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      Earth Alliance

      
        	Captain Chase Athanatos – Earth Alliance Fury Olympian hybrid (formerly Star Alliance Lieutenant Commander)

        	Commander Sarah Kepler – Earth Human with Fury powers (formerly US Navy Commander)

        	Chris Athanatos – Fury Human hybrid

        	Commodore Saroudis – Earth Alliance Human (formerly Star Alliance Captain) (deceased)

        	Commander Daniel Tharraleos – Earth Alliance Human (formerly Star Alliance)

        	Chief Engineer Yanis Tixichos – Earth Alliance Human (formerly Star Alliance)

        	R&D Engineer Spiros Malayianis – Earth Alliance Human (formerly Star Alliance - deceased)

        	Argos Thanatos – Fury and Chase’s twin brother (formerly head of the Zarlacks)

        	Cedric – Earth Alliance Human Engineer

      

      

      Olympians

      
        	Aphroditis – known to humans as the goddess of love

        	Athena – known to humans as the goddess of wisdom, craft & war

        	Ares – known to humans as the god of war (deceased, living as pure energy form)

        	Zeus – known to humans as the god of the sky and mighty ruler of Olympus

        	Hades – known to humans as the god of the Underworld

        	Apollo – known to humans as the god of Music, Truth & Prophecy

      

      

      Furies

      
        	Arakan – Supreme Commander of the Furies

        	Oryn – Zeus’ daughter (Arakan’s adoptive daughter)

        	Zalara – Arakan’s wife (deceased)

        	Menelas – Chase and Argos’ father (deceased)

      

      

      Asgardians

      
        	Thor – Fleet Commander, son of Odin.

        	Odin – King of Asgard

        	Kvasir – Asgardian scientist

      

      

      Other characters

      

      
        	Emperor Altair – Obsidian Empire Emperor (now part of the Earth Alliance)

        	Gaia – Artificial Intelligence created on Earth, speaks for the planet

        	Gaia 2 – An older backup version of the Gaia Artificial Intelligence gone haywire. Evil and sees humans as vermin (destroyed)
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        Warning: If you haven’t read all the previous books in the series, you’re exposing yourself to SERIOUS spoilers by reading this part.

        

        This section was created for readers of this series to refresh their memories (should they need to) before reading this new book. It can, of course, be used by new readers but I’d recommend you start reading the series at Book 1: Earth – Last Sanctuary (it’s free).

      

      

      Volume I: Earth - Last Sanctuary

      Following a devastating attack by the Obsidian Empire, helped by the mighty Zarlacks, a band of survivors led by Chase Athanatos from the Star Alliance blind jump away from their home world (Alpha Prime) and end up in an uncharted part of space, near a planet called Earth. Guided by the Olympian goddess of love Aphroditis, Chase and his friends rescue planet Earth from an alien attack and form a new alliance (Earth Alliance). But soon the Obsidian Empire tracks them down and decides to launch a full-scale attack on the blue planet. In the midst of the epic battle that ensues, the leader of the enemy forces captures Chase’s new love interest, Commander Sarah Kepler. He reveals to Sarah that he is Chase’s brother.

      

      Volume II: Fury to the Stars

      Chase learns of his Fury heritage and starts developing powers while he tries to rescue Sarah from the hands of his evil twin, Argos, currently torturing her for information. Another Olympian, Ares, trains Chase and helps him harness his emerging powers. Meanwhile, Earth is suffering random terrorist attacks that put the new Alliance’s frail status in jeopardy. After going to Hellstar Prison to get Ryonna out, Chase fights Argos and is finally reunited with Sarah, but something is off. A long-range distress call from a former Star Alliance scientist (Spiros Malayianis) brings Chase and Argos on yet another collision course. Chase is put into the impossible position of choosing between preventing sensitive weapon schematics from falling into Argos’ hands or saving Sarah’s (and his unborn son’s) life. She has been brainwashed to do Argos’ bidding and is also responsible for the wave of terrorism back on Earth. Chase reluctantly destroys Sarah’s ship.

      

      Volume III: Destination Oblivion

      Having had to kill the woman he loves as well as their unborn child plunges Chase into a spiral of hatred and self-destruction as he leaves the Earth Alliance. After meeting a bounty hunter (Keera), Chase joins forces with her in order to track the one man he hates more than anything in this world: his twin brother Argos whom he holds responsible for Sarah’s death. Argos resurfaces on their radar after killing Ares in cold blood. When their paths cross, Chase nearly kills Argos after an epic fight in Tokyo, but only spares his twin brother’s life when he reveals that Sarah is alive and the person that Chase killed was a clone. Meanwhile, a dangerous Artificial Intelligence (Gaia) is born on Earth and threatens humanity as a whole, but in the end Spiros Malayianis convinces her that she has nothing to fear from humans. In order to rescue Sarah, Chase has to reluctantly team up with Argos in order to defeat a Titan that holds a piece of tech Argos needs for his nefarious plan. When recovered, Argos requests Aphroditis to enter the piece of tech that will free his brethren, once thought to be extinct, from their dimensional prison. Aphroditis enters the machine willingly in exchange for a promise from Chase to rid the world of Argos and the threat he poses. The Fury home world (Erevos) is brought back into their reality as a result. The enemy of old (Furies) is back in play.

      

      Volume IV: The Beginning of the End

      Argos’ reunion with the Furies turns sour as he refuses to kill Chase when ordered. Back on Earth, Chase trains for months with the help of Gaia and Spiros to increase his powers tenfold in the hope of defeating the Furies. Argos and two highly trained Fury warriors (Miseo, the son of the Fury Supreme Commander Arakan as well as General Arkoolis) are sent on a mission to wipe out the Droxians in retribution for their joining the Earth Alliance after the battle around Earth orbit (Earth - Last Sanctuary). Ryonna, with Keera’s help, tries to save her son when he gets tangled in the massacre that ensues on Droxia. Chase arrives on Droxia and defeats Arkoolis but Miseo proves to be too powerful for him. Argos intervenes near the end of the battle, mortally wounds Chase and leaves him for dead before they (Miseo & Argos) have to flee when reinforcements arrive.

      

      Volume V: Rise of the Ultra Fury

      Sarah is about to give birth to Chris when he warns her of things to come using the Fury powers Sarah has acquired as part of her pregnancy. Chase is brought back on board the Hope and put in suspended animation until Ares can procure an Olympian elixir with the help of Argos who is starting to question his allegiance with the Furies. Chase wakes up in the Underworld, his soul trapped in between the world of the living and the dead. There, he meets Hades who trains Chase further while his son Chris is born and ages at impossible speed. Argos starts feeling remorse for his actions and agrees to help Ares recover the banished Olympian Asclepios from his prison. Argos defeats the Titan Menoitios and frees Asclepios with Ares and Apollo’s help. On their way back to the Hope, a Fury assassin by the name of Timoros tries to kill Chase while he’s still trapped in the Underworld. Every one of Chase’s friends risks their lives to try and stop Timoros but he’s too powerful. Eventually Chase returns from the Underworld when he feels Sarah is in mortal danger. He drinks the elixir and obliterates Timoros while reaching a stepping stone power-wise in becoming an Ultra Fury. The first Fury super-destroyer is dispatched as part of a fleet intent on destroying Earth, currently protected by a powerful planetary shield. When it looks like all hope is lost, an unknown fleet going by the name of Gaian Defense Force enters the fold and forces the Furies out of Earth orbit. Their leader, also named Gaia, demands of Chase that the Earth Alliance also leaves orbit within the hour or they’ll be destroyed.

      

      Volume VI: Shadows of Olympus

      Chase and what’s left of the Earth Alliance are forced to vacate Earth space. Spiros, Cedric and Gaia stay behind in order to try to stop Gaia 2 from taking control of planet Earth. Meanwhile, the Alliance splits up, with Saroudis and the Destiny battlegroup going back to Alpha Prime, where the Obsidian Empire helps them get more ships and resources at a time of need. Chase, Ares and Argos meet Zeus on Olympus, but are not welcomed as friends. After battling one another, Chase and Zeus come to an agreement. Zeus reveals to Chase that he fell in love with Arakan’s wife during the first Fury War, and that’s what led to the conflict escalating. He also told Chase that Oryn is his daughter, not Arakan’s. He tasks Chase to bring her back to him and, in exchange, Olympus will join the Earth Alliance in their fight with the Furies. Sarah and Chris are sent on a mission of their own to try to make contact with the Asgardians. They find an armada of frozen Star Alliance ships, as well as Kvasir, a banished Asgardian engineer who could be an asset in defeating the AI scourge back on Earth. But Miseo is sent to recover him, and a battle ensues. Chris fights Miseo and nearly gets killed, but Chase intervenes. When he’s about to kill Miseo, Oryn arrives on the scene and the two of them fight, resulting in a draw. Kvasir is rescued and so is the Star Alliance armada. Meanwhile, on Earth things go from bad to worse. Gaia 2 is about to take control of the planet, so Gaia unleashes a planet-wide EMP to ensure Gaia 2 doesn’t get her hands on all of Earth’s computing power. Gaia 2 invades Cedric’s body and turns him into her new avatar cyborg. After executing Spiros, Gaia 2 gives Chase a warning, to stay away from Earth or face the consequences of humans dying by the millions.

      

      Volume VII: Armageddon Unleashed

      Chase decides to ignore Gaia 2’s warning and he sets a course for Earth. With the help of Gaia and Kvasir, he trains and learns how to fight inside an AI matrix in order to defeat Gaia 2 once and for all. But fighting Gaia 2 on her own turf proves more difficult than he anticipated. Chase fights with Gaia 2, making her use too much of her CPU so she can’t retaliate against the population of Earth, and also to help the Earth Alliance attack the armada of Gaian ships in orbit. When Chase loses consciousness, Argos and Chris take his place in the matrix while the Earth Alliance enters Earth orbit and fight the largest space battle the Alliance ever fought until now. Meanwhile, Oryn uses Miseo as her guinea pig to test a mind control device. She plans to use that technology on her father Arakan when the time comes to take control of the Fury throne via proxy. But her experiment takes a wrong turn and Miseo turns against her and tries to have her killed. She decides to bring Miseo to Earth so he can deal with Chase in his crazed state. The two of them are forced to ally themselves to bring him down, but at a cost. When a gigantic moon-sized Gaian ship threatens to destroy planet Earth, Commodore Saroudis decides to sacrifice himself and his ship to save the planet. Chase has to choose between saving Oryn or saving his friend; but following Aphroditis’ council he reluctantly decides for the former in order to ensure a much needed alliance with Olympus and Zeus. Chase, Oryn, Argos and Chris all team up to defeat Miseo. When Gaia 2 feels her end is near, she directs her moon-sized monstrosity of a ship to crash on Earth in order to destroy the planet. That’s when three Asgardian ships with Thor in command enter the scene and help the Earth Alliance permanently destroy the crazed AI. To Chase’s surprise, Thor requests the immediate transfer of the war criminal Kvasir to his ship.

      

      
        And now the continuation . . .
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      Chase looked at Thor’s face currently displayed on the Hope’s holo-screen. Thor was imposing. Very muscular and with large shoulders. Like Kvasir he had luminous tattoos on his face, but their shape and positioning was different. Thor’s tattoos were more prominent on his forehead, around the nose and eyes and on his chin. They blinked rapidly right before he spoke.

      “I don’t like repeating myself, Captain Athanatos. Have Kvasir sent to my ship immediately.”

      Chase couldn’t let Kvasir be judged and killed without lifting a finger to try and at least repay him for his help. Without Kvasir they wouldn’t have defeated Gaia 2. And Chase could not bring himself to just deliver him to Thor without a fight.

      “I’m sorry Thor, but no.”

      Thor’s eyes blazed as he narrowed them. His tattoos flashed even stronger than before. The tone of his voice was ice cold.

      “This is not a negotiation, Captain!”

      “Nonetheless, my answer still stands. Kvasir has risked his life to help us defeat Gaia 2, and his actions were what saved the planet below, even if you’re the one who had his finger on the weapon trigger that finally brought her down. I can’t reward Kvasir by giving him to you to be executed. Surely you can understand that.”

      Thor stayed silent for a while, his steel gaze locked on Chase.

      “I could take him by force, and you do realize that there’s nothing you could do to stop me.”

      “I believe that neither of us wants a conflict, Thor. I’m not saying I’m not willing to negotiate a solution that we both find acceptable. I’m just saying that I can’t grant your request right now. I’d like us to meet and discuss this face to face. And if we’re being forthcoming, I should add that we’ve defeated the Zarlacks multiple invasions and the Furies on a few occasions. You might have noticed the Olympian ships in our fleet as well. Not to mention that while your ship’s technology seems incredibly advanced, you’re at a serious disadvantage numerically speaking at the moment. I have no doubt that your three ships could do incredible damage, but we both know you’re not sure you could win this battle.”

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, Captain.”

      “It’s not the first time I’ve been told this. Many have promised my imminent demise before you, and well, as you can see, I’m still here.”

      Chase caught a glimpse of Sarah’s wide-open eyes and connected with her telepathically.

      Are you nuts, Chase?

      I’m perfectly fine; I know exactly what I’m doing, love. Don’t worry.

      She shrugged and he had to suppress the urge to smile.

      For once I’m with her on that one, said Argos in Chase’s thoughts.

      Eavesdropping are we?

      Give him Kvasir before he decides to cut our ships into thin sushi slices like he did to that monstrosity of a Gaian ship earlier on.

      I’m not giving him Kvasir, Argos; he’s our ticket to forging an alliance with them, can’t you see that?

      Argos sighed.

      Thor blinked, which by Chase’s count was the first time he had seen the Asgardian do this since his face filled the holo-screen.

      “What is it you propose exactly, Captain?”

      “I propose you come on board my ship where we can sit at a table and discuss this in a civilized and amicable way. How does that sound?”

      Thor let a small, throaty growl escape as his tattoos momentarily flickered then lowered in intensity.

      “Very well, I’ll be over right away. Please drop your shields so I can teleport onboard.”

      “If you don’t mind, Thor, please give us a little time; I need to check the state of things on the planet and visit someone first.”

      The Asgardian made a grimace and showed teeth before regaining his composure. Chase could feel he was testing the man’s patience.

      “How much time do you need, Captain?”

      “About an hour, maybe less.”

      “Very well, but Captain…”

      “Yes, Thor?”

      “If you try to escape or trick me in any way—”

      “I know, you’ll shoot us down. Duly noted. See you in an hour.”

      The holo-communications turned off and everyone’s sight fell onto Chase.

      Chase shrugged. “What? I got us an hour to find a way to turn this mess of a situation to our advantage.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Oryn followed Chase to his ready room.

      “Ballsy move,” she said with an uncharacteristic smile.

      “I don’t like being put against the wall.”

      “I had noticed that about you already. What are you going to do about it though?”

      “I have to find a way to play this to our advantage, if we could bring them to the fold, have the Asgardians join the Earth Alliance—”

      “You’d gain a great ally to fight us.”

      Chase raised an eyebrow. “Us?”

      “Force of habit. My world has been shaken to the core in the last few hours.”

      Chase chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I’m sorry, Oryn, let’s just say I’ve been there.”

      “What’s next? Are we going to Erevos to kill my non-biological father? I feel like ripping his head off.”

      “As enticing as that sounds, not right away. I promised your real father a visit. He has answers for me as well, but that is contingent on him seeing you first.”

      “I’m not sure I’m ready for that right now, Chase. Until an hour ago I didn’t truly believe Zeus could be my father; I don’t know that I can see him right away. Will you give me some time to think about this? Not to mention I’m not exactly presentable right now.”

      Chase hadn’t thought of that but they were both covered in blood and bruises, their clothing shredded. Oryn’s armor was cracked in several places.

      “Let me help with the physical damage—”

      Oryn raised a hand.

      “No, that’s okay, Chase. While I can’t heal as fast as most Fury men can, my faster female metabolism usually doesn’t take long to repair the damage. Plus I suppose you have regeneration units onboard?”

      “I could have you right as rain in less than ten seconds.”

      “I know, but as weird as it may sound, I kind of need that pain right now. It gives me something else to focus on rather than the turmoil in my thoughts, if that makes any sense.”

      Chase smiled.

      “It makes perfect sense, yes. I’ll have someone find you some quarters so you can take a shower and rest.”

      A small tear traveled down Oryn’s cheek.

      “Thanks, Chase. For everything. And for what it’s worth; I’m sorry I tried to kill you.”

      “I’m getting used to that,” said Chase with a chuckle. “I’m really glad I managed to get through to you, though.”

      Oryn wiped the tear with the back of her hand.

      “But before you go get some rest, Oryn, can you tell me anything of value in regard to your father’s plans? His next target maybe?”

      Oryn’s face dropped.

      “What is it?” asked Chase, concerned.

      “Droxia! He’s going to finish off Droxia. In fact, his forces could already be on their way, or worse, be there already. I’m sorry Chase, after all that has happened, it had slipped my mind.”

      “Dammit, I can’t leave before we see Thor, and I can’t let Droxia fall.”

      Chase thought of Ryonna and made a mental note to go see her as soon as he could spare it. They had agreed that once the Gaia 2 situation was resolved, he’d give her command of a ship to try and rescue Tar’Lock’s people from the Fury’s mind control.

      The corner of Oryn’s mouth curved into a smile. “I might have an idea about that.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Let’s tell Thor my Fath—” she corrected herself, “that Arakan’s next target after Droxia is Asgard. That will surely get Thor’s attention.”

      “But is it?”

      She shook her head. “Olympus is his next target. I know him better than he knows himself. But I must warn you Chase, Arakan is sick, mentally I mean. Lately he’s been talking to himself.”

      Suddenly, a golden glow warmed the entire room.

      “I’m sorry for intruding,” said Ares.

      “Don’t you ever knock?” asked Chase.

      “Technically I don’t have a physical body, so—”

      “Alright, but Ares, we were kind of in the middle of something.”

      “I know, sorry, couldn’t help but eavesdrop.”

      Chase sighed and wanted to reprimand his old mentor for his attitude. Ares should have learned from the time he listened to Chase and Oryn on Kvasir’s planetoid prison. But he decided to let it slide; they had bigger fish to fry. Chase gestured toward Ares.

      “Oryn, this is Ares, my former mentor, he’s the one who initially trained me and helped me get a grip on my powers, before Argos killed him.”

      Oryn couldn’t help but let a chuckle escape her.

      “That’s not funny,” said Ares.

      “I’m so sorry, Ares, but you three must really get along like a house on fire.”

      Chase laughed. “Good one.”

      Ares stayed stoic in his golden energy form. “Right. Though, I must admit that lately Argos is growing on me, and I never thought I’d say that in my entire life.”

      “I know the feeling,” said Chase. “He’s really not the same Fury we met a year ago.”

      “Well, neither are the both of you. Enchanté, Oryn,” Ares said with a pause and a gracious bow, “I’m glad to make your acquaintance.”

      “Nice to meet you too, Ares.”

      “You two have had to face many changes, but I just thought you should both know that Arakan isn’t talking to himself. He’s talking to someone, something. I really can’t tell, but I was on Erevos while you were fighting Gaia 2 inside her own matrix—”

      Chase saw Oryn’s strange look. “Long story, I’ll brief you later,” he told her.

      She acquiesced. “Go on, Ares.”

      “At first I also thought he was mad and talking to himself, but then I saw and felt a strange energy in the throne room with him shortly before Aphroditis forcibly removed me from there. I can’t explain it but I can tell you Arakan’s not talking to himself.”

      “Aphroditis did what? I thought she was in the machine?” inquired Chase.

      “She still is, but she somehow managed to pull me towards her. I didn’t really have much time to talk with her. That’s when I came and took you out of your StarFury when you passed out from fighting with Gaia 2.”

      “That changes everything then,” said Oryn.

      “How so?”

      “I thought he was senile. In the last war with all your people, the old Alliance, he was mortally wounded. He suffered a brain injury and we had a scientist make him a concoction to treat that wound, though it did produce side effects, such as a rather terrible temper and even cruelty. But if he’s not talking to himself, perhaps he is being manipulated. Which is ironic really.”

      “Why is it ironic?” asked Chase.

      Oryn released a long breath of air before talking.

      “’Cause that’s what I was trying to do with the technology I used on Miseo. Get control of the throne without anyone knowing.”

      “Looks like someone beat you to it,” said Ares.

      “This is all well and good,” said Oryn. “But if you’d like to save Droxia, we’d better get a move on.”

      “Right, tell me more of your plan.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kvasir joined Oryn and Ares in Chase’s ready room.

      “Where’s the Captain?” he asked.

      “He’ll be right back. He’s briefing Sarah, Daniel, Chris and Argos on our situation. Please sit,” said Ares as he gestured toward the nearest empty seat.

      Kvasir sat down only to get back up as the doors of the ready room opened. Chase entered the room with a concerned look.

      “Sit, Kvasir.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed quickly as he sat once more.

      “I’ve let Thor know we’ll be seeing him earlier than scheduled. He seemed pleased with that.”

      “I’m not surprised,” said Kvasir. “The sooner he can deliver me to Odin, the better for him. And then shortly after, my life will reach the end of its run.”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      “Captain Athanat—” Kvasir saw Chase’s grimace toward hearing his formal address. “Chase—”

      “That’s better.”

      “Chase, I’m both honored and grateful that you’d like to plead for my life. But you can’t possibly put the Earth Alliance in jeopardy for my sake. I knew I was signing my death warrant by calling in that favor with Thor. I have accepted my fate.”

      “Perhaps, but I haven’t. And the next time you want to do something like that, I’d appreciate it if you ran it by me first.”

      “There won’t be a next time, Chase. One day after I am returned to Asgard, I will be publicly judged and sentenced to death.”

      “We’re not there just yet. Trust me on this one, okay?”

      Kvasir’s tattoos pulsated intensely for what felt like a long time before gradually dying down.

      “Alright. I don’t know what you have in mind, but thanks for trying.”

      “You’re welcome. Let me talk when Thor arrives, okay? It’s probably best you don’t take an active part in the conversation.”

      Kvasir nodded.

      Chase telepathically sent a message to Sarah letting her know they were ready and she could drop the shields and give Thor the coordinates of the ready room.

      A blue-green halo of light formed and multiple circles of lights traveled back and forth from top to bottom as Thor materialized into the room.

      Thor was taller than Kvasir. And while he was not as tall as Ryonna, he still managed to give a more impressive presence. He wore a majestically crafted silvery armor. Chase especially liked the pair of engraved dragons on the neck portion of the armor.

      That feeling was amplified when Chase felt a powerful aura behind the cold Asgardian. He sensed a very powerful warrior and he discovered with surprise that he hoped to one day fight him. Hopefully not as enemies, though.

      “Hello, Thor. Thanks for coming onboard.”

      Thor, who was at least two heads taller than Chase, looked down upon him.

      “Captain. Can we please get this over with? I didn’t come here for pleasantries, and I hope you understand that my main goal remains to get Kvasir back to Asgard with me. And I’d rather not start a war in the process.”

      “Believe me, Thor, we don’t want that either.”

      Thor sat at the conference table and his eyes quickly measured everyone with an intense look while his tattoos pulsated slowly. When his gaze met Kvasir, his look intensified, something Chase didn’t think was even possible. Neither did he expect the cold aura emanating from him to be so powerful. Kvasir looked down as his own tattoos died down in luminosity.

      “Thank you for seeing us, Thor,” said Chase.

      “You haven’t exactly given me much of a choice, Captain.”

      “I feel I owe Kvasir for all the help he’s given us.”

      “Even so, I’d be remiss if I didn’t advise you against blindly trusting Kvasir’s technology and methods. Many people lost their lives and he has a propensity to disobey orders and to do whatever he so pleases. Hence, his current predicament with the Asgard council.”

      Chase had to force himself not to smile. He was, after all, exactly the same. Orders be damned as long as he got things done.

      My kind of guy.

      “Duly noted, Thor. Do you have a rank that I should address you by?”

      “Technically I’m Supreme Fleet Commander, but on Asgard rank means to define one’s function not hierarchy, we don’t formally use them.”

      “If that’s the case, how come you call me Captain then?”

      “Not all species are the same, and sometimes little things will offend someone. Over the past twenty thousand years, we’ve been to war for less than a mispronounced name. One can’t be too careful.”

      “Not something you need to worry about with us; we want peace between our people. And please call me Chase from now on. I’d like it if our worlds became friends.”

      “So you say, but you’re unwilling to comply with my legitimate demand. Which, I should underline, is not a very honorable thing to do after the assistance we provided.”

      Chase knew full well Thor was right. But he had a card to play and an unmissable opportunity to bring the Asgardians to the negotiation table. He could not let this opportunity pass him by.

      “Don’t get me wrong, we’re very grateful Thor, but under our laws, Kvasir has requested sanctuary— and I’ve granted it to him. So you see, we’re in a bit of a bind. But hopefully we can find common ground.”

      Thor’s tattoos flashed more rapidly now.

      “Odin expects me to bring Kvasir back.”

      “And we’ll gladly come along; all I ask is that we’re allowed to discuss his fate. We just have to stop by Droxia on the way. Furies might already be there, and I can’t let that world be destroyed.”

      To everyone’s surprise, Thor got up from his chair.

      “This conflict isn’t any of Asgard’s business, but if you promise me you’ll bring Kvasir to Asgard afterward, I can provide you with a temporary authorization to enter our sector of space. Note that without it, you’d be fired upon. Now if you’d excuse me.”

      Chase rose and so did Oryn.

      “I think it is your business, Thor,” said Oryn.

      Thor’s gaze toward Oryn was glacial.

      “I don’t see why it would be.” Thor said. “We are neither friends nor enemies with the Furies. They don’t dare attack us, and we don’t deem it necessary to intervene. Last time a major race asked for our help, we almost went to war with them as a result of providing such help. Kvasir knows that better than anyone else amongst my people.”

      Chase looked at Kvasir and saw he understood that he should stay silent like they had agreed.

      Chase gestured Thor back toward his chair. “Why don’t you sit back down? I think we’re not done yet.”

      Prior to sitting back down, Thor released an almost imperceptible throaty growl, but all three Furies with acute senses heard it loud and clear.

      Chase and Oryn also sat back down in their chairs. Before she spoke, Oryn’s face became grave.

      “After attacking Droxia, the Furies will launch an attack on Asgard.”

      Right on cue, thought Chase.

      Chase observed Thor’s reaction, whose tattoos blinked so rapidly they looked stroboscopic. He could also feel the Asgardian’s emotional state change from slightly tensed to genuinely worried. There was a moment of silence as Thor pondered his next words.

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Because I’m Supreme Commander Arakan’s adoptive daughter, and I am privy to his plans.”

      “A defector? I thought Furies were loyal to a fault.”

      “I’m only half Fury.”

      Thor looked toward Sarah, then locked his sights on Argos.

      “So is that one.”

      “The name’s Argos,” he snorted.

      Thor’s tattoos lit up for two seconds at maximum luminosity before fading off. His name must have meant something for Thor, Chase decided.

      “Let’s say I believe you. I am not authorized to engage Furies without Odin’s approval. If I accompany you to Droxia, I won’t take part in any battle unless forced to by either side, but then they’d be signing their death warrant in the process.”

      “Fair enough,” said Chase. “Thank you for your time. We’ll jump to hyperspace within the next ten minutes or so. Would you like to slave your jump engines to ours?”

      Kvasir made a throaty noise and Chase started to worry when he spoke.

      “Thor, letting them use the Mjölnir’s hyperspace corridor isn’t against regulations; you could get us to Droxia in a fraction of the normal time.”

      Only the tattoos around Thor’s eyes lit up brightly at the sound of Kvasir’s voice.

      “Very well, but you’re slowly running out of favors, I hope you know that.”

      Kvasir nodded and looked down.

      “If that is all Cap—” Thor corrected himself. “Chase, I’ll be waiting for your transmission when you’re ready to leave. My fleet will open a large enough hyperspace corridor to encompass your entire fleet so you can get to Droxia faster.”

      “Thank you, Thor. Out of curiosity, how fast would that be?”

      “From the moment we enter the corridor, less than an hour. We could get there slightly faster should you like me to treat this jump as urgent.”

      Chase’s purple eyes involuntary flashed. “As a matter of fact—”

      “About forty minutes then.”
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      Shortly after Thor teleported back to his ship and the fleet jumped to hyperspace, Daniel entered Chase’s ready room.

      “Impressive stuff that Asgard hyperspace technology,” said Daniel pointing toward the beautiful yellow and green light show happening outside the ship.

      “It sure is,” said Chase semi-absently.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No, far from it. I can’t believe Adonis is gone. We don’t even have time for a proper burial.”

      “That’s pretty much what our lives have been lately. Always extinguishing fires, never having time to stop, contemplate and regroup. I’m sorry though, I know how much he meant to you.”

      Chase nodded. “I think it’s my fault.”

      “I seriously doubt that.”

      “I’ve been replaying that entire day in my head just now—”

      “And?”

      “And if I hadn’t defied Admiral Zenakis, maybe things would have turned out better.”

      “And maybe they wouldn’t have. Plus that Admiral is an asshole; he abandoned us in the middle of the battle just because you defied his command, a command you had given him as a sign of good faith in hoping to build on a relationship. If you ask me, it’s a shame his second in command didn’t execute him for treason.”

      “Isn’t that a little harsh?”

      “I don’t think it is. If the positions had been reversed, he’d have done it to you.”

      “Of that I have no doubt, but we’re better than that. At least I hope we are.”

      Daniel stayed silent, not sure he needed to add anything. Eventually, when he saw Chase wasn’t going to add anything, he continued.

      “But you’ll be fine, right?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I just hate myself for not being able to save him.”

      “Don’t do that to yourself, Chase. You can’t be responsible for every living being, even though I know that’s how you feel most of the time. This is a war none of us ever wanted, and we’re right in the middle of it, and as sad as I am by the loss of Saroudis, in war there are casualties. Nothing we can do about it. He and the entire crew of the Destiny are neither the first nor the last people to lose their lives. We’ve lost thousands of souls defeating Gaia 2. Even the Olympians had some casualties.”

      Chase was all too aware of that, and as much as he tried to keep a straight face, he couldn’t help but frown.

      “I— I don’t know what to tell his wife and daughter. I’ve been trying to draft a holo-message, even though nothing I say will matter. They’ve lost him forever.”

      “No message to the relative of a fallen soldier is supposed to convey anything but grief. But he was a great, courageous man and his sacrifice ensured that Earth and billions of lives were spared. At first it won’t be a comfort to them, but they’ll at least be proud of him. Like we are.”

      Chase swiped a forming tear from the corner of his eye before it could fall down his cheek.

      “Perhaps I should talk to them in person.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea; let me do it.”

      “Why?”

      “They haven’t met you, Chase, and perhaps they’ll blame you, especially Alexandra. I know her a little; we had a long chat on Alpha Prime—” Daniel stopped and looked pensive for a moment. “That feels like a long time ago, even though it wasn’t. We don’t have time for life stuff anymore now, do we? It’s one emergency after another, and today doesn’t look any different.”

      “That’s for sure, and yes, the days ahead are shaping to be busy and dangerous.”

      “Business as usual, then.”

      Chase chuckled.

      “Thanks, bro.”

      Daniel winked. “Anytime.”
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* * *

      Chase was on the observation deck, lost in deep thought as he gazed outside of the ship. The Asgardian hyperspace corridor looked even more mesmerizing than the ones from the Earth Alliance. Chase was so engrossed in the lightshow and his own thoughts that he barely heard Oryn approach.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, thank you for coming.”

      “You looked as if you were in some sort of a trance. Is everything alright?”

      “Nothing to worry about; I find hyperspace calming and it usually helps me meditate.”

      Oryn looked out the viewport as well. It didn’t have the same effect on her as it did Chase, but she had to admit it was a pretty sight.

      “I see. What can I help you with? I suppose you’d like my help when we arrive at Droxia? I’m not really sure how I feel fighting my own kind just yet.”

      “Not exactly, hopefully we have enough of a fleet to repel the Furies. Information on the situation is scarce so I’m not even sure there will be physical engagement of any kind, though we never know. But I’ve got this covered with Argos and my son. However, since we still have a few minutes before we enter Droxia’s orbit, I thought you and I should visit your real father.”

      Oryn’s eyes flashed blue for a second before she lowered her gaze.

      “Is there a problem, Oryn?”

      “I— I just don’t know what I’m going to say to him.”

      “I understand how you feel, but right now this might be the only time we have left— well before things might escalate quickly, and I promised Zeus I’d bring you to him. Perhaps then he could lend us more ships too.”

      “What does one thing have to do with the other?”

      Chase scratched the back of his head.

      “Well— Zeus’ condition to enter the war as a full-fledged ally was for me to bring him back his lost daughter.”

      Oryn blinked rapidly. Before she could say anything, Chase continued.

      “I know how it looks, and I won’t lie to you, the reason I wanted to get through to you was mostly to get Zeus’ support. But I’m really glad to have you as an ally, now.”

      “Let’s make one thing clear, though. I’m not fully defecting just yet. Right now I’m fighting to get back at Arakan for what he did to my mother. When this is taken care of, when his heart stops beating inside my hand, we may go our separate ways.”

      Chase didn’t like the sound of that. But right now he had accomplished his primary objective and receiving the entire Olympian support in the war against the Furies was more important than a single Fury ally. Though he had to admit he was starting to like Oryn more and more now that they weren’t trying to kill one another at every turn.

      “Right. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      Oryn raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s a human saying; it means we’ll deal with that when the time comes. Shall we go?”

      Chase could see reluctance written all over her face but eventually she nodded in agreement. He put his hand on her shoulder and they teleported away.
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* * *

      A low-rank Fury whose name Arakan didn’t even care to memorize came to report on the beginning of the attack on Droxia. As expected, the overwhelming forces the Supreme Commander of the Fury had sent were well on their way to burst through their defenses and the world should fall within the hour. Arakan had given the fleet’s admiral orders to destroy both ships and inhabitants. It was time the Fury’s return into the universe was felt and for fear to strike at the hearts of everyone who would dare oppose them.

      “I don’t understand why you are fixated on destroying this world. It offers very little strategic value,” said the shadowy character once the Fury foot soldier left.

      “I thought we agreed that you’d stop pestering me when you disagree with my plans. I’m not your puppet. As for the strategy, you’re wrong. Cutting the Alliance’s main supply of quadrinium is a sound move, one that will slow down their current expansion in terms of fleet power.”

      “That was true when the Obsidian weren’t fully committed to their part in the Alliance. Now that they are, the quadrinium can be obtained from them.”

      “Yes, but they’ll have to split their stockpile and try to re-establish new routes to deliver them. Now go away.”

      “Your pride blinds you, my old friend.”

      Arakan rose from his throne and pointed an accusing finger at the shadow. “Let’s make one thing clear: we’re not friends!”

      “You’re pissed because your daughter betrayed you, and that’s understandable.”

      “We don’t know that just yet.”

      “Perhaps you don’t, but my spies tell me otherwise.”

      “What spies? You’re a figment of my imagination; one I wish I could make go away.”

      “Believe what you will, and if my presence really upsets you, why don’t you drink from your precious drug and make me go away? It seems to dull you in the process, like a cattle animal ready to be slaughtered, which is what will happen to you if you don’t start to heed my advice.”

      “Silence!”

      Arakan’s rage boiled into a moment of madness, and he fired a huge fireball at the shadow, who didn’t even try to dodge it. The energy-based attack went through him as it would a hologram, before destroying three quarters of a wall behind it.

      The shadow shook its head. “There, there now. Is that any way to reward me for only having your best interests at heart?”

      “I do not know what you’re up to, but I don’t think my interests are your main priority. Perhaps they serve a purpose for now, but I’m not a fool, you know? If you’re real, and I must stress out the if, then like everyone in this wretched universe, you’re doing this to further your own agenda.”

      “Think what you will, Supreme Commander,” said the shadow with no small amount of sarcasm, “but you’d be wise to listen to me before it’s too late. There’s so much I can do to protect you from your own paranoia.”

      “I don’t need your protection. As the Droxians are about to find out, and then the rest of the universe: nobody can stop me!”

      “Very well, your ego is obviously in command at the moment, and like everyone else before you, you’ll soon discover that it will cost you dearly. Pride is not something a leader should embrace blindly.”

      Arakan shot a deadly look toward the shadow before turning his back and returning to his throne. He had enough of this apparition. At first it kept him company, but over the last few days Arakan simply was fed up in having to explain his every move.
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* * *

      “You want me to do what?” exclaimed Argos.

      Cedric tried his most charming smile, even though he doubted that would work with Argos.

      “I’d like you to build me a clone of Spiros, but ideally one that’s just a shell. We have Spiros’ consciousness stored in this,” said Cedric showing the old spherical tech Ryonna had brought back from the asteroid base.

      “Let me get this straight; somehow you’ve managed to save a living consciousness to a technological device. That sounds an awful lot like an AI to me. I thought the plan was to get rid of all of them, not keep building more.”

      “Gaia assured us that once the transfer is reversed, he will be 100% biological. He won’t be another AI. That’s why I came to see you. If we uploaded his consciousness into a machine, then we would not have that conundrum about creating yet another AI.”

      “I don’t understand why Chase hasn’t reduced that tin can into recycling yet.”

      “That’s because you have very little patience. If it wasn’t for Gaia—”

      Argos slashed two fingers in the air and pointed them an inch away from Cedric’s face.

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence. I don’t care what good the tin can has done. We almost lost everything because her backup alter ego wanted to control Earth and probably the universe after that. We came within two inches from losing it all because of her existence. The only logical thing to do is to destroy the last of Gaia and be done with it. And I don’t understand why we even have to debate this; the damn thing wants that fate for herself.”

      “Be that as it may, I think Chase isn’t ready just yet.”

      “I am! Just tell me where she is and I’ll send her to the electronic equivalent of heaven. Won’t take long either.”

      “Not without Chase’s permission.”

      “Yeah, speaking of that—”

      Cedric swallowed hard.

      “What about it?” he said, his voice almost trembling.

      “Was Chase informed of this?”

      “He’s kinda busy, but I have his full support. I know he will say yes.”

      “What you know is of no consequence as far as I’m concerned. Get his okay first and come back to me then.”

      “We can’t wait.”

      Argos’ face stiffened.

      “Why not?”

      “We’ve detected a data leak from that tech,” said Cedric pointing to the sphere. “I tried seeing Chase a minute ago and he’s no longer on the ship.”

      “He must have gone to Olympus. I guess you’re going to have to be patient.”

      “You don’t understand. So far the redundancy algorithm is keeping the data from being scrambled, but in a few hours, Spiros will be gone.”

      “He’s already gone!”

      “No! Not if we act fast, Argos, please!”

      Argos exhaled deeply and stared intensely at the relatively small human. Since it didn’t look like Argos was about to say anything, Cedric insisted.

      “Look, I suppose you can’t make a clone in minutes.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      “So the sooner you start the better chances we have to be ready by the time it’s time to transfer Spiros’ consciousness into the clone body. How fast can you build him a clone?”

      “It takes days.”

      “That’s too long—”

      “Tough luck then.”

      “Can’t you make one faster, even with side effects?”

      Argos cracked his knuckles, which made Cedric take a step back.

      “This doesn’t have to turn violent,” said Cedric in fear.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, fool. Snapping a finger is all I would require to repaint this room with your innards.”

      That didn’t seem to reassure Cedric in the least. “Okay—”

      “Look, it may be possible to make a clone in a few hours, but its genetic makeup won’t last long. He might only end up living a few days, and when its DNA starts unfolding at the seams, it will result in an extremely painful death.”

      “Can’t you just build two clones, one in accelerated mode and one the right way? You’d have the good clone ready for another consciousness transfer before the fast-grown clone bites the dust.”

      “I suppose that could work. But listen to me well little man; I won’t allow you access to the clones without my brother’s full endorsement of your ludicrous attempt to save an old fart that I’m not sure deserves to breathe one more day.”

      “He’s the one who upgraded the weapons on our ships, the reason why we can now obliterate those monstrosities of behemoth class Zarlacks and why we can hold our own against the Furies. He deserves that we try at least.”

      “That’s your problem; as far as I’m concerned, we already have that technology.”

      “Look, Chase will back me up,” said Cedric taking two affirmative steps toward Argos, trying to appear confident and somewhat in charge.

      Argos smirked. “Growing a pair, that’s good. Just remember, one snap of my fingers.”

      “You wouldn’t dare. Chase would kill you if you hurt me.”

      Argos chuckled. “I have no doubt he would. Now go away, little man; I’ll grow your clones, but you better not be wasting my time with this. I’ve got training to do.”

      Something in Cedric’s eyes sparkled.

      “Then it’s in your best interest to bring him back.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Spiros is the one who created the training facility with the graviton engine allowing you Furies to train at high gravity levels. Before things went to overdrive, he was working on a contained black hole mod to push the training to a whole new level. But he never finalized it. Thanks to you though, he could. I’m sure you’d love to be able to power up and lower the gap in powers you currently have with Chase.”

      For a moment Cedric wondered if he had gone too far. Even though Argos was on their side he still had a temper.

      “What part of ‘I’m going to grow your damn clones’ didn’t you understand? Now get out of here before I change my mind.”
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* * *

      When Oryn and Chase materialized in Zeus’ temple, Zeus rose from his throne with a mixed expression of surprise and relief. He took a few hurried steps toward them but slowed his pace when he saw hesitation in Oryn’s eyes.

      “You have no idea how glad I am to see you,” said Zeus.

      “I would say the same but, don’t get me wrong, I still haven’t fully accepted the fact that I’m your daughter.”

      Chase stayed silent.

      “That’s understandable. And we have a lot to talk about.”

      “I’m not sure we can stay for a lifetime session of catching up, though.”

      Zeus didn’t insist, and for the first time since their arrival, he looked at Chase.

      “Thank you for bringing her back to me.”

      Chase nodded. “We’ve lost a few of your ships and people.”

      “Athena?” said Zeus with genuine concern.

      “She’s fine, but many Olympians died in our last battle.”

      Zeus didn’t seem that concerned as long as none of his children had died.

      “That’s the nature of war. Many more will die before this conflict is resolved. Even I'm prepared to die when and if that time comes. As agreed before, you have my full support now. I’ll instruct Athena that she can requisition as many ships as you require to deal with the Fury threat. You should probably try to contact the Asgardians as well. They were instrumental in the last Fury War; they always had an edge thanks to their more advanced technology.”

      “Thank you, Zeus. We’re already trying to get Thor to the table.”

      “Just be careful not to cross him; he’s not someone you want to be on the wrong side with.”

      That information came a little too late since both Chase and Oryn had openly deceived him by telling him the Furies would hit Asgard next, when in fact, Arakan’s current plan was to attack Olympus next.

      “Duly noted. I would be remiss if I didn’t warn you that there’s a potential Fury attack coming to Olympus, so you may want to keep a sizable armada to protect this world. Though hopefully, stopping the Furies on Droxia might make them regroup and reconsider their next target.”

      Zeus’ gaze got lost for a moment.

      “Very well, thank you for the warning. I know very well that one day I might have to face the Furies directly. That’s part of what I created when I sabotaged the weapon that would kill them all.”

      Oryn and Chase glanced at one another with a puzzled look.

      “What do you mean sabotage?” asked Oryn.

      “You see, I couldn’t let you be killed with the rest of the Furies. You were all that I had left from Zalara. I couldn’t let the Asgardian weapon kill you in the process. So I convinced the Asgardian’s top scientist to alter it and make sure the alternate dimension wasn’t destroyed with their weapon.”

      “Was that Kvasir?”

      “In fact it was. You know him?”

      “He’s helped us plenty in the last few days.”

      “I thought for sure he was a goner for helping us modify the weapon.”

      “He’s still alive, though Thor wants to have him put on trial and executed. We released him from his banished prison, and that’s how Oryn and I met for the first time in fact.”

      “Which didn’t go well for any of us,” interjected Oryn, “as I remember.”

      Chase remembered that first encounter very well. If it wasn’t for his brother Argos’ intervention, he probably would have died that day.

      “While I would love to stay and chat, I have a battle to orchestrate on Droxia in a few minutes. Oryn, do you mind giving us just a minute? There’s something else I would like to discuss with Zeus, in private.”

      “Sure, I’ll wait outside the temple. Will you be needing my assistance on Droxia?”

      Chase caught a visual plea inside Zeus’ eyes that determined his reply.

      “I think it’s best you stay here; I’m sure the two of you have a lot of things to discuss. If I need your help, I’ll just swing by.”

      “Very well, I’ll see you when I see you then,” said Oryn before walking away.
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      “Thank you for bringing Oryn back, Chase.”

      “You’re welcome, Zeus. Thank you for your full support. I’d like us to discuss my past as agreed, even though I only have a few minutes.”

      “I had a feeling you would. What would you like to know?”

      “Let’s start with my parents. I’d like to know who they were.”

      “Are.”

      “What?”

      “Your mother, at the very least, is still alive. As for your father, Menelas, I’m not sure what happened to him. I lost contact with him when the Furies got trapped in the time-dilated dimension.”

      “Can you explain something to me? I’m thinking Arakan hasn’t aged ten thousand years. I know Furies have a longer lifespan, but—”

      “They can live a few hundred years, and the most powerful warriors seem to last the longest, when they’re not killed on the battlefield that is. But they’re not immortal. Their prophecies talk of an Ultra Fury who would be immortal. Arakan always thought he was the one, but I doubt it.”

      “I’ve been called that.”

      “That would make sense; your half Olympian genes give you immortality. I guess they never realized only a hybrid could become immortal.”

      Chase nodded. “What about my mother?”

      “I believe that would be Athena.”

      Chase’s face dropped.

      “What? That doesn’t make any sense, Zeus. If she is my mother, why hasn’t she said anything?”

      “I don’t think she knows.”

      “That makes even less sense; how could she not know her own son?”

      “Because she didn’t raise you. You have to understand Athena never wanted children. You and your brother’s births were an accident, and when Menelas learned she was pregnant, he arranged to have you abducted right after birth. He was worried you’d be either killed or imprisoned with the rest of the Furies. Since Athena didn’t want children, she didn’t object to Menelas’ plan. Back then she was a very involved Olympian. In fact, she orchestrated most of the war and led the forces of countless worlds into battle. Being a mother and building a family while waging the worst war this universe had ever been witness to weren’t exactly compatible activities. She put herself and millions in danger every single day. There was simply no time for anything else for her back then.”

      Chase felt an emotion aching toward sadness and disappointment at Zeus’ words. Zeus’ revelations brought back painful memories from when Chase had been found without any memories back on Alpha Prime. For the first few years he had felt like he had been abandoned by his real family, and to hear Zeus describe how his mother couldn’t be bothered trying to build a family during the war, only underlined that painful sentiment.

      “I can see you’re disappointed,” added Zeus. “Look, those were difficult times; once Arakan learned of his wife’s deception, he went into a hatred-fueled spiral that sent the universe into its bloodiest conflict in eons.”

      “Doesn’t exactly make me feel better.”

      “It’s not supposed to. You asked me about your mother, I’m simply giving you the answers I promised.”

      “But that would make Aphroditis—”

      “Your aunt, that’s right.”

      There was already a strong bond between the two of them, but Chase never imagined it could be a family tie. With the impact of that life-altering realization, he immediately felt that leaving Aphroditis in the machine, no matter how adamant she was that she needed to stay in it, was no longer an option. He would get her out of there, no matter what.

      “So Oryn is also immortal?”

      “Of course. Who also happens to be your aunt. Half removed.”

      “That’s heavy; she looks younger somehow.”

      “Well, she was trapped in that dimension with Arakan and the rest of the Furies. While age barely shows on an immortal being, at least not after many thousands of years, she would be a younger soul. Time passed considerably slower in their dimensional prison.”

      Oryn, my aunt? This day really gets weirder by the minute.

      “What else can you tell me about my father?”

      “That he was a great warrior; I sense a lot of him in you. Like you, he didn’t agree with what the Furies were doing. He was caught in a war he didn’t want to be part of, and was forced to switch sides to be able to live with his conscience and protect his children in the process.”

      “What I don’t understand is why we aren’t older? Argos seems to get younger lately and it’s something I’ve been wondering about. But with everything that’s been happening, it is something I didn’t really have time to ponder.”

      “Immortal beings age faster when they are exposed to negative emotions. We still don’t die, but we get whiter hair and more wrinkles too. Since he’s fighting with you now, and accepting that his old ways were the wrong path, it could be the reason.”

      “I guess from that point of view it would make sense. It would also mean that his heart is in the right place now.”

      “Chase, that may be true at the moment, but I’m not exactly sure about Argos. You two seem to be diametrically opposite. Perhaps he can become another good Fury, but I would keep my eyes open in the future. Argos has travelled down a path littered with power-hungry goals, and it might not take much for him to switch sides again.”

      Chase had a feeling that wouldn’t be the case, but he made a mental note of Zeus’ words nonetheless.

      “He had plenty of opportunities to kill me and didn’t. And he’s saved both myself and my son not long ago.”

      “Back then he only spared you because he needed you to get the machine operational. I can’t be sure of anything, and this is just what my gut feeling tells me from meeting him here when the three of you came to Olympus. I’m glad to hear he’s no longer the power-hungry crazed Fury he was before, but only time will tell if this is a new leaf or just a temporary phase that suits his long-term plans.”

      Chase found the thought incredibly depressing. He had to admit that he rather enjoyed the new Argos and his feelings for him had turned from murderous to actually compassionate. He was also happy to have his brother fight by his side now. He would hate to lose that but knew better than to just ignore Zeus’ warning. For the time being though, Argos clearly was on his side, and with everything happening that was good enough for Chase.

      “Very well, I’ll keep an eye on him. I really hope you’re wrong, though.”

      “So am I, Chase. Is there anything else you’d like from me?”

      “Not right now; I have to return to the fleet and deal with the Furies trying to destroy Droxia.”

      “Good luck, Chase.”

      “Thank you, Zeus.”

      Chase teleported away and Zeus walked toward the gardens to meet with Oryn.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Long time, no see,” said Cedric.

      Yanis’ eyes lit up at the sound of Cedric’s voice, but when he turned to see his friend, he felt uncomfortable seeing him in his current state.

      “I look worse than I feel, don’t worry. I’m still me,” said Cedric joyfully.

      Yanis got up from his console and hugged his friend.

      “I’m glad to hear it; it’s so good to have you back.”

      “It’s good to be back. Thank you for saving me.”

      “From what I heard you saved yourself.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without all my friends’ help. I’m very grateful.”

      “We have to get these implants out of you.”

      “Amen to that, but when we do, we need to discuss the possibility of having others installed. We just need to refine their appearance, and I need my good looks back if you catch my drift.”

      Yanis snickered.

      “I hear you. After we deal with the Droxian emergency, we should try and operate on you. We’ll need Chase or Argos to heal you while we go in though.”

      “I’d rather it’d be Chase; not exactly a fan of Argos.”

      “Not many are. But all things considered, he’s been pretty good to us.”

      “I don’t trust him, don’t think I ever will—” There was a moment of silence before Cedric continued. “Actually, I’ve come to apologize.”

      “What could you possibly have to apologize for?”

      “I stole the ancient tech. Well, I had Ares take it from you for the wrong reasons.”

      “What? Why didn’t you ask me for it? And what did you need it for?”

      “That’s the thing, I couldn’t take no for an answer. We used it to store Spiros’ consciousness into the device, as it was the only thing that had the capacity we needed in such a short time, especially with Earth’s electronics mostly still down.”

      Yanis’ face hardened. “Cedric, what if you erased or deleted valuable data inside that sphere? I was counting on it to develop the blink drive.”

      “Blink drive? What the hell is that?”

      “It’s just a theory at this point but my research and reverse engineering on that tech seemed to indicate this sphere could have been a vital part for a new type of FTL engine allowing ships to travel almost instantly anywhere.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know, it’s too early. But that might be a moot point now if whatever data was inside the sphere has been erased.”

      Cedric looked away. “I’m sorry; I just wanted to help Gaia recover Spiros’ consciousness.”

      Yanis exhaled deeply. “Look, I like Spiros and was very saddened by what happened to him but you should have asked me, and Chase should have made that decision, not you.”

      “I know— but put yourself in my shoes for a moment. It’s my body, my hand that killed Spiros.”

      “No! Gaia 2 was in control of your body, and you are not responsible for any of it.”

      “That’s not how it feels. I guess you wouldn’t understand.”

      Yanis put his hand on Cedric’s shoulder. “You’re right, I can’t pretend to understand how this felt, and I’m sorry for giving you flak for this, but we need to think of the bigger picture here, and that’s defeating the Furies. If we could make a blink drive the implication and the strategical edge this would give us is way more important than the life of one man. And even if I had been the casualty, I wouldn’t want you to do this on my account.”

      Cedric felt guilty. He knew Yanis was right. The sphere was a potential game changer, something he didn’t know when he requested Ares to get it for him.

      “Yanis, please understand I didn’t know about this blink drive.”

      “Would that have made a difference had you known?”

      Cedric couldn’t tell. He was impulsive by nature and, seeing how affected Gaia was at the loss of Spiros, he wasn’t sure he would have stopped to ponder the consequences.

      “To tell you the truth— I don’t know.”

      “Well, at least you’re being honest. Anyway, what’s done is done, and there’s nothing to be gained by pointing fingers now. We just need to see if that stunt of yours has made irreparable damage to my research on that ancient tech.”

      “I’ll do everything to help you. Even if we erased some of it, we could potentially try a recovery algorithm.”

      “You do realize both our tech and more advanced ones don’t rely on something as primitive as magnetic hard drives where you can still dig deep and try to recover old data.”

      “Surely there is some sort of built-in data protection features for cases like this? I have a hard time believing low-tech would be more advanced because of its antiquated design.”

      “There are probably some, but it’s not something that will be apparent since we don’t fully understand their tech just yet. Anyway, we need to dump the data off the sphere soon and see what’s what. On that regard, where are you going to dump Spiros’ consciousness? A battle droid?”

      “I’ve asked Argos to make me a clone body.”

      “With Chase’s approval, I take it?”

      “He’s not exactly been free for me to talk to up until now.”

      “Oh boy.”
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* * *

      Chase returned onboard the Hope’s bridge a handful of seconds before the entire fleet exited hyperspace. Sarah got up from the captain’s chair to let him take his place and sat on the nearest one. She gently brushed his forearm.

      “Everything alright?” she asked.

      Chase had no doubt that he must have appeared concerned. The slew of information he had acquired in the last minutes had been overwhelming and he didn’t exactly know how to process it. But right now he had to stay focused on what was to come.

      “We’ll discuss it later; I’m not sure if I’m alright.”

      Chase saw the worry in his loved one’s eyes.

      Don’t worry, I’ll explain everything later, he told her telepathically.

      “Status report,” he said out loud to the bridge crew.

      “Exiting hyperspace corridor now.”

      “We’ve just exited hyperspace,” said Daniel from the tactical console. “Holy crap! There are no less than fifteen Fury destroyers, and they’re pretty much done annihilating the Droxian orbital forces. Looks like we arrived in the nick of time.”

      What else is new?

      “What’s the status of the planet? Have they started firing on it?”

      “It doesn’t look like they bombed it from space, however I’m reading strong energy signatures in many of the largest towns that have been under construction since the last attack.”

      “Scan for Fury life forms in those areas.”

      “There are at least half a dozen signatures, perhaps more; the damage and explosions could be masking them.”

      Argos and Chris entered the bridge.

      “Looks like we have Furies attacking cities from the surface of the planet, like you, Miseo and General Arkoolis did the last time,” said Chase.

      Argos pressed his lips together before speaking. “It’s standard operating procedure for an invasion. Furies are so powerful they rarely need air support to wipe out a civilization. Not only that, they crave the thrill of the fight and—” he hesitated.

      “And killing,” Chase finished his brother’s sentence. “You can say it, we all know what Furies are.”

      “Should we go take care of the planet-bound opposition, then?” inquired Chris.

      Chase rose from the captain’s chair. “Open a channel to Athena.”

      Athena’s face filled the bridge’s main holo-screen.

      “What can I do for you, Chase?”

      “I’d like you to take command of the fleet while we go take care of the ground forces currently wiping the Droxians once again.”

      “I can have a battalion of Olympian warriors accompany you.”

      Chase looked at Argos, and he didn’t have to even ask. Argos understood that he was requesting his council.

      “They must have sent elite warriors. While we could use the backup, they’re very likely to be wiped out quickly and only provide a temporary distraction. I think we can manage without them.”

      “Very well. Athena, let’s keep them in reserve, and we’ll call upon their help in case things get too heated up down there.”

      “What about the Asgardians?” asked Athena.

      “They’re not going to join the fight; they just helped with their more advanced FTL travel time.”

      Sarah brushed Chase’s arm and he lowered to head level. She whispered in his ear.

      “Remember what Daniel did to get the Droxians involved in the battle for Earth?”

      “Good idea. Thanks love,” said Chase as he kissed her cheek. “You have the bridge.”

      Chase returned his attention to the holo-screen. “Athena, it wouldn’t be the end of the world if the Furies accidentally opened fire on the Asgardians, if you catch my drift.”

      Athena smiled. “Understood.”

      Chase sent her a telepathic message. When this is over, we need to talk.

      Very well.

      The holo-screen turned off and pretty soon the entire fleet engaged the Furies with everything they had.

      “I think I’m on the wrong ship,” said Daniel toward Sarah. “With your permission?”

      “Of course, you’re the Hope’s wing commander, so your place is with the rest of your pilots. Be careful out there,” she said.

      “Likewise,” said Daniel before sprinting out of the bridge.

      With the Droxian capital ships around the planet all but destroyed or disabled, the Furies changed their attack priorities and shifted their vectors to intercept the newly arrived Earth Alliance fleet. Very soon both armadas opened fire. Thousands of laser fire streaks and torpedo engine trails filled the blackness of space around Droxia.
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      Chase teleported to the surface of Droxia with both Chris and Argos in tow, not far from a large city engulfed in flames. Before they could get their bearings, a half dozen fireballs homed on their position.

      Chris was the first to react and he erected a force field bubble around the group. The incoming balls of energy impacted and exploded on his green shield, creating energy ripples similar to stones hitting still water.

      Argos cracked his neck bones first, then his fingers. “I’ve been looking forward to testing my powers against anything else other than visions or dumb battle bots.”

      “Looks like you’re going to get your chance,” said Chase, gazing beyond his son’s force field. He looked concerned.

      “What is it, Dad?”

      “Let’s stay on our toes. The energy level I sense from these Furies is troubling.”

      “Troubling how? They can’t possibly rival your own powers,” snorted Argos.

      “No, but I wouldn’t feel comfortable taking on all four on my own. So I don’t want the two of you to engage more than an enemy at once. In fact, if you can, try to team up against a single Fury.”

      “Nonsense,” said Argos as he walked toward the edge of the force field that Chris promptly dropped.

      “Argos,” insisted Chase. “Let’s stay focused, ok? Something doesn’t feel right here—”

      Argos waved the back of his hand dismissively as he kept walking toward where the fireballs had been fired.

      “Chris,” said Chase with a grave look, “no unnecessary risks today, you hear me?”

      Chris nodded. “We should go with Uncle though; I don’t think he’ll wait for us when the battle begins.”

      Uncle…Not long ago Argos was their nemesis, now he was Chris’s uncle, an almost accepted member of Chase’s growing family. And, boy, had it grown in the last few minutes alone. Chase couldn’t wait to tell Argos about their mother, though he didn’t know how Argos would react. But that would have to wait until the threat to Droxia had been dealt with.

      Chris was running after Argos when Chase felt a presence approach them fast, even though his eyes couldn’t lock on it. Chase closed his eyes and detected the energy source almost on top of Argos. He promptly teleported in front of his brother and blocked an incoming attack that would have smashed Argos’ face.

      To Argos and Chris, Chase just stood there in an awkward position. But in the next instant, a humanoid figure de-cloaked, giving the entire scene a lot more sense. He was a Fury alright, in full combat armor, his shoulder-length blue hair caught in the wind. His red eyes gazed and flashed at Chase.

      The Fury’s teeth were clenched; he obviously had put a lot of energy in that blow and Chase’s block had been unexpected.

      “They have personal cloaking devices,” said Chase.

      Argos snorted and sent the enemy Fury flying high in the sky with a powerful kick.

      “Don’t just stand there!” screamed Argos. “Let’s kick their asses!”

      But Chase was in no hurry to blindly go after the Fury, and Argos would soon understand why. As he flew upward, he didn’t get a chance to catch up with the Fury he had sent toward space at ballistic velocity, because his prey disappeared. Half a second later Argos got smashed in the face, crashing a few yards away from Chase, face first.
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* * *

      Daniel finished his StarFury preflight check. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something felt different. Like he was in the wrong ship. But that couldn’t be. An incoming holo-transmission came in. It was Yanis.

      “I’m about to get loaded into the launch tube. What can I do for you, Chief?”

      “In this case, it’s more what I did for your fighter.”

      “When would you have had time to do anything on it, we’ve barely finished fighting Gaia 2. Unless—”

      “Yes, I’ve re-assigned one of the reserve ones as your main ship.”

      “Why would you do that? You’re going to jinx me. I am very particular with what ship I fly. I had my StarFury set up exactly how I liked it.”

      “Don’t worry, Daniel, I have duplicated your attack macros. And I kinda looked them over and if I didn’t know better, I’d say someone is trying to optimize Chase’s work.”

      “He doesn’t need macros anymore; the rest of us do, and it seemed only logical—”

      “Hey, no arguments from me. I was actually trying to give you a compliment, granted, I’m no fighter pilot, but this is some good work. I’m looking forward to seeing how effective it will be.”

      “Well, if you let me get out of the Hope we can find out.”

      Daniel noticed the Beta wing getting loaded in the launch tube first.

      “What’s going on? Why isn’t Alpha going in first?”

      “Cause we’re not done talking—”

      “Yanis— now is not the time. I’m the Hope’s wing commander, I should be the first one in space.”

      “You’ll be there soon enough, but I thought it prudent to have a chat about these new drones I’ve installed first—”

      Daniel expressed his frustration through a dragged out exhale.

      “You won’t be mad when I tell you what they can do.”

      “You have less than a minute before I’m loaded to the tube and launched to fight an armada of Fury ships. Give me the short version of your usual techie bragging speeches.”

      “Ouch, but fair enough, I guess. Okay, instead of four drones you now have eight smaller ones. They’re not as shielded as the previous ones, and slightly slower.”

      “So far I’m not impressed—”

      “That’s because you didn’t let me finish. They can’t be used as mines anymore, nor do they actually shoot at other fighters. I had to strip their laser cannons out too.”

      Daniel shook his head from side to side.

      “Don’t be quick to judge.”

      “Thirty seconds, twenty nine…twenty eight—”

      “Alright, alright. Once you lock a Fury starfighter, it will attach to its shield and destabilize them.”

      That got Daniel’s attention and he raised an eyebrow.

      “Destabilize them how? How efficient are we talking?”

      “That’s where the catch comes in. I’m fairly sure I got this right, but the first shots will serve as a test.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me! I’m your guinea pig?”

      “Well, with Chase planet bound at the moment, you’re the best pilot for the job.”

      “You’re lucky we’re having this discussion via holo-comm.”

      Yanis smiled nervously.

      “Okay, this is not ideal, but hear this, once I get a lock on the exact frequency rotation of their shields, the drones will effectively render them useless.”

      “As in—”

      Yanis didn’t let Daniel finish. “As in lasers, missiles and torpedoes will pass through them as if they weren’t there.”

      As much as Daniel wanted to reprimand Yanis on altering his fighter without his consent, he had to admit he liked the sound of what his chief engineer was telling him. The StarFuries had been superior to many of their smaller craft foes in the last few months, and especially effective against Zarlacks. But against Fury starfighters, it hadn’t been the case. In fact, only a considerably better pilot could take out a Fury’s short-range fighter and live to tell the tale.

      Daniel’s StarFury got picked up by the tractor beam loading mechanism and was inserted into the launch tube.

      “You’re out of time. Anything else I should be aware of?”

      “You may have lost about ten percent shield capacity.”

      “Yanis!”

      “Before you argue,” said Yanis as Daniel’s StarFury got ejected at maximum speed out of the tube, “I’ve tweaked the random frequency rotation algorithm, so in theory even though they’re at lower capacity, your shields should be stronger against Fury starfighter fire.”

      Daniel loaded his new macros into the fighter’s main computer.

      “Yeah, if you didn’t screw up.”

      “Give me some credit, when was the last time that happened?”

      When Daniel mentally hit the comm’s command in his projected Heads-Up Display, the holo-interface disappeared and every light in his cockpit turned off.

      “Yanis! What did you do?”

      But with all systems down, Yanis probably couldn’t hear him anymore.

      Daniel felt a sense of dread fill his mind and soul as he saw three Fury starfighters vectoring toward his now dead in the water StarFury.
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* * *

      Yanis’ eyes grew wide with surprise when he saw the telemetry, or lack of, from Daniel’s fighter and his latest pet-projects.

      “I told you not to screw around with the wing commander’s ship in a moment like this,” said Kvasir.

      “Not now!”

      Kvasir returned to his holo-console and started entering commands rapidly. His hands were going so fast they looked blurred.

      “What are you doing?” yelled Yanis.

