserve quadrinium chambers behind the engine room, grabbed some protective
gloves nearby, took a few pounds of the dark, blue-purple crystal and filled a
bag he took out of his jacket.


“Will that be
enough?” asked Tar’Lock.


“Yes, quadrinium
is incredibly dense. This is plenty already. Quick, take this back to the ship.”
Daniel handed the bag to Tar’Lock.


“Sure thing.”
Tar’Lock disappeared, the sheer rate of his acceleration blasting Daniel’s hair
about for an instant.


“I don’t think
I’ll ever get used to that.”


Daniel looked
around, making sure the crewmen were still unconscious, and then left
engineering in a hurry.


 


*  
*   *


 


When Daniel
boarded the Valken, he called Fillio. “Are you in position?”


“Yes, I’m aboard a
StarFury, ready to launch.”


“Good. We’re good
to go. See you outside. Land on the Valken upon launching, and let’s get
out of here.”


“Roger that. Did everything
go smoothly?”


Daniel heard the
familiar sound of a wailing alert just as Keera was lifting the ship off the
ground.”


“Yeah, just in
the nick of time. Launch now!”


“Launching. See you
soon.”


The Valken
exited the cargo bay, and soon Fillio’s StarFury landed on board. The ship was hailed.


Keera looked at
Daniel. “Wanna answer that call?”


“How soon until
we can jump?”


“We can jump any
time, but does the Destiny have a tractor beam?”


“It does, and a
powerful one at that. Punch the engines to the maximum and tell me when we’re
out of range.”


“In 3
. . . 2 . . . 1.”


“Let me hear it.”


Keera keyed a
command and a furious Saroudis appeared on the holo-display.


“Commander! What
is this? Why did one of my StarFuries leave my ship without my permission, and
what happened in engineering?”


“Sorry,
Commodore, looks like we’ll be late for dinner.”


“This ain’t
funny! Come back aboard Destiny at once. This is a direct order!”


“I can’t obey
that order. We’re going after Chase.”


“No you’re not!”


Daniel cut the
communication short and signaled Keera. 


The Valken
jumped into hyperspace.


 


*  
*   *


 


After making sure
Aphroditis was feeling better, Chase went to the mess hall and ate until full,
which took him a few hours. Pizza, Chinese food—he spared none of his favorite
dishes. He really had been famished and had no doubt that this was because of
the previous fight. He had spent a lot of his power.


Finally, when he
couldn’t take another bite for fear of throwing up, he left the mess hall and
returned to the bridge. 


“What’s with your
friend?” asked Argos.


“None of your
business.”


“Right. The
sooner we get this over with the better. You’re not fun to be around.”


“Did you really
expect me to be?”


“Guess not, but
it is weirder for me than for you. I’ve known you since birth.”


“I really wonder
what compelled you to wipe my memory, and what gave you the right.”


“I’m not gonna go
there, as I said before, but believe me, it was either that or kill you.”


“You would have tried,
perhaps.”


“Don’t flatter
yourself, just because you seem to manage your power better and to become stronger
than me under a specific set of circumstances now. You were never half the
fighter I was. Back then you couldn’t use your energy very well.”


“Or so you say. Since
I have no memories, I can’t really trust anything you tell me.”


“Whatever. This
family reunion is only temporary.”


“That’s right. After
we part ways, you’d better pray we don’t ever meet again for your sake.”


“It won’t matter
then.”


Chase didn’t like
that one bit. It was clear that whatever Argos was after was important enough
that he didn’t care if Chase came back for him afterwards. He really wished he
knew what that was all about.


“Can you reverse
what you’ve done to me?”


“What? You mean
give you your memories back?”


“Yes.”


“Hmmm. I’ve never
tried that before. Perhaps, but I’m not sure.”


“Would you?”


“I don’t think
that would make any sense to you now. Your life is different. Plus I don’t owe
you this. I only owe you your precious Sarah.”


“Don’t you forget
that!”


“Has no one ever
told you how annoyingly repetitive you can be sometimes?”


Chase didn’t
answer.


Argos passed his
finger across his scar.


“It’s not the
first time I’ve seen you do that,” said Chase. “What’s with that scar? We can heal
any wound. Why do you still have it?”


“It’s a reminder,
a parting gift from you, in fact. I decided not to heal it as a reminder of the
day our paths diverged forever.”


“I see. I’d say
sorry for the scar, but somehow I get the feeling it was deserved.”


“From your point
of view at the time, I have no doubt you thought so. You were trying to kill me
after all.”


“Wish I had
succeeded.”


Argos eyes glowed
red, his temper clearly being tested.


“Now is not the
time, Argos. We’ll have plenty of time to settle this one day. Soon.”


“Looking forward
to it.”


“Somehow I doubt
that, but I certainly am.”


“You should get
some rest, Laiyos. We are still quite far from our destination and I need you
in top form for what’s coming next. I can sense you haven’t recovered fully
from our last battle. You need to recharge.”


“The ship doesn’t
need you. It’s flying itself. You haven’t recovered fully either, so I suggest
you do the same.”


Argos exhaled
deeply and had to refrain from smiling.


“I will. For once
we can agree on something.”













CHAPTER

XVII


 


 


Chase stood
somewhere on Earth. The breathtaking view of the tall mountains all around and the
fresh air made him feel at peace. Birds chirped nearby; wild animals ran all
around him. This was incredibly relaxing.


Ares sat next to
him.


“Earth sure is a
beautiful planet,” Chase observed,


“Yes. That it
sure is.”


“What can I do
for you, Ares?”


“I’m sorry to
interrupt this moment, but you should look up.” Ares pointed towards the sky.


Chase looked up
and saw four points of light approaching from the distance. A feeling of dread built
in him. “They look like meteors.”


“Except they’re not.
They come for you. They come to claim this world.”


“Who are they?”


“We’ll know soon
enough, won’t we?”


As they
approached, Chase could see the sunlight reflecting on their chrome alloy. They
weren’t large; they were barely bigger than escape pods. But their impact
created large craters. 


Chase jumped into
the air and hovered for a second before flying towards the nearest impact zone.
He landed inside one of the gigantic craters.


Upon close
inspection, the metal box looked like a pod. It made a noise and its door
opened. Thin smoke escaped and quickly dissipated into the air.


“Who’s there?”
inquired Chase.


A hand grabbed
the side of the opening and a tall man emerged from the pod. He looked human,
but was wearing a shiny, purple armor that covered his trunk, arms and legs,
but not his shoulders. It gleamed in the sunlight.


Chase didn’t know
if it was the reflection of the sun on the armor or something else, but he
could barely make out the details of the man’s face—only two bright, red eyes
that reminded him of Argos.


Before he could
say anything, three other shadows, wearing the same attire, landed next to the
man who had just exited the pod. The ground shook.


They all looked
the same, but Chase simply couldn’t make out their faces. 


“Who are you?
What do you want?”


There was no
answer, only red, glowing eyes staring back at him.


Then more and
more of these shadows appeared. At first twenty surrounded him, but soon there were
hundreds, all staring at him. 


“What the hell is
this?”


Soon all he could
see anywhere were duplicates of these shadowy men in purple, bright, metallic
armor. Their presence blackened the atmosphere as they hovered in the sky.


Chase’s heart
pounded in his chest. He was unable to process what was going on around him.


Suddenly he heard
a voice that sounded like a million voices at once. Only one word: “Die!”


Every shadow
launched itself at him from every conceivable direction and struck him at once.


Chase shouted at the
top of his lungs and everything changed. He was in his quarters aboard the Iron
Fire, his heart racing, panting for air, clearly shaken. 


A dream? A
vision? What the hell was that?


 


*  
*   *


 


Spiros was having
more and more trouble sifting through the millions of lines of code, trying to
find a way to reprogram the entity. Cedric had fallen asleep at his terminal a
good hour back and was snoring heavily. Yanis had gone for coffee and stims
from the med-bay.


Spiros decided he
needed a break from his current task and checked his latest scans. What he saw
really terrified him. The entity had already assembled six facilities around
the planet, clearly intended to become the generators for the planetary shield.
It had created hundreds of thousands of drones to carry out the task really quickly,
clearly having no qualms about how quickly it was depleting the Alliance’s
quadrinium reserves. By his calculation, in just a few days they’d simply run
out. 


Spiros had kept
the admiral informed, and she had already asked their Droxian allies for a
large delivery of the precious material.


Their scans of
Droxian, Alliance and Obsidian ships had not detected any presence of the
entity, but Spiros was not yet ready to accept that they were immune to it. It
was perhaps just not part of its plan; at least not yet.


The entity hadn’t
made contact with them since their last conversation, but that was a good
thing. Spiros hated being on the defensive and having to justify the earthlings’
past actions in order to ensure their future. Part of him agreed with the
entity. The humans had really been hard on this world, and if there was such a thing
as planetary consciousness, he could see why it would be utterly pissed.


Yanis entered
with coffees and pills on a small tray and sat next to Spiros.


“I don’t know how
long we can keep awake, even with all this. Surely we are performing at a way lower
capacity than when in top shape.”


“I know. We should
take turns sleeping.”


“Looks like
Cedric didn’t want to wait.”


“That’s alright. You
can be next.”


“You’re the
oldest of us; perhaps you should sleep first.”


Spiros shot him a
pointed look.


“Sorry, I didn’t
mean anything by it.”


“No, you did; but
it’s correct, I’m older. I’m also enhanced, which you are not.”


“Right, nanites.”


“Amongst other
things.”


“I’d like to get
enhanced too. Is that a possibility?”


“I don’t see why
not, but some people don’t like augments.”


“Why?”


“They think it’s
unnatural, that we’re cheating the circle of life and such nonsense.”


“I think it’s
cool if it helps us be more efficient and more resilient as well.”


“I agree,
obviously. We should get back to work.”


“Right. What’s new?”


“Look here.”
Spiros showed him the scans.


“Someone’s been
busy.”


“Yeah, at this
rate this planetary shield will be done in a week.”


“Perhaps even
faster.”


“Yeah, it’s
difficult to evaluate since the entity is able to do so many things at once.”


“Can you imagine
how great it would be if this thing was working for us? I mean, how fast it
would churn out ships, repair damage?”


“Yeah, I’ve been
thinking about that. In fact, we need to try it; but we also need to be ready
to kill it in case we fail to convince it.”


“It’s not gonna
like that. We’d better make sure that part of the plan is foolproof.”


“I don’t think
foolproof exists; hence the predicament we’re in.”


“Yeah. If we had
to choose between wiping all the data on Earth and it taking over, I take it we
would chose the former, right?”


“The fact that
you’re asking means you know how awful both those solutions are. But yes, if
needed, let’s turn every computerized system off and start with a blank slate. That
ought to paralyze this world for a while.”


“I’ve thought
about that too, fortunately.”


“Oh, really?”


“Yeah, I
discussed it with Cedric earlier. We could create an intelligent system to
restore the basic OS you mentioned. It would do that on its own by populating
it to drones, which would then populate other devices and so on.”


“That’s what I
had in mind as well, but I’m thinking nanites might be a better delivery system.”


“True, but can we
manufacture enough? Do they have a sufficient range?”


“We could, I
suppose, and they could reproduce themselves.”


“You do realize
we’re taking risks we shouldn’t as scientists. The same types of risks that got
us here in the first place. What if the nanites become self-aware when we let
them replicate?”


“I know, but what
else can we do? Live under the tyranny of an entity that can decide to wipe us out
by the billions at any time? We’re sitting on the biggest ticking time bomb of
all time.”


“It’s ironic it
came into being while we tried to diffuse bombs that would have destroyed this
world in the first place.”


“It is, isn’t it?
That’s it!”


“What is?”


“That’s what we
do: we reverse the process. We prepare nanite bombs on this ship, and then we
beam them down and let them explode all at once. The entity won’t have time to
react to it. The nanites will wipe every system and then immediately install
the new basic OS. Then we can restore pre-infection backups.”


“Still a gigantic
task, but that could work.”


“If we do our job
well it would only take a few days, I think.”


“Let’s just hope
we don’t get attacked, then.”


