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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. New readers can, of course, use it, but I’d recommend you start reading the series at Book 1: Earth – Last Sanctuary (it’s free). Even better, you can get the first THREE books of my series for only 0.99. The First Universe in Flames Trilogy (Books 1 to 3) Earth – Last Sanctuary, Fury to the Stars, and Destination Oblivion (UiF Space Opera).

      

      

      
        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. An 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 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. Oryn and Chase 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’ counsel, 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.

      

      
        Volume VIII: Twilight of the Gods

        Chase and his friends manage to convince Thor to delay Kvasir’s return to Asgard and his execution. With Droxia under attack, the Asgardians open an even faster hyperspace route to allow the Earth Alliance to intervene and counter the Furies’ plans. While Athena, Sarah, and the rest of the Alliance wage a powerful battle in orbit, Chase and his friends fight elite Fury ground forces that use new tactics to bring Chase down. When all hope seems lost, Sarah intervenes with the help of Ares and unleashes a small taste of her own powers. In doing so, she worries about what the future holds for her, but Chris and Chase help her train to restore her confidence. Once the battle in Droxia is over, it’s a time to mourn the passing of Commodore Saroudis. During the wake, Emperor Altair himself promotes Chase to Admiral. Ryonna, Tar’Lock, and Keera are sent to the Gorgar homeland to undo the inhabitants’ mind programming, only to discover Tar’Lock’s people are doing way more than just providing resources. In fact, they’ve been assembling Fury super-destroyers at an alarming rate thanks to their large population. When Oryn receives a summons to rejoin Arakan’s elite force of assassins to target Odin, the Alliance rushes to Asgard. They put their lives in danger to save both Thor’s home world and his father, while Arakan uses this large-scale diversion to face the person he hates the most in this world: Zeus. After an epic fight involving Poseidon, Arakan not only mortally wounds Zeus, but also destroys Olympus. Chase tries to save Zeus, but a deceptive Arakan counters his healing powers. He and Oryn barely have time to say goodbye to Zeus before Olympus, and its ruler, are swallowed by a black hole. Back on Asgard, and still under shock from the terrible loss, Chase learns his father might still be alive as a prisoner in a dungeon under Arakan’s palace on Erevos.

      

      
        Volume IV: Requiem of Souls

        Chase struggles with the loss of both Zeus and Olympus. He feels responsible for allowing the manipulation of the Earth Alliance by Arakan, who used a decoy attack on Asgard, thus arriving unchallenged, to kill Zeus and destroy Olympus in one swift move. Chase’s friends push him to get to Erevos and get Menelas and Aphroditis out of their respective predicaments, and while Chase wants nothing more, he second-guesses himself. What if it’s another ploy from the supreme commander; what if it’s a trap? Eventually, Chase prepares what he thinks will be a successful mission to Erevos. Meanwhile, Spiros risks his life to try and bring Gaia back. When he loses valuable supplies, he is forced to bring a very basic version of the Gaia AI online to replenish the resources that he needs to complete his task. But things don’t go as planned, and both he and Gaia get captured by a ruthless smuggler. Ryonna, Keera, and Tar’Lock work with Emperor Altair to convince the Gorgars to help them build ships, but they quickly realize that many things have changed on the surface of the planet since their last visit. They barely escape with their lives. Chase and his friends go to Erevos. On the way, an invisible ship intercepts them; one like nothing they have encountered before. Chase teleports his away team to Erevos while Sarah and Daniel deal with the new threat. After much difficulty, they manage to send the spider ship on the run. The team successfully recovers Aphroditis, who is at death’s door and just a shadow of her former self. Chase has no other choice but to put her in suspended animation, hoping to find a way to revive her later, despite the goddess’ wish to be allowed to die in peace. Chase, Argos, and Oryn rescue Menelas from his cell, but Oryn, too determined to get revenge for the death of her parents, goes on her own to face Arakan. Reluctantly joining forces with Poseidon, and against all odds, she exacts her revenge and kills the man that she once called her father. But her victory is short-lived, and the Spectre that followed Arakan like a shadow, takes control of Arakan’s corpse and rips Oryn’s soul from her body, acquiring her powers as a result. Chase and the rest of his team engage the Spectre, but they nearly get wiped out by this new foe, who is more powerful than anyone they have ever faced before. They are forced to flee but not before incurring some serious wounds. Back on the Victory, Menelas reveals that the soul ships are hidden on Earth, in the center of the planet’s core.
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      “The soul ships are on Earth?” inquired Sarah.

      “Yes, but hidden inside the planet’s core, where no one would have thought to look.”

      It made sense when Chase thought about it; he had always wondered why Aphroditis had been so adamant that he protect Earth at all costs. And, while it had played a major role up until now, Chase always thought that its importance might have been a little oversold by the Olympian goddess. Now it was crystal clear, and it all made sense.

      “That was the general idea behind choosing such a hiding place,” commented Menelas.

      “How do we get the ships out of there, though?” said Sarah.

      “Once we’re in orbit around Earth, a passcode, transmitted over a certain frequency, will activate a transport sequence.”

      “I take it that’s why Arakan had you imprisoned? Did he know about the soul ships?” asked Chase.

      “I don’t think he knew the details of what I was withholding, just that I was hiding something. He could feel it, and it drove him mad. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of breaking, no matter how hard and long he tortured me.”

      Chase could feel Sarah’s emotional reaction at the mention of being tortured. Argos hadn’t gone easy on her, and he had been even worse with her clone. And, while her clone had suffered the most, Sarah held those memories, too.

      “I'm sorry you had to go through that,” empathized Chase to his father. “At least Arakan is gone.”

      “Thank you, Chase, but we both know that the thing that took his place is infinitely worse. I’d rather Arakan were still alive. The amount of power this being has managed to display by using Arakan’s body is troubling.”

      Chase was well aware of that. In fact, that was the single thought at the center of his mind since they had attempted to fight the Spectre and had utterly failed. Chase felt even more unprepared to face off against this new foe than he had been when he first battled Argos on Hellstar. Back then, Argos had not used all his powers but was, in fact, toying with Chase and his friends in order to deploy Sarah’s clone as a spy. Even using his Ultra Fury powers, Chase felt the Spectre was indestructible.

      “It is troubling, and we’ll need to be better prepared if we’re to engage that thing in future combat.”

      Menelas raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see what we can do.”

      “I do have an idea. We need to train extensively and at least try to lower the power gap between the Spectre and us, as a unit. But, for the time being, we have to get going.”

      “Earth as a first stop?” proposed Sarah, preemptively.

      Chase nodded. “Yeah, let’s get the soul ships. Without an Asgardian ship to open up a super-fast hyperspace corridor, this will be a long jump.”

      “Shouldn’t we simply ask Thor to send another ship?” said Sarah. “Having them jump here and then to Earth with us would still shave off at least a day of travel.”

      Chase thought about it. Even though he wanted nothing more than to return to Erevos with the soul ships and end this war once and for all, his instincts told him that if he did that without training, there would be more casualties, and Oryn’s death was already eating at his soul.

      “No, we actually need that time,” said Chase.

      That is, if Cedric managed to make progress on his upgrade.

      “Very well,” conceded Sarah. “Set a course for Earth; looks like we're going home.”

      The Victory’s quad core engines hummed to life and soon the ship entered hyperspace.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chase dreaded going to the Underworld, but he couldn’t avoid it. He had to tell his grandfather what had happened to Oryn. And even though Chase had insisted that she not engage Arakan on her own, he was forced to admit that she had managed to bring the Supreme Commander of the Furies down, with Poseidon’s help. Something Chase didn’t think she would be able to do.

      Chase tried taking some comfort in that fact. And, in her last moments, she had at least achieved what she set out to do, which was to avenge the death of her parents. Even if that achievement was short-lived. None of them could have anticipated what followed. Though, Chase now wondered if his hesitation to go to Erevos in the first place wasn’t simply his instincts telling him that a larger threat loomed there.

      It mattered not, anymore. Oryn was dead, and the Spectre had swallowed her soul, and in doing so, he had inherited all her powers. That’s what scared Chase the most about their new foe; this ability could potentially make the enemy stronger with every kill he made.

      But more than ever, Chase vowed to himself that he wouldn’t let anymore of his friends die in this war. They had lost too many good people. He needed to come up with a way to defeat both the Furies and the Spectre without losing another member of his team.

      Chase took a deep breath. He still couldn’t believe Oryn was gone. He wondered if she would be in the Underworld, but he had seen the Spectre grab and assimilate her soul, so he doubted it. Her last words haunted him. “Thank you for your friendship,” she had said. Chase didn’t think letting her die made him a good friend at all.

      No, Chase didn’t want to go to the Underworld and tell his grandfather that he had let her die. But there was no way around it, and he needed to get other things moving fast, so he had to deal with it now, no matter that he’d rather teleport to the other side of the universe and crawl into a deep black hole instead.

      Chase closed his eyes and teleported to the Underworld.

      Zeus appeared shortly after he arrived in the cold, dark place. After having been here several times, Chase still felt that the place was uninviting. No surprise Hades wanted to get the hell out, especially after having spent tens of thousands of years here. Chase didn’t like how the Underworld made him feel after only a few minutes of being there.

      “Hello, Chase,” greeted Zeus. “I take it that Oryn still didn’t want to come and see me?”

      The sadness in Zeus’ tone tore at Chase’s heart. How was he to tell him that his daughter might never come here? Perhaps if Chase killed the Spectre, it would release her soul, but he had no way of knowing that at the moment.

      When Chase pressed his lips together and couldn’t articulate even a single word, Zeus’ entire face dropped.

      “What— what happened?”

      “I don’t know how to tell you this.”

      “Tell me anyway, though I can sense that it has something to do with my Oryn. Is she mortally wounded like Poseidon was?”

      If only, thought Chase. A tear ran down Chase’s cheek.

      “She— she’s gone, Zeus; I’m so sorry. I tried to prevent it but. . .”

      “What? No! That’s not possible. If she had died, I would have seen her soul. You must be mistaken.”

      “I'm afraid I’m not. I take full responsibility.”

      For a second, Chase thought he saw hatred in his grandfather’s eyes, which made his heart bleed. Chase was mad at himself, as the last thing he wanted was to lose yet another comrade, and while Oryn had been insufferable and disobedient before her passing, she was still someone he considered a friend. The anger in Zeus’ eyes was quickly replaced by sadness and sorrow as the leader of the Olympian people fell to his knees.

      “Tell me this isn’t true. Tell me I’m just having a nightmare.”

      Chase knelt next to his grandfather and laid his hand on Zeus’ shoulder.

      “I wish that too, every minute since it happened.”

      “Is Arakan dead?”