      “Correcting your mistake. You have good ideas, but you need to learn to choose when to test new weaponry and when not to.”

      “Coming from someone the Asgardian council considers a war criminal, that’s precious.”

      Kvasir growled, and his tattoos flashed strongly.

      Yanis regretted his words the moment he said them; Kvasir’s current predicament was not a joking matter. If it hadn’t been for his foresight in calling Thor to the rescue, none of them would be breathing right now.

      “I’m sorry— that was not fair.”

      “Shut up, Yanis! Let me save your friend’s life, will you?”

      “Tell me what to do to help.”

      Kvasir offered Yanis a cold stare before returning to his console. “I’ve sent you a macro; load it to the communication’s tower nearest to Daniel’s StarFury.”

      “Very well. I didn’t mean for this to happen,” said Yanis as he frantically interacted with his own console.

      Yanis wasn’t used to failure. In fact, he rarely screwed up. The last time he had, his sister had died. Back then he had deployed a new tech without enough testing. Now Daniel’s life was on the line. No, Kvasir was right; he had been reckless.

      “Done,” he told Kvasir.

      “Let’s hope this works.”

      “If it doesn’t?”

      “Daniel dies,” said Kvasir, hesitating a second before activating the holo-command he had written on the fly. Five quick bleeps emanated from the console in front of him. “Let’s just hope, for his sake, that I’m better at improvising than you are.”
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* * *

      Arakan had his face buried in his palm when a Fury subordinate walked to the throne.

      “Supreme Commander,” said the Fury.

      “What is it?” answered Arakan without looking up.

      “Our forces on Droxia have been engaged by the enemy.”

      That seemed to get Arakan’s attention as he raised his head. “What?”

      “The Earth Alliance fleet with both Olympian and Asgardian ships have entered the system and engaged our forces right after they had finished dealing with the defenses around the planet.”

      Arakan’s eyes lit up with fire as he ground his teeth together.

      “Is the fleet strong enough to deal with them?”

      “The Earth Alliance and Obsidian forces, perhaps, but the Olympian ships are on par with us and with the Asgardians in the mix, it’s doubtful.”

      Damn Asgardians! They have been a thorn in my side for more than ten thousand years. Odin will regret the day he defied me.

      The Earth Alliance had their hands full only a couple of hours ago, which meant the Asgardians had helped them get to Droxia in such a little amount of time. Their superior FTL drives and superior weaponry had already been a problem in their first confrontation, before the Alliance sent the Furies to the time-dilated dimensional prison.

      They should have wiped us out when they had the chance. Now that we’re back I’ll make them pay. I won’t stop until every last Olympian and Asgardian scum are turned to dust!

      “What are your orders, Master?”

      Arakan took a deep breath to calm his boiling rage. He knew very well how impulsive he could be in times like these. This needed a calm mind. He had sent almost a third of his forces to Droxia, and there was no time to send reinforcements. The battle would be over by then. The situation was getting more and more complicated. First, the Olympians had joined the Earth Alliance and now the Asgardians. He was well aware what that meant. When the Furies tried to conquer the universe ten thousand years ago, the same thing had happened. Both Zeus and Odin were responsible for the death of his father and Arakan ached for revenge.

      He could retreat his forces to keep ships for a larger assault, but that would send a signal to the Alliance that the Furies were afraid, something he couldn’t afford.

      “Keep attacking Droxia, and instruct our forces to make as much damage as possible. What’s the status of the elite force we sent to the planet?”

      “They’ve just engaged three Furies.”

      That for sure meant the traitors Chase and Argos were with them. Was Oryn with them, too? She hadn’t reported. Arakan didn’t even know if she was still alive. The ship she had stolen had been destroyed on orbit around Earth. If she was with them though, could he take the chance to have her killed? Arakan hesitated but decided that if she was there, then it meant she was also a traitor. Chase had that uncanny ability to turn a foe into an ally. Whether or not he was the legendary Ultra Fury mattered not; either way he was a problem Arakan needed to deal with.

      “Divert one of the super-destroyers and have it crash on their location. It’s time we take this Chase Athanatos out of the picture once and for all. Have the destroyer overload its engine core so it explodes upon impact on the surface.”

      “Very well, Master,” answered the Fury.

      Arakan waved his hand. “You’re dismissed. Go away.”

      The Fury saluted and left the throne room quickly.

      That’s a mistake, heard Arakan from a familiar voice in his head.

      I don’t remember asking for your opinion.

      Chase can teleport; you’d just be sacrificing a precious destroyer.

      Arakan decided to ignore the shadowy character that at least had the good sense to not appear before him this time. Arakan still didn’t know if he was a figment of his imagination or if he was real. But he had decided to stop his treatment. It clouded his thoughts and judgment, and he didn’t like the way it made him feel. But that meant contending with advice he’d rather not have to hear.

      When the Fury subordinate was far enough from the throne, the shadowy figure appeared in front of Arakan.

      “You should heed my warnings, Supreme Commander. You know you have a better way to get to the traitor.”

      “Don’t underestimate the team of elite warriors I’ve sent on Droxia. They tend to get the job done. But right now I’m more interested in dealing with both Olympians and Asgardians. However, our fleet is not yet strong enough for a full frontal assault.”

      “And you shouldn’t underestimate the Ultra Fury, or one day he will kill you. As for his new allies, there is another way to deal with them. Simply cut the head of the snake; that will buy you the necessary time to grow your forces and deal a deadly blow to the Alliance.”

      Arakan thought about it. For once he had to admit that that was a decent piece of advice. It would require a lot of planning and precise execution, but if he could remove Zeus and Odin from the equation, perhaps the Alliance would stumble. Arakan wondered who he would kill first.

      “That’s not the right way to approach this,” said the shadow.

      “And I suppose you have a better way?”

      “As much as you seem to want to deny it, I’m here to serve you to the best of my abilities. And to answer your question, yes.”

      “I’m listening.”
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      Oryn and Zeus walked by the gardens near Zeus’ temple. It was a sunny day and the place was teeming with more life than Oryn had ever seen in her life. Wonderful purple-blue birds chirped an intricate high-pitched song, while multiple feline species ran in circles around Zeus and Oryn, keeping their distance but, all the while, looking intrigued by their new guest.

      A high-flying bird cast a shadow over them for just a second as its cry resonated throughout the valley. The place was peaceful and Oryn felt a serenity she’d seldom ever experienced. The world she knew, Erevos, was a desert with harsh conditions; everything there looked dry and with red tones, which was a stark contrast with the array of blue, green and yellow vegetation found all around Olympus. The entire place felt like a dream.

      When Zeus didn’t say anything for a few minutes, she decided to open the conversation.

      “I thought you wanted to talk to me.”

      “I do. I’m just not sure where to start, and you seem to be enjoying your surroundings. I didn’t want to interrupt that.”

      “It is a beautiful place. In fact, I don’t remember seeing anything quite like it, not even on holo-vids of worlds to be conquered.”

      “Life teems in harmony here. There are no dangers, no evil; just the elements, balance and love.”

      Oryn flinched at the mention of love. It wasn’t an emotion she was accustomed to. She remembered it from when her mother was still alive, even though she was just a toddler. Back then she felt loved. But growing up with Arakan had been a tough experience.

      She didn’t want to disappoint him, so she’d trained twice as hard as any other child, climbed the Fury ranks with honor and tried to make him proud. Now that she knew the truth about Arakan torturing and murdering her mother, she felt sick inside by the realization she’d spent her life so far fighting for all the wrong reasons. Now, more than ever before, she was driven by a thirst for revenge upon those who had been responsible for the death of her mother. Never in a million years would she have guessed her so-called Father was the real enemy.

      “Are you alright, dear?” said Zeus. “I sense your thoughts are troubled all of a sudden.”

      Oryn took a deep breath, trying to put aside her wrath for now. “Tell me about my mother.”

      “She was the most beautiful living creature in the universe. Her heart was pure and her soul radiated like a thousand suns. I miss her dearly,” said Zeus unable to prevent a tear from rolling down his cheek.

      “I only have a few memories of her. She was kind and lovable to me. That much I remember.”

      “You were just a small infant, I’m so sorry you never had the chance to truly know how wonderful your mother was.”

      “But then she was married to that monster.”

      “You know as well as I do that Furies mating and wedding rituals don’t always have anything to do with love.”

      “Yeah, we match ourselves on genetic attributes and power levels, so that the next generation of Furies will be more powerful still. I’ve always been led to believe this was smart. But now—”

      “A world without love means nothing. And Furies have forsaken the emotion early in their development. Their thirst for power and conquest took over quickly. Which is why we had to stop them.”

      “Yet, you didn’t kill them when you had the chance.”

      “I couldn’t risk you being a casualty of that war. You’re the last thing I have from Zalara. I would give my life to make sure you live.”

      Oryn felt uncomfortable hearing the words. She wasn’t used to displays of affection. She had been taught that to have compassion is to be weak. And while she saw the world with different eyes now, she still had perfect control over her own feelings, like every good elite Fury soldier. Emotions were the enemy, or so they had been trained.

      Oryn attempted to smile but it fell flat.

      “Would you tell me how the two of you met?”

      “Of course.”

      Zeus recounted the tale of his meeting with Zalara during the first Fury War while they kept walking farther and farther away from the temple.
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* * *

      Daniel saw the three missiles leave the nearest Fury starfighter and approach his position. He tried pressing on his controls but nothing worked. His ship was dead in the water. Even the ejection control was dead.

      I can’t believe this! If I survive this, I’ll kick Yanis’ ass so bad he won’t be able to sit for an entire year.

      Members of his wing redeployed around him when they understood something was wrong. Since the comms were down, he couldn’t hear them or dispatch orders. They took down the first volley of missiles and engaged the bogies.

      Thank you, guys.

      All alone in his cockpit, without any light except from the explosions and laser fire outside, Daniel felt alone in the universe. A sensation of tremendous abandonment reminded him of what he had lost.

      Saroudis came to mind for a brief instant, but was soon replaced by a memory of a smiling Fillio. She had always been dark and sad at the core, and while she had smiled from time to time, Daniel always wondered if these smiles were genuine, or a defense mechanism she had unconsciously created to deal with her own grief.

      Daniel was ripped from his reveries when three laser shots impacted the side of his StarFury’s canopy. The last one slightly cracking part of the reinforced glass.

      “Fuck!”

      Daniel could see three more missile trails in the distance and the bogies vectoring on his disabled starfighter.

      Chase or Ares! If either of you can hear me, now would be a really good time to get me the hell out of here!

      Two of the three missiles were promptly destroyed by members of Alpha team, but the third one escaped the barrage of defensive laser fire the squadron unleashed in order to protect their wing commander.

      Daniel felt his heart rapidly beating inside his chest. With shields down, his StarFury wouldn’t survive the impact of a single missile. He felt as if time crawled down to a near stop as he had a good visual on the missile approaching his position. In a few seconds, it would all be over.

      He wondered if he should close his eyes for his last moments but felt compelled to watch the missile as it approached. Another laser hit his StarFury, making the whole ship rock. Daniel thought it was the end but the missile was still a few hundred yards away.

      Time seemed to resume its normal pace and he mentally braced himself for impact when a StarFury passed in front of his field of view and intercepted the missile that would have claimed his life.

      Daniel exhaled deeply. Thanks, guys.

      The StarFury that got hit spun wildly and eventually recovered, but smoke trailed from one of its engines.

      More enemy ships converged toward Daniel’s position and Beta Squadron engaged them furiously. Daniel knew they wouldn’t be able to sustain this for much longer, especially since their main target was to protect him. The ship that had saved his life was the first to get destroyed, causing dread to grow in the pit of his stomach.

      “Get the hell out of here, fight the enemy, but don’t all die here to save me! That’s an order, dammit!”

      But no one could hear him. Daniel’s frustration got interrupted when lights on his StarFury came back to life, quickly followed by the roar of his engines. The next thing that came back online was his mental HUD. Daniel punched it and started moving it again.

      “This is Kvasir. I think I’ve managed to restore your system, Commander. Can you confirm you’re okay?”

      “About fucking time!” screamed Daniel. He realized that his outburst was insensitive. “Sorry about that, Kvasir; thanks for saving my hide. Tell Yanis I’m going to kick his ass royally when I make it back to the Hope.”
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* * *

      On board the bridge of the Droxian battle destroyer Manticora, Ronan got catapulted away from his weapon’s console and crashed to the ground as a volley of Fury torpedoes hit the ship hard.

      After his promotion, he had been transferred to the ship as a weapon’s officer after his former ship, the Phoenix, had been destroyed in the attempt to kill Miseo the first time the Furies attacked Droxia.

      A nearby officer came and kneeled next to him.

      “Commander Isch’ys, are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, just check on the captain.”

      The Droxian lieutenant commander rose back to his feet and looked toward the captain’s chair when horror filled his face.

      Ronan was still in the process of getting back up when he saw his colleague’s expression, before the Droxian’s head got briefly engulfed in flames and then exploded. Brain parts and purple blood spilled all over Ronan’s face. He instinctively swiped them off.

      Before Ronan could look around he heard many of the bridge crew shout and scream. Adrenaline rushed inside his body and he intuitively rolled to the side to take cover behind his console. He peeked through and that’s when he saw her.

      A single Fury warrior had boarded and she was killing the crew one by one. The captain was lying on the ground, unconscious.

      Dammit!

      Ronan’s first instinct was to go for his sidearm but it wasn’t there. He looked around and saw the pistol laser a few yards away from where he was. Droxians were trained to face any foe dead on, but some of the most experienced officers had already been incinerated by this Fury. She had long dark blue hair, and her eyes glowed a bright red.

      His heartbeat accelerated to the maximum. This was no time for heroics. If he disclosed his location, she would just kill him with one of her fireballs.

      Damn these fucking Furies! What a dishonorable and cowardly race!

      But that didn’t mean that Ronan would lie down and wait for death. His mother had raised him better than this, but she had also taught him to use his head in any situation. That was what made a great warrior, she had told him: to know how to use any situation to one’s own advantage.

      Two more crew members rushed to try and neutralize the Fury. The first one, a strong tall female with similar red braided hair to Ronan’s mother, ended up with a head-sized hole in the middle of her chest before falling dead on the cold hard floor, smoke rising from her carcass.

      Rage coursed through Ronan’s veins. He wanted the head of that warrior, but he knew that without some kind of advantage, or at least the element of surprise, he would end up dead just like his colleagues.

      The second Droxian warrior rolled to the side to dodge the Fury’s next fireball attack and managed to leap into the air and strike a deadly knee strike to the Fury’s face. Her dark blue hair got thrown backward from the impact, but her face didn’t budge.

      Her eyes glowed stronger and she catapulted the Droxian warrior with a powerful shockwave. Before the Droxian hit the floor, the Fury warrior joined both her fists at wrist level and quickly slashed open her palms forward. The resulting invisible attack was deadly beyond anything Ronan thought it could be. The Droxian still in mid-air got spliced in two.

      A great sense of dread invaded Ronan. He would go down fighting, but he had to come up with a plan, and find an opportunity to get out of the bridge first.

      Perhaps a distraction.

      He started looking inside his pockets for something to throw in the opposite direction, and hopefully outrun the Fury. There was nothing in his pants pockets, nor did he find anything in his upper uniform jacket, but when he removed his hand from the second inner pocket, he felt his pendant on the inside of his hand.

      Of course!

      He took the pendant from under his shirt and looked at it. It was the subspace transmitter his mother wanted him to wear at all times. He activated it. He had no idea if Ryonna was anywhere near to make a difference, but if her friend Chase was, he could definitely help. At this juncture, it was not like Ronan had anything to lose anyway.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Ryonna’s wrist started vibrating she jumped out of her bunk bed with such volition, it scared the shit out of Tar’Lock who fell from the upper bunk bed and clicked nervously before regaining his balance and landing on his feet.

      “What is it?”

      “Ronan is in trouble!”

      “I thought he wasn’t in this part of space.”

      “So did I, obviously I was wrong. We need to go help him.”

      “Sure, but first we must locate him.”

      Ryonna rushed toward their rooms console and linked her wrist computer with the holo-console. After a few seconds, a 3D projected holo-map of the battle filled most of their quarters.

      She pointed toward an orange blinking Droxian destroyer, “There! That’s where he is.”

      “Let’s call Chase,” said Tar’Lock.

      Ryonna nodded and opened a channel to the bridge.

      “I need to speak to Chase,” she said, without waiting to see who would answer her call.

      “Sarah here, what’s wrong Ryonna? Chase is on the surface of the planet with my son and Argos.”

      “Damn! My son’s in trouble, I need to get to his ship now. Is Ares around?”

      “Haven’t seen him but I think he is on the ship, yes.”

      “Can you contact him with your Fury genes?”

      “I can try. Hang on—”

      The next few seconds were excruciatingly long and felt like an eternity to Ryonna. Her heart banged against her chest so hard that she thought it would burst through her ribcage and be set free.

      A golden glow appeared.

      “Not sure if that did it,” said Sarah. “But I tried to—”

      “It worked,” said Ryonna not letting Sarah finish her sentence. “Thanks Sarah, I owe you one.”

      “No, you don’t. Go help your son. Would you like me to send backup with you?”

      Ryonna thought about it, but human soldiers would only slow her down.

      “Nope, let’s keep them as a backup if needed, but I could use some weapons.”

      “Take anything you need. And Ryonna?”

      “Yes.”

      “Be careful, will you?”

      “No promises.”

      Ares materialized in front of Ryonna and Tar’Lock.

      “Need a lift?”

      “Yes, but first we need to make a quick stop at the armory.” She looked at her insectoid friend, “Tar’Lock, wake Keera up; she’s coming with us.”
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      Argos got back up and wiped some blood from his face onto the back of his hand. “Bastard! This asshole is mine,” he said pointing a finger at Chase. “Understood?”

      “We should focus on finding a way to negate their invisibility shield—”

      But Argos wasn’t listening; he was too pissed off for having tasted dust so early in the fight.

      “You do that, and I’ll bring them down.”

      Chase shook his head but could not help but smile. At least he was on their side now, and Chase would take these odd quirks any day over the old evil-driven Argos.

      “Chris, if you need to locate the Furies, you can try closing your eyes and sensing their energy. It might take you a while to get used to it, but it’s actually good training to be able to fight without depending too much on your sight. Eventually, it will become second nature, and you can do it with your eyes open too.”

      Chris flashed Chase a thumbs up. “I’ve already tried that technique a little bit in the training room, focusing on finding the battle bots’ energy signature and fighting them blindly. Shouldn’t be much different.”

      It gave Chase immense pride seeing how Chris was developing into a very capable fighter mostly on his own. He wished he had more time so they could do father and son training sessions but the universe seldom provided them time for any of this lately. One day though…perhaps they would be able to train together side by side whenever they wanted to.

      Chase got out of his mental reverie when he felt four fireballs home in on his position from behind. He focused on all four and detonated them in mid-air with a single thought.

      Show off, said Chris in his mind.

      That too is a good exercise to practice, but I’d rather you didn’t do it today but in the training room first.

      Understood.

      Chase’s mind locked onto the Fury’s signature as his enemy stealthily approached. Or so he thought. He teleported in his wake and landed a powerful knee strike in the Fury’s stomach. He pushed his element of surprise and unleashed twenty small fireballs on his foe to test a theory.

      As they impacted with the Fury warrior, the stealth shield kept fluctuating, and Chase focused on isolating the piece of hardware on the armor of their enemies. By the tenth impact he located the energy signature of the hardware responsible for the stealth shield and reached to it with his mind.

      He had to teleport away to dodge another attack from a different Fury. Once he was out of range from that second warrior, he pushed with his mind to overload the stealth generator on his first target.

      A small explosion happened yards away and the stealth shield dropped, to the surprise of the Fury warrior, now fully visible. Argos didn’t wait and launched himself toward Chase’s prey.

      How did you do that? asked Argos telepathically.

      I have an affinity with machines, as you know. I focused on finding its energy source on the Furies’ armor, which is on their belts by the way, and overloaded it.

      Impressive. Keep doing that for the others, and I’ll take care of sending them straight to hell.

      Their energy signatures are pretty strong, be careful.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you actually care about me.

      Chase smiled. While he wouldn’t admit to it out loud, he did care about Argos, more than he thought he ever would, in fact. It felt good to be fighting with his brother side by side.

      Argos engaged the Fury and unleashed a series of combos and fireballs toward the warrior, who responded in kind. They were evenly matched and Chase decided to focus on the other warriors. It was time to rob them of their visual advantage.

      Chris, cover me while I get rid of these stealth shields on their armor.

      Gladly, answered Chris cheerfully.

      Chris flew next to Chase and closed his eyes trying to locate incoming attacks. He blocked a series of fireballs and managed to deflect some away from Chase, while Argos was slowly but surely getting the upper hand in his one on one fight with the visible Fury.

      Chase’s mind expanded far enough to locate all three other devices.

      Gotcha!

      A wide smile spread across his face as he opened his eyes again and overloaded all three power sources for the stealth shields simultaneously.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Athena dispatched orders to the Earth Alliance vessels to flank the Fury fleet. Chase had indicated his wish to try and have the Furies engage the Asgardians. If they entered the fight, it would be dealt with much faster thanks to their advanced weaponry. She also sensed that he wanted them to openly join the Alliance, but that was a safe bet.

      Zeus had sent her a holo-vid message before they arrived on Droxia, letting her know that Chase now had the full support of Zeus and Olympus. She remembered the discussion she had with Ares, and she wondered what it was that Chase had to do for Zeus to throw in his full support. The only thing that made sense was that the Fury, Oryn, had defected. Though Athena didn’t understand why just yet. But she’d find out eventually. Right now her objective was to win this battle and ideally to ensure the Asgardians participated in that victory.

      Once the Fury fleet was fully flanked, she decided to remote pilot a squadron of ships. She was not surprised when she had sensed some remote-controlled Earth Alliance craft in their previous engagements with both Fury and Gaian forces. But she was surprised that the humans and Furies were able to do so. The technology had been available to Olympians for countless centuries though.

      She selected a full squadron of drone ships from the launch bay of her ship and activated the neuronal remote control mode of her captain’s chair. A holographic 3D projected cockpit engulfed her. She wondered how Chase and his friends did it, but on Olympian ships, when a member of the crew activated this mode, the projected hologram informed the rest of the crew about what they were doing.

      She could pilot multiple ships at once, but one was selected as the master ship, and that was the one whose cockpit was holographically projected around her. She had the full squadron telemetry at her disposal and could either control the ships using preprogrammed maneuvers, or control each individually, though that required a much stronger focus on her part. A third option was to let the AI Olympian destroyer control most of the wing while she focused on mentally dispatching objectives, freeing her mind to do other things, like mentally provide orders to the rest of the fleet.

      She went for the latter option, as the battle around Droxia’s orbit was very volatile and she did not intend on losing yet another Olympian destroyer. Chase didn’t know this, of course, but Olympian resources were scarce. Zeus had not diverted too many resources on building war machines after the Furies had been defeated ten thousand years ago. So neither their technology nor their numbers had grown much ever since.

      Athena of course had argued this fact with her father multiple times, but she always ended up losing the argument. Zeus was not someone that you could coerce into doing anything he didn’t want to. She had learned that the hard way. Eventually, she gave up and accepted the tranquil and boring Olympian way of life that saw the status of their people evolve from the pioneers and most respected army to a dwindling civilization that fell off the radar of younger worlds as centuries went by.

      It felt good being part of the fight, and war strategy was something that was running in her blood, as well as something she enjoyed. Ever since Zeus had asked her to join Chase and help the Earth Alliance, she had felt like her life again had meaning.

      She engaged the cloak on her drone squadrons, which turned her holographic projection more translucent as a result and vectored the craft toward the nearest Fury starfighters and accompanying super-destroyer. If she could get the aggro on her squadron and lead them to Thor’s ship, she would certainly try, even though she doubted he would fall for it. She sure wouldn’t if their roles were reversed.

      Her squadron started pounding on the enemy starfighters, and then she dropped the cloak so the enemy ships could pursue and engage her in return as she vectored toward Thor’s ship, going evasive.

      She received a hail from the Mjölnir. Thor’s tattoos blinked madly.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Athena?”

      “Fighting to defeat the Fury, which is more than I can say for you, Thor.”

      “I’m not going to engage these ships, this isn’t going to work. This is not our war.”

      “We both know it will become your war one day. You’re just cowardly ignoring the problem until the Furies come knocking on your door.”

      “If they’re stupid enough to do so, we’ll deal with them. For the time being they’re not bothering us. Perhaps they know they’d lose.”

      “Oh, arrogance and ignorance in the same package. How efficient of you!”

      Thor did not look pleased at Athena’s word jabs.

      “Change course now, or we’ll be forced to fire upon your squadron.”

      That gave Athena another idea.

      “And start a war with the Earth Alliance and Olympians? I don’t think so.”

      “We’ve kindly brought your fleet here, and we were not obliged to do so. The least you can do is respect our wishes not to participate in this conflict. Last warning, Athena. My turret will make short change of your tiny starfighters.”

      Athena brought up her starfighters’ energy signature monitors and added fake Olympian life signs onboard the ships. Time for an old fashioned bluff.

      “I haven’t agreed to these terms directly, and right now I’m trying to evade my pursuers. Plus, I don’t think you’d be willing to fire on me directly. Surely killing me would bring about Zeus’ wrath upon Asgard, and then the Furies would be the last of your worries, trust me.”

      Thor’s eyes narrowed.

      Time to push her bluff to its utter limit.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” pushed Athena. “You were cowards ten thousands years ago, and I shouldn’t have expected anything different from you today. You smug sons of bitches.”

      Thor’s tattoos intensified and Athena could read inner rage boiling inside the Asgardian. They were very proud people, with honor. In that regard they weren’t much different from the Droxians.

      “But don’t let that make you lose any sleep, Thor. It’s not like Valhalla’s door opens to the weak and the cowards anyway.”

      “ENOUGH!” screamed Thor before turning off the holo-comm channel.

      Her instruments showed that Asgardians were powering up their weapons, and her squadron got locked. She spun three of her fighters on their axis to face her following Fury tail and showered the squadron with intensive laser and missile fire. When she took out three ships with the intense firing barrage, a nearby second Fury squadron changed vector to follow her, with a super-destroyer repositioning itself to open long-range fire upon her ships.

      She spun her inverted fighters back into position and pushed all engines to their max, entering the Mjölnir firing range. Her starfighter computers bleeped madly, informing her of the multiple locks on her entire squadron. She armed countermeasures and reprogrammed them to take a missile trajectory forward instead of their standard flare-scattering patterns.

      That’s when volley after volley of Fury missiles soared toward her squadron. She deployed the countermeasures at the last second, and once the Fury enemy ships opened fire with added laser fire, she cloaked her ships and re-vectored her squadron to scatter toward the Asgardian destroyer.

      Thor’s ship opened fire on the Fury missiles, now on a direct course for the Mjölnir. But he made sure to hit them one by one with impressive precision, never risking hitting the Fury starfighters in the process.

      Methodical bastard. He’s not gonna budge, so let’s return to my initial plan, thought Athena.

      She positioned her ships in the path of the Asgardian turrets the moment they stopped firing, having destroyed every one of the missiles and Athena’s countermeasures. She quickly hacked her ship’s firing system to emulate the Asgardian firing signature, which she knew she’d have to answer for later. But right now she had enough of Thor’s attitude. She would complete the assignment Chase had given her.

      She redirected most of her ships power, except cloak, to the weapon system and boosted them to three hundred percent firing power. That way they would resemble destroyer class turret fire. It was a rough hack and she would only get a few shots from her squadrons before the weapons fried, but she was running out of both options and time.

      She unleashed heavy fire to the incoming Fury ships and blew them to pieces in a matter of seconds before her ship’s core engines and weapon system started overloading.

      The Fury answer was immediate. The nearest super-destroyer didn’t even bother to adjust its vector. It micro-jumped instead and came face to face with the Mjölnir raining fire on it with everything it had.
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* * *

      Daniel vectored his ship toward the nearest trio of Fury starfighters and locked his drones to them. He pressed the trigger but he had forgotten the drones weren’t equipped with laser.

      Right, they’re supposed to scramble their shields.

      The drones took a torpedo trajectory and sped toward their targets instead.

      Let’s see if almost dying for this mod was worth a damn.

      Daniel didn’t start shooting his lasers at the ships until the drones were upon them, which didn’t take long. The first drone impacted with the Fury’s shield and stuck to it like a leech. The reddish shield around the Fury starfighter acted as if it was being taxed, which Daniel took as a good sign. He locked onto the target and unleashed a volley of supercharged laser fire. The first two shots got absorbed by the enemy ship’s shield but the others went through unaffected, tearing the fighter to pieces.

      “Holy shit! It works!”

      Daniel admitted he needed to reconsider Yanis’ ass kicking. Perhaps a six-month no-sitting level would do. He smiled as he unleashed a missile to the next Fury starfighter who fell prey to his drones and sent it straight to hell. He then obliterated the third one just as easily.

      Now we’re talking.

      “Alpha Leader to all squadrons. Follow my lead, I’ll paint up your targets, and you engage them at will when they light up on your targeting systems.”

      His comm clicked multiple times to confirm his orders.

      Daniel painted up to eight targets at a time, not even bothering shooting many of them, since they were falling faster than flies; he barely had time to just keep up targeting the next targets. He noticed too late the lowered shield level of one of the drones before it blew up, taking three more enemy fighters in the process but damaging Beta Seven.

      He received an incoming transmission.

      “Go easy with my toys,” said Yanis.

      Daniel could tell from his chief’s voice that he wasn’t exactly at ease and used humor to deflect his guilt over almost getting Daniel killed.

      “You’re lucky these are so efficient. You may just have bought yourself a reprieve. Why did the last drone blow up though?”

      “You’re using them faster than they have time to recharge their own shields. So eventually they fall prey to the ship’s explosion from your kills.”

      “Makes sense. Now have that brain of yours find a solution to that problem.”

      “I already have. But it will have to wait for our next engagement. It’s not the kind of tweak I can do with a software update, and that’s also something I’m never ever attempting without a ton more simulation and standard weapons testing. I can’t tell you how sorry I am about what happened to your StarFury, Daniel.”

      Daniel was still pissed off about it too, but it had turned out okay in the end, and this new advantage was something they would definitely need. So he decided to cut Yanis some slack.

      “That’s okay, Chief, I’m still here and your new drones are a thing of beauty, that’s all that matters.”

      “That’s nice of you, Daniel, but no, that’s not all that matters. If I hadn’t played mad scientist with doing last minute changes before we went into battle, my sister might still be alive.”

      Fillio. Daniel’s heart sank.

      “Don’t do this to yourself, Yanis. We can’t change the past and no good can come from blaming yourself. However, let’s agree to do more testing on your new ideas, but never lose sight of how important they are to our daily survival. Your mind does wonders and if it wasn’t for you, at least in part, we’d all be dead by now.”

      Daniel thought he could hear a sob on the other end of the communication.

      “Thanks, Daniel.”

      Daniel looked at the seven remaining drone shields and saw they had fully recharged, so he locked them to the next series of targets and sent the painted targets to his squadrons.

      “Look how quickly we’re dispatching these assholes now with only one StarFury equipped with your latest invention. When all our fighters are retrofitted, starfighter dogfight engagement with the Furies will be a walk in the park.”

      “If they don’t adapt their shields.”

      “Even if they do, I know it in my heart that you’ll find a way to give it yet another advantage. Fillio would be damned proud of you, I can tell you that.”

      “I hope so.”
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* * *

      The Hope shook under the heavy fire of three different Fury super-destroyers in their current vicinity. They were gangbanging on the Hope and its shields were depleting faster than Sarah was comfortable with. She micro-jumped the Hope away in order to let its shield recharge, but the reprieve was short-lived, as two of the three Fury super-destroyers micro-jumped in pursuit.

      We need to get them off our backs.

      That’s when Sarah felt a weird sensation, and her hands briefly lit up orange.

      What the hell is that?

      She felt a strong electric current reach the tip of her fingers and saw small lightning discharges in between her fingers. She started to panic as she felt more and more current build up inside her body. She hadn’t had an incident of uncontrolled Fury powers in a while now, and she thought it had just been a fluke.

      No such luck.

      She focused on calming herself down as now was not the time to be distracted. She closed her eyes for a few seconds and took a few deep breaths, but when the ship started rocking again, she got pulled back to reality.

      “Captain!” shouted her tactical officer.

      “What is it?”

      “Three more ships are on attack vector; they are ignoring the ships firing on them and all are vectoring toward us.”

      Were the Fury determined to bring down the Hope? It had been in many major engagements with their forces in the past, and perhaps they knew it was the flagship for the Earth Alliance. Bringing it down, even if that meant losing many of their forces, would definitely impact morale. But Sarah would not let the Hope be destroyed. Chase was still dealing with the loss of the Destiny and Commodore Saroudis. Losing the Hope was not an option.

      She opened a channel to Athena.

      “A little busy at the moment, Sarah.”

      “I need reinforcements. The Hope has caught all the aggro.”

      “I’m dispatching half my ships and some Obsidian destroyers to assist.”

      “Thank you, Athena.”

      The comm turned off and Sarah wondered why Athena had been so brief and almost cold on the line. She looked at her tactical holo-display and saw something she couldn’t believe at the other side of the battle theater. The Asgardian destroyer Mjölnir started opening fire toward an incoming Fury destroyer.
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      Thor opened fire on the Fury super-destroyer with everything his ship had and quickly lowered its shields. More Fury ships micro-jumped in the area and started engaging his other two destroyers.

      The ships’ commanders requested orders from him. Reluctantly, he gave them orders to return fire. Thor hated the idea of entering the conflict under these circumstances and knew that his father Odin would reprimand him for this.

      Damn you, Athena!

      He sent a volley of quantum torpedoes to obliterate the now shieldless Fury super-destroyer, which was still unleashing everything it had toward the Mjölnir to little effect, thanks to the Asgardians superior shield tech.

      While he wouldn’t admit it openly to Athena or Chase, Thor actually wanted nothing more than to obliterate the Furies, and well, today he had been forced into a military action he wanted to avoid because of his orders. But it felt good to kill many of this universe’s biggest scourge. The flame of battle ignited inside his soul, and he could hear the drums of war beat inside his heart once more.

      It’s been too long.

      He opened a channel to Athena.

      “There, are you happy now?” he said coldly.

      “Ecstatic, in fact. Sorry for calling you a coward earlier. I needed to get a reaction out of you, and it seemed to me that whatever broomstick Odin has lodged in your rectum was firmly planted there, so I had to get creative, no offense.”

      That really had angered Thor but he knew his Father’s position and non-willingness to choose a side in this conflict was inherently wrong. It clashed with the warrior within him and he knew many other Asgardians felt the same. It had been centuries since they had stepped into a battlefield. They all missed it. Truth be told he had nothing but respect for those fighting and risking their lives to make this universe a better place, like the Earth Alliance was. But Odin was adamant that it was not Asgard’s place to enter a conflict they had nothing to do with.

      Of course, Thor disagreed, but he had too much respect for his Father to openly defy him. The Asgardians had played a vital role in the previous war, in both working with the Olympians to develop the dimensional shifting device and also providing the most powerful fleet to counter the Furies’ mad conquest. Not being part of this fight following the resurgence of the worst enemy this universe had ever known was preposterous. So even though he would not admit it openly, he was actually glad Athena put him in this position. He had put on a show of disagreement for his Father’s sake, but inside he was glad how things turned out.

      “None taken. And apology accepted, but know that this stunt of yours will most certainly cost you and the Alliance in the long run.”

      “Right now I don’t care about that. With your ships’ help we’ll finish this battle in no time.”

      “Perhaps, but this won’t play in your favor when the subject of the fully fledged alliance is brought to the table. Odin does not like being coerced into anything. You may have won an ally today, but prevented one in the future.”

      “Come on Thor, you can hide all you want behind your impassive cold blue Asgardian face, but we both know you love the thrill of the war. I know I’ve never felt so alive for eons.”

      She was right. Thor felt like something dead in him had resurrected. The warrior’s call of his heart was already singing songs of glory. He allowed the corner of his mouth to curl into a faint smile.

      “I won’t deny that.”

      “You’re welcome. Now let’s finish this off and celebrate with as much ale as we can drink afterward, my treat!”

      “Olympian ale? No thanks. I’d rather drink troll’s piss. But you’re welcome to try your resistance to a real warrior’s drink onboard the Mjölnir once this is over.”

      Athena chuckled. “That’s a date.”

      Thor’s eyes widened, and his tattoos turned off swiftly.

      “Relax big guy, I just mean I’m looking forward to drinks with you until we roll under a table. It’s been a long time since I partied that way. Glad to see your broomsticktectomy has been successful.”

      Colors slowly returned to Thor’s face and he allowed himself a warmer smile. “I’m looking forward to it as well.”
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* * *

      Chase deflected three successive fireballs from the nearest Fury target and decided it was time to thin the herd. He entered Ultra Fury mode, teleported in front of his enemy and disconnected the Fury’s head from its body with a powerful uppercut. He then grabbed the dead body and used it as a shield for the twenty or so fireballs another Fury sent toward him.

      A quick look around and he saw Chris and Argos, each busy dealing with a Fury of their own. They were holding their own very well, but they were pretty evenly matched with their foes.

      Chase could intervene but he knew Argos would not forgive him, unless it was absolutely necessary. Pride and all. As for Chris, Chase could sense he relished the idea of real combat to test his skills.

      The third Fury used Chase’s moment of distraction to strike a powerful kick at his face but found nothing but air. Chase had teleported behind him and sent the Fury flying for miles with a swift slap of his hand.

      Chase felt more energy signatures converging on their position. They had attracted the rest of the forces deployed on the surface. A dozen more signatures were incoming at high velocity.

      “We’ll have more company in a few minutes,” said Chase out loud.

      “Bring it,” said Argos in between his current combo.

      Argos blocked three of his enemy’s fireballs and assimilated their energy into his own. He brought his aura to the max and lit up his entire right arm with bright red energy. Before the Fury could unleash his next attack, Argos promptly cut him in half.

      “Two down,” he said, winking at Chase.

      Chris was taking the upper hand in his fight as well and decided to go for the kill. He somersaulted atop his foe, grabbed his head and smashed the Fury to the ground with extreme force, creating a large crater in the stony ground as he did so. Before the Fury could recover, Chris incinerated him with a powerful column of green energy. He then cracked his neck and stretched himself before the next wave of warriors arrived.

      That’s when Chase felt another set of signatures coming from the other side; it was the second wave he detected. They had sent reinforcements. Even though Chase could probably deal with most of these foes, he didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said before teleporting off the planet.
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* * *

      Zeus and Oryn had been walking for a couple of hours, exchanging stories on their respective lives and Oryn was slightly more at ease with talking to her biological father now. He seemed genuinely interested in her well-being and apologized multiple times for not being there when it mattered.

      Oryn still just couldn’t see Zeus as her father. She believed both him and Chase about it now, but the man was still mostly a stranger to her. A kind stranger, granted, but a stranger nonetheless.

      “So, are you defecting or do you intend to return to work for Arakan?” asked Zeus.

      “I don’t know just yet. I won’t work for Arakan, and I intend to kill him myself.”

      “You should let Chase deal with him, Arakan might be too strong, and I don’t want any harm to come to you. And up until not long ago, you considered him your father. It might be more difficult than you think to kill him under the circumstances.”

      “I can’t let that animal live, not after what he did to my mother. I thought of all the people I know, you’d be the one who would actually encourage me to do it.”

      “I want Arakan to suffer and pay for his crimes as much as you do, and if you want, we can fight him together. I just don’t want you to get hurt. I already lost your mother.”

      Oryn noticed Zeus’ eyes becoming watery.

      “I won’t lose that fight.”

      “Arakan is a powerful warrior. I’m not sure he can be brought down that easily. He also doesn’t fight fair and might use your weaknesses against you.”

      “Who said I was weak?”

      Zeus held both hands in front of him. “Don’t misunderstand what I am trying to say. I’m sure you’re a powerful warrior and I can sense your hatred for Arakan is strong. But he is a master at manipulating people. He’s let you believe you were his daughter for all this time; there’s nothing he won’t do to survive. I’m also worried what killing him would mean for you.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I may not have raised you, but we have a blood connection, as such, ever since you arrived on Olympus, I can sense most of what’s in your heart. You’re still wondering if you can’t take the throne.”

      Oryn stopped short and up until now her relaxed facial features hardened.

      “Are you reading my thoughts, old man?”

      “I don’t have to. I can sense your primal emotions and rage, vengeance and thirst for power are currently at the forefront of your psyche. I would never dare try to read your thoughts, but I can’t help feeling these strong emotions emanating from you.”

      “I don’t know what I’ll do. But killing Arakan, that’s a certainty. I’ll die trying if it comes to that.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t. At the very least let me, Chase and his friends help you in that task. We’ll stand a much better chance that way.”

      “Nobody but me kills Arakan. I’ve told Chase, and now I’m telling you.”

      “When the time comes to put him out of his misery, we won’t stand in your way. I just want to make sure you’re not undertaking this alone as that would be suicide.”

      Oryn didn’t like being treated like an inferior. It mattered not to her that Zeus was renowned as one of the most powerful beings in the universe. If she set her mind to kill Arakan, nobody could stop her, not Chase and certainly not Zeus.

      “I’d rather we talked about something else now, if you don’t mind. Or better yet, if you would show me a place to rest. I haven’t slept much in the last couple of days, and I need to recharge.”

      “Absolutely, let’s go back to the temple,” said Zeus as he gently put a hand on her shoulder.

      “What are you doing?”

      “This will be faster.”

      Zeus teleported them back to the temple.

      “Let me show you to your room,” said Zeus gesturing her toward a nearby door.

      Before she could take a step forward, Chase appeared in front of her.

      “Back so soon—”

      “No time! We’re outnumbered on Droxia and could use your help.”

      Oryn hesitated. “Chase, I told you I’m not ready yet to fully defect and attack my fellow Furies.”

      Disappointment permeated Chase’s face.

      Zeus put his hand on Oryn’s shoulder.

      “Oryn, go help your nephew, in fact, I think I’ll come as well. Time for the head of the Olympians to show his face to the enemy. I would really like it if you came with us.”

      “Coming or not, I have to get back to Droxia now,” insisted Chase.

      “Go ahead, Chase,” said Zeus. “If Oryn wants to come, I’ll bring her myself. If not, well, you’ll see me soon.”

      “Thanks, Zeus,” said Chase before teleporting away.

      Oryn turned her back to Zeus and looked out at the distance, her mind lost in thought.

      “He’s your nephew, and so is Argos. Your brothers and sisters are fighting for their life in orbit around Droxia, you may want to lend a hand if you can. You might regret it if they lose their lives.”

      “We’re not yet acquainted enough for you to use emotional blackmail to get me to do your bidding.”

      “It’s not my bidding Oryn— and if you don’t want to fight your kind, that’s fine, I understand. But if you do, I’d love to fight by your side, father and daughter, and see the wonderful warrior you’ve become.”

      Oryn turned to face Zeus and looked deep into his eyes.
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* * *

      Arakan walked in front of the five Fury warriors, his Prime Strike Force. They all had kneeled in front of his throne. Four men and a woman. Everyone heavily armored, with the center Fury wearing a dark gray cape. He also had more battle scars than the others and long white hair.

      “Rise,” said Arakan coldly.

      All five warriors gracefully rose and stood ramrod straight. They were the toughest amongst the Furies left for Arakan to use. Each and every one of them a potential candidate to replace Timoros. But that would take some time, and Arakan’s scientist had to finalize the new armor for the assassin’s position. So today all five of them would act as one. Even if one member of that team was missing. Not everyone was in the group, and the one missing was their commanding officer, Oryn.

      “I have a mission of the utmost importance for you today. The most important mission of your lives.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait for our leader?” said the middle Fury and Oryn’s second in command. “No offense, Master.”

      “None taken, Zen’tar, but it looks like you’re the new leader now. I don’t know if Oryn is alive. And if she is, she might have defected.”

      The look in Zen’tar’s eyes grew wide for a moment. Then his eyebrows burrowed down, a look of anger radiating all around him.

      “I accept command, my Master. Thank you for your trust. I won’t disappoint you. What’s our mission?”

      “You five are to leave for Asgard right away, your ship has been pre-programmed to use a wormhole to cut your travel time substantially. Once you arrive, your mission is simple: kill Odin and bring me back his head.”

      The five Furies smiled. Zen’tar’s eyes even flashed a satisfying red at the order.

      “What of the other Asgardians?”

      “This is a surgical mission. I want you to be stealthy about it; only your main objective matters. If there is Asgard opposition, you are to take them down any way you so wish, but your only target is Odin. I want him dead.”

      “What if we meet up with Oryn?”

      “I’ve sent the homing signal, and if she comes to rejoin you, then have her call me before allowing her to regain command of the mission. If she’s defected—” there was a long pause. “Kill her.”

      Arakan clearly saw Zen’tar flinch at his words. The Supreme Commander knew Zen’tar harbored strong feelings for his stepdaughter, but Oryn had shown no interest whatsoever in him. Arakan sometimes wondered if she had any feelings at all. Beside himself, Oryn was the coldest living being he knew. And with his own heart mostly dead inside and turned to stone eons ago, Arakan knew a thing or two about a cold heart.

      Zen’tar bowed. “Thy will be done, Master.”

      “Be careful and act fast as your window of opportunity will be short. While the Earth Alliance is being distracted on Droxia, we must take that time to strike now. Unfortunately, with the Asgardian entering the fight on Droxia, I can’t guarantee that the Alliance won’t show up before you, even with the wormhole shortcut route. That’s why it’s best if you act stealthily, work in the shadows, stay undetected until it’s time to strike at Odin. Try to avoid direct confrontation with the one the Alliance calls Chase and his friends. Chase, in particular; while you’re my proudest warriors, you are all aware what he did to Timoros. Perhaps together you’d stand a chance, but alone, I’m afraid he’d kill each and every one of you with ease. You’re not to engage him unless absolutely necessary.”

      “Understood. What about the traitor Argos?”

      “He’s not part of your mission, if he interferes, deal with him as you see fit. Now go, there’s no time to lose.”

      Arakan’s Prime Strike Force saluted and left the throne room flying.

      “Will they be strong enough to kill Odin?” said the shadowy character.

      Arakan growled. He couldn’t stand the shadow’s presence. It felt like a leech. If he didn’t need his head clear, he would take his medicine. Though he had felt how much less powerful he was when he took it. Now that Oryn was missing, he wondered if it was really medicine, or a slow acting poison to weaken him.

      Arakan’s eyes lit up and burned like two red dwarves as a sadistic smile filled his face. “It doesn’t matter.”
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      Ronan, going toward the bridges main doors, stealthily moved away from the Fury, who was approaching the captain in a tempered and slow walk. The Fury created a fireball in her right hand when she was only a few feet away from her target. He couldn’t let her kill the captain. He had to provide a distraction of some kind. His mind raced as he approached the doors. At his feet laid a standard laser pistol, but Ronan knew it wouldn’t damage the Fury. Still, unless he was prepared to see his captain murdered in cold blood, he didn’t have much of a choice.

      Ronan picked up the weapon, aimed it at the Fury’s head and supercharged his shot. He heard the captain mumble something.

      “We’ll defeat you; I die free.”

      “No, you die knowing that your entire world will burn today.”

      When the Fury pointed her fireball hand at the captain’s head, Ronan knew he had run out of time. His heartbeat went into overdrive as he shot the Fury in the back of the neck. To his surprise, the Fury didn’t see it coming and his supercharged laser shot burned the back of her neck. Her fireball died off and she turned around, locking her murderous gaze with Ronan, her eyes shining red.

      “Fight someone who still stands, you cowardly bitch,” Ronan said before running quickly out of the bridge.

      Before he was halfway through the first corridor, he felt a strong wind behind him just before a foot kicked him on the back of his head with such strong force that he was catapulted forward, crashing onto the ground and skidding for yards on his face, resulting in a very painful burn on one side.

      “You should have stayed quiet,” he heard before he found the strength to turn around.

      No way was he facing death with his back against the enemy; that was not the Droxian way. Unlike the Furies, Droxians placed honor above all else, and there was none to be found dying this way.

      When he was fully turned on his back, with every one of his bones and muscles aching, he saw an opened palm aimed at his head, as well as a mad smile across his executioner’s face.

      In a desperate last attempt, Ronan tried kicking the Fury’s hand, but she unleashed a powerful shockwave that locked him into place on the floor.

      That was it. Ronan knew he couldn’t get free, and he knew his time had come. Lightning crackled inside the woman’s palm as the shining in her eyes intensified.

      But to his surprise, someone grabbed the Fury woman and locked her into place. The captain! He held on to her with every ounce of power left in him.

      “Go! Ronan, get the hell out of here!” he shouted.

      Ronan felt adrenaline shoot inside of him and it quickly covered any sensation of pain. He jumped back to his feet and launched himself toward the Fury, landing the most powerful blow he could muster to the warrior’s stomach. She screeched and blood flew from her mouth, the first sign that she wasn’t invincible. Ronan kept pummeling at her with one punch after another ignoring his captain’s plea for him to save his life.

      “No, Ronan! Just run to the nearest escape pod and save your life. If you stay here, she’ll kill us both! Ronan! That’s an order.”

      That made Ronan stop briefly, and that gave the Fury the respite she needed to fire two deadly red laser shots from her eyes. They impacted and pierced through Ronan’s left shoulder, and he was thrown back to the floor, blood gushing through the twin holes, and intense pain shot back throughout his body.

      The Fury laughed out loud. The captain tried as much as he could to hold onto the Fury, but she kept laughing louder.

      “You’re just cockroaches, the both of you. You think you fight with honor, but when your enemy is ten thousand times more powerful than you are, is it really honor? Or utter stupidity? We’ll kill each and every one of you today, and rid the universe of the stench of your inadequacy. Only the strong shall survive, and Droxians will be remembered as yet another pathetic race who chose the wrong side in this war.”

      Ronan’s shoulder was pounding so badly he thought he would lose consciousness. With each heartbeat, more pain radiated throughout his already half-broken body. Was his captain right? Should he have run away and left him to die? That wouldn’t have been honorable, and Ronan couldn’t have lived with that decision anyway. Still, the Fury’s words hit him hard. Was fighting in desperation, when the difference in power between their races was so high, still honorable? Or just futile?

      The Fury warrior intensified her aura and it grew in size exponentially. Flames engulfed the captain, burning him alive, but he wouldn’t let go.

      “Ronan—” he muttered in anguish through clenched teeth.

      But Ronan couldn’t move anymore. Even if he was to resign himself to try and flee, he didn’t have the energy required to do so. He was now bound to the captain’s fate and all he could do was witness the horrors he knew were coming.

      The Fury warrior threw her head back with such force that the captain got thrown into the air as a result, and she swiftly turned around and telekinetically locked the Droxian’s body in mid-air.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” said the Fury with a manic tone.

      She extended a grasping hand toward the half-burned Droxian. His head was thrown forward as the rest of his body stayed in place. Neck bones were the first to crack, then tissues and muscles as the captain’s head was severed by an invisible force and flew in the Fury’s hand, her echoing laughter again filling the Manticora’s corridors.
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* * *

      “You should get some rest while I go help Chase and his friends,” said Zeus.

      “That’s a good idea,” answered Oryn. “I could use some.”

      “See you when I return. If you need anything, ask anyone around, and they’ll attend to your needs.”

      “Thank you, Zeus. Good luc—”

      A wrist device on Oryn bleeped and blinked. She pushed a touch control on it and a holographic message was displayed. It was a mission briefing as well as a summoning call to rejoin the Prime Task Force.

      “What is it?” said Zeus.

      “Hold on just a sec; don’t go just yet.”

      So either Arakan doesn’t know I betrayed him, or he’s baiting me with this.

      The mission brief was only half-surprising. The main objective was bringing back Odin’s head, which Oryn had half expected when they played their bluff with Thor. The Asgardians probably entered the conflict on Droxia, and Arakan’s answer to that was swift and immediate.

      “This is a summons,” she said pointing at the hologram, “from Arakan to kill the head of the Asgardians. I think we could use that to our advantage to bring down Arakan.”

      “Should we discuss that when I return?” inquired Zeus.

      Oryn thought it through and decided against staying on Olympus.

      “No, let’s go, together. I’m coming with you to Droxia.”
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* * *

      When Chase returned to the battlefield on Droxia’s surface, the reinforcements were still a couple of minutes away. Hopefully, Zeus would join them to make this fight a little more balanced. Chase was slightly disappointed with Oryn’s hesitation to join them, but not entirely surprised. He knew she wasn’t yet sure where her allegiance lay. Her main drive was to kill the man she had thought her entire life to be her father.

      Chris was engaged with a Fury warrior and was holding his own, the two of them exchanging and blocking blows at speeds too fast for most living beings to follow. Meanwhile, Argos had taken on the remaining warrior in Chase’s absence.

      “That’s some impressive backup you’ve brought along; at least get in here and help us finish these assholes,” snorted Argos.

      “Zeus is coming soon to help us.”

      Surprised, Argos stopped in mid-fight and got hit several times by the Fury he was battling. The Fury pressed his lucky advantage and sent Argos crashing to the ground. He followed through and prepared to strike Argos before he could get back up, but Chase was faster. He teleported in between and blocked the Fury’s fist an inch away from Argos’ face.

      Chase’s eyes flashed orange and he turned into Ultra Fury. He applied increasing strength on the fist of the Fury, whose bones started breaking one by one. He screamed from the pain and tried hitting Chase with his other hand. That was a mistake.

      Chase crushed the rest of the Fury’s fist like it was made of paper, which promptly cancelled out his failed counterattack. With a swift move, Chase ripped the Fury’s entire arm from his shoulder. The Fury fell to the ground, knees first, and grabbed his blood-gushing shoulder. The last thing he saw was Chase’s palm before he was incinerated by a column of orange energy.

      Only the bottom half of the Fury’s body remained as Chase ended his attack. Smoke rose from the burnt flesh.

      Argos got up, cracked his neck to the side and dusted himself off. “Having fun? I had this covered, you know?”

      Chase smiled. “I know, but I seemed to have distracted you.”

      “I’m surprised that Zeus is coming here. That’s all. He didn’t exactly seem open to help us when we met him on Olympus. I wonder what changed his mind.”

      Chase wondered if now was the time to tell Argos about both their origins. There was still a few moments left before the Fury reinforcements would arrive.

      “We need to talk about our mother.”

      “I don’t see why, there’s nothing to tell. Our Father told me she died shortly after our birth.”

      “He lied.”

      Argos’ eyes grew wide with shock.

      “What? How would you know?”

      “Zeus told me that Athena is our mother.”

      The expression on Argos’ face conveyed an equal mixture of surprise, anger and even guilt.

      “That can’t be—” was all he could muster.

      “Believe me, it is. Which makes Zeus our grandfather.”

      “And Aphroditis—” but Argos couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence.

      “Our aunt, yes. You’ve trapped her into a machine that sucks on her life energy with every passing minute. But I guess you couldn’t have known.”

      Argos’ complexion turned whiter with each passing second. “I— we need to do something about it.”

      Chase didn’t expect Argos to feel exactly the same as he did, but perhaps Chase had underestimated the importance of family to his proud and arrogant brother.

      “Oh we will; the first chance we get, you and I are going to free her from that infernal machine.”

      The dozen Fury fighters landed not far from them just as Chris finished off the Fury he had been fighting.

      Chris flew down from the air and landed next to Chase and Argos.

      “What’s with the two of you? I don’t know what you two are talking about but now is not the time to have a committee meeting. In case you weren’t paying attention, these guys,” said Chris pointing toward the dozen Furies with his thumb, “have just arrived. And I still don’t see any reinforcements.”

      Argos chuckled. “He’s your son, alright.”

      “That’s for sure, but he’s right. I wonder what’s taking Zeus so lon—”

      Both Zeus and Oryn appeared in front of them.

      “Now, that’s impeccable timing,” said Argos.
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* * *

      Now that the Asgardians had entered the conflict, the Hope managed to retreat from the center of the battle to recharge its shields. Thor’s ship, the Mjölnir, had just destroyed two Fury super-destroyers that were threatening the Hope’s structural integrity after it had lost its shields. They were already recharging when Sarah felt another wave of energy course through her entire body.

      What is happening to me?

      She looked at her hands and saw small orange lightning bolts discharge in between her fingers. She closed her eyes and tried to calm down, but it didn’t seem to have any effect, and her heart started racing. What if she couldn’t control her powers, what would happen to the Hope then? And to the planet below. Chase had created a black hole the last time he used his powers in space. This could have devastating consequences.

      She swiftly excused herself from the bridge and ran into the captain’s ready room where the flashes of energy intensified. She stepped in front of a mirror and was shocked to see her entire silhouette flash orange in increasingly stronger discharges.

      She thought about calling Chase, but she knew he was busy on the ground. So she tried calling someone else.

      Ares! She mentally shouted. Please tell me you can hear me? Come here at once, there’s something terribly wrong with me!
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* * *

      The Fury turned around, the Droxian captain’s head in her hand. She levitated the head a few inches away from Ronan’s face. His former commanding officer’s face was badly burned, and a look of painful terror was in his dead eyes.

      “I’m sorry, did you hope to say some last farewell words to your colleague?” said the Fury female in a cruelly amused tone of voice. “Where are my manners? There, I don’t think he can hear you anymore, but if it will make you feel any better.”

      She burst into yet another fit of laughter.

      Ronan felt anger grow deep within his soul. But that feeling was fighting a losing battle with his deepest fear. Ronan did not fear death, but right in these dreadful last moments, he wished he had a second chance. Should he have tried to save his own life? After all, the captain’s sacrifice had been in vain now that Ronan was about to die as well.

      “I’m sorry, Captain, I should have listened to you,” said Ronan looking into his commanding officer’s lifeless eyes.

      “I wouldn’t have let you escape anyway, so you can take some comfort from that,” said the Fury before using telekinesis to crush what was left of the captain’s face. “Now that you have said your goodbyes, it’s time to go join him in hell.”

      A large red fireball crackled to life inside the Fury’s hand, as she aimed it at Ronan’s head, and fired.

      This is it. Goodbye mother.

      Ronan felt something drag him at impossible speed and when the fireball that should have killed him hit the ground; he was no longer there.

      “Don’t you dare touch my son, you bitch!” exclaimed Ryonna as she stepped forward, pumping her anti-Fury shotgun gauge and firing a shockwave shot that sent the Fury skidding across the floor for several yards.

      Ryonna pumped the weapon again while the power pack recharged with a satisfying upper-pitch hum before she aimed and unleashed a second shot at the Fury female, who lost her footing from the second shockwave energy blast and crashed onto the ground, back first.

      Ronan was already behind his mother, thanks to Tar’Lock’s prompt rescue, who briefly smiled at him the moment they were out of danger.

      “Good to see you, Ronan,” said the insectoid Gorgar.

      “It’s damn good to see you, too. But you shouldn’t have come, this Fury is crazy, she’ll kill us all.”

      “We’ll be fine; now stay out of sight while we deal with her.” Ryonna’s gaze drifted to the holes in her son’s shoulder. “Looks like you need a trip to a regen tank ASAP,” replied Tar’Lock.

      “How is he?” screamed Ryonna, while reloading her huge gun once more.

      Tar’Lock made a head movement, inviting Ronan to answer.

      “I’m fine, don’t worry about me,” exclaimed Ronan. “Be careful, she’s a crazy one.”

      Ryonna flashed her son a thumbs up without turning back; she needed to stay focused on eliminating their threat.

      The Fury got back up and Ryonna shot once more with her weapon but this time her enemy blocked the shot by sending a shockwave of her own that nullified Ryonna’s weapon. She then fired two fireballs at Ryonna, who dodged the first one by swiftly cocking her head to the side and somersaulted to avoid the second one aimed at her torso.

      “Now!” she shouted right after landing.

      Keera uncloaked behind the Fury in a super-suit and opened fire with her own anti-Fury shotgun. It took the Fury completely off guard and sent her hurtling forward toward Ryonna, who grabbed her blaster and fired three lasso shots at the Fury’s legs, making sure the Fury wouldn’t be able to land back on her feet.

      Sure enough, two of the three lasso shots locked the Fury’s legs together and she crashed head first onto the ground with a satisfying thump. Ryonna withdrew her sharp katana for the kill.

      Before Ryonna had holstered her blaster though, the Fury catapulted herself forward, head first, and impacted the top of her skull with Ryonna’s torso, knocking the wind out of Ryonna, sending her down as well and throwing her katana flying in circles in the air.

      Keera lost no time firing a second shot at the downed Fury, who put her feet in front of the shot and used the shockwave and her own strength to break the two layers of blue energy lassos binding her legs. Now freed, she leapt into the air and sent three quick powerful fireballs onto Keera; the first two were absorbed by Keera’s suit’s shield but the third one sent her whirling in the air and crashing against the wall.

      The Fury landed on her feet, swung about and aimed her palm at Ryonna who was slowly getting back up. But then the Fury’s eyes grew wide before her body split in two and she was dead before both halves of her body hit the ground with a grueling squish.

      Tar’Lock stood on top of her body with Ryonna’s katana in hand, crimson red blood dripping from its tip.

      Ryonna got back up and reprimanded her insectoid friend.

      “I thought I told you to stay out of this fight.”

      “You’re welcome. It looked like you could use a hand,” said Tar’Lock with a cheerful clicking noise.

      Ryonna smiled and kissed Tar’Lock on the forehead. “Thank you.”

      Tar’Lock’s eyes grew wide.

      “Mind— giving me a hand…” said Keera.

      Ryonna raced toward Keera, who was still on the ground, holding a bloodied stomach.

      “How bad is it?” exclaimed Ryonna when she saw the wound.

      “I’ll live.”

      Ronan rejoined the trio, his hand covering his own still bleeding shoulder.

      “Thank you all for saving my life.”

      Ryonna took Ronan in a warm embrace and kissed her son’s hair.

      “I’m alright, Mom.”

      “The hell you are. You also need a trip into a regen tank.”

      “I will, but first we must finish this battle. Tar’Lock,” inquired Ronan turning toward the Gorgar, “there are regen tanks on the deck below, would you mind putting Keera into one of them for me?”

      Tar’Lock nodded and moved so fast he was under Keera and helping her back up and walking in a split second.

      Keera grunted. “Shouldn’t we get out of here instead? I think I can make it until we get to the Hope.”

      “I’m not abandoning my ship,” said Ronan proudly.

      “Your ship?” said Ryonna, raising an eyebrow.

      “I’m the only remaining officer, so—”

      “Right,” said Ryonna with an amused smile. “That makes you the captain, now. Where do you want me, Captain?”

      “I could use a tactical officer.”

      Ryonna was so proud of her son. His side still kept on winning the battle for their world. She had raised him well, and wished her husband was still alive to see what a great warrior their son had become.
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      “Surrender yourselves and you might not die in horrible pain,” said one of the dozen Fury warriors that had just arrived.

      Chase took a few steps in front of his group and smiled.

      “You’ve got this the wrong way around. If you value your lives, you’ll leave as fast as you arrived.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous! We’re twelve against five; you don’t stand a shadow of a chance.”

      Chase’s aura grew exponentially, which triggered a powerful shockwave that swept half of the Furies off their feet and had the rest of them battling a strong windstorm to stay upright.

      “If you were a hundred, perhaps I would concede this is going to be a difficult fight,” said Chase. “But it is you who don’t stand a shadow of a chance. So this will be my first and last warning. Leave now and you may live to fight another day.”

      What the hell are you doing? asked Argos telepathically. Let’s kill them all!

      They won’t back down, don’t worry. I know Furies, stubborn to a fault. But I had to give them a way out.

      The corner of Argos’ mouth curled into a smile.

      The leader amongst the Furies stepped in front of his band of warriors, just like Chase had done on his side a moment ago.

      “We’re going to kill you, and Supreme Commander Arakan will make me one of his generals when I bring him your head myself.”

      “I’m sorry I’m going to have to disappoint you on this one.”

      Chase teleported in front of the Fury and sent him flying high in the sky with a powerful uppercut. The impact between Chase’s fist and the Fury’s jaw unleashed a powerful shockwave that threw the nearby Furies crashing hundreds of yards away. Chase took aim with an open palm toward the wildly spinning Fury, roared a deafening war cry and sent enough kinetic energy toward his ballistic foe that the Fury exploded into a pulp of blood and guts.

      Chase cracked his neck and knuckles. “Who’s next?”

      Then all hell broke loose.
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* * *

      The Manticora shook when a volley of torpedoes impacted with its shields.

      “Status report,” asked Ronan.

      “Shields are down to thirty percent. Athena is requesting that we target smaller crafts, since our main weapons aren’t that effective against capital ships. She’s dispatched an Olympian destroyer to cover us.”

      “Very well, let’s help the Earth Alliance wings dispatch the smaller craft vessel. Lock batteries and torpedoes to the nearest enemy wings and open fire.”

      “Firing now.”

      Ryonna looked at Ronan with admiration at how naturally he had assumed command of the Manticora. He seemed confident in his ability to captain the ship and that was something she didn’t expect for someone so young. She could feel in him the same fire that animated her when she had gone on the mission to break him from Hellstar Prison. His resolve seemed unbreakable. As a mother she couldn’t help but worry about his wound, but it did not seem to bother him or affect his ability at the moment, so she decided not to insist on him getting medical attention until the battle was won.