“Even so, our
ships are operational. The Droxians and Obsidian both agreed to send
reinforcements. So if Argos comes back, he’ll find a committee waiting, and
this time we’ll anticipate their suicidal tactics. Hopefully we can have a semi-functional
shield made with the satellites as well.”


“You seem pretty
confident.”


“Well, I think
this could work.” 


“You did say beam,
though.”


“What about it?”


“Well, last time
Cedric did that it created the entity.”


“I’ve analyzed
the entire logs of what he did. I think I can replicate it safely.”


“If that’s so, we
could use the technology for other things too.”


“Yes,
transportation on Earth of living beings; on ships to deliver payloads within the
enemy ships.”


“What about plan
A, though? Clearly this is plan B?”


“It is, yes. Well,
plan A is the reason we’re not sleeping currently.”


“Let’s keep at it
then.”













CHAPTER

XVIII


 


 


On board the Valken,
Daniel woke from his nap.


“Hello,
sleepyhead.”


“Hey, Keera,
what’s our status?”


“We still have a
few hours before we arrive at our destination. You do realize that if the Iron
Fire made a stop there and re-entered hyperspace we won’t be able to track
them?”


“Not necessarily.
I’ve got the Iron Fire’s signature, and if we don’t arrive too late
after they jumped, we should be able to calculate a hyperspace vector at least
from the residue its engines leave.”


“That seems approximate
at best.”


“It is, but it’s
better than nothing. How’s everyone back there?”


“Last I checked
they were also resting. You may want to check on them.”


“That’s okay. If they
can get some rest that’s good. We might be in for a difficult time ahead.”


“About that. I
have a question.”


“Shoot.”


“It seems Chase
and Argos are in a league of their own, powerwise. What is it you wish us to
accomplish exactly?”


“I don’t know. Perhaps
he may still need our help one way or another.”


“That’s a big
assumption.”


“I know. I just
don’t like the idea of letting my friend run into the lion’s den on his own,
that’s all.”


“I understand
that totally. I just hope we don’t end up being a liability for him.”


“How so?”


“Well, we are
frail compared to the Furies. Heck, even Ares was killed by Argos.”


“What? Ares
died?”


“Yeah. I thought
you knew, but how could you.”


“That’s the thing,
and that’s what I hate about being kept in the dark. So Argos killed Ares. Can’t
believe an Olympian as strong as the god of war got killed. How did Chase take
it?”


“Not very well. He
was his mentor after all.”


“I know. He told
me about him. I sense he had a deep respect for him.”


“It hit him hard,
but it did seem to fuel his hatred for Argos.”


“Yet he left with
him willingly.”


“Don’t be an ass,
Daniel. You know as well as I do that you’d be doing the same thing in his
shoes.”


“Would I? I guess
I never really felt what Chase feels for Sarah. I suppose if it was the case
. . . Perhaps.”


She looked a
little surprised at the confession. “Such a handsome guy as you? Really? I
kinda thought you and what’s-her-name back there were a thing.”


“Her name is
Fillio, and no we’re not. Though I must admit we’ve been closer since Chase
resigned and left the Alliance.”


“Alright, I’m not
judging. Sorry if I’m a little nosy. I just felt a vibe, that’s all. Call it
feminine intuition.”


“You’re the
second person who’s told me they feel something between us.”


“There you go. You
may want to look into that eventually. I think she likes you.”


Daniel blushed
but couldn’t help smiling a little.


“You’d make a
nice couple, I think.”


Suddenly Daniel’s
expression changed.


“What did I say?
Why the long face?”


“It just hit me. Perhaps
on a subconscious level I never really let myself be close to anyone to avoid
being hurt or heartbroken. We are at war; there’re casualties. What if I open
my heart to her and one of us bites the dust?”


“That’s the risk
we all take when we care about someone. But is it really living if we prefer
shielding ourselves from pain rather than take a risk to be happy? No, really,
it’s an intrinsic part of living. There’s nothing we can do to control what’s
going to happen; and honestly, even if it was possible, I think life would be
boring.”


“I suppose so.”


“I know so. I’m
glad to live in a world where I can meet someone and that person sweeps me off
my feet; then, all of a sudden everything changes; life has more texture, more
taste.”


“You’re an
interesting bounty hunter, Keera, to say the least.”


“Well thank you.”
She beamed at him an almost childlike smile.


 


*  
*   *


 


The Iron Fire
exited hyperspace near a brownish-grey planet with three moons orbiting it.


“We’re here,”
said Argos.


“What are those?”
asked Chase


“Planetary
defense systems. They will scan us as soon as we’re in range and start firing.”


“Shouldn’t I be
in a fighter taking them down?”


“Wait for it.”


“What? Why?”


“Let’s call it a
hunch, okay?”


“And if you’re
wrong?”


“If I’m wrong
we’ll double back and land on the planet using the Dark Star.”


The onboard
computer beeped. “Target lock!”


Chase jumped to the
nearest console.


“Take it easy. They’ll
scan us first.”


Multiple rays of
bright, white light illuminated the bridge, emerging through one wall and
disappearing through another.


Argos rose. “Five
. . . four . . .” After a few seconds, he sat back in the
captain’s chair.


“They’re not
firing,” observed Chase.


“Thanks for
telling me. I hadn’t noticed.”


“Sarcasm aside,
why do you think that is?”


“Want me to spell
it out for you? Isn’t it obvious?”


“Aphroditis?”


“There you go. I
suspected this planet was under their protection. In fact, everything we will
face from now on is probably thanks to the Olympians.”


“That’s why you
needed her?”


“No, I need her
for something else later.”


“What if she
doesn’t want to comply?” 


“Then both her
and your precious Sarah die; so better work on your convincing speech for when
that time comes.”


“She won’t
refuse, but I might.”


“Yeah, you keep
telling yourself that. I know you won’t sacrifice Sarah.”


Chase wanted to
argue that perhaps under the right set of circumstances he could convince
himself that, for the greater good, he would indeed make that decision. But he
would be lying to himself. There was nothing more important to him right this
moment than saving her. Even though the nightmare, Aphroditis’ latest vision
and his growing sense of dread all seemed to point in the same direction.
Whatever Chase was helping Argos achieve, it would have dire consequences. Of
that Chase had very little doubt. 


“Let’s take my
ship and land. We need to get going. The fun hasn’t begun yet.”


“Fun?”


“That depends on
how you look at it, I suppose. But if you like fighting, you won’t regret what
comes next.”


“I don’t like
fighting per se, except when your face is on the receiving end.” Chase
smiled lopsidedly.


“Well, this time
it won’t be; and remember, if my heart stops for thirty seconds, so does
Sarah’s. Well, technically it’s not really her heart that would be the problem,
but I’d rather spare you the mental image.”


Chase cringed. “So
generous of you. So not only do we have to fight someone together, but I have
to make sure you don’t die in the process, is that it?”


“Told you the fun
hadn’t started yet.” Argos wore a defiant smirk.


He rose from the
captain’s chair and cracked his neck and fingers.


“Ready, brother?”


“Ready, but don’t
call me that.”


“Let’s go then.”


“Is she coming
with us?”


“No, if
Aphroditis leaves the ship it will be destroyed, obviously.”


“Won’t we need
her help on the surface?”


“We’ll transmit
video. She might be able to help us decipher some of the runes in the arena.”


“What arena? What
is this? What do we do down there?”


“We fight, what
else? And this is a fight to the death. I barely escaped with my hide last
time. I don’t have to remind you what happens if I perish this time.”


“No you don’t,
even though you seem obsessed with repeating that part.”


“Let’s go. The sooner
we get this over with, the sooner we can stop pretending that we’re tolerating
each other’s company.”


“I’m looking
forward to that.”


“As am I,
brother.”


Aphroditis
emerged from the captain’s ready room.


“Where are you go—”
She stopped short. “No, if you two go down there you’ll die. You can’t defeat
the beast. It’s too powerful.”


“We’re Furies. We
can defeat anything and anyone,” said Argos before looking straight at Chase. “If
we work together.”


“Aphroditis, you
know this place?”


“I’ve heard of it.
This is Tartarus, isn’t it?”


“Correct,” muttered
Argos.


“No one ever came
back alive from this place.”


“I did, once.”


Her eyes grew
wide.


“Did you really
escape it?”


“Barely, but yes.
I’m not entirely sure how. One minute I was defeated, losing consciousness,
about to get crushed. The next I was outside the arena. That’s all I recall.”


“Chase, I don’t
like this.”


“Neither do I,
but we don’t have a choice.”


“I’m coming with
you, then.”


“No you can’t. The
defense platforms around this planet will destroy the Iron Fire if you
do. We may need you to come get us in case things go wrong.”


“I don’t know how
to pilot this ship, Chase.”


“See these?”
Chase showed her two small, round devices. “Put them on your temples and the
ship will do what you think.”


“What if it
doesn’t work with Olympian physiology?”


Chase tossed them
at her and used his mind to place them gently on her temples.


“You should close
your eyes now.”


She did. She saw
an HUD with commands of all sorts, but when she thought about turning the ship
around the Iron Fire responded immediately.


“Seems to work
fine. Don’t you dare leave us stranded here, though. If you do I will kill
Sarah.”


Chase growled and
the Iron Fire shook. Aphroditis removed the devices from her temples and
stored them in a pocket.


“Keep your energy
for the next fight, brother. We’ll need it. Use that hatred you harbor towards
me; but may I suggest you focus it on the right target.”


Chase’s eyes
blinked purple and his fists tightened.


He’d had just
about enough of being ordered around by Argos. He could feel the will to strike
him down grow stronger inside him. But Sarah and Chris’ mental image calmed him
down quickly.


Argos smiled. “We
should get going; and you,” he said, looking at the Olympian. “We’ll transmit
video signals to you. We may need some translation done, as well as tips for defeating
the beast.”


“I don’t know how
to help you, and even if I did, I’m not sure I want to.”


“You don’t want
to incur the wrath of my brother. Believe me, I know firsthand what Chase is
capable of when he loses someone he loves.”


“Enough, you two!
Aphroditis, please help me get Sarah back. I will do whatever you want me to
after that; and Argos, stop antagonizing us all the time. We get it. You’re in
control now, so we’ll do as you say. Enough with the threats.”


Argos grimaced
but then smiled. “Sounds good to me. Now let’s go down there at once. We’ve lost
enough time as it is.”


Aphroditis took a
step forward. “Can I please have a moment alone with Chase?”


“Sure. Meet me on
board the Dark Star when you’re done. Don’t be long.”


Chase shot a look
of disdain at Argos but nodded nonetheless.


When Argos left
the bridge, Aphroditis came near Chase and took him in her arms.


“What’s that
for?”


“This might be
the last time I see you.”


“No, no way.
Nothing will stop me from seeing and holding Sarah in my arms. This alone will
keep me alive.”


“You don’t know
what awaits you down there. I . . . I wish there was another way,
with all my heart.”


“Whatever it is
I’ll prevail.”


“I wish I could
say I hope so, but I’m no longer sure the trajectory we’re on is the right one
. . .”


“I understand.
Thank you for helping me do this, Aphroditis. I’ll never forget it.”


A tear ran down
her face. She wiped it away and nodded.


“I should go.”


“Wait!”


“Yes, what is it?”


“Take this.” She took
a hidden amulet from under her beautiful, white, silky clothing and hung it
around Chase’s neck. “You will need this.”


“What is it?” Chase
looked at the pendant. It was a beautiful pearly white, light as a feather, and
in its center shone a glowing green stone.


“It’s for luck. Don’t
lose it. It will also help me see everything you see and feel what you feel.”


“Is that wise?
Don’t you already hold these powers?”


“No. I see
possible futures. That is my power. But I don’t see everything. We can also
communicate with this. All you need to do is talk to me in your mind, and I
will answer you.”


“Handy. Is this what
you used to first contact me?”


“No, that’s an
entirely different technology. Be wary of some side effects, though.”


“What do you
mean?”


“The amulet tends
to have a mind of its own. While it is very powerful, it can sometimes show you
things when you least expect it.”


“Is this what
allows you to see the future?”


“It’s only part
of it, Chase. It allows me to channel my visions with more control. When I wear
it I am more focused than without, but my visions happen nonetheless.”