      That’s when it occurred to Chase that Arakan’s soul hadn’t come to the Underworld either. If Zeus hadn’t seen the supreme commander’s soul, it meant whatever had happened to Oryn must have happened to Arakan as well. The Spectre probably had hijacked both his body and his soul.

      “Not exactly.”

      “You’re not making any sense, Chase. What the hell happened?”

      Chase told his grandfather everything that had occurred in as much detail as he could.

      “But she did kill Arakan,” said Chase, “before the end.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better, Chase?”

      The resentment in Zeus’ voice was hard to miss, and Chase accepted it. In his heart, he knew very well she had been in an unstable frame of mind, and he shouldn’t have taken her with them on the mission. Once more, Chase had not listened to his instincts, and someone had died because of it.

      Zeus shook his head and turned his back on Chase.

      “I'm sorry,” attempted Chase.

      Zeus swiftly raised a hand.

      “Don’t— please, Chase, I— I need to process this. You should get out of here before I say something I might regret.”

      Chase frowned but respected his grandfather’s wishes and left the Underworld.
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      “What can I do for you, boss?” Yanis cheerily asked.

      “I need you to help Cedric with his project.”

      When Yanis grimaced, Chase could feel his chief engineer and friend was at a loss.

      “We have so many balls in the air right now; you’ll have to be more specific.”

      “The training facility. Has he told you about it?”

      “Just in passing; he’s consulted with Spiros on the matter, I think. Something about reversing polarity in a black hole to achieve a contained white hole or something. Truth be told, Chase, this seems so far-fetched and so dangerous to even try that I didn’t give it a second thought.”

      Chase sighed. That’s not what he wanted to hear, especially from Yanis. His friend must have picked up on Chase’s disappointment as he continued.

      “You absolutely need this tech, boss?”

      “More than you can even imagine. In fact, I don’t see how we can win without it.”

      “Huh…then I guess we’ll have to redirect our efforts toward making it happen.”

      “You just said it’s far-fetched.”

      “Yeah, and I was being nice, but if you need it, we’ll make it work. I mean, since when is some of the stuff we do not bat-shit crazy anyway, right? On paper, it seems improbable, but, then again, I only knew about the outline of the project. I’m sure that if Cedric, Kvasir, and myself put our heads together, we can come up with something.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, my friend. I can’t stress enough how important it is that we train in a time-diluted place. There’s no way we can lower the gap in power that exists between us and the Spectre unless we train for months, if not years.”

      “Which obviously you can’t do; that would leave the Furies plenty of time to rebuild and conquer the universe.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But if we secured the Gorgar home world, couldn’t we just overpower the Furies like they overpowered us?”

      “I’ve thought about it, and while I firmly believe that Arakan over-extended himself when he attacked both Droxia and Asgard, who knows what that Spectre will throw at us. Remember he’s been by Arakan’s side for months, if not longer. It’s entirely possible that he’s acquired his own fleet. Not to mention that spider ship, which I’m sure is part of his force.”

      “But there are only one of those ships, and we managed to seriously damage it to the point where it had to flee. I’m sure we can bring it down next time.”

      “And we may need you guys to develop tech that will do just that. Not to mention that even if it was only one ship, the Spectre may have more at his disposal.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that, too. I think the only reason why the spider ship wasn’t damaging the Victory fast enough was because it was cloaked. Once it decloaked and could draw most of its power to use its weapons, it became incredibly dangerous, even with all the kick-ass upgrades the Victory has.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. That if more of these things show up, some could just distract us while cloaked, while one or two others would be more than enough to take on even the Victory.”

      Yanis’ face paled.

      “I’m afraid to admit that this particular scenario would be incredibly bad for us. But that’s why we should try and have the Gorgar home world spew out Warheart class ships by the dozens like they were doing for the Furies before we stopped them.”

      “In his last communication, the Emperor said many things had changed there. In fact, Ryonna and the others barely escaped their visit. They had to retreat, and the fleet has been badly damaged.”

      “Why don’t they just use the mind reprogramming device Argos had created to force them into compliance; I know it’s a gray area, boss, but do we really have a choice right now?”

      Chase hated the idea of enslaving a massive population like the Gorgars to achieve their goals. He couldn’t reconcile the morality of such a choice no matter how he looked at the issue. But, at the end of the day, and with all the new threats they were facing, could they afford to pass up that opportunity?

      “That would make us no different than the Furies.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it, Chase. I’m sorry, but that’s the wrong kind of argument. We wouldn’t enslave these people forever, and while I don’t want to do it either, we have to decide what we’re willing to sacrifice for not getting our hands a little dirty. Do we do what needs to be done, even if we hate doing so, or do we let that Spectre lead the Furies to victory, wiping us all out in the process? And that would include the Gorgar, which I’m sure they simply would either re-enslave at the first opportunity or just wipe them out without a single thought.

      “So, yeah, it sucks, and I don’t like it any more than you do, Chase. But if not doing so brings their downfall, or even worse, brutal enslavement for all eternity, can we truly afford not to use them as a resource in our greatest time of need? This is crunch time, Chase; we win, or we die, so can we afford not to ask ourselves these questions?”

      As much as Chase hated to admit it, his friend was right. It wasn’t a game; the fate of countless trillions of lives was at stake, the Gorgars included, even if they didn’t know it themselves. The Alliance needed an edge, and they needed more ships to counter whatever the Spectre had in store for them.

      “I guess we may have to get our hands dirty.”

      “It’s ridiculous to think we could survive without that, boss.”

      “Alright, thank you for voicing your opinion. The days ahead will be a challenge; we’ll all depend on you, Cedric, and Kvasir.”

      “Let’s not forget Spiros. In a time like this, maybe we need to get him back to the barn.”

      Chase knew Spiros had insisted on doing his own thing, unhindered by the development of the war, and he owed it to both Spiros and Gaia to respect his wishes. Then again, if Spiros could help the rest of the team work on their training needs, Chase would have to prioritize.

      “Have we heard anything from them lately?”

      “No, and that has Cedric rattled; they used to connect from time to time, but it’s been a few days since they last spoke.”

      “Alright, I’ll look into it. The base where he was working isn’t that far from the Emperor’s fleet; I’ll ask him to divert a small team and look for Spiros.”

      “Thanks, boss.”
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* * *

      Argos pushed the gravity to 750Gs inside the training facility despite the blaring alarms from the warning system and the imminent system failure. A pulsating red beacon was his only source of light. Walking in the intense gravity field felt like being punched to oblivion by a Titan. But Argos could and would take the pain. He would train and become stronger. He had to.

      Their fight against Spectre Arakan had been a total disaster. Even together they hadn’t managed to make a dent, and they almost got themselves killed no matter how powerful Argos felt now that he could reach his Ultra Fury form.

      “Are you insane?!” shouted Chris. “You’ll destroy the room, if not the ship, if you keep pushing that gravity engine outside of its specifications.”

      Chris walked toward the emergency stop button.

      “Don’t!” said Argos. “Just let me be, please.”

      Chris punched the button without the slightest hesitation, but nothing happened. He hit the button multiple times, to no avail.

      “You’ve disabled it, haven’t you?”

      But Argos had already turned his back and was painfully kicking and punching nothing but air, perspiring more than any being ought to be able to, trying to acclimate to the Titan-crushing gravity field.

      “Two can play at that game,” said Chris.

      Soon the gravity returned to normal, and Argos finished his current combo so fast that he looked and moved like a tornado.

      “What did you do?!” he complained.

      “I found the override, and I turned the machine off.”

      “I sometimes forget that, like your father, you can take control of machinery.”

      “And perhaps if you weren’t obstinately training way beyond this machine’s safety limits, I would try and teach you that skill, like you taught me to heal.”

      “I need to get stronger, not talk to computers.”

      “It’s a skill that can save your life.”

      “Not against Spectre Arakan.”

      “Uncle, please; can you just for a second stop, so we can talk. I feel how angry you are, and I think it will do us both good.”

      Argos hated keeping his nephew at a distance, but he realized during the fight that Chris almost died. While Chris had decided to stay back on his own, Argos felt responsible for Chris’ safety. If he had died, Argos wasn’t sure how he would have dealt with that loss. Even though Chris was Chase’s son, he was the warmest and closest person in Argos’ heart. He could not live with himself if anything happened to him. So as much as he hated pushing his nephew away, right now he didn’t know how to deal with the situation and was too focused on becoming powerful enough never to feel helpless like he had when they fought Spectre Arakan.

      “There’s nothing to discuss, Chris. We need to train. So, either step in and spar with me or go away.”

      Chris’ eyes were moist.

      Very well, be that way, said Chris mentally, reactivating the machine at 500Gs and reprogramming it on-the-fly to refuse a higher setting. “See ya, I guess.”

      With his back turned, Argos waited for Chris to exit the cargo bay before letting a single tear travel down his cheek. He wiped it off and looked at it before smudging it between his fingers. Soon, Argos resumed his training.
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* * *

      Thor entered the mess hall and saw Poseidon alone at a far table, away from the crew members. He walked to the table, and when the Olympian didn’t acknowledge his presence, he sat opposite him.

      Poseidon briefly raised his head toward Thor but didn’t say a word.

      “Mind if I sit here?” asked Thor, tentatively.

      “Is that the Asgardian way to ask permission after the fact?”

      “No, but it didn’t seem like you wanted me here, so I thought I’d make that decision for you.”

      “If you know I want to be alone, why are you here?”

      “I wanted to check on you. Chase told me you got out of your regen tank a couple of hours ago.”

      “Hmm. I’d rather be alone.”

      “And yet, I can tell that you have things to say.”

      Poseidon shot a cold look at the Asgardian.

      “Look,” continued Thor. “We’re all rattled by what happened; you’re not alone in this; you have friends.”

      “Friends? If they have one iota of sense, they’d blame me for Oryn’s death, and they’d be right to do so.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      Poseidon tensed his hands into fists.

      “I should have protected her; I shouldn’t have let Spectre Arakan claim her soul!”

      “But you did protect her; that’s why your body was shattered, and it’s a miracle you survived.”

      Poseidon looked away.

      “I wish I hadn’t.”

      “That’s crazy talk. There’s nothing any of us could have done, and you know it. The Ultra Furies were overpowered and barely survived, so why do you feel you failed?”

      “I let my niece, the daughter of my brother, perish. He sacrificed his life to save me, and I couldn’t even protect his daughter.”

      “Again, nobody could have.”

      “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Oh, but I do understand, and I’m sorry for your loss, Poseidon. But we need to grieve and move forward. I didn’t know Oryn well, but I don’t think she’d want you to blame yourself for her death.”

      “We will never know now, will we?”

      “You never know.”

      “That thing swallowed her soul; that alone should tell us how outclassed we are. It’s just a matter of time before we follow in her footsteps.”