      Now that the Asgardians had entered the fight, the balance of power had clearly shifted toward the Earth Alliance. It was only a matter of minutes until the last Fury super-destroyers were dealt with.

      Tar’Lock entered the bridge at his usual super human speed.

      “How are things going?” he asked Ryonna.

      “We’re in good shape; this battle should soon be over. How’s Keera?”

      “It’s good we put her in a regen tank; that wound looked nasty. But in a few hours she’ll be right as rain.”

      Ryonna saw Tar’Lock watching the battle raging outside. Suddenly, he seemed very focused on something happening far away from their position.

      “What’s up, Tar’Lock? What do you see?”

      “That ship over there; is it just me or is it actually breaking away and heading straight toward the planet?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Zeus deflected three incoming fireballs and zapped his Fury attacker with a flurry of lightning bolts. Chase was currently engaged with no less than five enemies at once, while Oryn dealt with four on her own. She dodged every attack sent to her with incredible dexterity and grace and when she saw an opening, she trapped one of her attackers into an ice coffin from which there was no escape. At temperatures near absolute zero, the Fury’s metabolism stopped and death was near instantaneous.

      Zeus roared and the surface of the planet trembled. He unleashed a powerful lightning attack that branched, then split apart and hit three of his attackers, sending them flying yards away.

      Chris and Argos teamed up to thin the remaining Fury horde one by one. They were very complimentary, with Chris’ ability to dodge and block almost anything thrown at him, while Argos went more on the offensive.

      After a few minutes, they had already dispatched more than a third of the enemy Furies, each moment making it easier for them to deal with fewer foes at once.

      The Furies regrouped and backed away from the fight without warning.

      “What the hell are they doing?” inquired Argos.

      “Maybe they’re reconsidering my offer,” said Chase.

      “Even so, we finish this. The more Furies die here today, the less we have to fight tomorrow.”

      Chase didn’t exactly see eye to eye with Argos, but his logic was sound nonetheless. If the Furies decided they wanted to flee though, Chase was perfectly fine letting them. Fear was also a powerful message. And if they survived to tell what had happened to their comrades in arms, it would still be a victory, and one that could instill fear in the heart of whomever heard the tale.
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* * *

      When Ares materialized in the Hope’s ready room, Sarah was flashing orange, and lightning bolts sizzled all around her.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, unable to hide the worry in his voice.

      “I— I don’t know, please help me, Ares!”

      “When did it start?”

      “A while ago I had my first episode, but it came and went; I didn’t think anything of it at the time— I thought it was just a post-pregnancy side effect, but this time it’s different, I can’t seem to stop it!”

      “Alright, looks like your latent Fury powers are coming to the surface. You need to learn how to control them. Doesn’t look like we have much time.”

      “What? What does that mean?”

      “I don’t want to alarm you, but it seems to me that unless you get a grip on them fast, you could unleash them and destroy everything around you.”

      “A good thing you didn’t want to alarm me,” said Sarah with uncontrolled anger.

      “Well, looks like you’re in for a crash course in Fury powers. I’ll do my best to guide you through it. Try to close your eyes and focus on your powers. Visualize a sphere in your mind that represents the energy you feel inside your body.”

      “I’m warning you, I suck at meditating.”

      “You have to try, Sarah, now stop arguing and close your eyes.”

      Sarah closed her eyes and, as instructed, she tried to get a visual representation of the powers inside of her. She couldn’t get a sphere in her mind; instead, she saw a scary tapestry of lightning not following any patterns. It was plain chaos.

      “I can’t seem to see a sphere.”

      “Try to shape one with your thoughts then.”

      Sarah tried focusing on the task, but all she could think about was what would happen to the Hope and its crew if she lost control.

      “That’s not what I asked you to do,” exclaimed Ares.

      “Look, it’s not easy to focus in these conditions. We’re in the middle of a battle; there are lives at stake.”

      “You need to disconnect your thoughts from that; the fleet is doing well; right now you need to focus on you and you alone.”

      “Easier said than done; what if I take out the entire fleet?”

      “Look, I know this is scary, but you probably don’t have that kind of power. So just try and do as I say.”

      “I can’t shake the feeling that what’s building up inside of me is very powerful and could hurt or kill many people. You need to promise me that if we don’t manage to stop it, you’ll get me the hell out of here.”

      “Where to?”

      “Anywhere uninhabited. Away from here, far away.”

      “I’m not sure Chase would agree. Perhaps I should get you to him now.”

      “No! He and my son are fighting for their lives right now, they don’t need to be distracted.”

      “This seems serious—”

      “Ares, promise me you’ll just get me out of the ship and far away if it comes to that?”

      Ares thought it through for a long time.

      “Ares?” insisted Sarah, her voice trembling.

      “Alright, I’ll get you out of here when the time comes. Now please try and focus on shaping your energy in a manner that isn’t scary in your mind.”

      Ares could feel Sarah wasn’t doing well, and with each passing moment, she got farther and farther away from controlling whatever was happening inside her body.

      Chase, said Ares telepathically, Sarah is in trouble.

      But no one answered.
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* * *

      Zeus and Oryn approached Chase.

      “What are they doing?” asked Zeus.

      “I don’t know. They seem to just regroup out of the blue.”

      “That makes no logical nor strategical sense,” Oryn interjected. “They are more vulnerable that way. We could just circle them and end this in one fell swoop.”

      “Why don’t we?” grunted Argos. “Let’s not waste time with these losers; they’ve given us an easy way out, let’s take it.”

      “Something doesn’t smell right,” said Chase.

      “Look, usually I’m all about trusting your instincts,” replied Argos. “But this time, it seems more like an opportunity to me.”

      Chase didn’t like it. The remaining eight warriors had packed themselves for a reason. And perhaps encircling them was exactly what they wanted. Argos made a good point in the fact that Chase could probably deal with them all on his own, so where was the real threat? Unless they didn’t factor an unknown element. And that’s what was nagging at the forefront of Chase’s mind.

      “Look,” insisted Argos. “If you’re not gonna do something about it, I will. I can probably take them out if they stay grouped.”

      Argos flew in their direction.

      “Wait!” shouted Chase.

      Argos stopped in mid-air, and waived the rest to come join him. “Come on guys, let’s finish this and go back to our ship.”

      “Alright,” Chase conceded. “But please, everyone stay on your toes. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      The group approached the Furies who simply stood there and looked at the incoming team made of Fury hybrids and Olympians. Soon Chase, Argos, Chris, Zeus and Oryn were encircling the Fury group.

      “Have you reconsidered my proposal to leave here with your lives?” asked Chase.

      Not that again, objected Argos telepathically.

      Not now, Argos.

      One enemy Fury broke the silence.

      “We’d rather see you all burn. Now!” he screamed as he pressed something on a wrist device. A high-pitched sound resonated inside everyone’s head and Chase and his friends had to cover their ears to try and lower the pain. Chris was already on the ground, and Oryn seemed similarly affected.

      Even with both his hands covering his ears, Chase felt he was losing balance and took action. He broke both his eardrums plunging his index fingers into his ears and regained the full control over the rest of his senses.

      But it was too late. The distraction had allowed the Furies to disperse and they were the ones circling around Chase and the others now. Chase tried firing a fireball at the nearest Fury when he realized he couldn’t move a muscle. He could barely even move his eyes. In his field of view he saw a red force field had been erected all around them.

      They had an ace in the hole, just like he had feared. And now they were trapped and at the Furies’ mercy. Chase saw the Fury in his line of sight speak, but he couldn’t hear anything. Chase closed his eyes and healed his broken eardrums.

      “It’s time for you cowards and traitors to die.”

      “Why…aren’t we…dead yet?” said Argos, with great difficulty.

      That was a good question, and as far as Chase could tell, the device was powered by every enemy Fury. They didn’t seem able to keep the force field up and attack them at the same time. But then, what plans did they have to get rid of them?

      Chris, who was on his back when the force field was active, tried to speak, but Chase could feel how painful it was for his son just to utter syllables.

      “Sh— ship…s—sky…fall—ing.”

      Chase tried to expand his consciousness to get a better picture. But the more he pushed his consciousness to the side, the more he felt excruciating pressure against his temples. When the pain was too unbearable he tried projecting his consciousness upward and was surprised he managed to do so with minimal pain.

      That’s when he felt what Chris was talking about. A Fury super-destroyer had pierced through the Droxian atmosphere and was hurtling toward their position. That’s how they intended to take them out. And Chase had no doubt that they would succeed unless they found a way to release themselves from the force field currently trapping them in place.

      Chase tried to reach for the devices in each of the Furies but the pain feedback was too strong. He couldn’t reach the devices nor keep enough focus to try and even locate them. But then he got an idea.

      Zeus! Can you summon and hit the Furies with lightning? asked Chase.

      I’m just as affected from whatever this is as you are.

      Try focusing on the sky. I’ve felt less resistance above us than around us. So perhaps getting the lightning to hit you, to act like a charging rod. Then unleash that power on the sides, trying to fry their equipment that way.

      Worth a try.

      Dark clouds covered the sky and a large thunderbolt hit Zeus. A few seconds later, eight bolts of electricity shot from him and hurled toward the Fury fighters. The bolts rebounded against the force field and were randomly scattered back toward them.

      Chase felt an intense current travel through him as he got hit, and so did Argos and Oryn, who both got thrown to the ground as a result; smaller lightning bolts sizzling around their paralyzed bodies for a few seconds as they moaned from the pain.

      “Don’t try— this…again,” said Argos between clenched teeth.

      Oryn didn’t even try to speak.

      I second that; this was not a good idea.

      Chase estimated that they had barely more than thirty seconds before the super-destroyer incinerated them all. Chase focused his mental energy toward the sky and hoped Ares would hear his call.
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* * *

      Sarah fell on the floor, and when her knees impacted with the ground, a small shockwave was unleashed inside the ready room. It fried a lot of electronics, obliterated the conference table and dented the walls.

      “I can’t— I can’t control it, Ares!”

      “I can see that.”

      “Ge— get— me out of here.”

      “Sarah, try harder.”

      “Can’t— just get me the hell out of here.”

      Bright orange light was now escaping her mouth and eyes. The sight scared Ares, and he had seen a lot of things in his life. But if Sarah died, Chase would never forgive him. That’s when he heard him in his thoughts.

      Ares, help us. We’re trapped…need to find a way to blow up the Furies that have us paralyzed. Shoot at them from space or something, but do it fast or we’ll all die.

      That’s when it hit Ares. Perhaps what was happening to Sarah wasn’t a coincidence.

      He approached her, and three orange lightning bolts shot through him. Being made of energy, it didn’t hurt him. If he had a body though, from the scorched marks they created on the wall behind him, he guessed it would have been another story.

      “I’m getting you out of here. When I tell you to, stop fighting your powers, and focus on unleashing it around you. Don’t hold back, just let it out.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “Trust me, Chase and Chris’s lives might depend on it.”

      That seemed to get her attention. She nodded as more bolts kept firing all around her.

      “Close your eyes and focus on your energy. Let it explode the moment I ask you to open your eyes.”

      Ares put his hand on her shoulder and they teleported away from the Hope and onto the surface of the planet.

      What Ares saw overloaded his mind. A Fury destroyer was a handful of seconds away from impacting on their heads, and they had teleported only a few yards away from a red energy bubble. It was semi-opaque, but Ares saw Chase, Argos, Oryn, Chris and Zeus trapped. Inside. They had no time to lose.

      “Sarah, unleash everything you have, NOW!” screamed Ares as loud as he could to make sure she heard him over the chaos of what was happening.

      Sarah opened her eyes and unleashed the biggest and most powerful roar Ares had ever heard. Her eyes lit up like two miniature blazing suns, and the biggest orange aura Ares had ever seen grew around her at exponential rate. The entire planet shook and orange light bled through her entire body. A pulse of lightning energy exploded on all sides, followed by shockwaves so powerful, it destroyed everything in its path; it unearthed trees and roots from the ground and obliterated a nearby mountain.

      When the wave hit the red force field, it blinked rapidly and Ares saw successive, near synchronized explosions affect on each and every one of the Fury warriors.

      The force field around their friends dropped and the paralyzing force that once held the group hostage was gone.
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      Chase didn’t lose any time once he was released from the force field. He joined both his hands, pushed his Ultra Fury aura to the maximum, aimed at the sky above and fired the largest beam of energy he could muster toward the fast-approaching ship. They had no time to lose if they wanted to survive this.

      The large column of orange energy hit the ship full-on, but most of it was absorbed and deflected by its powerful shields. It slowed its descent considerably, but the destroyer kept hurtling toward the group.

      “I could use a little help,” moaned Chase between gritted teeth.

      Argos was still on the ground, holding his burnt side where he got hit by Zeus’ involuntary rebounded attack, and Oryn was also struggling to get back up as well. Chris jumped back to his feet the fastest, ran near Chase and added his firepower to his father’s in the form of a smaller, but still powerful, green column of energy, which slowed down the Fury destroyer a little more, but still not enough to put them out of danger.

      “How come their shields are holding?” asked Chris through gritted teeth.

      “They must have diverted every drop of power into them.”

      “What just happened? Who saved us?”

      Chase looked around and saw Sarah not too far from them. She was engulfed in an orange aura and was staring at her hands.

      “I guess your mother did, with the help of Ares.”

      Chris seemed surprised and looked toward Sarah as well. “We have a problem.”

      “I know, we can’t seem to destroy that incoming ship.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. Whatever mom did brought the force field down, but look, many Furies are getting back up. We can’t keep this up, protect mom and defeat them at the same time.”

      Chase considered letting Chris hold the ship while he quickly dispatched the remaining Furies before they regained their senses. But it didn’t seem like Chris could hold the incoming ship on his own. So he tried contacting the others telepathically.

      Argos, Oryn, Zeus, we need your help. Someone has to protect Sarah and we could use additional firepower to get rid of that ship.

      “If Zeus hadn’t fried me, I could be helping right now,” said Argos, blood spilling out of his mouth as he talked.

      Zeus held his head in his hands. “I didn’t mean for that to happen, are you two alright?”

      “I’ll live,” said Oryn, “but that was a lot of electricity. I still feel all tingly inside.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” moaned Argos who rolled to his side, trying to get back up whilst coughing up more blood on the dusty ground.
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* * *

      When Oryn was back on her feet, she looked toward Chase and Chris, then looked at Sarah. Five Furies were getting back up and getting their bearings near where she stood. Sarah didn’t seem to understand what had happened. Neither did Oryn in fact. All she knew is that she had heard an inhuman roar, and quickly after, the force field had dropped.

      “Can she fight?” asked Oryn.

      “I don’t think she has any hold on her powers,” said Chase.

      “Then I’ll protect her.”

      “No!” said Zeus. “I’ll take care of her, go help Chase.”

      Oryn nodded and walked next to Chase with a limp. She created two large, icy blue fireballs in each hand, joined them, merging the attacks, and fired a third column of energy toward the ship.

      Nearby, Argos stumbled back to the ground. He was exhausted; Oryn could feel his will to get back up, but he simply had run out of juice.

      The super-destroyer kept gaining on them, even with Oryn’s beam added to the mix.

      “It’s not working. What are we doing now? What if you teleport us all out of here?” she screamed.

      “No! Keep at it; we can’t let that ship impact the planet.”

      That’s when Oryn saw another half a dozen Furies fly toward them from a distance.

      “Don’t want to be rude, but we have more incoming, and we can’t keep this up any longer.”
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* * *

      Sarah didn’t believe her eyes. She never expected she could unleash such destructive powers. She had never wanted these powers, but she did feel good when it was released from her body and sent all around her. Right now she felt much better, with little to no tension within her anymore. She wished she still had some power left when three Fury warriors positioned themselves around her. She was disoriented and didn’t really know what to do.

      “Ares!” she cried.

      He answered telepathically. Not much I can do in this form, Sarah. We can bail though.

      Sarah considered it, but with her entire family fighting for their lives, it felt wrong to do so. Plus she wasn’t yet persuaded that another incident wouldn’t still happen, so better not put the Hope’s crew in danger.

      “You’ve got another option?”

      I could try and take control of your body, use your powers, unless you feel like you can try on your own.

      She tried creating a fireball in her hand but nothing happened. She felt drained and unable to sense any powers she could use. One of the Furies stepped forward and cracked his knuckles.

      “Yeah that ship has sailed. Do what you have to do, but do it fast!”

      Sarah saw the Fury jump toward her with both his hands engulfed in fire, and as he got close, she felt a warm presence inside her mind and body before she lost control of her body.

      Ares took over and dodged the incoming attack from the first Fury, but the other two joined in the fight and Ares had trouble keeping them off of her.

      You’ve got to do better than this, said Sarah.

      Thanks for the vote of confidence; you didn’t exactly leave much juice for me to work with.

      Stop complaining and just get rid of these things.

      Would go a lot easier if you didn’t fight my hold over your body. Try and think of sleeping if you can.

      In a moment like this?

      Ares did his best to dodge and block most attacks, but he was getting overwhelmed.

      Unless you’d rather these guys kill you.

      Are those my only two options?

      I’m afraid at the moment they are.

      Sarah tried letting go of her hold on her mind and was surprised how quickly it fell into darkness.

      Now that Ares had full and unabridged control of Sarah’s body and mind, he started fighting back with more efficiency. He repelled one Fury with a powerful shockwave blast, blocked the incoming uppercut from the second, then turned around him and impaled the third with a beam of golden energy that left the Fury warrior with a smoldering hole in his chest, before collapsing to the ground.

      Ares didn’t understand how, but he seemed to be able to add energy from his form and combine it with Sarah’s energy, which he didn’t expect to happen, since she was pretty much drained. It bought Ares some time at least.

      The second Fury managed to get himself free and launched three powerful fireballs toward Ares. Ares teleported away from them one after the other and fired one back at his assailant. To Ares’ surprise, the Fury repelled it and sent it back toward him.

      Ares took the attack on the shoulder and was thrown to the ground. Before he could get back to his feet, four more Furies were on top of him, kicking the shit out of Sarah’s body.

      Hold on, son, heard Ares in his mind.

      Ares felt a powerful discharge of energy in the vicinity, and the kicks to his borrowed body stopped. He looked up and saw three Furies already dead, with lightning bolts still sizzling around their lifeless bodies, falling to the ground. And then he saw the look of utter shock and pain in the two that were standing the nearest to him. Each with a shining blue, electrified arm bursting through their thoraxes, as electricity jolted them from within.

      Zeus swiftly removed both his arms from the Furies’ thoraxes, and they collapsed to the ground with a satisfying thump.

      “Keep her body safe, Ares, we need to get rid of that ship.”

      Ares nodded. “Thanks, Father.”

      Zeus winked at Ares, which sent a cascade of shivers down his borrowed spine. Zeus then turned around and raised his hands toward the sky. Thick black clouds emerged out of nowhere and multiple lightning bolts kept hitting Zeus one after the other. His cyan-colored aura kept growing at exponential speed as more lightning bolts hit him at a faster rate.

      Ares knew how powerful his father was, but it was the first time he saw that much power emanate from him. Zeus’ eyes turned all white, his pupils disappearing, giving him an ominous look. When he spoke, his voice resonated all around. Ares felt every inflection of his father’s words tremble within Sarah’s body and organs.

      “Let’s finish this,” said Zeus. Massive and chaotically discharging lightning-bolt spheres were created in each of Zeus’ hands. He fired them both at the ship. The velocity at which they left his body was so strong that intense winds pushed Ares, causing him to skid on the dusty ground.

      Upon impact with the ship, the first lightning sphere took the shields out, and the second one passed through the massive destroyer as if it wasn’t there, promptly splitting it in half. All three repelling power beams then penetrated the ship’s hull and obliterated it into a million pieces.
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* * *

      When they saw their comrades in arms dead and the ship explode, the Fury reinforcement turned tail and flew the other way.

      Multiple fireballs caught up with them and they exploded in the sky.

      Chase winced. “Was that truly necessary?”

      Argos dusted himself off and healed his side wound with what little energy he had left. He then pointed a finger toward Chase, “Don’t grow soft on me now, brother. They tried to kill us. We shouldn’t have pity for them.”

      Chase was too tired and drained to argue with Argos’ logic. He was happy enough to have him as an ally on the battlefield for days like these.

      Zeus and Sarah approached the rest of the group.

      “Impressive how you dealt with that destroyer,” said Chase.

      “If you hadn’t slowed it down first and taxed its shields, I couldn’t have dispatched it. This was a good team effort.”

      Chase looked at Sarah, but something was off. She didn’t seem like herself. Upon letting his consciousness extend to her, he felt a familiar energy from within her.

      “Ares?”

      “Right, I should probably give Sarah control back over her body. Even if it lasted only a few moments, it felt good being inside a body made of flesh and blood.”

      Sarah’s eyes closed and, soon after, a humanoid golden aura stepped out of her. When she opened her eyes, she could barely keep on her feet. Chase caught her and gave her some energy back.

      “Thanks,” she said, kissing Chase on the cheek.

      “It is us who should thank you; without your help we would probably all have perished here.”

      Chris ran next to his mother and clapped her shoulder twice. “Thanks for the save, Mom. That was awesome!”
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* * *

      When Chase sat on the Hope’s captain’s chair, the battle with the Fury fleet was nearly over. The Mjölnir took one of the last Fury super-destroyers out and the last three enemy ships, all heavily damaged, jumped into hyperspace and left Droxia’s orbit.

      “Incoming transmission,” said a member of the crew.

      “On screen,” answered Chase.

      Ronan’s face filled the holo-screen. Chase could see a smiling Ryonna behind him. There was something odd about her smile; it was one he had rarely seen on her face. When Ronan started speaking, he understood what hid behind the smile. A mother’s pride.

      “Acting Captain Isch’ys to Captain Athanatos. As the last remaining Droxian ship to have survived this dark day, I would like to extend my personal thanks, as well as my people’s, for saving our world once more. We are in your debt.”

      Chase got up from his chair and saluted Ronan.

      “Thank you, Captain; seems to me you played your part in this victory as well. Droxia was the first race to have joined the Earth Alliance. We never forget our allies and our friends. We will always be there for you when you need us. I’m sorry you lost so many people today.”

      “True, we have lost so much yet again. But thanks to the Alliance, we live to fight another day. This will only strengthen our resolve to defeat the Furies.”

      Chase could barely believe this was the same boy they had helped break out of Hellstar Prison. He seemed so much more mature now even though only one year had passed. He had seen a lot of fighting and experienced a few close calls. The fact that Ryonna was onboard his ship told Chase that they had faced one together not too long ago.

      “I’m glad to hear it. We’ll dispatch help to treat the injured and repair the damages shortly.”

      “Thank you, Captain Athanatos. Isch’ys out.”

      The holo-screen turned off.

      Daniel, who had barely entered the bridge a moment ago, came and clapped Chase on the shoulder.

      “Was that Ronan?”

      “Yeah. I barely recognized him myself.”

      “He’s growing up fast.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I think Cedric would like a word with you; something or another about bringing Spiros back.”

      “Right, I had almost forgotten about that. I’ll pass by Engineering soon.”

      “Are you actually okay having him and Gaia trying to resurrect Spiros? I thought we wanted to avoid anything that could backfire on us.”

      “I know how you feel, Daniel, but Spiros has given his life to save Earth, and Gaia deserves a chance to say goodbye.”

      “So you resigned yourself to wiping her matrix soon?”

      “Whether or not I give that order, I can tell you she will pull the trigger on her own if we don’t.”

      “Doesn’t exactly make it feel right though, after all she did for us.”

      Chase gazed momentarily outside the ship’s viewport at the scorched planet below before answering.

      “No, it doesn’t.”
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      Sarah was still shaking when Chase teleported her to their quarters.

      “Are you going to be alright, love?” inquired Chase.

      “I— I don’t know. I never expected developing powers of that magnitude.”

      “I’m sorry it frightens you, but you have to realize that you saved all our lives today, thanks to those powers. So perhaps there’s an unspoken message here.”

      “This time!”

      “The more you experience them, the easier it will be to get control of them.”

      “Chase, that’s just it, I’m not sure I want that.”

      “It’s the adrenaline talking. You’re stronger than you think you are. I know this about you.”

      Sarah smiled for a few seconds, but then her face melted into a frown.

      “What if I can’t control them, or worse, lose control? And we both know you can relate to that directly.”

      Chase’s face turned serious.

      “It’s a possibility. But I’ll be there all the way to help you get a grasp on the power growing in you.”

      “I have no doubt that you will do everything to help me. That’s not what terrifies me.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “What if I become not only a liability to you, Chris and perhaps even a ship this size?” said Sarah, letting an absent finger wave around the air. “What if I put thousands in danger, or even millions? What if I endanger my world even?”

      “Not gonna happen,” said Chase firmly.

      “You can’t be sure of that. Without some sort of confidence and belief you wouldn’t have prevailed; we both know you would have let Argos take us over. When you thought I was dead, you lost your drive and even your will to live.”

      She was, of course, quite right. And Chase could not deny it, and he sensed she wasn’t done making her point.

      “With all the good intentions you may have, you can’t guarantee with absolute certainty that one day I could very well become a threat, either to you or to an incalculable number of lives. Can you?”

      Nothing was certain. Not only to one life in particular, but it applied to the future as well. Aphroditis had explained to him that the actions of each and everyone living in the universe was actually creating reality, even if she had the ability to perceive more than one possible outcome from her abilities. The mere thought brought Chase’s mind back to the fact that Aphroditis was his aunt and that with every second that passed, she was suffering. He had to do something about it, but right now he needed to be there for Sarah.

      Chase shook his head.

      “I can’t. Not with absolute certainty.”

      “Then what do we do if that ever happens?”

      “What about using that idiom from your planet, ‘we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it’?”

      “Yeah, I have no doubt we will, but that won’t exactly give me peace of mind, now will it?”

      Chase thought he sensed something in her last statement and guessed where she was going with it. It was not something he wanted to tell Sarah out loud. In fact, he didn’t know if he was capable of telling her. Still, he owed it to her to not walk away from this talk, and to help her deal with fears he himself had to face not so long ago.

      “What is it you’d like us to do about it?”

      Her face relaxed a little.

      “I want you to promise me that if I ever become a threat, you’ll deal with it.”

      And there he was, faced with dealing with something he wasn’t willing to even tread on, much less promise anything on the subject. But then again he couldn’t patronize her either, he loved her too much for that. So Chase took a long deep breath and said these words he had hoped he would never have to say out loud.

      “Even though I’m confident it won’t come to that—”

      “Chase,” she interrupted.

      “Let me finish?”

      She nodded.

      “Even though we won’t let it come to that, if it comes to that point, I—” his eyes watered, “I will deal with it.”

      “Promise?”

      Chase flinched.

      Could he give his word? Could he be sure beforehand how he would deal with such a situation? Chase knew he couldn’t. And while he wouldn’t know for sure until that unlikely situation ever arose, he could do something now to help a frightened Sarah regain her confidence. And not keep that question hanging on her head while she dealt with her burgeoning powers. And so he did.

      “I promise you on our son’s life.”
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* * *

      Chase went to see Cedric in Engineering.

      “Argos told me about the clones.”

      “I hope you’re not upset I went ahead and asked him while you were away. I thought time was of the essence. We don’t exactly know how long Spiros’ consciousness can survive inside that tech we’ve saved him in. That and his soul. Have you seen Hades yet?”

      “That’s alright, Cedric, you did good.”

      Chase could tell from Cedric’s facial expression it was not the reaction he had expected from him.

      “And no, not yet,” Chase continued. “But he knows to keep Spiros’ soul in the Underworld until it’s time to try and resurrect him in that new clone body.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope this doesn’t turn out ugly, though. I’m still unsure we can really bring him back.”

      “I owe it to Gaia to at least try.”

      “She feels horrible; she’s been staying in one of the cargo bays. I think she’s too ashamed to be seen.”

      “That business with Gaia 2 wasn’t her fault. At least, she didn’t intend it to turn out that way.”

      “No, I know she didn’t, but at one point in time she decided to protect herself against us, and while it took us a while to trust her, we did get there and took a leap of faith in doing so.”

      “That’s not entirely true. We took steps to protect ourselves from her and since we didn’t have any ideal failsafe, we kept looking for one.”

      “Your point being?”

      “I’m not trying to make a point, Cedric. Just showing you that her involuntary action resulting into Gaia 2 turning against us is not any different than how we ourselves dealt with her emergence. It’s human nature, after all, the will to survive. Not to mention that if it hadn’t been for her alter ego’s vengeful return, we might not be standing here having this conversation.”

      Cedric chuckled.

      “What did I say that’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, and good job on not trying to make a point.”

      Chase smiled.
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* * *

      Gaia was scared. Not of humans or Chase, but of herself. If at one point in time she had created such a vile duplicate of herself, without ever wanting to, what else could she become? Until it was time to be put down for good, she would stay hidden, alone, in her despair. The only thing inside her artificial consciousness that prevented her from putting an end to her own life was Spiros, or more precisely, the hope to see him again. At least one more time, so she could tell him how much she loved him.

      But had she the right to do this? She pondered the question for trillions of cycles. She was almost certain he felt the same for her. When he had tried to speak to her before he was gruesomely executed in front of her eyes, he had not managed to form comprehensible words, but Gaia knew she felt the emotional weight behind his intonations.

      So then, if she would kill herself once she had told him she loved him, did she have the right to impact his heart in such a way? She knew how she felt about losing him, so how could she impose that on him? Should she stay silent then? Just say goodbye? But was that option any better and less cruel?

      That’s all Gaia kept thinking in terms of the infinite loop inside her mind, at a speed thousands upon thousands of times faster than a human brain could function, and it was starting to take a toll on her.

      She got snatched away from these thoughts the moment the cargo bay doors split open.

      “Gaia?” said a familiar voice.

      It was Chase. She was ashamed of herself and would rather he went away, so she didn’t answer.

      “Gaia, are you in here?” he persisted.

      Then she realized he could provide her with a way out. A third option. One that wouldn’t allow her to ever see Spiros again but that could very well preserve him from heartbreak.

      She jumped from behind the cover of the large containers where she had sought her solitude and fired an energy-based fireball toward Chase’s face.

      Her attack hit Chase’s raised open hand and the energy was dissipated as if it was nothing.

      Chase’s entire face grew somber. “Gaia—? What are you doing?”

      There was no turning back, so she decided to let this play out and hope it was the right decision.

      “You really thought you could kill me that easily?” said Gaia doing her best imitation of her evil twin sister.

      Chase immediately assumed a defensive stance and his growing aura filled the room with purple hues.

      There is no turning back. Goodbye Chase. Please, forgive me. And goodbye Spiros, you who gave my entire life meaning. I shall forever miss you.

      Gaia hurled herself toward her friend with all her might, and she used ninety-nine percent of her processing power to run all the best fighting sub-routines she had acquired by watching Chase and Chris train. She managed to hit Chase twice in the fifty devastating seconds of combat before Chase decided it was time to end it.

      He deflected her left jab and blocked her right uppercut before it could build any sort of momentum. Then his eyes flashed orange, and his speed was beyond anything Gaia could do, even when she had the entire processing power of the Earth at her disposal. Chase used his free hand to smash his palm against her metallic torso. She felt the metal bend from the impact as she skidded a few feet on the slippery anthracite cargo bay floor.

      Her internal sensor array projected an error message in her virtual HUD. She had designed the battle bots to emulate how a human inside a suit would feel. It made her feel more human using them this way. The message blinked: “Structural integrity compromised, battery power leak detected. Time to complete system failure under three minutes.”

      She tried taking a step forward, but instead, her metallic avatar body stumbled, and she fell onto her knees.

      Chase’s aura had turned orange, and he slowly walked toward her with determination.

      She was glad. Chase was doing what needed to be done. She couldn’t help but think of Spiros and let her memories of him overload her mental pathways.

      Chase stopped a yard away from her, pointed an open palm at her chest, and a crackling golden fireball appeared in his hand. He stood there, the fireball hum resonating throughout the large room, for longer than she expected. What was he waiting for? She was ready, the time had come.

      “What are you waiting for, Fury?! Finish this once and for all.”

      The energy inside Chase’s hand dissipated, his hair stopped waving about and his eyes recovered their natural purple color.

      “Why are you doing this, Gaia? I know you’re not my enemy, why are you trying to convince me otherwise?”

      Her deception had failed, but it mattered not, her systems were failing, and the end was imminent. Her goal had been achieved.

      “I have caused enough pain and suffering, Chase. My time has come.”

      Chase grimaced. “It was not your fault.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Chase. I can’t live with the guilt of what my actions have brought upon the planet I so wanted to protect. I’ve put it in more jeopardy than I ever blamed humans doing so. How naive I was, to think I knew better!”

      “That wasn’t naive. Humans can’t always help themselves, and believe it or not, that’s okay. I’m not saying I was a big fan of Earth’s people when we first came to the planet. But you know, it’s often easy to judge others for things we ourselves aren’t exactly doing any better. We pointed an accusing finger because we were more advanced than them. But we’ve been there too, or so the history books say. I…I don’t know, perhaps I was there, perhaps not, I still can’t remember, nor do I wish to. But we made similar mistakes with our environment until we discovered that our survival was at stake. And in this I don’t think humans are very different than any other sentient species in the universe. When survival is at stake, we do what we need to in order to survive.”

      “I know what you’re saying, Chase. I too misjudged and came to conclusions by looking at the cold hard facts. I knew in my mind and shall I dare say, my heart, that there were all sorts of people, that the action of the many didn’t mean it would have been right to punish the few, like I was ready to do at one point.”

      “What made you change your mind?”

      “Spiros.”

      “I hear he’s not fully lost to us.”

      “He is to me. I can’t be allowed to live until he returns, no matter under what form.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want him to suffer.”

      “And dying now achieves that how, exactly? From what I sensed from his last moments, he feels the same about you. He will suffer to know you are gone, just like you suffered when he died. Except you didn’t accept it, you found a way to transcend beyond his death, and now that he’s about to be returned to you, you’re taking the easy way out?”

      “It’s best for everyone.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s perhaps best for your conscience. But how will he feel knowing you did everything to bring him back but couldn’t find the courage to at least say goodbye?”

      “You could say goodbye for me.”

      “Hell no! That’s not a conversation I belong in, and you know it. If you had been destroyed while fighting Gaia 2 instead of trying to die by ‘suicide by Fury’, I would have told him how you felt. But now more than ever, it’s clear to me that you need to do that face to face.”

      Another warning flashed in her mind: “Total system failure in thirty seconds.”

      “It’s too late, my systems are failing. In a few seconds, I will be gone.”

      “The hell you are.”

      Chase put his hand on her crushed metallic body and his aura turned white. He closed his eyes and she felt a foreign energy invade inside each of her avatar’s circuit. The bent metal took back its shape, the battery stopped leaking and soon all damage messages and inner alerts stopped.

      “I thought you could revive only living beings. How did you manage to do that?”

      “I also have the ability to affect machines, as you’re well aware. I just found all your nanites, and gave them a boost of energy allowing them to do their tasks in a fraction of the time. And I just re-activated the sub-routines in charge to heal your avatar that you had disabled and sent the super charged nanites on their way.”

      “You never cease to amaze, Chase. But that doesn’t change anything, I still need to be decommissioned.”

      “Perhaps, but not this way. Now, let’s go, I actually came here for a reason.”

      “And what’s that? Fury?”

      Chase’s look turned grave and then he chuckled. “That’s not funny!”

      “Then why are you laughing?”

      “’Cause for just a moment, you had me going.”

      A large part of her was happy her plan failed. She wanted to see Spiros, even more now. At the very least she owed him a last goodbye. But she wasn’t yet feeling like leaving her current self-imposed isolation just yet. So it was with worry that she asked:

      “What is it we need to do that requires my presence, Chase?”

      “The Commodore’s funeral. I think you should attend.”

      “You can’t be serious. Everyone in their right mind should blame me for this, and you want me to show my face there?”

      “That’s exactly why I want you there, because you’re wrong about your perception of what people think about you, but most importantly, and this supersedes any other arguments we could have on the subject, because Commodore Saroudis would have wanted you there.”

      If her metallic avatar had been built with the function to cry, she would have. Instead, her emotional network of sadness, gratefulness and love fired up.

      “Thank you, Chase. Lead the way.”
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      Thor was reviewing battle logs on his desk in his captain’s ready room when his comm link beeped.

      “What is it?”

      “The Fury named Oryn arrived on the bridge.”

      “Very well; show her to my ready room.”

      Thor swiped off the communications, got up from his chair, and walked toward the sliding doors. When they opened, Thor momentarily observed the Fury female.

      “Please, come in.”

      She nodded before entering.

      “I’m surprised to see you here,” continued Thor.

      “Chase is otherwise engaged, planning the funeral of his commanding officer.”

      “So Commander Kepler has informed me. Would you like anything to drink?”

      “I’m fine, thank you. We do, however, need to talk urgently.”

      Thor’s tattoos blinked three times successively. “I’m listening.”

      “I don’t know how to say this any other way so— Arakan wants to assassinate your Father.”

      Thor’s tattoos muted and his facial features darkened. “How would you know that, Fury?”

      Oryn winced, but Thor could tell she decided to let whatever annoyed her slip by.

      “Before I— defected, I was part of a special group of Fury, a tactical Strike Force if you will, that Arakan used to call upon for very sensitive missions. I’ve received the latest mission brief. I can only surmise that Arakan has no idea that I’m no longer fighting on his side.”

      “How fast are they going to get to Asgard?”

      “Well, fortunately, Fury FTL engine technology is much slower than yours. But we must hurry nonetheless since Asgard isn’t that far away from Erevos.”

      Light and pulses returned to Thor’s tattoos. “Thank you, I’ll deal with this,” said Thor before turning his back to Oryn.

      “You have to let us help you; we’re coming with you to Asgard anyway.”

      Without turning back around, Thor answered. “We’ll see. You’re not exactly someone I’m willing to trust just yet. But since Captain Athanatos sent you, I’ll give your warning the consideration it deserves.”

      Not long after Thor had finished talking, he felt the temperature around him fall dramatically and a small layer of ice fused his feet to the floor.

      “Your short temper isn’t exactly making it easier for me to trust you.”

      “And talking with me with your back turned, not even looking me in the eyes, that’s what exactly? Asgardian manners?”

      Thor let a low growl escape, and soon an emerald aura engulfed him. A few seconds later, the ice layer around his boots shattered and was consumed by Thor’s aura. When he turned back toward Oryn, his tattoos not only flashed, they actually morphed into different shapes on his face, growing sharper and spikier, giving Thor an even bigger presence.

      “That’s better,” said Oryn before the blue in her eyes crystallized into a deep cyan and a small layer of ice covered the area around her eyes. “I understand your reluctance to trust us, but don’t disrespect me, Asgardian!”

      Thor extended an arm forward. “Mjölnir!” he said sharply, calling upon his weapon.

      Lights within his forearm’s armor blinked and traveled toward his fingers. A holographic jade-colored 3D wireframe shape drew itself in the air. In less than a second the shape of a hammer appeared, lighting brightly with the same intensity as Thor’s dancing aura, until it solidified into a physical object. A series of illuminated runes flashed from all corners of the perfectly carved metal slab forming the hammer’s head. Rings of light illuminated downward in succession on the weapon’s handle. When they reached the handle, Thor’s aura engulfed the entire hammer as if it fed its energy from the Asgardian warrior.

      Oryn instinctively took a defensive stance and her icy aura intensified. “What’s going on, Thor? We’re not your enemy!”

      “And yet you used your powers on me, without impunity!”

      “I was just trying to get your attention,” declared Oryn, her eyes shining like two diamonds.

      “You had my attention,” cried Thor before touching a control on his wrist armor.

      A circular cylinder of green energy grew under Oryn’s feet, and before she could react, it shot upward and trapped her in a force field emitting translucent emerald light. She tried getting out of it, but the field countered every move she made with pain feedbacks.

      “Don’t— don’t do— this!” she barked through clenched teeth.

      Thor disregarded her plea and threw his hammer-wielding hand toward her face. He saw fear in her eyes as the shiny metallic hammer grew closer to Oryn’s helpless face.

      The hammer stopped less than an inch away from her cheek, and the sudden stop in motion and resulting shockwave threw Oryn’s hair backward. Thor could tell from Oryn’s expression that she understood the amount of power his hammer yielded.

      “Why— why did you stop?” she said defiantly.

      “Because I don’t think Captain Athanatos would look upon me with much regard if I killed you this way.”

      “I’m not— that easy to kill,” said Oryn before closing her eyes.

      Her aura quadrupled in size and the emerald tinted force field turned blue little by little, and eventually ice started growing around it. Thor took a few steps back and had to intensify his own aura to protect his skin from frostbite.

      “You can’t get out of this with your parlor tricks,” said Thor.

      When Oryn re-opened her eyes, even though most of her silhouette appeared hazy through the ever-growing layer of ice around the force field, Thor could see a strong glacial light shining from them.

      Impressive. I wonder if all Furies are so resilient.

      Oryn unleashed a war cry that made the entire Asgardian ship tremble, and her self-constructed icy prison exploded into a million shards of ice, taking the force field out with it. Through a thick layer of vapor, she growled and started walking toward Thor. Each step she took flash-froze the floor under her feet.

      “That’s an impressive display. I know of no other species that ever escaped this technology. Tell me, is that how you would plan to kill my Father if you hadn’t switched sides and still were part of that Strike Force?”

      That seemed to stop Oryn in her tracks. The intensity in her eyes softened.

      Thor opened his hammer-wielding hand and grabbed his wrist with his other hand. The powerfully majestic weapon levitated upward and deconstructed into thin air.

      “Are you insane? Without your hammer you don’t stand a chance!”

      “I thought we weren’t enemies,” said Thor with a grin.

      Oryn’s eyes stopped glowing altogether and her aura died down.

      “What the hell was that? Why did you stop?” demanded Oryn.

      “Before I go into battle with strangers, I like to know what they’re capable of. If what you say is true, then I thank you for coming forward with this information.”

      Oryn was panting. She had exerted a lot of energy getting out of the force field.

      “There’s a chance this could be a trap to get either Chase, myself, or both of us to go exactly where Arakan wants us to be.”

      Thor reflected on the words and nodded his head slightly.

      “Thank you for your honesty. But it seems to me that no matter what Arakan’s plans are, Asgard is now involved. Have Captain Athanatos quickly wrap up his affairs around Droxia; we need to get back to my home world. I no longer think you’re lying. At least not anymore, unlike the first time you told me my world was the next target.”

      Oryn’s eyes widened. “You knew?”

      “Do you think I lived over seventy thousand years without knowing when I’m being played?”

      “Then why even help us and come to Droxia with us? I don’t understand.”

      “You’re young, one day you will understand. Odin doesn’t think we should enter this conflict. But as Athena has not-so-subtlety reminded me, we’re a proud warrior race, and as much as I try following my father’s wishes to the letter, he and I don’t see eye to eye regarding the Furies and the threat they pose. You’ve just demonstrated that I was right to follow my gut feeling. And for future reference, on Asgard, turning one’s back on a stranger or even an enemy, is a sign of respect. You may want to make a note of that for future reference. Not all Asgardians will extend you the courtesy of giving you the benefit of the doubt in a similar situation.”

      “I couldn’t have known.”

      “As I couldn’t have known if you’re worthy of coming with me to Asgard— now I do. I’m looking forward to seeing your powers in action when the time comes.”

      “As I am yours. I— I don’t know what else to say.”

      “Then it seems our meeting has come to a close, you’re—” Thor paused for a moment then smiled. “Respectfully dismissed.”

      Oryn chuckled before leaving Thor’s ready room.
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* * *

      Chase stood on the podium in one of the Hope’s hangar bays. Almost everyone but a skeleton crew left to care for the ship was present. Gaia stood in the back, not willing to attract too much attention upon herself. All of Chase’s family and close friends were right in front of him. Even Argos had come, which Chase hadn’t expected.

      “We’re here to honor the memory of a great man. Commodore Saroudis is no longer amongst us, and I know you all feel the same void in your hearts that I do. We’re all lesser for it. Today we have lost the most courageous, honorable and kind person I have ever had the honor to serve with. Someone that has been a father figure to me, someone I knew I could always count on, no matter how dire the situation seemed to be. There are no words for me to express the pain his passing has brought upon me.

      “My heart goes out to his family, his wife, Alexandra, and his daughter, Sendra. They’re too far away to be here today. And, perhaps it’s better that way—”

      Chase had to suppress tears forming in his eyes.

      “I— I gave him my word that I would take care of his family. But the truth is, you all are his family. I’m sure none of you will object to the statement that Adonis was more than just a commanding officer to us. We all looked up to him, and the void his passing has created will be impossible to fill—”

      Chase took one deep breath. He still felt responsible for not being able to save his friend and commanding officer. And addressing the crew about Adonis was as hard as he thought it would be.

      “I wish we had more time to pause, reflect and properly pay reverence to Commodore Saroudis. But if he were here today, I know he’d be laser-focused on finding a way to destroy the Furies, to remove this scourge from our existence, and to try to build the lasting peace we all seek deep within our hearts. There are still many battles ahead of us. Not everyone present here today will see that day when the Furies are no more. But I promise you, in Saroudis’ memory, that I won’t stop fighting until that day comes.”

      Chase turned to the holographic projection of the commodore standing a few feet away from him and saluted. “Goodbye, old friend.”

      The entire crew saluted at once. Chase scanned the cargo bay and could read sorrow in everyone’s eyes. But his last words had also sparked some determination in the looks of all the officers present. Chase could feel they all wanted the same: to be done with war, to live their lives in peace, like it should be.

      “I believe Emperor Altair would like to say a few words now.”

      There were murmurs in between the ranks. Chase couldn’t blame the crew for not being too keen with their feelings for the Emperor. Even though the Obsidian Empire had been a valuable ally ever since they joined the Earth Alliance, for the ex-Star Alliance crew onboard the Hope, the scars of their recent war with them were still fresh. The Emperor still represented the face of the enemy in many of the crew’s hearts. To Chase’s dismay, a few crewmen even left the cargo bay before the Emperor had stepped up to the podium. He regretted this attitude but he couldn’t blame them.

      Chase and the Emperor briefly shook hands and Chase lightly touched the Emperor’s shoulder before stepping down from the podium.

      The Emperor stood tall and looked at everyone in the cargo bay for a moment before speaking.

      “I know many of you probably hate me, and I’m not even going to pretend that you shouldn’t. A little over a year ago, both our people were still at war. And now we’re part of the same Alliance. I know it makes a lot of you uneasy. In fact, many of my people feel the same as you do. But today I ask that you put that aside just for a few moments while we remember a great man, someone I feel blessed to have made peace with and even someone I could, with no shortage of pride, call my friend.

      “Commodore Saroudis was a gentle soul driven by the highest morale compass I have ever known. He knew when to make the tough calls, and his courage shall not be forgotten. I was lucky to have been able to spend some quality time with the Commodore in his last days. Even with all the blood that stood in between our people, we’ve put an old grudge to the side in order to build a bridge between us that I hope will last for thousands of years to come. I’m weary of war, and I’m sure you are as well.

      “While my heart cries for his absence, as I’m sure yours does too, my soul burns for retribution. The Furies have set our corner of the universe ablaze. They conquer, kill and destroy without any regard for life. And in this I know we agree, they must be stopped! Let’s bring the peace that your commanding officer has always wanted for everyone in this universe. The Furies can be defeated! If anything, we’ve proven that together we can prevail.”

      A few faces in the crew nodded. Chase was worried that they might actually start heckling the Emperor, but so far it was going better than he expected.

      “There is however the question of who will lead us toward the rest of this war with the Furies—”

      Chase felt the mood of many of the crew change from solemn to agitated. He himself wondered where the Emperor’s speech was going, and why.

      “Not you!” shouted a crewman, which then sent the entire cargo bay into a cacophony of complaints and negativity.

      The Emperor raised two open palms. “Please, if I could only finish—”

      What is that snake doing? protested Argos telepathically.

      Why don’t we wait to hear what he has to say and give him the benefit of the doubt, shall we?

      Sure, but I am not taking orders from him...ever!

      Duly noted.

      “Please, if I can have your attention for just a moment—” the Emperor pleaded.

      But there was no calming the crew. So Chase intervened even though he didn’t want to. He levitated above them and transformed into his Ultra Fury form; both his eyes and aura burned a bright orange, and then he screamed: “Silence!”

      The words were so deep, and his voice so powerful, that it could be felt within each and everyone’s bodies, making their organs vibrate. The noise level quickly faded to a whisper. Chase landed back on the floor of the cargo bay, right in front of the podium, and his hair flew down his back as his eyes returned to their purple color.

      “Please, let the Emperor speak. If the Commodore trusted him, that’s good enough for me, and it should be good enough for everyone of you.”

      Chase turned toward the Emperor. “Please, continue.”

      “Thank you, Captain Athanatos.”

      “Commodore Saroudis was a leader, and in these desperate times, this Alliance still needs one. And let me put all of your minds at ease right away: I have no intention to be that leader. Not only am I fully aware I don’t deserve this position, but there is someone way more suited to the task present in this room.”

      I wonder who he has in mind, thought Chase.

      “Someone you all have come to trust and respect, to whom you probably owe your lives to, many times over. But we can’t just have a captain lead an entire Alliance to victory. So it is with great honor that I propose who your new commanding officer should be. Effective immediately, and with the authority my rank bestows me, I would like to promote Captain Chase Athanatos to the rank of Admiral. I also propose he rightfully takes the reigns of the Alliance his courage and resilience has helped build in the first place. I know if the Commodore were with us today, he’d agree.”

      What the— Admiral? For the love of the gods!

      Congratulations, brother. Look at it this way, you’ve always loved sticking it to the man, now it seems you’re going to be the man.

      Shut up, Argos!

      We both know you have done exactly what you wanted from day one, at least now nobody can tell you what to do or not to do since you’re outranking everyone. The universe really can have a great sense of humor, sometimes.

      Chase exhaled a long breath as he heard Argos laugh in his mind.

      The crowd cheered and applauded.

      “Would you come back to the podium, if you so please, Admiral?” asked the Emperor.

      Chase caught a glimpse of Sarah smiling and Daniel flashing him two thumbs up as he returned to the podium and shook the Emperor’s hand. He leaned his face next to the Emperor’s ear and took advantage of the loud cheers to ask him something privately.

      “You do realize I know nothing of commanding people?”

      “Even though my time spent with Adonis was short, he spoke very highly of you. In fact, he said that he felt that his command of the fleet and rank didn’t reflect who was truly leading the Alliance. That even if you weren’t consciously aware of it, you were the one at the helm.”

      Chase reflected on the Emperor’s words as the crowd started chanting his name. Had he somehow taken control of the Alliance without even realizing? He knew that once he made up his mind about something, he would go through with it, and well, as such, he almost always removed himself from the chain of command. But rank and recognition really didn’t matter to him. The only thing that mattered was to stop the Furies, rescue his aunt Aphroditis and make sure that the least possible amount of lives was lost in the process.

      When Chase faced the crew, they stopped cheering to let him speak.

      “I don’t really know what to say, but I’m honored by the faith you all put in me. You know I’ll do everything to make sure the Furies are stopped, no matter the cost. I know that together we can prevail and remove that evil from our lives. As you all know, we’re now inside an accelerated hyperspace corridor en route to Asgard. Upon arrival, we’ll have to stop the nefarious plans the Furies have for what we all hope will become a new ally. I know Commodore Saroudis is proud of each and every one of you, and that, like me, he knows we’ll finish what we started together.”

      Chase raised a fist in the air. “For Saroudis!”

      The entire crew echoed Chase’s words in unison. “For Saroudis!”
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      Onboard the Fury transport ship Lathraía, the leader of the Prime Strike Force, Afthartos, walked into the ship’s cargo bay, where the rest of his team reviewed their mission details projected from their armors’ embedded holo-projector. Afthartos was the tallest of them, towering at seven feet four inches. His long white hair commanded respect amongst his peers.

      “I hope you have studied your mission brief well. We can’t afford any mistakes. We either come back with Odin’s head or not at all.”

      “Do we know how powerful the head of the Asgardian will be?” inquired Tax’hitita, the only female of the group, who everyone called Tax.

      Tax had short blonde hair with pink highlights. It gave her a juvenile look that often destabilized her enemies, falsely projecting a sense of inexperienced youth that proved fatal to anyone making that rookie mistake.

      “Information on the subject is scarce. But he didn’t assume the throne of Asgard by mistake. I have no doubt that he’s a powerful and skilled fighter. But together I’m sure we can bring him down.”

      The Fury sitting next to Tax, a long-bearded Fury with a metallic prosthetic arm named Grothias made a throaty noise. “I know nobody wants to ask the question, but I’m sure it’s on everyone’s mind. What of Oryn?”

      “She’s an unknown element,” replied Afthartos. “Perhaps she’s already en route to join us in the mission.”

      The farthest seated Fury, Kolpas, got up and twisted his neck, making a popping sound. “And perhaps she’s no longer one of us.”

      “We don’t know that,” answered the fifth Fury, Exipnos, passing his fingers through his red hair. “Never assume anything. She might just have been delayed in her mission to assassinate the traitor.”

      “Which one?” snorted Grothias as he made a fist with his mechanized hand.

      Afthartos moved to stand in the center of the group.

      “Argos and Laiyos, or Chase as he’s been mentioned in your mission briefs, are both powerful Furies and traitors to our people. They are however not to be underestimated. Timoros learned that the hard way. As for Oryn, it doesn’t matter right now. In her absence, I have been given command of this Strike Force. If she comes back and is onboard with the parameters of the mission, then she can relieve me and lead us like we’re all used to. But until that moment comes, we’ll proceed with the assumption that she is either dead or lost to us.”

      “I sure would like to know who can defeat Oryn?” said Tax with a nervous chuckle.

      “There’s always someone more powerful,” said Exipnos, his eyes fixed on the floor, looking at a bug. “Let’s not forget that this Chase traitor killed Timoros with a single attack. I’ll let that sink into everyone’s brains, as it should.”

      “Exipnos is correct,” said Afthartos. “But our primary mission objective is to bring back Odin’s head. If we have to engage Chase and his friends to get that job done, then that’s what we’ll do. But I want no bravado, people. Each of us has been selected to be a part of this Strike Force for a reason; we all have unique assets to contribute in this fight. There is strength in numbers, and together we can prevail. I don’t want anyone trying to go solo; do I make myself clear?”

      “Clear,” answered the rest of the warriors in unison.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ryonna and Tar’Lock arrived near the cargo bay where Argos had his lab and stopped in front of the door.

      “What are we waiting for?”

      Ryonna still couldn’t get over the fact that she hated Argos and wanted to see him die. Sure he had helped save her world today, but the entire thing, the whole reason for this second attack was Argos’ fault in the first place. Why wouldn’t Chase and the others see that? It was simple causality. Chase had allowed that animal to live, and even if he eventually became a pet of sorts, he was still a killing machine once upon a time.

      “I hate Argos. I just wish we didn’t need his help,” spat Ryonna.

      “If you’d rather we go to my home world without his tech, we can do that. Might be more difficult, but I’m sure we can make it work.”

      Ryonna thought about it. Tar’Lock rarely argued with her and she knew why. Even though she wasn’t ready to ever trust another man like she trusted her husband, and have that kind of bond, she liked the little guy. He was inherently good, unlike Argos. Still, Chase trusted Argos now, at least on some level, so perhaps she should put aside her own feelings on the matter.

      “No, Tar’Lock. Argos’ tech will make our mission simpler. I just—”

      Tar’Lock put his hand on her forearm and smiled at her. “I know.”

      Ryonna nodded as they entered Argos’ lab. The first thing she saw made her eyes widen. A naked Spiros was floating inside one of Argos’ contraptions.

      “What the hell is this?”

      Argos was walking and typing into a holographic data pad as he approached the pair. Without taking his eyes off of his data, he answered.

      “That would be Spiros’ next body. He’s almost ready, in fact.”

      “I thought Spiros was dead,” said Tar’Lock.

      Argos lifted his head and looked into the insectoid’s eyes. “Oh, but he is.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We have other things to look over and I’m on a short schedule here, so let me give you the condensed version of this story. Gaia saved Spiros’ consciousness, Cedric stored that into the ancient device you,” said Argos pointing toward Ryonna, “brought back a while ago, Chase asked Hades to keep Spiros’ soul on ice— so to speak, and I’m cloning him a body so that he can be brought back to life. Did I forget anything? No— I think that about sums it up.”

      Tar’Lock turned to Ryonna, and she could clearly see in his baffled look that he had trouble following Argos’ explanation of the situation.

      “The dead should stay dead,” said Ryonna coldly.

      “Well, it wasn’t my idea, and since Chase has a soft side for Gaia—” Argos threw his hands to the side, “here we are. But that’s not why you’re here.”

      Argos went to a nearby table and grabbed a small device. It had a red pulsating line in its center. “That, in fact, is what you came for,” said Argos before handing the device to Ryonna.

      “How does it work?” she asked.

      “It’s actually pretty simple. Stick the device to your temple, and it will project a holographic HUD with the relevant commands. There are different modes you can use.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, you can do a suggestion, reverse a mind control order that was assigned to the Gorgars, or simply implant one of your own. I’ve added a new feature. Once you’ve removed the current programming, or installed one of your own, you can now encrypt the last command so it can’t be changed by anyone else but the device holder.”

      “We don’t want my people to become slaves to a new master,” protested Tar’Lock with a series of nervous clicks.

      Argos turned toward him. “Be that as it may, my little insectoid friend, your brains are easily hacked, so unless you protect it with this device, the Furies or any other malevolent species, could re-program your people to do their bidding at any time.”

      Tar’Lock clicked faster. “Little insectoid friend?”

      “Too much?”

      “Never mind. How fast will this act?”

      “As you know, when you are on your planet, your consciousness exists in two forms: your own thoughts and memories, and the hive mind. The hive mind is that part of your brain that allows the mind suggestion or even control of your species. Once you implant a new directive, it will almost instantly affect all of your people who, right now, are working day and night, relentlessly, to deliver precious resources the Furies need.”

      “And I guess the Furies have you to thank for the Gorgar being a slave race,” snorted Ryonna.

      “Look, I don’t expect you to ever like me or trust me. I wouldn’t if I were in your place. But yes, the Furies tasked me with a mission, and I executed it. If I could take it back I would, and in providing you the tech to reverse my doing, I’m doing exactly that.”

      Ryonna shook her head. “Whatever helps you sleep at night. What about the Gorgars’ memories? You had mentioned the ability to expand their limited memory capacities as well.”

      Argos grabbed another device on the table and showed it to Tar’Lock.

      “This is a prototype. And I’ve included the schematics in the main device. If you find a Gorgar willing to test it, and in case it works, then you can duplicate it.”

      Argos dropped the pill-looking device in Tar’Lock’s open palm.

      “It looks like medicine.”

      “And it could be considered like it, too. It’s a swallowable pill containing millions of nanites ready to position themselves into the subject’s brain, create a second neuronal network and bridge it with his or her current memory pathways. It should be able to multiply your species’ memory capacity significantly.”

      “Care to be a little more precise?”

      “Like I said, it’s a prototype. In simulations it resulted in a thirty-five to fifty increase.”

      “Fifty percent of a small memory seems like a small upgrade,” commented Ryonna.

      “Who said anything about percents?” corrected Argos. “It will multiply a Gorgar’s memory capacity up to fifty times.”

      Tar’Lock’s smile lit up his entire face. “Is there any risk in trying this prototype?”

      “I’d rather you didn’t use it on yourself. Chase is quite fond of you, for some reason.”

      Tar’Lock clicked at Argos’ snarky remark.

      “What are the chances it could do irreparable damage?”

      “I don’t know, probably less than one percent but—”

      Argos was unable to finish his sentence as Tar’Lock gobbled the pill. Before he could swallow it, Argos slapped the back of the Gorgar’s neck as gently as he could muster and Tar’Lock spat out the pill.

      Argos caught the pill and looked slightly bothered by its new coat of spit.

      “Hey!” he protested.

      “I said try it on another one of your kind. You either agree to my terms or I crush that only prototype and won’t make another one. Are we clear?”

      “Argos!” warned Ryonna.

      “This is not a negotiation. You guys will be on the Gorgar home world in the next few hours, and you can take that opportunity to test it then. Do we have a deal?”

      Tar’Lock extended an open palm and nodded, but Argos turned toward Ryonna.

      “Give me your word you won’t let him swallow that thing? And only give it to someone willing to test it.”

      “Hey, I could have given you my word,” protested Tar’Lock.

      Argos shot Tar’Lock an intense look that made the Gorgar nervously click a small symphony before returning his attention to Ryonna.

      “So?”

      “You have my word,” said Ryonna as she took the pill from Argos.

      “I have to get back to work on Spiros’ clone, so if you’ll excuse me, I’m sure you’ll find your way out of the lab.”
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* * *

      Arakan descended to the lower levels of the underground prisons built under his palace. The place was moist, smelly and infested with rodents. For some reason his daughter Oryn really liked to play around this place when she was younger. Thinking of Oryn stung Arakan’s heart. Even though she wasn’t his biological progeny, he had always considered and treated her like his own child. In fact, he had even shown preference toward her over Miseo, his only blood child. And now he had none left. Perhaps Oryn would come back, but possibly she had been killed by Chase. Before the fleet he had sent to Droxia got defeated, they had relayed information that the traitor Chase and his friends had engaged the planet-bound Fury forces. A female Fury had been spotted. However, there was no confirmation that it was actually Oryn.

      Arakan felt a strange sensation in his old bones before the shadow appeared next to him and then walked backward to stand in front of him.

      He grimaced. “You again! What part of leave me alone didn’t you understand?”

      The shadow looked from side to side. His red eyes thinned into two crimson lines amidst the darkness. “What is this wretched place?”

      “This is where people who annoy me end up. Ironic that you appeared to me here.”

      “Is that sarcasm I detect in your voice? There, there, Arakan, we both know that you need my guidance.”

      “Your guidance has brought me nothing but trouble up until now. My foes are always a step ahead of me in every one of my moves.”

      “You’re not blaming me for this now, are you?”

      In fact, the supreme commander did blame the shadowy figure and regarded him as a jinx. Every time Arakan had discussed one of his plans with him, that plan had gone horribly wrong.

      “Who else is there to blame?”

      “The ineptitude of your warriors, for one.”

      Arakan stopped and lifted a finger. “Careful, now.”

      “I’m not really here, and you know it.”

      “So you are a figment of my imagination? A creation of my sick mind?”

      “That’s not what I said. And if it makes you feel better to think I’m only inside your head, then so be it. But you still need my help, no matter how you perceive me.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t need anybody. As a matter of fact, it’s about time I started doing things by myself.”

      “Hence my remark about your troops’ ineptitude.”

      “The Furies have been near-frozen in time for too long. Some have forgotten who they are.”

      “Or perhaps they are not the race you thought they were. There is no doubt that you have some powerful warriors, yourself included. But, seems to me that Furies of old are no longer the force to be reckoned with as they once were. Perhaps we were wrong trusting in your ability to cleanse this universe.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “My people, of course.”

      Arakan shook his head.

      “You still don’t think I truly exist.”

      “My thoughts about you are of no consequence. Now leave me alone. I have things to do, and I don’t need you to distract me.”

      “I’m here to advise you.”

      “And I don’t want your advice right now, so take a hint for once, will you?”

      “Very well,” said the shadow before disappearing into thin air.

      If I didn’t need to stay clearheaded, I’d take my treatment. I’m about fed up with this hallucination.

      Arakan stopped in front of a heavily fortified door. Unlike any other on that level. Across it was written a message in Fury: “Any unauthorized entry will be punishable with instant death.”

      When the Fury supreme commander approached the door, a red line scanned him from head to toe and back up again.

      “Identity confirmed,” said a grave female voice.

      The door rose and light flowed inside the previously pitch-black room. Arakan stepped in and walked toward a force-field protected cell. On the uncomfortable looking bunk bed laid a Fury prisoner.

      “You must be really bored to come and visit me at this hour,” said the man, not caring to turn and face his visitor.

      “I need information.”

      “I’m afraid we’re closed outside of business hours,” said the Fury with a laugh.

      “I see incarceration hasn’t dimmed your sense of humor.”

      “It’s the last thing I have left. You’d better hope this force field of yours holds for as long as you live, or I’ll kill you the first chance I get. I hope you know that.”

      “I have no doubt you’d try, but we both know you don’t stand the shadow of a chance.”

      “If that’s true, then why don’t you drop the field now and prove me wrong?”

      “I didn’t come here for that.”

      “Why are you here then? Besides gloating.”

      “I’d like to ask you about an old friend of yours.”

      “I don’t have any friends anymore; you killed them all and then threw me in this dump.”

      “Treason is a serious offense, so be glad I have spared your life. I could have just as easily killed you.”

      The Fury released a long breath of frustration.

      “Why haven’t you?”

      “I would love to say that’s because I’m magnanimous, but the truth is death would have been a release for you, and I’d rather you suffered for as long as you shall live. A much more fitting punishment for betraying me.”

      “I didn’t, I just listened to my heart, but I don’t suppose it’s something you can ever understand.”

      Arakan growled.

      “I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “On that we can agree, now, if you’d please turn off the lights on your way out.”

      “Not before you tell me a few things about Zeus.”