“Isn’t it
dangerous for me to take this into battle?” Chase grabbed it and was about to
remove it from his neck.


She put her hands
on his and lowered them gently.


“Keep it. I have
a feeling it’s very important for you to have it for your trial down there.”
She hid the pendant under his dark and dusty clothes.


“Alright, thank
you. I promise to get it back to you,” said Chase with a smile.


“Go now, and
please be careful.”


“I will. See you
soon.”


Chase left the
bridge without another word and Aphroditis sat in his chair, pensive.


Father,
forgive me.


“He’s not going
to be happy about this, that’s for sure.” That was Ares’ voice.


“Ares, you’re
here?”


“I’m pretty much
everywhere I want to be at once, now. I seem to be able to travel great
distances almost instantly.”


“I’m so sorry you
had to give your life.”


“There was no
other way. As for Zeus, he will never forgive us for our actions. You know that,
right?”


“I know, but we
have to trust that Chase will prevail.”


“Don’t get me
wrong, I like Chase. He means well. What awaits him down there?”


“The worst, most
vile and powerful creature of all time.”


“A Titan then?”


Aphroditis didn’t
need to answer and simply closed her eyes in response.













CHAPTER

XIX


 


 


On board the Cronos,
Saroudis entered the admiral’s ready room. She keyed a few commands into her
console and every system in the room shut down.


“What’s that all
about?”


“What we need to
discuss is for us and us alone.”


“I’m not sure I
like where this is going.”


“I don’t either. We
simply have to take every precaution. The entity could be listening in. We
can’t afford that.”


“What’s the
status on that?”


“Spiros is making
progress on multiple fronts, but for now we have to play along with Gaia’s
wishes.”


“I see. I still
think we should shut it down. God knows when it will decide to act. It could
happen at a moment when we can’t afford it.”


“I know that very
well, Adonis, believe me.”


“Where are we on
the reconstruction of Earth’s cities?”


“It’s ongoing,
but the entity only allowed us to use half of the droids force. It’s using the
other half and building others at an alarming rate.”


“For what
purpose?”


“It’s building a
shield around Earth, to prevent what the planet just suffered from happening
again.”


“Shouldn’t we be
building that shield?”


“Yes we should,
but we would never reach that level of efficiency. Nor would we have redirected
so many resources towards achieving that goal so fast. Not with all the work we
have building new ships, repairing damage and building new satellites. There’s
too much to do at once. Gaia is focusing on one task alone, and with its
incredible computing capability it’s going at least ten times faster than we
would.”


“Well, besides
the fact that she could also be building an army to use against us at the same
time, at least the shield is a good idea.”


“She?”


“It, whatever!
Don’t give it a name if you don’t want me to call her a she.”


“Point taken.
Still it or she is alive and sentient, so it doesn’t really matter what we call
it.”


“Yeah. Sentient
or not, this is a threat. We can’t just live under her rule like this, not for
long.”


“I know, but
right now at least it doesn’t seem intent on wiping us out.”


“It may just be
buying time until it feels it can defend itself.”


“And that’s why
we’re working day and night on a way to neutralize it. We already have a plan,
should it come to that.”


Adonis exhaled in
a way that left no room for doubt about his frustration.


“What is it?”


“It never seems
to stop, that’s what it is.”


“What do you
mean?”


“Ever since the
Obsidian nearly wiped us out, we’ve been on the run, hiding, fighting for our
lives. There never seems to be a moment to catch our breath. It’s starting to
take a toll on me.”


“I know how you
feel. Now, on to less pleasant things.”


Saroudis grinned.
“The Iron Fire incident?”


“Yes, the
incident, as you say. This time your precious Chase went too far.”


“You pushed him into
an impossible position.”


“Not if he
followed orders.”


“That’s easy to
say from your point of view. Try putting yourself in his shoes.”


“That’s not how
the chain of command works.”


“I know, and I
know you like things done a certain way.”


“These are rules
we’ve established because they work. I don’t do it because I like it.”


“Nonetheless, I
think if we had done everything by the book since the initial Obsidian attack, we’d
be all dead by now.”


“What are you
saying?”


“That the chain
of command is important, but sometimes rules need to be broken. Or, at the very
least, bent.”


“I can’t believe
what I’m hearing. Especially coming from you.”


“Well, I’m sorry,
Admiral, but even though I don’t condone what Chase has done, I understand why
he is doing it. If I had the chance to save any member of my family
. . .” But then he stopped short and tears formed in his eyes. “I
. . . I would give everything to have been given the opportunity to
save them. I can’t blame Chase for doing the same for Sarah and his unborn
child.”


“Admiral, is it?
Fair enough. You’re a soldier, you have orders, you follow them. That’s how we
work, and without this all we get is chaos. And I’m dearly sorry for your
personal loss, but never forget we are in the same boat. I lost everyone I
cared about also.”


“And that’s why I
don’t understand this resentment you harbor towards Chase. All he has done is
try to save lives up until now.”


“What about
Tokyo?”


“Alright, Tokyo
is something that shouldn’t have happened. But if it saves the rest of the
planet, then that’s unfortunate collateral damage. But let’s not forget that he
saved this planet before. More than once. There wouldn’t be a Tokyo without
Chase.”


“That’s where we
disagree, I guess. That doesn’t give him the right to be judge, jury and
executioner.”


“Argos went to
the surface first. Chase just followed.”


“This is
pointless. We will never agree on this front. Chase is an insubordinate hot
head who doesn’t think before he acts, yet you take his side. Why?”


“He is also my
friend.”


“I thought I was
your friend,” said the admiral, with unmistakable sadness in her voice.


“You are. I don’t
like being between the two of you. I care for both of you on different levels.”


“I see. You
understand I can never reinstate his commission if he ever returns?”


“Understand, yes,
but I will never forgive you if you don’t.”


Her eyes grew
wide. “What the hell are you saying, Adonis?”


“It’s best if you
address me by my rank, Admiral. And I’m saying that if you are not prepared to
at least give Chase the benefit of the doubt, then be prepared to receive my
resignation.”


“You can’t be
serious Ad—” She caught herself. “Commodore Saroudis.”


“I’m dead serious.
In fact, I’m requesting permission to go after Chase and his friends.”


She looked into
his eyes for a very long time, trying to decide what had just happened and how
it had gone so wrong so quickly.


“Request denied.”


“One of your
officers is with him. Don’t you care about her wellbeing?”


“That’s neither here nor there. Commander Steriopoulou was
poisoned by Chase.”


“That’s nonsense!”


“She was the most
obedient officer I ever worked with until we found you on Droxia.”


Saroudis hit the
desk with his fist, unable to control his anger. “Was? Really! You’re already
counting her as dead because she isn’t your property anymore? Is that what this
is all about, Admiral? You being in command, things being done your way? If
that’s what we stand for now, I’m not sure I want to be part of it! I’m going
after Chase. You can shoot at the Destiny if you want me to, but I’m
done with this shit.”


“Commodore
Saroudis! That’s enough! I’ll give you one and one chance only to reconsider
and apologize for this gross display of insubordination! Don’t throw your
career away for this!”


He smiled. “So
you show your real colors now.”


“And you do the
same.”


“That’s not true.
I’m being true to myself, and if you also are, then I have greatly misjudged
you. To think I could even see a fu—” He stopped short. “Never mind that. You
are the admiral. Do what you have to do.”


“Sorry to
interrupt,” said a voice coming from all around them.


Admiral Thassos
jumped out of her chair. “Who is this? Identify yourself!”


“My name is Ares
and I’m sick and tired of hearing you two argue while your officers, your
friends, are fighting for their lives.”


“This doesn’t
concern you. You have no jurisdiction in our affairs,” said the admiral.”


“Be that as it
may, now is not the time for this. Are you really willing to risk everything
and everyone on the planet below, as well as everywhere else in the galaxy,
because you disagree with one another? Are your pride, your ego, your
principles, really worth billions of lives?”


There was
silence.


“Right, Chase can
be a pain in the ass. I know firsthand how arrogant, defiant and quick to act
he can be. But for fuck’s sake, his heart is in the right place at least. He
sees beyond the shackles of protocol and rules. All he cares about is life. Ask
yourself this question: do you?”


“How dare you
insinuate that I don’t think of the lives of everyone in the Alliance?” The
admiral fumed.


“Simple. You were
about to arrest him because he didn’t agree with you, preventing him from
saving his family for reasons you understand very well. But your stubbornness for
doing things by the book blinds you from seeing things straight. As for your,
Saroudis, ever heard the word ‘diplomacy’?”


Neither knew what
to answer, stunned by what was unfolding.


“You have an
entity down there that tells you it is Earth itself, and after all the pain and
suffering its inhabitant have caused it over the last centuries, it’s still
willing to negotiate with you, against its better judgment. It has plenty of
reasons to eradicate the humans, and you both know it! But look in the mirror. You
can’t even act like human beings amongst yourselves! Sometimes I wonder why we
bother, really!”


Thassos let
herself fall back on her chair. But it was Saroudis who spoke first. “I’m sorry.
I . . . Ares is right. We should try to help each other, not fight.”


“Perhaps you’re
right. I’m used to doing things a certain way.”


“And that’s
understandable, but the universe is in trouble right now. It may be a good time
to start looking at the problem from a different point of view,” said Ares,
appearing before them as a golden aura, shining warm and peaceful light upon them.


The apparition
had a calming effect on both of them.


“Please
understand your efforts to build a new Earth Alliance are just incredible. Don’t
let personal disagreements get in the way of that. We will all need this
Alliance. It’s the only way you can hope to survive, and surely you can feel
that within you.”


“I did not expect
Olympians to lose their temper like that,” said Saroudis, still not sure that what
was unfolding was real.


“You’re not
dreaming, Saroudis. I’m real.”


“You look so
different from Aphroditis.”


“That’s because
I’m dead.”


They both looked
stunned.


“Long story, and
not important right now. There are enough problems in the universe and on the
surface of the planet below, so please stop this. Help your friends. They need
you now, more than ever.”


Admiral Thassos
looked at Saroudis for a moment. “You can take the Destiny and as large
an escort as you need for your support mission.”


“Thank you, Adm—Ally.
I’m sorry for my outburst”


“As am I, Adonis.
Let it be a lesson for both of us.”


“Agreed.”


She stood to face
Ares’ bright, golden energy. “Thank you, Ares. I must admit I had trouble
believing in the Olympians and their motives, but you sure know how to make an
entrance.”


“Aphroditis and I
are not in agreement with the rest of my people, but that’s another story. I
feel Chase might need my help shortly, so I’m going to have to leave now. Thank
you for listening.”


She nodded. “Bye
for now.”


And then the
golden reflections cast on her skin by Ares’ aura faded away.


 


*  
*   *


 


Argos and Chase
landed on the surface of the planet aboard the Dark Star. They exited
the vessel and walked towards a giant construction made of dark, grey, tall
walls in the distance.


“We’ll only have
one shot at this,” said Argos.


“Then let’s make
it count!”


“That’s the
spirit. Just like old times.”


“I wouldn’t
know.”


They arrived at a
gate. A hologram appeared, projecting some symbols Chase couldn’t read. Argos
took a small, spherical device and threw it in the air, where it hovered. 


“Aphroditis is
up.”


Chase preferred
not to reveal for the moment that he could speak to her anytime, so he placed
the call.


“Can you decipher
this for us?” he asked.


“It’s written in
old Olympian. It says: Only through the powers of the elements can you hope
to defeat the Titan.”


“What’s a Titan?”
asked Chase.


“You’ll see soon
enough,” said Argos. “Let’s go. This is bullshit. We just need to destroy it.”


“It must be a
clue, and since you were defeated the last time, you may want to listen to the
clue and see how it applies.”


“Sheer force
always does the job in my experience.”


“Like when I
kicked your ass twice?”


Argos shot him an
evil look.


“You kinda walked
into that one.”


“Perhaps. Shall we
go get what we came for?” said Argos impatiently.


As they advanced
towards the gate, it opened to reveal a long, tall corridor, illuminated by
blue-flamed torches on the walls. After a minute of walking they arrived at
another door. More glyphs were engraved on the right side of the wall.