      “Speak for yourself, Poseidon. I have no intention of allowing my soul to be stolen, not before it’s time for it to go to Valhalla.”

      “Good for you, and you may soon get your wish granted. There’s no way we’re defeating that— thing.”

      “Let’s talk about that for a minute.”

      Poseidon smashed his fist on the table, attracting everyone’s attention.

      “I said I don’t want to talk; go away!”

      “I will soon, but first, you’ll listen to what I have to say. Oryn’s death isn’t your fault; it’s none of our faults. There was no way for us to know that killing Arakan would unleash such a powerful enemy in his stead. But, we’re going to have to deal with that creature, nonetheless. And while you’re no good to anybody in your current state of mind, if you love your niece, even just a little, you owe it to her to get over her death and do whatever it takes to make sure nobody else suffers the same fate.”

      Thor could tell he had struck a chord.

      “Are you finished?” said Poseidon, coldly.

      Thor got up from his chair and pushed it back in place under the table.

      “As a matter of fact, I am. I’ll be training on deck seven, cargo bay three, in case you need to blow off some steam. I know I do.”

      Thor walked away without saying another word.
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* * *

      Chase couldn’t sleep. Sarah had her arm against his bare chest. He envied her ability to sleep soundly. Chase couldn’t remember the last time he had a good night’s sleep. His brain simply refused to shut down and kept him awake until his body was too tired, at which point, he would fade away for an hour or two and then wake up, more often than not from a nightmare that reflected how precarious life was and what his subconscious was feeling.

      When it wasn’t the Earth being destroyed to the sound of billions of voices crying out before the end, it was someone close to him that got hurt, or worse, killed. These nightmares snapped Chase out of sleep with such violence that the resulting shot of adrenaline would prevent him from relaxing.

      Usually, his movements would wake up his beloved, but this time it didn’t, which was good because this particular nightmare had been about her. In the nightmare, Sarah was mortally wounded during a battle against Spectre Arakan. Chase knew very well that there was no way he could shield Sarah from the events that needed to unfold next.

      His last attempt at doing so had put her right in the path of danger, even before their mission to Erevos had even started. He couldn’t know or predict what would happen, and he needed to accept some of Aphroditis’ last words, no matter how painful they were. She had told him that he would need to detach himself emotionally from the ones he loved and accept that they could become casualties before this war was over. But how could he do that?

      How could he detach from Sarah, Chris, or even Argos? They were his family; how could he not do everything in his power to try and protect them? And perhaps that’s not what Aphroditis meant, as she knew very well Chase would try and protect those that mattered the most to him.

      Somehow, Oryn’s death put into perspective what his aunt tried to tell him before the mission to Erevos. No matter how much Chase wanted to avoid casualties, there would be unpredictable events that would make it impossible for him to prevent death. That had happened before; to Fillio, Saroudis, and now Oryn as well. Chase now understood that trying to avoid these deaths would paralyze him from doing what needed to be done.

      Even his short talk with Yanis had given him food for thought. They were at a turning point in this war. What the Earth Alliance was willing to do would determine the fate of trillions of souls. He had to include everyone while looking at the bigger picture, not just those he loved. The risk that things could get out of control and impact an entire universe was too high.

      Oryn had perished, and while Chase still blamed himself for it, he also knew that her determination in her last moment held a fundamental lesson for him. No matter how strong Arakan was, her unwavering determination trumped the fact that she probably wasn’t powerful enough to defeat her former father.

      Poseidon had helped, but perhaps that was destiny making sure the right ally was placed in her path for her to accomplish the one task she wanted more than anything, even at the cost of her own life. She had succeeded in her quest; she had disconnected herself emotionally from those around her and achieved her goal, no matter what stood in her way, and that included Chase’s orders not to engage Arakan on this mission.

      Chase wondered if he could do that, and realized, on some level, that what he thought of as recklessness and a wild-card attitude on the part of Oryn, had, in fact, been an act of tremendous courage and determination; one he needed to learn from, instead of just grieving her passing and second-guessing himself.
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      “You look like shit,” joked Daniel.

      “Why, thank you,” answered Chase with a forced smile.

      “Still having trouble sleeping?”

      “Yeah, but at least I think I’m learning some valuable lessons.”

      Daniel’s eyes widened.

      “Now you’ve got my attention and curiosity firing on all cylinders; please, pray tell.”

      “Well, for one, I can’t control everything around me.”

      Daniel chuckled and joined his hands together, looking upward.

      “As the human’s say, hallelujah! About freaking time, Chase. You’re not responsible for anything bad that has happened since the moment the Zarlack started destroying our ships by the hundreds. And, it’s about damn time that you realize that you need to give yourself a break. In fact, pat yourself on the back from time to time. I know that’s a little insensitive since we’ve just lost Oryn, but we’ve achieved our goal. Everyone else returned from the mission, and the ship is currently heading toward the one weapon that can finally end this war. In my book, this is a win and not a small one.”

      “I know, and I agree.”

      Daniel pinched himself. “Nope, I’m awake alright. Well, good bro; we can’t afford any hesitation anymore. Oryn would be proud of you.”

      Oryn’s death was still fresh, and the mention of her hurt Chase’s heart. But he had to admit that her passing had allowed him to see things from a different point of view. And, while he was grateful to Daniel for saying so, he knew Zeus wouldn’t see it that way.

      “I don’t think Zeus would agree.”

      Daniel’s expression hardened.

      “He wouldn’t, Chase; she was his daughter. He’s been blaming himself for not being able to rescue her from Erevos for ten thousand years. In fact, he blamed almost everyone for his pain; even you were a recipient of his hatred not so long ago. And, then, when he finally gets her back, he is killed by Arakan; and before anyone has the time to digest that colossal blow, she gets killed.

      “We have to put ourselves in his shoes, really. He’s going to be angry and perhaps even lash out at you for some time. It’s best you don’t take it personally; I know it’s easier said than done, but we need to let Zeus grieve on his own terms. At least you guys aren’t on the same plane of existence, so perhaps you should give him some air and not return there for a while.”

      While Chase wanted to try and have a discussion in which they could revere Oryn’s life the way she deserved, he understood that as a father, Zeus would mourn her passing and that it would take time. Even more so since they had been robbed of the opportunity to say goodbye in the Underworld because of the Spectre.

      “Yeah, I— I’m not going back to the Underworld anytime soon, not if I can prevent it, anyway.”

      “We’ll get through this, Chase, together. And if some of us have to die to defeat the Furies, well, that’s destiny. But, it’s our choice, and I’m glad you’re willing to accept that.”

      As for destiny, I wouldn’t go that far. . .I wonder what mine has in store for me at the end of all this.
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* * *

      Chase was getting out of the shower when he received an incoming holo-transmission from Athena’s ship. Before answering, he quickly dried himself off by powering up his aura and got dressed.

      “Hello, Mother,” said Chase hesitantly. “How are the repairs on your ship going?”

      “Slowly. The damage from that spider ship is extensive.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that; would you like me to teleport Yanis over to try and help with your repairs?”

      “That won’t be necessary, Chase, but thank you. I do have a favor to ask, however.”

      “Sure, what can I do for you?”

      “I’d like to come on board the Victory.”

      With everything that had happened, Chase had forgotten that his parents were currently on separate ships, and they hadn’t seen each other in a very long time. Ten thousand years for Athena, and while it had been just a fraction of that time for Menelas, years of torture must have felt similarly long for Chase’s father.

      “Of course; I should have thought of it, you must be dying to see Menelas.”

      “We sure have to talk,” said Athena rather coldly.

      Chase could detect bitterness and even a bit of anger in his mother’s thoughts at the moment, but he had enough on his own plate to worry about.

      “I’m on my way.”

      “Thanks, Son.”

      Chase teleported to the Olympian ship and returned to the Victory bringing Athena to the front door of Menelas’ quarters.

      “Want me to come in with you?” inquired Chase.

      “Normally I would, but, after all this time…”

      “Say no more; I’ll leave the two of you to your privacy.”

      “Thank you, Chase.”

      Chase walked away as Athena took a long, deep breath before ringing the doorbell controls.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Menelas couldn’t believe his eyes when the doors split open. His heart beat hard in his chest, and his mouth became dry. There stood the woman he loved more than life itself. Even though she was ten thousand years older, she didn’t look a day over what she had been when he last saw her.

      “Please,” he said, gesturing to Athena. “Come in.”

      Athena took three steps inside Menelas’ quarters as the doors shut with a whooshing sound.

      Before he could say anything, Athena violently slapped him.

      “Ten thousand years!” she screamed. “You promised you’d come back!”

      Menelas held his reddened cheek and smiled. “You sure haven’t lost your temper, and it’s good to see you too, love.”

      Athena’s eyes watered.

      “I’m sorry,” he continued. “I wanted to get back to you, more than anything. But things didn’t go according to plan. I was supp—”

      But before he could finish his plea, Athena took him in her arms and kissed him passionately. They kissed for minutes, and Menelas felt warmth and love engulf his entire being. They both allowed themselves to be lost in the moment and wished it would never end. When their lips finally parted, Athena whispered in his ear.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” she said, her voice trembling.

      “I’ve missed you too. I— I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. In fact, I thought I’d die of old age or that Arakan would just get tired and execute me.”

      Athena’s eyes filled with sorrow.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that, but what were you thinking? In fact, what were you doing on Erevos? Last we talked, you were returning from that secret mission you couldn’t tell me anything about.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Menelas nodded and gestured Athena to take a seat on the nearby couch.

      “Can I get you anything?” he inquired once she was comfortably seated.

      “I’m alright. I just want to understand what possessed you to go back to Erevos and get trapped. I have mourned yo—”

      But tears overcame Athena, and she sobbed uncontrollably.

      Menelas tried embracing her in a hug, but she didn’t let him.

      “Please, understand, I thought you were gone, I— I didn’t know what to do, and because of the secrecy of our relationship, I didn’t have anyone to talk to about it. I’m still mad you abandoned me.”

      “Fair enough, but surely Zeus told you some of what had transpired?”

      Athena shook her head.

      “What? That can’t be. If he didn’t tell you, then...”

      That’s when Menelas fully understood all the implications as well as anger he had detected in Athena when she slapped him earlier.

      “Zeus didn’t tell anyone about trapping the Furies into an alternate dimension?”

      “No, as far as we knew, the pilots of the soul ships made a successful attack run on Erevos, and we were told that the planet had been destroyed.”

      “That two-faced, overly proud son of a—” said Menelas before catching himself.

      More tears were traveling down Athena’s cheeks.

      “I— I’m sorry for your loss, love. I know Zeus died not long ago. I’m just a little angered that he wouldn’t at least tell you what happened.”

      He owed me that much.