      The Fury turned his head, and for the first time since Arakan entered the cell, they locked eyes. There was nothing but defiance in the Fury’s look.

      “What makes you think I know anything about the head of the Olympians?”

      “Because we both know he asked for your help to try and steal Zalara away from me.”

      Arakan didn’t realize his current exacerbated anger was so intense that he was digging through the skin of his clenched fists and drops of blood dripped onto the floor. He unclenched his fists and looked briefly at his bloody palms.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Still having anger issues, I see.”

      “You’re one to talk. Don’t you owe your stay in my best cell thanks to your own anger issues?”

      Arakan thought he saw the beginning of tears form in the eyes of the Fury before the Fury turned back into the musty-smelling bunk bed.

      “I will get rid of them all, you know.” continued Arakan. “Zeus, Odin, anyone who stands in my way shall be destroyed, even your own progeny.”

      There was a small pause.

      “Good luck with that; don’t let the door kick your overinflated and disillusioned ego on your way out.”
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* * *

      When Arakan left the room, the Fury sat up on his bed, a look of pure hatred burning in his eyes.

      “You owe me an explanation!” he shouted.

      A grey-skinned Aphroditis projection appeared not far from him.

      “I don’t owe you anything. You should feel lucky I have enough energy to sometimes visit you so you don’t lose the little that’s left of your sanity.”

      “How dare you! I’m here because I listened to you in the first place. How many others have you sent to their doom because of your so-called precog ability? If you’re so good at seeing the future, how come you didn’t see any of this happen?”

      “The future isn’t fixed and is always in motion. I can only see possibilities and act on the ones I think need my attention.”

      The Fury spat on the ground, right in front of Aphroditis.

      “Bullshit! I think you thrive on your ability and it makes you think you’re superior to the rest of us. But you obviously don’t always bet on the right horse or I wouldn’t be rotting down here.”

      “For all our sakes, you’d better pray I do choose the right people from time to time.”

      “Our sakes? My life is over; it was over the moment Arakan threw me in this cell. At least I take some small consolation in knowing that one day this will end. I’m an old man, another few decades and I’ll return to the dust from which I came.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure, in fact if you were serious earlier about killing Arakan, then I believe you’ll get your shot, and sooner than you can imagine.”

      The Fury cracked his neck. It provided him instant relief.

      “And why exactly should I care about another of your failed predictions?”

      “That’s up to you. Though Arakan was right about one thing he said: in your current state he would have no problem putting you into the grave.”

      The Fury snorted. “What makes you think I wouldn’t embrace that outcome?”

      “Because you would have ended your own life a long time ago if you did; if there wasn’t a thin sliver of hope still buried deep inside your darkened soul. That’s why.”

      The Fury got up from his bed and came within a few inches of Aphroditis. He stared into her eyes for a long time.

      “You do seem serious about this.”

      “I may sometimes not properly foresee all the ripples of my decisions once I intervene to change the future, but I’m always serious about such things.”

      “For the sake of argument, let’s say I believe you. What would you have me do from this cell? It’s not like I can train here.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ll let you figure that one out on your own. But sooner than you think, you’ll have that one shot at redemption that kept eating at your soul for oh so many years. It’s up to you what you do with it. And I won’t see you again until that day happens. I’m not even sure I’ll ever see you again, in fact. So— goodbye and good luck.”

      Aphroditis’ projection disappeared into thin air.

      “Wait!” screamed the Fury, extending his clawed hand forward.

      But she was gone. The Fury clenched his fists and gazed at them as he reflected upon her words.

      Can it be true? Will I finally get the chance to fight Arakan again soon?

      A long time passed, minutes, hours, the Fury didn’t know. His mind had lost perception of time ever since Aphroditis had planted a new seed of hope in his psyche. At one point he started throwing punches toward the force field to release his frustration. He kept hitting it until his hands bled and his bones began to show. He stopped for a minute, closed his eyes and healed his wounds before starting to punch the invisible wall over and over again.
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      With a grin on his face, Argos grabbed the chair in front of Chase in the Hope’s ready room.

      “What’s with that stupid grin of yours?” said Chase.

      “‘Admiral Athanatos’ has a ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      Chase tried to suppress his smile but couldn’t and buried his face in his hands instead.

      “Are you alright, Admiral?” said Argos, unable to contain his laughter.

      “Put a cork in it, Argos.”

      “Whatever you say, Admiral.”

      Chase wanted to get angry at Argos but instead they both burst into laughter. Chase wiped the tears from his eyes and tried recomposing himself.

      “We— we actually have to talk about something serious.”

      Argos frowned. “Aphroditis?”

      Chase nodded. “Yeah, we need to get her out of there.”

      Any trace of playfulness on Argos’ face was instantly gone.

      “We absolutely have to. You have no idea how I feel about this. I put her in that infernal machine. I blackmailed you to get the Furies back, thinking—”

      “Thinking you’d lead them. Things haven’t exactly turned out according to plan.”

      “When do they ever? But thanks to your compassion and, hopefully, one day your forgiveness, I now feel more centered than I ever did in my entire existence.”

      Argos’ statement not only surprised Chase but it also sent a shiver down his spine. Chase believed that Argos had just taken a wrong turn. Part of him really wanted to know what had separated the two of them before. But whatever it was, it must have been a very difficult and painful thing, and right now they had to stay focused. Chase felt strongly that they weren’t that far from the end of their journey and that soon the final battle against the Furies was drawing near.

      “I—” Chase paused. “I forgive you…brother.”

      Whatever wave of emotion filled Argos’ soul at the mention of Chase calling him brother it radiated beyond him and engulfed Chase as well.

      They both looked into each other’s eyes and slightly nodded to one another.

      “Now,” said Chase. “As much as I’d love to enjoy this moment some more, we need to come up with a plan to rescue Aphroditis.”

      “I think I have an idea about that.”

      “That’s great, do tell.”

      “I have studied the machine as much as I could. It’s part Asgardian, so I asked for Kvasir’s help. We arrived at the conclusion that we may need to do a body swap.”

      “Can’t we just extirpate her from it? Won’t that just send Erevos back into its dimensional prison?”

      “We’re not sure that it would, and even if it did, do we really want to leave that ticking bomb as a gift to the next generations?”

      Chase’s eyes flashed. “No, we end them this time!”

      “So for now let’s do a body swap. The machine will only accept an Olympian, though. I don’t know about hybrids. Perhaps I could—”

      “No, Argos. As much as I see what you’re trying to do, I’ll need you to defeat Arakan, so you taking her place is out of the question.”

      “Yes, but when you think about it, it would be fitting.”

      “I don’t care. We need to come up with another plan.”

      “Well, working on Spiros’ cloned body gave me another idea. I could clone an Olympian but it will need a soul. So that’s not exactly going to work.”

      “Unless—”

      “You can’t be serious? Ares?”

      “We’ve had that talk enough times that I can tell you he’ll jump at the opportunity to replace her in the machine.”

      “But won’t we also need him to bring Arakan down?”

      “Ares’ main ability is teleportation over large distances. Since I can do that on my own now, hopefully we can prevail without him when the time comes. Plus, make no mistake, we’ll do whatever is within our power to get him out of there too the first chance we get. But I’ve seen what Aphroditis is going through; we can’t let her stay in there for one more minute than is required. As soon as we’re done in Asgard, we have to go to Erevos.”

      “Agreed. However, we’re not ready for a full-scale assault.”

      “We won’t have to mount one for this particular rescue. It will be just you, me and Ares.”

      Argos thought it over and nodded. “Alright. Was there anything else we needed to discuss?”

      “How is Spiros coming along?”

      “His clone will be ready in a couple of hours.”

      “Is that something that requires your full attention?”

      “No, my machines are doing all the work. Why?”

      “Then, let’s go say hi to our…Mother.”

      “I— I don’t know what to tell her.”

      “You and me both, but in these troubled times, with one battle after another and the next one awaiting us on Asgard, we may not get another chance.”

      “I’m nervous.”

      Chase chuckled. “Tell me about it.”
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* * *

      Ryonna sat next to Keera in the cockpit of her ship en route to the Gorgar home world.

      “You look on edge. Are you okay?” inquired Keera.

      “Tar’Lock has been insufferable ever since Argos gave us that prototype pill that should vastly improve his memory. He keeps asking for it every chance he gets.”

      “I see. Can you blame him?”

      “No, I can’t, but patience isn’t my best virtue.”

      “What did you do, then?”

      “Let’s just say Tar’Lock is taking a much-needed nap,” said Ryonna, curling the edge of her lips into a smile.

      “You didn’t? Not again!”

      “Oh yeah, I did.”

      “Being your friend can be an occupational hazard, you do realize that, right?”

      “Only when those friends don’t listen to me.”

      Keera chuckled. “Glad I don’t fall into that category of friends.”

      “So am I, as I wouldn’t take any pleasure punching your lights out.”

      “Jokes aside, are we expecting any Fury presence on Tar’Lock’s home world?”

      “Not according to Argos, but his intelligence regarding the enemy is outdated at best. It’s been a while, now that he defected and rejoined our side. Since the mind control the Gorgar are under is so efficient, there’s really no need to protect the place.”

      “Except that if this resource location is as important as Argos said it is, it makes no sense not to protect it. If I were Arakan, I wouldn’t trust the fate of my main resource-producing planet on a tech developed by someone who later betrayed me.”

      “As much as it pains me to admit it, you may be right. We’ll have to proceed carefully then. If there’s too much resistance, we can always scrap the mission and request a stronger force to free the planet by other means.”

      “Or we could try the stealthy approach?”

      “Even so, what if the Gorgar don’t want to help us deal with the Furies once deprogrammed? Not to mention that they’re not exactly a warrior race.”

      “Yes, but they have the numbers. Perhaps we should use the tech to ensure they help us free their world, then let them decide what they want to do in regard to joining the Alliance.”

      “You’re not seriously entertaining the idea of using Argos’ tech on them the same way he did, are you?”

      “If it comes to that, perhaps it’s an option we should consider.”

      Ryonna shot daggers into Keera’s eyes. “That wouldn’t make us any different than the Furies.”

      “While I admit this may be the case, at least on the surface, we have to consider the consequences if we don’t. The Obsidian is helping us churn out ships at a very satisfying rate now, and we’ll soon have a powerful fleet of new ships. But it won’t matter if it takes five of our destroyers to bring down one Fury enemy ship. I know these odds improved since the Olympians joined us, and perhaps if the Asgardians join as well then we’ll finally be in a position to do some serious damage. But let’s not forget this is war, and sometimes you have to do things you’re uncomfortable doing to survive.”

      Ryonna growled.

      Keera raised an eyebrow. “Am I about to take an unwanted nap?”

      Ryonna didn’t answer. Instead she looked outside the ship’s viewport at the beautiful accelerated Asgardian hyperspace corridor. She wished the one ship escort helping them travel faster to their destination could assist, but its captain had been given specific orders to only act as transport and nothing else. At least for the time being.

      Too bad, thought Ryonna. Having an Asgardian destroyer as backup could have opened up a few more strategical options, especially if they’d need to improvise their approach tactic upon arrival.

      “I’m sorry if I angered you,” added Keera after a moment.

      “That’s okay, you’re just stating your honest opinion. What kind of a friend would I be if I blamed you for that?”

      “But— you’ve growled.”

      Ryonna looked at Keera, her eyes dead serious.

      “Would you have preferred I farted?”

      It took a second for Keera to process Ryonna’s both unusual and unexpected words, and they both laughed out loud.

      Keera wiped tears from her eyes. “Thank you, I needed that.”

      “I could sense that. Believe me, we won’t be laughing as much when the shit hits the fan and Tar’Lock releases one pearl after another to relieve his own anxiety.”

      “Do they smell that bad?”

      Ryonna smiled.

      “Let’s just say that if this war drags on for much longer, I might consider having some sort of nose surgery done.”
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* * *

      “You need to try harder!” shouted Chris.

      “I don’t think I can,” lamented Sarah.

      They were standing in the training room aboard the Hope. Chris tried to train his mother to get a grip on her Fury powers but they weren’t making any progress. He started to think that whatever power she had manifested on the surface of Droxia had just been a fluke.

      “Don’t you feel an energy running inside of you? Something that even if you can’t quantify or access, you still feel is there?”

      “This is useless! I’m not a warrior like you or your father.”

      “You don’t know that,” argued Chris before letting a breath of frustration escape.

      “I should get back to the bridge.”

      “We’re in hyperspace. Daniel has the bridge, and there’s nothing to do there.”

      “Doesn’t look like there is anything to be done here either, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Chris wondered why his mother couldn’t access her Fury powers. It was clear she had some, but was it psychological? Or were they triggered only in certain situations? That gave him an idea and he concentrated on sending Gaia a mental message.

      You can’t be serious? she answered back.

      I am, can you please do it? It’s important.

      I don’t like this, but— okay, I’ll be there shortly.

      “I’ve had it,” said Sarah, throwing her hands in the air.

      “We’re not finished. Not by a long shot.”

      “Oh yes, we are. I’m the parent here.”

      “You need to train, and the sooner you get a grasp on your powers, the sooner you’ll stop being so anxious.”

      That seemed to make Sarah pause and think.

      “Are you reading my mind?”

      “I don’t have to. I can see how you’ve been behaving ever since you unleashed your powers on Droxia, it’s been eating at you.”

      “With good reasons; I could have killed you all.”

      “I don’t think so; as a matter of fact you saved all our lives.”

      “Beginner’s luck.”

      “Perhaps, but you’d feel better about yourself if you had a good grasp on these powers, if they came to you naturally.”

      “I want nothing more. I hate how I’ve been feeling lately.”

      “So let’s train some more.”

      “It’s useless, Chris. I’m not like you or your father. I—”

      “You’re afraid. And that’s okay. It may take a while for you not to be.”

      “It didn’t seem to be a problem for you.”

      “I am Fury hybrid, it’s in my genes. The way you acquired your powers might be the reason why it’s more difficult for you to access them, but one thing is sure: whatever Fury genes you’ve been granted from the pregnancy, they are powerful ones, and we could use those abilities in our fight.”

      Sarah shook her head. “I don’t want to be a liability.”

      “Look, I understand how you—”

      Before he could finish, there was a series of screams coming from outside the training room and the front doors exploded. Gaia emerged through the flames, her battle bot’s eyes shining red.
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* * *

      Chase and Argos were escorted to meet Athena on her ship. They were brought to a large garden teeming with life. Beautiful trees, birds of all colors, and a holo-projected skyline showing a clear blue sky.

      “We don’t have these on our ships,” commented Argos.

      Chase looked around, absorbing the beauty of the place as he did. “No, we sure don’t. But that’s an upgrade I’ll have to discuss with Yanis. We could use such places to unwind.”

      “I’m glad you enjoy our gardens,” said Athena as she came from behind one of the largest trees in the center of the Athenian garden. “Congratulations on your recent promotion, Admiral.”

      Argos had to suppress a chuckle.

      “Thank you. We— we need to talk.”

      “What about?”

      “What about?” echoed Argos, his tone far from controlled.

      Chase swiftly raised a hand instructing his brother not to let his emotions get the better of him.

      Let me speak, please, said Chase telepathically.

      Athena slightly cocked her head to the side. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “Abandoning your children comes to mind,” said Argos.

      Chase shot his brother an angry look. “I thought we agreed you would let me speak.”

      “Right, won’t happen again.”

      “Doesn’t really matter anymore, now does it? I was trying to approach the subject slowly.”

      “Yeah and from the looks of it,” said Argos pointing toward Athena, who was walking away, “that probably wasn’t a good idea.” Argos flinched. “Sorry about that.”

      Chase pointed an accusing finger toward Argos. “You stay here, understood?”

      Argos nodded as Chase ran after Athena.

      “Please, Athena, wait.”

      She stopped but didn’t turn back. “I— I don’t know if I can talk with you right now.”

      Chase could feel emotional turmoil emanating from his biological mother.

      “Perhaps if you gave me some time,” she added. “I— I’d like to gather my thoughts.”

      “I understand that this is a surprise for you, but it was a surprise for the both of us as well. And while I’m more than willing to give you room on the matter, I’d like to point out that our existences are very— how should I put this? Chaotic at best. Pretty much every day we fight for our lives, and right now feels like we have a few hours of tranquility ahead of us. Who knows if that will be the case later on, so could we perhaps talk just a little bit?”

      Athena walked toward a tree with purple bud flowers. She lit up one of the buds with her mind and inhaled a very large quantity of the smoke through her nose. The smell was intoxicating and Chase understood that the plant had psychotropic properties. He could feel Athena’s anxiety levels quickly drop and moments later she turned toward him.

      “You must be disappointed in me. But please understand…” she paused. “I didn’t know you were my son. When we first met I did think you looked familiar, but—”

      “But you weren’t sure. Zeus told me we were taken from you at birth.”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that. But yes, I’ve only held you and your brother in my arms once, before Menelas took you to safety. I didn’t even want to know your names.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “It was near the end of the first Fury War. And I didn’t mean to get pregnant. I— I don’t think you want to hear this but…”

      “No, please continue. I do want to hear it.”

      “I didn’t want children. I was leading our forces against the Furies, the war was raging, and Zeus had gone mad with anger toward your people.”

      “The Furies aren’t my people.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean any disrespect. But Fury blood runs through your veins.”

      Chase nodded solemnly.

      “Your father, Menelas,” she continued, “didn’t think it was wise for us to let anyone know about your existence. Zeus would probably have requested your execution back then. You have to understand the context of all this. My father had fallen in love with a Fury woman. He always thought that no other Olympians knew this. He’s very proud and I never spoke a word of it out of respect for him. But when he lost her—”

      “It drove him mad.”

      “It did. But perhaps his loss was a necessary tragedy, after all that’s what got us to join the allied world’s fighting the Furies; without our help, they might have conquered the entire universe back then.”

      “I understand— I think. Though I must say this doesn’t help the feelings of abandonment I’ve been harboring for most of my life.”

      “With your father gone, I can only imagine.”

      “He’s dead then?”

      “He was captured by Arakan just before we won the war. Though obviously we didn’t defeat the Furies fully, just sent them away. Surely Arakan executed your father.”

      “Zeus explained that part to me and also why he didn’t destroy the Furies when he got the chance.”

      “Well, then you probably know more about it than most Olympians do. I still don’t understand what possessed him to just trap them instead of destroying their world. Granted, we’re not a genocidal people, but the Furies were an enemy like no other we had faced before. They were intent on cleansing the universe of any other species. They needed to be stopped and sometimes blood calls for blood.”

      “On that we agree and I won’t repeat Zeus’ mistake, but I understand why he hesitated. Perhaps in his place, I might have done the same.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Hopefully he won’t be mad if I tell you this, but the reason he trapped the Furies instead of destroying them is because of Oryn.”

      “The recently defected Fury that tried to kill you? What does she have to do with all of this?”

      “She is the fruit of his love with Zalara.”

      Her face dropped. “That would explain it. Here we were worried my Father would try to assassinate our children because they were part Fury, and he had one of his own. I knew he had fallen for Arakan’s wife, but I had no idea they had a child together.”

      “I’ll ask that you let him tell you that story on his own, should he feel inclined to, but I’m not sure he’d be happy if he knew I told you.”

      “Well, thank you for your candor and trust on the matter. I will not tell him nor anyone else about this, I promise.”

      Athena gestured toward Argos, who had stayed behind, to come rejoin them. While he was on his way, out of the blue, she embraced Chase and hugged him with an incredible amount of force. Chase was surprised at first, but when she sobbed, he let his own guard fall and embraced her back.

      “I’m so sorry, my son,” she whispered in his ear.

      Chase closed his eyes and let his own tears run amok.
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* * *

      Argos approached Athena and Chase. They were in each other’s arms. He stood there, not sure what to do or say.

      Eventually, after a rather long and uncomfortable amount of time, Athena grabbed Chase by the shoulders and affectionately ran her hand through his hair.

      “You’ve matured into a fine young man,” she said. She looked toward Argos. “The both of you.”

      Argos gave a shy nod in response, uncertain of what to do.

      Athena’s gaze turned back to Chase. “I’m so proud of you. I can tell you inherited the passion and determination of your father. His moral compass never wavered and yours seems to be just as strong.”

      “And you…” she said walking toward Argos.

      “I’m not good with hug—”

      But before he could finish his sentence, she slapped Argos so hard his hair got thrown to the side.

      Chase’s eyes grew wide as Argos held his hand on his reddened cheek.

      “Ouch!”

      “That serves you well. All of this mess is your fault! How could you do this? Why did the two of you have to be enemies!?”

      “Well, we’re not anymore,” complained Argos. “And it’s a long story, one I’m not sure Chase wants to hear.” Argos sent a compassionate look toward his brother. “Perhaps when all of this is over.”

      Athena eventually embraced Argos. His heart started beating fast and hard in his chest but soon his mother’s love washed over his broken soul and he embraced her back.

      “I’m glad the two of you are friends now, perhaps something good has come out of this war after all.”

      A few moments later, the three of them sat on a wooden bench next to a beautiful cascade at the far side of the garden.

      “We could use your help,” said Argos.

      “I’ll do whatever I can to help you; what is it you need?”

      “Do you by any chance keep DNA of Olympians in any way, shape, or form?”

      She furrowed her eyebrows. “Why?”

      “We would need Aphroditis’ DNA so we can rescue her from the machine,” interjected Chase.

      “And how exactly do you propose to do that?”

      “We swap her for a clone,” said Argos.

      “I doubt this plan would work. While I don’t know how the machine works exactly, I do seem to recall the soul of an Olympian is what’s powering it.”

      “Yeah, we figured as much. Chase thinks we got that covered.”

      “Let me guess, you’re going to ask Ares.”

      “How did you know?” asked Argos.

      “Because that’s what I would have done in your place. Nobody got closer to Aphroditis as much as he did in the last few centuries. Even after Father banished her, Ares never left her side.”

      “I can tell Zeus no longer harbors bad blood for Aphroditis, though,” said Chase.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Chase— son,” she corrected herself. “Perhaps time has healed that wound, but I’m not sure he’ll ever fully forgive her.”

      “What has she done that’s so bad?” inquired Argos.

      “You know she sees possible futures. Well, she knew Zalara would die, she knew it would drive him crazy and that it would result in Olympus participating in the war. She wanted to tell him, but she confided in me that every future in which Zalara didn’t die turned horribly bad for our people and countless other species. The Fury War would have dragged on for thousands of years. For that reason…she couldn’t tell him. Until much later. I’m sure you can imagine how that went.”

      “Is that why you said his loss was needed earlier?”

      She nodded. “Yes, that single event is what she used to call a nexus. A strongly anchored point in time, one that if changed would have immeasurable consequences. And so she only told me, after the fact. I— I was the one who insisted she comes clean with Father. If I had known he’d banish her, I wouldn’t have. But in hindsight, perhaps all of this had to happen.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following?” said Chase.

      “My sister’s gift is both a blessing and a curse. She sees these moments in time, these nexuses, as well as the people that are most likely to influence the future. It’s the heaviest burden you can ever imagine. But with her silence, she insured the Furies were defeated.”

      “Except they weren’t,” said Argos.

      She looked into his eyes. “They were stopped, and for nearly ten thousand years there was a lasting peace, until the Obsidian and Star Alliance went to war. Even your actions, I— I think she knew it would turn out this way.”

      A tear ran down Chase’s face. “That would explain why she was so willing to enter the machine.”

      “Don’t blame yourselves for this, my sons. Both our journeys had started way before you were even born. I no longer think my meeting with your father was just a coincidence. I’m just sorry your destinies pitted you against one another the way it did. But it fills my heart with joy to see you fight side by side now. And remember, my sister never does anything out of chance, never.”

      A cascade of shivers ran down both Chase and Argos’ spines.

      “She stepped willingly into that machine because she knew that it would result in the best outcome for the majority. There’s no-one more selfless than my sister.”

      Argos’ eyes filled with tears as well.
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      Gaia approached Sarah and Chris.

      “What the hell is wrong with her?” asked Sarah.

      “I don’t think that’s the Gaia we know,” answered Chris. “Stay behind me, you’re not ready for this fight.”

      “I’m not ready, period!” protested Sarah as her heart beat quickly out of control.

      Can Gaia 2 still be alive? Did we lose so much for nothing? Sarah wondered.

      Sarah was unable to form another thought when Gaia’s battle bot jumped toward them, and Chris instinctively leaped forward to intercept it.

      Chris blocked the AI’s first series of combos and managed to land a few of his own hits, sending Gaia crashing against the nearest wall. She quickly launched back onto her feet and unleashed a multitude of energy beams. Chris dodged most of them, deflected another pair of attacks, but then got hit on the shoulder and spun in the air before landing back down. By this time Gaia was already upon him, but Chris’ increased Fury speed was no match for the battle bot’s limitations. He quickly blocked the incoming uppercut and sent Gaia flying for another round with a powerful kick of his knee into the bot’s face. Just when she was about to crash, she somersaulted, then stopped herself in the air and landed back on the ground with a metallic clang.

      “Very good, but you’ve forgotten my forgiving sister created this training room, and I have assimilated her matrix,” said Gaia, her voice cold and devoid of emotion.

      Chris’ face dropped at the realization.

      He suddenly felt a vibration, immediately followed by the sensation of feeling pressure and heaviness. Gaia was altering the gravity from under him. It didn’t seem to affect Sarah, who was many yards away. Soon the gravity reached 100Gs and Chris could barely move his muscles. Gaia launched herself at Chris and unleashed a flurry of punches. Unable to move his limbs fast enough, he had no chance to dodge any of the attacks, and his blood spilled throughout the training room with each of Gaia’s new attacks.

      “Chris!” shouted Sarah before her voice was replaced by an inhuman cry of anger.

      Something in Sarah’s mind snapped, and it felt like she lost control over her body and mind. A wave of power like nothing else she had ever experienced filled her entire being as she leaped forward at lightning speed and blocked the latest metallic punch aimed at ending her son’s life. She then crushed Gaia’s battle bot’s hand, which then spit oil and sparks.

      “Don’t you lay a finger on my son!” ordered Sarah as flames consumed her eyes.

      She unleashed three quick fireballs on Gaia’s torso and sent her flying backward, stumbling with each impact but somehow managing to stay up. That didn’t last when Sarah resumed firing and scored multiple hits all over Gaia’s metallic shell. As Sarah was firing, her long crimson hair danced atop her head like flames and a large tangerine-colored aura radiated around her.

      Smoke rose from the heavily damaged Gaia. Her battle bot’s eye-like LEDs erratically flashed and returned to white.

      “Nice try,” said Sarah as she walked toward the evil AI with only one thought, to protect Chris at all costs. “Of course you’d try to pass yourself for Gaia now that you are defeated.”

      Before Gaia could answer, Sarah jumped toward the bot and locked on, ready to finish off the piece of scrap metal that tried to kill her son. She unleashed the most powerful jab she could muster and aimed it straight at Gaia’s head.

      What her eyes showed her next took a second to process. Chase had blocked the blow and was clenching his teeth, clearly in pain. But he still mustered a smile.
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* * *

      Chase reached within Sarah’s mind, and he could feel that she was overloaded with a power she clearly was not accustomed to wielding. It let her basic instincts take over her rational mind and right then she was driven by revenge, self-preservation for Chris and an uncontrollable rage. Her Fury-acquired genes during pregnancy were wreaking havoc with her psyche. Chase dug deeper into her subconscious and found the block preventing her from accessing her powers consciously. Her thoughts revealed a deep-rooted fear of hurting the ones she loved. No surprise there. Chase removed the block with a single thought.

      Sarah’s hair flew back down and her eyes recovered their green tint. She took two steps back and looked at her hands while closing and opening her fingers.

      “I— I can sense it now, I— I can access it.”

      With furrowed eyebrows, Chase turned toward the still smoking Gaia battle bot. “I thought we discussed this and agreed that you’re not taking the easy way out.”

      Gaia’s eyes blinked as she spoke. “Not my idea this time.”

      Both Chase and Sarah turned toward Chris, who was only now getting back to his feet, blood still spilling from his open wounds.

      “Why?” asked Chase and Sarah in unison.

      “Isn’t it obvious? Believe me, if I knew my plan would get my ass handed to me this way, I might have approached it differently,” said Chris as he spat a large quantity of blood on the floor. “But it worked.”

      Chase shook his head disapprovingly. “While I’m happy this experience helped your mother get in touch with her powers, this was foolish at best. You could have been killed, and Gaia could have been lost.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Chris, looking down. “I meant well, I— I could feel how anxious it made Mom not to be able to get a handle on her abilities.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” said Sarah. “I was terrified, that’s true. I was so afraid of what I could do with this power that I fought against it. I just don’t understand why I’m not afraid anymore.”

      Chase scratched the back of his head uncomfortably while exposing a worried smile. “I might have had something to do with that.”

      “I feel like I should be mad at you, but instead I feel grateful. Such a heavy weight has been lifted from my shoulders. Thank you.”

      Don’t thank me just yet, thought Chase to himself. I hope unlocking this power of yours this quickly won’t have dire consequences later. Perhaps there was a reason for your mind to have made this choice. But as much as he loved and respected Sarah, telling her that wouldn’t do her any good right then. Just as there might have been a reason for her mind to push away these powers, there might have been another greater reason for them to unlock faster. That thought brought Aphroditis at the center of Chase’s thinking. For just a moment, he wondered how he would act if he had his aunt’s ability to predict possible futures. The weight of responsibility on her shoulders every time she intervened to lock on a future possibility over another was unimaginable. Chase didn’t envy her. Especially after Athena told him about her sister never doing anything by accident. The huge causalities of this war were weighing heavily on his shoulders, so he could only try to imagine what Aphroditis had been going through during tens of thousands of years. The resulting emotion was sending Chase toward a swallowing pit of darkness that he couldn’t deal with right now. Instead, he used his will to push that thought into a dark corner of his mind.

      “Are you alright?” inquired Sarah.

      “And would you mind?” pleaded Chris.

      “I’m sorry,” said Chase. He ran toward his son and quickly healed his wounds.

      He then turned toward Sarah and took her hands in his. “I’m fine, and you’re welcome.”
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* * *

      While Chris and Sarah kept training, and after helping Gaia repair, Chase went to check on Argos’ advancement regarding the Spiros clone.

      “How is he coming along?” asked Chase, pointing with his head toward the cloning cylinder.

      “He’s ready, Admiral.”

      Chase’s look hardened, and he didn’t have to speak to be understood.

      Argos raised apologetic hands. “Alright, I’ll stop with that now.”

      “Thank you. So he’s ready? He looks much younger, doesn’t he?”

      “I couldn’t exactly waste time on trying to age him too much. Remember, that clone won’t sustain his life for long.”

      “But you could work on a better, more stable one?”

      “Yes, but is that what you want? Life has meaning because it’s supposed to end, eventually.”

      “You’re sure you want to go toward that discussion? You and I are technically immortals on our half Olympian side.”

      “Right. I— I was jealous of you for not growing older when I seemed to. I wonder why it stopped.”

      “You probably haven’t looked closely at yourself in a mirror lately, if it wasn’t for the color of your eyes and that scar you insist on wearing, we almost look identical now. The grey in your hair is all but gone.”

      “I have noticed, I just don’t like staring in the mirror for too long.”

      “That I can understand.”

      “Thank you for putting it so mildly, Chase. Still doesn’t explain why my aging is reversing.”

      “Anytime. Well, isn’t it obvious?”

      “The only logical explanation I could come up with is, that since I’m no longer focused on hatred, my body seems to not only age slower but actually reverses the aging that my hatred did to me.”

      Chase smiled. “See? Obvious.”

      “But, aren’t you curious at how emotions are influencing us at the DNA level? Or why?”

      Chase shrugged. “Nah, we have enough to worry about. I can see why it baffles the scientist in you, though.”

      “I don’t consider myself a scientist.”

      “Says the man who just grew a dead crew member a new body.”

      “Touché. I’m a warrior first and foremost.”

      “That we certainly both owe to our Fury side of the family.”

      “Indeed,” said Argos absently.

      “Back to Spiros. I feel we’re getting off topic. What about his consciousness?”

      “Gaia built the interface she thinks will transfer it from the ancient tech back into the clone’s mind. But I’m afraid we’ll only have one shot at this.”

      “I don’t think Hades would expect to hold onto Spiros’ soul much longer.”

      “Speaking of which…shouldn’t Gaia be here for this?”

      “She’s had— well, let’s just say she needs a little time at the moment. Plus, I’d rather she wasn’t present if this goes horribly wrong.”

      “Well then, since she’s not coming— whenever you’re ready.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chase teleported into the Underworld.

      “About time!” protested Hades behind him.

      Chase turned around. “Hades, always a pleasure.”

      “At least it’s never mundane when you come and visit.”

      “What?”

      “Always a pleasure? I mean, who greets the god of the Underworld like this?”

      “We both know you’re not a god per se.”

      “Technicality…but I’m glad you’re here as your friend Spiros is driving me mad with his sob story.”

      “Hey!” protested a translucent Spiros nearby.

      Chase turned to look at his friend and smiled. “Good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you too. When are we getting out of this dump?”

      Chase thought he heard something resembling a growl escape Hades’ throat.

      “As a matter of fact, now.”

      “Is Gaia still alive? Did we defeat Gaia 2?”

      It didn’t even cross Chase’s mind that Spiros was probably clueless about what had happened after his death.

      “You could have told him,” said Chase looking toward Hades.

      Hades shrugged. “He didn’t ask.”

      “Will somebody tell me what happened already? Did we kill that bitch or not?” interrupted Spiros.

      “Long story short,” answered Chase, “Yes, the bitch got fried, thanks mostly to Kvasir and Thor. Our Gaia is looking forward to seeing you, one last time.”

      Sorrow filled Spiros’ face. “What do you mean one last time?”

      “Upon her request and, well probably for the good of humanity, it’s—” Chase bit his lip. “It’s probably best she is decommissioned soon.”

      “Then why even bring me back?”

      “Don’t you want to say goodbye?”

      “I’d rather tell her something else; I just never imagined it would be one of the last things I tell her. Can’t we talk about this? Preferably in private.”

      Hades exploded into a fit of laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” asked Chase.

      “Since the moment I told him there was a chance he could be resurrected, I’ve had to listen to every single version of his rehearsal speech of what he would tell Gaia if he ever had the chance of seeing her one more time. And now he wants to talk ‘in private.’”

      “You weren’t supposed to listen!” protested Spiros.

      “I don’t remember formerly inviting you into my realm. But if you’d rather become a permanent member?”

      Chase had to interpose himself in between Spiros and Hades. “That doesn’t matter; you,” he said, pointing a finger at Spiros, “You’re coming with me, we’re going now.”

      “And you,” he said to Hades. “Well, thank you for you help— and no, Spiros doesn’t want to stay here, no matter how lovely a company you’ve been keeping. I’ll see you when I see you, I guess.”

      “Not so fast, Chase.”

      “What?”

      “There’s someone else who’d like to speak with you before you go.”
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* * *

      Sarah was now starting to block Chris’ attacks with greater ease. It filled her soul with the confidence she had so been lacking as of late. Of course, she knew that with great power came great responsibility, but Chris had been right to push her, and whatever Chase had done to her mind, it had worked like a charm. The more she used her powers, the more instinctive it became.

      Out of the blue, and in the middle of parrying Chris’ latest high roundhouse kick, she countered it and launched a fireball at his torso, sending him crashing yards away.

      Her heartbeat accelerated.

      “Oh my god! Are you alright?” she gasped.

      Chris jumped back to his feet in a swift and fluid motion and flashed her a thumb up.

      “Don’t worry, Mom. You can’t really hurt me at your current power levels. But good job, don’t hesitate to strike me with everything you’ve got.”

      Sarah reflected on her son’s words and didn’t know if she should feel relieved, offended or both.

      “Are you patronizing me?”

      “Not at all. But you can’t expect to be as strong a fighter as Dad or myself in just a few hours.”

      “Fair enough, but mark my words, I’ll soon kick both your asses.”

      Chris chuckled. “That’s the spirit. Time for me to be slightly more aggressive now—”

      Without warning he moved at hyper speed toward her and slashed his elbow toward her head but he hit nothing but air. Sarah had moved out of the way, purely on instinct, and sent Chris flying around by unleashing a powerful shockwave. He spun and recovered in mid-air. A drop of blood running down his smiling face.

      “Is that your way of being more aggressive?” taunted Sarah.

      “Oh, it’s like that?” he said with a smirk.

      Sarah almost instantly regretted her previous comment when twelve fireballs all homed on her at increasing speed. She managed to deflect the first three and erected an energy shield in front of her to block the remaining ones. But one fireball’s trajectory changed at the last moment and arched ahead and impacted the back of her shoulder, sending her spinning and crashing to the floor.

      Chris landed next to her and aimed an open palm toward her before she could fully get back up. He unleashed a flurry of low-energy yielding fireballs and sent her flying in the air. Each new impact made her swirl and twirl to a point where she couldn’t tell the ceiling from the ground planes anymore. It culminated with a painful knee being thrust into her side that sent her crashing unceremoniously against the wall.

      Make children, they said. Right!

      Chris hadn’t stopped and was already flying toward her as she used the cracked wall as leverage to get back up. She envisioned stopping him in his flight with a knee strike to the chin. To her surprise, she felt her body move at speeds her mind didn’t comprehend, and her knee impacted Chris’ chin from below sending him flying and rebounding on the ceiling of the cargo bay with a yelp.

      On his way back toward the floor, she saw blood escape his mouth and her maternal instincts made her hold off on what her fighting instinct pushed her to do.

      No! argued Chris in her mind. Don’t stop! I want to know what you’re capable of when you’re fighting purely on instinct.

      Sarah wanted to ask why her son was communicating telepathically when she realized that she had received his mental message in a fraction of a second. Communicating this way was faster and more efficient. Especially in the heat of battle.

      Very well, she sent back before unleashing a flurry of fireballs toward Chris, who was still falling from her last attack.

      What he did next took her breath away. He intercepted all her attacks and merged them together in between his hands. When he landed next to her, a large bloody smile on his face, he was holding a watermelon-sized pulsating sphere of energy. From their original golden tint, the energy turned emerald green and Sarah felt Chris add his own energy to the mix. Jade-tinted lightning bolts sizzled all around the still growing attack expanding in between Chris’ hands.

      Sarah swallowed hard. You wouldn’t dare?

      Watch me!

      Chris threw his arms outward and the energy sphere in his hands shot forward as a powerful column of green energy streaked toward her.

      What happened next felt even more supernatural to Sarah than everything she had learned today. Time felt as if it had slowed down to a crawl. In this slowed-down moment she had time to think of how she would deal with the impending attack, one that looked like it could inflict an incredible amount of damage if it hit her. Were her Fury powers activating to avoid just that? She wondered about it but mostly she felt incredibly empowered by the thrill and rush of adrenaline she could sense being unleashed inside of her.

      She saw three options; dodge the attack by somersaulting over it, try to deflect it—though she felt an instinctive nudge against that option as she thought about it—or counter the attack with one of her own. She went for the latter and was surprised to see an equally powerful golden column of energy fire from her thin hands as she threw them forward with all her might.

      Both attacks met in the middle and canceled each other out, but not without generating a powerful explosion that sent a devastating shockwave all around, knocking them both off their feet and making the ship tremble slightly. Sparks flew all around them and the lights in the training cargo bay flickered.

      Chris was the first back up, and he extended an open palm toward her. She grabbed it and let herself be helped up. She ached from the shock but felt both proud and intoxicated with the power now at her disposal.

      “Impressive,” said Chris.

      Sarah smiled. “For a beginner, you mean?”

      Chris shook his head. “That was nowhere near beginner level, I assure you.”

      “Is that good or bad?” inquired Sarah, not sure she wanted to know the answer.

      “That’s very good. In fact, I’m a little jealous, you’re progressing faster than I did when I started training.”

      There was a low-frequency humming as the lights in the room exploded, and they were thrown into complete darkness.

      Chris lit up a ball of light, which illuminated the area around them.

      “Cool, a personal flashlight. I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

      “Yes, but I think I should have activated the force field for this training session.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t expect us to go at each other with such intensity on your first day.”

      Sarah felt pride at the accomplishment. Her mind now functioned at a level she had never thought possible. She was more aware of her surroundings and everything happening in her body.

      “Fortunately you’re in command of that ship,” Chris quipped.

      “This is still your father’s ship.”

      Chris quickly looked at his feet for a second. “Right—”

      Sarah sensed that he was hiding something. Before she had time to verbally ask the question, she felt her brain link with her son’s and several emotions washed over her. Among them, the pride he felt for his mother but also a slight feeling of jealousy, just like he’d admitted earlier. Sarah had dismissed it as her son being nice with her, but now she felt his emotion within her own mind, which instantly created an even stronger bond. And then she suspected deception, too.

      “What are you hiding from me?”

      “I promised Dad I wouldn’t say.”

      “Well, looks like you’re going to have to break that promise then.”

      “The— The ship.”

      “What about the ship? Spit it out already!”

      “Dad will give you command of the Hope; it’s your ship now.”

      Her face dropped. She didn’t expect that. The Hope had always been Chase’s ship, no matter how many times she captained her lately.

      “You really suck at keeping a secret,” she reprimanded him.

      Chris’ eyes grew wide.

      “And look what you’ve done to my ship!” she barked.

      But she couldn’t keep a straight face for much longer and they both burst into laughter.
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      Chase’s heart skipped a beat at the view of Commodore Saroudis standing in front of him in the Underworld.

      “How did you know?” Chase said absently to Hades.

      “I had a feeling you’d like to have one last chat,” replied Hades. “We’ll give you two a moment.”

      Hades and Spiros phased out of existence, and Chase looked at his old mentor, friend and commanding officer with tears forming in his eyes, not sure what to say. Seeing Chase was at a loss for words, Adonis spoke first.

      “Hello, Chase. It’s really good to see you again.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Adonis.”

      Chase’s tears flowed down his face like two rivers.

      “I’m sorry,” he added. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you. I— I should have teleported to the Destiny and intervened. But if I had done that, Oryn would have been killed.”

      “That’s alright, son. I did what I had to do to protect Earth and billions of lives. And you did what needed to be done to secure a long-lasting Alliance with the Olympians. Don’t be sad, it worked out well; Earth was saved, Gaia 2 is no more. Right?”

      “Yes—” said Chase wiping his tears. “Thanks to the Asgardians and Thor’s fleet. They also helped us save Droxia from a second attack. Their hyperspace engines—” Chase had trouble finishing his sentences. “I wish you could see it, they are so far ahead of us, technology-wise.”

      Saroudis smiled. “That’s good. Hopefully, they can help you defeat the Furies.”

      Chase nodded. “Hopefully…”

      “I would just like to ask that you take care of my family, make sure they are safe, and that they can finally live in a peaceful world. Will you do that for me, son?”

      Each time Adonis called Chase ‘son’, his heart squeezed a little more. Even though he had accepted his decision to save Oryn over his friend, he still harbored feelings of guilt. Now that they were having what was to be their last conversation, these feelings hit Chase with a vengeance.

      “You have my word. I will protect them as I would my own family.”

      “Thank you, Chase. Now I understand it’s time for me to go someplace else.”

      “Did Hades tell you what happens once you get there? I mean, I’ve seen Fillio go there, but it didn’t seem like there was something after, you know.”

      “No, Hades hasn’t told me anything. And I prefer it that way.”

      “The Emperor surprised me at your—” but Chase stopped.

      “Funeral?”

      “Yes…”

      “That’s okay, Chase. You don’t have to tiptoe around the fact that I died. And I was wrong about the Emperor. He’s a changed man, and he opened my eyes to how we should deal with the Obsidian as an ally. If you let him, he will be one of your biggest allies.”

      Chase nodded. “Yes, he had only good things to say about you as well, and— I felt he really meant it.”

      “That’s good, Chase. I can see you’re still uncomfortable about me being— well, dead. But, thanks to your connection with Hades, at least we can have this last moment. Please don’t blame yourself, son. I’m happy with how my life turned out. Before we had to flee our galaxy, I was just a tired, grumpy old captain, given command of a rusty old ship because I knew a few admirals in the fleet, and not so much because I deserved the Destiny. Back then I thought my exploits and career had seen their better days, but you changed all that, at gunpoint—”

      They both chuckled at the memory.

      “And while it’s been a hard journey,” Saroudis continued, “you’ve given my life meaning again. Your passion, your uncompromising sense of morals as well as being the straight shooter that you are— and I’m glad to have been part of your journey. I know with all my heart that no matter the hardships awaiting you, you’ll manage to overcome them. No matter the price to pay, I know you’ll finally rid the universe of the Furies. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, it is that you don’t know how to fail.”

      Saroudis extended his hand to Chase before continuing. “It’s been an honor. Captain.”

      Chase grimaced.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s actually—” Chase paused and shook his head almost disapprovingly. “It’s ‘Admiral’, now.”

      Saroudis’ smile lit up his face. “How long have I been down here?”

      “Not that long…”

      “Let me guess, that was Altair’s idea, wasn’t it?”

      Chase pressed his lips together and nodded.

      “Well, at least now you have the rank to do whatever you so please, not that it would ever have stopped you if you didn’t.”

      “That’s exactly what Argos said.”

      “I’m really glad the two of you are no longer enemies.”

      “So am I. In fact, the more time passes the more he feels like a brother.”

      “That’s good; he’s already saved your life before, and I think he’s really turning a new leaf.”

      “Yes, so do I. But, I’m still having a hard time about reconciling his past actions, at least fully.”

      “Let bygones be bygones, Chase. And look ahead.”

      Chase wanted to argue that the countless millions of dead, on Earth, Droxia and probably more worlds than he would care to know, was hardly bygones territory. But then he remembered what his mother told him not long ago. That nothing that happened under Aphroditis’ guidance was a mistake. And as difficult as it was to accept, their bloody brother feud had thrown the entire universe into chaos, but perhaps it needed to happen. The thought was too mind-boggling for Chase to follow, and he still believed that his actions shaped his own future, not those of his aunt.

      “Yeah, it’s probably best.”

      “I think it’s time,” said Saroudis.

      “Wait— before you go. I wanted to thank you for having my back, and for trusting in me. You are…were, like a father to me, and—” he took a deep breath. “I’m going to miss you more than I can ever express with words.”

      It was now Saroudis’ turn to tear up. He extended his hand once more.

      Chase went to shake his hand, but Saroudis pulled him into a warm hug. Chase then tenderly clapped Adonis on the back a few times.

      “I’m going to miss you too, kid.”

      “I’m probably way older than you,” Chase said playfully.

      “Who cares?” The expression on Saroudis’ face changed. “I can feel it, something is pulling me in. I guess this is goodbye. It’s been an honor.”

      Chase nodded solemnly and gave Adonis one last salute. “The honor was mine. Goodbye, old friend.”

      All color left Saroudis’ face, and Chase, with great sorrow, watched him walk into the file towards the chasms of souls in the distance.

      Chase sensed Hades reappear behind him.

      “Now what?” inquired Chase, his voice trembling. “How do I bring Spiros’ soul back with me?”

      Hades walked next to Chase and put his hand on Chase’s shoulder.

      “It’s okay. You can take a moment, you know.”

      With a soulful look, Chase silently thanked Hades.
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* * *

      Keera’s ship exited the Asgardian hyperspace corridor early.

      “What’s going on?” asked Ryonna. “Are we there, yet?”

      “We’ve exited hyperspace, but a few minutes early.”

      “Any idea why?”

      “No, and with the Asgardians’ vastly superior jump engines, that’s not exactly good news. We’re a rather long jump away from Tar’Lock’s home world if we must use our own jump engines the rest of the way.”

      “How long a jump?”

      “A few hours.”

      A bleep resonated from the controls.

      “We’re being hailed by the Asgardian ship. I’m putting them on screen.”

      The face of the female Asgardian commander filled the medium-sized holo-projector in front of them.

      “This is Commander Snotra of the Asgardian starship Ridill. A Fury destroyer fleet on the move has been detected near the jump exit coordinates.”

      “So much for this place not being defended,” snorted Ryonna.

      “Their current trajectory and late detection indicate they’ve not been stationary; we believe their presence to be only temporary while they exit sensor range. We’ve chosen jumping out of hyperspace to prevent early detection.”

      “Probably a sage decision,” confirmed Keera. “How many super-destroyers in that fleet?”

      “Ten large ships and their escort.”

      “That’s not something we want to come face to face with,” said Ryonna.

      “Should we abort?”

      “No, we might not have a second chance anytime soon,” retorted Ryonna. “Commander, any way to compute their destination?”

      “Difficult to say. They have already changed jumping vectors twice since our long-range sensors have detected them.”

      “Won’t their sensors have detected us as well?”

      “Unlikely. Asgardian technology is far superior.”

      “That you know of,” whispered Keera.

      “We also have perfect hearing,” protested the commander.

      “Nevertheless, you have no way of knowing for sure whether we’ve been detected or not.”

      The commander switched to a subzero tone. “No subspace ping has been detected; they do not know we are here.”

      “Very well, that’s good to know, and thank you for your assistance and early warning. Will you stay here, or accompany us at sub-light speed before it’s safe to finish the last leg of the jump?”

      “We’ll stay within long-range communication so that you can use our hyperspace corridors to return when you’re done. Commander Snotra out!”

      The holo-transmission terminated.

      “Charming lady,” commented Ryonna.

      “I was about to say. Well, at least they won’t be too far. There’s always that.”

      “If they don’t provide military support, they might as well pack up and go.”

      “Should I call her back?”

      “No, I’m just venting my frustration. We never know what will happen; knowing where to find a ship in a bind is always something.”

      “See? You can focus on the silver lining when you want to.”
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* * *

      Upon Chase’s return to the Hope, he teleported back to Argos’ lab. Gaia’s battle bot was standing next to him. Chase knew a metallic avatar could only express emotions through words, but thanks to his ability to sense emotions with both people and machines, he was also able to merge his consciousness with the battle bot. And as such, he felt the stress she was feeling, and it was the strongest emotion in the room.

      I thought you said Gaia wasn’t coming? questioned Argos mentally.

      I guess she’s patched up enough to be here, and, well, as you noticed I took a little longer than I expected.

      No shit? You and I have a very different definition of what “be right back” means.

      Chase smiled but didn’t answer.

      Cedric stood there as well and simply waved hello to Chase.

      “Welcome back. Where’s Spiros’ soul?” inquired Argos.

      “It’s complicated. It’s in me at the moment, and I don’t know how long I can hold it, so let’s get started.”

      Gaia walked toward Chase and placed an open hand on his chest. “Thank you for doing this, and thank you for everything else.”

      Chase smiled. “You’re perfectly welcome, Gaia.”

      Meanwhile, Argos was entering commands on the holo-console next to the pod containing Spiros’ younger body.

      “Did he have to be naked?” Chase asked.

      “I grow clones, not clothes,” retorted Argos.

      “Fair enough.” Chase grimaced and clenched his teeth. “Please hurry.”

      “What about you stop complaining and diverting my attention, then?”

      “Argos!”

      “Sorry— here we go.”

      Argos finished inputting commands and the liquid inside the pod started draining downward. While the pod drained, Argos took the ancient tech sphere and inserted it into a machine next to the pod. Another couple of inputs into the device’s mini holo-projector and the sphere became engulfed in a blue light while also generating a low humming vibration.

      A vertical blue energy line drew perpendicular from the top to the bottom of the cylinder’s glass. The now split slabs of glass retracted to the side as steam temporarily engulfed Spiros’ body.

      Chase felt panic overwhelm Gaia, and he was in pain from holding Spiros’ soul inside his own body. It required a lot of focus, but he managed to divert some of it to send her a message directly to her matrix.

      You seem agitated. Are you going to be alright?

      I— I don’t know Chase. I know I don’t have the organ, but my heart is trembling with fear and— sadness. I can’t believe he will be back, and I wish I had more time. A lifetime’s worth, in fact.

      Chase’s heart wept. He was not happy that Spiros and Gaia would have to be separated after finding each other again. But did they really have to be separated?

      For the time being, I want you to try and enjoy this moment. Give it your full attention and try not to worry about what’s next.

      There was a rather long pause.

      We both know I have to self-destruct soon after; my very existence puts too many people in jeopardy.

      Let’s not rush this; let’s give it twenty-four hours before we decide anything, okay?

      Gaia’s battle droid nodded.

      The steam cloud engulfing Spiros was almost gone when the clone’s eyes opened wide. He didn’t look human, and his stare was utterly blank and devoid of emotion.

      “Is this normal?” asked Cedric.

      “It’s a completely empty mind,” answered Argos. “I’m surprised it knew how to open its eyes in the first place. But to answer your question, it’s normal…I think.”

      Chase raised an eyebrow but decided to trust in his brother’s ability in this process. He felt an increasing amount of pain from holding onto the foreign soul, and blood started dripping from his nose.

      Hurry, Chase pleaded telepathically. I can’t hold him much longer.

      Almost there; hang on, brother.

      Argos touched the ancient device with his palm, which projected a set of holo-commands in front of Spiros’ motionless and lifeless-looking new body. When he touched the transfer holo-command, Spiros’ pupils enlarged and confusion showed on his face, followed by rapid random eye movement that gave Chase the creeps.

      While a holo-interface transfer bar filled quickly, Argos walked away from Spiros’ body and stood next to Chase.

      “When the interface turns from blue to green, you’ll be up. In the meantime, let me help you with the pain.”

      Before Chase could answer, he felt a warm energy envelop him and the pain quickly attenuated to a more manageable level. Chase felt relieved, and with Argos’ energetic boost, he felt he had a stronger grasp on holding Spiros’ soul inside him.

      But when he turned his head to thank Argos, his brother’s face was deformed by pain, blood running down his nose and both his eyes. Chase wanted to push away the warm energy to stop Argos from feeling such intense agony, but Argos shook his head from side to side.

      Spiros’ eyes were moving fast in every direction, each eye with its own pattern now, which made the scene difficult to watch but the holo-progression bar filled, blinked twice and then the entire holo-interface turned green.

      You’re up, bro, Chase heard inside his head.

      Chase growled, which took everyone by surprise, and his eyes started blinking between purple and gold, looking like a broken piece of machinery that was losing power. Every one of his muscles tightened and the tension inside his body was enormous.

      He unleashed a deafening cry as he smashed an open palm onto Spiros’ chest.

      “What the hell!?” exclaimed Cedric. But Gaia put a hand on Cedric’s shoulder.

      “That’s alright, Cedric. Let them do their thing.”

      What happened next froze everyone’s blood. A golden energy-based silhouette slowly emerged from Chase’s body as his painful cry intensified. His hair flew wildly around the room. First, an arm had fully emerged from his own, and then a head exited as well. Soon a fully formed body was floating out of Chase. The energy looked left and right and then focused on the empty vessel in front of it. It grabbed the clone’s head on the sides with its hands.

      By that time, Chase’s entire body was trembling, “Go already!” he spat in between clenched teeth and a locked jaw.

      When the energy silhouette penetrated the clone’s body, Spiros’ eyes closed shut, and soon the golden soul fully merged inside Spiros.

      Chase removed his hand from Spiros’ naked chest and staggered a couple of steps backward, before letting himself fall to the ground.

      “Chase!” cried Cedric.

      Argos had fallen to his knees, panting, with blood dripping from his face to the floor.

      “Did— did it work?” he asked painfully.

      Gaia stepped in front of Spiros. “Spiros? Are you there?”

      When Spiros’ eyes opened, they flashed gold before returning to their normal light blue color. But, unlike a few moments ago, there was now life in them.

      Spiros looked around the room but stayed silent.

      “What’s happening? Why isn’t he speaking?” exclaimed Gaia, unable to hide panic from her vocal sub-routines.

      “Give—” Argos tried to say. He spat out blood that had accumulated in his throat. “Give it a minute.”
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* * *

      The lab doors slid open as Chris and Sarah stormed inside, both their auras shining brightly. They saw Chase on the ground and ran to his side.

      “What’s going on?” inquired Chris. “I felt you and uncle were in tremendous amounts of pain!”

      Chase let himself roll onto his back as he put a hand on his chest and breathed heavily. “I’m okay—”

      “The hell you are!” protested Sarah.

      Sarah shot daggers toward Argos. “Did the two of you fight again? I swear I’ll kick your as—”

      “We didn’t,” interjected Chase, out of breath. “He helped me with the transference, in fact.”

      That’s when Chris saw the pool of blood accumulating on the floor below Argos’ face.

      “Why aren’t you two healing yourselves?”

      “Kinda out of juice at the moment,” panted Chase but still managed a small smile.

      “Same here,” said Argos with a chuckle that resulted in a blood bubble forming and popping at the corner of his mouth.

      “If you wouldn’t mind?” pleaded Chase.

      “I— I don’t know how to heal you,” said Chris.

      “There’s nothing to it; just put your hands on me and let some of your energy flow into me, and I’ll do the rest.”

      Chris nodded, got on his knees and put both his hands on his father. He closed his eyes, and his aura started shining a bright green.

      The pain across Chase’s face quickly disappeared and was replaced with a satisfied smile. Chase jumped back to his feet so fast it momentarily frightened Chris and Sarah.

      “Argos,” said Chase with a smile from ear to ear, “catch!”

      Chase fired a bright white pulsating fireball toward Argos who intercepted the energy with his hand. The energy entered Argos’ body, and he rose back to his feet and quickly healed his wound. He cracked his neck from side to side.

      “Thanks.”

      Chase walked next to Argos and strongly clapped his shoulder.

      “No, thank you for the assist; I don’t think I could have managed to do this on my own.”

      “Hey. What are brothers for, right?” said Argos, a smile shining across his face.

      That’s when Argos noticed both Spiros and Gaia were no longer in the room. “Where did they go?”

      “I think whatever they need to talk about is no concern of ours,” said Cedric.

      “They could have let me run diagnostics to make sure everything worked the way it was supposed to.”

      “That’s okay,” said Chase. “There will be time for that later. But Argos, please tell me we don’t need to go through this again for the next body swap.”

      “I have no idea, I sure hope not. I’ll— I’ll think of something.”

      “You make sure you do that. While this was quite the experience, it’s not one I’m willing to go through again if it can be helped.”

      “Wasn’t exactly a picnic for me either, by the way.”

      “Anybody hungry?” inquired Chase. “I’m starving.”

      “I could go for some pizza,” said Chris cheerfully.

      “He’s your son, alright,” said Sarah as she affectionately ran her hand through Chris’ hair.
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      Gaia and Spiros had been walking for several minutes when they arrived on deck five and stood in front of the large viewport. They still hadn’t spoken a single word to each other, but they had been holding hands ever since they left the lab.

      She finally broke the silence.

      “I missed you.”

      Spiros looked at Gaia’s artificial eyes. “I missed you too. And I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Gaia looked down.

      “What’s wrong?” inquired Spiros.

      “I— I just wished my avatar body wasn’t so cold.”

      Spiros took the battle bot in his arms. “I don’t care about that. I’m just so happy to be here with you.”

      “I can feel that,” said Gaia playfully.

      That’s when Spiros realized he wasn’t wearing anything.

      “Oh. This body feels strange, I’m not yet fully in control of all its…appendages.”

      They both laughed.

      “That explains the looks we got from the few crew members we’ve encountered earlier,” Spiros continued.

      “They’ll get over it.”

      There was a pause, as both of them didn’t know how to proceed next. Eventually, Gaia spoke.

      “We should get you some clothes, but before we do that, I have something to ask you.”

      “Right. Okay, I’m listening.”

      “When— when you got—” but Gaia couldn’t finish the sentence.

      “When I got killed.”

      She nodded. “Yes, you were about to say something, but it came out all garbled. I— I think I know what you wanted to say, but— I’d really like to hear you say it.”

      Spiros’ eyes watered as his heartbeat started galloping.

      “I said, please don’t be sad…”

      “Oh…” answered Gaia.

      “I also said that it wasn’t your fault, but most importantly, my last words—”

      “Yes—” said Gaia, her shining white avatar eyes glowing stronger.

      “I love you.”

      Gaia’s eyes blinked furiously, and sparks sizzled all around her as she collapsed to the ground.

      “Gaia!!!!” screamed Spiros.

      Her eyes turned off, and her avatar body was motionless.

      “Noooooo! Someone, please help!” screamed Spiros as tears flowed from his eyes and down his face like two unstoppable torrents.
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* * *

      Chase took a bite of his pizza and looked around the table with a sense of serenity. These moments were few and far between, and he greatly enjoyed spending time with his family.

      Hopefully, in a not too distant future, he could enjoy their presence, their smiles and their laughter on a daily basis, free from fear, anxiety and without the constant feeling of having to hold the weight of the universe on their shoulders.

      “That’s some damn good pizza, but why does it taste different than I remember?” asked Chase.

      “I’ve added mushrooms and onions to your usual recipe,” said Chris with his mouth full.

      “Just when I thought pizza couldn’t get any better.”

      “You guys do realize there are hundreds of variations of that dish?” commented Sarah. “And other foods beside pizza!”

      Chase nodded. “I remember what you told me on our first date, yes.”

      “We weren’t there,” said Argos after downing his sixth slice. “So please, pray tell.”

      “Yes, do tell!” said Chris.

      Sarah’s cheeks turned slightly red. Chase felt that remembering their first date reminded Sarah of something else regarding that evening. It was then and there that Chris was conceived.

      “Your father had discovered pizza and Chinese food that night. I was amazed by how much he ate. I’ve later tasted standard Star Alliance rations, and I got a better appreciation of his enthusiasm. That night I told him that there was so much variety of food on our planet, that it would take forever for him to try every single variation.”

      “And yet that one only eats pizza every chance he gets,” snorted Argos playfully.

      “I think that’s because it reminds me of that night, more than anything else,” answered Chase pensively.

      Argos turned his head to the side as if he had heard something.

      Chase’s heart felt a strong emotion of helplessness. “You felt it too?”

      “Something’s wrong with Spiros,” said Argos.

      “Not just Spiros,” said Chase before teleporting away from the mess hall.

      The chair he was balancing on fell to the ground as he disappeared into thin air.
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* * *

      Cedric approached Kvasir in the back of the Engine room.

      “That’s where you’re hiding. What’s with you? We’ve seldom seen you ever since Thor came on board the ship.”

      The intensity of Kvasir’s tattoos lowered to a faint glow.

      “I— I’ve tried to keep occupied. Truth be told, I’m not good with goodbyes.”

      “Who said anything about goodbyes? Chase won’t let Odin execute you— you know?”

      “That’s kind of you to say and even kinder of him to care. But I’ve broken too many laws in my lifetime. I always knew the day would come that I would have to pay the price for my actions.”

      “Well, like Chase would say, over my dead body. You’ve helped save my life as well as countless of others on Earth. If it wasn’t for you, we would never have defeated Gaia 2.”

      “We both know that’s not true. It’s Thor who saved the day at the eleventh hour.”

      Cedric disapprovingly shook his head.

      “And who called him? You! Dumb ass…”

      Kvasir’s eyes widened. “Dumb what?”

      Cedric chuckled. “That’s how I talk to my friends. You’ll get used to it.”

      Some intensity returned to Kvasir’s tattoos. “Friend?”

      “Why do you think I’ve searched all over the ship for you? Well, that, and I was really starting to get worried. Eventually, Yanis told me where to find you. You’re our friend.”

      Kvasir looked down. “I— I haven’t had a friend, let alone two, in thousands of years,” he said, his tattoos muting completely.

      “Well, now you have more than you can count, so stop brooding and let’s get back to work, shall we?”

      “Work? On what?”

      “Chase gave me, Yanis and you an assignment. We have to find a way to get Aphroditis out of the infernal machine she is trapped inside. Since the damn thing is half Asgardian, we’ll need your help.”

      “She can’t leave the machine. Not alive anyway. And it would be bad for all of us if she did.”

      “Wait, what? How do you know this?”

      “I’ve helped construct it.”

      “You’re shitting me?”

      Kvasir shook his head. “No! And can you please stop using fecal matter related words every other sentence?”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I don’t think I will.”

      “Fair enough. But what’s that about you helping build the machine?”

      Kvasir sighed. “I wish I never was part of that. That’s what got me banished in the first place.”

      “You need to start making sense my friend; why did it get you banished?”

      “It’s a long story, and I don’t think I should waste whatever time I have left alive delving into a memory I’d rather forget.”

      “You’re not getting out of this talk that easy, buddy. But for the time being we can table the finer details. However, get your big Asgardian butt back to work, before I kick the shit out of it.”

      Kvasir put a hand in front of his mouth as his tattoos blinked rapidly.

      Cedric forced a tense smile. “I just got the mental image— I think it sounded better in my hea—”

      Kvasir vomited on Cedric’s shoes.

      “Hopefully, that should teach me a valuable lesson regarding my big mouth.”
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* * *

      “What happened?” inquired Chase the moment he arrived next to Spiros.

      Spiros jumped to the side and stumbled to the ground, flashing Chase with his dangling genitals.

      “You really need to put on some clothes,” said Chase before kneeling and putting a hand on Gaia’s chest.

      Chase closed his eyes and sent his consciousness inside her matrix.

      “Never mind that. What the hell is wrong with her? Please tell me she isn’t dead!”

      Chase flinched.

      “What?” asked Spiros, unable to contain the worry in his voice.

      “Her emotional sub-routines overloaded her entire matrix.”