“Aphroditis?”


“It says: Point
of no return. If you value your life, turn back now.”


“Sound advice. Too
bad it’s not an option today,” said Chase


“Let’s go,
already. There’s a beast behind these doors. We just defeat it and you’ll have
your precious Sarah back in your arms in no time.”


“If we survive
this.”


“Neither of us has
any choice but to survive and prevail.”


They stepped
forward and the door disappeared as if it wasn’t there in the first place. They
entered the arena. Its sheer size was impressive. The walls were as tall as
some of the highest skyscrapers on Earth. A thin layer of fog lay on the
ground. Chase saw the four different altars. One by the entrance, one at the
other end of the gigantic arena and two near each of the walls, about halfway
down the length of the arena. 


“I think these
things are needed for us to defeat the Titan,” said Chase, pointing towards the
nearest altar, with a yellow, shining sphere of energy hovering over it and with
glowing runes above it.


This was the
place from Aphroditis’ vision, but this time she could read it. 


“Blue is air, green
is water, red is fire and yellow is earth.”


“How do we use
them?”


“I have no idea,
but I think you need to figure it out.”


“That’s
nonsense,” shouted Argos. “We do this my way. We just attack the beast full
force.”


“I don’t think that’s
wise.”


The ground
started shaking and a giant door at the other end of the arena opened to reveal
a giant shadow with red, glowing eyes.


“You can’t be
serious!” said Chase.


“Not the right
time to be afraid.”


“Do you see the
size of this . . . thing?”


“I fought it
before, remember?”


“And lost, a fact
you seem to forget.”


“Well, that’s why
you’re here this time around.”


Chase’s heart
rate increased, and while he knew he possessed incredible powers, the sight of
the Titan, in the shadows no less, was enough to freeze his blood.


The Titan took a
couple of steps forward and soon the details emerged. He was humanoid in shape—two
legs, two arms—but his body appeared to be made of stone, the same dark-grey
color as the stones from which the arena had been built.


“How fast is this
thing?”


“Way faster than
it looks.”


“Great.”


“I suggest you
enter rage mode immediately.”


“What? I can’t
just flip a switch!”


“You’d better
hope you can reach this arcane level of yours, fast.”


“Right, we still
have time. It’s still far a—”


But before he
could finish his sentence the eyes of the Titan flashed brightly and it started
running towards them at impossible speed for a being its size. The ground shook
so much that both Argos and Chase lost balance after just a few of the creature’s
steps hit the ground. 


Not wasting time
trying to regain their balance, they both launched into the air and flew
towards the Titan.


“We attack him
together. It’s important he doesn’t fixate on either one of us,” said Argos.


They stopped a
good fifty yards from the Titan and created fireballs in their hands. 


“Now!”


Both Chase and
Argos sent their attacks in sync: two fireballs, one red, one blue, impacted
with the Titan’s head and created a huge explosion. When the dust settled,
though, nothing had happened. The Titan’s eyes flashed again and two rays of
light fired from them. It took both brothers their top speed to dodge the
incoming attack, missing them only by inches.


“Well, that
didn’t work very well, now did it?” said Chase.


“We have to keep
at it, and you need to power up, Laiyos!”


“I wished you’d
stop calling me by that name.”


“Now is not the
ti—” 


But Argos never
finished his sentence. The Titan had smashed him with the back of his hand and
sent him rebounding against the nearest wall. 


Chase lost no
time preparing his next wave of attacks. He unleashed a flurry of powerful
fireballs towards the beast’s head. It lost balance and fell on its back, as
everything around them trembled. 


A quick look at
Argos revealed he was barely regaining consciousness. 


“You’re okay?”
inquired Chase.


“I’ll live. Keep at
it! Don’t worry about me.”


Easy for you
to say, thought Chase. He hated the fact that his
life was linked to Sarah’s. He didn’t intend to let him die, not today; not
until they had accomplished their objective and he’d rescued Sarah.


As the Titan rose,
it unleashed a deafening growl. Chase launched himself at its head with a
powerful kick. But when it found its target nothing happened except that a
tremendous amount of pain jolted back through Chase’s body. 


Ouch! Now that
wasn’t fun at all.


The Titan
unleashed another attack from its eyes and Chase was nearly caught by it. He managed
to dodge it at the last possible moment. He could smell his shirt burning. The Titan
launched itself into the air towards Chase. The speed at which this monstrosity
was coming at him simply defied logic. It took Chase by surprise and, like his
brother before him, he took the Titan’s punch right in the face. The pain
traversing his body was amongst the worst he had ever felt. He crashed to the
ground with tremendous velocity and felt three of his ribs crack. 


“This is a
nightmare! How can we defeat such a beast?”


By the time Chase
got to his feet the Titan had already launched a powerful blow towards Argos,
who blocked the attack with both hands extended in front of him and by using
his telekinetic abilities. Red lightning crackled between his hands and that of
the Titan. 


“Whenever you
feel like it! I won’t be able to hold him like this for very long.”


Chase
concentrated his energy to the maximum and loaded his fists with radiating blue
light. His aura grew quickly, and soon he was flying towards the Titan’s solar plexus
at max speed, both fists extended in front of him. 


The impact
created a powerful shockwave that sent the Titan flying and crashing yards
away.


“Well done.”


“He doesn’t seem
to be hurt by these attacks, though, and we’re burning energy for nothing!”


“No, it’s working.
I can feel it.”


Chase wondered if
Argos was just delusional or if perhaps he could indeed feel something. Chase
certainly couldn’t. Their enemy didn’t register any energy reading as Argos did
during their previous engagements. It felt as it looked: made of stone. 


“I’m gonna hit it
with one of my most powerful attacks,” said Argos. “Distract him for me, will
you?”


Chase nodded and
flew towards the Titan, which was already climbing to its feet. When he saw
Chase, it slapped both its hands together. The resulting shockwave hit Chase in
midair and stopped him in his tracks, repelling him backwards as if he was a
mosquito. When he looked back at the Titan, it wasn’t there anymore. 


“Behind you! Watch
out, Laiyos!”


Chase spun and
saw a gigantic fist heading towards him. He was just in time to fly upwards and
land on its forearm. Not losing momentum, he ran as fast as he could along it
as he created a fireball in each hand. He was near the biceps of the beast when
it fired another of its ocular death rays. Chase somersaulted to dodge, and
fired both his fireballs in quick succession at the Titan’s neck. It growled.


Finally,
showing some signs of pain.


But the feeling
of achievement didn’t last long. When it opened its enormous hand, a gigantic, orange
fireball was quickly created in its palm. The sheer size of it was
mind-numbing. The fireball was at least three times Chase’s own height, and it approached
him at impossible speed. All Chase could do was quickly erect a shield in front
of him. But that didn’t suffice to block the incoming attack. It pierced
through as if it was made of glass, and soon Chase was engulfed in fire.


He felt his
clothes melt into his skin for what seemed an eternity. The radiating pain too
strong for him to take, he soon lost consciousness. The last thing he saw was
the ground approaching fast.


 


*  
*   *


 


The Valken
exited hyperspace.


“Any sign of the Iron
Fire?” inquired Daniel.


“The ship’s
computer has detected its signature in orbit around the nearest planet. We’re about
two minutes away at sub-light speeds.”


“Punch it then. We
need to get there as fast as possible.”


Daniel exited the
cockpit and went to check on his friends in the next room.


“Have we
arrived?” inquired Fillio.


“Yes, the Iron
Fire will soon be in range.”


“What do we do
next?” asked Ryonna.


“I don’t know
yet, but we probably need to be ready to board the ship.”


“Is that wise?”
said Tar’Lock


“I think we’re
way past wise here. We know very well that Argos can kill any one of us in a split
second, so obviously we didn’t come here to play it safe.”


Daniel saw the
expression on Ryonna’s face. “What’s on your mind, Ryonna?”


“Right about now
I was imagining ripping Argos’ heart out of his ribcage.”


“That’s the
spirit, but we may want to leave the heavy lifting to Chase. He’s the only one
of us equipped to go head to head with him. Still, he may need our help, as he
did before on Hellstar or Damocles-3.”


A bright, white
ray of light scanned the room.


“What the hell
was that?” asked Fillio.


“I think we’ve
just been scanned,” said Daniel


The ship started
to rock, clearly under fire.


“Daniel! Get back
here!” shouted Keera from the cockpit.


Daniel rushed
back and jumped into the co-pilot’s chair.


“Who’s firing at
us? The Iron Fire?”


“No, there are
defense platforms. They pack a punch as well. I went evasive but there are too
many. We can’t stay here much longer. The shields are already at forty percent.
Two more hits and we’re history.”


“Dammit!”


“Incoming
transmission from the Iron Fire.”


It was Aphroditis.
“Valken, get out of range. I’ll bring the Iron Fire about and you
can board it. The planet’s defenses won’t fire on it, so you’ll be safe on board.”


“Roger that,
Aphroditis. Thanks for your help. Where’s Chase?”


“Both Chase and
Argos are on the surface. They’re fighting a Titan, but things aren’t going so
well on that front either.”


“Why isn’t the Iron
Fire being fired upon?”


“Because I’m on board.
These are Olympian weapons.”


“I see, that
explains the scan. See you soon.” Daniel terminated communications.


Soon the Valken
was out of range. The Iron Fire came about and Keera landed the ship in cargo
bay two.


 


*  
*   *


 


The party arrived
shortly on the bridge of the Iron Fire.


“I’m glad to see
you all, but you shouldn’t have come. There’s nothing you can do to help Chase
and Argos.”


“Help Argos?
Screw Argos, we came for Chase,” said Daniel.


“Be that as it
may, Chase is determined to help Argos achieve his current objective. That’s the
only way to save Sarah.”


“You mentioned a Titan.
What’s that?”


“A gigantic
creature with incredible powers. They’re giant beings that predate the
Olympians. At one point, Titans and Olympians co-existed, but they once
rebelled and were cast away from Olympus. Not many survived what was called the
War of the Gods.”


“Why did they
rebel?”


“My father, Zeus,
used them as cannon fodder against the Furies. While it worked for a while, the
Furies found ways to deal with them. And what was once the main line of defense
against the Furies became the next casualty of war. The last few remaining of
their race blamed my father for their genocide and they turned against us. I
can only surmise my father has trapped this one here unwillingly, which would
make him thoroughly pissed.” 


“Charming. And Chase
is fighting him at the moment?” inquired Ryonna.


“Yes, but he just
lost consciousness after being badly burned.”


“How do you know
all this?” asked Tar’Lock.


“I have a direct
link with Chase through an amulet I gave him.”


Daniel turned to
the group. “We have to go help him.”


“No!” said
Aphroditis. “You don’t stand a chance. You’ll be crushed in seconds.”


“We haven’t come
here just to wait and see what happens.”


“Tar’Lock and I
will go,” said Ryonna, leaving little room for argument.


Tar’Lock’s eyes
widened. “I’m not sure what help I can be, but sure.”


“Your speed. You can
use it to distract the creature.”


Aphroditis waved
her finger. “Look, Titans are very fast creatures as well; perhaps not as fast as
Gorgars, but you’d have to be careful, since your ability to run is dependent
on your stamina. The Titan never tires.”


“Great,” said
Tar’Lock, swallowing hard.


“We’re coming
too,” said Daniel.


“That’s useless. You
will get killed for nothing. I can’t let you go to your deaths like that. Humans
cannot do anything against Titans.”


“Who said
anything about us trying to fight them? We’ll provide support with our
StarFuries.”


“Unfortunately
the entire arena is shielded. You won’t be able to fly inside it.”


“There must be a
power source somewhere inside. Tar’Lock, your first objective will be to locate
it and bring it down. Once that’s done we can provide aerial support.”


“The entire arena
is of Olympian design. I can provide you with our power energy signatures. That
should help you scan and locate the power source.”


Daniel smiled.
“That’s starting to sound like a plan. How do we bypass the defense systems?
Will our cloak work?”


“It should. These
are an old design. They date back to the Fury War.”