      “Father has always been very proud, even though he softened up just before the end. I get it that it was wrong of him to hide from all of us that the Furies had been sent to another dimension instead of having them destroyed. But, I understand why he did it. He wanted to protect Oryn.”

      “It’s ironic how far we went not to let our union be known to those close to us, and how we feared Zeus would banish you if he learned about it, when, in fact, he too had an affair with a Fury.”

      “We definitely would have done things differently had we known this. But I’m surprised you knew about it; when did Zeus approach you?”

      “After we had secured the children, but before he sent me on the mission to Asgard.”

      “Asgard? What on Olympus did you do in Asgard?”

      “In the guise of fixing the weapon, Zeus asked me to convince, or, if necessary, coerce their lead engineer who had helped design the weapon. Knav— Ksan— I can’t quite remember his name.”

      “Kvasir?”

      “That’s it, Kvasir. Do you know him?”

      “Not very well, but he is on board this ship.”

      “You don’t say. I guess I have a lot of catching up to do. I’m hoping we can see the boys, too.”

      “I’m sure you will. Chase proposed coming along, but I wanted some time alone with you.”

      Menelas took her face in his hands. “I’m sorry I didn’t come back. I wanted nothing more, believe me.”

      “I know. I’m sorry I lost hope ever to see you again.”

      “I love you,” said Menelas softly.

      “I love you, too.”
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* * *

      After visiting with Kvasir, Argos decided to see his father. He didn’t exactly know what to tell the man, but after what had happened with Zeus, he didn’t want to be a stranger with him. Especially should one of them lose their lives in the upcoming battle on Erevos.

      Argos was sorry he hadn’t had more time to spend with Zeus before Arakan killed him. He had been estranged from his grandfather and didn’t want to repeat that with his own father.

      He stopped in front of Menelas’ guest quarters and hesitated before ringing the doorbell.

      The door slid open.

      “Come in,” said a voice inside.

      Argos stepped into the quarters, his gaze meeting with Menelas.

      “Is there anything I can do for you, Argos?”

      “Yes, I’d like to talk; if that’s okay?”

      “I’m surprised you’re the first one paying me a social visit. I expected your brother to be the first to do so.”

      “Chase is quite busy at the moment; there are many things we need to work on and very little time to get them done.”

      “Chase…” Menelas paused. “It’s going to take some time getting used to that name.”

      “I understand; I couldn’t stop calling him Laiyos in the beginning as well. But, you’ll get used to it.”

      “How come he calls himself Chase?”

      Argos took a long breath before recounting the story of how they started as enemies. Argos felt shame deep in his soul the entire time it took to catch Menelas up to speed.

      “That’s heavy, and I’m sorry the two of you became enemies. That’s— that’s probably my fault, and I’m sorry about that.”

      “What’s done is done; if I’ve learned anything these past few months is that it’s best to leave the past behind and focus on the present. I will never be able to atone for my past actions, no matter how hard I try. But in the present, I can be a better person, a better brother or uncle. That’s what matters now that hatred has left my heart.”

      “Still, I feel responsible for all the torment you went through; if only I had been there.”

      Menelas let the words hang.

      “I’m not blaming you for my own shortcomings. You’re here now, and since we never know when tragedy will strike, I thought it would be a good time to try and get to know each other.”

      Menelas nodded.

      “Thank you, Argos. I’m thankful for that. And I want you to know how proud I am of the warriors you two have become. Your power levels are mind-blowing.”

      “And yet, we got our asses handed to us from Spectre Arakan.”

      “At least we’re all still alive.”

      “Except Oryn.”

      “Right,” said Menelas with a sigh. “Except Oryn.”
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* * *

      “We need to find a solution to this problem, and fast,” said Yanis. “Our friends need a training center, and they need it now. I’ve managed to stabilize the power flow, and I think the Victory can provide enough power to the training facility, at least when we’re not fighting for our lives. Polarity is still an issue.”

      “That’s all well and good,” commented Cedric. “But this is my project, why are you acting like you’re in charge?”

      “Do we really need to do this, Cedric? Chase came to me with this, and I acknowledged that you worked on it for a while. But, he put me in charge.”

      “Typical.”

      “Look, it doesn’t matter who gets the lead. In fact, if it makes you feel better, you can be the lead. What matters is that we get it done, and fast.”

      “That’s okay; I don’t need to be in charge,” said Cedric. Then added as a whisper. “But, it’s my project.”

      Yanis exhaled in frustration before looking at his wrist device.

      “Where the hell is Kvasir? He’s never late, and it’s been half an hour already.”

      “Does it look like I’m his personal assistant?” scoffed Cedric.

      “Are you going to be like this all day?”

      Cedric shrugged. “Like what?”

      The engineering doors split open, and Kvasir stepped in carrying an Asgardian piece of technology.

      “Never mind; here he comes,” said Yanis before turning toward Kvasir. “So gracious of you to finally join us.”

      “Hi, Kvaz; don’t mind him, he’s a little cranky today,” said Cedric.

      Yanis’ eyebrows shot up, and his eyes grew wide. “I’m cranky? And, ‘Kvaz’?!”

      Cedric looked at Kvasir, then looked back at Yanis.

      “See, he doesn’t seem to mind,” said Cedric.

      “Hello,” said Kvasir. “I apologize for my tardiness. But I think you’ll be happy once you hear the reason behind my being late.”

      “What is it you’re holding?” asked Cedric.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” added Yanis. “I take it this is Asgardian tech?”

      Kvasir delicately laid the device on a nearby table. Green and yellow lights pulsated and blinked around it, casting greenish reflections on the surface of the metallic table.

      “It is. We got lucky, in fact. A while back when we regrouped with Athena’s ship, I searched the debris of the destroyed Asgardian destroyer the spider ship took out and managed to acquire this.”

      “And this would be?” inquired Yanis.

      “It’s a crucial component of our hyperspace engines. A power flow and matter inverter, in fact. I thought we could use it for our project.”

      Yanis crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Do you even know what it is we are building?”

      “A white-hole powered training facility so the Furies on board the Victory can train for months at a time while only days pass outside.”

      “Who briefed you? That’s why I asked you to come here this morning, so we can all brainstorm to find a solution to inverting the polarity of the artificial black hole, to allow time to pass faster inside the room instead of going slower.”

      “Argos swung by my quarters last night and told me about the project. He’s in a hurry to train with something more efficient than the gravity field generator. I then accessed Cedric’s notes in the main computer, and after a full night of work. . .” Kvasir pointed toward the device with both hands. “Voila!”

      Cedric enthusiastically jumped up from his chair and approached the device. He was looking at it from every possible angle.

      “Voila, what?” inquired Yanis.

      “This will turn the center of an artificially generated black hole into a white hole. We still need to interface it with Earth Alliance tech, but I’m sure we can achieve that soon enough.”

      “Impressive,” said Cedric. “I never imagined we could solve the issue with such a small device.”

      “Size isn’t everything,” proposed Kvasir.

      “Try telling that to your mate,” said Cedric absently, entirely captivated by the device’s slight humming and pulsating lights that made the tech appear alive.

      “What do you mean?” asked Kvasir dubiously.

      “Never mind that,” dismissed Yanis. “So, let me get this straight; Argos paid you a visit last night, and you worked and fixed the main roadblock in the project I was supposed to brief you on this morning?”

      Cedric walked past Yanis and waved a hand in the air.

      “Don’t mind him; he’s just jealous. Good game, Kvaz,” said Cedric cheerfully.

      “I’m not familiar with that expression,” said Kvasir.

      “It means well done, kudos, congrats; take your pick.”

      “Ah…well, thank you,” said Kvasir, before turning his attention back to Yanis. “And, yes, that’s exactly what happened.”

      “I still can’t grasp how you could achieve something so complex in so little time.”

      “It may appear complex to you, and upon analyzing Earth Alliance tech, I see why you would think this to be a monumental task, but I assure you it wasn’t so hard.”

      Cedric laughed.

      “I don’t find this funny,” said Yanis. “Why are you laughing?”

      “You know why; he just called our tech ‘weak,’ but he did it so politely that you can’t help but like the dude, right?”

      Yanis shot daggers at Cedric.

      “Or not…”

      “Did I do something wrong?” inquired Kvasir.

      Cedric came next to him and clapped him on the back.

      “No dude; you rock! Ignore Yanis; he usually likes coming up with the solution that saves the day. You stole his thunder, and he’s not used to that.”

      “Cedric!” shouted Yanis.

      “Alright, alright. I’ll stop teasing you.”

      Yanis returned his gaze to Kvasir. “Did you sleep at all?”

      “No. Even though I had most of what I needed thanks to salvaging this piece from the destroyer, adapting it to suit our needs was a little tricky.”

      “A little? I’m still unsure how you did that. Mind sharing with us?”

      “It’s a little complicated. It’s probably best you check the blueprints I’ve left on the computer in your spare time; from what I’ve gathered, this is an extremely critical project.”

      “What about sleep? You must be tired.”

      “I’m alright; Asgardians can go without sleep for a few days before we need to rest.”

      “Lucky you,” said Yanis, yawning. “Very well, then I guess we can forego the holo-presentation I had prepared on the subject. I— I’m sorry, I’m still baffled about how you knew how to tackle this problem?”

      “Asgardian power generation is very advanced. And while the Victory is impressive in that regard, it has an inefficient design at the basic level of your components. Your power nodes use only matter to function. Ours use anti-matter and inter-dimensional bridges to draw energy from more than one source. Since I worked on the machine in which Aphroditis was trapped, I know this sort of tech very well. All I needed to do was to find a way to take large amounts of energy, stabilize the power flow, and invert the polarity of the field generated; in this case, generating a white hole instead of a black one.”

      Yanis blinked quickly multiple times. Cedric laid a hand on his shoulder.

      “That’s okay if you don’t understand, you know? I’m not sure I got all of that ‘dumbing down’ myself. He’s smarter than the both of us; that’s okay, too.”

      Yanis gently took Cedric’s hand and removed it from his shoulder.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Cedric. I don’t care about that. In fact, I’m happy that we’re one step closer to achieving our goal.”

      “You may want to tell that to your face then,” said Cedric with a chuckle.
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* * *

      “Are you certain that’s what you want to do, Chase?” said Emperor Altair.

      Chase’s face filled the Emperor’s holo-screen.

      “Yes. We don’t have a choice; we can’t only react to this war, and with the latest development, I feel we don’t have the luxury of morality anymore, either. With this new foe added into the mix, we have to make sure we have enough ships ready for the final assault, and to protect ourselves should this Spectre have more of those spider ships.”

      “I’ve reviewed the sensor logs and reports on those; they’re impressive, to say the least.”

      “They are, and we don’t even know how many the Spectre has under his command. I know how you feel about this, Altair; believe me, I do. But that’s one of the calls that needs to be made, and I’m making this an order.”