      “Did she…? Did she do that to herself?” sobbed Spiros.

      “I don’t think so, but we have to do something fast, or her entire matrix might get lost.”

      “What can we do? Please save her!”

      Chase’s thoughts raced. He needed to find a place to backup Gaia’s mind before it was lost. But in her state, he couldn’t be sure that dumping her consciousness into the Hope’s memory banks was a safe move. The last thing they needed was to recreate another vile AI.

      “What did you tell her? Her matrix is deconstructing at the seams.”

      “You know very well what I told her, or do I have to draw you a picture?”

      “Right. Well, hearing you say these words have sent her matrix into a cascade failure. I— I wonder why.”

      “Screw why. What can we do to prevent it?”

      “This is going to hurt,” said Chase as he grabbed Spiros’ forehead.

      “Wha— aaaaaaaarg!”

      But Chase had already unleashed his mind inside Spiros’. Their consciousnesses merged, and soon they were standing in an empty dark place, just the two of them.

      “What just happened?”

      “We’re running out of time. I don’t know how long Gaia has before the corruption in her code gets erased. So I jumped into your mind to have more time to talk it over and make the right decision.”

      “What? You’re not making any sense! What difference does it make? Couldn’t we have had this discussion without the mind-invading move? My head feels like it’s going to explode.”

      “Poor choice of words,” smiled Chase.

      “Oh…I didn’t even think about that.”

      “That’s because you didn’t have the mental image of when your head actually exploded.”

      “Oh god…you just showed it to me.”

      “Not on purpose.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “Well, we’re talking at near light speed at the moment, so hopefully we have plenty of time before your physical body translates these thoughts and takes action.”

      “How can you do this?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve noticed that I can pretty much project myself into both organic and artificial minds, and I wonder if it’s not because of my trip into Gaia 2’s matrix. Ever since that fight I feel my mental projection abilities are so much stronger. But let’s table the why for later and focus on a solution to save Gaia without risking the creation of another malevolent AI.”

      “She wouldn’t want us to take that risk. No matter what.”

      “I know, which is why I felt that I didn’t have any other choice than to buy us more time in order to discuss options.”

      “I’m still trying to wrap my mind around this part, Chase. How much time has actually passed since we’ve been in here?”

      “About a thousandth of a second.”

      “Incredible!”

      “It’s not exactly something I can keep doing forever. I’ve expended a lot of energy bringing back your soul from the Underworld.”

      “And I haven’t thanked you for it yet, either.”

      “You’re welcome; but now, please think. Fast!”

      “Are you freaking kidding me?”

      “What?”

      “Our minds are connected. I just learned Gaia will self-destruct anyway.”

      “Don’t panic just yet. We haven’t agreed on anything on that subject.”

      “I know you’re thinking that to be true, I can feel it, but your thoughts also betray subconscious feelings, which is too weird to even try to describe right now. Your instincts tell you that even if you tell Gaia to wait on the self-destruct, you feel she will do it anyway.”

      “Alright that’s what I think she wants, but for the sake of argument, can we please focus on one problem at a time? Right now if we don’t do something in the next few minutes, she’ll be lost, forever.”

      “Now I wished she hadn’t saved my consciousness and you hadn’t brought me back to life. All that was a colossal waste of time.”

      Chase slapped Spiros’ representation body. “What’s done is done, Spiros. Now get a grip on yourself and help me.”

      “Ouch!” he complained. “I don’t know that I needed that!”

      “Trust me on this one, you did.”

      Spiros nodded. “Fine. Fair enough. Gimme a second to think…”

      Spiros rubbed his now beardless chin.

      “I— why don’t we just use the ancient tech sphere that held my own consciousness?”

      “The problem with that plan is that I don’t know if letting her matrix run in its current state is such a good idea at the moment. I mean, look at her code.”

      Millions of holographically projected code appeared all around them, layers upon layers of green colored lines of code as far as the eye could see.

      “I’m surprised my mind can interpret that without my implant.”

      “Right now, I’m your implant.”

      “I’ll take three, please.”

      “Spiros!” cried Chase. “What part of ‘I can’t do that forever’ didn’t you understand?”

      “Right. I think we can dump her matrix into the sphere and turn the device down, or at the very least, to an ultra-low power setting.”

      “You’re the scientist. But once we do that, then what? We’ll soon arrive in Asgardian space, and I might not be able to help you with what’s to come next.”

      “Well, obviously we can’t unload her to any Earth Alliance systems. That would be too risky.”

      Spiros pointed to some of the code, which traveled through the other layers of code and zoomed in front of Spiros.

      “Yep,” he added. “If I can’t find a way to fix the damage in her emotional sub-routines, she could go Gaia 2 all over again, or worse.”

      “You know she’d want us to let her die rather than take a millionth of that risk?”

      Spiros’ eyes watered. “I know. Why aren’t we?”

      “Are you serious?”

      Chase looked surprised all of a sudden.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Spiros.

      “I just had the mental projection of your wish. In your mind, when you hold her in your arms, she’s living and breathing.”

      “Yes, it’s a silly thought, I know—”

      “No, it’s not. In fact, it might be your best idea yet. I’ll be right back.”
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* * *

      When Spiros opened his eyes, Chase was gone. And he was on the ground next to a motionless Gaia battle bot.

      Spiros had rehearsed his speech to Gaia countless of times in his mind. Especially before he was killed and also in the Underworld once Hades had explained to him that there was a plan in the works to bring him back, but he never thought that it would go this way.

      I sure hope he knows what he’s doing. I thought time was of the esse—

      But before Spiros had finished his thought, Chase was back with Argos, and he threw clothes at Spiros’ face.

      “Get dressed.”

      Argos had the ancient sphere in his hand.

      “You’re sure about this, Chase?” asked Argos. “We might already have erased important tech discoveries from this relic putting Gaia’s consciousness into it, which will take far more data than Spiros’ and will probably render it useless.”

      “I’d like to point out,” interjected Spiros, “that I take offense that you’d think of my intelligence to be smaller than anyone else’s.”

      Argos shot Spiros a dubious look. “Really? You think you’re smarter than Gaia?”

      “Never mind,” conceded Spiros.

      “Chase? So, are you absolutely sure?” insisted Argos.

      “I don’t care about that tech. And I know dying is actually Gaia’s wish for the short term, but I can’t seem to put my finger on why. My gut tells me that it’s important we save her.”

      “If your gut tells you it’s important, that’s good enough for me. But I’d just like to point out that Sarah said Yanis thought it could hold the key to finding a new instant way of jumping our ships. Clearly, that would give us the advantage we need to defeat the Furies,” said Argos.

      “We’ll deal with them another way, and there’s no guarantee we could ever have translated Yanis’ hunch into a workable technology anyway.”

      “What’s next, then?” asked Argos.

      “Hold still, this might tickle a bit,” said Chase with a smirk and a wink.

      With one hand on Gaia’s chest, Chase fired an energy beam toward the sphere in Argos’ hand. Argos’ face tensed as an intense electrical current ran through his body for the duration of the transfer.

      Even though the transfer only lasted a few seconds, it took a lot out of Chase.

      “Is it done?” inquired Spiros, who had finished dressing in the meantime.

      “Yes.”

      “You still haven’t told me what it is you saw in my head that prompted you to do all of this.”

      “That’s why Argos is here. He can teach you how to build her a clone body.”

      “Except I don’t think a human clone can hold that much processing power,” argued Argos. “And I thought I was coming to Asgard with you?”

      “You are; this would be a crash course. As for the processing power, I think Spiros can integrate the sphere into the design of the clone,” said Chase gesturing Argos closer.

      “Intriguing idea. But how do you propose I teach Spiros about cloning?”

      “Like this,” said Chase as he grabbed both Argos’ and Spiros’ foreheads.

      All three of them were transported back into a single, shared consciousness.

      “Now that all our minds are linked, Spiros can access your knowledge about clones, and I can later transport him to one of your old hideouts to do the work.”

      “There is one place he can go, but I seriously would shield your own mind from this link,” said Argos.

      Chase didn’t have to ask why as his conscious mind flooded with images and scenes from their past. He saw Argos crying over a dead female, tears of rage and vengeance blackening his soul. Chase stood not far from him, blood on his hands.

      “I— I didn’t mean to,” he told Argos.

      “You’ve killed her!” barked Argos.

      Chase focused to push away these memories while staying in the shared consciousness.

      “Spiros?” inquired Chase. “Argos is right; I can’t stay in here for much longer.”

      “You don’t have to. I have what I need.”

      Chase released both Argos and Spiros’ foreheads and panted heavily.

      He could feel he had opened a can of worms linking his mind to his brother’s, but he felt he had managed to block most of it.

      “I— I’m sorry,” Chase whispered to Argos.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. I was blinded by rage and didn’t want to see that you didn’t mean to kill her. It was easier to hate you for killing her than to accept it for what it was, a tragic accident. But, I don’t think now is the right time to discuss this. We’ll have plenty of time to make amends once we rid the Furies from existence.”

      Chase nodded solemnly. “Okay, agreed. Let’s keep our eyes on the target for now.”

      Still, knowing Chase had taken the life of someone that mattered to his brother was not something he would easily forget, and it would eventually need to be processed fully.

      Chase took the sphere from Argos’ hand and passed it to Spiros.

      “Her life is now in your hands, literally. But you have to promise me that you’ll disable any wireless communication from this device, and make sure to implement the sphere inside Gaia in a way that it cannot be interfaced with another piece of technology, ever.

      “Yes, you have my word. I wouldn’t design her a body that could be taken advantage of. I know she wouldn’t permit it and probably would take her own life if she felt it could. I’ll make it airtight from any outside interaction, even from me.”

      “Then I should teleport you to Argos’ hideout.”

      “I’d like a word with Cedric, first. If that’s okay?”

      “Of course. Come see me when you’re ready to go.”
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      “We need to talk,” said the shadow.

      “Look, I’m leaving now, and I’m in a bit of a hurry. I have to catch a wormhole before it closes and I miss my window,” answered Arakan.

      “I know what you are about to do.”

      “I doubt that, but even if that’s the case, it’s no concern of yours.”

      “It is, in fact. If you go unprepared, you will die.”

      “You see, this is why I shouldn’t listen to you. You’re always so negative.”

      “Please, heed my warning. I wouldn’t bother you if this weren’t important.”

      “Enough!” screamed Arakan. “Everything is always important to you. But I’m done being manipulated. I will do what I want. I don’t care if it’s not in alignment with your own wishes. And trust me, if I knew how to get rid of you for good, I would do it in a heartbeat.”

      “It saddens me that you don’t appreciate my help. But my own feelings matter not. Before you go, let me give you a gift.”

      “You keep your gifts.”

      “I can’t save your life. Do this, and I promise to leave you alone for longer periods of time.”

      “Do you have any idea how little your word means to me?”

      “Perhaps, but I can tell that the prospect of not seeing me every day is appealing to you.”

      “For once, I can agree with you on something. What is this gift?”

      “It’s waiting in your throne chair’s hidden compartment.”

      Arakan peered at the currently closed armrest. A few seconds later, he resigned himself to enter the touch control code that revealed the secret compartment. A black chiseled stone radiating dark purple energy stood next to Arakan’s vials of medicine.

      “What is it?”

      “Think of it as a resurrection stone. But more than that, it will allow you to inflict irreversible damage to your enemies.”

      “What makes you think I can’t deal this sort of damage myself?”

      “Oh, you are the most powerful Fury there is, and I’m not questioning that. But many Furies possess the ability to heal their wounds. With this, it will no longer be the case.”

      “Are you telling me that if I wear this, the wounds I inflict are irreversible?”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that, but it’s an accurate enough description.”

      The shadow lifted a single finger before resuming.

      “With one important point. It must be ingested, not worn.”

      Arakan took the small stone in his fingers and felt a very strong power emanate from it. A dark energy he wasn’t sure he wanted to possess. And he had already been manipulated into taking so-called medicine that only seemed to numb his fiery ardor. He wasn’t sure he wanted to take anything that could affect his decision making again.

      “Why do you call this a resurrection stone?”

      “Because the energy enclosed inside the stone will be unleashed if your heart stops beating, and it will resurrect you on the spot. Not many people would refuse a chance to undo a mistake that would cost them their lives.”

      “I’m not many people. I do worry, however, that this is one of your ploys to get control over me.”

      “Nobody can control you, not even me.”

      “You got that right!”

      “So with that fea— concern,” corrected the shadow, “we both know how bold your next move is. This could make all the difference.”

      Arakan looked at the stone one more time before putting it in a pocket under his shining dark armor.

      “It won’t work unless you ingest it.”

      “I heard you the first time.”

      “Very well, just understand that if you don’t use it with your next adversary, he will not fall.”

      Arakan didn’t like being told what to do, but the shadow’s warning made sense. However, he would not give him the satisfaction of swallowing the stone in front of him.
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* * *

      Apollo knelt in front of his father. “Reporting as ordered.”

      “Rise, my son. I asked you here to check on the progress of the fleet. To see how many ships we can send to the Earth Alliance.”

      Apollo rose back onto his feet.

      “As you know, we don’t have that many ships left. Until the Furies’ return, there was little reason to build any more since our ships are technologically more advanced than most species.”

      “Except the Asgardians.”

      “Yes, but we’re not enemies.”

      “Fortunately for us…there was a time it could have been very different.”

      A golden glow appeared near Zeus’ throne.

      “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” inquired Ares.

      “Good to see you,” said Apollo. “It’s been a while.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Brother. And you, Father.”

      “Good to see you, Ares. To what do we owe this impromptu visit?”

      “I wanted to discuss something with you.”

      Zeus politely requested that Apollo take his leave for the time being. Apollo saluted his brother and left the room.

      “I sense this is quite serious,” said Zeus.

      “It is. I— I might be away for a while, and there is a risk I might not return at all.”

      “I don’t understand. You shouldn’t be feeling any more side effects from the spell I had you under. Are you seriously considering going to Elysium?”

      “No, it’s not that—”

      “Then before we continue this talk,” interrupted Zeus, “I would like to apologize for doing this to you. I was mad, mostly at myself but needed a vehicle to express that anger. I’m truly sorry in how I dealt with this and how estranged we’ve become in the past centuries because of this.”

      Ares was surprised by Zeus’ candor. He was not one to openly admit mistakes. Ares wondered if he should tell him he understood better now why his father was so mad at him, but he had promised Chase he would not divulge the fact that he knew Zeus’ secret. Hearing his father apologize had lightened Ares’ soul quite more than he expected.

      “I understand, Father. I haven’t always been there for you the way I should have. I had my own anger issues to work out, and for this, I’m also sorry.”

      “You’re a good son; I should have been more patient with you. And with your sister,” said Zeus with watery eyes.

      One thing was certain as far as Ares was concerned. Meeting Chase had had a very positive impact on Zeus.

      “Speaking of Aphroditis, that’s why I’m here.”

      Zeus rose from his throne. “Any news? Is she alright?”

      “No, no news, and from what I understood when she made contact with me, she’s anything but alright. But, we have a plan to get her out of the machine.”

      Zeus sat back down. “What plan?”

      “I’m going to take her place.”

      “Then this is not good news. I don’t want any of my children to suffer this fate. Are you sure you can’t find another solution?”

      “The machine requires an Olympian soul.”

      “But doesn’t it require a body as well?”

      “We think we have found a solution to that particular problem.”

      “I know Chase depends on you a lot in his quest. Perhaps someone else should be doing this.”

      “I can’t ask anyone else to do this. Entering that machine is like a prison, where every minute in it feels like torture.”

      “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t asked the Asgardians to put that failsafe into the dimension shift portal, none of this would have happened. Aphroditis would be free, the Furies would still be trapped in space and time, and you’d still be alive.”

      “We can’t change the past.”

      “But what if we could?”

      “We both know it’s too dangerous to mess with time; whatever we have lost could be nothing in comparison, especially if we try and tamper with the normal flow of time. I know Aphroditis operated in a very gray area in that regard. But changing time is something that could have irreparable consequences. Does this mean the Titan, Chronos, is alive?”

      “You’re right,” conceded Zeus. “Even though we’ve all lost loved ones, Chase and his friends are near the end of their journey, I can feel that much. And they’ll need your sister’s guidance.”

      Zeus swiftly dodged Ares’ question, which told him all he needed to know.

      If Chronos were alive, they would need to make sure the Furies never found him.

      “That is why I have to do this.”

      “No, you don’t have to. You’re a noble and courageous son of Olympus, and I know you want to do it, but I should step into that machine in your stead.”

      “No way! The head of Olympus trapped on Fury territory? That’s not the kind of message that will help with troop morale. Nobody remembers me, and I won’t be missed.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, son. I remember you and you have made many friends lately.”

      Ares felt the energy equivalent of his heart being squeezed upon hearing his father repeatedly call him son.

      “That’s kind of you to say. But as you know, my sister and I have a special bond. I think that’s why we’ve been able to communicate while she’s been in the machine. And perhaps it’s important that this line of communication stays open after the swap.”

      Zeus rubbed his silvery beard for a long time.

      “Are there plans to rescue you from there, later?”

      “Chase insisted that he would not let me rot in the machine. But I’m guessing the fact that I’m already free of a physical form makes me the best candidate, as, I more than anyone else, would have a better chance of surviving the destruction of the machine when the time comes. Only the clone body Argos will provide me with would perish.”

      “You seem to have it all worked out, so I’ll honor your devotion to your sister and let you do that for her. But know that I would have gladly taken your place.”

      “That means a lot; thank you, Father.”

      “So basically you came to say goodbye?”

      Ares nodded. “Hopefully not forever. But should things not turn out the way we planned— well, I wanted to see you one last time and tell you that despite the bad blood between us, I love you. And I’m sorry for having been a problem child.”

      Zeus couldn’t keep his tears in check. “I love you too, son. And it is I who am sorry. I failed you as a father. But I want you to know I am very proud of the man you have become. Even in death, you’re still shining brighter than the sun, quite literally in fact.”

      Ares never thought he’d get his father’s approval from this meeting, but it went above and beyond his expectations. An invisible weight that Ares had carried for thousands of years was suddenly lifted from his soul, and now he knew that his aim was true. It left no doubt in his heart that they were doing the right thing.

      “Thank you, Father. And— goodbye, for now. No matter what, we’ll eventually meet back in Elysium, right?”

      “Absolutely, son.”
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* * *

      Cedric’s heart skipped a beat when he saw Spiros enter Engineering. It was late and both Yanis and Kvasir had left to get some sleep.

      “Hello, my friend,” said Spiros.

      “It’s so good to see you again. I never thought I would, after—”

      “That’s kind of why I’m here.”

      “I’m so sorry for what happened. I should have been more careful…seeing you die, and the way it happened, from my own hands. I’m still having nightmares about it.”

      “It wasn’t you, it was Gaia 2, and I understand you did everything to make sure she bit the dust. So, please, don’t blame yourself for that. Plus, as you can see, I’ve actually gotten a younger body for my troubles.”

      “I was about to say you look in top shape.”

      “We have Argos to thank for that.”

      “At the beginning of our journey, I never thought we’d utter such words,” said Cedric with a chuckle.

      “He’s also shared his cloning methods so I can bring Gaia back to life.”

      “I’ve heard she was damaged…how are you coping?”

      “It’s not easy; it happened at the most unexpected time. Just when I thought something wonderful was about to happen.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear this, Spiros. And I hope you can bring her back, I know what she means to you.”

      Cedric could tell by his facial reaction that Spiros was in a fragile state of mind.

      “Thank you. She brought me back, with your help, so the least I can do is return the favor. Let’s just say we have unfinished business, and I’m not ready to say goodbye just yet.”

      Cedric gave Spiros a warm and compassionate smile.

      “What’s the plan, and how can I help?”

      “I’m going away for a while; that’s why I wanted to see you before I leave.”

      “Where to?”

      “One of Argos’ old cloning facilities. I’ll make Gaia a real flesh and blood body.

      “That sounds like the best move. But you could use my help, I’m sure. Let me come with you.”

      “As tempting an offer as it is, especially since my time alone on Damocles-3, I’m not keen on finding myself alone for long periods of time—”

      “Then it’s settled, I’m coming with you,” interjected Cedric.

      “No, Cedric. Thank you so much for proposing, but we both know your place is here. Chase and Yanis will need your help with what’s to come. Saving Gaia is something I have to do on my own and without depriving the Alliance of one more of their top scientists. I’m sure you can understand that.”

      Cedric wanted to argue but he knew in his heart that Spiros had made his decision and that it wasn’t open to negotiation.

      “How long do you think you will be gone?”

      “I have no idea. Making a clone is the easy part, interfacing it with the ancient sphere and unscrambling Gaia’s code, that I have no idea. I might pick your brain via subspace from time to time if that’s alright.”

      “I was about to say that; yes, you do that my friend. Anytime!”

      They embraced each other in a warm hug.

      “You take good care of yourself and of Earth, my friend,” said Spiros.

      “You too, and be sure to both come back and to say hello when you’re done.”

      “That’s a promise.”
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* * *

      Chase was in his ready room when the holo-transmission started. It was the Emperor calling from his ship.

      “Admiral Athanatos.”

      “None of that, please! Plus I hold you personally responsible for everyone calling me Admiral.”

      Altair smiled. “And that is a problem, why?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t like being called that. So please, call me Chase.”

      “Very well, Chase. I wanted to discuss something with you earlier, but we’ve all been busy. And I needed a bit of time to grieve.”

      “I still can’t believe he’s gone.”

      “I know how you feel.”

      “So, what is it you wanted to discuss?”

      “Your next ship. The newest class of battle destroyer is ready. We have been churning out a lot of ships around Alpha Prime. But the latest ship design, the new flagship, is just out of space docks.”

      “I didn’t even know we had a new design in progress.”

      “Saroudis wanted it to be a surprise. We’ve taken the specifications of the Hope as well as some Olympian tech Athena was generous to share with us, and added some of the latest Obsidian upgrades as well. The only thing missing is a name to christen the new destroyer.”

      “Well that’s a nice surprise, indeed. What about naming it the Saroudis?”

      “I’m sure he would have liked that very much. And, I also had thought of that myself. But Adonis had chosen another name.”

      “Which was?”

      “The Victory.”

      Chase smiled. “I like that.”

      “Me too.”

      “Alright, so be it. I propose the ship’s true name be known to the two of us as Saroudis’ Victory. But for the sake of simplicity, we’ll give the ship its original name.”

      “I like the way you think. It will be done. Should I send it to rejoin you in Asgard?”

      “We’ll be there way before you will have time to send it.”

      “Not as much time as you’d think. It so happens we already have half a dozen jump gates operational that will considerably shorten travel time.”

      “Saroudis was right; you guys are nothing if not efficient. He told me how impressed he was with how fast the shipyards had been constructed around Alpha Prime.”

      “We play on our strength in this Alliance. Obsidian territory was the least damaged in this war, so we have more resources, and more manpower. We’re happy to be the working force of the Alliance. I’ll have the Victory sent to you with its new crew. Personally handpicked by both Adonis and myself.”

      “Your timing couldn’t be better. I was just about to give command of the Hope to Sarah.”

      “I’ll send your chief engineer the latest specs of the ship so he can debrief you on its capabilities. I think you’ll be pleased.”

      “Now, I’m really curious. Looking forward to captaining the Victory. Thank you, Emperor.”

      “Please, Altair.”

      “Very well, Altair.”

      “Goodbye for now, Chase.”

      Chase answered with a relaxed two-finger salute.
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      Yanis and Sarah entered the captain’s ready room. Chase realized that it would be the last time he would consider this his room.

      “Thank you for coming. Please take a seat,” instructed Chase.

      “Sure thing, Cap!” said Yanis as he sat down.

      “Hey, you,” said Sarah.

      “Hey, glad you could come as well. We’re about to exit hyperspace, so I wanted to make something official.”

      Sarah smiled.

      “What’s so funny, Captain Kepler?” said Chase playfully.

      Her eyes grew wide with excitement. “Captain?”

      “Effective immediately, in fact, and as I can tell that you already know, the Hope is now your ship.”

      “Congratulations!” exclaimed Yanis.

      “Thank you, the both of you,” said Sarah.

      “You really deserve it. You’ve proven you can captain your own ship, and it’s my honor to have you relieve me of my position as its captain.”

      “Does that mean I’m getting transferred?” asked Yanis.

      “I haven’t decided yet, but until we get possession of the Victory, you’re staying where you are.”

      “Are we expecting a battle around Asgard?”

      “I don’t know what to expect, besides the near-certain assassination attempt on Odin. If anything else, we can’t let that happen. We’ve been given a chance to get our most powerful ally yet. If we prove ourselves to the Asgardians, and they join the Alliance, we’ll finally be in a position to take the battle to the Furies with both numbers and superior technology on our side.”

      “The Victory is one hell of a ship, Chase,” said Yanis. “I think you’ll like her.”

      “Well, that’s why you’re here. I’ve been dying to know what she is made of ever since the Emperor told me you would debrief me on the ship’s new technology.”

      Yanis got up and lowered a portable holo-projector on the nearby table. He flicked it on and a projected image of the Victory filled most of the ready room.

      “Wow!” said Sarah.

      “Why does the projection seem so big?” asked Chase. “I suppose it’s not much bigger than the Hope, right?”

      “You’d suppose wrong, Admiral. Here,” continued Yanis as he entered a holo-command on the floating interface. The Hope appeared next to the Victory, only representing a third of its size.

      “This can’t be to scale?”

      “Oh, but I assure you it is. In fact, it’s only slightly smaller than a Fury super-destroyer. And believe me when I say, it packs a punch!”

      “Now I understand why you gifted me the Hope,” Sarah smirked playfully.

      “I honestly had no idea I would be getting a new ship when I made that decision.”

      “I’m just teasing you, but if you feel like trading, you know where to find me.”

      Chase laughed.

      “Should I come back later, perhaps?” asked Yanis.

      Chase shook a finger. “That’s okay, sorry, Yanis. Please continue.”

      “Alright, so the Warheart class super-destroyer Victory is a true war machine. Everything in that ship has either been streamlined, upgraded, and or plain redesigned. Thanks to our Obsidian friends, they provided the new reinforced alloy that composes most of the armor of the ship. This new alloy makes the ship harder to detect in a long-range scan by shielding the power emissions from within to impressive stealth levels, and that’s even the case at full power.

      “The engines upgrade we owe to Athena’s willingness to share with us some of their ship’s specs. The triple quadrinium core engine of the Victory is ten times more powerful than the Hope’s.”

      “Ten times?!” exclaimed Chase.

      “Yes. You can now fire the main Heracles guns with barely a drop in power or the need to worry about being a sitting duck when you fire a full-powered shot. Firing frequency has also been improved. There’s two hundred and fifty laser batteries on each side of the ship, for a total of five hundred. And with fifty Quantum torpedo launch tubes, we now have the possibility of one shot taking out a Fury super-destroyer.”

      “Holy shit,” exclaimed Sarah.

      “Language, Captain,” teased Chase. “How many squadrons of StarFuries can it carry?”

      Yanis couldn’t help but smile from ear to ear. “Twenty-five, and half of that can be deployed instantly from the launch tubes.”

      “That’s a lot of StarFuries.”

      “Yes, especially the Mark IIs.”

      “The what now?” asked Chase. “New StarFuries?”

      “I’ll get to that soon. Right now let me finish with two more notable features of the Victory. The multi-phasic triple-layered intelligent shields make the Victory one hell of a ship to bring down. We’ve installed smart capacitors all around its hull that reinjects most of the diffused energy blasts they deflect right back into their own power conduits. The more you fight an enemy, the more the predictive modular frequency learns from the firing ship, thus lowering its tax on them and augmenting its ability to recharge faster.”

      “Did you just say that the longer we fight, the better the shields get?”

      “Basically, yes. Of course, the enemy might adjust their firing frequencies to adapt. But that will take some time for them, and that’s one more thing going for the Victory and the next Warheart class destroyers to follow in its footsteps.”

      “Is there anything that ship is bad at?” asked Chase.

      “The ship is— how do I put this mildly— a resource devourer. The amount of quadrinium required to not only build it but also to run it is enormous. And while it can accommodate a vast crew, the entire ship runs itself thanks to a very efficient central computer, requiring only a few men at the main stations on the bridge. That’s for us mere humans, as, of course, you can remote pilot the ship and most of its subsystems like you’ve been doing for a while now. The ship is constructed around self-healing circuits, with a gazillion repair nanites on standby in all critical systems. Everything has been doubled, or even tripled for maximum redundancy. Power conduits, capacitors, shield emitters— the works.”

      “This sounds like a true war machine,” said Sarah.

      “It is. Every system has been designed to counter Fury technology, right down to the Mark II StarFuries.”

      “About time,” said Chase, beaming a playful smile.

      “Forty percent stronger armor, faster jump recharge cycle, bigger engine, and all this means bigger range and for the first time…” Yanis mimed drumrolls. “Shields capacity of still fifty percent after using the cloak.”

      “Now that’s a tactical advantage these fighters needed! How did you achieve this?”

      “Believe it or not, but Obsidian power management was quite ahead of our own.”

      Chase nodded his appreciation.

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes, one last thing, in fact. The ship can now be customized with two types of drones. And you can mix and match them too. The older drone models with increased shields and firepower thanks to that aforementioned improved power management, but also the newer model that drains enemy shields faster than a mosquito sucks your blood at the height of summer.”

      “Interesting, if somewhat yucky, analogy,” commented Sarah.

      “I second that,” said Chase.

      “Realistically, what types of odds do you give this new class of ships against Fury super-destroyers?”

      “There’s a little bit of warning attached to this answer,” said Yanis. “In our last engagement, the Furies seemed to have fine-tuned their own systems to counter ours. Just like we’re doing now. So, it’s not exactly possible to say for sure. But I’d say the Victory should be able to take on three Fury super-destroyers and live to tell the tale.”

      “I’ll take ten,” said Sarah with enthusiasm.

      “You’ll need to be patient then, while the shipyards are working twenty four hours a day, thanks to the large Obsidian workforce, they can only churn out a ship this size every week or so. And that’s by stopping the construction of other, smaller ships, like the new Destiny.”

      “I didn’t know we had one in the pipeline.”

      “Saroudis had ordered a new Destiny with all the modifications that we had added to the Hope, and with the addition of all the new technology included in the new Warheart class destroyers, just in a smaller package, so to speak.”

      “When will it be ready?”

      “Soon, in fact, and then we need to decide what proportion of each class we’ll build.”

      Chase turned to Sarah. “What do you think?”

      “While my first instinct is to construct only the bigger toys, it might be a good idea to alternate between Warheart and Prometheus class ships.”

      “We’ve actually renamed this new category of ships to Hephaestus class,” said Yanis. “Since they pack a lot more firepower than the Prometheus class.”

      Sarah slapped Chase on the back of his head. “So basically you’ve given me the crappiest ship in the fleet now.”

      “Ow!” complained Chase. “I didn’t know any of this was in the works. Been kind of busy lately.”

      You’d better make it up to me one way or another, mister! she thought.

      Will do, answered Chase.

      Did you just read my mind?

      No, I think you just sent your first telepathic message without realizing it.

      Neat!

      “What’s happening?” inquired Yanis. “Why are you looking at each other and not talking?”

      “Who said we weren’t?” smiled Chase.

      “I think that’s my cue, guys! I don’t like that spark I see in your eyes, so please wait until the door closes before the fireworks begin.”

      Did he say fireworks? Tell me, is your friend overconfident about your abilities in that department? teased Sarah.

      I don’t know if it’s the big guns that got your motor running, but let’s find out if fireworks are indeed on the menu. Let’s hurry though, we only have a few minutes before reaching Asgard.

      Then bring it, bad boy!

      Yanis had barely left the ready room when Sarah decided to take full possession of her desk by throwing Chase on it and climbing on top of him.
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* * *

      Zeus was walking around his temple gardens with Apollo.

      “So what do we do with our remaining forces? I’ve already sent another twenty ships to Earth Alliance space, and we have another twenty in orbit at the moment. I also wonder if we should dust off the shipyards and put them back into full production mode?” inquired Apollo.

      “Olympian population, as you know, has not grown much in the last five thousand years. I’m not sure we have enough crew to man new ships.”

      “Our ships mostly run themselves. And we can always ask the Alliance for crewmen if that’s our only concern.”

      “I suppose so—”

      “I’m sorry for asking, but is Ares’ visit the reason for your absentmindedness?”

      “Not the only reason, but it added to a very long and eye-opening reflective period.”

      “Anything I can help you with?”

      “No, but it’s nice of you to ask. As per your question, I’m not sure about new ships. I have that feeling—”

      “What feeling? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “That none of this will matter to me soon, I can’t put my finger on it, it’s just instinct.”

      “Surely defeating the Furies matter, no matter what you’re going through.”

      “Of course it does. Don’t get me wrong, Apollo, I just mean that I don’t think a bigger fleet and more ships is what will win this war. The actions and the heart of a chosen few is where I feel this all lies.”

      “I assume you’re talking about Chase.”

      “Yes, but not only him. Your brother Ares, your sister Aphroditis, as well as Oryn and a few of Chase’s friends.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say that. Are you absolutely sure you’re feeling well?”

      Zeus walked in silence for a few moments before answering.

      “Yes. In fact, it’s been a very long time since I’ve felt so clearheaded.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. About Oryn—”

      “Next time she is here I should present you your half-sister. She’s as fiery as Athena and as fearless as Poseidon.”

      “That’s quite the mix. I’m really looking forward to meet—”

      But Apollo never finished his sentence as a large column of crimson energy pierced through his ribcage and shot past Zeus, sending blood and bone fragments splashing all over his face.

      “Apollo!!!” shouted Zeus as he cradled his wounded son in his arms, preventing him from crashing to the ground.

      Apollo tried to speak, but only a large quantity of blood erupted from his mouth. His eyes stopped moving and froze into a final lifeless and empty look of shock and despair.

      “NOOOOOO!!!!!” screamed Zeus as a massive thunderbolt fell from the sky and ignited Zeus’ rage like wildfire.

      The sky turned dark almost instantly, winds and rain washing the blood of his dead son as he held him in his arms. Zeus’ tears electrified and transformed into thunderbolts, destroying everything around him. Garden columns, water fountains and statues all exploded and were turned to dust. The entire planet started shaking.

      “Hahahahahah,” resonated a mad laugh not far from Zeus.

      He knew that voice. Zeus closed his dead son’s eyes and carefully laid his body on the trembling stony ground.

      Zeus turned around to face an approaching Arakan. A massive crimson aura radiated all around him, painting the chaos around them both with bloody red shades.

      “We have unfinished business, you and I,” spat Arakan. “And I’ve waited a very long time for this very moment.”

      Zeus’ anger exploded inside of him and lightened his deep blue aura. Thousands of small lightning bolts sizzled around him, and his silvery beard and hair electrified and flew chaotically in every direction. Zeus’ pupils disappeared from his eyes and filled with morphing blue energy, multiple lightning bolts dancing in between both of his eyes.

      “Not as long as I have!”
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* * *

      Chase and Sarah had barely put their clothes back on when Daniel requested their presence on the bridge.

      “Just under the wire,” said Sarah.

      “Only just. Thank you. I needed that, god knows what awaits us next.”

      “Your pleasure was not my only concern, dear,” said Sarah with a wink.

      “Fair enough. Let’s go see what awaits us now.”

      Chase and Sarah entered the bridge. Daniel was sitting in the captain’s chair, with Oryn towering on his right, her arms crossed against her chest. Daniel got up. “Captain,” he said gesturing the chair to Sarah.

      “News sure does travel fast,” murmured Sarah as she installed herself comfortably into the chair.

      Well, he is my best friend, pleaded Chase directly in her mind.

      Relax, soldier. A promotion, my very own destroyer and fireworks all on the same day? You’re nowhere near in trouble in my book.

      Chase smiled from ear to ear.

      “When are we exiting—”

      But then the fleet exited hyperspace around a beautiful and massive purple and green planet. It was at least three times as large as the Earth’s mass. In orbit, not far from their exit point, was a fleet of seven Asgard ships in formation.

      “Never mind.”

      Chase was in awe at the sight of the Asgardian destroyers. They were both massive and beautiful hunks of greenish-gray with a semi-chrome finish. They literally looked like flying emerald weapons.

      The turbo-lifts’ door slid open and Chris and Argos rejoined them at the center of the bridge.

      “Did we miss anything?” asked Argos.

      “We’ve just jumped out of hyperspace,” answered Chase.

      “Scan the area for any ships,” requested Sarah.

      “Captain!” screamed a crewman. “Multiple jump points forming all around us.

      “Now what?” said Sarah, bracing for the worst.

      Before anyone had time to realize what was happening, all hell broke loose. A larger version of the Fury star destroyer class ship jumped right in the middle of the Asgardian fleets and detonated a fraction of a second later. The explosion bathed the entire bridge with a blinding bright light for several seconds as the ship started trembling.

      As the light generated from the massive explosion receded into the darkness of space and everyone’s eyes adjusted to the horror of what their brain showed them, a massive shockwave hit the entire fleet and forcefully rocked the ship upon impact. Crewmen were thrown across the entire room. Chase caught Daniel, and Chris went to catch his mother but she stopped in mid-air on her own a few inches away from her son. Oryn and Argos didn’t move and were planted on the floor, a near identical look of horror mixed with a smidgen of fear in their eyes.

      “Are you alright, bro?” inquired Chase at a shocked Daniel.

      “I’m okay, thanks for catching me.”

      Sarah let herself float down from her high position. “Everyone alright?”

      “Captain! Shields down to twenty percent,” shouted the tactical officer.

      “Guys,” said Argos solemnly.

      His brother’s tone froze Chase’s blood, and it was the first clue that the devastation they had felt was beyond belief. Chase looked through the now cracked viewport. A slight blue force field had deployed to prevent explosive decompression.

      It took Chase, and everyone else still standing on the bridge, a few seconds to interpret the enormity of the devastation and the brutal images of the utter destruction that their brains were feeding them.
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      The once beautiful and awe-inspiring Asgardian fleet transformed into a million flaming pieces of debris. An Obsidian ship near the Hope cracked in two and exploded shortly after that. The shields had not been strong enough to deal with the shockwave of the massive explosion.

      “What the fuck just happened?” exclaimed Chris.

      “What was on that ship?” added Sarah.

      “The only thing that could have created that big of a bang,” Oryn said icily, “is loads and loads of engine-grade purified quadrinium.”

      “They could have destroyed the entire system!” shouted Argos.

      “I’m starting to believe that could have been what Arakan wanted.”

      Chase was still mute, reflecting upon the tens of thousands of Asgardian lives that must have perished in the explosion.

      “Why?” he finally muttered.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” answered Oryn. “Arakan is mad, and he wants to kill everything and everyone in his path.”

      “Yes, but why send the Strike Force to get Odin’s head if they could just destroy the planet?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous; the shield around that planet could probably sustain ten times that level of destruction.”

      “And you know this how?” asked Chase coldly.

      “Because I’ve been drafting potential invasion scenarios of this world for months.”

      “This is your doing?” barked Chase, unable to contain his current mood.

      “No, I would never sacrifice the fleet’s latest and biggest ship in this way.”

      “Then why did Arakan do this?”

      “So that the Asgardians would drop their shields to send reinforcements from the surface of their world.”

      “Allowing the assassins to bypass the shields,” said Argos with a snort. “Not exactly stealthy or covert.”

      “But damn efficient,” retorted Chase. “Let’s go everyone! We don’t have time to lose. Odin will soon be under siege.”

      “More jump points forming!” shouted the tactical officer.

      This is not going to be a good day, thought Chase.
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* * *

      Onboard the currently cloaked Lathraía, Afthartos asked for a status report from his pilot.

      “Are we ready for the next phase of our plan? Stand ready to enter the planetary shields.”

      “We’re ready, sir. But I’m not sure anything can bring these ships down.”

      “We don’t need them down, just weakened enough so that our reinforced ultra-high frequency rotation shields hold for entry.”

      “My instruments tell me another story, that we’ll be vaporized the second we enter into contact with them.”

      “Let me worry about the plan. Your mission is to quickly identify a weaker spot and fly through it the moment our diversion takes out that orbiting fleet.”

      “Our scans have detected three destroyers currently landed on the planet’s surface. They’ll have to lower their shields to get off the world.”

      “Even if that was the case, we don’t have time to wait for the Asgardians to regroup. This entire operation hinges on the element of surprise, so we can position ourselves for the kill while most of their forces are occupied elsewhere.”

      “Understood; we’re receiving the sub-space beacon now, and the super-destroyer will be system bound in forty seconds.”

      “We only get one chance at this, so don’t screw up.”

      “If I screw up, sir, we all die.”

      “That should be incentive enough not to.”

      “With all due respect, sir, you’ve selected me for my piloting skills, haven’t you?”

      “Your point being?”

      “Let me do what I came to do.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Ship is system bound.”

      A large explosion brightened everything for a few seconds. When Afthartos regained his ability to see, the pilot had already engaged the ship at full burn. The purple shield protecting Asgard lit up as the shockwave generated from the explosion hit. As expected, there were pockets of low intensity forming on its surface, and it only took the pilot a couple of seconds to identify the best vector for entry. The ship trembled slightly, and the shield friction generated a high-pitched sound for the few moments it took the Lathraía to pass the Asgardian shield.

      “We’re in atmosphere, sir.”

      “I recall someone doubting the feasibility of this maneuver.”

      “I stand corrected, sir. My apologies.”

      Afthartos didn’t like being second-guessed, especially from a flyboy who wouldn’t survive more than two minutes on the battlefield. The Fury leader cracked his neck to divert some of his anger away. The rest of it, he decided to express vocally.

      “In the future, flyboy, if you enjoy your head where it is, you’ll keep your doubts to yourself.”

      The pilot swallowed hard.

      “I— I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      “See that it doesn’t,” said Afthartos as he exited the cockpit.
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* * *

      Five more Fury destroyers entered orbit. Immediately, two of the destroyers started firing on the planetary defense platforms around Asgard, while the three other ships vectored toward the Earth Alliance fleet. Another two destroyers jumped in from the far side of the planet and concentrated their fire on both defense platforms and lowering the planetary shields.

      “Let’s get Thor on the line,” ordered Chase.

      “Aye aye, Admiral,” the communications officer responded.

      It still felt weird being addressed as Admiral. Especially since Chase mostly had a bad track record with some of the fleet members he came into contact with. Most notably, Admiral Thassos, and not so long ago, former First Fleet Admiral Zenakis. Who had since been stripped of his rank and confined to the brig of his former ship until the Earth Alliance would have time to deal with his abandoning the fleet at a very critical moment.

      Thassos had been one of Argos’ clones, who’d been following his orders. According to Saroudis, who had told Chase, the real Admiral Thassos had been a great commanding officer of high moral fiber. However, Chase barely had any interactions with her, and mostly with her brainwashed clone.

      But now he was the one they called Admiral. And Chase intended to execute his duties in a whole new way, as he was not the kind of guy to play things by the book.

      Thor’s face filled the Hope’s main holo-screen.

      “This is not what I was expecting. I thought the intelligence that Oryn provided hinted at a stealthy incursion into our world, not a full-fledged invasion!”

      “We didn’t expect this either, Thor. But let’s not argue about that now. We believe this diversion was made to throw us off guard so the elite force could move freely and execute your father, Odin. He might already be in terrible danger. Having not met him or knowing anything about your world, I can’t just teleport on the planet blindly. I need you to guide us to your father.”

      “I’m dropping the Mjölnir’s shields so you can come aboard, and I’ll teleport us through the planetary shields from here.”

      “We’ll be right there.”

      “Sarah, you have the—” but Chase stopped mid-sentence. “Sorry, old habits. You are now officially in command of the fleet, so make these ships go away.”

      “Won’t you need my help on the surface as well?”

      Chase was proud of her progress, but the idea that she would put her freshly new powers to work in such a volatile situation didn’t sit well with him. He couldn’t tell her that though; she was just starting to feel confident about herself, and he didn’t want to screw with that either. So he chose his words carefully.

      “If we need the backup, I’ll come and get you, but right now this fleet needs a leader, and that is you.”

      “Very well; be careful, all of you,” conceded Sarah.

      Chase could tell she was slightly disappointed but he could also feel the fiery determination growing inside her about dealing with the ships in orbit.

      “You too.”

      Chase gestured to his friends. “Quick! Everyone gather around me.”

      Argos, Oryn and Chris all rushed toward Chase, and they took his arm when he extended it forward. A second later, they all vanished.

      “Never gets old, does it?” commented Daniel.

      “No, it doesn’t. Why aren’t you in the air already?” said Sarah, semi-playfully.

      “Right,” said Daniel with a quick salute before running out of the bridge on the double.
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* * *

      When Chase’s party arrived on the Mjölnir, they didn’t have any time to lose. Thor had them teleported through the planetary shields, directly into his father’s throne room.

      Thor immediately kneeled in front of the man standing on the intricately carved throne made of obsidian stone. Green-colored runes pulsated inside the stones themselves. A tall and heavily muscled old man was sitting on the throne. His blue eyes were as cold as ice and seemed to pierce through the darkness. At first, Chase thought he didn’t have any tattoos like the other Asgardians they had met. But soon, a single emerald eye tattoo flashed on his forehead, giving him an even more imposing stature.

      “Father, you’re in danger!”

      “And you brought Furies to me? Did you stop to think that perhaps that was the plan all along?”

      The two guards standing on either side of the throne wore fine-crafted ivory-infused alloy armor, and they pointed their lances toward the party. On their tips were emerald-colored energy balls with purple lightning bolts crackling around them.

      “No!” gestured Thor. “Do not fire!”

      “They don’t obey you, my son.”

      The guards appeared to hesitate, which didn’t please Odin much. But instead of reprimanding them, he rose from his throne. Chase was surprised, again, as Odin was even taller than Chase had estimated when he first laid eyes on him a moment earlier.

      “Damn Furies…they destroyed our fleet in orbit.”

      “You may want to not have them packed neatly in one place next time,” suggested Oryn.

      The coldness of Thor’s look in her direction told Chase that addressing the Asgard leader at this point and in this fashion was probably a mistake.

      Please keep your mouth shut, said Chase telepathically to Argos.

      But I haven’t said anything— for once.

      Yes, for once being the operative word here. I would really appreciate it if this time you controlled yourself, no matter what is being said next.

      You may want to tell that to your friend Oryn.

      Looks like the damage is done already.

      Odin shot a murderous look toward Oryn. “Who are you? Who said you could address me?”

      Thor murmured. “I thought you had learned your lesson onboard my ship? Please keep quiet.”

      Whatever, answered Oryn telepathically. But I can tell you that my old team will dispense with pleasantries and will strike without caring about any sort of decorum.

      “Please forgive her, Father. She doesn’t know our customs.”

      The pupil inside Odin’s eye tattoo flashed red, which Chase thought was not a good omen.

      “Perhaps. But what about your own disobedience? What were you thinking going with them to Droxia? You’ve forced our entire people into a conflict that doesn’t concern us.”

      It’s good you told me to shut up, said Argos. ’Cause I could give this fool a piece of my mind.

      Don’t you dare!

      Relax will you; you asked me to keep it shut, I’ll keep it shut.

      Before Chase could thank Argos, Odin’s gaze fixed toward their direction.

      “Who is that fool you’re referring to?” inquired Odin.

      Oh shit!

      “From your follow-up thought, I take it the two of you were talking about me.” Odin turned his attention toward Thor. “This is what you brought to help defend Asgard? A bunch of reckless half-breed Furies whose ideas of respect are telepathically insulting me. I should never have let you go to Midgard. There will be repercussi—”

      Before Odin could finish, Chase was gone. He teleported from his position and reappeared right in front of Odin. The king of Asgard readied to clock Chase with a powerful jab when suddenly he saw the blade that had pierced Chase’s hand and which tip had stopped only an inch from Odin’s throat.

      Oryn was the second to react as she slammed the ground with her fist and unleashed a battle cry. A second later, a giant icicle rose from the floor a few yards behind Chase, followed by a squishing sound. The tip of the spiky icy formation was drenched in blood, and sparks flew before a figure de-cloaked, revealing a dead, impaled Fury.

      “Your majesty,” said Chase, removing the blade from his hand and instantly healing his wound. “Let’s discuss all of this later; right now let us do what we came to do and protect you.”

      Chase thought he saw something close to gratitude in Odin’s eyes before Odin nodded.
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* * *

      “Coming here alone was foolish,” declared Zeus. “And killing my son was downright idiotic.”

      “I don’t need anyone else to finally bring an end to your reign, old man,” answered Arakan. “Look around you, soon your world will be no more.”

      In his current state of blinding rage, Zeus hadn’t noticed the additional destruction that seemed to affect Olympus.

      “What have you done?”

      “A little something I’ve learned from the one you call Chase. Using Fury power in space can be, how should I say this— detrimental to planetary safety.”

      Zeus could feel it now. It was the pull of a black hole exerting too much gravity on Olympus Prime.

      “Plus, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to destroy your entire fleet with one fell swoop,” snorted Arakan.

      There was nothing that Zeus could do now about the black hole, it would rip Olympus Prime to shreds and kill most of the Olympians on its surface. But that pain was eclipsed by the utter rage and thirst for revenge rushing inside his blood. The man who had tortured and gruesomely killed the person Zeus had loved the most in this life was standing only a few feet away from him. And if it were the last thing he did, he would kill the Fury with his bare hands.

      “You really must be desperate to attempt this.”

      “Desperate?!” Arakan laughed hard. “Don’t be ridiculous. This war is about to end shortly, but unlike what you may think, it’s the Earth Alliance that will soon fall prey to the mighty Furies, and not the other way around. Granted, they have won a few battles and surprised me on more than one occasion. But in the grand scheme of things, they are just but a pesky nuisance that I’ll soon deal with.”

      “Chase won’t let your people win, and you won’t be there to see them fall and die as they should have ten thousand years ago.”

      The amount of guilt boiling inside Zeus, mixed with his vengeful rage, created a dangerous mix of emotions that could bring down his entire psyche. Zeus had the chance to destroy the Furies before, and he had spared them because he didn’t want to kill his own child and the last person that reminded him of Zalara and the love they shared. But it was only right at this moment that Zeus realized the weight of that decision, as well as its cataclysmic repercussions.

      “You’re wrong, old man. It is I who will rip your beating heart from your chest and finally get revenge for your indiscretion. You could have stopped the war. I was open to a ceasefire, but you had to take my wife’s purity and soil it with your Olympian filth! You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife!”

      “And what about killing one’s own wife? Is that any better?”

      “She was MINE!!!”

      “No, she wasn’t, and that’s why you killed her, you fucking cowardly excuse for a man!”

      The aura around Arakan exploded and tripled in size. His eyes filled with a bright crimson glow.

      “Enough!”

      “Yes,” boomed Zeus, as his voice echoed all around them. “Enough talk!”

      Arakan swiftly aimed an open palm and unleashed a large column of crimson energy toward Zeus, who answered in kind with a cascade of lightning bolts to counter the Fury’s attack. Upon the energy and lightning joining, a large explosion destroyed everything around them for miles, and the resulting shockwave threw them both flying backward.
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      The party exited the ship shortly after Keera landed on the surface of Tar’Lock’s world, a massive brown planet called Entomo. Scans from orbit couldn’t determine the total population; Keera’s onboard computer lacked the processing power and sensor array definition to do so. Keera had been the first to emerge, looking like a shadow in her black liquid metal super-suit. Ryonna, armed to the teeth, stepped out next, closely followed by Tar’Lock.

      The view consisted of dune-looking mounds of dry mud with very little vegetation and no evidence of animal life. That was until they started moving in concert; then the ground felt as if it was alive, with more crawling bugs than either Keera and Ryonna had ever seen. It was in fact nearly impossible not to crush one variety or another just by taking steps. The wave of light from their movement and the reflective carapaces was a sight to behold though, strangely reminding Keera of the seashore of her home world at dusk. But then she realized that a layer of bugs must have been covering their entire planet, or at the very least, this area where they had landed.

      “Ewwww,” exclaimed Keera from under the helmet. “I don’t like bugs!” she added.

      Ryonna cleared her throat, a gentle reminder of Tar’Lock’s presence.

      Tar’Lock clicked furiously.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” apologized Keera. “I mean little bugs, I like big talking bugs.”

      “I don’t think you’re making it any better,” added Ryonna.

      “Oh shoot— How do you not step on them, though?” asked Keera, taking three unsuccessful steps that all resulted in crunchy sounds that proved deadly for some of the fauna.

      “Stop killing them! Don’t think about their presence, they’ll get out of the way. If you over-think every step, that confuses them and they can’t feel your intent.”

      “They’re confused? Sorry— I’m trying,” said Keera with more squashing sounds as she took another step.

      “No, you’re not! Empty your mind of any walking thoughts, and just step naturally; don’t look at the ground.”

      Keera’s head turned to Ryonna.

      “Don’t look at me, it’s my first time here too. Do as he says.”

      Keera took a deep breath, tried to empty her mind of the action of walking, but also her aversion to bugs, and walked forward. Surprisingly, she didn’t hear any more yucky bug-squashing sounds. Ryonna didn’t wait to follow in her footsteps. Bugs dodged every one of their steps naturally as if their brains were connected to those of the visitors of their world.

      “That’s better,” muttered Tar’Lock with a series of clicks in a lower pitch register than usual.

      “Where to?” asked Keera.

      Tar’Lock moved with his near light-speed pace and was next to Keera in a fraction of a second. Ryonna was amazed that even with his super-speed, the bugs still moved out of the way.

      “Over there,” he said, pointing toward a cavern entrance. “My people are mostly underground dwellers; we won’t find many of them outside at this ungodly hou—”

      But then Tar’Lock stopped. “Oh no!”

      “What is it?”

      “I— I’ve killed one!” said Tar’Lock, his follow-up click delivery sounding like a sad melody.

      “Ah! You see, it’s not only me,” said Keera.

      “It must have been an old one.”

      “Well, there’s a billion gazillion where it came from, no offense.”

      “You don’t understand, that’s bad luck to step on an elder.”
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* * *

      All hell broke loose around Odin’s throne. Chase had reached with his mind and found no less than two-dozen cloaking devices. He overloaded them, and when he did, three Furies were already flying toward Odin. Thor, who had moved toward his father after Chase’s earlier save, swung his arm, and as he did, his hammer, Mjölnir, materialized just in time to crush the head of the Fury next to him. The Fury was sent flying backward in a wild spin, spraying blood all around his path.

      Chris unleashed a shockwave toward the feet of the second Fury, successfully making him lose balance. Oryn finished the job, raising another icy spike under the stumbling Fury, impaling him in the stomach. The third Fury on its way toward Odin had extended claws on his armor and Argos used telekinesis to stop him from piercing Odin’s throat.

      His assailant was not able to move another muscle, and Odin grabbed the Fury by the cranium. His hand briefly flashed green, and the Fury’s head exploded.

      “I like his style,” said Argos.

      Chase wasn’t in a joking mood and turned to Oryn before the next wave of Furies would be in range.

      “What the hell is this? I thought you said the Strike Force only had five members?”

      “This is not standard operating procedure for them. Arakan must have given them special orders.”

      “It’s Ragnarok!” shouted Odin. “The Furies are destroying our ships and trying to kill me. You’ve brought this upon our world!”

      “You’re not serious!” complained Argos. “We just saved your ass, twice!”

      The intensity of Odin’s look toward Argos told Chase everything he needed to know about the Asgard King’s current frame of mind. But right now they needed to make sure neither Odin nor Thor perished. Though, this was not how Chase pictured negotiating Kvasir’s pardon would go.

      “Father! Yes, the Furies are at our doorstep, yes they’re trying to kill us, but Chase and his friends are here to help.”

      “Now is not the time to defy me; let’s table this for later,” shouted Odin as the palm of his hand flashed green again, and a Fury not far from Chris exploded from within, covering Chris with blood from head to toe.

      “That is, if we don’t end up in Valhalla!” added Odin.

      Chris made a disgusted face at the amount of enemy blood currently coursing down his body.

      “Sorry about that, kid,” conceded Odin. “Wear the blood of thy enemy proudly!”

      “The hell with that,” answered Chris.

      He intensified his aura into a bright flash of light green energy that burned and incinerated every drop of blood on him.

      “That will work too,” said Odin with a hearty chuckle. “Behind you, kid.”

      Chris turned as the Furies were nearly upon him. The distraction caused him to lose just enough time resulting in him being in a bad position to counter their attacks. But just before they were about to smash their fists into his face, a wall of ice rose from the floor and crushed their hands against it. The wall cracked but held. Chris pushed both his hands forward and unleashed another shockwave. It fragmented the icy wall into hundreds of sharp icicles, half of them penetrating the two Fury warriors wherever their skin was exposed.

      Chris didn’t hear Odin as he landed next to him, the entire floor trembling upon impact. Odin then thrust both his flashing hands forward with all his might and the defeated Furies exploded. This time, their innards and blood propelled away from Odin and Chris.

      “They were kinda dead already, and that’s a little overkill,” argued Chris. “But thanks!” he added with a wink.

      “I like you, you remind me of myself when I was your age!”

      Looks like your son might hold the key to asking the king of Asgard for any favors, said Argos telepathically to Chase.

      Perhaps, but first we need to survive this. Something doesn’t smell right.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned is to trust your instincts, if you say something is awry, then I’m worried.

      But before they had time to take a deep breath, another wave of Fury warriors threw themselves toward Chase and his friends.
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* * *

      Arakan was getting back on his feet when a dozen Olympian guards rushed toward him, weapons drawn. They unleashed a veritable barrage of laser fire toward the Supreme Commander. Arakan’s strong armor deflected most of the shots, and the few that hit unprotected parts of his skin felt like barely more than mosquito bites.

      Arakan’s aura flashed so brightly that it blinded everyone for just a fraction of a second. Red expanding bubble-shaped shockwaves hit the incoming party of guards, freezing them in place. Arakan then unleashed an angry battle cry, and with a swift, circular slash of his hand, he incinerated every single one of the guards in a torrent of flames and boiling lava.

      “Insects! How do you dare defy the Fury God?”

      “You are no god!” retorted Zeus, before landing a strong jab across Arakan’s face.

      Zeus’ power punch sent Arakan skidding on the paved ground for hundreds of yards. A single small drop of blood ran from the corner of his mouth.

      “I am everyone’s god! I will rule every living being that survives my Ascension. Those who refuse to bow before me will all be destroyed!”

      “You are mad, but then again I had little doubt in my mind about that even before today.”

      “Silence!!!”

      The word echoed around them.

      Zeus taunted Arakan with a gesture of his hand inviting him to make the first move. If madness was what was in Arakan’s look before that taunt, then what followed was indescribable.

      Without hesitating, and looking like a wounded bull out for blood, Arakan launched himself toward Zeus. Zeus smiled as his eyes flashed deep blue.

      A few yards before reaching Zeus, two Titan-sized statues landed beside Arakan. The impact from their landing and momentum of their jump propelled Arakan in the air, and two giant opened palms clapped together with Arakan in the middle.

      But Zeus’ joy was short-lived. Both massive hands retracted as Arakan extended his arms. Two large columns of crimson energy shot from Arakan’s palm and reduced the Titan statues to dust and stones.

      “Do you really think you’re going to bring me down with such parlor tricks?” retorted Arakan, still hovering in the air.

      His aura grew even more, and now he looked like a bloody moon shining in the darkened cloudy sky.

      Arakan flew toward Zeus like a meteor entering the atmosphere. Leaving a long red trail in its path.

      “I’m only getting started,” screamed Zeus.

      Zeus aimed both his hands toward the incoming Fury ball of red fire that was Arakan and two continuous lightning beams impacted with his foe. It stopped Arakan’s descent and muted most of his aura. Arakan couldn’t move as thousands upon thousands of volts ran through him. The pain forced him to clench his teeth and close one of his eyes.

      “How do you like that parlor trick, then?” said Zeus defiantly.

      Electric bolts shot in between Arakan’s bloodshot eyes and ran down upon his clenched teeth.

      “Still— going— k— kill you,” babbled Arakan in anguish.

      “I’d like to see you try.”
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* * *

      Daniel’s StarFury, the fleets’ only Mark II, shot into space from the launch tube as another jump point formed nearby. The jump point vortex opened in the middle of the Mjölnir, severing Thor’s majestic Asgardian ship in two. The emerging Fury ship pushed both halves as it passed and impacted into a second Asgardian destroyer at full speed. The impact triggered an explosion that took out both ships and incinerated what was left of the Mjölnir’s debris.

      “Holy shit, this is not going well!” exclaimed Daniel.

      “Alpha Leader,” inquired Sarah. “You have dozens of bogies on a ballistic approach vector.”

      “Roger that, Captain. Alpha Squadron will engage immediately.”

      “Negative, Daniel.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I don’t know for sure. But I think they have no intention of engaging smaller fighters. Their trajectory brings them straight to the Hope; I think they’re kamikaze ships. Our scans can penetrate. My gut feeling tells me they’re as explosively charged in quadrinium as that massive super-destroyer that took out the entire Asgardian fleet in orbit earlier on.”

      “If that’s true, what do you want me to do?”

      “Sacrifice your squadron’s complement of drones to detonate as many as you can.”

      “Should we try and shoot them down with lasers and missiles instead?”

      “At their velocity, you’ll need to be at distances I’m not comfortable for you to be. You could get vaporized once they blow up. Deploy your drones and use them as mines.”

      “Captain, if you’re correct about their payloads, if only a few reach you—”

      “We’ll know better once you have taken out the first one. If necessary, we can change tactics.”

      “At their current velocity that won’t give us much time to do so.”

      “Then perhaps you should stop talking?”

      Daniel bit his lip. Of course arguing would not provide them with more time.

      “Roger that, Captain.”

      Daniel opened a channel to his squadron.

      “Alpha Squadron, you’re receiving new targeting orders. I’ve painted twenty plus starfighters en route for what we believe is a kamikaze run to the Hope. The fucking Furies have already destroyed enough ships today, do not let them reach our ship! No matter the cost.”

      “Roger that, Alpha Leader,” answered Alpha 2, Daniel’s second in command.

      The rest of the squadron clicked their comms to acknowledge the order.

      Daniel micro-jumped his StarFury in front of the path of the incoming ships. They were flying faster than he expected, beyond afterburner speeds in fact. Most of their power was channeled into their engines. Daniel deployed two of his drones and hit the afterburners to get the hell out of the blast radius. He programmed the drone to autopilot and to intercept the incoming bogies.

      Daniel was completely out of range when his drones impacted with the incoming enemies. The resulting explosion lit up the dark void of space briefly. Daniel’s instruments went haywire for a few seconds but his sensors recorded and quantified the explosion. A simple Fury starfighter should not make that big of a boom. Sarah had been right, they were kamikaze quadrinium-flying bombs.

      His readings confirmed that firing on the bogies from within this range would most likely result in forfeiting the StarFury and its pilot’s life.

      Daniel confirmed to his entire squadron the order to dump the rest of the drones as mines while he laid out his last drones. He then hailed the Hope.

      “That’s it, Captain. All drone mines in position. Let’s hope we stop them all. We won’t have time to bring in another squadron if we miss. How many direct hits can you take?”

      “Zero would be good since the shields are still only half-charged. I’m hoping the shields could absorb a couple of these, but I wouldn’t tempt fate with a third one. That first shockwave damaged many of our systems and the shields have been slow to recharge.”

      “Well, if more than two made it through our barrage, then you’d better jump the Hope out of the way.”

      “I’m afraid that’s one of the systems that’s been damaged. We’re not jumping for a while.”

      Daniel swore off comm. The Furies seemed determined to inflict maximum damage in this fight, and they didn’t seem to care about the amount of resources they were squandering in the process. Which meant they probably had more ships ready or on their way. How fast were they building them?

      Hopefully, Ryonna’s mission would be successful and they would deal a blow to the Furies’ supply chain.
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      When Ryonna, Keera and Tar’Lock arrived near the entrance of the subterranean cavern, a low-frequency rumble shook the area.

      “What the hell is that?” asked Ryonna. “Keera, use your suit’s link to the ship to check the sensor reading.”

      “Roger that,” answered Keera.

      She brought her ship’s sensor data into her super-suit holographic HUD.

      “The amount of mineral deposit on the entire planet must be screwing with the ship’s sensors. Either that or this is a nightmare.”

      “What are you reading, Keera?”

      “Ten Fury super-destroyers powering up and taking off. But that can’t be. My ship’s sensor must be buggy, let me run a diagnosti—”

      But before she finished, Ryonna knocked on her helmet’s visor while Tar’Lock’s clicking went into overdrive.

      “What? You can’t hear me?”

      Ryonna turned and pointed toward the sky behind her. Multiple Fury star destroyers were taking off, creating around them veritable sandstorm clouds as they rose from the dry ground. Keera felt her skin crawl.

      “Why didn’t we detect them earlier?” she asked.

      “I think for the same reasons we couldn’t get an estimate of the number of inhabitants on the planet. There is too much interference due to the number of resources available on this world. Which explains why the Furies are using it.”

      “I seriously doubt we’ll not encounter more company then.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. For now, let’s try and find a Gorgar swarm and hope Argos’ tech works.”

      Ryonna grabbed the device Argos gave her and installed it on her temple before gesturing Keera to proceed forward. Clicking aside, Tar’Lock had stayed silent, so when Keera began the march, Ryonna put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Are you alright, buddy?”