“Well I hope
you’re right, otherwise we may have serious problems when they start shooting
at us.”


“I’ll position
the Iron Fire accordingly, to provide an escort if necessary.”


Daniel’s eyes
gleamed. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”













CHAPTER

XX


 


 


When Chase opened
his eyes he saw a gigantic foot moving towards him. He tried to move but his
body refused to obey.


He instinctively
closed his eyes. But then he saw something else. Big, dark ships heading towards
Earth. They were destroying everything in their path. The sheer power of their
weaponry was a nightmare to watch. Alliance ships seemed powerless to stop
them.


A jolt of adrenaline
shot through Chase’s body and he heard Argos.


“G . . . Get
. . . Get the fuck away from under here,” he
heard.


When he opened
his eyes Argos was standing above him, his arms extended and blocking the
Titan’s foot with telekinesis. His body was encircled in bright, sparkling-red
lightning. What had just happened? Did the amulet show him the future? 


Clearly not the
time to be thinking about that. Chase rolled out of the way. Just standing up
caused an incredible amount of pain, his entire body having suffered heavy
burns. He fought through the pain and concentrated his energy to the maximum.
The purple aura shone around him brightly. With a swift move and with all his
might he threw a powerful shockwave towards the torso of the Titan. Unprepared
for the blow, the Titan fell on its back, and the ground shook with the force
of ten earthquakes. 


“You alright?”
inquired Argos.


“Thanks for the
save. I guess if you hadn’t intervened . . .”


“Yeah, you’d be
dead, you fool! Try to be more careful from now on.”


Chase smiled. 


Argos ran towards
the fallen Titan, creating a huge, dark, red fireball on the way. “Heal
yourself quickly and come help me finish this fight!”


Chase closed his
eyes and focused on healing his many wounds. He could feel his burns and broken
bones mend themselves. He couldn’t help but feel strange about what had
happened, though. Even though he hated Argos with all his being, he had just
saved his life. Sure, he had done so because he needed Chase to get whatever
the Titan was holding, but still. Right at that moment he felt something akin
to a brotherly bond. He brushed the thought away the moment he was fully healed
and re-opened his eyes.


Argos was in the
air with a gigantic fireball ready over his head in both hands. He threw it at
the Titan’s chest. The impact sent a powerful shockwave all around and Chase’s
hair flew backwards. The beast growled once more.


Chase rejoined
his brother in the air and added a few of his own attacks to the mix, a series
of medium-sized blue fireballs.


“These won’t do
the trick! Save your energy!”


“Shouldn’t we
attack it while it’s down?”


“Only stronger
attacks will be able to penetrate its stony hide, trust me. You could send a
thousand of these and do no damage whatsoever.”


The smoke settled
and there was a scar on the torso of the Titan.


“See? This last
attack has clearly hurt him. We need to keep at it.”


Chase’s eye
caught one of the altars not far from their position.


“Shouldn’t we use
these?” said Chase, pointing towards them.


“I tried this before
as well. It didn’t help. Forget this mumbo jumbo. Only pure force will do,
trust me.”


“Argos, we’ve
used quite a lot of energy already. We may run out of juice before we’ve
inflicted enough damage.”


The scar on the
Titan’s chest shone red. It opened its eyes and unleashed a deafening sound.


“I think it’s
pissed,” said Chase.


“Good, it might
make mistakes then.”


“Let’s hope so.”


“What about you
powering up like you did when we fought? We’ll need you to access this power to
win.”


“I’m trying, but
I can’t seem to get back into that state consciously.”


“That’s just
great,” said Argos, wiping blood from his mouth.


“What do we do
now?”


“Divert it with
some more of these pathetic attacks of yours, but don’t charge them. Just use them
as fireworks to attract its attention. I need time to power some of my stronger
attacks, and I can’t do that when its aggro is directed at me.”


“Alright.” Chase
lost no time, flew towards the Titan, and started unleashing multiple blue, powerless
fireballs.


The Titan got
back up and fired multiple rays of red lasers from its eyes. Chase flew
frantically to dodge the incoming attacks, but kept firing at the beast. 


Meanwhile, Argos
took a fighting stance and increased his energy levels more and more. His aura
grew stronger with every moment. 


“Laiyos! Get
nearer the beast, and see if you can get it to grab you in its hand.”


“Are you insane?
It could crush me!”


“Use your
telekinesis to make sure it doesn’t, but let it believe it’s got you.”


“You’d better be
sure about this!”


“Trust me!”


Trust him? That was not going to be easy. Not fully anyway. But for the time
being Chase decided he had very little choice.


He approached the
Titan, still sending low-powered fireballs towards it, which definitely seem to
make it more and more angry. Soon he was in range, and he threw three stronger
fireballs into the Titan’s face, one of which hit one of its eyes. That pissed
it off and it went to grab Chase, as expected.


Chase erected a
strong force field around himself and soon he was engulfed by stony fingers.
The field was shining blue and making crackling sounds. It wouldn’t last long.


Then it happened
again. In his mind, Chase saw Argos crushed by the Titan. The full realization
of that vision sent a shiver down his spine. If that happened, Sarah would die.


Argos reached max
power just when the Titan grabbed Chase in his gigantic left hand. It tightened
its grasp and Argos had very little time to act. He redirected all his energy
towards his right arm. It became covered with dark, red energy and dark
lightning crackled all around it. He launched himself at maximum speed towards
the Titan’s forearm and unleashed a battle cry that sounded more like beast
than human. He flew through the forearm with his right fist extended in front
of him and shattered it clean off. 


The Titan shouted
in pain, the entire arena resonating and trembling from the sound of its
painful cry.


The arm that was
holding Chase fell and shattered upon impact and Chase was thrown away by the
impact but somersaulted in midair and landed unscathed a few yards away.


“Well done,
Argos!”


“Told you it
would work. Three more limbs to go.”


The Titan’s
expression turned to pure hatred, his ivory teeth were clenched, and his eyes shone
brighter than ever before. The ground trembled as a powerful, low frequency
sound kept growing. Soon a bright red aura shone all around the Titan and
stones from its broken arm flew towards the shattered stump. It took only
seconds for the arm to be reconstructed.


“Was this
supposed to happen? What do we do now?”


But Argos didn’t
answer. His eyes were now filled with fear, and the realization that this fight
might not end the way he hoped.


The Titan opened
both its palms, released two giant boulders from the ground below and sent them
flying towards its foes. The sheer speed at which they came and their huge size
made them impossible to dodge. They both exploded upon impact and sent Chase
and Argos flying and wildly spinning in the air.


 


*  
*   *


 


Daniel and Fillio
landed their now de-cloaked fighters near the gigantic arena and the party
exited the StarFuries. 


“You guys need to
find that power source and fast. The sooner the shield is down the better.
Signal us the moment you’re done so we can join the fight with the starfighters.”


“Count on us,”
said Ryonna.


“Please be
careful,” added Fillio


“You too.” And
then they were gone.


When they arrived
at the end of a long, tall corridor, they froze upon seeing the sheer size of the
Titan. Chase and Argos were spinning in the air. Tar’Lock looked at his
portable scanning device, trying to locate the energy source powering the
arena’s shield.


“I’ve got good
news and bad news.”


“Good news
first.”


“I’ve located the
energy source.”


“And the bad?”


“It’s on the
other side of the arena, past that . . . thing.”


“Of course it
is.”


“Perhaps I should
go alone. I should be fast enough not to attract too much attention.”


“Any chance you
can take me with you? You’ve done it before.”


“I can shove you
out of danger, but if I carry you I’ll be substantially slower, especially over
such a long distance.”


“Alright, go
ahead and I’ll try to catch up with you.”


“No, you stay
here. Let’s not take unnecessary risks.”


“I can’t just
stand here while everyone is risking their lives.”


Ryonna’s comm rang.


“Ryonna, you need
to tell Chase to use the altars. I think it’s the only way to defeat the Titan.”


“What altars?”


Tar’Lock pointed
towards the nearest one. “I think she’s talking about these things.”


“What are they
good for?”


“I believe when
touched they provide the power of specific elements: air, water, fire and earth.”


“And that helps
us how?”


“I’m not entirely
sure, but I can tell you my people wouldn’t have put them there if they weren’t
needed to get past the Titan. I’m sure of that!”


“Alright, I’ll
let Chase know, if I can approach safely. But I thought you could communicate
with him directly?”


“I tried. The shield
must prevent me from doing so.”


“Alright, thanks
Aphroditis.”


“Be careful, all
of you.”


“We will.”


Ryonna shot a
look at Tar’Lock who understood what it meant, and soon he disappeared.


 


*  
*   *


 


Argos recovered
first and Chase shortly after. Argos engulfed his body in red energy and healed
his wounds.  


“This thing has
an incredible number of tricks up its sleeves,” muttered Chase.


“What do your
friends think they’re doing?”


“What? Where?”


Argos pointed
towards the ground where Tar’Lock ran so fast he was leaving a trail of sand behind
him.


“Dammit! He’s
gonna get crushed.”


“Whatever. We don’t
need him.”


“Don’t be so fast
with your assumptions. My friends are very resourceful, and last I checked we
were still getting our asses handed to us.”


“I’m not losing
time protecting these pathetic insect friends of yours.”


“Enough with your
pride! Now is not the time. They must have a plan, otherwise they wouldn’t be
here. I haven’t heard from Aphroditis, so I’m thinking something must be
blocking our communications.”


“What are you
hiding from me, brother?”


“Nothing. She just
gave me a pendant that allows us to communicate, but I haven’t heard from her,
so something must be wrong.”


“This entire
arena is shielded.”


“Then you can be
sure Tar’Lock is going to try to disable that shield.”


“I’m not sure
what good that would do.”


“Nevertheless,
treat my friends as you would me in this battle. That’s not a suggestion.”


Argos growled but
was resigned. “Very well, but don’t expect me to risk my life for theirs. They mean
nothing to me.”


“You’ve made that
perfectly clear. Now let’s provide Tar’Lock with some cover.”


Argos made a
throaty noise. “Understood.”


 


*  
*   *


 


As Tar’Lock
approached the Titan, he tried increasing his speed. His heart beat more strongly
in his chest when he caught the Titan looking in his direction.


Uh-oh, not
good.


The Titan slammed
a foot towards the ground and the shockwave it released hit Tar’Lock with full
force. He was knocked from his trajectory and crashed onto his back, emitting
painful clicking sounds as a result.


When he looked up
he saw a gigantic palm, open and targeting his position. A flaming red fireball
grew.


I’m toast.


The Titan fired
his attack at Tar’Lock, who felt his blood freeze, too afraid to move a single
muscle. But then, when it was nearly upon him, a smaller blue fireball impacted
with it and deflected it just enough so the attack exploded a hundred yards
away from him. Nevertheless, Tar’Lock was thrown into the air by the impact,
arms and legs flailing uncontrollably.


Then something
grabbed hold of him. 


“Need a lift, my
friend?” said Chase, a big smile on his face.


“Hey! Thanks for
the help.”


“Anytime. Where do
you need to go?”


“Over there.”
Tar’Lock pointed at the gate through which the Titan had stepped earlier. He looked
behind and saw that the Titan had turned in pursuit. “I don’t suppose you can
fly any faster?”


“We’re almost
there.”


“Its eyes are
glowing strongly. Is that normal?”


“It’s about to
fire its lasers, then.”


“Oh dear.”


Chase spun around
to get a good look while still flying blindly towards their destination. 


But when the
Titan was about to fire again a major explosion occurred behind it and it
turned its attention back towards Argos. It slammed a palm towards Argos who failed
to dodge it and was sent crashing into the nearest wall. 


“I need to help
him. Hang on and trust me, okay?” said Chase.


But before
Tar’Lock could answer Chase had thrown his body as fast as he could. Tar’Lock’s
eyes widened at the sight of the fast-approaching ground. He shouted at the top
of his lungs, but when he was about to hit the ground he stopped short and was lowered
gently.


“Told you to
trust me,” said Chase, directly in his mind.


“Go see Ryonna at
once,” shouted Tar’Lock, hoping Chase would hear him.


Chase flashed him
a quick thumbs up while flying back towards the Titan.