      “Very well, Chase; we’ll take the Gorgar home world by force if we have to. Thank you for sending reinforcements.”

      “That’s only a handful of ships, and I doubt those are enough for a full-scale assault on the planet. Use Argos’ tech and just order them to comply. We do this for them as much as we do it for the rest of the sentient species out there. Perhaps they’ll hate us, but we can no longer worry about that.”

      Altair didn’t like it. This was precisely the kind of decision that he was accustomed to doing in the past within his empire. The end justifying the means logic. The needs of the many and all that. But having heard Chase describe their new foe, he understood why Chase was ordering them to do this. Altair had no problem following orders, and even if they weren’t entirely aligned with his own moral compass, he knew that Chase wasn’t taking this issue lightly. At the end of the day, Chase would take responsibility for whatever consequences arose from his orders. Altair had no idea what they could be; he just hoped Chase could live with them.

      “Understood, Admiral.”

      Altair could tell Chase understood why he had addressed him by rank this time. A subtle yet unequivocal way of underlining the fact that the emperor was okay following an order, even if he partially disagreed with it.

      “Thank you, Altair. Chase out.”

      The holo-screen turned off, and Altair reflected on their conversation. He had his hands joined in front of his mouth, pondering.

      After a few minutes of deep thinking, he pressed a control on his desk’s holo-console, which opened an audio channel.

      “Altair to Ryonna; can you please join me in my ready room?”

      “On my way,” answered Ryonna.
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* * *

      Chase, Menelas, Chris, and Argos left the turbo lift just as the ship exited hyperspace on orbit to Earth.

      They walked to the center of the Victory’s bridge. Chase sat next to Sarah.

      “Let’s scan the planet’s core,” he proposed.

      “You won’t detect anything,” said Menelas.

      “Let’s focus the scans at maximum resolution; I’m still curious to know if a deep scan would have revealed anything.”

      The tactical officer keyed commands on his holo-console. Then showed the results of the scan on the main holo-viewer.

      “Readings are inconclusive,” said the tactical officer. “We can’t seem to penetrate a small area that is dead center in the planet’s core.”

      “That’s one impressive hiding place,” commented Argos.

      “I’m glad you think so,” said Menelas.

      “How does the transport sequence work?” asked Chase.

      “I’ve been implanted with a small tracker; the facility inside the core will detect it and beam everyone in.”

      Chase got up.

      “Or I could teleport us in,” proposed Chase.

      “No, that would trigger the intruder alert, beam the ships into space, and they would scatter in different corners of the universe.”

      “We sure don’t want that to happen,” commented Chris.

      “No, we don’t,” said Menelas.

      He walked toward the tactical officer and keyed a few commands on the crew member’s console before returning to the center of the bridge.

      “Hit transmit on my mark,” said Menelas.

      The tactical officer nodded.

      “It’s time.”

      “Wanna come?” Chris asked Sarah. “You saw yourself piloting one of the ships in your vision.”

      Daniel entered the bridge and hurried toward his friends.

      “Permission to take the conn?”

      Sarah shot her son a look. “Your doing?”

      “I thought you’d like to come with us.”

      Sarah smiled, got up from the captain’s chair, and gestured Daniel to take her place.

      “You have the conn,” she said.

      Daniel smiled and nodded. “Have fun.”

      Once Sarah and the others all touched Menelas’ arm, orange scanlines traveled through their bodies, and they were beamed off the bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Spiros tried to regain control of the stolen ship, but his wireless access had been completely cut off. A strong tractor beam grabbed the ship and brought it toward the dreadnought.

      “We’ve got to get free of that tractor beam, or we’re toast,” exclaimed Spiros.

      “According to these readings,” said Gaia, “I don’t see how that is going to happen. That tractor beam’s power is simply too strong. Even if we managed to boost the thrusters beyond their limits, it wouldn’t make the slightest difference.”

      Spiros hit the console with his fist, slightly cracking the glass layer.

      “Anger is not going to help in this case, either,” said Gaia.

      Spiros knew he was responsible for their current predicament. And if they didn’t find a way to get out of there, they’d both be dead within minutes; if they were lucky. Otherwise they could be in for hours or days of torture at the hands of that Morgor smuggler; a prospect Spiros couldn’t even fathom. No doubt he’d kill them anyway. No, they needed to get the hell out of there, and fast.

      “Never mind my anger. What about jump engines?” he proposed.

      “I’ve already tried; the ship’s computer isn’t letting me jump. It says the ship will be destroyed if we do.”

      “We wouldn’t want tha—” but Spiros paused. “Uh…can you disable the safety protocols?”

      “I can’t; committing suicide goes against the main protocols you’ve defined for the mission.”

      “I’m not trying to get us killed; well, that’s not my objective anyway. But I do have an idea. It’s a long shot at best, but since I don’t want either of us to end up as lunch for a Kryon, whatever the hell that is, we may have to take it.”

      Spiros checked the cargo and located the cloning biomaterials. He then initiated a full ship scan of Morgor’s dreadnought. The ship’s shields were still activated, but they probably would have to lower them the moment Spiros’ borrowed ship approached a cargo bay. It took some fancy on-the-fly hacking, but Spiros managed to penetrate the shields with his scanner. He calculated the time until the tractor beam would bring them inside the ship, which gave them less than two minutes to execute his plan.

      He locked onto the biomaterials and programmed the computer to automatically beam both the selected cargo and them to one of the empty cargo bays. The computer complained that trying to beam living tissue through a shielded ship would most likely result in the death of the beamed lifeforms.

      “I’m not sure we should be doing this,” commented Gaia. “Perhaps I can overpower whomever they send to get us out of the ship.”

      Spiros had thought about that, but the sheer size of Morgor’s ship told Spiros that he had a large crew, and no matter how deadly Gaia’s combat sub-routines were, she was still made of flesh and bones and not reinforced quadrinium alloy like her old avatar body.

      One stray blaster shot to the head or the chest could kill her. It was too risky. Stealth and a crazy plan had more chance of succeeding.

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      Spiros was fully aware of the irony of the statement; after all, it was his ideas and plans that had gotten them into this mess in the first place. That and the pitiful maintenance level of Argos’ base. Spiros made a mental note to reprimand the Fury if they survived this.

      “Very well, Spiros. It seems to me there is a higher chance we won’t survive the next few minutes. Therefore, I just wanted to thank you for bringing me along and letting me experience all of this.”

      “We’re not dead yet; and please, don’t jinx us.”

      Spiros checked the time. They only had fifteen seconds before their ship would be delivered to the cargo bay. The dreadnought ship opened part of its shield to allow their ship in.

      Well, let’s hope that the beaming tech doesn’t need more than a hole in the ship, or we’re toast.

      Spiros activated a delayed hyperspace jump and hovered his finger on the beaming macro while looking straight at Gaia.

      “Here goes nothing,” he said as he activated the command.
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* * *

      Lights came to life the moment the team beamed inside the facility.

      Chase and his friends were standing on solid metal floor panels that reflected the light source around them.

      “This place is bigger than I expected,” said Chris.

      Chase looked around himself; the place was indeed massive, more than he expected it to be, too.

      “How can the power source for this place last ten thousand years?”

      “They are actually power cells, which is why the place is so massive, as they needed to accumulate and hold power for the facility for as long as it would be required. The power cells are fueled by the planet’s core itself.”

      “Impressive,” said Argos.

      “I don’t see the ships,” noted Sarah.

      “That’s also a security feature; one that I didn’t put into place,” Menelas answered.

      “What do you mean?” inquired Chase.

      “You see, you don’t choose the ships, they choose you.”

      “What do you mean, they choose you?” echoed Argos.

      “The main component of the soul ships are its pilots. They have to have the right energy, and the right attitude, too. The ships won’t fly if just anyone tries. The ships are capable of being moved from one place to another, but they won’t deliver their extraordinary firepower unless they themselves choose their pilots.”

      “But that would mean that they’re somewhat alive or at least sentient?” said Argos. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “They are both of those things, Argos. Their circuitry is a mix of silicon, carbon, and what can only be described as a biomaterial nervous system. They’re a hybrid between machine and living creature. The symbiosis you form with the ship might go beyond anything you have experienced before, or so I’ve been told by the ships’ former pilots.”

      “What happened to them?” inquired Sarah.

      “I have no idea; I was on Erevos when they flew the ships last, ten thousand years ago.”

      “So, it’s possible they flew the ships back here themselves?” asked Sarah.

      “Probably, or the ships flew back on their own if they lost their pilot, like I programmed them to do,” said Menelas.

      “Interesting; what happens if the ships don’t choose us?”

      “Then I’m afraid there is no way to make the machine work properly. It will only activate if at least four of the five ships have chosen pilots.”

      “I thought there were only four ships?” said Chase. “Sarah had a vision, which showed only four.”

      Menelas went to the nearest console and keyed a few commands. “Well, it looks like her vision might become true. One of the ships seems to be damaged; it’s been deactivated.”

      “Can it be repaired?” asked Argos.

      “Its self-repairing system hasn’t managed to. Beyond that, we’d need one hell of an engineer to achieve that. The computer reports a main component is missing, without it the ship can’t function”

      “But could you pilot one of the ships?” asked Argos. “Say, if we managed to repair it.”

      “None of the ships chose me the first time around; I don’t see why they would this time.”

      “Why didn’t a ship choose you?” asked Chris.

      “I’m not certain, but I believe the pilot has to have certain genetic characteristics as well as the capacity to muster a certain level of inner power in order to be chosen.”

      “That’s where I’m a little fuzzy,” said Argos. “What does it have to do with power levels?”

      “The ships are able to channel their pilot’s inner pools of energy, which is why only a few races can pilot them. Furies, Olympians, and a few rare others, most of whom were wiped out during the first Fury War. Which of you wants to try it first?”

      Chris stepped in. “I’d like to go first.”

      Chase smiled.

      “Then step over here,” said Menelas pointing to an open area of the complex where there was a luminous white circle on the floor. “Step into the circle and, if you’re meant to be a pilot, a soul ship will choose you.”

      “Neat,” said Chris as he walked to the open area.
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* * *

      Before Chris entered the circle, Menelas put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

      “What happens next is like nothing you may have experienced before; just let it happen, okay? Don’t resist and trust that the ship isn’t your enemy.”

      Chris frowned. “What’s going to happen?”

      “Well, if the ship chooses you, you’ll see. Just don’t step outside of the circle; if you refuse the ship, it might not want you as its pilot. The pilot-merging ritual needs to happen on the ship’s terms; it will test your courage, sense your fears, then decide if you’re a worthy pilot.”

      Chris smiled and flashed his grandfather a thumbs up. “Okay, thanks for the warning.”

      “Good luck, Chris,” said Menelas.