      “God knows how many of these ships my people have unwillingly built. All the fatalities we had in the last battles with the Furies may all be because of my people.”

      Ryonna reflected on her insect friend’s words. He was wrong, since the Gorgar didn’t have a choice in this case; they were just being used. But it did explain how the Furies were able to quickly churn out ships since their return and why they would sacrifice some of them to attain a certain goal. With such a large labor force doing only one thing, work and gather resources, it seemed they didn’t need to worry about the rate at which these ships could be replaced.

      Ryonna wondered how long it took for these outbound ships to be assembled. A week? Days? And with an order of such large magnitude and more workers than the entire Alliance put together, perhaps the assemblage time was even less than she could imagine. That thought was scary.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s the Furies who are mind controlling them against their will. They’re just victims.”

      “Even so, it fills me with shame. We have to make it stop.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” said Ryonna with a forced, reassuring smile.

      Tar’Lock nodded before following Keera.
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* * *

      Chase assumed his Ultra Fury form to deal with the next wave of Fury warriors. Though, no Strike Force was in sight, yet. Perhaps they knew the present company would outclass them. Or perhaps they just wanted to let the party exhaust as much energy as they could and put more odds in their favor.

      Chase suddenly dodged an incoming attack, and shot his entire arm through the Fury warrior’s chest, his fist holding the Fury’s heart when it exited out the back. For a second he gazed into his foe’s dead eyes. All this violence was weighing on him. In that ephemeral moment of reflection, he remembered what Sarah told him about her fears. What if she became a force for evil? What if she needed to be stopped? Now that she was getting a better grip on her powers, Chase didn’t worry as much about that, but it still concerned him.

      Nevertheless, in the heat of battle, Chase could be a killing machine. What made him different from the Furies whose lives he was ending? And would the world one day look upon him like they looked upon the Furies now? Would there be a price to pay for all this killing?

      If you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, there are three more Furies about to attack you, said Argos.

      His brother must have felt his current state of mind. Nonetheless, he was right. Now was not the time to ponder these existential questions. Chase had no doubt his destiny was to rid the universe of the biggest scourge that roamed it, but on some level, he was also a part of that scourge.

      When Chase removed his arm from the dead Fury and turned around, the nearest Furies were being incinerated by a crimson fireball.

      Correction, two fireballs.

      Get back in the game. I know what you’re feeling all too well. But you’ll be fine, you fight and kill because you have to, not because you like it. It took me nearly a lifetime to understand the difference between the two, and thanks to you, I understand now.

      Thanks for the assist.

      Anytime.

      Chase threw the heart, still in his hand, as a baseball pitcher would. Upon impact, the heart exploded on the incoming Fury’s armor at such velocity it stopped the Fury cold and temporarily sent him back, leaving Chase with only one additional Fury to deal with. And deal with him he did.

      He dodged the short-range fireball aimed at his head, grabbed the arm that had fired it, and ripped it out of its socket in a circular movement as he turned on himself. Chase accelerated and used the Fury limb to catapult the rest of the body against the nearest wall.

      Chase dropped the arm on the ground as the previous Fury was already upon him. Large claws extended from his armor, and he furiously slashed at Chase. In Ultra Fury form, everything seemed to happen in slow motion for him, so dodging the attacks couldn’t be simpler. When he got bored of it, Chase shot a kick upward at the right moment, severing the Fury in two parts from the speed of the attack.

      Still, there was something at the back of his mind telling him that they were doing exactly what was expected of them and missing the big picture of the Strike Force plan. Chase knew he shouldn’t ignore his instincts, so he thought he should stop treating this fight as a warm-up session and get it over with. He somersaulted in the air and unleashed a rapid series of fireballs, incinerating Furies one after another. Oryn, Chris and Argos also intensified their resolve and, thanks to Thor and Odin, the last wave of Furies were quickly dealt with.

      One final Fury got up from the ground, the one that had apparently survived Chase’s fireball. He didn’t seem injured much.

      Careful, Chase, warned Oryn. He’s part of the Strike Force, the strongest of them all.
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* * *

      “I’m disappointed in you,” said Afthartos as he ignored Chase and looked straight at Oryn. “Your Father will be disappointed as well.”

      “Arakan isn’t my Father! And for him to learn about this would mean you would survive this day, which I’m afraid you won’t.”

      Oryn felt her heart ache a little at uttering the words, which surprised her. She and Afthartos had been seeing each other in the past. When he got too emotionally attached to her, she had ended it. She only needed the physical release that their sexual relations had brought her. Perhaps she had let herself become more involved emotionally than she thought. But it mattered not. They were no longer fighting on the same side.

      “I’m sorry to hear you say that. I won’t take any pleasure in killing you.” Afthartos replied.

      “You were never up to the level to do that before, what makes you think you could achieve that now?”

      “If you’re making reference to our private sparing sessions, I’ve always let you win.”

      “And I was also going easy on you. Enough talking. Get the team away from here and tell Arakan you failed your mission. Or better yet, just find a far away world to settle on. Erevos’ days are numbered anyway.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve been so easily brainwashed by these traitors!” spat Afthartos.

      Oryn wondered if, indeed, she’d been brainwashed. But right now, fighting against the Furies instead of with them, made more sense to her. Plus, she needed to kill Arakan for what he had done to her mother. She would take great pleasure in ripping out his heart and showing it to him. To see the life extinguish from his eyes knowing that she had been the one to remove him from the universe he sought to rule.

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you. As your commanding officer, I order you to stand down!” exclaimed Oryn.

      “I’m commanding our team now, and I was hoping you would take your rightful place as our leader, but it seems you’ll be just one more casualty in our path.”

      Chase, we have to be careful, while they are no match for you and me in one on one combat, Afthartos and his team working together can be a real threat to us. I wouldn’t dare take them on my own, Oryn said telepathically.

      Understood.

      Afthartos launched himself at Chase who was nearest to him and delivered a powerful punch across Chase’s face. But Chase didn’t budge nor registered the attack in any way. Yet, his hair shot upward.

      “My turn,” said Chase with a smile.

      Chase unleashed a large amount of attacks, mixing up one expertly crafted combo after another and sending the Fury commander to the ground within seconds.

      “I would take Oryn’s generous offer if I were you. Perhaps you could have achieved your mission if we weren’t here. But as it stands, you can’t hope to achieve anything.”

      Afthartos jumped back onto his feet with ease. Oryn saw the surprise in Chase’s eyes when Afthartos didn’t display the slightest bit of damage from the ravaging combos he had been dealt.

      “Impressive speed and power, but you’re wrong. In fact, we’ve already taken the upper hand.”

      Chase turned around, but it was too late, Tax was already behind Odin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Arakan was stuck in mid-air, Zeus’ powerful lightning beams preventing him from moving. He defied the head of the Olympians by locking his gaze with him.

      Zeus’ eyes filled with blue energy and lightning bolts shot from his eyes, hitting Arakan one after another. While he couldn’t move, he used telekinesis to deflect the incoming attacks. A few of them scored hits on his armor, but it took the brunt of the damage without any significant pain.

      Zeus then spread his hands and an intense pressure started pulling at Arakan’s body, bent on ripping it in two.

      Arakan had to act fast, and so he sought up the biggest boulder he could unearth with his mind behind Zeus. Because of all the destruction happening around them due to the orbital black hole exerting an increasingly strong gravity pull on the planet, as well as Zeus’ focus being in a near trance, Arakan managed to extract a massive boulder without his foe noticing.

      Arakan used his entire mind’s power and crushed the boulder on top of Zeus. The Olympian managed to stay upright, but lost his focus, which interrupted his paralyzing lightning beams for a fraction of a second. That’s all Arakan needed. He moved so fast it looked as if he had vanished into thin air. When he reappeared at ground level in front of Zeus, the Olympian tried reacquiring the Fury with his lightning beams. But Arakan would not be fooled a second time.

      Arakan dodged the incoming lightning and flew forward at near light speed. Both fists lit up with bursting crimson energy, and he threw them at Zeus’ chest with all his might.

      Zeus was catapulted backward and flew for miles as he crashed through his own temple, destroying it in the process. He then rebounded multiple times against the ground, unearthing everything and leaving a trail of smoke in his path. Eventually, he crashed one final time on the stone pavement face first. Zeus groaned, bleeding cuts and multiple bruises covering his muscled body. His white clothes were colored red by his own blood.

      Taking his time, Arakan walked toward Zeus to reach the downed Olympian, his aura burning with flames of hatred, looking like a furiously erupting volcano. Arakan knew the fight was nearly over; the blow he had struck had shifted the balance of this battle, and he intended to enjoy every minute of it despite the fact that Olympus Prime time was being counted.

      Zeus was trying to get on his feet but kept stumbling back down. The amount of force he had endured would have killed anyone but him on the spot. But Arakan had hit him when his defenses were down and his focus high. Zeus had made a major mistake using an abundance of his energy trying to hold Arakan so early in the fight. And the Fury had no intention of letting himself be caught in a similar situation a second time.

      In the sky, lightning jumped from one dark cloud to another as the entire planet continued to tremble. It was the last requiem of destruction to Arakan’s ears as he was so near to getting the revenge he wanted against not only Zeus but also his entire race.

      Miseo, Argos, and even Oryn, had been disappointments to Arakan, but if anything, it had forced him to finally take control of his destiny for himself and not rely on the failure of others. Like he should have done from the beginning. No one but him had the power nor the resolve to bring down Olympians, Asgardians and any other race foolish enough to stand in his way.

      Zeus had managed to return to a sitting position by the time Arakan was approaching him.

      “Look at you! How the mighty have fallen…I practically destroyed you with a single attack. You’re pathetic!”

      “I’m not dead, yet.”

      “Yet, being the operative word. Just like this world,” said Arakan, gazing at the sky. “You’ll soon just be a memory.”

      Zeus got back on his feet, his legs trembling slightly.

      “You talk too much.”

      “Then let’s finish this.”

      Zeus raised a fist in the air and multiple lightning bolts hit him from the heavens, charging him like a rod. Arakan could feel Zeus getting stronger with every second and so he launched himself forward, determined to finish what he had started.
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      The mine-drones detonated upon impact with the kamikaze high-yield Fury starfighters who were en route to the Hope. And not a second too soon. The explosion illuminated the pitch-black void of space momentarily, resulting in intense and bright fireworks. When the barrage of light stopped, three ships were still flying like shooting stars toward the Hope.

      “Crap!”

      Daniel redistributed weapons power to his StarFury’s engine and went in pursuit.

      His comms crackled. “What’s your status? Our sensors are fuzzy, and the explosions haven’t helped,” asked Sarah.

      “There are still three bogies en route; I’m in pursuit.”

      “Daniel, you can’t. What about Beta Squadron?”

      “They’re too far away.”

      “They could micro-jump.”

      “Even so, there’s no time; the starfighters have already passed their detonation PNR.”

      “You can’t shoot them either, you’ll get blown up!”

      “I know that. I have another idea,” said Daniel, cutting off the comms so he could focus on the task at hand.

      He injected half of his life support power into the engines to have enough juice to catch one of the ships in time. His comms flashed again but he used his mental HUD to reject Sarah’s call.

      “Sorry, Captain,” he said out loud to himself. “Can’t take your call right now.”

      At max burn, Daniel aligned with the wake of the last ship and could see the Hope growing at alarming speed through his cockpit windshield.

      The first ship impacted with the Hope’s shields. A bright yellow light forced Daniel to close his eyes. He used that moment to check the Hope’s shield level via his neuronal holo-HUD. They were down to thirteen percent. Daniel had hoped that the shields would have recharged more quickly. Sarah had been right; their recharge times were extremely slow.

      Daniel was only a few klicks behind his target when the second Starship impacted with the Hope’s shields and took them completely out.

      It was now or never. He couldn’t let the Hope fall nor could he let Sarah die. Chase would never forgive him. And since Chase hadn’t intervened yet, it meant they had their hands full on the surface of the planet.

      Daniel pushed the engines beyond their limits when suddenly his comm channel block was overwritten.

      “Are you out of your mind?!” screamed Sarah. “You’ll crash as well.”

      “Hang on.”

      Daniel had just caught up with the last ship, and with a quick glance, he saw that they were pilotless, something he had strongly suspected. Both his StarFury and the Fury flying bomb were a couple of seconds from impacting with the Hope when Daniel put his plan into action.

      This is going to be too close for comfort.

      He flew his ship as close as he could to the Fury fighter and activated a hyperspace window just before closing his eyes.
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* * *

      Chase was too far from Tax to do anything, but he understood that they had been played.

      Thor, who was the nearest, rushed toward Tax. He barely had time to grab her, when a red-colored lightwave shot from their heads to their toes, and they disappeared. Odin had also disappeared. Thor, who had managed to grab the female Fury a split second before it happened, had been teleported away, which Chase assumed had not been part of the plan.

      He turned his attention back to Afthartos in time to see him beam away as three dozen more Fury grunts appeared in the distance. They began to run toward the group from the other side of the large hall leading to the massive throne room, and they made the ground shake.

      “Oryn, you’re with me. Chris, Argos, do you think you can deal with them on your own?”

      Argos flashed him a thumb’s up, but Chase didn’t like the odds. Fortunately, Odin’s royal guards, who had mostly been witnesses to the previous fighting, decided to join in.

      “We’ll cover your friends, please help Odin,” said the taller of the four guards.

      The guards rushed toward the incoming Furies, their emerald power lances shooting energy discharges at the enemy. Chris and Argos flew in their wake.

      Before Chase could tell Oryn to grab his hand, he heard an unknown, bodiless voice.

      “I’ll give your friends help as well.”

      “Who is this? Show yourself!”

      A very tall, effeminate man with long blond hair appeared next to them. He was very handsome and delicate, but something in his eyes told Chase he was not to be underestimated.

      “And you are?”

      “My name is Loki. I’m Thor’s brother.”

      “You’re a little late to the party, I’m afraid.”

      “So it would seem. You’d better hurry and go after my father and brother, that is if you know where to find them.”

      “I should have enough of a connection with Thor to locate him and teleport there.”

      “Then why are you still here?” said Loki coldly.

      Why indeed.

      Chase grabbed Oryn’s hand, closed his eyes and focused on Thor. Hopefully, Thor hadn’t been defeated or killed yet. Otherwise, Chase would not have been able to locate his energetic vibration through space. A few seconds later, they teleported away from Odin’s throne room.
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* * *

      When Ryonna, Keera and Tar’Lock arrived at the end of the cavernous path they were on, it provided them with a vision to one of the swarms they had been trying to locate.

      “This is unbelievable,” said Keera, overwhelmed by the scale of what she saw.

      “Not the word I would have used,” complained Tar’Lock.

      Ryonna looked at the massive cavern below. It was a megalopolis-sized underground factory. Millions upon millions of workers were operating in concert, assembling, welding, and generally constructing Fury ship parts. In all her life she had never seen anything like this. What her eyes revealed to her seemed impossible; the speed at which everything was performed with robot-like precision was incredible, and this was infinitely more efficient than any construction chain she had seen on her planet or elsewhere.

      A constant flow of Gorgar continued to bring raw quadrinium and other minerals, while another group transported it to the building and forging sections. The entire building process was arranged in rings, with raw resources gathering, and the transformation portion on the outer ring. Each new inner ring brought the transformation process closer and closer to the final usable technology that would be assembled at the center of the underground facility.

      “We don’t have any time to lose. At these speeds, the Furies could have tens of ships ready within a week. We have to make it stop. Tar’Lock, go grab someone and bring them back.”

      Tar’Lock nodded and made his way at his usual super speed.

      “I never thought I would see something like this,” said Keera. “But this is beyond slavery.”

      “The worst part is that the Gorgars don’t even feel used, they just think they’re doing what they have to.”

      “I’m starting to understand why you hate Argos so much.”

      “As much as I hate the bastard, he was just doing what he was asked, like these gazillion poor slobs.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Well, if it wasn’t for the tech he provided us, in just a few weeks we’d have been overwhelmed with so many ships that there would be nothing the Alliance, Chase or anyone could have done to stop them. So while I hate his guts for what he did to my world and countless others, at least his redemption is giving us a fighting chance.”

      Ryonna rushed forward and tried to locate Tar’Lock.

      “What’s taking him so long? Can you track his location beacon with your suit?”

      “Yeah, let me access that. It won’t take but a sec— oh crap.”

      “What is it?”

      “He’s working with them!”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me! The collective hive mind must be too strong to overcome in these work centers. That’s just great!”

      “What do we do now?”

      “Let me try to send a signal from here…”

      Ryonna brought Argos’ device online and checked the mental suggestion command menu. An “out of range” error message flashed on her neuronal HUD.

      “We’re too far away. I guess we’re going down too.”

      “I don’t see anyone but Gorgars; we should be fine.”

      Ryonna took one of the two magnetically attached blaster rifles she carried on her back and checked its charge before cocking its pump.

      “Are those the latest anti-Fury blaster rifles?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been dying to test them.”

      “I don’t see any Furies down there.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’re not around. I mean look at all this,” said Ryonna with a large wave of her hand. “You think the Furies would leave this place unprotected? If they were that stupid, we would have won the war already. Trust me, they’re here, somewhere, I can feel it. Let’s go.”

      They entered the nearest elevator and started their descent into the Gorgars massive factory.
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* * *

      Zeus unleashed a cascade of lightning bolts toward Arakan who dodged them with high proficiency and countered some of the bolts with crimson fireballs. He moved inside the torrent of lightning bolts like a skilled acrobat. He was very fast, way faster than Zeus. But the Olympian realized it too late to change tactics. Arakan was almost upon him, and he was running out of the juice his power up had granted him.

      “Can you feel it, Zeus? Can you smell it in the air? That is the smell of death!”

      Arakan didn’t blink and kept deflecting and dodging the highly charged lightning bolts, determination glinting in his eyes. There was something else shining madly in there too, a fire that consumed the Fury supreme commander and also allowed him to focus. Flames of revenge burned into his very soul.

      When it became clear to Zeus that he couldn’t hit Arakan with his current mode of attack, and when the supreme commander was nearly upon him, Zeus slammed both his fists to the ground. A wall of lightning bolts acting as a shield shot upward.

      What happened next Zeus never expected. Arakan’s eyes shone brightly, and he jumped through the lightning wall as if it wasn’t there. The amount of destructive power he felt didn’t stop him. Lightning sizzled on his exposed skin, ripping, cutting and burning through flesh, nerve and even bone. But Arakan was unstoppable. He emerged from Zeus’ last line of defense, blood flying all around him, then joined his hands together and lit them up with crackling crimson energy. He smashed them down and hammered Zeus to the ground, crushing many of the Olympian’s bones in one devastating attack.

      Zeus passed out shortly after that.

      Arakan kicked Zeus, and his body tumbled to the ground and through the mud for yards. “Wake up, coward! I want your eyes open when I rip your life from this world.”

      Arakan growled his frustration as the devastation around him kept increasing to cataclysmic proportions. The ground cracked, and large chasms opened all over the planet. Lava and smoke geysers shot in the sky of the once beautiful planet, thickening the atmosphere of Olympus Prime.

      Stones and dust particles lifted into the air and flew toward the heavens. Arakan knew there were only a few minutes left for him to leave this world before it was swallowed by the black hole. Arakan healed the multitude of wounds he’d received flying through Zeus’ vain final attempt at stopping him and smiled.

      “So be it! I suppose I’ll have to be content with just pulverizing you, then.”

      Arakan lifted a hand atop his head, and a crimson and black-flaming energy sphere crackled to life and rapidly grew larger. It soon was bigger than Arakan himself.

      “This is where you die,” sneered Arakan.

      But then something hit Arakan with tremendous speed and sent him flying backward until he impacted with the trunk of a large tree. He looked at his stomach and saw that a large crystal-bladed trident had impaled him. Arakan tried grabbing the weapon, but his hand passed through its handle, liquefying and solidifying itself afterward.

      Arakan then tried pushing the trident away from his guts, but he couldn’t grab it with telekinesis either.

      “What the hell is this thing?” he complained.

      “Poseidon’s Trident only answers to me! You’re not worthy wielding it,” said a voice near him.

      “Show yourself, coward!”

      “You were about to murder my brother while he’s out cold and I’m the coward?”

      Millions of water droplets fell from the sky and formed into the shape of a walking man. He materialized into flesh and blood, except for his hair and beard that were water-based and cyan in color, giving him an otherworldly look.

      “You should not have come to this planet. It will be your tomb,” said Poseidon.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Daniel reopened his eyes, he was glad to see he was still in one piece. He veered his StarFury off trajectory and let the kamikaze starfighter impact with the enemy star destroyer he had painted for his hyperspace micro-jump. It detonated and took out a portion of its shields, but not fully. However, Daniel was now in the middle of a hot zone where laser fire, missiles and torpedoes were exchanged in between the Fury destroyer and the other ships in the fleet, including Olympian destroyers.

      Daniel vectored away from the fight at max burn to return to the Hope.

      “You’re as crazy as your best friend,” declared Sarah. “But thanks for saving all our hides. I owe you one.”

      “You’re welcome, Captain. But this fight is far from over.”

      “Yes, and it’s harder than I expected. It’s like the Furies don’t care about sacrificing all of their pieces on the chessboard, so to speak.”

      Daniel understood the chess reference as he had played a few games with Fillio.

      “We can’t possibly rebuild ships as fast as they do, not if they use them as tactical weapons of mass destruction.”

      “Hopefully, Ryonna will be successful in putting a dent in their supply line. Even if the Asgardians rejoin the Alliance, many of their ships have been wiped out today. We can’t keep taking that many losses and hope to win. Hang on Daniel, we have another bogey on approach.”

      What?

      Daniel checked his instruments and swore. A Fury super-destroyer had jumped close to the Hope and had sent another volley of kamikaze starfighters toward it.

      “Tell me some of your shields are back up?” inquired Daniel.

      “That’s a negative. If any of those impact with our hull, we’re history.”

      “Jump engines?”

      “Still down. This is it.”

      “Can you get into escape pods?”

      “That wouldn’t make any difference, as the range of the explosion would incinerate them.”

      “Then it’s time to ask Chase for help!”

      “I already tried. I can’t get through to him, neither via comms nor telepathically. I think the Asgardian shield is preventing communications.”

      “Dammit!”

      Daniel opened a channel to all his squadron pilots in range of the Hope and took a deep breath.

      “Listen up, everyone—”
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      When Chase and Oryn rematerialized, they were in front of a Fury transport ship. Thor was swinging his hammer at three of the Furies, while Odin was being beaten to a pulp by the super fast female Fury. She moved at least as fast as Chase, perhaps even faster.

      “We have company,” shouted Afthartos. “Kill Odin, now!”

      Chase saw the female Fury do one last turn around the Asgardian king and infuse her arm with energy in order to use it as a blade. Chase had been on the receiving end of such an attack and knew he needed to act fast. He micro-teleported toward Odin and intercepted the female’s killing blow by punching to the side her hand that would have decapitated Odin. Chase put all his might into this one attack and heard every bone in the Fury’s arm get crushed upon impact. Still, she managed to graze Odin’s neck and draw blood, but the injury didn’t seem life-threatening.

      Oryn unleashed a veritable twister of near absolute zero energy that flash froze Tax into place. Chase then punched the ice Fury statue into a million pieces.

      “You’ll pay for this,” said Afthartos as he jumped forward to engage her.

      He unleashed a series of powerful punches but Oryn was one step ahead of him at every turn. Each time she blocked one of his attacks, she froze small parts of his skin without him realizing it. When she had frozen enough of his right hand, she allowed him to hit her in the face, but then his fist exploded upon impact with her cheek.

      Afthartos fell to his knees and screamed from the pain, holding his amputated limb by the wrist.

      “I told you to leave this world, forget the mission and go away, but you wouldn’t listen. Your ego thought you could beat me, but we both know you were never strong enough to lead this group.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” said Afthartos from behind her.

      It took half a second for Oryn to realize what had happened, as the injured Fury’s face blinked and scrambled, revealing Kolpas’ face instead. He had used his holo-projected tech to take the face of the Fury Strike Force leader. Before Oryn could turn to face the real Afthartos, his hand shot through the right side of her stomach.

      “Oryn!” shouted Chase who was helping Odin with the other two Furies.

      The pain was intense and seeing her own blood on the hand of the man who had once touched her in intimacy made something in her head snap. She felt he was about to retract his hand and she instinctively grabbed it and locked it into place. Then, she unleashed absolute zero energy through her grasp. Freezing Afthartos’ hand and entire arm. She then swiftly severed it clean with her elbow.

      Afthartos took a couple of steps back and looked at where his arm used to be.  He saw nothing but a frozen stump below his shoulder.

      “What have you done?”

      “What I promised I would do if you didn’t leave this world.”

      Oryn’s aura intensified, and the hand in Oryn’s stomach exploded into a million icy pieces. She used the cold to freeze her gushing wound.

      “This won’t save your life but only delay your death,” spat Afthartos.

      “I would worry about yourself right now,” said Oryn as she aimed an open palm toward her ex-lover.

      Her eyes flashed white as icy particles flew all around her. “Goodbye!”

      She unleashed a multitude of cyan colored fireballs that turned into icicles before reaching their target. Afthartos was impaled over and over again. He fell to his knees, a look of terror and disbelief in his eyes, before collapsing dead on the ground.

      Oryn felt dizzy and stumbled before falling as well.
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* * *

      The Asgardian royal guards fought bravely and helped kill nearly a dozen of the Fury fighters before succumbing to their wounds. Chris beheaded the nearest Fury with a swift slash of his hand while Argos incinerated a group of three fighters who had the unfortunate idea of gathering next to one another.

      Loki was firing powerful laser blasts from his fingers that had assumed the shape of guns. His attacks were far more powerful than any blaster fire Argos had ever seen. They effortlessly pierced through Fury armor, and sometimes a single well-lined shot would hit multiple enemies.

      “I’ve missed this!” shouted the Asgardian.

      “Us, not so much,” retorted Argos as he burned a watermelon-sized hole through the chest of his last victim.

      “Any idea where Chase, Thor and Odin could be?” asked Chris.

      “I can track my dad’s and Thor’s locator beacons,” replied Loki.

      “You guys are chipped? What about leashes?” snorted Argos.

      “It’s a strategic advantage to know where anyone is, only an idiot would not wear a locator.”

      Argos paused, looked at Chris and frowned. “Did he just call me an idiot?”

      “Not in so many words— behind you, Uncle!”

      Argos threw his leg into a backward kick, which his Fury foe dodged, only to be decapitated by two well placed mint-colored energy shots a fraction of a second before Argos’ second legged kick hit the air where the head once was.

      “Hey! I had that under control!” he complained.

      “You’re welcome,” said Loki casually.

      “For what? I just wasted a perfectly timed double kick.”

      Loki pointed his finger pistol at Argos’ head and shot.

      It took a moment for Argos to realize that Loki was shooting behind him at an incoming Fury with extended fist claws ready to impale Argos. The lime colored shot burned through the center of the Fury’s forehead and he was dead long before his body hit the ground.

      “What about now? Did you also have that under control?” taunted Loki. “You talk too much!”

      Not to take Loki’s side in this argument, said Chris in Argos’ head. But if you did more fighting and less talking, we’d already be done by now.

      You are your father’s son, that’s for sure.

      Why? You doubted that?

      Never mind.

      Argos got his head back in the game, and his next three attacks all resulted in instant kills.
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* * *

      When Ryonna and Keera arrived at the bottom of the elevator ride, they exited the cage and ran toward the nearest Gorgar.

      “Hey, you!” shouted Ryonna as she approached him. “Can I have your attention?”

      But then hundreds of Gorgars around them all turned their heads and shouted in unison. “Intruder alert!”

      The words echoed through the entire factory as waves upon waves of Gorgar repeated the alert.

      “That’s not good!” said Keera.

      “You think? Be ready for things to go horribly wrong.”

      Ryonna had barely finished her sentence when four Furies beamed in and started unleashing fireballs toward them. Keera used the super-suit speed augment to dodge the first volley and started returning fire. Ryonna dodged the fireballs by jumping in the air, aimed her anti-Fury weapon forward and scored her first hit. The powerful shockwave energy-enhanced particle rifle took out the Fury’s head. Upon landing with a roll, she aimed her weapon again and unleashed a spray of semi-automatic shots that brought the second Fury down.

      Keera had more trouble making serious damage with her suit’s weaponry but she pummeled one Fury with fast-moving punches as she ran rapidly around him. That created enough of a distraction for Ryonna to line up her rifle and burn a hole in the Fury’s forehead, who collapsed to the ground. By then, the last Fury guard was upon her and scored a hit with his fireball, which landed directly on the anti-Fury weapon, both knocking it out of Ryonna’s grasp and damaging it. It exploded when impacting with the stony floor.

      “Dammit!” she exclaimed.

      The Fury ran toward her for the kill. She instinctively grabbed her blaster from her belt and shot three energy lasso shots at the Fury’s legs, stopping him in his tracks and hurtling him forward. Before he could hit the ground, Ryonna had drawn her sword and cut the Fury in half.

      “Are you alright, Keera?”

      “Yes, but I don’t think that was the extent of their forces—”

      Indeed two-dozen Furies beamed in the distance, and soon they were under fire again.

      “Screw this,” said Keera, shortly after finding cover behind one of the quadrinium processing machines.

      She heard a noise and saw a trembling Gorgar hiding under one of the larger machines. Ryonna brought up the neuronal HUD from Argos’ mind reprogramming tech and entered a command of her own. One short and to the point: Kill all the Furies!

      When five more fireballs hit not too far from her head, and nothing seemed to happen, she swore out loud.

      “What’s going on?” asked Keera from her own cover, a few yards away.

      “I don’t think this damn thing is working—”

      But then the Gorgar near her stopped trembling and got up from under his hiding place and madly ran toward the Furies.

      Two seconds later about twenty Gorgars did the same, grabbing tools and anything they could use as a weapon on their run toward the guards. The insectoids shouted from the top of their lungs as they madly rushed forward. The Furies started engaging and incinerating the Gorgars. Ryonna exited cover, grabbed the second rifle from her back and provided cover fire for the horde encircling the Fury guards.

      “I sure hope the guards are dealt with before Tar’Lock gets hurt,” exclaimed Keera, who also started providing cover fire.

      “You and me both! But we don’t exactly have much of a choice at this point. Can you locate Tar’Lock with your sensors?”

      “He’s about three miles away and converging, but you know how fast he runs.”

      Ryonna clenched her teeth and frantically ran toward the Fury opposition.

      “Are you nuts? Let them deal with their captors!” shouted Keera.

      But Ryonna wasn’t listening anymore, and she thrust forward, taking advantage of the confusion to down as many Furies as she could before Tar’Lock reached the chaotic battle. The Furies killed Gorgars by the dozen, but they were soon so overwhelmed that they fell one after another, being kicked, punched and impaled by all sorts of working tools. In less than a minute, they were all dead.

      Shortly after Tar’Lock arrived on the scene, he seemed disappointed.

      “Aw, the battle is already over, shoot!”

      Ryonna gestured him to come to her.

      “Hey, Ryonna! How are you doin—”

      But Ryonna punched his lights out.

      “Sorry, my friend, but trust me, this is for your own good.”

      More Furies beamed in and the Gorgars dealt with them as they had before. War cries, fireballs and sounds of Furies dying in horrible pain could be heard for miles.
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* * *

      Daniel addressed his squadrons solemnly and with a trembling voice.

      “Listen up! The Hope has been targeted by some of these kamikaze ships. If a single one of them reaches the ship, it will be destroyed. We’ve already lost Saroudis and the Destiny not long ago, and we can’t let the Hope fall as well. Admiral Athanatos is fighting for us on the planet, and we can’t let his partner, Captain Kepler, be killed. I know this is asking a lot of you. But we need to take out these ships. Try and duplicate my earlier maneuver, and let’s return these damn ships back to their sender. But if you can’t reach them in time, you have to make sure they detonate before reaching the range that would incinerate the Hope. I can’t order you to sacrifice yourselves but—”

      “This is Beta Leader. We all understand what’s at stake here. Chase Athanatos has saved our lives and the planet more times than we can count. I know I speak for my entire squadron when I say that if we need to lay down our lives to save the Hope and Captain Kepler, then we will do this gladly.”

      “Roger that,” added Beta Three.

      “Let’s give them hell,” said Alpha Four.

      Daniel’s eyes watered at the level of dedication from his pilots. Still, it killed him a little inside to have to send some, if not all of them, on a suicide run.

      Soon all the fighters in range went after the kamikaze star fighters. Some of them managed to open hyperspace windows and send the flying bombs toward Fury super-destroyers. But there were too many bogies, and some of the fighters were too far away to catch up with them in time.

      “Goodbye, guys, it was an honor,” said Beta Two as he micro-jumped directly into one of the ships and detonated it, sacrificing his life in the process.

      A tear ran down Daniel’s face.

      Before Daniel could react, another pilot gave his life to blow up one of the five remaining Fury star fighters.

      The Beta Leader successfully managed to open a large enough hyperspace window to encompass two of the ships. But something went wrong at the exit point, and he was incinerated when the ships took out the shields of the Fury destroyer who had sent the ships hurtling toward the Hope in the first place.

      Two to go.

      The Fury destroyer who had lost its shields started firing from its weapons range, trying to blindly destroy the pilots rushing to take out their kamikaze fighters.

      They destroyed two more of Daniel’s fighters.

      “Bastards!”

      Daniel, who was approaching one of the last two kamikaze ships, was only a few klicks behind. Farther ahead was Beta Seven.

      “It’s been an honor, Commander! Goodbye.”

      Daniel clenched his teeth as his pilot’s ship rammed into the kamikaze ship and blew himself out of the sky.

      There was only one last kamikaze ship to take out, and Daniel was the only one in range. He pushed his StarFury’s engine to the limits.

      “Daniel! What the hell are you doing?” protested Sarah. “Let it hit, perhaps it won’t destroy the ship.”

      “I can’t take that chance, Sarah. Say goodbye to Chase for me, will you?”

      “Daniel, no!”

      “Goodbye, Sarah.”

      Daniel was only two seconds from impacting the kamikaze fighter when he closed his tearful eyes.

      Goodbye, Chase. I’ll miss you, buddy.

      But then Daniel felt his ship change course and opened his eyes. A tractor beam had grabbed him and pushed him out of the way at such velocity that he thought he would pass out. The ship that tractored him was massive, and he couldn’t identify it as the system’s star shone a bright blue light in his eyes. When the ship finished its rotation, the last kamikaze exploded near its shield, successfully protecting both the Hope and Daniel’s fighter from the devastating explosion.

      “Sorry for my tardiness,” said Athena, “it’s been a busy battle. But when I intercepted your transmission about saying goodbye to my son Chase, I knew I had to reach you in time.”

      “Thank you, Athena,” said Daniel with the longest exhale of relief.

      “Yes, thank you,” added Sarah.

      “I couldn’t let my future daughter-in-law get blasted, now could I?”

      “Excuse me?” said Sarah, unable to hide the shock in her voice.

      “My son hasn’t told me anything, but I can sense that he wants to spend his life with you. I’m looking forward to formally meeting my grandson as soon as we finish off this fleet. As for the wedding, if there is one, after this war, I’d love it if the two of you would consider holding it on Olympus Prime.”

      Sarah kept silent for a while, sobbing, before speaking again.

      “That’s a deal, but first let’s finish these assholes.”

      “You took the words right out of my mouth.”
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      Poseidon looked at Zeus for several moments. Zeus was still breathing, but he was critically wounded. Poseidon’s eyes flashed blue as he gazed at Arakan’s still trapped body thanks to the mythical Olympian weapon.

      “You should never have come here. You’ve killed my brethren and destroyed our wonderful planet. For this, you’ll pay with your life.”

      “I don’t think so!” spat Arakan, as blood dripped from his mouth.

      The wound was deep, but he would heal the moment the weapon was removed. All he had to do was wait, and soon he would kill yet another Olympian.

      “Let’s see if you survive this, then.”

      Three water dragons started dancing around Poseidon as his aura grew exponentially. His watery hair waved about like a stormy sea. The water dragons intensified their dance and gathered more speed. Soon, they rolled around the Olympian’s arm and accelerated so fast they created a water-based twister. Poseidon unleashed a battle cry, and the twister shot forward toward Arakan.

      Arakan tried to reach for anything he could grab with his mind, but the Trident planted in him seemed to null most of his powers.

      “Nooooooo!!!!” screamed Arakan.

      The water twister hit the Trident and forced it to rotate on itself at increasing speeds. The blade inside Arakan did the same and started boring a large hole in his chest as it ripped most of Arakan’s organs to shreds, including his heart. The crimson aura around him died down, and so did the crimson fire in his eyes.

      When there was nothing but a hole where Arakan’s ribcage was before, Poseidon mentally recalled his mighty weapon.

      Arakan fell to his knees and collapsed dead on the ground.

      Poseidon ran toward his brother Zeus to check on him.

      The planet shook more with each passing second, and the moment Poseidon was near Zeus, a large crevasse opened under him, and Zeus’ body fell into the dark void. Poseidon’s eyes glowed, and he raised his Trident up. Water horses galloped in the air from below, bringing Zeus back to safer ground.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Arakan looked around him. He was in a place unknown to him, mostly dark with some shining reflections coming from the strange material forming on the ground. A dim, dark-red light shot toward the heavens many miles from where he stood.

      “Where am I?”

      “You are exactly where you belong,” said Hades.

      “Who the hell are you? How many Olympians do I have to kill today? But fear not, I have enough juice to get one more to bite the dust.”

      “I don’t think so, Arakan. You’re dead.”

      “I can’t be dead!”

      “Then why are you in my realm?”

      “What realm? What is this place?”

      “This is the Underworld, and I’m its guardian, or keeper if you prefer.”

      “You’ll tell me how to get the hell out of here now before I rip your head off.”

      “You don’t have those powers anymore here, and you can’t intimidate me. Furthermore, resurrection is not my department.”

      Resurrection?

      Arakan’s mad laugh echoed throughout the valley of the Underworld.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny.”

      “I won’t be here for long.”

      “You got that right, but not in the way you think,” said Hades, pointing toward Arakan’s legs.

      Dark shadowy silhouettes without faces or eyes were climbing on his legs and pulling him toward the ground. They had a black smoky aura throughout them, and when they opened their mouths, a strident, soul-crushing screech echoed all around.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “That’s your ride to Purgatory. Bye, now.”

      “I told you I’m not staying here,” said Arakan.

      “Only one person ever managed to get out of here, and I’m sure he’ll be disappointed that he didn’t put you in here himself, but he’ll get over it.”

      Arakan felt a light glow inside of him and smiled.

      “I guess you’ll have to add a second name to this list.”

      “Don’t be ridiculou—”

      But Hades’ eyes grew wide as bright red illuminated tentacles grabbed Arakan by the arms and pulled him up. Soon, he disappeared from the Underworld entirely.

      “That’s impossible! What is this devilry?”
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* * *

      Thor smashed his hammer against one of the Fury warriors and sent him flying to Chase who sent him crashing to the ground with a plunging fireball punch. Before the Fury could recover, Chase incinerated him.

      He then saw that Oryn had stumbled and fallen to the ground.

      “Oryn!!! Thor! Keep the last two occupied for just a moment.”

      “You got it; go take care of your friend.”

      Chase ran and slid next to Oryn who had lost consciousness. He put his hands on her and started healing her wound. First, unfreezing it and then applying his healing energy to mend it.

      Soon, she opened her eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      Chase winked. “Don’t mention it. Let’s finish this, shall we?”

      When they returned to Odin and Thor, Odin had dispatched the fourth Fury by punching through his guts, unleashing a war cry as his eyes glowed brightly, and sending the rest of the Fury body to explode into pieces.

      But the fifth Fury was nowhere to be seen. “Where is Exipnos?”

      “Who?” asked Thor.

      “We’re missing one Fury, the most cunning of the group. He’s not strong but incredibly intelligent.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Odin. “Four against one, even with his cunning he can’t hope to win.”

      Except that if he managed to kill Odin, it matters not if he gets killed after, said Oryn in Chase’s mind.

      We can’t let that happen!

      I know.

      All of a sudden, multiple versions of Exipnos appeared everywhere, each one holding a buzzing light dagger at Odin’s throat. There was no telling who the real Exipnos and who the real Odin were among them all!

      “Don’t you dare make a move,” shouted all the mirror copies of the Fury. “I’ll surely behead him before you find where I really am.”

      Dammit!

      “Now leave, or Odin loses his head!” ordered Exipnos.

      Chase could feel the fear and desperation in the Fury’s voice.

      “You’ll kill him either way, so we’re staying put,” said Thor coldly.

      Any brilliant ideas? asked Thor telepathically.

      I can pinpoint your Father, teleport and grab him away. But we’ll only have one shot at this.

      One shot is all we need. I trust that you’ll not fuck this up, Chase. Whatever alliance you hope to build with us is contingent upon my Father living today.

      No pressure then.

      “I won’t ask a third time!” screamed Exipnos.

      That’s what you just did, thought Chase.

      Time was of the essence, so he closed his eyes and focused on finding Odin’s life force in the space around them and took his other senses currently being duped out of the equation. He told Oryn to stand ready to unleash her coldest attack the moment he made his move. Chase hadn’t been exposed to Odin long enough to recognize Odin’s aura, but he worked by the process of elimination. He found both Thor’s and Odin’s life force and then found two more life forces close together.

      Hurry up, Chase heard in his mind. I can sense this Fury is thinking of executing my father.

      Chase didn’t bother answering and teleported instead. When he arrived behind the pair, he quickly grabbed the Fury’s weapon-wielding wrist and didn’t need to apply much force to get it away from Odin’s throat. He thought he could probably deal with him on his own, but a blade shot from the Fury’s armor at knee level. Luckily, Chase reacted quickly. He kicked Odin on the backside to make sure Exipnos couldn’t reach him with that blade and sent Oryn the command to unleash her icy wrath.

      The Fury managed to slash his knee blade at Chase’s stomach. Chase stumbled backward and fell onto his back right next to Odin.

      Exipnos aimed his palm at Odin’s face, but before he could fire, a cold beam of energy turned him into a statue of ice that promptly exploded a second later when Thor unleashed his hammer in its center.

      Chase put a hand on his bloody guts and healed himself.

      Odin shook his head and spat mud and grass from his mouth.

      “Sorry about that,” said Chase with a tense smile.

      Odin shot daggers at him, but then his eyes relaxed, and he smiled back.

      “I would be dead if it weren’t for that ass kicking of yours, literally,” said Odin as he got back up and put a hand on his behind.

      “Let’s not make a habit of this, though,” added Odin.

      His stomach wound now healed, Chase jumped back to his feet with panache and flashed Odin a thumbs up.

      “You got it.”

      But then Chase looked around, agitated.

      “What’s going on, Chase?” asked Oryn.

      “I don’t know, but something is wrong, I can feel it in my gut.”
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* * *

      The fighting inside the factory had ended, and Ryonna was carrying an unconscious Tar’Lock on her shoulder.

      “Admit it, Ryonna, you love hitting the little guy.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous! I didn’t have a choice. It was for his own good.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Keera laughing. “Whatever you say.”

      “We need to implant another command to their consciousness. I wonder what it should be?”

      “This one seems pretty effective, perhaps we should keep it in place.”

      “You can’t be serious, that would be abusing this technology.”

      “So?”

      Ryonna shot a murderous look at Keera.

      “So, we’re not gonna sink to their level.”

      “I understand that Ryonna, but right now, we need to make sure we win this war. Plus, if you don’t lock the command with encryption, the Furies could return in force and reprogram them. We can’t afford that.”

      While Ryonna hated to admit it, Keera was making a good point. They were at war, and now that they had interrupted the Furies most efficient means of constructing starships quickly as well as accumulate large stockpiles of rare minerals, they needed to make sure they kept this advantage.

      “But it can only be a temporary solution. I hate doing this!”

      “I know, so do I, but it’s necessary.”

      Ryonna added other commands such as to provide Earth Alliance any help they required, to make sure they attacked and killed Furies on sight and to destroy all the current Fury ships currently being assembled on the surface of the planet.

      A Gorgar female approached Ryonna and seemed very interested in Tar’Lock.

      “Can I help you with something?” said Ryonna.

      The Gorgar female sniffed and clicked multiple times.

      Her look became intense. “Is this Tar’Lock you’ve killed?”

      “He’s not dead, I just had to knock him out to make sure he didn’t get accidentally killed by the Furies. What is it to you? Do you know him?”

      “He’s my brother.”

      Ryonna’s jaw dropped.

      Tar’Lock hadn’t talked about his family with Ryonna, but she suspected that was because he had forgotten about them to make place for memories of her he wanted to save.

      “I didn’t know he had a sister.”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      “Twenty-seven? Is that your name or denomination?”

      “No silly,” she said with a high-pitched laugh. “That’s the number of sisters Tar’Lock has.”

      “Oh boy…”
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* * *

      When Arakan reopened his eyes and air filled his lungs again, dark obsidian energy was bubbling from the hole in his chest, and soon he felt his wound close. He brought his hands in front of his face, while still lying down on the ground on his back, and noticed there was a strange shadowy echo with every one of his movements.

      What is this? A side effect from that resurrection stone?

      Whatever it was, Arakan was glad he had swallowed it before facing Zeus. He had long hesitated to do so, not liking the idea of owing his life, or anything in fact, to that shadow hallucination of his. But then again, since the stone was real and he had been brought back from the dead, it could only mean one thing.

      I told you over and over again I was real, said the shadow’s voice in his mind.

      You’re in my thoughts?

      An acceptable side effect under the circumstances, wouldn’t you agree?

      Please tell me I didn’t ingest you or your soul?

      Don’t be ridiculous. The stone I gave you left a marker in your body allowing me to communicate with you over longer distances, but I’m still on Erevos.

      Arakan felt only partially relieved.

      How many times will this stone work?

      It’s resurrection properties are over.

      But let me guess, our connection isn’t?

      Again, I think that’s not too big a price to pay for not having died at the hands of Poseidon, which by the way, you should think about killing now. And his brother.

      Don’t tell me what to do!

      Merely echoing the rage I feel inside you at the moment.

      Arakan was utterly pissed about having to deal with the shadow in his own thoughts, though since he’d always believed he wasn’t real from the beginning, having him in his head instead of what he thought were visual hallucinations didn’t really make much of a difference.

      Mind telling me what this shadow echo is around me?

      That is part of me, just a tiny little part I imbued into the stone.

      Why am I not surprised?

      Understand this, now that you have a fragment of me with you, your enemies can’t heal their wounds anymore the way they’re used to.

      What?

      You know, the Furies healing powers… these won’t work for any of the wounds you inflict upon your enemies.

      Arakan smirked.

      I thought you’d like that particular side effect, said the shadow. Why don’t you test your new destructive powers on the Olympians before this planet is torn to shreds, which should only be a matter of minutes now.
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      Chris, Argos and Loki rejoined the rest of the group near the Fury transport. They were covered in blood.

      “Are you okay?” asked Thor.

      “That’s not our blood,” said Argos. “Well, not much of it is, anyway.”

      “Loki,” said Thor coldly.

      “Brother,” answered Loki with a slight bow.

      Thor winced, and Chase understood that there was tension between them. But he still couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible had happened. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was, but he felt it at the pit of his stomach.

      Oryn put a hand on Chase’s shoulder.

      “Smile! We won.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ryonna talked a little with Tar’Lock’s sister, Tar’Sian, and convinced her to try the pill Argos had given her.

      She swallowed the pill, and when her eyes grew wide, Ryonna feared it had been a mistake to use a member of Tar’Lock’s family to test the prototype.

      “This is incredible,” she said.

      Which reassured Ryonna almost instantly.

      “You’re already feeling its effects?”

      “I do. I feel like my brain is extending, like I can store so many more memories, and it keeps happening, this is wonderful!”

      Ryonna smiled and changed the targeting option of Argos’ mind device to a single Gorgar and targeted Tar’Sian. She then uploaded the schematics for the pill into her brain.

      “What did you just do?” she said, her eyes blinking with joy.

      “I gave you the memories you’ll need to reproduce this technology and have your entire world benefit from it.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome, Tar’Sian. Now we must go, but we’ll be back soon.”

      “Do you really have to? Can’t Tar’Lock stay?”

      Ryonna didn’t like the idea of having to leave him here without saying goodbye. So she slapped him gently back into consciousness.

      “What— What happened?” he asked shortly after opening his eyes.

      “You slipped and fell.”

      “Yeah, right,” snorted Keera. “Just like he did on the ship.”

      “I do seem to do that a lot lately. What about my people?”

      “They helped us defeat the Furies on your world. They’re—” Ryonna hesitated. “They’re free now.”

      “That’s good.”

      “In fact, there’s someone who’d like to say hello.”

      Tar’Lock got back on his feet and looked into Tar’Sian’s eyes.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “You don’t remember me, do you? I’m your sister.”

      “Oh…I’m sorry I— Thousands of years is a long time, I had to make space in my memories.”

      “Well, I haven’t erased the memory of you, but I understand. I never thought we’d see you again after you were sold. You must tell me all your adventures.”

      Tar’Lock scratched his head uncomfortably. “Sure, another time perhaps, I think we have to go.”

      “Won’t you stay? Your friend gave me the magic pill! It’s wonderful, we can make new memories and keep them forever now.”

      Tar’Lock’s face grew red with anger, and he turned to Ryonna. “You gave her the pill? A member of my family? You might as well have let me have it!”

      “You didn’t remember who she was a minute ago, don’t think I can’t recognize you being jealous.”

      Tar’Lock clicked madly for a long time.

      “Do you want to stay here with your family? We’ll return soon anyway.”

      “No, I want to go with you,” said Tar’Lock.

      Half a minute later they exited the factory only to find their ship in flames.

      “Looks like none of us are going anywhere just yet,” said Keera.
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* * *

      Arakan got back up and scanned around until he located Zeus and Poseidon. It was time to move things along and be on his way. He still had an entire universe to conquer. Soon he would dispose of the Earth Alliance. And hopefully, his Strike Force had completed their mission. But even if they had failed, he would strike the Alliance a deadly blow that would put fear in his enemy’s hearts. Today, Olympus Prime had fallen.

      The ground began to crack more and more, and a lava geyser had deformed the once beautiful planet.

      Arakan walked toward the Olympians with a smile across his face.
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* * *

      Zeus opened his eyes.

      “What happened? Arakan?”

      “I’ve taken care of him for you. He’s dead.”

      Zeus’ first reaction was anger. He wanted to have killed the Fury supreme commander himself to take revenge for Zalara. But he knew that if his brother hadn’t intervened, he would probably be dead by now.

      “Thank you.”

      “Anytime, Brother. But we have to get the hell out of here now; our planet is about to blow.”

      Poseidon helped Zeus get up and froze when he saw his brother’s eyes grow wide.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” said Arakan.

      Poseidon opened his hands and his loyal Trident flew into them.

      “Can you fight?” he asked Zeus.

      Zeus nodded. “Let’s bring him down together.”

      The auras of the Olympians shone brightly in the dark of Olympus Prime’s last night.

      Arakan’s laugh echoed as the thunder rumbled the cataclysmic display of blackness and fire that the planet had been turned into. The dark, thick clouds were absorbed upward, and soon the only thing that could be seen was the black hole, swallowing everything. Already, massive chunks of the planet where on their way toward its infernal spiral of despair and destruction.

      Poseidon swirled his Trident atop his head. A thousand lightning bolts sizzled around Zeus’ deep blue aura and muscled, bloodied body.

      “Kraken’s revenge!” screamed Poseidon as he aimed his weapon toward Arakan and launched his terrible attack.

      A massive water Kraken shot from the spinning Trident and its scream filled the entire plains while shooting toward the supreme commander.

      “Not this time,” said Arakan, determined.

      His aura literally exploded around him. Crimson red flames danced with void ones.

      Arakan extended both his arms forward and blocked the incoming watery Kraken with all his might.

      “Impossible!” exclaimed Poseidon.

      Zeus frowned and unleashed a flurry of lightning bolts toward the Fury. But Arakan’s aura morphed around him and deflected all of them.

      “This can’t be,” exclaimed Zeus.

      Arakan siphoned the water Kraken inside his palms and an ocean blue color added to his aura, but it was soon devoured by the crimson and dark shades.

      Arakan punched the ground below him, and a torrent of watery energy shot from under Zeus and sent him flying miles high in the sky. Zeus felt the gravity pull from the black hole beckon to him, and he had to use most of his remaining energy to counter it and fight back downward.

      Poseidon rushed toward Arakan with the Trident in his hand, adjusting his grasp on the weapon to hold it like a lance.

      Arakan returned to an upward position and used his other hand to unleash the other half of the Kraken energy he had assimilated earlier and fired it toward Poseidon. The Olympian used his Trident to block the attack, but he started skidding backward. When Arakan added his own energy to the wave, Poseidon’s grasp on the Trident was broken, and it spun in the air. While focusing on trying to catch it on its descent, Poseidon never saw Arakan coming. The moment the Olympian caught his mighty weapon, Arakan was upon him and sectioned off his Trident-wielding arm with a swift vertical slash of his hand.

      Poseidon screamed in pain as he held his exposed shoulder, his teeth grinding and his face deformed.

      Arakan prepared himself to finish off Poseidon by plunging his arm into the Olympian’s thorax.

      Zeus landed in front of his brother and was impaled in his stead. His eyes blinked, and blue sparks shot from them.

      Arakan was surprised, but soon his expression turned into sheer satisfaction.

      “I didn’t expect you to make it that simple,” said Arakan as he removed his hand from Zeus’ thorax.

      Black blood spilled out of the wound. It made a ‘shadow echo’ and Arakan understood what his shadowy friend meant.

      “I’m going to kill your brother, now,” said Arakan defiantly.

      “No, you won’t,” spat Zeus, black blood oozing from his mouth.

      Zeus’ aura retracted around him and exploded like a supernova. His entire body glowed blue and rotating lightning bolts in each of his eyes replaced his pupils.

      “You won’t,” said a deep voice, no longer just Zeus’ in terms of pitch and sound.

      The words echoed everywhere as if a thousand people had uttered them. Zeus unleashed an avalanche of lightning bolts and propelled Arakan high in the sky, high enough so the black hole could take hold of his mass. In every direction, large chunks of the planet were now lifting upward and following Arakan.

      Arakan touched a control on his armor and beamed away, disappearing into thin air.

      Zeus collapsed on his back. Poseidon crawled next to him.

      “Why? Why did you do that?”

      “You’re my brother.”

      “But you’re the symbol of our people, what are we to do now?”

      “Today most of our people will have perished.”

      “No, you’re wrong, brother. Artemis, Hermes, Dionysus and many others managed to take a ship and escape.”

      “That’s good,” said Zeus, as his eyes started closing.
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* * *

      Chase fell on his knees, and Oryn started crying.

      “You felt it too?” she asked.

      Chase nodded.

      Oryn came next to Chase and put her hand on him.

      “Get me to him, now!”

      Chase teleported them both to Olympus.

      Oryn collapsed onto her knees next to Zeus and took his hand.

      “Chase! Quick, heal him!”

      Chase knelt beside Zeus, put his hand on him and closed his eyes. He sent his healing energy but felt a pain feedback. The more he pushed, the more pain he felt and couldn’t get his own energy to enter the Olympian’s tissues.

      “What’s happening?” asked Oryn. “Why isn’t he getting better?”

      “Arakan—” said Zeus as large quantities of black blood spat out along with his words. “He…he did something to himself. These wounds are not natural, I feel a darkness inside eating away at me from within.”

      “Chase, please keep trying!” Oryn moaned, as tears flowed from her eyes like rivers.

      Chase did all he could, but nothing worked. He tried getting back to his feet and fire healing balls of energy at his grandfather, but they just exploded on the surface of Zeus’ skin without entering his body. Chase sent two large pulses of healing energy, but the result was the same. Finally, he fell back to his knees and looked at Oryn with tears in his eyes as he shook his head.

      “Oryn…promise me you’ll be careful if you fight Arakan? And Chase, promise me you’ll finish what you started?”

      “I promise,” said Chase. “We’ll rid the universe of the Furies, once and for all.”

      “I know you will.”

      Zeus spasmed and more black blood shot from his mouth. His tears were also made of the same black oozing blood.

      “I’m counting on you. And please, protect Oryn.”

      Oryn was sobbing and kissing Zeus’ hand. “Please, don’t die.”

      “Nothing can stop it now. You have to go now before the black hole swallows you with the rest of my world. Take my brother Poseidon with you.”

      Only then did Chase see Poseidon passed out a few yards away. He also saw that more than half of the planet had already been consumed and large chunks of it were spinning upward into the dark sky.

      “Take the Trident too.”

      “Dad,” said Oryn. “We can take you with us. Perhaps we can find a way to save you.”

      “My time has come, my beautiful daughter. I’m so glad to have had the opportunity to meet and see the great woman you have become. You remind me so much of your mother.”

      Oryn’s tears flash froze into icy stalagmites, and more tears ran onto them. Rage filled Oryn’s soul and whatever doubts she had in destroying the Furies got consumed in the flames of revenge burning brightly inside her and charring her wounded heart.

      “I want to go with my planet,” added Zeus. “Now go, while you still can.”

      Chase took his grandfather’s hand and squeezed it hard.

      “We’ll make them pay for this, we’ll avenge you.”

      “Don’t let revenge blind you like it did with me, just keep your eye on the big picture.”

      Chase nodded. “Okay.”

      “Now go.”

      Chase took the unconscious Poseidon on his shoulder and grabbed the Trident that lay beside him.

      “We gotta go,” said Chase as he put his hand on Oryn’s shoulder.

      “Wait, just a little—”

      But Chase felt the planet was about to explode and so he didn’t wait. He teleported them away just a fraction of a second before darkness swallowed Olympus whole.
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* * *

      When Chase and Oryn arrived back in Odin’s room, Odin was sitting on his throne, and Thor stood next to him. Chris and Argos were sitting on the floor, resting.

      They jumped up as Chase carefully laid Poseidon on the floor.

      Oryn unleashed a terrible cry of sorrow from deep within her soul and dropped the temperature around them to sub-zero levels.

      “What the fuck just happened?” asked Argos, seeing tears flowing on Chase’s face.

      “Zeus and Olympus— are no more.”

      “Arakan?” asked Argos.

      Chase nodded.

      “Did you kill the fucker?”

      “He was no longer there when we arrived.”

      Argos felt rage fill his entire being, and he had to express his anger so he unleashed a powerful fireball to the side and incinerated half of a wall in the throne room.

      Odin got up to complain, but Thor shook his head and put a hand on his father’s shoulder.

      Odin nodded and sat back down.

      Chris cried, realizing that he would never meet his great grandfather. Argos grabbed the boy’s head and gave him a warm hug.

      Oryn was inconsolable and kept weeping as more tears than she thought she had inside her fell.

      “What about the battle in orbit?” asked Chase.

      “We’ve established contact with Mom,” answered Chris, wiping his tears. “The battle has been won.”

      “But at some great costs. We’ve lost more ships, and the damage to the Hope is substantial,” added Argos.

      “She’s one tough ship; we can repair her.”

      “We can be of assistance to help you repair any damage you have suffered protecting our world,” said Thor.

      “I would appreciate that, thank you.”

      “That’s the least we can do. My own ship was destroyed, but we’ll rebuild a stronger Mjölnir soon enough.”

      “I’m sorry your ship was destroyed,” offered Chase.

      “Well, thanks to you, I wasn’t on it when it happened. I’ll owe you for that.”

      Chase nodded.

      “We also received a long-range sub-space transmission from the one you call Ryonna, relayed from the Asgardian destroyer that accompanied them to their destination.”

      “And?”

      “They said their mission was a success and requested to be picked up since their ship was destroyed. Apparently, the Furies not only used the Gorgar to mine resources but also to build ships at an alarmingly fast rate. This would explain why they didn’t mind sacrificing so many of them in this latest attack.”

      “Well, at least we’ve dealt them a blow in their expansion plans.”

      “Surely they will send many ships and try to take back the Gorgar world by force.”

      “We won’t let them.”
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      Odin stepped down from his throne.

      “I know this is a hard time for you, but I would like to express my condolences for your loss as well as my eternal gratitude for what you have done for me and my people here today. We owe you. You have won an ally today. This attack on our home world has made me reconsider the Asgardian position toward the Furies. Your war is now our war.”

      Chase approached Odin and shook his hand.

      “And if there’s anything I can do to show my appreciation to you for saving my life today, let me know.”

      “Actually there are a few things.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “First, I’d like you to find it in yourself to please pardon Kvasir. We’ll need him to defeat the Furies. And right now I need him to help us free my aunt from the infernal machine she is trapped inside.”

      “Asgardian law unequivocally regarding treason—”

      “Father,” said Thor, simply.

      “I should not do this, but after all, I’m the king of Asgard. So it’s the least I can do to thank you for your courage and sacrifices. Kvasir is no longer under penalty of death.”

      “Thank you, Odin,” said Chase.

      “Anything else?”

      “I was hoping my grandfather would give me this information, but unfortunately he can’t do that anymore.”

      Chase felt the sorrow in Oryn’s heart radiate once more.

      “We need information about the soul ships used during the last Fury War. Do you know where we can find them?”

      “I’m afraid not. We’ve entrusted them to a Fury defector just before the war was over. A certain Menelas.”

      “That’s our father!” exclaimed Argos. “Could he still be alive?”

      “I doubt it. Zeus sent him on one last mission after securing the soul ships. Only he knows where they are I’m afraid, and we assumed he died on his last mission.”

      “That’s what Zeus said as well,” lamented Chase.

      Chase felt how sad that statement made Argos.

      “But, we have detailed files on the soul ships, perhaps you can use some of them. Here, let me show you.”

      Odin entered commands on a device on the inside of his forearm armor. And it projected a large 3D holographic file, with images of the ships. They rotated on themselves but then something caught Chase’s eye. It was a 3D portrait next to a large section of text in Asgardian rune language.

      “Is that our father?” asked Chase, pointing a finger. “He seems familiar, like I might have seen him in some of those rogue memories I had not long ago.”

      Argos looked up and nodded.

      “I thought so,” said Chase solemnly.

      Oryn looked up and saw Chase and Argos’ father’s holographic portrait.

      “Can you please zoom in on Menelas?” requested Oryn.

      “What?” said Argos. “Why?”

      But Oryn ignored him and walked to the side to have a better view as Odin enlarged Menelas’ portrait.

      “I know him,” she said.

      A cascade of shivers ran down both Argos’ and Chase’s spines.

      “I’ve seen him in Arakan’s dungeon, under his palace. Chase, your father is still alive!”

      

      
        To be continued…
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      Publishing books is an extraordinary but difficult challenge. If you reached this point, I guess you liked my work. Please help me support the book by leaving a review and/or a rating on Amazon. You’ll also be helping new readers find books they want to read.
      For further information about the Universe in Flames saga, please refer to my website, you can also follow me on my Twitter account or look me up on my Facebook page.
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      I wanted to write you, my faithful readers, for a long time. Dealing with tight deadlines and trying to release books as fast as possible, along with the limitation of my old writing/editing process, have all played a role in my delay of doing this until now.

      Book 8 is the first one written using a new process, where my awesome Production Editor, Paula Lavattiata Lopez, is completing edits as I write. This method eliminates the long wait between the first draft edit and the proofread phase. This process already relieved me of my stress, and I know it will, in time, allow me to write more books even faster. And, more books I do have planned.

      Twilight of the Gods, which some of you following my website may know was titled differently until two weeks ago (Darkness Rising), can be considered the penultimate book in the Fury arc and the adventures of Chase, his friends, and the Earth Alliance. The pre-order release date is close to the two-year anniversary since I published my first book: Earth – Last Sanctuary. I can’t believe how my life has changed by becoming a full-time writer. And I owe that all to you, my readers. I’d like to thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading and taking this journey with me. I couldn’t ask for better supporters.

      One of the things I appreciate from my readers is the time and effort it takes to write and post reviews. As an author, I know your time is every bit as valuable as mine, so I would like to thank everyone who has ever taken the time to leave a review for one of my books. And, if you leave one for any of my books in the future, I would be ever so grateful. It is also humbling when I hear that my readers have recommended my books to their family and friends.

      I imagine some of you want me to elaborate on Book 8 being the penultimate book. I also imagine some of you are sad to hear that, and some are happy to be near the conclusion of this story. Technically there are two more books to be published in the series, Books 9 and 10, to end the Fury arc. It will be, in fact, one book, but split into two parts, since there is much more to cover, and I don’t want to rush this. I want the conclusion of this story to be as epic as I have ever envisioned it, and we still have a lot of ground to cover. There will be some exciting surprises along the way. But I’m not gonna say anything more on that subject. While it is a tentative title, the last book(s) should be called Into the Fire, Part I & II.

      Sadly, there is a part of me that is scared to say goodbye to these characters. I’ve grown very attached to them, and I don’t want to see them go. But, I thought I’d let you know that even though the Fury arc might soon come to a close, this is only the beginning of the journey I intend to take within this universe.

      I’m already planning two series within the same universe. First, a prequel series, set ten thousand years in the past, and you guessed it, recounting the tale of the first Fury War. I also have a sequel series planned, but I can’t say anything about it for fear of spoiling the surprise. Just know that you’ll be able to see some of the characters you’ve grown to love in both these new series.