Tar’Lock exhaled in
relief and smiled. But there was no time to lose. He checked his portable
device and resumed running towards the energy signature provided by Aphroditis.


 


*  
*   *


 


Argos impacted
the nearest wall and was literally embedded in it. “Ouch.”


He saw Chase
arrive behind the Titan and deliver a powerful, telekinetically enhanced kick
that threw the Titan to the ground face first, with a growl of disapproval.


Argos released himself
from his current, stony cast and powered a strong fireball that he threw at its
neck. 


Chase flew past
him at top speed.


“Where the fuck
are you going?”


“I’ll be right
back. Keep it occupied.”


Argos growled,
clearly annoyed by the distraction his brother’s friends added to an already
chaotic situation. But then he smiled to himself. Perhaps if one of his friends
were to meet their demise it would awaken Chase’s ultimate power.


Something to keep
in mind, he decided, as he dodged the latest fist attack from the Titan, who
created a crater-sized hole in the wall where Argos stood a second before. 


Argos flew down
and launched himself towards one of the Titan’s knees. He kicked it with all
his force, adding telekinetic energy to his momentum. It brought the Titan down
to one knee, but then it smashed one fist into the ground and a column of red
energy shot vertically from under Argos’ position into the air, engulfing him
in an instant.


When the column
of energy dissipated, Argos’ arms were crossed in front of his face, his skin
fuming from the power of the blast. Blood showed between his clenched teeth and
in his bloodshot eyes.


“You’re gonna pay
for this, you steaming hunk of smelly stones.”


Argos joined his
hands together and released a series of telekinetic shockwaves towards the
Titan. With each impact some of the stony, surface skin of the beast exploded
in small, rocky chunks but immediately resumed cohesion.


Argos unleashed a
shout of frustration as he watched the Titan rise to its feet and turn towards
him.


Argos waved his
hand, inviting the Titan. “Come and get me.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase landed near
Ryonna. 


“Hey, you. You guys
shouldn’t have come, but I’m really glad to see you.”


She smiled.


“Tar’Lock said
you have a message for me?”


“Yes, you need to
use the altars. Aphroditis is certain it’s your only hope.”


“I wanted to, but
Argos kept blowing me off when I proposed it.”


“I don’t think just
the two of you can manage anyway.”


“Why?”


“There are four
altars. My guess is it will take four people to make this work.”


“Which means
you’ll have to take a serious risk when the time comes. Where’s Daniel?” 


“He and Fillio
are waiting on board their respective StarFuries for Tar’Lock to blow the
shield generator. So they can provide cover.”


“That will take
some pretty fancy flying, but if anyone can do it, it’s those two. Don’t try
anything until the shield is down and the Titan is under fire from multiple
targets, Ryonna. I mean it! This thing is too fast. It would crush you in an
instant.”


Ryonna nodded
reluctantly.


“I need to get
back to this fight. Stay safe.”


“You too, Chase.”



But he was
already gone, flying towards the Titan at full speed.


 


*  
*   *


 


 Tar’Lock entered
the gigantic room from which the Titan must have come. He ran towards the
energy signature and soon arrived at a smaller corridor. But when he reached
the end he collided with an invisible force field that threw him backwards and
to the ground.


“That wasn’t
fun,” he said to himself, as he got up and dusted himself off. He took a closer
look at the force field, but there didn’t seem to be a way through. 


“Dammit!” He
punched the force field in frustration. It blinked just for second when he did.
“Hmmm . . .” 


An idea formed in
his mind. He doubled back and found a fist-sized stone on the ground. He threw
the stone at the force field and ran after it as fast as he could.


When the stone hit
the force field, it blinked for just a millisecond, as it did when he had
punched it. Just enough for him to see an opening and run through it. Or so he
thought. 


He arrived on the
other side of the force field but was immediately rewarded with a tremendous jolt
of pain. When he looked at his left hand, he was horrified to see it wasn’t
there anymore. 


The throbbing
pain almost made him lose consciousness but he fought through it. Now was not
the time to pass out.


The room in which
he stood contained a console, and behind glass he saw the generator. He
approached the console, trying to figure out how it worked, but it was all
runes and symbols that were alien to him. He pressed a few controls randomly
but all he got back were negative-sounding beeps and red-blinking lights. He
punched the console in frustration. He took one of the grenades from his belt,
activated it and sent it towards the glass, immediately crouching under the
console. 


When the dust and
smoke settled, Tar’Lock could see that the glass protecting the shield
generator was unscathed. Not even a crack. 


“I don’t have
time for this shit!” he swore.


His mind raced,
trying to find a solution to his current predicament, as he heard the sounds from
the battle in the arena and felt the ground shaking.


He tried calling
Aphroditis on the Iron Fire but there was no answer. He was not really
surprised. His presence so near the generator probably made it impossible for
his equipment to send a signal.


“We’re screwed!”


“Not
necessarily,” he heard behind him. 


He spun, startled
by the voice. What he saw made no sense to him. There stood the shape of a
humanoid, but it was made of bright, shining, golden energy, casting a warm, yellow
light around the room.


“Who
. . . What are you?”


“Not really a
good time for introductions, but I’m Ares.”


“Oh, Chase’s
mentor.”


“Former, yes. I
need you to trust me.”


“What are you
going to do?”


“I need to take
control of your body, if you’ll let me.”


Tar’Lock felt
uneasy at the thought but finally shrugged. “If it will help.”


“Whatever you do,
don’t resist. If you do, I can’t guarantee you’ll survive the experience.”


“This plan sounds
less and less to my liking.”


“Just don’t
resist. It may sting a little.”


Ares approached
Tar’Lock and grabbed him by the shoulders. “You’re tense. Try to relax.”


“Easy for you to
say.”


“Right, just
close your eyes and whatever you feel, ignore it.”


Tar’Lock closed
his eyes and felt a stinging sensation invade every part of his body, followed
by a strong warmth. Soon he lost the ability to think of anything. It felt as
though his mind was swallowed into a black hole and his consciousness
disappeared into nothingness. 


Ares was now
fully in control of Tar’Lock’s body and mind.


When he opened Tar’Lock’s
eyes, they shone gold. He turned back to the console and entered commands with
one hand at lightning speed. The force field behind turned off. In the blink of
an eye he grabbed Tar’Lock’s severed limb, brought it near the cut and a golden
energy linked it back to his arm. 


I will need
both your arms for this next part.


He then took the
grenade belt off and threw the grenades and the belt towards the glass. In the
following instant he created a golden fireball in each hand and threw them
forward. They impacted the grenades and the resulting explosion shattered the
glass, but the shockwave of the explosion catapulted him towards the nearest
wall, a stray piece of glass impaling his right shoulder.


Losing no time he
jumped into the next room. The explosion had not disabled the shield generator.
He approached the nearest paneling and ripped it off the wall. 


This next part
won’t be fun, I’m afraid.


He yanked two of
the biggest cables from the wall. Sparks flew, lights blinked and a powerful
current ran through him as he was thrown to the ground. Upon impact, he was ejected
from Tar’Lock’s body. The generator stopped humming and the lights dimmed. 


Ares saw smoke rising
from Tar’Lock’s motionless body, and his heart had stopped.


He placed his
energy-based hand on Tar’Lock’s rib cage and generated a powerful electric
shock, trying to jumpstart his heart.


It didn’t work.


“Don’t you die on
me now!”


He shocked
Tar’Lock again and again.


The last jolt of
electricity did the trick and Tar’Lock gasped for air, his face twisted in pain.


“What the fuck!
Why do I ache, like everywhere?”


“Long story.”


“What happened?”


“The shield is
down. Thanks for trusting me.”


“I don’t remember
anything, but I’m glad you managed.”


Tar’Lock hailed
Daniel, surprised to see he had both hands again. He pointed at it. “Your
doing?”


“I needed it.”


“So do I, so thanks.”


“Daniel, here. What’s
your status, Tar’Lock?”


“The shield is
down. You can come in.”


“Great job,
thanks!”


 “What now?”
Tar’Lock asked Ares.


“Now you go help
your friends.”


“How?”


“The altars. Use their
power to immobilize the Titan.”


“Any chance you
know how they work?”


“You’ll have to
figure that out with your friends.”


“Alright, thanks,
Ares.”


“Go, now!”


“Right.” 


When getting to
his feet Tar’Lock felt a tremendous pain in his back.


“Sorry about that.
You may want to leave the glass there until Chase can heal you. I’m afraid you
might bleed out if you take it out now.”


“Swell, alright.”


Tar’Lock ran back
towards the arena.











CHAPTER

XXI


 


Chase and Argos
had been attacking the Titan with a series of fireballs when the StarFuries
arrived on the scene. 


“More of your
friends?”


“We clearly need
the help.”


“Right. Somehow I
doubt their firepower will be enough to bring it down, though.”


“Perhaps not, but
they will provide a diversion.”


“For what?”


“We need to use
the altars.”


“Again with
that?”


“Look, we’ve done
things your way up till now and it hasn’t worked. Time for a change of tactics.”


“Do you know how
they work?”


“No, but now is
the time to try them. Ryonna will take care of the altar near the entrance,
Tar’Lock the one behind the giant gate. That leaves one for each of us at the
sides.”


“Very well. This better
work!”


“Not really like
we have a choice here.”


The StarFuries
deployed drones and started raining laser fire towards the Titan. It drew the
beast’s attention and it frantically waved its arms, trying to bring the
starfighters down. When it realized they were too skilled for it to smash them
with its bare hands it began shooting lasers from its eyes.


The StarFuries
went evasive and dodged the incoming attacks.


Chase landed near
the altar and had another vision. Four colors flashed before his eyes in quick
succession: yellow, green, blue and red.


He understood
immediately what that meant. He reached with his mind and spoke to Ryonna. 


“You need to
touch the yellow sphere. Do it now!”


Ryonna ran
towards the altar, pausing for a split second to look at the chaotic scene created
by the StarFuries and Argos attacking the Titan. Then she resumed her run and
touched the yellow sphere of energy on top of the altar. A wooden staff with
shining runes materialized in her hand. The tip of the staff contained a
similar yellow energy, glowing through the elaborate woodwork containing it. 


“What now?”


“I’m not sure. Point
it at the Titan and thinking of firing.”


Ryonna did just
that and a stream of yellow energy shot towards the chest of the Titan.


Upon impact,
solid brown stone formed around the chest and shoulders of the beast and seemed
to immobilize it.


Argos lost no
time firing a powerful fireball at its face, but the Titan blew it out of the
sky with a shot of his eye lasers. The StarFuries each sent a missile at the beast’s
arms. Its arms exploded for a moment, but almost immediately reconstructed
themselves. 


The Titan
shrieked and cracks appeared in the brown, stony prison engulfing its rib cage
and shoulders. It finally gave away and rocks flew in every direction. Some of
the debris lit up the shields of Daniel’s StarFury upon impact and sent him in a
spin towards the nearest wall.


Chase grabbed the
ship with his mind and restored a safe trajectory to avoid collision. He then
plunged his hand into the red energy sphere and felt fire run through his
bloodstream. As a pair of finely crafted gold gloves materialized in his hands,
he punched the air in front of him towards the Titan and a powerful wave of
flames hit it with full force. It growled from the pain but the flames didn’t
last long. Soon smoke arose where the fire had touched the Titan. It screamed
and everything shook. 


Wrong order. But he needed to know what each altar’s power was to use them
efficiently. He reached Tar’Lock telepathically and asked him to use the green energy
sphere.


When he put his
hand inside the green sphere a trident materialized in his hand, glowing emerald.
He pointed it towards the Titan and a watery typhoon shot from the trident into
the Titan’s back. 


“Argos! Quickly
use yours!”


Reluctantly,
Argos waved his hand through the blue energy sphere and immediately felt an ice
cold current inside his body. His arms shone with blue light and he sent a
shockwave towards the distracted Titan. The wave flash froze the water on the
Titan’s back forming a thick layer of ice, trapping the beast once more and
restricting its movements.