      Chris turned around and looked into Chase’s eyes. Chase nodded.

      Good luck, son, said Chase telepathically.

      Thanks, Dad.

      You can do it, added Argos.

      But Chris was still a little disappointed with his uncle’s attitude back on board the Victory and decided not to answer him.

      He advanced forward and stepped inside the circle. The light on the floor intensified as a loud humming noise surrounded everyone. It sounded like something massive was spinning. Further away, lights illuminated areas that were previously plunged into darkness, and Chris saw what was making all the noise.

      There was a circular wall nearby, and it was spinning. Every few hundred yards inside the wall, a dark glass window could be seen. There were five of them, which Chris assumed were the chambers where the ships resided. They were pretty large.

      The entire complex trembled as the circular wall kept spinning. Chris started to worry. The spinning wall kept accelerating with no sign of slowing down. Then, after a few minutes, the rotating sound attenuated and the wall stopped abruptly. One of the glass chambers aligned in front of Chris. The glass flashed for less than a second, and Chris thought he saw the outline of a starfighter but then it was gone.

      He swallowed hard.

      I hope this is a good sign, he thought.

      Remember, said Menelas in his mind, don’t get out of the circle; just let it happen.

      The glass flashed again, and a sphere of white energy emerged, casting an intense white light all around. It reflected so brightly on the dark glass that Chris had to squint his eyes to keep looking at it.

      The sphere of energy erratically changed form for a few seconds, taking nondescript shapes, and then reformed into a random blob of energy. Then it morphed into an oversized tiger made of white light. It took a few steps toward Chris, stopped, and roared.

      Let it happen, Chris reminded himself.

      The energy tiger darted toward Chris, who had to stay focused on doing nothing, even though his instincts screamed to either dodge or punch the tiger to smithereens.

      The tiger entered Chris’ body, and he felt a foreign energy inside himself. When he wanted to vocalize how weird the sensation felt, Chris roared instead.

      “Chris!” shouted Sarah. “Chase, we have to help him.”

      Menelas waved a hand. “No, no; don’t intervene. This is normal; I promise Chris will be okay.”

      “You’d better be right about that,” warned Chase, flexing both his hands into strong fists.

      The energy left Chris’ body and was now green-tinged and still in the shape of a tiger. The tiger nonchalantly walked away from Chris. The circle around Chris turned green, as did the light around the dark glass window. As the energy tiger walked to it, the glass, acting as a door, lifted from the ground, revealing a magnificent starfighter. It was similar in size as a StarFury but looked more like a living, organic ship than the hard-edged, cold hulls of the fighters of the Earth Alliance fleet.

      The energy tiger dissolved into a million small green specks of light and re-integrated into the ship. The canopy opened as lights from the cockpit’s controls came to life.

      “What do I do now?” shouted Chris, still in the center of the circle.

      “The ship has chosen you; now you go on board and take your first flight,” answered Menelas.

      “How will I know how to pilot it?”

      “The ship reads your thoughts; it will know what you need it to do and will take the best course of action to achieve whatever goal you give it. It may take a few minutes for the ship to adjust to you, just as it may take a moment for you to adjust to the ship.”

      “Awesome,” said Chris as he started running toward his new starfighter.

      He somersaulted and spun in the air and landed in the cockpit. The moment he did, a strong green light lit around the edge of the cockpit as the canopy lowered and sealed into place. The engines hummed to life, and the ship rose from the metallic floor and floated forward.

      Chris could see all eyes were on him and his new ship, and he could tell from their expressions that they had never seen anything like it.

      I’m the spirit of the tiger, and I’m your soul ship, said a voice inside Chris’ mind.

      “Wicked! My ship talks!”

      The female voice then resonated inside the cockpit.

      “Are you ready for your first flight, pilot?”

      “I am, but you can call me Chris. What’s your name?”

      “Very well, Chris. You can call me Tigris.”

      High inside the complex, a circle-shaped orange force field appeared out of nowhere, and before Chris could ask what it was, Tigris flew the ship through it. One second they were in the base, the next second the ship emerged into space in orbit around the Earth.
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      After beaming out, Spiros quickly checked himself, patting his legs and touching his face.

      “That felt weird; I don’t like the idea of being de-molecularized and reassembled. Are you alright?” he asked Gaia.

      “I’m perfectly fine. I would think as a scientist you would trust technology, such as transporters.”

      “It’s not a tech the Star Alliance had used. Since the battle with Argos’ forces on Earth, the humans have developed a crude version of it. We haven’t streamlined its deployment on all the ships yet, since there wasn’t much time to do so with us fighting one battle after another. Because the Earth Alliance version hasn’t been widely used to transport living beings, I guess I have a distrust of the tech in general.”

      Spiros could tell Gaia was lost from the way she gazed at him with empty eyes. Without context, she wouldn’t be able to sympathize with Spiros’ rambling one way or another. Ever since Gaia had told him she remembered her old body, Spiros had wondered if interacting with her more as he did with the old Gaia would trigger something in her matrix. Right now he didn’t know if that would be a good thing or bad thing, but his instincts told him that having the fully fledged Gaia at his side would be beneficial. Perhaps it wasn’t his instincts talking but just his heart.

      “But— Never mind that,” he added.

      “What are we going to do next? What’s your plan?”

      “First and foremost: survive, which should be easier now that we’re away from prying eyes and a flesh-hungry welcome committee.”

      The simple thought of being devoured by Morgor’s Kryon turned Spiros’ stomach.

      “That might not last for too long, though,” Spiros continued. “They probably detected the transporter signatures. Give me a second while I secure full access to the ship’s systems.”

      Spiros twisted his head around trying to get his bearings and then invoked scans of the ship’s schematics he had uploaded to his mental implant a split second before beaming out. They had been beamed precisely where Spiros had hoped, in a remote area of the ship, inside a mostly empty cargo bay except for some crates piled in a corner.

      He then ran a quick check of the surrounding systems and managed to find low priority system vulnerabilities that allowed him to link with the dreadnought’s central computer core. The next part of the hack would be paramount; he needed to make sure he wouldn’t get kicked out of the computer’s system. He mentally wrote stealth procedures to ensure the processes he would run would appear to be system generated and masquerade as normal ship operations. That would allow him to spoof logs and hopefully stay undetected should someone be trying to locate him inside the computer systems.

      Spiros encrypted his newly created user with a polymorphic algorithm that even he couldn’t break. With the safety protocols in place, he should be able to gain access to many of the ship’s systems without triggering any alarms, and it would be protected from any of the ship’s crew from manually deleting it.

      Spiros closed his eyes while doing these mental hacks, and as he reopened them, he noticed Gaia had disappeared. His heart thumped and skipped a beat, but then Gaia emerged from behind a crate with a large metallic pipe in her hand.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’ve been looking for something to defend ourselves with since you said we could have visitors soon. You seemed deep in thought, so I thought it was a good time for me to try and obtain a weapon, but I’m afraid this is all I could find.”

      “That’s alright; I just need a couple of minutes to locate where they took our ship and the biomaterials. Hopefully, they haven’t figured out we’re missing yet.”

      When loud footsteps and shouts could be heard outside the cargo bay, Gaia grabbed Spiros and forced him into cover behind a large crate as the doors opened, revealing three men armed to the teeth.
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* * *

      Ryonna sat opposite Emperor Altair in his ready room.

      “What is it you need me to do, Emperor?”

      “I’ve received orders from Chase to take back the Gorgar world, by force, if necessary.”

      Ryonna’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “That doesn’t sound like him, but since I happen to agree, I’m not even going to question his motives. Has their mission to Erevos been successful?”

      “Depends on how one defines the word, I suppose. They achieved their main objectives, but Oryn has been killed. Chase and everyone else are lucky to have survived the mission.”

      “They fought Arakan?”

      “Not exactly; Oryn killed Arakan,” said Altair.

      Ryonna twitched.

      “Then something took possession of his body, and the power from that being was, and is, like nothing we’ve seen before, as Chase described it. In fact, Chase feels unprepared to battle that creature again.”

      Ryonna knew full well what that meant. If Chase felt unprepared then who in the universe could fight and defeat this new foe? As for Oryn’s passing, she hadn’t had many interactions with the Fury Olympian hybrid, and while she imagined her loss had saddened Chase, Ryonna was fully aware of the price people pay in times of war. Her world had been the target of Furies not once, but twice, with billions of Droxians killed as a result.

      Part of her wished she had been present to fight Arakan, but as proud as she was, she knew that was the type of adversary she had virtually no chance to defeat, no matter how much she wanted to. At least he had paid the ultimate price for the massacres he had brought upon her home world.

      “Okay, so we have a new enemy, stronger than anything we’ve encountered before, and we need the Gorgar’s help to start building ships, I take it?”

      “That’s about the gist of it, yes.”

      “So, let me get back to my original question, Emperor. What do you need me to do?”

      “Use Argos’ device to force the Gorgar into compliance by locking in a new command. I need you to do this on the down-low, and this time with as much stealth as possible. That’s why I think sending you solo is probably safer for everyone involved. You’ll have a transmitter to call for an evac, should you need one.”

      Ryonna couldn’t blame the Emperor for that last point. She had been anything but subtle the last time they went to the surface of the planet, and if it hadn’t been for the Emperor’s courage and crazy tactics, Ryonna and her friends would have perished. Ryonna had learned from that mistake.

      “When do I leave?”

      Emperor Altair handed her a holo-pad.

      “Whenever you’re ready. But first, take a look at this. It isn’t much, but hopefully, it will help you determine your entry point and tactics. Here is all the information we have on the planet, scans, schematics, and where we think their queen could be located.”

      “Why do you think I need to know the location of the queen? By sending the new mental command and locking it in place, I will override her orders.”

      “Normally, I would agree, but in the very short time between our visits, the planet has dramatically changed, including their political structure, from a multi-queen government to a dictatorship, and from working ants to soldiers armed to the teeth. I’m not sure that anything is as it seems and you’d better be prepared for some improvisation on this one. We’ll keep repairing the fleet, and hopefully, we can provide support from orbit should things go awry and we need to take the world by force. Though, I’d like to avoid this no matter how adamant Chase was on the matter.”

      “What about Tar’Lock and Keera?”

      “You could take them, but I think it’s best Tar’Lock stays out of it; I don’t doubt his allegiance to Earth Alliance, but your— Keera’s report mentioned that in your previous visit you encountered a direct member of his family.”

      “We did; his sister.”

      “That could complicate things, plus I might have a mission for Keera.”

      “What mission?”

      “Following Chase’s request, we’ve been trying to contact Spiros Malayianis, but he’s not responding. Do you think Keera is up to investigating and finding out what’s going on with him?”

      “Keera is a capable bounty hunter; she has the required skills to get to Spiros and get him out of trouble if need be. As for Tar’Lock, I think I can convince him to go with Keera.”