      The only thing I’m sure about is I will be writing the first prequel book before the sequel, and perhaps even before Books 9 and 10. Although, I’m not hundred percent sure about that, either. The next book might either be the prequel or Book 9. And, I won’t write a book in between Books 9 and 10. In fact, I’ll treat them as one long book and will do my absolute best to limit the amount of time in between these two (4-6 weeks would be ideal).

      I’ve always wanted to try and connect with you more on social media, and I want to thank those who contacted me via Facebook, Twitter and or email. Know that I love interacting with you so you can always drop me an email, ask a question, say hello, anything you want, really. You can even write to me to let me know your thoughts on whether I should release the first book in the prequel series before Book 9, or if you absolutely want me to finish the Fury arc first. I may post a poll on Facebook to help me decide.

      In addition to writing these stories, the projects I envision include enriching the universe by posting more multimedia content on my website. This includes information such as character bios, ship specs, cabin renders, captain’s logs, and perhaps even star maps. Of course, I’m subject to the same laws of the planetary rotation taking 24 hours to complete, and that’s how much time I have to do all and any of this (minus sleep time). As many of you know, I create my own artwork and covers; that’s because I was a freelance artist before I began writing. The more that time passes, the more proficient I become with my artwork tools, and the more thirst I have to enrich this universe visually as well as with more stories. So please, if you’d like to see these additional items I’ve mentioned above, drop me an email and let me know; it might encourage me to reserve additional time to create these for you.

      This year (2017) has been a year of change for me. I’ve divorced, moved, and sadly lost my sweet, sweet cat, Daisy. But, I also changed the process I use to write, and I’ve set new goals for myself; all of which should result in more books and fulfilling that vital need of mine to express myself through my books, stories, and characters.

      This is just the beginning of a wonderful writing journey, and I already love how much of it has been achieved in only two years. I’m looking forward to the next forty or more.

      Thank you so much for taking this journey with me. I cannot express how much it means to me to have such amazing readers.

      May the Gods of Olympus shine on you all!

      

      Christian Kallias

      

      P.S. If you enjoyed reading From the Author, drop me an email or post and I’ll begin to include more of them in each of my upcoming books. Cheers!
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      I’m including a rather long sample of Rewind 717 at the end of this book. It’s a different style than my Universe in Flames series, but I think most Sci-Fi fans will enjoy it nonetheless. It’s a theme I enjoyed developing and has non-stop action and suspense. I also enjoyed writing a book at the first person perspective. And it was a first for me, writing in this style.

      

      I really shouldn’t reveal this, but… you are going to read about it here first: a sequel is in the works ;)

      

      The following sample contains the first 8 Chapters from Rewind 717. Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Copyright © 2016 by Christian Kallias

      

      All rights reserved. This book/sample or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      First Printing, 2016 (Version 1.1)

      

      Cover artwork by Tom Edwards / tomedwardsdesign.com

      

      (Collaboration with Christian Kallias: Character design, pose & lettering)

      

      
        Christian Kallias

        christian@kallias.com

        www.christiankallias.com

      

      

      
        www.facebook.com/ChristianKallias

        www.twitter.com/kalliasx

      

      

      
        Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rewind 717 illustration]
        

      

      I kick the doors to the conference room on the two-hundred-and-seventieth floor. The weak lock cracks under the pressure of my foot and thanks to the momentum I’d gathered during my sprint. My ears are still ringing from the flash grenade explosion from seconds ago. Now that I have dispatched the guards in the hall, I am nearing the completion of my mission.

      Yet, I begin to doubt that when I see the two heavily armored mechs. Their targeting lasers instantly home upon my position as I walk. Glass shards graze my skin when a nearby window breaks, drawing blood, but I ignore it. My nanites will fix these scratches in a matter of seconds. I barely have time to jump out of the way as a rocket passes over the top of my head. I can feel both the wind and heat from its propulsion engine.

      This is going to be a longer day than I expected. I wish I had stayed in bed and played sensual holo-fantasies with Sabrina and Kathy.

      But such is my life, such is my purpose. At least that’s the company’s line. I am a rare breed, nearly irreplaceable, and right now, no one else can do the job. Days like these I wish it weren’t true.

      As I roll on the floor ending my dodging move, I can see another rocket coming my way. The blinking red targeting lasers burn my cornea for a split second as time freezes. TAINHA (Tactical Artificially Intelligent Neuronal & Holographic Augment) doesn’t wait for my mental order, and she activates the artificial shading of my cornea to avoid physical damage as well as improve my vision in the midst of this chaos. She is invaluable, especially during combat. Not only does she know when to act without my consent, but she speeds up my neuro-link with every one of my augments.

      She basically streamlines everything and makes me a more effective agent. If I don’t see a punch coming, I know there is a good chance she will block it for me. It does feel strange sometimes though, as I feel she could, if she wanted to, take control of my entire body while I sleep. I shrug at the thought; now is not the time.

      I enter bullet-time mode. An expertly complex mix of adrenaline, enhanced with short-life nanites, targets my nervous system in less time than it takes the rocket to advance a single inch. It also overclocks my augments so I can react faster. What happens next in my body is nothing short of a miracle. And yet I know this feeling very well. I have become dependent on this kind of augmentation. To achieve my goals and to succeed in my missions, these state-of-the-art techs are the difference between life and death on the battlefield. I rely on them every moment of the seven-hundred-and-seventeen minutes of each of my deployments.

      I love this moment and feeling though. The bullet-time augment is like a drug when it’s activated. When the nanites seize control of my nervous system and inject adrenaline, serotonin and dopamine in targeted parts of my body, time freezes with diabolical precision. The result is an instant high; for a split moment in real life that feels like it lasts minutes as it unfolds, I feel like I’m transformed into a time god. The feeling is intoxicating but I know I can’t revel in it. There’s a rocket with my name on it flying towards me at great speed.

      In this state, however, time no longer has a grasp on me. My body and mind are augmented to their paroxysm, and it only takes the impulse of a single thought to raise and activate my forearm body shield. Time is slowed down so much from my perspective that I can actually see the blue hexagonal pattern of the shield draw in front of me as it comes to life. It takes less than 0.1 seconds for it to rise to full capacity, yet I feel like I can take the time to watch it deploy. I’m mesmerized by the light show, no matter how many times I have seen this happen before.

      Then again I realize this is the first time I activate it a handful of milliseconds after entering bullet-time. Once the oval shield is fully deployed, it flashes a radiant blue light. At this slowed time perception, the flash is almost blinding. I mentally push my cornea shading implant further to avoid visual ghosting side effects on my next move.

      Taking care of a mark VI heavy mech on any given day is a feat of its own. But my target, my mark, has brought two of them along. I should not be surprised though. The mission brief did warn of his exceptional hacking skills and determination to complete his objectives. And I know from experience that this particular terrorist is one of the most dangerous foes I ever had to deal with.

      But, by god, I will deal with this scum. Today is the last day he draws breath. I swear it to myself: I won’t let him escape this time.

      I’m thrown out of my own thoughts as the shield illuminates when the rocket enters in contact with it and detonates. The effects of bullet-time only last for a few seconds, even though it feels like minutes inside my head. The fact of the matter is, while my reflexes, speed, and cognitive abilities are all upped to eleven, I can easily lose track of normal time in bullet-time. The exhilarating effect of this augment has played tricks on me before. It has one big caveat though: I can only use it once every ten hours, for risk of frying both what’s left of my natural brain and my augmented nervous system. And somehow I am thankful for that fact. I think I would overuse this augment if it wasn’t for this limitation. Who wouldn’t want to feel like they’re so fast, so strong and so smart that everything plays in slow motion while they can recall a lifetime of past memories at the same time as they’re fixing the problem at hand?

      Flames erupt in front of my eyes past the shield, its hex pattern now colored orange as a response to the concussive explosion of the rocket. I know I have plenty of time to devise my next move, but I decide now is not a good time to reminisce about how addictive it is to be under the influence of bullet-time.

      I check my tactical neuronal HUD, a holographic interface that is superimposed over everything in my field of view. Immediately every threat in the room is highlighted red. Those not in my field of view are arrows in my peripheral view, pointing me towards my targets. There are three arrows on the left and four on the right. Great. Seven more bogies to dispatch on top of the two mechs. I’m sure glad I decided to activate bullet-time; without it, I can take care of seven targets if they are human, perhaps even augmented ones, but not the additional two mechs in the room. They are the ones that need to go first before they get a chance to blow me to smithereens.

      I calculate a trajectory that will put me exactly in the middle of their line of fire as the last flames from the rocket turn to smoke. The path draws on my neuronal HUD. I then activate two more augments. I turn invisible at the exact same moment the second augment kicks in. The holo-ghost. A holographic projection of myself starts running along the target path. I follow quickly in its wake as I don’t want to take the risk that the mechs might see through my deception. I disable heat signature protection from my stealth mode so that my body heat still registers on the mechs’ scans.

      Since rockets have failed to inflict any damage on me, the mechs switch to plasma laser fire. These are equally deadly, and I know well my shield won’t take them for long either. But they should last until I’m ready to act and take down the mechs. Both myself and my holo-ghost are barely a few feet from the mechs when I summersault high into the air thanks to my super strength augment. I activate holo-ghost’s camera so that the top right corner of my neuro-HUD shows me what it sees. The mechs are still firing on my decoy. The ghost stops exactly between them and starts aiming holographic blasters at them, both his arms extended towards its targets. They haven’t figured it’s a decoy yet. They keep pounding everything they’ve got on their target, except their fire blazes through my holo-ghost, effectively tricking the mechs into firing at each another. Their shields are very strong, too strong for any of the weapons I still have in my arsenal, but their shields won’t take their own pounding of plasma laser fire for very long. When they realize they hit nothing but air they switch back to rockets.

      I feel like smiling from ear to ear. They are doing exactly what I need them to do right now: bring their shields down for me. When each of the mechs has fired a pair of rockets at my holo-ghost it’s too late for them. Their shields are disabled and they stop firing. I’m so pumped up by how precise my mental and augment acuity is right now that I can almost feel them trying to re-acquire me. I grab my nano-blade from my waist while finishing my summersault and position myself a good few feet atop the nearest mech. I’m coming at him from above, the last place they will check. Hopefully.

      Before I deploy my blade I quickly throw a mirror bomb in front of the second mech. My plan hinges on each mech not detecting me, but the moment I activate the nano-blade, its light blue tinge might be enough visual stimuli to draw fire upon me. Better safe than sorry.

      The mirror bomb, contained in a small metallic sphere not bigger than a grape, hits the ground and deploys. As everything still happens in slow motion from my perspective, I have all the time in the world to position myself perfectly for the first kill while keeping an eye on the holographic mirror field jumping upwards from the ground. The holo-mirror projects a mirror image to the second mech, the one I intend to destroy last. Since it is already facing another mech, I’m hoping it will be distracted and think the new image it receives is just a glitch. I only need to slow it down for a fraction of a second anyway while I finish my current move.

      My trunk and chest are arched forward while both my flexed legs and arms are arched back as I activate my nano-blade. It comes to life a millisecond before I spring into action and slash my way downward at the center of the mech from above. As the nano-blade cuts through metal, wiring and silicon, sparks erupt, dark oily fluid sprays, and small pieces of metallic debris are ejected on both sides of the ongoing slash. In bullet-time, it’s an incredible show to behold. If I didn’t have to finish off this mech and formulate a plan to rid myself of its counterpart, I would be mesmerized by what I see and just get lost in the moment.

      That’s when I hear her in my head. I can’t get enough of her voice. I don’t know who at the company designed her vocal engine, but she feels real. Every inflection and subtlety in her voice, every artificial emotion, can be felt in her sweet, sensual, almost singing voice.

      “Don’t worry, Cole, I’m recording everything; you can re-watch it later. Ballsy move by the way, but I approve of this tactic,” says TAINHA.

      Of course you are. I’m glad you agree, but you ain’t seen nothing yet.

      “I’m sure I haven’t, and I can feel my emotional subroutines tingling with anticipation.”

      That’s when I realize that everything must happen to her at slow motion all the time. The rush I feel in bullet-time, she probably feels twenty-four seven. What we humans do when not using our augments must feel incredibly slow to her, just like everything feels for me now. Except I probably can’t keep up with her, even in that state. She experiences trillions of cycles every second. While I have no doubt she doesn’t feel a rush while functioning, I wonder how much she does feel nonetheless. Her last comment was unlike any other AI I have worked with or used before. She is one of a kind, that’s for sure. If she wasn’t mostly made of synthetic and organically enhanced silicon and graphite, I might even think about asking her out. But let’s face it, she’s already with me twenty-four seven.

      “May I suggest you keep concentrated on your task? You’ll have all the time you want to fantasize about how I look in a tight red dress later on.”

      I smile ear to ear. Ever since she was grafted into me, I never really felt alone anymore.

      I then realize it’s the first time TAINHA has spoken to me in bullet-time. Usually she just gives me visual diagnostics, threat assessments, visual augmentations and buzzing alerts when need be. She must have adapted her speech to my current perception of time. And that is why she is by my side everywhere I go. She’s the most advanced piece of technology ever created on this beautiful blue marble, or what’s left of it anyway. Her neuronal net is more complex than the world’s most renowned scientists’ intellects put together. And that sexy voice to boot. Can’t get enough of it, but she is right. I need to get my head back in the game.

      The nano-blade keeps slashing and cutting the mech as I descend near its waist level. Being a single nanometer thick, the nano-blade will cut through pretty much anything like a hot knife cuts through butter. But it’s a very dangerous weapon. One misstep on my part and I could cut valuable appendages of mine. That’s why I usually keep it for moments like these, when I don’t have the time nor the payload necessary to dispatch highly armored and highly dangerous targets.

      The nano-blade has finished cutting through what would be a scrotum if the five-meter high mech was human. But it’s not. It’s a hunk of metal, silicon and wiring driven only by AI and electrical impulses, and I’m about to recycle its ass to kingdom come. I land with one knee on the ground as I safely put my nano-blade on my belt after retracting the blade. It attaches itself to the belt magnetically. As I rise from the floor, the mech is only now starting to feel the effects of gravity on its now perfectly cut-in-half titanium body. It’s splitting in two symmetrical parts, neither of which is able to hold any equilibrium. I have most likely slashed the mech’s main CPU in half with my nano-blade but decide not to take any chances, should its CPU not be placed at its center.

      I raise my now blade-free hand and open my palm towards the still splitting mech. I can feel the nanites inside my hand morph outside of my skin. I feel the nanite-infused liquid metal morph into an upside down triangle shape eroding from my skin. It’s not the most pleasant of feelings but my job requires me to hide most of my weaponry inside of my body for the times I go under cover. I can feel my palm warm up, something I can’t really register outside of bullet-time. I unleash my laser-net shot. Deadly thin lines of laser spin randomly as they advance forward, dicing through hundreds of small mech parts. I know it is overkill but I switch my firing mode to incinerate it nonetheless. The extruded triangle cannon morphs into a perfect circle from which flames of hell propel forward, consuming most of the mech’s debris before it reaches the floor.

      “A little overkill, isn’t it?”

      While I can’t disagree with TAINHA, I am surprised at how vocal she is in this situation. Surprised yet not bothered in the least. In fact, I like it. Feels more like a team battle this way.

      “Can never be sure with the people we fight. Last thing I need is the mech’s secondary systems to kick in and allow it to self-destruct in my face as a goodbye present.”

      “That would be unfortunate indeed.”

      My HUD flashes red once. I know what that means. I only have three seconds left in the real world before the bullet-time augment turns off and time resumes to unfold in its boring, excruciatingly slow pace. But then again one only feels this way once they’ve experienced time-altering augments. As incredible as the rush is when it kicks in, there is an almost equal fallout when exiting it. I am most vulnerable when that happens for a few seconds until my nervous system and brain adapt to the shift back to real time. These are often tricky times to deal with. I must make sure I am under cover when that happens.

      But three seconds right now feel like a long time in the future. So I turn around and jump through the mirror holo-field. I can only imagine how it would feel from my target’s point of view to see me emerge out of thin air. I smile inside. I grab my holo-blade again but this time activate the lasso mode. Even more dangerous to use than the blade itself, one tiny imperfection in my movement and I could slice myself into bits of flesh and silicon. TAINHA’s systems make sure I don’t do that though; I can already feel her ready to assist me with my task ahead.

      I lash at the second mech with diabolical precision. By the time it realizes I’m coming, it’s already been turned into pieces. The multiple parts explode into a fiery inferno, but I have more than enough time to bring my shield in front of me. I can see its power level draining; it will contain this explosion but then it will be all but useless for the rest of the fight. My neuronal HUD flashes red. Somehow TAINHA feels the need to add a vocal warning.

      “Watch out, Cole, behind you; five o’clock.”

      When I turn around, the laser blast from one of the ground units is right in front of my face. I barely have time to dodge it before it grazes my cheek, burning my flesh.

      “A little close to call, wasn’t it?” I ask TAINHA.

      “You’re still alive, aren’t you?”

      I can’t argue with that. Without her intervention, the blast could have burned a hole through my brain.

      I engage the foot solider by grabbing one of my blasters and blow his head clean off with a single, super-charged shot. I then check the time I have left in bullet-time. Not much. Barely half a second. Enough to gather sufficient strategical data to dispatch the remaining foot soldiers once time resumes at a normal pace. I also find a place to lie low for the transition back to real time. On my way there I jump into the air to avoid blaster fire coming from all directions and throw a sonic grenade at three soldiers who made the fatal mistake of being tightly packed together. I land rolling and take cover. The grenade explodes a fraction of a second before it starts.

      The return to normal time is painful as always. I’m briefly disoriented and my brain struggles in the midst of all the chaos around. Sparks dropping in front of my field of view are blurry and laser blaster noise has a very unpleasant echo, making it difficult for me to rely on my senses to get a good feeling of what’s going on. I close my eyes and activate mute mode. I need to rely solely on TAINHA’s data in the next few seconds. That is also a very strange feeling but it’s not the first time I’ve done it so I soldier through.

      I have locked the nearest couple of targets out of the remaining four still standing. They’re the ones posing the biggest threat. The image my brain receives while my eyes are closed is a CG reconstruction of the floor I’m on. It provides me with everything my sight would, but it is digitally generated. It’s a pretty close match to the details my own eyes would show me, but my brain knows it’s simulated, hence the weird feeling I get when I work this way, like when I’m training in virtual reality.

      I leap from cover with a roll right in front of my nearest attacker. He didn’t expect the move and by the time he lowers his blaster I have activated my nano-blade and I’ve sliced him in half, starting with his scrotum and slashing upwards. I see the second target aiming at me. I can’t rely on my shields anymore so I improvise. I turn off the blade and re-attach it to my magnetic belt. I grab one of the falling halves of my last kill, his eye still frozen with terror. It can’t cover me fully but I make sure my head and torso are protected. I see through him thanks to TAINHA’s data, though. The first shot was aimed at my head. The half torso of the dead soldier takes the blast but before I can spin to align my own retaliatory shot, a second blaster shot lands and burns through my shoulder, and I drop my blaster to the ground.

      “I think it’s time for backup,” says TAINHA with clear worry behind her words.

      I want to say no with every fiber of my being. The stealth drone flying outside, currently invisible to human eyes, is my last ace in the hole. I wanted to keep it in reserve for when I face Ahmed Al’Hasi. But if I use it now, it will no longer be concealed. Sensing my hesitation TAINHA insists.

      “Cole, please let me take over; the farthest soldier is loading an RPG. Without your shield, you’re a sitting duck.”

      I swear in my head. With a slight mental push I give her my okay and duck back into cover. I reopen my eyes and un-mute my hearing. I’m back to my senses now, still a little woozy, but now that the drone will enter the fold, I probably can just sit tight and relax.

      Less than a second later I can hear the drone’s plasma fire cut through the seventieth floor with deadly precision. I activate PIP of my drone’s targeting camera and see what it shoots at. Before the soldier can bring his RPG to bare, he is cut in half by a plasma shot. Blood sprays everywhere around him. He probably didn’t even understand what happened to him. One second he is alive and kicking, the next he is cut in half, both parts of what’s left of his body falling towards their final resting place. The last remaining soldiers get a similar treatment, a ball of plasma burning a basketball size hole in one of them while the last one explodes when three successive blasts hit him full front.

      That’s when blaster fire starts raining from the roof of the skyscraper and what I wanted to avoid happens: the enemy on the roof has started firing on the drone. TAINHA does everything she can to steer the drone through the barrage of fire ripping holes in its armor. She engages after burners and the droid soars upward. A second later I hear it explode as the ground beneath my feet shakes. Right after that, I hear multiple screams. I turn my attention to the now broken windows just in time to see four bodies, free-falling, two of them engulfed in flames. I shed no tears for this scum, even though they’re probably just brainwashed fanatics following orders. Nevertheless they chose the wrong side. They have a handful of seconds to live and pray to whatever deity they believe in.

      Their god can’t help them now. They’ll realize that the moment their bodies splash into the concrete some seven hundred meters below.

      I get back to my feet and dust myself off. My power levels are pretty low, and my neuronal HUD illuminates with a faint orange tint. I will lose the use of my augments in a few minutes. I need to race to the roof before Ahmed escapes once more. Now that I’ve diffused his tactical nuke in the basement of this government skyscraper in the middle of New Geneva, he will not stay around any longer. The tracker I managed to shoot at him earlier is still showing me his current location.

      He is on the roof approaching his ship. I wonder why he hasn’t left yet. I calculate the time it would take me to climb the stairs and reach him. Even in super speed mode it would take thirty-five seconds.

      Too slow!

      I reconfigure my repulsor’s augments from incinerate mode to propelling thrusters. I jump outside the window and activate them.

      “You’re insane!” shouts TAINHA.

      “What else is new?” I answer calmly as I soar up through the air, determined to end the life of my nemesis once and for all.
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      I land on the World Security Center’s roof, or what’s left of it after the drone has crashed into it. I am forced to dash to the side to dodge the barrage of fire from the few foot soldiers still covering Ahmed. He is walking at a steady pace towards a heavily armored transport ship.

      I hear a familiar sound. An F-235 approaches at mach-4 and launches two air-to-ground missiles towards my position.

      I don’t need backup!

      “Evidently the security Council of World United would disagree,” says TAINHA, clearly hearing my thoughts.

      “Fools!” I shout as I run towards cover.

      I mentally hack into the building’s CCTV feeds and keep track of Ahmed's reaction while I jump into cover for a brief moment. I don’t linger there, though. The missiles are still a good couple of seconds away. Plenty of time to thin the herd. I rise from cover and shoot two supercharged shots at his guards with my repulsors. One shot burns a hole in the middle of his face and the second takes a large chunk of the soldier’s throat on its path. He drops his weapon to cover the gushing wound and that’s when I see it. He wears a full belt of grenades. This could make my job a whole lot easier.

      “Haven’t you forgotten something?” says TAINHA.

      The missiles are about to hit. I either let them finish the job while I’m behind cover, ready to jump the feck out of here if needed, or I take that shot. Time to make a choice. I go for the shot; my gut feeling tells me two air-to-ground missiles won’t stop someone like Ahmed. He has faced a lot worse and survived, dozens of times over. I’ve thrown a lot more at him in the past and like a relentless cockroach he keeps surviving. But I can feel it in my bones; he dies today!

      I fire at one of the grenades. My first shot is imprecise and lands on the guard’s body armor an inch away from the belt. But the second one is right on target. When he explodes, the entire sky is filled with flames. The missiles have detonated at the exact same time I blew the bastard to kingdom come, where he won’t find lined up virgins awaiting him to screw his brains out. I can guarantee that!

      It’s the Earth year 2175 and these fanatics are still as disillusioned as they were when they started their campaign of terror at the dawn of the twenty-first century. You’d think they’d learn. You’d think they’d understand that we won’t let them terrorize us with their fear tactics. I sure won’t.

      The first thing I notice is that there is nowhere enough heat from the explosion of the missiles. And the fact that I can see the flames and not feel them is a dead giveaway. They’ve been stopped by a shield. Like I was almost certain they would be. I see Ahmed with his arms extended in front of him. He’s extended his personal shielding to cover not only himself but also most of the roof, making sure his escape vehicle is protected as well. I am in awe of the level of technology this scum has managed to equip his body with. This is not going to be an easy fight.

      “You’re right there; you need to reload or let him leave,” says TAINHA.

      “Let him leave? Be serious, will you?”

      “Cole, your power levels are at nineteen percent. In expanding his shields the way he did Ahmed consumed twenty-three percent of his own power reserves, but that’s still an unfair fight.”

      As much as I hate to admit it, she has a point. I look around and find a power conduit panel.

      “You’re not seriously considering what I think you’re about to do?” she says with a trembling voice. “You could fry yourself and most of my systems at the same time.”

      “Desperate measures,” I say as I use my super-strength augment to rip the power conduit panel and plunge my hands through the 50,000-volt conduits.

      “Please, Cole, don—” but her voice cuts off the moment I make contact.

      To say this was the scariest and most painful experience I have ever felt would be an understatement. And for a millisecond, I think she might have been right. I lose access to some of my systems on the spot. I can plug into 10,000-volt power streams easily, but 50,000 is a good margin over what my recharging circuitry is meant to handle. I don’t give a rat’s ass. I can’t afford to have Ahmed escape me one more time, not again.

      Automatic security features kick in and I get ejected from the conduit and crash onto the floor. When I open my eyes I see smoke rising from my body. I hear her but she’s garbled.

      “In the name . . . bzzz . . . were you think—bzzz . . . crazy feck!” This is followed by some strong static that quickly dies back into silence.

      She sounded pissed, and I can understand that. But I have a terrorist to kill. I need to cut the head of the snake, the head of one of the last Jihadist groups in existence. Allah’s Angels Freedom Army.

      Angels, my ass!

      My power level gauge is at one hundred percent but I get dozens of overload error messages that I choose to ignore. When I rise back to my feet, I can see lightning bolts still sizzling upon what’s left of my armor and black, torn bodysuit.

      The commotion has attracted unwanted attention but that was unavoidable. I hear Ahmed shout something in Arabic. As always TAINHA translates all of this on the fly for me: “Kill the infidel!”

      Not in a million years, I think to myself.

      TAINHA is silent now. I think I must have fried her communication circuits. I can’t run diagnostics now, not with three soldiers running towards me, unleashing blaster fire with less than accurate precision. But then I realize something. Even though I’m not in bullet-time anymore, I must have activated a bunch of nanites with the electric shock, ’cause I can see the blaster fire approaching and I dodge the shot, jumping and whirling in the air like an Olympic athlete. When I land from my last stunt I activate super-speed. I punch through the air like a supersonic bullet and soon I’m upon my first foe. I grab his blaster rifle and turn the muzzle towards his head. Before he understands what the hell just happened, the sky is filled with blood, bones and brain parts. I lose no time and run towards the other two soldiers, activate my repulsors still in thruster mode, and fly over them. I backflip in the air on my way down, increasing my velocity even more. When I feel I’m near them, I slash both my arms on my sides, activating my forearms’ blades implants and cut both heads clean off.

      When I land with one knee on the ground, I can hear their bodies and heads impact with the ground. One of the heads rolls in front of me, a look of utter terror on the bloodied face.

      I rise up and kick the head towards Ahmed like a soccer ball; thanks to my super strength it flies there very fast. He deflects it with one of his arms.

      “Ahmed!” I scream. “You’re next.”

      He laughs out loud as the remaining two guards flee the scene. They clearly don’t feel like measuring up with me. He shoots them in the back with his own repulsor weapons. They are incinerated on the spot as he mutters something in Arabic that I don’t quite catch with all the commotion. As the F-235 soars nearby and breaks left for another pass, the turrets on Ahmed’s heavy transport springs to life, acquires the jet fighter and quickly dispatches it with powerful volleys of plasma fire, cutting through its wing and sending it to crash and explode into another skyscraper nearby. The explosion incinerates at least four floors. Casualties will be high, but these council feckers shouldn’t have tried to take things into their own hands. They either trust in my abilities to complete my mission or face the consequences of their dumb-ass, chicken-shit posture.

      I brush the thought away. I still have someone to kill.

      I rush towards Ahmed who’s already in a defensive posture. I grab my nano-blade and try to activate it but nothing happens. I fried the damn thing a minute earlier with my reckless flash recharge. While it was to be expected, I arrive upon him in the middle of a slashing move without my blade being deployed. Ahmed is taken by surprise but was already ducking to dodge my attack. As he quickly realizes what has happened, and before I can regain my balance, he grabs my arm and smashes me into the ground. Chunks of concrete are dislodged and fly in the air as I feel a tremendous amount of pain travel down my spine.

      As he stumps his foot towards my face in an attempt to crush me right there, I spin on the ground just in the nick of time, use both my hands in super speed and super strength and catapult myself upwards towards him, both feet aimed at his face. He is unprepared for that move and I hit him squarely in the jaw, throwing him back a good ten feet. Somehow he manages to stay upright. A little blood drips from the corner of his mouth, but he still smiles back at me.

      He wipes the blood with the palm of his hand while I grab a piece of dislodged concrete from the ground and throw it full force at his face. He then uppercuts the projectile and turns it into dust, but he doesn’t realize I’m already upon him by the time the dust cloud clears out. I throw a powerful jab at his lower left ribs, and his armor takes the brunt of the attack, but I know from his facial expression that this blow, enhanced with my super-strength augment pushed to its maximum, has hurt him. In fact, I hear the satisfying sound of his ribs getting broken.

      I push my advantage forward; I grab him by his hair and introduce his head to my knee, making sure the blow is as powerful as it can be. Seeing a couple of broken teeth and blood fly through the air as a result is extremely satisfying. I don’t know if it’s because he almost incinerated hundreds of thousands of innocent lives today with the nuke I managed to diffuse, or if it’s something else, something deeper within myself that I don’t want to acknowledge. One thing is for sure: I feel a thirst for this man’s blood. Not only do I want to kill him, but I take pleasure with every blow I land.

      I push my thoughts to the side as I continue pounding on him more. I decide to work with his body now, inflicting as much internal damage as I can muster while I have the upper hand. He tries to dodge and block my blows but he is always a step behind. I time them in such a way that each new blow hits before he has time to recover from the previous one. That’s when I start to see fear in his eyes. He knows he is in trouble.

      Good!

      But then in the middle of my next combo, his speed increases. He probably overclocked his augments in order to keep up with me. And keep up he does as pretty soon none of my blows manage to hit him anymore. He expertly dodges, blocks and counters my attacks. I go for a low, sweeping round kick, hoping the sudden change of tactic will throw him off. Big mistake. He jumps out of the way with ease and I can feel him atop my now defenseless position. I don’t know what I feel first, flying through the air or the intense throbbing pain in my cheek as a result of his powerful kick. I almost lose consciousness.

      I realize in mid-air that I probably fried so many of TAINHA’s systems that I will probably be on my own for the rest of this fight. Part of me dreads the thought and part of me enjoys the fact that I have to win this on my own. I also know full well this could be my ego speaking, and that could be fatal if I underestimate my opponent. Speaking of underestimating my opponent, it is clear that Ahmed isn’t doing so with me. I can see him run towards me, raising his palm to incinerate me with his repulsor weapons as I crash onto the ground on my already wounded shoulder. The pain is excruciating; more than it should be, in fact. I probably damaged the nanites assigned to lower feedback from my pain receptors as well.

      That’s when I decide it’s time to throw him a curveball before he can try to turn me into charred meat. I can hear his weapon humming when I spring into action. Fortunately my automatic targeting systems are still operational. Without them, pulling what’s coming next could be tricky at best. I throw two of my guided shuriken. Their edges are a nanometer thin and made of the same material as my nano-blade. Each lodge right in the center of his repulsor weapons that were turning red hot, ready to incinerate me. Instead of firing deadly plasma at me I see sparks bursting out of them.

      Try incinerating anything now, asshole!

      I jump back to my feet and while Ahmed is looking at the damage and removing my shuriken from his weapons, I send him flying with a powerful reverse roundhouse kick. I have no doubt he is equipped with nanites that will mend the damage I have inflicted on his tech. But it will take time, and I fully intend to end his life before that time has come. I grab my last sonic grenade and throw it at him before his body hits the ground from my latest blow. I close my eyes and cover my ears, doubting that my augments will negate the effect of the grenade at such close range after everything I put my augmented body through earlier.

      It detonates an inch under his body and he is catapulted into the air, spinning wildly. He is at least thirty-five feet in the air when I activate my dagger-claws implant. Four long and highly sharpened blades spring to life from my right hand.

      Time to finish this.

      I quickly crouch, divert all power to my super-strength leg implants and launch myself into the air after him.

      Ahmed is still spinning when I reach him. He flings an approximate kick at me, trying to send me back down, but I see it coming a mile away. I grab his extended leg and use it as an athlete would a support beam. I jump upwards and summersault over him. When I’m done spinning, I thrust with claws deep in his back, the claw blades traveling through his flesh, bones and armor. The pleasure I get from this is intense.

      “That’s got to hurt,” I say, grinning ear to ear.

      We’re now plunging back towards the roof of the building. My claws are still dug into Ahmed. His time has come. I feel the urge to prolong his suffering, but many of my augments are sending me superimposed visual warnings, so much so that I need to de-activate my neuronal HUD. It’s too distracting, like an over-decorated, madly blinking Christmas tree. I crouch on top of his back to prepare for landing and retract my claws just before impact. The blades are coated with his bright crimson blood. I use his body as a skateboard as we skid on the ground for another ten feet, leaving a trail of his blood in our wake.

      That should do it. Now I can finally finish him off.

      I step off him as I magnetically unlock my secondary blaster rifle off my back armor plating and check its charge and functions. He painfully rolls on his back, half of his face disfigured from the skidding on hard and coarse concrete. That makes this fight, this execution, all the more satisfying. But then he starts laughing through the pain as blood bubbles from his mouth.

      “What is so funny, asshole?”

      “You are . . . you think you’ve won.”

      “Need a mirror to see what you look like now? I have stopped your plan and I have beaten you. Laugh all you want, but these are your last moments on this Earth, so please, be my guest and enjoy them, all twenty seconds of it,” I say as I aim my blaster rifle nozzle at the middle of his head.

      I charge the weapon to max settings. It takes a few seconds of humming. It’s a little slower than usual, probably because of the power overload.

      “Any last words?”

      Ahmed tries to speak but instead he coughs a large amount of blood. Eventually, he manages to mutter, “You think you are doing good but you couldn’t be . . . more wrong.”

      I shake my head from side to side as he continues.

      “The megacorporations are using . . .” he coughs some more blood. “You . . . They probably told you that you are preventing my attacks by . . . ugh . . . traveling back in time. But you aren’t. Somewhere . . . sometime . . . I have blown that building and that city into a hellish inferno and you weren’t there to stop it.”

      He attempts to smile. From the amount of blood he has lost, I figure finishing him off by blowing his head to bits is probably just for my own satisfaction than real necessity. I decide I’m gonna enjoy that moment nonetheless. It’s been years since this asshole had first escaped me. Sure I always managed my primary target to prevent his plans for mass destruction on our planet. But could he be right? Could I travel to another timeline when I jump back after preventing his actions? Not only am I not versed in time travel physics, but the whole thing gives me a headache, even when TAINHA tries to explain it in the simplest of terms. All I know is, I get a mission objective, and I always deliver. That’s my job and, since my wife passed away, it’s actually been my whole life. Today is no different, except this time he won’t escape and I won’t have to stop his next attack. Another zealot with thirst for martyrdom and fame will take his place, of that I have no doubt. But the life of Ahmed Al’Hasi ends here and now.

      I spit on him. “You will say anything to plant doubts in my head. You’re kind of an expert at brainwashing others, but I’m not your usual weak-willed suggestible mind.”

      “One day . . . you’ll understand.”

      “But that day is not today. Time to say goodbye, I’m afraid.”

      The blaster is at full charge; at this distance and supercharged level, the blaster will incinerate his head and probably most of his upper torso. I relish the thought of depressing the trigger.

      “Cole?” he says in between coughing more blood.

      “We’re done talking.”

      “Goodbye. Till next time, that is,” he says.

      I hear a buzz of static inside my head. Could it be TAINHA?

      “There won’t be a next time ass—”

      Before I can finish my sentence, something hits my throat at extreme velocity. I can feel it traveling through my neck from side to side, and I can’t speak anymore. I try, but I feel a viscous liquid in my throat and a taste of lead.

      Was I just hit?

      Ahmed smiles from ear to ear and I re-aim the gun and depress the trigger but I’m too late. He kicks it out of my hand the moment the blaster shoots. It creates a crater in the concrete a couple of feet away from his face.

      I put my hands on my neck and feel both the entry and exit wound. I turn in the direction of where the shot came from. I use my vision augment to zoom, for a mile, then two, then five. That’s when I see him. A sniper is lying down on concrete atop another skyscraper, the sun reflecting into his visor. I try to activate emergency healing nanites but they don’t respond. I get an error message instead. I deep-fried them, no doubt. TAINHA was right. I’m insane, and it looks like I’m also about to die. The thought sends my brain into a weird mixture of terror and satisfaction. On the one hand, I can’t fathom how pissed I am at failing to kill Ahmed, even though I have managed to stop him incinerating New Geneva. I was a few seconds away from removing this scourge from this world. And then, another sensation superimposes itself on my mind: that the fight is over, that it is the end, and that I will rejoin my wife in the afterlife, if there is such a thing.

      He rises to his feet painfully, his nanites already mending his wounds, but I can’t say the same about my own body. I shouldn’t have used bullet-time earlier. That’s what I get for not listening to my instincts. It should have been kept in reserve for this, like I planned it. I would have heard the smart bullet that hit me if I had. I only realize I have fallen to my knees when I look back at Ahmed who is now looking down on me.

      “As always, it’s been a pleasure, my friend.”

      I want to scream back at him, to tell him I’m not his friend and that I’m gonna rip his heart out and shove it down his throat, but instead I feel bubbles of blood expanding and bursting from the holes in my neck.

      “I’m afraid your last words will have to be silent ones. Farewell, Agent Cole Seeker.”

      He lowers his face and puts two fingers on his temple, then waves them away as if to say goodbye.

      He turns away and starts walking towards his ship, the loading ramp of his craft lowering automatically upon his approach.

      The amount of rage boiling inside me is beyond anything I have experienced. Our fight has been so quick I could have taken him with my twenty percent or so reserve with fully functioning augments. I would be healing from this wound right now if I had. But it’s too late. I can’t change the past, not if I die on this roof anyway. The irony is not lost on me though. I’m a time traveler agent whose sole purpose is to try to change the past to make a better future. I try to engage the emergency recall. I never had to use it and I never wanted to . . . It would mean acknowledging I have failed my mission. But I can’t seem to access this augment either. Not that it would do me any good; the response team in charge to evac and time travel me back in time would probably not make it before I draw my last breath, which is now very near; I can feel it.

      My rage intensifies and a natural release of adrenaline happens. I decide that if I die, so does he. I get back to my feet and start running. My blaster is aimed at Ahmed. I can still use my super speed. I roll to the ground to grab the blaster and set it to overload as I lock it magnetically on my thorax. I’m gonna need all my strength and both my hands to grip myself onto Ahmed.

      I hear another shot and a split second later I feel a bullet travel through my right thigh. Sparks flow as the bullet hits the mechanically enhanced augment inside that particular area of my leg. I lose balance and stumble forward but I manage by miracle not to fall to the ground.

      Ahmed turns to face me. I’m still a good ten feet from him and I now limp.

      “Agent Seeker, what are we going to do with you?”

      He opens his right palm and a blaster pistol flies from his ship and magnetically locks into his hand. He aims at me and fires.

      It hits my blaster, still overloading, but it doesn’t explode right away. Instead it flies upwards, spinning in the air, making a high pitch screeching noise as I am catapulted backwards from the blaster impact. Before I hit the ground my blaster explodes and flames spring all around it. Ahmed erects a personal shield that protects him from the inferno. I am not so lucky, and I can feel the intense heat and flames burn my flesh as I close my eyes.

      I can’t see him anymore but I can hear his footsteps travel away from my position. The sound changes as he steps onto the metal ramp of his ship.

      I have failed. And I’m about to die. My brain can’t process the enormity of it all.

      How could I fail? How could I have been so stupid?

      I try to pry my eyes open but only my left eye opens, and only partially. It’s enough to see the dark grey sky above. The sun is now behind a huge, dark cloud.

      I hear the engines of Ahmed's ship hum to life, and I feel the ground shaking when it lifts off.

      “Agent Seeker,” I hear through his ship’s speakers. “It’s been fun as always, but now it’s time to say goodbye for good.”

      I muster what’s left of my strength and bring my head upwards. The pain from my neck wound makes it near impossible but I fight through it and manage to see a blurred image of the ship now hovering atop the roof of the building that is surely to become my grave.

      I hear his plasma guns powering up.

      “Allahu Akbar,” says Ahmed through his speakers.

      The last thing I see is two bright green plasma shots coming my way.
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      I scream from the bottom of my guts and I’m surprised to hear my own voice. I’m standing on my bed in my apartment, soaking in sweat.

      “Condition red! Emergency shield activating,” says TAINHA in a panicked voice.

      I see the flashing blue cubic-shaped shield come to life all around my bed as the emergency lights in my apartment come on. They give every piece of furniture and every wall a reddish hue.

      What the feck? A nightmare?

      It takes my augmented brain a couple of seconds to compute and realize that I am still alive, safe and sound on my bed. I can feel my heart beat so fast that it feels like it wants to break free from my chest. I know TAINHA is talking to me; I hear her voice intonation, but right now I can’t make out what she’s saying to me.

      I have had nightmares before, but this felt more real than any other lucid dreams I ever had in my wretched life. It’s like I died and was resurrected, and my brain has trouble dealing with it all. I feel dizzy, disoriented and terrified all at the same time. Small rivers of sweat are traveling down my face.

      “Cole . . .” I barely register what TAINHA says. “What’s happening? What’s wrong?”

      TAINHA is genuinely worried about me. Heck, I’m worried.

      “I’m okay . . . I think. What’s the date?”

      “Earth year 2175, March the 7th. It’s six twenty-three in the morning, Cole.”

      The date matches the mission. I wonder if that wasn’t a dream but something else . . . Perhaps I’ll be put into active duty later today?

      What the hell does it all mean?

      “Should I call for a medical emergency, Cole? Your vitals are worrying me; your heartbeat is off the charts.”

      Of that I have no doubt. I feel like my flesh is still burning and I’m being consumed by plasma fire.

      “Denied,” I say, trying to calm myself down.

      “What the hell happened, Cole?”

      “The only explanation that makes sense right now is the mother of all nightmares.”

      “That must have been one hell of a nightmare to send most of your body’s vitals into overdrive like this.”

      “Yeah, it was . . .” I correct myself. “It was something else.”

      “I’ve released a tranquilizer into your bloodstream via your nanites to help you regulate your heartbeat and counteract the adrenaline overload you have received from this . . . experience.”

      TAINHA turns off the force field around my bed.

      I bury my face into my hands. I can already feel the soothing effect of the tranquilizers acting on my system. I’m starting to breathe more deeply now. It calms my internal chatter. I am a little more focused now, less overwhelmed by the sheer intensity of the lingering memories. I still struggle with the concept of this being just a dream; even when I try to convince myself of it, I feel it in my heart and deep down in my bones that I could be wrong.

      I need a shower.

      Before I have time to ask TAINHA I can already hear the water starting in my bathroom. I sit on the border of my bed, looking at my feet. The feeling of the smooth carpet under my toes is soothing me. I look at my naked body, I see no new scars, no damage from the fight with Ahmed. All evidence suggests this was a nightmare.

      “I can sense your internal turmoil, Cole; perhaps we could talk about it? Would you like that?”

      “Later, TAINHA, but thank you.”

      “At your service, as always, Cole. You know you can tell me anything.”

      I know, indeed. Truth be told I would probably go insane if it wasn’t for her. And I don’t think of her as a thing either. Her AI matrix is so advanced and she demonstrates so many emotions that I sometimes think she is more human than I ever was. Perhaps she is.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Cole, but I appreciate you thinking so.”

      I must be broadcasting my thoughts all over the place.

      “Engage privacy mode, TAINHA.”

      “Have I said something wrong?”

      “No, TAINHA, but I need to be alone with my thoughts, just for a little while.”

      I hear a beep inside my head and I can feel TAINHA’s subtle assistance on my body turn off. I don’t really need her help outside of deployment, but I’ve become accustomed to leaving her on most of the time. I feel sorry for deactivating her during my sleep, but nighttime is the only moment when I can escape it all. The last thing I want is for my AI augment to see my most intimate fantasies. But now I wished she had been online to record this. At least if she replayed the dream to me I could be sure it was one.

      When I arrive under the shower, the water splashes against my skin at a perfect one hundred and seven degrees Fahrenheit. It doesn’t take long for me to relax. Water has always soothed me. Nowadays it’s a privilege to have a water shower with all the restrictions and the quotas that are put in place. But being one of very few Time Agents for the Rewind project, I can have whatever I want. All the luxuries that only the ultra-rich can afford are given to me, no questions asked. I can eat meat as much as I want, honey, wine . . . I sometimes feel self-conscious about all of that.

      Why does ninety-nine percent of the planet have to make do without so many of the things the human race once took for granted? That’s the world we live in, that’s why. Water was polluted on a large scale in the twenty-first century and potable water is now a rare and expensive resource. Being a nostalgic son of a bitch, I am always amazed when I watch movies from the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. People used to have everything they could ever dream of: water, clean air, and all the food they could imagine. They squandered it all, not seeing how unsustainable their ways were, and they were greedy in their pursuits. Once the last of the Amazon forest was gone, everything started going to shit. The ice caps melted and shortly after the oceans rose. Ninety-five percent of all animal species on the planet perished in the nuclear winter that followed World War III. The Earth was never meant to be put under so much strain, and it became a dying world, barely able to sustain the few hundred million survivors.

      We knew it, of course; everyone knew deep inside their mind, even if it was just a doubt in a dark corner of it. They knew that destroying the ecosystem so we could eat all the fish, meat and fast food we wanted had to have a price one day. The scientists tried to warn us. Whistleblowers tried to wake up the human race from its semi-comatose state. We didn’t listen, even though they warned us we wouldn’t all see the end of the century under these conditions. Others debunked their claims, calling them alarmists at best, and heretics at worst. Now look where it got us? We can barely feed what’s left of the human race. The animal kingdom is all but extinct, and everything that made the world a wonderful place has been taken away. Now, we’re living in a glorified desert where life is slowly but surely heading towards its final oblivion.

      The water feels so good, I can only imagine how people make do with sonic showers. Sure they clean the skin efficiently, but nothing beats the sensation of hot water splashing and trickling down one’s skin.

      I bet the ones that thought it was bullshit talk to warn us about our unsustainable ways are thinking different now, or they would if they were still alive. Sure augments and advances in the medical fields have raised the maximum lifespan of humans up to one hundred and twenty years, give or take, but only the rich can afford to have their lives artificially extended beyond the now morbid forty-two years old average lifespan. We’re basically back to the Stone Age now in terms of mortality. When it became clear that we had royally fecked up, that this world would not regenerate from the damage we did to it, well, it was too late. The megacorporations incited all the governments to establish some drastic measures, and one of them was population control. They controlled whatever was left of the world’s food production, which wasn’t much, so they told the politicians what needed to be done. To say the transition was harsh is putting it mildly.

      The human race couldn’t survive in its entirety. Not all ten billion of them could be fed. But then some super-strain viruses took care of reducing that number to a healthier five billion, give or take a few million. And that was even before World War III. Then came new and terrible STDs that were very efficient in bringing down the population, much more so than the laws of limiting the family unit to a maximum of four persons. Was the Earth trying to rework the equation of a sustainable world on its own? Or were those measures implemented without public knowledge to deal with the situation? I wonder.

      People need to feck, no matter what we tell them; we are, after all, at least in that regard, animals. We can’t live without the pleasures of the flesh. So a super STD like HIV-6 that could turn you impotent in hours and have you draw your last breath in less than a week after that, became a blessing in disguise for controlling population growth. If there is one thing humans like more than having sex, it’s to be alive. The usual contraception methods, once a good way to protect against the spread of these SDTs, were rendered inefficient. HIV-6 contained a protein that would burn through latex and other materials. The only safe way to have intercourse was to be subjected to a battery of tests beforehand.

      Soon the sex-bots were created for the recreation sessions. Their AI makes them feel human enough, and their artificial bodies, perfect recreations of human flesh and skin to the touch, didn’t pose a risk health wise. They also helped reduce the birth rate quite a lot. Nowadays one must be either rich or very determined and a bit of a daredevil to try to have children. The avalanche of viruses the humans have faced in the past century made it difficult to birth a genetically safe child. People used to be paranoid about genetically modified organisms. Yeah right! The first and second generations of children were only affected with mild to severe allergic reactions, sometimes to compounds made by our own damn bodies, like histamine. But these were the easier symptoms; the other ones that installed themselves over the generations into the human body, those are the real kick in the ass. What did we think would happen when we created seeds that poisoned our soils, one pesticide at a time, while killing precious fauna? Every insect, animal, or fish all served a function in the ecosystem. But no; we were arrogant and thought we could play god and get away with it.

      I sometimes daydream that I could, by either a miracle or accident, jump back in time more than the limited 717 minutes I’m allotted. I dream of jumping back into the twenty-first century and hitting everyone on the head, showing them where they are headed, making sure they take it seriously. But that’s all it is really, a fantasy, a utopian dream . . .

      We now live under domes. The only way to recycle the air efficiently is to limit the amount of it you need to recycle. Some say that the soil must have healed by now, that soon we can try again, do better. Long gone is the Internet the way we knew it. It’s now just a network whose sole reason to exist is to make sure megacorporations know everything about you. There are only seven megacities left in the world. There are rumors that some humans have adapted outside of the domes in spite of the radiation and established colonies. But since no one is allowed outside, that’s all they are. Rumors.

      And then there are the terrorists. They call themselves freedom fighters and claim we must reduce the human race to a bare minimum and start over, start smarter. But if there is one thing that people are good at, it’s striving for survival. We are no different than animals in that regard; we’ll do whatever it takes to breathe just a little longer. No matter the cost.

      That’s where I come in. When acts of terror are unleashed upon the world, I am sent back in time to fix these aberrations. You could say I have the most important job in the world. Heck, sometimes I believe it myself. I’m just a glorified soldier but apparently something in my DNA allows me to travel in time without turning into a pile of goo. There are only a handful of us. But we aren’t told how many.

      I turn off the water with a wave of my hand. I don’t feel like stopping but I must have been showering for at least fifteen minutes, reminiscing about a past that is lost, probably forever. It’s an indulgence that comes with the job. I save lives so I can use all the water I want. It doesn’t seem fair sometimes but the hot water helps my muscles and overall mood, which are both critical for me to achieve my missions. The people financing Project Rewind know that and they’re not gonna spare any expenses as long as I keep delivering the results they expect of me. It’s been a little tense at headquarters lately. I have never failed a mission’s primary objective, but Ahmed . . . he has become my nemesis, the one terrorist whose head I still can’t deliver on a silver platter, no matter how much I try. It’s like he knows I’m coming for him every single time. Sometimes I get paranoid and think he must have inside help for him to always escape the way he does. Then I realize it’s easier to blame someone else than myself for failing to accomplish the task of killing the son of a bitch.

      The floor of the shower turns blue and a whirlwind of ionized air dries my body in less than two seconds. My hair is lifted upwards for a brief instant. When it goes back in place, I’m fully dry.

      The thought lingers in my brain.

      Does Ahmed get inside help?

      I know I’m being paranoid, but that would explain why he is always a step ahead of me. Which couldn’t be possible considering that I’m the one traveling back in time, I have an incredible amount of useful intel as I make the time jumps. That’s how I devise the best plan of action; that’s how I stop the terrorists’ nefarious plans. By knowing what to look for, at what time, and making sure TAINHA and me go for the course of action that has the higher probability of success. Yet he keeps getting away from me.

      On the other hand, being a little paranoid is why I’m still alive after so many years of deployments. I have received so many medals I don’t know what to do with them. At first I was proudly showcasing them on my wall. But then I realized I was the only one looking at them, so what was the point? So I took them down and piled them into an old shoebox under my kitchen sink.

      Loneliness. That’s the one thing that defines me the most. I am not allowed to have friends. I can’t socialize. I can’t form emotional attachments as it could hinder my judgment when I get deployed. My enemies could use them against me.

      I was enlisted after my wife got sick and died. We couldn’t afford the medication she needed to stay alive. My soldier’s salary was barely enough to allow us to eat and have something resembling a roof over our heads. Of course, all that changed once my particular genetic aberration was found during a routine medical test. I wish I could go back in time. I wish I could save her. But it doesn’t work that way. I can only jump back seven hundred and seventeen minutes, not a second more. Barely enough time for me to actually complete my missions. There have been many close calls over the years.

      I asked the eggheads at the labs once why we can’t jump further back. But after two minutes of their technobabble, my brain melted into a puddle of boredom. I’m no scientist. To each his own. All I know is that it isn’t possible. Perhaps one day, but not today.

      And then I remember they made me infertile and unable to feel sexual pleasure. For the same reasons I’m not supposed to be emotionally attached to anyone. The first three years I was doing fine in these conditions. But there’s something particularly soul-sucking to be alone all the time. I can use sex bots, but even then, I can’t really get the kind of pleasure I would like from them, no matter how much I try. I wonder why I bother really. I guess it’s a sanity thing. My brain copes better if I lie to myself that I have some sort of activity resembling sexual intercourse. But who the feck am I kidding? They neutered the shit out of me. I understand why they did it and I was informed beforehand, at the time when I was losing everything I held dear. My sweet Vassiliki. She would be disgusted with me if she was still here. Or would she?

      Then after a while, I started suffering from all the loneliness, and it affected my results. While I was still managing to achieve my primary objectives, they said I was taking too many chances, that I simply couldn’t be replaced, so they sent me to shrinks. I have no problem talking about my life with others, but what was there to talk about? I take a shower in the morning and one at night, and in the meantime, I train my ass off, relax in the evening, eat whatever I want. Not a bad life compared to many out there. But nothing to write home about either . . .

      Home . . . Such a strange and far away concept now.

      The shrinks decided that I needed companionship but one that couldn’t be used against me, so they created TAINHA. And I’m very thankful for her. She has been my salvation. I needed a presence and someone to talk to. Eventually being alone all the time got to me. I was all tear-dried from crying over Vassiliki’s passing. At first I rejected the idea of TAINHA. First my ego got bruised, since she was also there to help me during my missions. I felt like I was being given an artificial piece of code instead of a real relationship. And for a little while, I resisted her. Until I realized my actions were actually hurting her feelings. The first time she cried, I was blown away, I didn’t think code could cry. Could anyone blame me?

      It’s the one thing I was never able to bear: making a woman cry. Vassiliki knew it and, god rest her gentle soul, I think she used it to her advantage. I can’t blame her. I can be a right asshole on the best of days. To say my temper has a short fuse sometimes would be the mother of all understatements.

      I dress myself, and when I go to my living room, I am struck by the fantastic smell of poached eggs and bacon. My stomach grumbles immediately, and I lose no time digging into the tasty food. I still remember when I was living on protein bars, most likely processed from the dead carcasses of bugs. When Vassiliki passed away, I couldn’t afford anything else except a loaf of bread once a week. Now I can eat so many things, and I feel sorry I can’t share this luxury with her.

      My smoked pork meat is succulent. I know it’s wrong to eat that, but great tasting food and running water are my only indulgences these days. Most animals died after the plagues. The rest were killed when China and the United States went to war for the control of the last, already tarnished fossil-fuels stockpile. The Third World War was a short one, but it did help deal with the overpopulation. Three billion deaths in less than two days. The world went to war. It launched its nukes, and before it could be stopped, in the horror of the worst holocaust known to man, the irreparable damage was done. Whatever was left of the already dying ecosystem was burnt to a crisp. Only cities not targeted in the first assault that had domes able to filter the polluted air survived. That’s where the last of humanity survived in these dark days. Only seven cities had survived. New Geneva, which was rebuilt from the ground up in the middle of the twenty-first century when a major earthquake brought half of what was once Europe to rubble. New Paris, New Moscow, Adelaide, Montreal, Tokyo & New Chicago. China had been wiped out, as was most of the United States.

      After World War III, it was decided that a unified world government with one currency and one council of politicians, were to rule the world. The United Nations of the World. But soon those who had the resources took power behind the scenes. The megacorporations and a few others in the fields of information, military weaponry, energy and agriculture took control. They made sure that we repeated the same mistakes again, so a chosen few would share the world’s riches, while the majority fell in line and did their bidding.

      I know I should stop thinking of the past. I wasn’t there for most of it, but just thinking about it makes me sad and a little angry as well. I finish my eggs and drag my ass back to my bedroom. I fall into my bed and for a split second I think about re-activating TAINHA, but then my mind wanders somewhere else. Thinking of Vassiliki earlier made me somewhat horny. It’s the worst thing. I am horny but I can never experience the full pleasure of the act. Whoever thought of that sick joke I could decapitate with pleasure. Feck the fact that I voluntarily signed the paperwork, that I accepted this be done to me.

      I am looking at the ceiling of my perfectly furnished apartment atop one of the highest skyscrapers in New Geneva. At this height the view is simple. I see the tips of a few other buildings on the horizon and a layer of smog that looks like a sea of clouds. And then there is the bright green reflection from the force fields above. It doesn’t matter that we found a way to clean the air; true clean air is only for the ones who live two thousand feet from the ground or higher. The low-level dwellers don’t need such air. They just need to be able to work until they die. That’s the world we live in now. That’s the world I try to protect and, days like these, I wonder why I even bother.

      I’m activating the holographic sex bots. I don’t need the real flesh models since they won’t bring that happy ending anyway, so I might as well use holographic ones. A beautiful, caramel-colored-skin goddess appears from thin air, and soon she is joined by an Asian angel with the body of an athlete. Muscular yet feminine, with obviously unnatural dark red hair and green eyes. That’s the beauty of holograms; you can set it to whatever wildest dreams and fantasies your mind can muster.

      One dances next to the bed while the other rides me, but, as always, I feel nothing. My life feels as barren as the world outside of the dome.
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      It’s way past ten o’clock in the morning when I decide I’ve had enough of unfulfilling sexual fantasies and that loneliness is starting to get to me. I activate TAINHA back.

      “How was your morning, Cole?”

      “The usual,” I say, not bothering to conceal how bored I feel.

      “Would you like to talk about your nightmare?”

      The nightmare. I had almost forgotten about it. There’s something about tits bouncing up and down that will mesmerize the shit out of you in any circumstance. Be them real, fake or virtual. But the simple mention of the nightmare, or whatever the feck I experienced last night, brings me right back to reality, faster and more efficiently than a cold shower.

      I guess I needed that anyway. I’ve got to figure out what the hell it all means.

      “Yeah. Let’s do that.”

      “I’m listening . . .”

      I proceed to retell the tale to TAINHA with as much detail as I can remember. She stays silent until I’m done.

      “Oh my . . . it must have been horrific to feel you were dying, burning alive.”

      “Yeah, not a pleasant feeling. I could feel the pain; it was so realistic . . . I still don’t know if this was a nightmare or something else.”

      “What else could it be, Cole?”

      “I don’t know; need I remind you that I time travel for a living? What if something went wrong and I really died?”

      “And how do you explain that you’re back here, safe and sound?”

      “I didn’t say I had the answer. I’m just saying this didn’t feel like any other dream I ever had before.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it, Cole. But it’s just . . .”

      “Say it.”

      “It doesn’t seem likely to be anything but a nightmare. No offense.”

      “None taken, Tanya.”

      “Who’s Tanya?” she says with what sounds like a hint of jealousy in her synthesized vocals.

      Crap! That’s what I was calling the sex bot of Indian descent in my holographic fantasies, which I named after my first girlfriend.

      “Charming,” says TAINHA, clearly annoyed I could confuse her with a sex bot.

      “I’m sorry, but you have to admit, that’s a pretty name.”

      “If I didn’t know where it came from I would be inclined to agree. I would even consider letting you call me that.”

      “Why don’t you?” I say, knowing full well that I should stop talking.

      “Yes . . . why don’t I let you call me like one of your holographic whores, Cole? Sometimes you can really anger me.”

      Yeah, I stepped right into that one. But then I realize that I would enjoy calling her that. So, knowing full well I’m gonna crash and burn in my attempt, I push on.

      “Look. I understand how you feel, I really do.”

      “I seriously doubt that,” says TAINHA coldly.

      “You have all the right in the world to be pissed at me right now. But let me explain.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Okay. So Tanya is the name of my first girlfriend . . .”

      “You do realize you’re making things worse, don’t you?”

      “Would you let me finish?”

      “We both know you can’t.”

      I want to continue explaining that I actually never had sex with her and that our relationship was mostly platonic, when TAINHA’s sick joke sinks in. It’s one thing to not be able to have a fecking orgasm, it’s another having my AI use that to hurt me because she felt scorned.

      We both stay silent for a very long time. My blood begins to boil and I jump out of bed. I take three steps until I’m in front of the mirror. I’m fuming inside. I know I shouldn’t be pissed; I started it, but she went too far. Then I do something I immediately regret and I punch the mirror. It breaks into a million pieces, some of them deeply planted into my fingers.

      “I’m sorry, Cole,” she says, sounding genuine, “I spoke before I thought.”

      “How the feck is that even possible? Huh? How the feck can you do anything without thinking? Or should I say processing? Your matrix is fifty times faster than my brain, if not more, so please enlighten me: How is it that you didn’t mean to hurt me with that comment?”

      “I did mean to hurt you, but I regretted it the moment I said it. I . . . I don’t know how to take it back. I wish I could, though. Part of me would really like to be called Tanya, in fact. So maybe we should discuss this more.”

      “I don’t think you grasp how pissed you’ve made me right now. I feel like turning you off until our next mission.”

      “Please, Cole, don’t. It won’t happen again.”

      I feel like telling her she bets her silicon-and-graphite ass it won’t happen again, but then I know in that state I’m probably broadcasting my emotions all over the place and she hears them. She knows she has pissed me off. I don’t need to tell her with words.

      “Cole. I would like you to call me Tanya.”

      “We’ll see about that. Right now I think I’d like to be alone with my thoughts.”

      “I will obey if that’s really what you want but we both know that’s not the case. Shouldn’t we talk more about the nightmare?”

      I take deep breaths and try to calm myself down. I wonder why I get so pissed. There has to be a reason. While it was a cheap shot, it was also the truth. I can’t come. I wish more than anything that at least I could get that part of my humanity back. For a moment I loathe the day I signed the contract with the company. I know it’s selfish of me to think so. I live like the richest people in this world while most of humanity is surviving in awful conditions.

      “Let’s talk about that then? I have noticed you are feeling more and more self-conscious about the gifts that come with your position,” she says, always a step ahead of even my own thoughts.

      “Gifts?”

      “Advantages then?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be? Why is it I can have everything I want while most people live a miserable existence, as mere shadows, a daily nightmare compared to how things once were?”

      “The predicament of the human race is not your fault.”

      “I get that, but my conscience isn’t exactly thrilled when I eat to my heart’s content, knowing others are gobbling down processed insects to survive and suffer day after day, their lungs filling up with pollution, their health declining at a rapid pace.”

      “What triggered that reaction in you, Cole? I’m curious. You used to not give a rat’s ass about such things in the past. You’ve been increasingly concerned with the well-being, or lack thereof, of others lately. Do you know why that is?”

      I see what she is trying to do. She is changing the subject, and I think she’s right to do so. I already feel less aggressive. I don’t feel like smashing the table next to the mirror anymore.

      “I . . . I don’t know, TAI . . . Tanya.”

      Her facial avatar appears in my neuronal HUD and she smiles. “I really like that name; thank you for calling me like someone you once loved.”

      I wish I could answer to that. I just can’t. I smile back.

      “Did I ever tell you how wonderful your smile is, Cole?”

      “I guess for that I’d have to smile from time to time. But thank you.”

      “Granted, it’s not something you do often, but you do smile when it counts, and it’s a beautiful one.”

      I still struggle with the fact that an AI is telling me all these things. She’s way more intelligent than I ever will be, and I suspect she feels a wider range of emotion than I am capable of experiencing. Sometimes, especially in moments like these, I wonder if I can experience anything but primal emotions. Rage, hatred, sadness, fear . . . these, like most people, I know well, but the rest . . . “That’s not true. You’re a gentle soul at the core, and I think the fact your conscience has been eating at you lately is the proof of that. You’ve been through a lot.”

      Have I? I don’t know. Seems to me I got everything served to me on a silver platter after Vassiliki died. Sure part of me died as well that day, my better part in fact, the kind person I once was. Or thought to be.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “You’re welcome, Cole. Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re saving hundreds, thousands, sometimes hundreds of thousands of lives when you jump into service. That’s noble and not many minds could cope with the pressure you’re under. That’s why you were selected.”

      “I thought it was an aberration in my DNA allowing me to jump back in time. Or am I being lied to?”

      “I wouldn’t know, Cole. I’m not privy to such information. What I meant is that besides your ability to survive the jump in time, you have the right amount of focus. And like it or not, your aggressive tendencies are welcomed when we must kill terrorists in cold blood to avoid the terrible plans they have for this world.”