The StarFuries
came about for another round of laser fire and missiles, which only resulted in
the Titan screaming in frustration and breaking the ice. It slammed a foot into
the ground with tremendous force and all four of those on the ground lost their
balance. The Titan then screamed so loudly that the sound waves sent Ryonna
crashing against the nearest wall, cracking a few ribs in the process. 


Then the Titan
turned towards Argos, who was back on his feet and already launching himself towards
the beast at full speed. He punched once more in the air but the glacial air
current had almost no effect this time, most of the water on the Titan having
being shaken off when it smashed the ground. 


The Titan’s
reaction was immediate and it smashed Argos in midair with both palms. The
shock was so powerful that Argos’ body exploded on impact, sending waves of
body parts in every direction.


“NOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
shouted Chase as he fell to his knees. The full realization of what had just
happened blackened his soul once more. In thirty seconds Sarah would die and
there was nothing he could do. Argos had been obliterated and Chase could not
heal him. 


Anger rose within
him, but the full power of his emotions was now useless. He entered rage mode,
but he didn’t know what to do with the tremendous amount of power running
within him.


“Chase!” said
Aphroditis. “Quick! Smash the stone on your pendant. It will reverse time by
forty seconds. Make sure Argos doesn’t get hit this time.”


A shiver running
through every atom of Chase’s body, he snatched the pendant and crushed it in
his hand. Then everything changed. Time seemed to slow down and then reverse.
When it resumed its normal course, Chase grabbed Fillio’s StarFury with his
mind, ejected her cockpit and threw the ship towards Argos, just before he was smashed
by the Titan, who hit only air this time. He then took control of Daniel’s
StarFury, ejected Daniel as he had Fillio a moment before and danced the
starfighter all around the Titan, firing every laser, missile and torpedo at
it, making sure the Titan devoted all its attention towards the craft. 


He reached Ryonna’s
mind and told her to fire the staff at the Titan’s legs. She moaned, trying to
get back to her feet, but she managed to direct the staff as instructed and
shot another beam of yellow energy that struck the Titan right below the knees.
She held the staff and lowered it a little. Soon the Titan’s legs were trapped in
a thick layer of brown stone. 


Chase then sent
the next telepathic command to Tar’Lock, who sprang into action and fired the
typhoon at the beast’s back with his trident. He ran as fast as he could. He
felt Ares’ presence again within him, which seemed to give his speed a
tremendous boost. In an instant he had circled the Titan fully and covered it
in water. 


Argos did not
need any instruction as he flew in the air above the Titan, both arms glowing a
bright blue as he unleashed the most powerful shockwave he could muster, putting
nearly all his remaining energy into that blast. The result instantly
transformed the Titan into a statue of ice.


Chase then
touched the red energy and let it send more fire inside his body. Soon a
flaming dragon materialized and whirled around him. Lightning, sparks and embers
danced in the air as he took a fighting stance. He used the rage in him to
power up to the maximum, bringing his energy levels beyond anything he had felt
before. His hair flew upward, his eyes turned orange and in a fluid motion he
threw his punch forward, and with it the flaming dragon unfolded from around
him and shot towards the iced Titan. It punched through ice and stone and impaled
the Titan, before circling all around the beast like a boa constrictor. Chase
intensified his aura to the maximum, unleashing a deafening war cry, and the
Titan exploded from the fiery pressure unleashed upon its sub-zero, flash-frozen
body. The explosion released a powerful shockwave that blew ash particles all
around at incredible velocity. 


The sheer impact
of the explosion broke most of the arena’s walls and sent everyone but Chase
and Argos flying. He caught his friends with his mind and held them in the air,
protecting them with orange force fields.


When the dust
settled, only a pile of melted ash stood in the center of the arena where the
Titan once towered, a round, obsidian gem on top of it.


Argos grabbed the
fist-sized stone with his telekinesis. He looked at Chase and nodded, a wide
smile of contentment across his face.


Chase saw
Tar’Lock fall to his knees and flew towards him.


“Are you’re alright?”


“Well, Ares
helped but he suggested you help me with this.” He turned to show the large
piece of glass firmly planted in his shoulder.


Chase took the
glass out without warning.


“Aaaarg.”


“Sorry, the pain
won’t last long. Hang on.”


Blood spilled
from the wound at an alarming rate, but soon Chase’s healing hands patched it up
and energy rushed back into Tar’Lock.


“Thanks, Chase,
feeling much better.”


“No, it is I who
thank you, my friend. Without your intervention, I don’t think we would have
defeated the Titan.”


“I must admit I
had my doubts about that. I didn’t see what we could do that you two couldn’t,
but I guess powers aren’t everything.”


Daniel, Fillio
and Ryonna all approached them.


“Thanks, guys. I
would say you shouldn’t have come, but I would be lying.”


Daniel smiled. “A
little heads-up before ejecting us from our starfighters would be nice next
time.”


“I second that. I
almost soiled myself,” said Fillio.


“Sorry. In the
heat of the moment, I didn’t really have time to do anything but act on
instinct.”


“Well, it turned
out for the best, it seems. That was quite the take down.”


Chase nodded,
realizing that the most difficult part of recovering Sarah was now over.


Ryonna stayed
silent but Chase could tell she was in pain.


“Mind if I take
care of your wounds?”


“It’s just some
broken ribs. I’ll be fine.”


“Be that as it
may,” said Chase, approaching her and resting his palms on her side. “It will
just take a second.”


“Laiyos! When
you’re done celebrating with your friends, we have to go,” shouted Argos from
afar.


“He’s a hoot. Felt
like closing his yapper much in the last few hours?” asked Daniel with a
chuckle.


“You have no idea.
He’s insufferable.”


“Still, you seem
less hateful towards him, or am I reading it wrong?”


Was he? Chase
didn’t know. For now all that mattered was to make sure he would hold Sarah and
the unborn Chris in his arms soon. The rest seemed to be background noise, no
matter how difficult it had been.


“I think he’ll
get what he deserves soon enough. Right now I can’t think about that, not while
he still has Sarah’s life in his hands.”


“About that. He might
not fulfill his end of the bargain. You realize that?”


“I’ll make him. I’m
no longer afraid of him. I know I can beat him now.”


“I hope you know
what you’re doing.”


“So do I, my
friend, so do I.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase arrived back
on the bridge of the Iron Fire.


“Welcome back,
Chase,” said Aphroditis with a smile. 


“Thanks, and
thank you for the pendant. I’m sorry I had to destroy it.”


“It was
unavoidable under the circumstances. I’m glad you succeeded in your mission. Now
we should go get Sarah. I . . .”


“What is it?”


Argos was only a
few steps behind, so she decided not to tell Chase about her latest vision.


“Nothing, I’m
fine.” 


She caught a
glimpse of the obsidian stone in Argos’ hand. “So that’s what he wanted, the
Pandora stone.”


“Do you know what
it’s for?”


“All I know is
that nothing good can come from his possessing it, otherwise it wouldn’t have
been protected by one of the last Titans in existence.”


“I see. I wish I
knew what he intends to do next, but I must admit all I care about is seeing
Sarah again.”


“I understand,
Chase. And soon you will.”


Argos cleared his
throat to get his brother’s attention.


“What do you
want?”


“We should get
going.”


“I have some
conditions, though.”


“I already have
what I want. You’re unable to impose anything anymore.”


“Nonetheless, am
I right in assuming that you still need Aphroditis’ help?”


“That’s correct.”


“She is not to be
harmed, or I let her go this instant.”


“And let Sarah
die? I don’t think so. You’re terrible at bluffing, you know?”


Chase’s eyes
hardened and flashed amethyst briefly.


“Alright, she
won’t be harmed. What else do you want? I’m feeling particularly generous
today.”


“I bet you are,
and you can thank my friends for that. There’s no way we would have defeated
this beast without their help.”


“We would have if
you had used all your power.”


“I’m not so sure.
I think this battle was never a matter of power.”


“Power is
everything.”


“Obviously not,
but you’ll learn that lesson one day.”


“So that’s all?”


“No, there’s one
more thing. You have to free Sarah before you use Aphroditis for what’s next,
and you must promise us safe passage from wherever it is we’re going next.”


“Done and done.”


Chase was
surprised by how easily Argos had agreed to his terms. Something didn’t feel
right. But he had no choice but to let his fate unfold. He had already reached
the point of no return.


“Where do we go next?”


“Not too far. Let
me enter the coordinates into your ship’s computer.” Once that was done he
added, “You can jump whenever you want. I’ll be in your ready room.”


As Argos left,
Chase turned back to Aphroditis.


“Anything you
wanted to tell me?”


“It wouldn’t
change anything now. Just a word of advice.”


“I’m listening.”


“Forgive yourself
when the time comes, but promise me you won’t let the darkness win.”


“You have my
word, but I don’t like the sound of that.”


“What comes next
is unavoidable now.”


“What is
coming next?”


“The beginning of
the end.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase joined his
friends in the mess hall.


“Hey, guys.”


“Chase,” said
Daniel, “come sit with us. You must be tired. Now is time to rest a little and
blow off some steam. We’ve jumped to hyperspace?”


“Yes, soon we’ll arrive
where Argos is holding Sarah. I’ve launched a drone to let the Alliance know
where we went, just in case they come after us.”


“I wouldn’t count
on that,” said Fillio. “Admiral Thassos isn’t as forgiving as Commodore
Saroudis. We’ve already lost our commissions with the Earth Alliance, I can
guarantee that.”


Chase didn’t like
the sound of that. “I’m sorry, guys. I didn’t want to get you in trouble for
helping me.”


“You didn’t want
our help,” reminded Ryonna. “We decided to come and we did it knowing full well
the consequences.”


“Perhaps there’s
a way to change the admiral’s mind, if I surrender myself and take all the
blame. I could tell her I forced you to do this. That way she could go easy on
the rest of you.”


“No way!”
objected Daniel. “We’ll face the music, whatever the consequences. Ryonna is
right, you made it clear you wanted to do this alone.”


“And yet without
your help I would have failed. I don’t know how I will ever repay you. Thank
you, every one of you.”


Chase sat next to
Keera. “You alright?”


“You have amazing
friends.”


“I’m glad to
count you amongst them, you know that?”


“That’s sweet.
What about Argos?”


“Keera, today is
not the day we get to cash your warrant, but it’s only a matter of time. Once
I’m sure Sarah is back home and safe, I’ll make sure Argos pays for all of
this. I’m certain I can beat him now.”


“Careful. He might
have been playing you all along.”


“What do you
mean? I beat him twice already. I think I can do it again.”


“Be that as it
may, something doesn’t add up. He might have an ace up his sleeve.”


“Thanks for the
advice. I’ll be careful.”


“When we return
to Earth, I suppose I should be on my way and resume my activities.”


“You’re welcome
to stay with us.”


“How will I make
a living? I don’t think Earth requires bounty hunters.”


“You won’t need
to make a living, and I’m sure we can find something for you to do that will require
your abilities.”


“I’ll think about
it. Thanks for the invitation.”


“Good. And you’re
welcome.” Chase rose. “Everyone listen.”


They all turned
their attention towards Chase.


“I’m not sure
what’s coming next, but I don’t trust Argos to keep his word. The minute we
have Sarah, we should be prepared for things to go wrong.”


“We’re kinda used
to that by now,” said Daniel.


“Right. Still, be
on your toes. I have a bad feeling.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Spiros had
received a summons from Gaia and went into the communications room. He dreaded each
new conversation. He took a deep breath and stepped onto the holo-platform.


Soon he was
projected into a virtual representation of Earth. The place was breathtaking. He
was standing near a lake with beautiful mountains in the background. The air
was pure, and there was no sign of civilization as far as the eye could see.


“Hello, Spiros.”


He turned around
and was surprised to see a woman. The most beautiful woman he had ever laid
eyes on, in fact. She wore a complex and detailed white lace robe, so fine and
thin it barely covered an incredibly sexy body. Her long, green-blue hair flowed
behind her at every step. She looked like the personification of nature
herself.


“Gaia?”


She nodded.


“You look
. . . stunning.”


“Thank you,” she
said, as a bird landed on her finger.


“What is it you
wanted to talk about?”