      “Unless you’d like him to come with you to the planet.”

      As much as she appreciated the little guy, Ryonna knew that he could become a liability on this mission. Not only would he question what they were about to do, and probably with good reason, but he could endanger the outcome. And, if he decided to split mid-mission, there was nothing Ryonna could do about it, especially since Tar’Lock’s super speed could prove dangerous.

      “I’ll talk with Tar’Lock, but let’s go ahead and assign him to the mission with Keera. How many super-suits do we have on board?”

      “Just the one. And I’m making it an order that you take it; this mission is paramount and could win us the war. I know that you would give the suit to either Keera or Tar’Lock given a choice, so I’m removing that choice from the equation.”

      Now that she no longer wanted to kill the Emperor, Ryonna could appreciate what an astute and level-headed being he was. Ryonna made a mental note to learn from her mistake in judging him for the sins of his past. From now on she would give people the benefit of the doubt, as Emperor Altair has shown that one could change for the better.

      Did that mean Ryonna had to try and forgive Argos and try to get along with their new ally? The thought disgusted her, but then again, slaying the hologram version of the Fury in the holo-room had released some of her pent-up anger and helped her better focus her aggressive feelings.

      “Understood; I’ll take the super-suit.”
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* * *

      Chris felt exhilarated. Flying the soul ship in space was like nothing he had experienced before. The ship made a direct link with his mind, and all he needed to do was think about what he wanted to do, and the ship would obey without delay. It was similar to how the Earth Alliance incorporated a mental component, which allowed them to remotely control StarFuries, but the big difference with the soul ships was how Chris not only controlled the ship with his thoughts, but in doing so, he could feel the ship’s status, as well as its state of mind. It was clear the onboard AI was very advanced, perhaps as advanced as Gaia herself.

      “Well, thank you,” said Tigris.

      And there it was, the ship had sensed his thoughts and answered. There was a symbiosis in piloting Tigris that was absent in remote controlling StarFuries.

      Is everything okay, Son? asked Chase mentally.

      Perfect, Dad. This ship is something else. You gotta get into yours and experience it for yourself.

      Argos is making contact with his ship at the moment. I imagine he’ll join you in space shortly. Gotta go; I’m next.

      Another soul ship transported into space not too far from Chris, and it looked different from his. Although clearly of a similar build and design, with both ships looking organic in nature and shape, Chris’ had green overtones, while Argos’ had red ones, resulting in a more aggressive looking cockpit.

      “What’s your ship’s name and animal?” asked Chris.

      “Its animal spirit is a snake, and its name is Python. It won’t shut up, though.”

      “It’s trying to bond with you; it’s an important part of the process. My ship was vocal too, at first, but it learned to read my thoughts, and I sense hers. We now communicate mostly via an exchange of thoughts rather than speech, so give it a few minutes; I’m sure you’ll get used to that as well.”

      “In the meantime, and while we wait for your father, what do you say we test the ships in a dogfight?”

      “I’m all for it, but we need to make sure they have a training setting first.”

      “Training mode engaged,” said Tigris.

      “Never mind, my ship just entered it,” said Chris.

      “So did mine. Apparently, it will register hits on our instruments, but no real damage will be inflicted.”

      “This sounds like fun.”

      “It does; ready?”

      “I was born ready!” cheered Chris.
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* * *

      Chase was only half-surprised when the sphere of white energy morphed into a flame-colored dragon and started dancing around him. It reminded him of a weapon he had used to bring down the Titan protecting the stone Argos needed to make the inter-dimensional machine function. And Aphroditis’ sacrifice.

      Aphroditis…Chase hated not being able to grant her wish of passing away. Perhaps it was cruel of him to have put her in suspended animation. But Chase wasn’t yet ready to let his aunt die; not when both he and Argos were responsible for the state she was in. They both needed to find a way to atone for that. While letting her die would grant her wish, Chase preferred exploring other options, which might have to wait until they dealt with the Furies first.

      Part of Chase wished Aphroditis were here to guide him.

      The dragon roared and darted back into the ship and, soon after, Chase was in space aboard his fighter, feeling a link between the ship and himself. In fact, Chase felt he was powering the ship with his own energy.

      “You are, in a way,” said a voice inside the cockpit. “I’m Drakos, your soul ship.”

      “I’m Chase.”

      “That’s not the name given to you at birth, pilot,” protested Drakos.

      How did the ship know that? And why did it care?

      “What is it to you?”

      “To establish a perfect mental and biological link with you, I need to call you by your true name.”

      “My true name is Laiyos,” said Chase, hesitantly.

      “I can feel you’re not happy with that name. It’s a good warrior name; you should wear it proudly.”

      “Fat chance of that happening.”

      “Let’s go with the next best thing then; a pilot’s call sign, perhaps?”

      “Can I choose my own?”

      “No, as your ship I will choose one that rings true and possesses the essence of your actual name. Your mind is in turmoil; I can feel it. You mean well, and you have a high sense of morality and indomitable courage. These elements are factored into your call sign. Henceforth, I’ll address you as Dragonheart.

      Dragonheart?

      Chase chuckled. He didn’t feel like being called Laiyos, that was for sure, and the Dragonheart call sign seemed to suit him as if he had chosen it himself.

      “Your fellow pilots are engaged in a combat simulation. Would you like to join them? Should I activate training mode?” asked Drakos.

      “They aren’t just my fellow pilots; they’re my family. Yes, activate training mode, but…”

      Chase could feel he no longer needed to talk with the ship or the ship with him, and he could sense that Drakos knew that he would wait for Sarah before testing the ship’s combat capabilities.

      And, sure enough, the last soul ship teleported into view.

      “This thing is wicked!” exclaimed Sarah through the comms. “You’re never gonna guess what my soul ship spirit animal is?”

      “If I had to guess…I’d say a Phoenix.”

      There was a moment of silence followed by a sigh.

      “You’re a buzz kill. How the hell did you know?”

      “Well, it seems the ship senses something in us and assigns a spirit animal, be it real or mythological, that closely corresponds to our nature.”

      “So, the animal spirits are provided based on the pilot’s thoughts and not preprogrammed into the fighters? How do you explain it, though?”

      “Think about it; Phoenix is the call sign you had selected for yourself as a US Navy pilot. With what had happened with Argos and you dying and coming back to life…”

      Three simulated hits smashed into Chase’s port shields. Chase realized Sarah had engaged him in training mode. He smiled.

      “Oh, it’s like that,” he said before putting his fighter into evasive action.

      Soon, Chase and Sarah were engaged in combat. The last time they had fought against one another in this fashion had been at the very beginning of their journey. The nostalgia helped Chase feel better.

      Chase also noticed he had a much harder time acquiring a lock and scoring hits on Sarah’s ship. She had always been a very skilled pilot, but her focus seemed better than ever before. Chase wondered if her growing Fury powers were helping her fly the ship with more proficiency.

      “And what does the ship call you, flyboy?” asked Sarah.

      “Dragonheart.”

      “Heart of a dragon, hmm…I can see that.”

      “I like your version better.”

      “Yeah, but that would make for a lousy and rather long mouthful for a call sign. I mean, can you imagine yourself saying: ‘Heart of the Dragon to the fleet, open fire’.”

      Chase chuckled. “Good point, but I still like it.”

      “Now that I said it out loud, it’s not that bad. But call signs should be short and sweet, Admiral Dragonheart.”

      They both laughed.

      “Your flying is impeccable by the way,” commented Chase.

      “It always was,” said Sarah in a slightly sharp tone.

      “Yes, that’s what I meant. I didn’t mean to imply—”

      “Relax, Chase. I’m just giving you a hard time. As a matter of fact, I have noticed that my focus is sharper and fiercer. Maybe it’s the Fury powers, and maybe it’s the connection with the ship. Have you noticed how much stronger the mental link is and more reactive than the neuronal interface was on the StarFuries?”

      “Like night and day; it’s like the ship knows you better than you know yourself and anticipates thoughts even before they’re fully formed.”

      “Exactly! I can’t wait to do my first kills onboard this ship.”

      An alarm resonated inside Chase’s mind and the ship telepathically let him know that it detected an enemy fleet on its ultra-long-range sensors.”

      “Uh, Chase,” Sarah inquired.

      “I’ve received the same warning. I wonder if your ship didn’t look for a fight from your comment and then synced it with the rest of your thoughts.”

      Chris joined in the conversation.

      “Guys, my ship informed me about three Fury destroyers.”

      “Mine, too,” added Argos.

      “We all got the alert,” said Sarah. “The enemy fleet is in a part of space they had shown no interest in up until now. Should we check it out?”

      Chase wondered if they should indeed check the new capabilities of their starfighters, but three Fury destroyers packed a lot of firepower, and they would be carrying multiple squadrons of fighters each.

      Before Chase could voice his concerns, the ship displayed mission success odds on his mentally projected HUD. It also overlaid a tactical map and potential attack approaches, and most scenarios resulted in an eighty-five percent chance or higher of success.

      “I was worried about the lack of firepower to engage such a strong force without reinforcements, but…”

      “Yep, it looks like we could handle our own against the fleet; how strong are these starfighters?” added Chris.

      “I guess we’re about to find out,” said Argos. “And from what Menelas told us, it draws power from us, so I’d imagine that’s what makes them so powerful. Shall we set a course?”

      Before anyone could answer, all the ships synced their destination coordinates, and the four soul ships entered hyperspace.
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      Ever since taking control over Arakan’s body, Tanak’Vor felt even more sick and impure for having to merge his DNA with that of a lesser species. But it had become unavoidable, after witnessing in frustration how the Supreme Commander was making one poor decision after another.

      At least Arakan had killed Zeus and most of the Olympians, which was one less race the Spectres would have to deal with in the future. But before the rest of his people could enter the impure dimension and cleanse it, Tanak’Vor had to remove the Ultra Furies from the equation and get rid of the Earth Alliance in the process.

      While their technology was far behind those of the races inhabiting Tanak’Vor’s dimension, they still had managed to adapt quickly to the Shadow’s spider ship that had been trapped with him when Erevos rematerialized.

      Tanak’Vor sat on what was now, for all intents and purposes, his throne. At the very least, he wouldn’t need to use a large amount of energy to project a holographic image of Arakan as he had in the past when he dispatched orders to Arakan’s generals.

      He had masqueraded as the supreme commander for a while now in order to build his own fleet of ships, making sure a destroyer or two went missing from each delivery and assembling fleets he would later control at the right time. And that time had come.

      He had already sent one fleet to Thanos Five. Tanak’Vor would do things differently, unlike Arakan, who had only been interested in destroying everything and everyone who stood in front of his Fury delusions of grandeur. Once the space defense around that world fell, he would enslave the population, use their resources, and have them build more ships for him, which would enable him to crush any resistance.