      It does make sense. I do feel like most of the time I bottle up my rage, but when I’m being deployed, I get to release it by killing the scum of the Earth. I feel pleasure ripping their lives away from them. I feel gratification for every fanatic I kill. And then I realize that if Vassiliki was still alive, she would loathe what I have become. I feel overwhelmed with sadness and can’t stop tears from forming in my eyes.

      “There, there, Cole, you’re only human, after all. It’s only normal to question yourself, and to feel sad the way you do. I won’t tell you to forget the past. It’s part of who you are and how life works. I can remember when I was first activated. I was scared, and I was wondering what I was. It’s not easy to accept that I don’t have a body, you know? I cried a lot about it. In fact, I’m still jealous sometimes. But I know I’m helping you fulfill an important task. I live through you and hopefully I’m . . . your friend?”

      “You’re my only friend.”

      “Right back at ya!”

      I chuckle. I never put myself in Tanya’s shoes until now, at least not on this level. Here I am questioning everything about my life, but I have a pumping heart, I have hands, legs, and other things that make me human. Tanya only lives inside her head. It must be disconcerting.

      “That’s funny. Where did you get to have such a great sense of humor?” I ask her.

      Again she projects her smiling face on my neuronal HUD and winks. “I learned from the best.”

      I smile back and reach to wipe my tears when I feel my arm stop in mid-air. I was about to wipe my eyes with the hand I used to smash the mirror, little sharp pieces of glass still protruding from my hand. She didn’t let me do that, of course.

      “Thanks, Tanya, you’re always there for me,” I say as I wipe my tears with my other hand and proceed to the bathroom to remove the pieces of broken glass from my hand. I stand watching droplets of my blood dripping in the sink.

      “Do you remember when you received the call for deployment? In your nightmare, I mean?”

      “Around 7 P.M.”

      “Do you mind if I ask what the mission was about?”

      “Not at all. And if it happens in the future it will be one of the worst ones yet. Ahmed Al’Hasi was trying to detonate a nuke in the city. Most of the town was incinerated even though it was a dirty bomb with much less power than the military nukes we used—”

      “In World War III?”

      “Yeah. But most of the southern part of the city was incinerated upon detonation. Radiation does the rest over a few hours in these cases.”

      “Can I ask you something else, Cole?”

      “Anything.”

      “Do you ever fear that one day they will locate where we live, you and I, and get rid of us?”

      Then I realize she, like every other living thing, is subject to fear as well.

      “Are you afraid of that?”

      “Terrified. Why, aren’t you?”

      “That’s a good question. I always assume that we can go back in time to fix such things.”

      “We can’t go back in time if we’re dead.”

      “Indeed. This building is protected, as you know. Even a military grade nuke detonating in this area wouldn’t damage this building. It has its own shielding”

      “Yes, but what about an internal attack.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. But this place is a fortress. I guess you and I can’t easily be replaced. That’s why there are platoons of soldiers and the most advanced security AI system on Earth running this place.”

      “Have you ever talked to that particular AI?”

      “I don’t have access other than the info I can gather through you. Really, Tanya, I understand how you feel, but we are quite safe here.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Let’s go back to the nightmare conversation, shall we?” I say, feeling she is the one who needs to be distracted now.

      “What about it?”

      “Well . . . if it was a nightmare, and if nothing happens after 7 P.M., we can leave it at that. But if it’s something else, shouldn’t we try to anticipate the events and stop them?”

      “Cole, we can’t get out of here without being officially deployed. Therefore we can only let it happen first.”

      “Surely the two of us could find a way.”

      “Perhaps, but it’s contrary to my programming. You know that. The rules are there for a reason; they have served us well until now.”

      I feel like pushing the issue but I know it’s useless. She is right. What if we get outside trying to stop an attack that isn’t real, only to fall prey to another one, die and not be able to stop the real thing by going back? My head spins. Time travel will do that to you.

      “Yeah, you’re right. The last thing we want is to break protocol and get killed for it.”

      “I know it feels like a prison sometimes up here.”

      “Sometimes?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I know. Let’s get back to the subject though; I want us to be prepared. If by any chance what I experienced is not a nightmare, we should use that information accordingly.”

      “I don’t see what else it could be, Cole, but I agree, assuming this is something else, another timeline, or a premonitory dream, then we’d better be prepared.”

      We talk about it some more and go over the mission again and again. We argue about my decision to flash recharge; that was reckless and Tanya makes me promise I won’t do it again, no matter what. I agree, though reluctantly.

      “I understand how frustrating it is to have him escape you many times, Cole. But it’s best to think of the lives saved than the one man escaping, no matter how infuriating this must make you feel every time.”

      She is right. I know she is. But I can’t shake the feeling that he needs to die.

      “We will get him one day,” she says calmly.

      “Doesn’t it bother you that every time we face him we come back empty-handed?”

      “Cole, I’ve calculated we saved over three hundred and fifty-two thousand lives, give or take, just by defusing his many attacks up until now. I wouldn’t really call that empty-handed.”

      “Right. Still, I haven’t received a medal lately, and we both know why.”

      She laughs out loud. She got the joke.

      “Cole, you crack me up. We both know the shoebox is full. We also know you couldn’t care less for these pieces of melted metal.”

      “You got that right. Still, I have a reputation to uphold,” I say sarcastically.

      “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “You have secrets?”

      “Very few. But yes.”

      “Then, by all means, Tanya.”

      “I told General Richardson you were dumping the medals under the sink. I thought you’d had enough of receiving them, and they kinda ran out of new ones to come up with anyway.”

      I laugh. “Alright then.”

      “You’re not mad at me, are you, Cole?”

      “Of course not. You’re right. I’ve had enough of receiving medals, and I don’t feel like getting another one anyway . . . Perhaps if we kill that bastard; but I don’t need the medal, just the satisfaction of knowing we got him would be reward enough.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      After what seems like hours of debrief I finally hit the gym. We’ve talked all we could talk about the nightmare. Now is time for some muscle pumping, and soon it will be time for dinner. That is if . . .

      I can’t even finish my thoughts when I feel the ground starting to shake.

      “It’s happening, Cole.”

      “Feck me!”

      “I’m receiving the code red. We have to go, now.”

      I drop the weights back on their support, and I wipe my sweaty face with the clean towel next to me.

      “I know, but Tanya?”

      “Yes, Cole.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this one.”

      “Me too.”
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        Mission completion time: T minus 707 minutes.

      

      

      We’re underground, inside the shielded bullet train that will get us to Rewind headquarters.

      I can’t stop from feeling fear. I’m never afraid of a mission, but this one scares the bejeezus out of me. I look at the devastation caused by the nuke from the TV feeds all over the world. We’re barely a minute away from arriving at Rewind. The train is nothing more than a single-seat capsule being projected at super speed via a powerful magnetic field. Every five seconds we pass through a bright blue light source that briefly casts blue tones on my face and everything inside the capsule. This is basically my private mode of transportation. I have no doubt others in the military and in our project also travel this way, for obvious security reasons, but I never met anyone else, so it feels like it’s mine and mine alone.

      “General Richardson is on the line.”

      I exhale deeply. “Should we tell him what we know?”

      “I don’t think that would be wise, Cole. What if he deems us . . . defective?”

      “Right. Better not take any chances. Put him through.”

      I mentally swipe away all the live feeds and replace them with the video conference call on my neuronal HUD, full screen.

      “General.”

      “Agent Seeker. By now you undoubtedly know what happened a few minutes ago in New Geneva. We’ll brief you on the details of what we know as soon as you arrive. We’ve already sent drones to gather as much data as possible from ground zero, so you can try and get a clearer picture of what awaits you on your mission.”

      “Very well, General.”

      The video feed turns off. Richardson was never a talker, always straight to the point. Business as usual then.

      “I’m already receiving some of the probes data, Cole,” says Tanya. “It’s really bad.”

      “A nuke in a major city will do that. That’s why we do what we do.”

      “I’m afraid, Cole, I don’t like this one bit. It’s the first time you had precognition about one of our missions, right?”

      “It is, and believe me I’m afraid as well. I died the last time around.”

      “Let’s just hope the nightmare was there to allow you to change our tactics.”

      Yeah . . . let’s hope.

      I know full well which mistake not to repeat. No bullet-time before I meet Ahmed; that’s one thing I need to change for sure. Which probably means another, if not completely different, approach to the whole mission. Perhaps we can even skip the two hundred and seventieth floor altogether; that is, if the mission repeats itself the way it did before. I need to be able to use that ultimate advantage that bullet-time gives me to make sure I don’t end up dead. Dying once, whether it was a nightmare or god knows what, is one too many times for a lifetime. I do not intend to repeat that experience, not if I can help it. But I can’t shake this feeling I have inside of me.

      This is going to be the longest day of my life.

      When we arrive at headquarters, the general is already waiting for us. As always, he salutes me. I’ve always wondered why. I don’t really have a rank, not officially anyway. Project Rewind is a highly secret facility and officially doesn’t exist. I am not a member of the United Nations of the World’s military. I used to be, but my insertion in the program required me to resign my previous commission. I was a major back then, but now I’m just an agent. Nevertheless, I salute him back.

      “This is one hell of a shitstorm, Agent Seeker. Multiple high-level megacorporations’ employees and their families have perished in the attack. I don’t need to tell you how paramount it is that we don’t allow this atrocity to take place. We need to Rewind as soon as possible and prevent this from happening again.”

      “Absolutely, General. Do we know who is behind the attack?”

      “You’re not gonna like it.”

      “Ahmed Al’Hasi.”

      “Correct, Agent. I think I don’t have to tell you how critical it is that this time you take care of this scourge once and for all. I know how frustrating it must have been for you in the past to have him escape justice. Still, stopping the nuke is, as always, your top priority. Al’Hasi is still a secondary objective, but we both know we’d all sleep better if he bites the dust. Do not even try to bring him in; your orders are to use extreme prejudice. You’re authorized to use any means necessary to achieve both your first and secondary objectives.” He looks at his wrist smart watch. Not too many people still carry those with all our augments, but I guess, like me, General Richardson is a bit of a nostalgic. “You only have about seven hundred minutes of Rewind Time left; use them wisely.”

      “Understood, General.”

      My heart beats like the double-drum bass track of a speed-metal song.

      I’m usually in control and detached from my mission on both a personal and emotional level, and that’s what gives me my edge. I need to regain control of my emotions, and I need to do it fast. But for now I’m failing miserably as I still try to understand how any of this can be possible. Have I developed a precog ability I’m unaware of? Or did this happen sometime in a previous mission, one the Rewind program doesn’t want me to know about? And if so, how did they manage to bring me back? My head spins, and I wish I could try to find an answer, but right here and now, time is of the essence.

      “You have twenty minutes to analyze the ground zero data we’ve been able to gather since the . . . incident. All signs point to a dirty bomb exploding in the lower levels of World Security Center, in downtown New Geneva. Most of the population is already suffering the effect of the radiation. This is a doomsday scenario for this city. I can’t stress enough how important your Rewind mission is at this point, but I’m sure you get the gist.”

      I know all of this already, but I can’t tell him any of that. Why did he pause mid-sentence though? That’s not like him. It’s not like I can ask him anyway.

      “Absolutely. I will not fail either my first nor secondary mission objective. Ahmed needs to be dealt with once and for all.”

      “Are you two on a first name basis now? Never mind that though, just . . . just kill that fecker! Whatever it takes, Agent Seeker. I have the utmost confidence in your abilities to fulfill your mission. You’re dismissed.” The general salutes me once more and leaves the entrance hall of the Rewind facility.

      I notice he’d made another awkward pause. I wish I was as confident with myself as he seems to be. But I’m no fool. I heard something in his voice. What was it? Hesitation? Fear? Or perhaps doubt? It doesn’t matter since it won’t change a thing as far as I’m concerned. I have no choice here; I either succeed in my mission or die. And dying isn’t an option.

      “That’s right, Cole,” says Tanya, “we come back alive from this. I . . . I don’t want to die either.”

      I have no doubt Tanya doesn’t want to cease to exist. That’s the first sign of consciousness, and while I may have had my doubts about her in the very beginning when they implanted me with her augment, I know she is alive. She feels just like any human being, and right now, with her processing speed, I’m sure the amount of fear she is having to deal with is just as high if not higher than mine.

      We get inside the holographic chamber mission prep room. It’s a spherical room with a catwalk stretching out from the entrance to its center. Once I’m in the center platform, the catwalk retracts. This room is where I get to prepare all my missions. It provides me with all the data after the fact, using not only my own AI augment processing power to calculate mission specific protocols and strategies, but also using the city’s main AI, which has, in the past few minutes, accumulated all possible data pertaining to this mission. Without it, jumping back in time would be left to chance, and that’s not what the Rewind Project is about. One terrorist act, one jump back, to course correct history for the better. At least that’s what they tell me.

      The lighting inside the room turns dark, and soon the room is filled with a gigantic holo-projection of the part of town where the dirty bomb detonated. Superimposed over the still flaming and smoky rubble is a 3D diagram of the building, pre-explosion. A top, right-corner window indicates an estimate of casualties. It’s currently at over three hundred thousand souls and climbing at more than fifty lives a second. The emotions that these numbers generate in me I try to mentally push away. I can’t let this impact how I approach my mission. I need to detach myself as much as possible or risk being overwhelmed.

      The mission number is a simple seventeen displayed on the left corner of the holo-simulation. That would mean it’s my seventeenth deployment. Feels like I’ve deployed way more than this paltry figure somehow. I don’t know why, but that’s how it feels. I also wonder if my current anxiety has anything to do with the unusual amount of time I have seen the numbers one and seven in the past few weeks. Like the universe itself is trying to tell me something. At this point it feels more like yelling than talking, and that gets me worried even more. Is this the day I die? Is it written in stone? I am neither a pessimist nor a fatalist but I don’t like this coincidence, not one bit. I reluctantly brush the thought away; it brings nothing but stress and I need to stay clear-headed as much as I can under the circumstances.

      “Any way to lower my anxiety, Tanya?”

      “I’m way ahead of you. I’ve released a mixture of drugs that should help you improve your concentration shortly as well as lower your anxiety levels right about now. I’m doing this in privacy mode, so that mission control doesn’t see it happening. I’ve been feeding them bogus data ever since we’ve been called to action.”

      That’s the price to pay for being connected twenty-four seven. Normally I couldn’t fart without someone, somewhere, knowing about it. But Tanya knows how to give me an extra layer of privacy, one that she understands I need in order to perform unencumbered and feel like I have at least a sliver, no matter how small, of my life being mine and mine alone. I realize it’s an illusion of freedom, but that’s one I care about. We’ve agreed a long time ago to have her rewrite her own code for this purpose, but I honestly couldn’t tell if mission control is able to access that data nonetheless. They’re the ones who created Tanya. They probably know everything about her, and because they can still access a complete data dump if they wish, we don’t know if they’d tolerate such mods. But I decided, long ago, to trust that whatever modifications she has made to her code is foolproof. It’s the only way I can stay sane and not feel like a rat in a maze under constant scrutiny.

      I turn my attention back to the projection before me. The amount of destruction is the worst I have seen in a pre-deployment briefing. A ton of data is added to the holo-scene. A list of known associates, suspects and their entire bio. I know Tanya records all of this so I can call upon it if needed after the time jump.

      After a couple of minutes, Tanya starts running scenarios and displays the odds of success for each course of action in simulation. We detect traces of mechs in the wreckage, probably those from the two hundred and seventieth floor. I cringe at the display. The holo-display zooms inside the building now. I have access to all shafts, elevators and routes to my objectives.

      Should we concentrate on scenarios where Al’Hasi escapes from the roof only? she asks mentally so only the two of us can hear this, hopefully.

      No . . . we can’t assume this will turn out the same as in my . . . nightmare. But compute additional scenarios with those variables. We have to come up with a new game plan. I don’t trust the one that unfolded before. Taking anything for granted is a surefire way to get us both killed.

      “Agreed. How do you want to split the time between reckon and action in this mission, Cole?”

      That’s a good question. We usually use about seventy percent of the time on reckon and interrogation, trying to get as much actionable intel on the field before we act, with a mostly fixed battle strategy. Of course, some slight on-the-fly adjustments are always needed. I usually just trust my instincts and up until now they haven’t betrayed me, but today I feel like I can’t trust shit. So can we afford to use a standard approach this time? I wish I had a definite answer to that.

      “Just use the standard approach for now and we’ll see,” I answer.

      Soon Tanya has all the information gathered by the central city AI. She has already computed dozens of scenarios. I recognize the one with the most chance of success to stop the nuke from detonating. I know this one should work, but I also know I might die in the process. So we’ll need to make changes. I wish I could decide not to interrogate some of the targets I have interrogated before in vain, but I also know that this could just be a fecking nightmare with no impact on how the mission goes. If only I could know this for sure. The more I think about it, the more I think we need to treat this like any other mission and wing it as necessary when the time comes. I might need to be ruthless in my interrogations during this mission. I have to make the most of the now six hundred and fifty-three minutes left at my disposal.

      “We need to decide for a safe zone in case of mission failure,” says Tanya.

      “No. We don’t fail this mission. That’s not an option. No matter what, we stop that nuke. Do you hear what I’m saying, Tanya?”

      “Cole, this is contrary to mission protocol. Even in the catastrophic event that we fail to diffuse the nuke, we have to survive this mission. Or we can’t go back to try to prevent it from happening again. It’s in your job description; survival is paramount.”

      “I don’t care. They’ll find someone else, but this nuke doesn’t detonate! My last actions on this planet are not to let hundreds of thousands of lives perish.”

      “I understand, but by your own admission, these wouldn’t be your last actions if we successfully evac to a safe zone during the mission, should the need arise. Therefore, we need to think about a plan B where both you and I live to fight another day.”

      “Compute that plan if it makes you feel better, but do not, I insist, do not activate it against my will. Are we clear on that?”

      There is a long pause. In Tanya’s world that must mean more thinking than I could achieve in a day. When she finally answers I can feel tension in her voice.

      “Very well, Cole.”

      I keep my thinking on the down low as much as I humanly can. I don’t want her to pick up on what I’m thinking now: that part of me is unconvinced of the sincerity of her last answer.

      “Thank you, Tanya, I couldn’t do any of this if I didn’t trust you with my life.”

      “Neither could I.”

      Tanya focuses on the three most likely simulations leading to a higher chance of completing the primary objective. She keeps tuning that scenario in real time and I can see all the variations. We’ve already spent too much time in here, but this is not a mission we want to rush into unprepared. The holo-simulation flashes orange to let us know we can’t stay more than another few minutes in here. It will flash red once more soon, and then it will turn off, whether we think we’re done or not with our mission assessment. We must hurry; the more time we spend here, the less time we will have in the past to complete our mission.

      “What about the scenarios where both objectives are met successfully, i.e., diffusing the bomb and killing Al’Hasi? Display those please.”

      “None of these scenarios are past the seventy percent chance of success, therefore they didn’t make it to the final selection. Since the first objective as well as our survival is paramount, I have relegated these scenarios to not feasible.”

      And that’s perhaps the one mistake that could kill us. Trust that a simulation will determine the best course of action to optimize our chances by lowering the risks. There is one thing I am almost certain about: without taking a risk we won’t get Al’Hasi. He knows that, and I’m thinking that’s why he always slips between my fingers. Time to change the way we operate, at least on one front.

      “Belay that. Display the simulations where both objectives are attainable and show me the odds.”

      The first one shows a sixty-five percent chance of diffusing the bomb and only a thirty-five percent chance of catching Al’Hasi.

      “I can live with these odds.”

      “Not according to standard operations protocol you can’t.”

      “Screw protocol,” I answer vaguely as I’m looking at the second simulation. It has even less chances to reach primary objective completion, at only fifty-nine percent, but it has a seventy-one percent chance of capturing or killing the terrorist. That’s more like it. Perhaps that’s the reason behind all the ones and the sevens I’ve been seeing these past few days. Maybe it’s a sign.

      “I like this one even better,” I say as I quickly glance at the third scenario, which seems useless: less than fifty percent chance on both objectives.

      “Cole, I feel obliged to remind you that your current state of mind could very well influence your decision and, at the same time, put both our lives in danger. I cannot comply and go ahead with a simulation where the odds aren’t at least seventy percent chance of success on our primary objective.”

      “Override.”

      “I can’t; this function isn’t something I can rewrite. I’m sorry, Cole. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think this would work.”

      I start getting angry again. I feel like smashing something else. I try to lower my anger and focus all my attention on how to make it work, how to fool the system into giving us bigger odds since Tanya can’t do it on her own. I can feel it in my bones. This is the course of action we have to choose. The simple fact it was rejected automatically makes me even more certain of that. When was the last time anything worth doing was easy, after all? No risk, no reward. I know I’m just citing clichés inside my head, but something rings true nonetheless.

      Private mode? I ask mentally.

      Of course. No way I’d let mission control hear us bickering about the course of action we need to take. They’d decommission me on the spot and equip you with a memory-wiped model. I don’t think that’s what you’d want?

      Indeed it isn’t. What if we had someone join our party?

      Who? There isn’t anyone to add, Cole.

      That’s not entirely true. I know a . . . someone. I know someone who can help us make sure we succeed at the mission.

      This is against Rewind Protocol, Cole. We’re already deviating too far from our standard operating procedures as it is for my own comfort.

      No offense, Tanya, but screw comfort and screw protocol. This is someone I can trust; this officer owes me one, a big one. Today is the day I cash in on that favor.

      Not knowing about this person can’t help me feed the data on the simulation and won’t affect the score. Not to mention that by doing so I might sign my own death warrant should we be discovered.

      Can’t you just calculate the odds if a highly decorated special ops marine were to enter the equation?

      You know full well that I need as much details as I can in order to calculate odds, and we’re running out of time, Cole. You either divulge the soldier’s identity or we go with plan A.

      Feck plan A! I don’t care if the whole world heard that in fact. But I resign myself.

      Captain Eleanor Trevisano.

      Accessing . . . says Tanya coldly.

      I know she is jealous. I’m not an idiot. Tanya is no mere machine. She has feelings, and from our fight earlier on, I can tell these are deep-rooted feelings. Unless it’s my ego talking.

      Yeah, that’s more like it, Cole. Get a grip on yourself, will you? My entire world doesn’t revolve around you.

      That hurts a little, but I have to concede it’s a well-deserved comment.

      Impressive resumé this Captain Trevisano. Up until she was discharged that is.

      You don’t have to tell me; she’s saved my ass more than once.

      Then do you mind if I ask how come she’s the one owing you a favor?

      Let’s just say I’ve saved hers more times. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?

      How likely is she to accept being an intricate part of this mission?

      Likely to very likely.

      You know I need a more precise variable than that, Cole. How likely?

      I swallow hard while I try to imagine how this conversation will go. That’s when the holo-simulation flashes red. We have ninety-seconds left before the mission scenario is selected and locked into Tanya’s matrix. Feck!

      Seventy-five percent chance, I say with as much conviction as I can muster.

      I wonder, am I trying to convince her of that figure, or just myself?

      Never play poker, Cole, you’re a terrible liar. Hasn’t anyone told you that? Nevertheless, crunching numbers. Stand by . . .

      The next five seconds feel like an eternity. Tanya’s right, I lied. I’d be lucky if Eleanor didn’t blow my head off the moment she saw me. We hadn’t exactly parted on the best of terms. But she still owes me one, a big one. I need to cash in on that one today so we need to try nonetheless. I’m hoping Tanya’s CPU is too occupied to hear that thought or that she agrees with me; or, at the very least, that she’s willing to take that leap of faith.

      I have faith in you, but let it be known that I object to this course of action, and that’s between you and me. I have redacted the reason for her dishonorable discharge from her file though. Only way to make this work.

      Thank you, Tanya.

      That dishonorable discharge is my fault, and if she tries to redecorate my head with a hole in the middle of my forehead, that would be the reason. I hold my breath while the scores rise progressively with the new mission parameters injected into the scenario. The odds stop at an even seventy percent.

      I exhale deeply in relief.

      “Lock that scenario in, Tanya.”

      I should mention the chances of her surviving this mission is less than twenty percent though.

      That’s the kind of information I don’t need to know, even though I have no doubt it is a strong possibility. Am I really willing to risk an old friend’s life to achieve this mission? I guess there’s no way around it now.

      “Is the scenario locked-in?”

      “It is, for better or for worse.”

      And just in time too. The holo-simulation terminates, the lights come back to life in the room as the catwalk re-extends itself. A vocal alert informs us it’s time to leave the pre-mission tactical room.

      Now let’s hope I made the right decision. One way or another we’re about to find out soon enough; within the next six hundred and thirty-nine minutes, to be precise.
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      When we reach the outer doors of the room, a robotic arm comes out of the wall. I know the drill. This is the authentication tattoo I must present at the other side of my jump. To make sure I’m traveling according to official orders, not on a mission of my own. Only the AI in this room can deliver authenticated tattoos readable by people from the past, and it’s a smart and elegant failsafe to prevent unauthorized time jumps from ever being made. The tattoo is required to jump back in time, as well as my release from the jump chamber in the past.

      I used to think it was a lack of trust for the agent, but then again I’m not exactly employee of the month lately. I walk a fine line between following protocols and doing what I feel must be done, like today.

      I’m thinking there has to be a way to trick the system. This tattoo is obviously known beforehand in some memory banks. It’s one hell of a secure system with multiple encryptions. Still, like every system designed by humans, it must have a flaw. I don’t need to find it, really. I don’t intend to time travel for my own devices.

      But I get it that the company can’t take any chances about it. The mind is a fragile thing, and a loose time traveler could cause irreparable damages not only to the timeline but to the future of humanity as well. Burning the glowing purple barcode tattoo on my skin takes a few seconds, and when it’s done, the door opens. I step outside the holo-simulation room and take a left. From here I’m only a few seconds away from the time chamber.

      “Nervous?” Tanya asks.

      “More than the first time I had sex.”

      “At least you got to do that. I know it’s a touchy subject right now for you, but all things considered, you experienced that pleasure in the past, many times.”

      Not nearly enough if anybody asks me, but no one does.

      Yeah and I wish I could tell you I don’t miss it, but I’d be lying through my teeth. Of everything I had to give up for this job, this is what hurts the most. Even though I can technically have sex, it’s the enjoying part I can never feel again. Sometimes I feel like using time in a mission to visit a black market augment doctor and fix that. But how long would it take until the company discovered I’d done that? Wishful thinking, I know, but it’s a thought I get almost every time before I jump lately.

      Perhaps we should do it, Cole. I think it was a mistake removing that part of your humanity. I don’t see why it would affect your performance.

      That’s sweet of you to say, Tanya, but it’s not worth the risk, and we definitely don’t have time to do this during this particular mission. I need to be one hundred percent focused on the task at hand. I’m afraid reactivating my junk will have to wait for another time.

      And yet perhaps it would relax you more than you know, give you something to fight for and make sure you come back alive from it.

      Could she have a point? It’s all theoretical, and we can't lose precious time to discuss it right now or try anything to that end during this mission. Still, I wonder.

      We enter the time room. I never like what comes next. For some reason the bozos who built up that wonder of a machine didn’t manage to allow time traveling with clothes on. I think of old classic SciFi movies and the joke is not lost on me. Oh well, at least Tanya can jump with me.

      I remove my clothes when I catch a glimpse of a new girl operating some part of the machine. She blushes at the sight of me naked. I wink in her direction and she turns red before looking away.

      “Smooth, Cole, very smooth.”

      “Stop being jealous. You know I only have eyes for you, dear.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I get deactivated a minimum of three times a week so you can bring holograms into your bed.”

      “Touché. But I tell you what? Get a body and you can replace them.”

      There is an awkward silence. It doesn’t last long.

      “I might take you up on this. One day.”

      I smile. That wouldn’t be the worst of things now, would it?

      “Tell you what, let’s get . . . fixed and we could try that. I think I would enjoy it very much,” she says with a slight trembling of her synthetic vocal chords.

      You and me both.

      I stand atop the Time Convection Field Generator. The hum of the machine comes to life and I feel a slight tingle on the skin of my feet. A tad more and it would tickle.

      A column of cylindrical blue light rises from below and engulfs me. There are circles of brighter energy flashes flying upwards at a higher frequency over time. They pass in front of my eyes with a distinctive hum. It takes about twenty seconds until they are so fast I can barely see them. They render the cylindrical energy opaque enough that I can’t see the people operating the machine anymore.

      I hear the countdown over the speakers.

      “Time jump in 5 . . . 4 . . . 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Engaging time jump.”

      What happens next is the most bizarre sensation. I feel like my body is being de-molecularized, and for a split second that feels like an eternity, I exist only as energy, or thought. I couldn’t tell which. It’s both exhilarating and scary as shit. For a fraction of a second, I also get that feeling like I’m one with the universe. It’s the weirdest and strangest of feelings, no matter how many times I’ve experienced this before. I both love and fear it. It’s over before I can make sense of what it was, but, for just a millisecond, I feel like I know everything about myself, my life, my experiences, my death even. It’s too short for my brain to make any sense of it, and soon the time jump is completed.

      When I open my eyes, not much seems to have changed. The cylindrical light around me does its thing in reverse and soon I am standing naked in the room again. I can tell it’s not all the same people looking at me. Different shifts I guess. I’ve jumped back nearly twelve hours into the past.

      As is protocol, a member of the team comes and scans my jump tattoo.

      “Code identified. General Richardson will be here shortly to review your mission brief.”

      I don’t have time for this, not with this mission, not today.

      “This is a code Ultra Red. My AI augment will debrief him remotely, but we need to get going right away,” I say as I walk towards the nearest locker that contains some clothes for me. It’s not what I was wearing when I came in, but it’s only temporary so I don’t walk naked until I get to the armory for a quick load on supplies, then head out to my safe house in town, where I will pick a more precise set of tools. If I need something particular that I don’t have there, I need to get it from here, like a second portable deflector shield. Eleanor will need one as well and I don’t have a spare in the safe house. Not one that can link with Tanya’s systems anyway.

      When I turn back, I can see the team member is still unsure of what to make of my last statement. He’s in my way.

      “I repeat: code Ultra Red. This is not a drill, son,” I say with as much calm as I can but with authority nonetheless. “Do you understand?”

      “I . . . I have never been part of a code Ultra Red.”

      “You’ll get used to it. Now, son, let me pass.”

      I can see fear in his eyes. Can’t blame him though. Who wouldn’t be scared? Ultra Red is for the worst possible types of attack we can imagine. It doesn’t take a genius to imagine the consequences of a nuke or biological attack. Perhaps this man has family in the city. Working at Rewind requires the utmost security level but also the utmost discretion. Still, our humanity, it can be our strength but also our biggest weakness in times like these.

      “I sense a ninety-two percent chance that this man will call his family to warn them about the impending attack. We can’t leave this facility until this has been taken care of. A single phone call outside, a rumor even, could start a panic and change too many variables and render our mission strategy null and void. Our mission could be over before it started, Cole.”

      I can’t believe we have to deal with things like these on a day like today. I look at the man’s name tag.

      “John, would you please accompany me?” I say as I walk towards the door.

      “What . . . why? Did I do something wrong?”

      I stop and turn around to face him.

      “No, John, but I need your help with something.”

      His facial muscles relax a little. He follows me to the hallway and walks silently a few steps behind me.

      “Sir, I . . . I really want to tell you how much of an honor it is to work on this project.”

      Yeah yeah . . . but you clearly have forgotten the basic protocol that comes with your job, now haven’t you?

      “It’s a tough job we do, John. Do you have family?” I ask, trying to sound as casual as possible.

      “A wife and a daughter of eight.”

      “What’s your daughter’s name?”

      Before he can answer I spring into action. I grab him and lock his head with my left arm, strangling him.

      “Cole? Go easy on him,” Tanya pleads.

      What is she worried about? I’m not gonna kill that poor sod. Maybe someone will, but not me.

      I can feel John trying to release himself but my augmented arms make that impossible. He hits my arm a few times with his fists, but soon enough he passes out from the lack of oxygen. I throw him on my shoulder and pick up my pace towards the brig.

      The guard there jumps out of his chair when I enter the room and salutes me. I salute back.

      “What happened?” he inquires.

      “He’s been deemed a security risk.”

      I gently drop John’s unconscious body in the nearest cell.

      “Would you mind?” I say as I point with my head towards the cell.

      The guard enters a command on a nearby console and a force field springs to life.

      “Your orders are to not let this man out of the cell for at least twelve hours. This is a priority one order, do you understand?”

      The guard nods back at me.

      “Sedate him if you have to, but under no circumstances is he to be allowed to talk with anybody until he is released. If in doubt, report to General Richardson.”

      “Understood, Agent,” he answers.

      I have no doubt it’s the end of John’s career in Rewind. Hopefully that’s the full extent of his punishment. After all, there was still a slight chance he would have kept his mouth shut.

      That’s three minutes wasted we didn’t have to spare. I leave the brig and run to the armory where I rush to jump into mission clothing and equip myself with full body armor. I grab a couple of guns (a blaster and a rifle), and a few throwing knives and shuriken that I attach to the magnetic strip running around my right thigh. I’ll load on some more later. I grab that extra personal shield and a couple of grenades. I also take two portable power packs and magnetically attach them to my belt.

      “Expecting resistance between here and our safe house?” Tanya asks.

      “Better safe than sorry; this is going to be a long day.”

      “Technically only less than half a day, but I get what you mean.”

      Less than twelve hours to save hundreds of thousands of lives; that’s a long day in my book, no matter how you spin it, not to mention that I have been up for more than twelve hours already. Why can’t I ever get a deployment call at seven in the morning when I’m all rested?

      “Let’s get out of here,” I say, not trying to hide my annoyance. “We’ve lost enough time as it is.”
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* * *

      On our way to the safe house, I get lost in thought as the cityscape of New Geneva unfolds in front of my eyes from the window of the self-driving ship taking us there. The view from the tube is mesmerizing, I get lost in it for a little while. Far in the distance, I imagine Lac Léman.

      New Geneva has been rebuilt a fair bit away from the now mostly dead lake. We’re a few miles from the shore, quite a difference with the old tall buildings only a road’s width away from the lake as it was before. I’ve seen holo-vids and documentaries of it in my down time; it used to be such a lovely place. The holographic waterjet in the middle of town emulates one of the old city’s monuments. It used to be the highest waterjet in the world back in the twenty-first century, and thousands of tourists the world over came every year to look at it. That was another world back then; it’s all but gone now, but the holographic waterjet is a reminder of that time nonetheless.

      “Why didn’t we take the underground turbo tube?” Tanya asks.

      “Well, I felt like looking at the city and gathering my thoughts, something I can do with more ease than when I’m in an underground speed tunnel.”

      “I thought time was of the essence.”

      “It is, but this doesn’t take that much more time.”

      “By my estimate we will lose three point two minutes this way.”

      That’s a very AI thing to say. She is right, of course. This way is slightly longer. But I need to gather my thoughts and try to find an appropriate way to convince Eleanor to come with us on this mission. Truth be told even if she refuses, we’ll get the job done without her. The important thing is to lock-in a battle plan that gives the maximum chance of getting rid of Ahmed. And since that plan of action is fundamentally different from the one in my nightmare, at least it won’t feel like déjà-vu all day.

      I have no doubt that we stand a much better chance of success with her help.

      “I need that little bit of extra time to think,” I answer moments later.

      Soon we arrive at our destination, and the ship drops me on the top of the building where our safe house is located. It’s deep underground, so we take the turbo elevator down to the safe house entrance. A full body scan in the form of a sweeping green laser does its job, starting from my feet and working its way up to the top of my head in less than a second. The laser focuses on my retina next for just a brief instant and the door splits open in the middle with a familiar whoosh.

      As I step into the main room, lights turn on automatically. On the surface this looks like a big studio apartment with minimalistic furniture. A sofa and a coffee table are facing the holo-screen that’s imbedded in the wall. With the push of a single mental thought, a wirelessly transmitted password, it all changes.

      Walls flip onto themselves in their center to reveal the arsenal to choose from for my mission. There’s enough weaponry and destructive power in this room to start a small war. And then it hits me. Nothing is out of place; all my weapons are there. Could that even happen if I had time jumped the first time around? What if the nightmare is nothing else than a bad dream? What if by changing my approach I put myself into more jeopardy than I normally would have?

      “It’s too late to second-guess yourself, Cole. We have to proceed with the data we have now. There’s no turning back.”

      “I know . . .”

      But that doesn’t stop my internal questioning. I never have to replenish the stock in between deployments myself. Someone at Rewind does that for me. So I could have time jumped before and still have all my weapons ready. Unless my half-assed theory about alternate timelines is valid and even if I time jumped ten times for the same mission, each time this room would look the same simply because it would never have happened in that particular timeline.

      “You do realize that no matter what it is we do, no matter how it physically happens, it doesn’t impact our mission right this moment?” says Tanya trying to get me out of my wretched doubting loops.

      She is right, of course, but I can’t stop questioning everything now. I guess that’s what the human brain is all about. We want to know the answers to almost every question starting with what, how or why. Still, time is running out so this will have to wait. For now.

      I need to arm myself, not too little so as to run out of ammo and things to throw at my numerous enemies in the next eleven hours, but not too much as to be encumbered by my gear either. I need to be able to move freely and do the most outrageous of stunts, while fully armed, so I need to find that perfect yet fragile balance.

      “Tanya, according to mission specifics, please display what weapons you recommend.”

      While I will make the final decision, having her make a pre-choice in that matter saves time. She highlights every weapon in my neuronal HUD. The selected weapons glow green when I look at them. Just like I would, mostly, she selects a rather sizeable arsenal. I replace the gear I took from Rewind with my own gear, as it’s been adjusted to my liking, modified, and tested in battle.

      I take an extra blaster, more sonic mines and decide to have not one but three drones accompany us on this mission. Three is already a gamble. Their stealth tech is strong but they emit too much interference when there is more than one in close proximity. Three could vastly take away some of the surprise factor out of the equation should they be detected and dispatched before they are required.

      “Then why take the risk, Cole?” asks Tanya.

      “Call it a gut feeling. We’ll fly them miles apart from one another to limit the risk of detection.”

      “Do I have to remind you that Ahmed is one of the most talented cyber terrorists of all time? If there’s one person that will detect the slightest interference, it’s him.”

      “I bet on the fact that he will have bigger fish to fry today.”

      “Let’s hope you’re not betting our lives in the process.”

      I know she means well. I also know her logic is, more often than not, more sound than mine. But the one thing I believe an AI lacks, no matter how intelligent or how large her scope of emotions is, is instinct. She has yet to show me a decision based on the tickling of a je-ne-sais-quoi inside her that proves to be the right path of action. And truth be told, if instinct wasn’t required, they wouldn’t bother sending a human being back in time for these tasks. They’d send a synthesized canner instead.

      “I’ll try not to get offended by that.”

      “You shouldn’t. I don’t consider you a canner. You know that.”

      “I do, but if my mind was put into a synthetic body, by your own logic, I’d become one.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Then what did you mean, Cole?”

      How do I dig myself out of the hole I’ve just dug? I try to choose my next words carefully.

      “I mean that for all your wonderful personality and superior intellect, I still think you lack instinct.”

      “If that were true do you really think I would have allowed us to tamper with mission parameters to include Captain Trevisano into the mission? At the risk of having my circuits fried if anyone found out?”

      And there she was, throwing me a curve ball. Could what I have perceived as a leap of faith on her part, an implied trust, actually be governed by instinct?

      “You better believe it, jackass,” she says, her voice icy cold.

      “Was name calling really necessary?”

      She laughs. “No, but it’s fun, and you have to get used to the fact that you’re rubbing off on me over time. It’s only logical, right?”

      I smile as I continue to pack the gear, making sure to take some grappling hook extensions loaded into my forearms alongside my blades, claws and missiles. We need to get going; as fun and enlightening as this is, we’re neither on vacation nor sightseeing.
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      I go into the vehicle room on the fifty-seventh floor of our building. There are many options here. Flying car, chopper, small range fighter but more often than not I’ll just go with my trusty jet bike. It’s fast, highly maneuverable and has enough space to accommodate an additional passenger. Which hopefully will be needed later today. It’s also armed to the teeth with high-intensity beam lasers and plasma cannons, concussion missiles, the works. I load extra gear onto the jet bike in multiple compartments, more grenades, and additional spare weapons.

      Once I’m installed on the jet bike, I select a track to listen to on the way. I’ll have time for a single song, but that matters not. I feel the need to listen to some music, even if for a fleeting time. I scroll through my library’s metal section and choose a Sentenced song: Vengeance is Mine.

      The bass line of the song starts blasting inside my head as I open the flight-level garage door. It splits from the middle to display morning godrays struggling to shine through green tainted smog. It’s raining outside New Geneva’s dome, and each droplet that impacts on its force shield briefly illuminates in bright green. It’s an incredible sight. Millions of droplets generating expanding green light like ripples in a pond impacting with one another, sending lifelike green hues onto the entire city below. I check the weather forecast; it will stop raining in a few minutes. Somehow I’m happy I caught it. I love the mood it gives the city.

      Before we can visit my old— friend, we stop at a preliminary target spot. It’s the place where one of the terrorists involved in today’s attack lives. It’s his last known location according to the intel we’ve gathered. Which, more often than not, is accurate. This one is a direct connection to Ahmed, being one of his lieutenants, Samir Faysal. Taking him out of the equation so early in the day should slow down Ahmed's plans. But before I rip his heart out, I have a few questions for the sucker. Soon we land on the roof of the building where his apartment is located.

      After dropping ten flights of stairs in a hurry, I approach the target’s flat with caution. I use my vision augmentations to scan the place. Infrared, X-ray, subsonic resonance, light field, electromagnetic fields, local and external CCTV feeds, the works. Basically every data that can improve visual acuity through solid walls. It’s almost like seeing through them in fact. The overlay of all that real-time data gives me a clear picture, especially when displayed on top of the building schematics. Tanya superimposes it onto my vision in wireframe as to not overload and disorient my brain with too many layers of visual stimuli.

      There are two people in the flat. One more than I expected. They are sitting in the living room. I take both my blasters out and set them on maximum stun.

      I guess it’s two for the price of one.

      I kick the door and shoot the first target before he can realize what’s happening but then, when I shoot the second one, a personal shield around him stops the blast. He gets up but he is still not facing me. When he turns around, I can’t believe my eyes.

      Ahmed!

      I instinctively unleash a flurry of shots straight into his head, but they are all absorbed by his shield. He looks back at me and smiles.

      I feel my blood reaching boiling point inside my veins. I quickly switch both my weapons to kill mode with a single thought and keep firing. He rolls to the side and takes cover behind the sofa. I grab a sonic grenade off my belt and throw it his way. He lurches out of cover and throws it back towards me. I jump out of the way but it’s too late; the grenade detonates before I have time to get clear of its blast radius. When it explodes, I’m thrown backward against the wall, cracking it upon impact. My ears are ringing, my head buzzing and I am completely disoriented. I hear a rolling sound approaching me amidst the chaos happening in my mind and body, and when I look down at my feet, I see two metallic spheres rolling, one on either side of me. Before I can kick the first one away, they fly upwards at shoulder level, and electrical arcs shoot from them and hit me on the thorax.

      My muscles contract as pain travels up and down my entire body. I am, for all intents and purposes, unable to move as an intense electric current runs through me. My neuronal HUD is affected and I see an overlay of static and noisy artifacts adding to the blurriness my vision already suffers.

      Tanya! Anything you can do?

      She must be affected as well because I can’t sense her in my thoughts. I’m on my own now.

      The amount of electricity in my body seems to lower somewhat. I still can’t move but the pain is less intense. I wonder why.

      “You and I go back a long way, Agent Seeker,” says Ahmed Al’Hasi. “Somehow, you’re never far away. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’re time traveling. But there isn’t any such thing, now is there?”

      He must be fecking with me. In our last encounter—granted it might just have been a nightmare—he seemed fully aware of that fact. I fight through the pain as best I can before answering him.

      “Was there a fecking question in there? What do want from me?”

      He bursts into laughter. “What do I want from you? Are you for real, Agent Seeker? You’re the one that’s always after me. Every time I have a plan in place, every time I’m about to strike somewhere, you’re there. Like a cockroach infestation I can’t get rid of. It’s been fun playing cat and mouse with you these past couple of years but I’m growing tired of it. At least you’ve become predictable by now. Knowing you would show up allowed me to put additional failsafes in my plans. I guess I should be thankful for that. You’ve made me a better servant of Allah.”

      “The feeling’s mutual . . . I’m also tired of your ugly mug. Tell you what? Disable your gizmos and I promise I’ll make both our lives a lot simpler.”

      “I have no doubt you’d try. On the other hand, it seems to me you’re in deep trouble this time. These gizmos, as you say, I’ve had them custom made just for you. They’re one of a kind. Nice little prototypes, aren’t they? With a single thought I can modulate the amount of electricity and even deliver a fatal jolt.”

      I fecked up. I went in guns blazing, not taking time to analyze the situation fully. I could have sent a stealth drone to provide me with real-time video of the apartment from the outside. I would have seen Ahmed then and not rushed in like a debutant foot soldier on his first day on the battlefield, looking for glory but getting death as a reward for his utter stupidity. I stepped unprepared into what could very well become my grave.

      How can I have been so stupid?

      I don’t know if the electric current traveling through my body is weakening me, or if I’m building a resistance to it. I keep grimacing so he doesn’t know that I feel less pain. Somehow, I manage to transfer most of my power to two systems. First of all, I need Tanya back, in any capacity, and the rest I divert to my super strength. I need to get out of this . . . Failure is not an option.

      Tanya speaks inside my head but it’s all garbled. I catch enough words to make sense of her thoughts.

      Cole . . . we’re . . . trouble. Got . . . destroy . . . spheres.

      Yeah, thanks, I figured that one out already. If I can destroy one or even both spheres, perhaps I can end this day early; that would be something. But right now the first priority is to not die in the next few minutes. I need a distraction, and fast.

      Tanya, try and have one of the drones shoot inside the apartment, preferably without vaporizing both of us.

      Unders . . . bzz.

      I’ll take that as a yes.

      “Any last words, Agent Seeker? As much as I’d like to stay and enjoy this moment, as you can imagine, I have a busy day ahead of me.”

      I shoot him as deadly a look as I can muster through the pain, buying precious seconds that I direly need.

      “You’re a coward, Ahmed. You and your army of mindless fanatics.”

      The pain rises. Great! I’ve made him angry. Way to go, Cole.

      “You’re just proving my point,” I say, my voice trembling, feeling sparks of electricity in between my teeth as I speak.

      “Listen, Agent Seeker, and listen well, since these words are the last thing you’ll ever hear: I’m not the enemy, and somewhere deep down, inside that tough exterior of yours, you know this to be true. The corporations have enslaved the human race. We’re nothing else but drones at their mercy. We either conform and accept the prison that our lives have become or we die, and neither of these options is acceptable to me. And they shouldn’t be acceptable to you or anyone else either.”

      “And that gives you the right to blow up innocent people by the thousands? Is that it?”

      “Nobody is innocent,” he says coldly.

      I don’t know if I’m hallucinating from the jolts overloading my nervous system or not, but I hear a countdown in my head.

      Cole . . . 10 . . . 9 . . . 8 . . .

      “Hey, Ahmed, it’s been fun but I’d rather die than continue this conversation with you. So here are my last words to you: FECK YOU!”

      At this exact moment the reinforced plexiglass window on the other side of the living room explodes when multiple plasma fire shots impact inside the apartment. Flames travel inside like a rabid wolf looking for a kill as red hot plexiglass shards are sent flying all around. Ahmed covers himself.

      It’s now or never. I divert all power to one arm and manage to grab one of the spheres with it. I apply as much crushing force as I can. At first nothing happens, which quickly elevates my already off-the-charts stress levels. But then I feel something happening in my right arm, some added strength. I don’t really know what Tanya did, but she manages to give me that little extra power that is the difference between life and death in this moment.

      The spherical device cracks, and almost instantly the arc of electricity it had been jolting towards me is interrupted. Sparks flow out of the sphere as it gets smashed like an aluminum soda can in my hand. Ahmed recovers from the surprise of the explosion and turns his attention back to me. I don’t lose a millisecond. I throw my arm as fast as I can to the other sphere and punch it dead center. The velocity and power of that punch sends it flying to the other far left side of the living room where it rebounds against the wall. The second arc of electricity paralyzing me is cut off for a brief instant. I bring both my repulsors to life. One blast of carefully aimed plasma obliterates the second sphere while the second shot is aimed at Ahmed’s torso. He tries to dodge but it still hits his shoulder. His shielding takes the brunt of the blast but the point-blank range makes him lose balance and spin in the air before crashing into a glass coffee table nearby.

      I feel like I’ve just come back to life. My neuronal implants are slowly rebooting and I get a ton and a half of warnings and damage reports. I don’t give a shit. I’m standing. I can move. That ought to be enough. I launch myself at Ahmed before he has time to get back up, but he’s already pointing his own repulsors at me. A shockwave hits me and sends me crashing back to the wall. I hear multiple cracks inside my ribcage, quickly followed by acute pain. I broke my ribs—again. He goes for another shot but I jump out of the way just in time. The second shockwave shot, a much more charged one, blows more than half of the wall off, revealing the corridors outside the apartment and carving a cobweb-like giant crack in the next wall in the hall.

      That was close, says Tanya, her vocal subroutine back to full form.

      I don’t have time to chit-chat but I must admit I’m glad to hear her voice clearly again. I mentally take control of the drone and have it lock onto Ahmed’s heat signature. I shoot one of my grappling hooks into the thigh of Ahmed's unconscious lieutenant. I need to interrogate the sucker and since I don’t plan to let Ahmed survive my next move, I’m hoping at least this asshole survives what comes next. I run like the wind, only slightly slowed down by the sliding body in tow. I know this next part won’t be fun for any of us if I stick around for much longer.

      I jump atop the sofa and propel myself towards the ceiling where I grab the fancy chandelier. Three laser blasts impact nearby, scorching the ceiling. The chandelier gets ripped off the cheap plastered material before I’m done swirling optimally and I land on the sturdy oak dining table. It quickly splinters all around me as Ahmed unleashes a barrage of laser fire in a panicked attempt to bring me down. I hear the attached body tumble like a piece of dead wood in my wake. Hopefully he won’t end up with more holes than Emmental cheese by the time we’re out of Ahmed’s firing range. Not much I can do about it though.

      That’s right, sucker, you should have killed me while you had the chance; now say hello to your creator instead.

      I jerk my arm as much as I can to give Ahmed’s lieutenant enough velocity to follow me as I jump through the large hole the drone created earlier and let gravity do the rest. The moment I feel its grasp on me, while still hearing blaster fire hiss past my ears, I command the drone to fire its entire regiment of missiles into the apartment. I swivel around in mid-air to catch a glimpse of the show. One explosion after another, it looks like a Fourth of July fireworks display.

      I’ve already traveled down at least ten stories; now it’s time to get back inside. I deploy my left wrist blade and use my right repulsor in thruster mode to get projected against the nearest plexiglass window. It explodes upon impact as I’m thrown tumbling into someone’s living room. I hear distant shouts and footsteps in the midst of the chaos all around me. But soon I hit something and my tumbling stops. My heart is beating fast but it’s skipping beats, which is not a pleasant sensation. Clearly, a side effect from the current that has been pumped into my body for too long a time. I honestly can’t tell if this whole ordeal lasted a minute or an hour. The intense pain and disorientation made it impossible for me to keep track of time.

      “Three minutes and twenty-seven seconds,” says Tanya cheerfully.

      “Show off!”

      “And haven’t you forgotten something?”

      I get dragged on the floor but backwards this time, approaching the window fast. Yeah, I forgot I had an unconscious body attached to mine when I jumped out the window and now he’s bringing me down with him. I manage to stand by using my whole body as a counterweight while skidding and shoot another grappling hook from my other forearm armor into the opposite wall. Two loud noises follow. The first one is my own scream when the tension exerted by being between the grappling hooks dislocates my shoulder as the lieutenant’s body stops its free fall towards the ground. The second is a distant and muffled thump as the body hits the plexiglass of an external window many floors below. I have a high tolerance for pain but these past few minutes have not been kind.

      “Let me help you,” says Tanya as she diverts the drone to use its tractor beam and bring the body back into the room I’m in. I’ve made quite a mess around me; whoever lives here will be pissed. I brush the thought away; unless I’m successful in preventing Ahmed’s nefarious plans for today, anyone in this building will be incinerated before the sun has set anyway. I can feel my nanites working my internal wounds. But they won’t be able to relocate my shoulder, so I’m gonna have to do that myself. I quickly glance at Ahmed’s lieutenant, Samir Faysal. I’m not even sure he’s still alive.

      Tanya comes in. “His vitals are quite low but I think he’ll live, at least for another twenty minutes or so.”

      “We won’t need him alive any longer than tha . . . aaaaaaaarg—” I scream after I propel my shoulder against the nearest sturdy wood cabinet, its glass window imploding upon impact with my shoulder. The bones crack, the pain goes straight to my head and I almost pass out from its intensity.

      “Better? You could have used a wall to do that.”

      I don’t know if she’s teasing me or if she’s being serious.

      “Yeah I could have . . . As for feeling better, let me ask you this: are you sure you still want a body?”

      “Mine won’t have pain receptors, just pleasure ones.”

      “That’s cheating,” I hiss in between my clenched teeth, still hurting and aching pretty much everywhere. “Whenever you feel like administering painkillers, by the way, be my guest.”

      “I’ve done that already, Cole, I’m just afraid to give you stronger stuff. You need your head to stay clear.”

      Not that it was so clear to begin with. There’s a moment of hesitation when I want to tell her to screw that, but she’s right. I need to be able to think on my feet. A wave of shame permeates my thoughts as I realize my mind was clear earlier and I still managed to go in charging like a rookie.

      “There’s no point in blaming yourself now, Cole. What’s done is done. I should have told you to wait before you made your move.”

      “I didn’t give you time to do that in my impatience to get the mission started.”

      “Correct, but I could have stopped your muscles from working. I just didn’t have enough information at the time to predict what would happen, and I know you don’t like it when I force you to do anything.”

      “Yeah, well, seeing how this turned out, you have my permission to intervene next time I display signs of recklessness.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes . . . no. I don’t know. Use your own judgment.”

      “This is not helping me establish a baseline from which to decide to take over.”

      “Yeah, that’s part of being human, honey.”

      I feel something viscous and awful-tasting in my mouth and spit it to the ground. A large quantity of my blood spills onto what was once a pretty carpet. Now it’s mostly torn to shreds from my wrist blade while tumbling inside earlier and covered with thousands of plexiglass shards too. I take a look at the mess in my own body. I have cuts and bruises everywhere.

      That’s when I realize that Tanya is silent. There’s another ten seconds of silence before she speaks.

      “Did you just call me honey?” she says with a mix of surprise and utter satisfaction in her voice.

      I chuckle painfully. “I guess I did.”
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      “Tanya, can we get visual confirmation that Ahmed died in the explosion? I can’t seem to be able to contact the drone,” I say.

      “I’m afraid the drone’s camera was damaged in the explosion. Would you like me to recall another one? The nearest one is about five minutes away.”

      “No that’s okay. I’ll get visual confirmation myself.”

      I secure Ahmed’s lieutenant, bounding both his arms and legs with lock-foam. The white shaving-cream-like material solidifies in less than two seconds to form unbreakable restraints.

      I’m out of the apartment and rushing back upstairs, climbing steps three at a time. I need to see it for myself. I need to make sure Ahmed bit the dust. The staircase reaching to the sixty-fifth floor has been damaged in the explosion and I have to use my super strength to leap far enough and land at the top of the stairs.

      The second I land I feel the floor under me give in. The structure isn’t stable enough and before I know it I’m stumbling back downwards. I instinctively fire my repulsors in thruster mode just in time before hitting the ground below, and soon I fly back upwards.

      When I land on the floor where I stormed the apartment earlier, the entire corridor is in flames, sparks shooting from the walls, and I feel something’s wrong with my neuronal HUD. The interface is blurred and jittery. At first I wonder if it’s because of interference from the damage all around me.

      “What’s happening, Tanya? Status report?”

      There is no response. I try again.

      Then something weird happens.

      My view is filled with a holo-view of Tanya but the image is distorted. I can see her speak but no sound reaches my brain. I slap my scalp. The last thing I need today is hardware failure of any kind. The image gets more and more distorted and then her face is replaced by another.

      My heart skips a beat. It’s Vassiliki. She smiles and looks at me for a few seconds.

      What the hell is this?

      Her smile vanishes as she gives a frown, a solemn look on her face. Her lips part and I hear her voice. It’s distorted as if the quality of the communication is weak. Her words send shivers down my spine.

      “Cole, do not trust everything you’ve been told. There is more than meets the eye here.”

      “Vassiliki? How is this possible? You’re . . . you’re dead,” I say, feeling a tear travel down my left cheek.

      To my despair, her image fades away and is replaced with Tanya’s avatar. She’s still speaking to me. It takes a couple of seconds until the words are comprehensible.

      “Cole . . . we can’t stay on this level for long. Too much interference, and it’s affecting all my systems.”

      No shit!

      I want to tell her to run diagnostics. I need to know what the feck seeing Vassiliki was all about. But then I remember why I came here. First and foremost I need to find Ahmed's dead body. It’s very hot all around and I don’t have time to help fight the flames so instead I activate my temperature shield augment. It radiates the right amount of sub-zero air around the force field surrounding me so I’m unaffected by the blazing flames.

      Soon I reach the room I ordered the drone to blast a few minutes ago. I scan the room for remains of a body, anything to confirm that my nemesis perished in the explosion. But I find none. I punch a hole in the nearest wall before storming back downstairs.

      On my way there I ask Tanya to run a self-diagnostic. I don’t know what happened earlier, but it worries me. Before I reach the apartment where I left Samir, she answers me.

      “Self-diagnostic complete. All systems working perfectly.”

      Why do I have trouble believing any of it? Is she hiding something from me or am I being paranoid because of all the stress?

      When I arrive next to Samir he is still unconscious. I approach him and kneel beside him and Tanya deploys the drug injector from my right index finger.

      “Wake that fecker up please, Tanya.”

      “In his current condition, he won’t last long. Fifteen minutes at best.”

      “That’s more than enough time. This will be a short conversation.”

      I press my index finger against his jugular artery and feel the drugs inject into his bloodstream with a slight pneumatic depression from the tip of my finger.

      The drugs act fast, and Samir comes back to consciousness screaming. I put my hand on his mouth to muffle his scream as I grab a knife and put it under his left eye, applying enough pressure to get his attention.

      “Listen to me, sucker, I don’t have time to lose. So the only words I want to hear from you are answers to my questions. Are we clear?”

      His bloodshot eyes stare at me with pure hatred. I remove my hand slowly from his now silent mouth.

      He spits his answer like acid venom: “Go feck yourself, infidel!”

      “Wrong answer!”

      I plunge my knife into his thigh, about an inch away from his artery and twist it ninety degrees, resulting in more screaming.

      “Listen to me, Samir, I have no intention of going easy on you. If you think this hurts, you obviously don’t comprehend how far I’m willing to go to get the information I require from you. So let’s try this again, shall we?”

      Samir’s eyes are now shut closed from the pain.

      “You know I don’t like it when you torture other human beings,” says Tanya, trying to be the voice of reason.

      What she doesn’t understand is that I can’t afford to be a human being with feelings if I am to accomplish my goals. Not when the fate of hundreds of thousands of souls hangs in the balance. I switch off my emotions completely and only focus on results. This pathetic excuse for a human being will suffer and then he will die. How much of it he will have to endure is entirely up to him. But both his pain and death are set in stone as far as I’m concerned. Nothing can change that now.

      “Where is Ahmed’s dirty bomb located at the moment? Give me what I need and I’ll make the pain stop.”

      Samir blinks his eyes back open. I can start to see fear in them. The dance has begun. There’s still a healthy dose of defiance in them though. That tells me I need to keep pushing.

      I grab one of his fingers. They’re arched from the pain, but he can’t move his hands because of the lock-foam. I go for the little finger. I don’t need to use much of my augments for that next move. I break his finger, hearing every brittle bone break under the pressure, and rip it from his hand.

      By now I don’t hear Samir’s screaming and moaning anymore. I just need the intel I’m looking for; the rest of the world around me is now just background noise.

      “Now, Samir, where’s the dirty bomb located? I don’t enjoy this and I’m sure neither do you. There’s no way out for you. Today is your last day, and it’s up to you if you want to die fast or have me make it a living hell for as long as it takes.”

      “Allahu Akbar . . . you shall burn in the flames of hell for all eternity,” he says back to me, tears of pain forming around his eyes.

      I take the knife out of his thigh and plant my finger into the wound.

      “Not the answer I’m looking for, Samir!”

      His teeth are clenched so hard and his eyes close shut.

      I approach his ear and whisper to him.

      “This, what you feel right now, is nothing compared to what will come next. Do you understand me, Samir?”

      But then Tanya interrupts the process. “Cole, the wound in Samir’s leg. It will make him go into shock soon and probably die shortly after if you continue, and then he won’t be able to give you any answers.”

      I remove my finger from his wound and activate one of my repulsors in concentrated fire mode. A short, blue-tinged flame comes to life. I usually use this mode to solder things. It will do the trick just fine. Time to seal that wound then. I burn the wound to stop it from bleeding. Without anesthesia I can only imagine the level of pain that he feels from this.

      I give Samir a few seconds to recover from the shock of it all. I then pry his left eye open and place my blade under it once more.

      “Don’t force me to do this!” I scream. “Tell me where the bomb is!”

      He mutters something in Arabic. Tanya translates: “I do not waver in the face of adversity. Allah the merciful is my guiding light.”

      “Allah can’t do shit for you anymore. Last chance, Samir!” I shout, one inch away from crushing his face from frustration.

      I can feel him trying to close back his eye, but I don’t let him.

      I exhale deeply. “Very well, Samir, you asked for it.”

      I use the tip of my blade and plunge it under his eyeball and with a swift movement I pop it out of its socket.

      “Stooooop! Please stop!” he begs.

      Now we’re getting somewhere. His eyeball dangles on the side of his face.

      “Where . . . is . . . the . . . nuke? Answer me or I’ll keep going!”

      A few seconds pass before he answers.

      “I . . . I don’t know.”

      “I don’t believe you,” I say as I grab his eyeball and close my fist around it and start pulling, slowly.

      The sound he emits is beyond pain. His facial grimace mirrors that fact.

      “This next part will hurt more than anything you can ever imagine,” I say, my voice ice cold.

      “Please, just . . . kill me.”

      “I will if you tell me where to find the bomb, Samir. You can meet your maker fast; all it takes is that one piece of information.”

      “World Security Center.”

      “I didn’t ask what the target is. I already have that intel. I need to know the location of the bomb at the present time.”

      “Only Ahmed knows that. I don’t know where the bomb is right now, I swear!”

      Tanya intervenes.

      “Cole, he’s not going to be able to take much more of this, and I detect no deception from his last statement. Maybe we should give it a rest. We have another lead in our mission’s intel package, and perhaps we should get your friend and go pay a visit to Rasul Yasser instead. I don’t think we’ll get anything of use from Samir.”

      “Very well,” I say as I rip his optical nerve in frustration and throw it to the side.

      He screams from the top of his lungs in agony and part of me disagrees with the move. That part is called my conscience. It’s not happy about this unnecessary act of brutality. I know full well this was gratuitous and that Vassiliki wouldn’t have agreed. I’m surprised at the thought. I usually can contain my emotions better than this. But there’s no denying it, today I’m off my game and I know it. The nightmare has shaken my foundation and I’m not able to turn off my human side the way I know I need to in order to accomplish my goals.

      I grab a sonic grenade when my arm stops moving.

      “Tanya! What are you doing?”

      “Cole, you don’t need to do this. Just shoot him in the head and end his suffering already.”

      “Tanya, override and give me back control. Now is not the time, you hear me?”

      I can feel the sensation back in my arm and shove the sonic grenade in Samir’s open mouth, breaking and dislocating his jaw in the process. I don’t activate it just yet. I get up and leave the room, and when I’m far enough I send the mental command to detonate it. I don’t need to turn back to know what happens. I get the mental image of Samir’s head being blown into pieces from the detonation and spread all around his now dead corpse.

      “Was that really necessary?” asks Tanya with the unmistakable weight of disappointment in her voice.

      I don’t answer. I know there’s nothing I can say that will justify my actions. I normally have no problem admitting defeat and ending an interrogation with a simple laser blast to the head, but I’m beyond mad right now. I recognize that. I also recognize that it’s not a good emotion to feel while in deployment. My augments usually allow me to control all my emotions, but today is different. There’s something lurking inside my brain, doubts doubled with fear, and that’s a very dangerous mix.

      I get back on the jet bike and soon we’re flying over New Geneva as the day unfolds little by little. It all seems peaceful at the moment. People going to work, public transport getting them where they need to go, thinking this day is just like any other. They’re unaware of what will happen to them if I fail my mission.

      “Failure is not an option,” says Tanya with a grave tone of voice. “Or have you forgotten that?”

      I haven’t forgotten. I just have a bad feeling about today. I wish I could shake it, but I can’t. It lurks in the back of my head, eating at my confidence with every passing moment. I need to regain control, and fast.
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