“I’ve thought
long and hard about our discussions. I have decided to trust your race. When I
first connected with the planet, the feelings of pain, loss and hatred
overwhelmed my matrix. But you gave me food for thought. I now see that the
Alliance has indeed made things better for this world, so it would be unfair of
me to repay your efforts with violence or hatred.”


Spiros was simply
blown away by this rather sudden change in the entity’s attitude.


“That’s good. Great
news, in fact.”


“I know you’re
probably looking for ways to eradicate me.”


“What makes you
think that?”


“Because that’s
what I would do in your place. I haven’t been the best of hosts, and I’ve threatened
your existence since our first interaction. It’s a natural reaction. I get it
now.”


“We would be more
than glad to live in harmony with you.”


“As a gesture of
good will I want to give you full access to the planetary shield. I’ve already
uploaded its controls to your systems. You have full access now.”


“It’s already
done?” Spiros was unable to hide his astonishment.


“Yes. I have also
relinquished access to the drones. You can reclaim them as well. I am confident
the shield will stop any more ships trying to destroy this planet and its
inhabitants, humans included.”


 Spiros was
stunned by all this. It was the last thing he expected. But if his long years
of life had taught him anything, it was not to take things at face value. So he
welcomed this change of pace and attitude from Gaia with reservations.


“And if it
doesn’t?”


“Then we’ll work
on other technological solutions to protect this world. Together.”


“Thank you. All
we want is peace. We also want to save lives, and that includes every inhabitant
of planet Earth. As well as any other planet in the universe.”


“I’m glad to hear
it. It confirms that I chose well in trusting in you.”


“If you don’t mind
me asking, do you really trust us?”


“All humankind?
Not yet. I do trust you though. The more I become acclimated to my new
feelings, the more they tell me you are a good man.”


He blushed. “I’m
honored. And I must say a little surprised by this change of attitude. But it’s
sure a welcome one.”


She smiled. “I am
always here if you need my help. I will gladly help you construct other
defensive systems if you need me to. Your inventions are great. You’re a
skilled inventor, and I think you may benefit from my help from time to time.”


“I would love
that, and I gladly accept your generous offer.”


“Very well, then
I guess there’s not much we need to talk about for now. You know where to find
me.”


“Absolutely. Thanks,
Gaia.”


She smiled and
vanished from the holo-projection, as did the rest of the landscape.


Spiros walked out
of the communications room confused. What the hell did that all mean? Was Gaia being
truthful? He knew full well they couldn’t take the chance. This could very well
be an elaborate smoke screen, an attempt to make them lower their guard. So he
would keep working on contingencies and making sure that, if necessary, they
could still remove the entity from the equation. But for the first time in days
he felt a large weight lift off his shoulders.


He decided to
share the good news with the admiral.











CHAPTER

XXII


 


 


The Iron Fire
arrived in the Telepylos system. There was no planet in sight, but the first
thing Chase noticed on the holo-screen was the behemoth-class Zarlack ship
waiting for them, appearing as a giant shadow in space with the system’s dual
stars shining behind it. Chase knew the Iron Fire wasn’t strong enough
to survive a battle with this class of ship. Even with its newer enhancements,
it was clearly outgunned. This meant they may have to run for their lives once
they got Sarah back.


Argos stepped from
Chase’s ready room and onto the bridge.


“Do you grow
these on trees?”


“What, my ships?
Let’s just say I made sure I had a sizeable armada before we went after the
Alliance.”


“Well, at least
you won’t be able to churn them out so fast.”


“If you’re
referring to the fall of my shipyard inside the Gatos Nebula, that was only one
of my shipyards. Granted, it’s the one I decided to share knowledge of with the
emperor, knowing full well one day I could use it to my advantage.”


“So it was all
planned?”


“Most of it, yes.
You kind of forced me into this position when we parted ways.” He touched his facial
scar once more.


“I must have had
a darn good reason.”


“Yeah, you seemed
to think so at the time, that’s for sure.”


“What now?”


“Now you and
Aphroditis come aboard my ship. You have my word neither of you will be harmed.
And soon after you can go home with your precious Sarah.”


“You know very
well how little your word counts with me.”


“Come on,
brother, I’m in a good mood now. Don’t spoil the moment.”


Chase didn’t like
this at all, but a warm sensation permeated him now that he was about to be
reunited with Sarah. 


“Let’s go, then.
The sooner I’m done with you the better. You’re starting to get on my nerves.”


 


*  
*   *


 


Chase and
Aphroditis arrived on the Zarlack ship via one of the Iron Fire’s
shuttle craft, while Argos took his Dark Star. They exited the shuttle
and soon Argos brought them to a room which looked familiar to Chase. He had seen
this room in his nightmares—Sarah’s nightmares as it happened—so many times
that a shiver ran down his spine when he stepped inside. 


The tank holding
Sarah was there. She floated in the green liquid, eyes closed, with tubes
protruding from her arms, back, legs and thighs.


“Release her at
once!”


“Relax, brother,
that’s the plan. But first you want me to remove my insurance policy, don’t
you?”


Chase reached
with his mind and located the microscopic nanite-based bomb in her occipital artery.
Argos hadn’t been bluffing. He formed fists. “Do it now!”


Argos smirked and
went towards the nearest console next to the tank, still being guarded by two
Zarlacks.


“Tell your goons
to get the fuck away from her while you’re at it.”


They looked at
each other, confused.


“You heard the
man. You’re dismissed.”


They left the
room at once.


That’s when Chase
noticed a device he hadn’t seen in the nightmares. It looked ancient. It stood
on the other side of the room. It was made of a black alloy, but looked organic
somehow, asymmetric, and was clearly designed for a person to step into. 


Argos keyed a few
commands and a robotic arm ending in a spike approached Sarah’s head. A red
laser flashed for half a second and penetrated her scalp. Chase immediately
reached with his mind again and couldn’t find the device anymore. That was it. Now
he had a choice to make. Was he going to relinquish Aphroditis to Argos’
custody or could he try and fight their way out of here?


“You forget I’m
very good at sensing thoughts, brother, and if you’re thinking you can bring me
down now, remember you’re not alone here. And while you could take me down, I
would destroy the Iron Fire in a flash, so ask yourself how much your
friends’ lives are worth to you before you do anything stupid.”


Chase’s rage bubbled
to the surface and the ship started to shake. 


“Easy, Laiyos!
Calm the fuck down. NOW!”


Argos pressed
another set of commands and another robotic set of arms created thin, black
clothing, covering Sarah’s breasts and genitals. The tubes attached to Sarah then
all popped out in quick succession, creating bubbles in the tank. The green
liquid was flushed at a steady pace.


That was it. Soon
she would be in his arms.


“And don’t forget
you’re not powerful enough to kill me quickly, at least not before I kill both
Sarah and Aphroditis, which I could do with a single thought.”


The ship stopped
shaking.


“That’s better.”


“What guarantee
do I have you’re not gonna try to destroy the Iron Fire the minute we
leave here?”


“None whatsoever.
Just my word. But I haven’t lied to you all this time, and since you’ve helped
me accomplish something I’ve been trying to do for more than ten years, believe
me, I couldn’t care less about killing you now. I’m grateful for your help
today, so I suggest you take your prize and go before I change my mind.”


“I still want to
kill you.”


“And that’s your
prerogative, but we both know it will have to wait for another time.”


Chase’s face was clouded
with hate, but then he heard it. Sarah coughed and green liquid escaped her
mouth as she lay on her knees inside the tank. Chase used his mind to rip the
door from the tank and send it flying to the other side of the room.


“I could have
opened the door,” said Argos. “But never mind. It’s not like I need this unit
anymore.”


Chase approached Sarah
and took her into his arms. He used his healing power to influx some energy
into her, to help her wake up.


At first she
pushed him away and assumed a fighting stance, not sure what was happening.
Then she met his gaze. Tears formed in her eyes. 


“Chase? Is that
you?”


“It’s me, sweetie.”


She then saw
Aphroditis and Argos.


“What’s going on?
What is happening? I’m confused. I have memories of doing horrible things on
Earth, and one where I was saying goodbye to you. I don’t know what’s real or
not anymore.”


Chase turned to
Argos with a look of disgust. “What is this? Why is she remembering the clone’s
memories?”


“Clone? What
clone?” she asked.


Argos turned to
her. “You were cloned. At first that wasn’t my intention but it took too long
to break you without hurting you seriously. The first time I brought you back
to life, I detected your unborn son. That’s when I decided to clone you.”


“So I am pregnant.
That too I remember, but why do I remember things my clone experienced?” She
was clearly terrified and still not sure she wasn’t having a nightmare.


“In case I needed
to clone another one of you. I thought it would be best that you have these
experiences, so I linked your consciousness.”


She turned to
Chase. “You’re working with him now? What is this? This is not making any
sense.”


“It’s a long
story. I’ll tell you later. We should go.”


“Not so fast. Our
deal isn’t concluded yet.”


“What is he talking
about, Chase? What deal?”


“Later. I will
explain everything, I promise.”


Sarah didn’t like
the sound of that, but she was too disoriented to push the issue for the time
being.


“What do you want
with Aphroditis?” asked Chase.


“Simple.” He took
the stone they had retrieved from the Titan and lifted it with his mind to a
carved part of the dark machine nearby. The machine came to life, purple and
red lights shining in towards its center. “All I need her to do is to step inside
this machine.”


“And then you’ll
let her go?”


“I wish it was
that simple. Unfortunately, she must stay in the machine.”


“For how long?”


“Pretty much
indefinitely.”


“What? No way!”


“Chase, you knew
full well you would sacrifice her when you agreed to come with me to fight the
Titan.”


Chase grew his
aura quickly. His eyes shone amethyst and the ship started to shake violently once
more.


“Easy, brother, I
can still kill your precious Sarah.”


“I won’t let you
use Aphroditis this way.”


Argos also grew
his aura and soon bright red flames engulfed his body.


Aphroditis
stepped between them.


“Stop it now,
both of you!”


“I can’t let him
imprison you in this thing.”


“Chase, I have
accepted this fate. Don’t ruin everything you’ve fought for. In your heart you
knew very well my life could be forfeit at the end of this particular journey.
Look on the bright side: at least I won’t die.”


A tear ran from his
eye. She was right, of course. He knew full well that working with Argos would have
dire consequences. In fact, he was almost blind to that part of the plan until it
became real just a moment ago. But in truth he knew that would happen.


She put her hand
on his shoulder. “Please calm down now. Let me make this choice, and I choose
to go inside this machine so you can be with Sarah and witness the birth of
your son.”


Tears formed and
flowed from both Chase’s and Sarah’s eyes. 


“Just remember
your promise, Chase.”


He nodded. “I
promise. I will stop him and whatever comes next.”


Argos smirked and
shook his head. “Time’s up.”


Aphroditis took
Chase in her arms and embraced him tightly. “Goodbye, Chase, I’m counting on
you!”


He answered
telepathically. “I’m so sorry. I will find a way to get you out of this.”


She then released
her grasp and walked toward the machine. She turned back and smiled at Chase
and Sarah. Then she took a step backward and the machine did the rest. She
closed her eyes as red lightning grabbed her and sucked her inside the machine,
new black, organic-looking vines extending and locking her in. The device hummed
and more lights shone. When she opened her eyes again, they were devoid of life.
They were all white, with no pupils showing.


“Is she
suffering?”


“I couldn’t tell
you, but I don’t think so.”


Chase turn back
to Sarah, who was in shock from all she had witnessed in the past few minutes,
and took her hand. “Let’s get out of here.”


“Laiyos, wait!
You will want to see what happens next.”


“I’ve seen more
than I wanted to see today. So long, Argos. The next time our paths cross
. . .”


“I know, you’ll
kill me. Good luck with that.”


As Chase and
Sarah were about to leave the room, something happened outside the ship. It
caught Chase’s attention.


A translucent,
planet-sized sphere blurred the stars. It seemed to be half here and half
somewhere else. As more seconds passed, it became less blurry and materialized
progressively. After a minute, a full planet had appeared in view. 


“What the hell is
this?” asked Chase.


“That, my dear
brother, is what you’ve helped me achieve today. Say hello to Erevos, our home
world.”


 


To be continued . . .
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