      It was time to get the other fleet commanders in line and make sure they were ready to do the same on other distant worlds. Arakan had been obsessed with going after the stronger races; the Droxians, the Asgardians, and the Olympians. Tanak’Vor would not repeat this mistake. He would divide and conquer the rest of the universe little by little, with superior forces applied against worlds which could not defend themselves and weren’t part of any alliance.

      Each new world that fell would provide an increasingly larger slave workforce that would allow the Spectre to build himself an empire that Arakan could never have dreamed of in both scope and sheer power.

      A control near the armrest of the throne bleeped. Tanak’Vor answered an incoming transmission from the fleet commander he had sent to Thanos Five.

      “Report, Fleet Commander Gar’hek.”

      “Supreme Commander Arakan,” said the Fury with a bow, “it’s a pleasure to see you, as always. You…” the Fury hesitated. “You look different somehow, is everything alright?”

      Fleet Commander Gar’hek hadn’t been the first to notice the physical differences now that Tanak’Vor was in control of Arakan’s body. But he was the supreme commander, and his minions would believe anything he told them without question.

      “The battle with the intruders on Erevos has left me with many scars and permanent deformities, but fret not Commander, I’m stronger than ever.”

      “That’s good to hear, Supreme Commander. The fleet is engaged with the enemy; as you predicted their pathetic forces are no match for three of our brand new destroyers. They keep sending ships from the surface in a desperate attempt to bring us down, but some ships don’t even have weapons, and they’re just trying to ram us.”

      Tanak’Vor thought that was brave, if futile. He gave the many races in this dimension credit, though. Even when faced with insurmountable odds, there would always be some that rose to the challenge and were ready to die for what they believed in. Was it courage that motivated these pathetic beings? Or mere desperation?

      In any case, that was a trait he had witnessed multiple times while here, and that’s why he had to make sure that those who actually had substantial power, like the Ultra Furies, were eliminated.

      “At this point,” continued Gar’hek, “most of their heavy military craft have been taken care of or disabled when possible, as per your directive. What are we to do with their ships once we capture their crew?”

      “We either enslave the crews or turn them to serve us, repurpose their ships, and add them to our fleets. Whenever possible, we upgrade their technology with our own.”

      “Understood, master.”

      “Anything else to report?”

      “Our long-range sensors have detected four small ships approaching our position, probably more people desperate to try and protect their world. We’ll deal with them like we’re dealing with the others. I should have control of Thanos Five within the hour.”

      “Very well, Fleet Commander. Keep me posted.”

      Gar’hek saluted, and the holo-communication turned off.
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* * *

      Damn; they came in faster than I had hoped, thought Spiros.

      “Perhaps if we stay quiet,” whispered Spiros, covering his mouth with a cupped hand to direct the faint sound of his voice to the side, but Gaia was already in the wind.

      He sighed. I hate when she does that.

      When Spiros timidly tilted his head from cover, Gaia was making her move. In a fluid motion, she knocked the lights out on one of the guards by violently smashing her elbow into the man’s face just before throwing the spinning metal pipe at the second guard as he turned around. It struck the man’s head with a sickening crunch as the pipe splintered his skull like a porcelain vase. He fell to the floor like a log.

      When the third guard was about to shoot Gaia, Spiros screamed.

      “Watch out!”

      That distracted the guard, and he readjusted his aim and fired dangerously close to Spiros’ head, which was sticking out from cover. The metal finish of the crate near his face turned orange-red.

      This gave Gaia enough time to disarm the man with a circling kick and prevent him from firing another shot. He went for a knife and madly slashed it at Gaia. But she easily dodged the man’s attack and grabbed his hand. Before he could react, she swiftly twisted and broke his arm, acquiring her foe’s weapon as he screamed from the pain.

      What followed didn’t help Spiros’ already queasy stomach. Gaia thrust the man’s knife under his chin and sent it through his head, smacking his mouth shut and stopping him from screaming. She broke his neck for good measure, and the guard was dead before his body collapsed on the cold, hard floor.

      She pulled the knife out as the guard fell, and before Spiros could tell her to stop, she sent the blade flying down into the first, unconscious guard’s heart. Spiros watched in horror as the body jerked and the man stopped breathing shortly after that.

      Spiros inched his way out of cover from behind the crates.

      “Was that absolut—” Spiros started complaining.

      He stopped when she shushed him, a finger pressed against her lips.

      “Was that necessary?” he whispered. “Are there more of them?”

      Gaia turned her head, and Spiros could tell she was listening for more footsteps. After a couple of seconds, she answered him.

      “I think we’re clear for the moment. These people have no scruples and will kill us without hesitation if given a chance. I know you’d like me to kill as little as possible, but I think given the new parameters of my mission, I should be more lethal from now on, that is, if we want to raise the odds of us getting out of here alive.”

      As much as Spiros wanted to argue, he knew in his heart that Gaia was right.

      “Fine, fair enough. Should we hide the bodies? Need a hand?”

      “Sure,” said Gaia.

      She grabbed two of them and dragged their bodies to the crates where Spiros had been hiding earlier, leaving a trail of blood behind.

      When Spiros bent to grab the last guard, he felt an intense pain travel through his entire body and fell to the floor next to the guard.

      Gaia ran to his side.

      “What’s wrong? Are you injured?”

      “You could say that,” said Spiros painfully through gritted teeth, “it’s just my cloned body failing me. We don’t have much time until it craps out on me and…”

      Spiros couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence. Pretty soon this body would die, and he would die with it. They needed to get the biomaterials back and be on their way, ASAP. He had died once already and wasn’t keen on repeating the experience.

      “What can I do to help?” inquired Gaia with more worry than she ought to.

      There was something odd about how she seemed to be experiencing more feelings now than when he originally activated her basic AI functions for this mission. Spiros had seen the worry in her eyes and felt it in her voice when she ran to his side.

      “Just help me finish our mission, and let’s get the hell out of here and back to our lab, or better yet, let’s go back to the fleet if we can.”

      Spiros now regretted leaving the Hope. He thought that going away and isolating himself with Gaia would help him get things done faster, but looking back at the unfortunate events that had happened since, perhaps the universe was trying to tell him that he needed his friends.
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* * *

      Tar’Lock clicked furiously from the copilot chair aboard Keera’s ship.

      “I don’t like this! Why are we splitting up?” he shouted.

      “Because Ryonna asked that we trust her and do what she asked of us without second-guessing or asking unnecessary questions, which you seem intent on doing, nonetheless.”

      “I don’t like this!”

      “You’ve said that already.”

      Tar’Lock clicked some more. “Well, that’s how much it bothers me.”

      And I’m starting to understand a little better why Ryonna punched your lights out so many times in the past.

      “Look, we have a mission, and we have to check on Spiros.”

      “He’s a big boy; who says he needs our help?”

      Keera made a tight fist and shot daggers at her insectoid friend. He looked down and saw her tensed hand.

      His eyes grew wide. “You wouldn’t dare?”

      “Why don’t you go back to the sleeping quarters and try to get some rest, so we don’t have to find out.”

      “Some friend you are,” said Tar’Lock as he was leaving the cockpit.

      Keera felt a little sorry for the guy, knowing he was just very worried about Ryonna, as was she, since her Droxian friend let her in on the details of her new mission. Not to mention she had insisted on Tar’Lock being kept out of the loop. She could sense he suspected that one of the reasons they had split into two teams was so that Ryonna could go into danger without having to look over her shoulder and protect him. Then again, he had saved her life on their last mission.

      Ryonna’s assignment required stealth and a willingness to infiltrate enemy territory with as much lethal force as required. Something Tar’Lock would have undoubtedly been against.

      Keera’s fleeting thoughts were called back to the here and now when her console bleeped multiple times to indicate that her long-range sensors detected an Earth Alliance probe transmitting a distress call.

      The holo-message was from Spiros. He explained his precarious situation in detail, and the urgency in his voice didn’t bode well at all.

      They were not currently headed toward the origin of the message, so Keera dropped out of hyperspace, entered the new vector, then re-entered hyperspace. The new coordinates would shave off a few hours of travel.

      Keera hoped she could get to them in good time. Those two had been through a lot lately, and the last thing they needed was to get themselves into more trouble than they already were.
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* * *

      Ryonna hid behind a building when a couple of Gorgar guards passed nearby. The closer she got to her target, the more activity and sentries she encountered.

      She was only a few minutes away from her destination, though. Thanks to one of Altair’s engineer hacking Gorgar satellites, she was getting real-time intel. It showed that the area was teeming with Gorgar and was the perfect spot to deploy the mental command. She grabbed the device and attached it to her right temple.

      The command to order the Gorgar to help the Earth Alliance had been pre-programmed before she left for her mission. While they could have just found a less populated area to spread the command and let it act like a computer virus, it may not spread fast enough.

      Ryonna knew full well that if the Furies returned and managed to undo the programming, it would result in catastrophic consequences. She activated her tactical holo-glasses and confirmed her destination. She plotted a course inside the building to encounter as little resistance as possible.

      Ryonna worried that she was taking too much time to get to her target. She was already running an hour behind because she had taken a stealthy approach, as instructed by the Emperor. She found that stealth infiltration tested her patience as she was used to brute-force rather than finesse, and part of her just wanted to sprint toward the destination and get rid of anyone in her way.

      But the Emperor had put his faith in her and, after all he had done to prove himself to her, she felt she owed him that much. She shook her head when she thought she felt a warm sensation in her heart while thinking of Altair.

      What the hell? That can’t be.

      She pushed her thoughts to the side and entered the building, moving forward but always trying to stay in the shadows. It wasn’t simple for someone of Ryonna’s stature to not make noise when she needed to react fast and rush to cover.

      Even though she tried pushing them away, her previous thoughts and feelings lingered, eroding her focus and suddenly she came face to face with a Gorgar female.

      The insectoid’s eyes grew wide, and Ryonna grabbed her head and snapped her neck before she could scream.

      “Sorry, little one,” she whispered as she hid the body under a stairwell.

      Ryonna slapped herself.

      Focus!

      Ryonna was used to taking lives, but she didn’t like killing noncombatants. She had no idea if the dispatched Gorgar was military or just an innocent bystander. Ryonna’s instinct screamed for her to take action. Although the insectoid might not have raised an alarm, that was not guaranteed. She could not afford the time to tie up or otherwise incapacitate every Gorgar she encountered; any delay could jeopardize the entire mission.

      That was the problem with war. It required its foot soldiers to make tough calls, and possibly take the lives of innocents in the process. There was simply no margin for error in these missions. That didn’t mean it was easy, no matter how many people Ryonna had killed, even before meeting Chase.

      She was no longer a fugitive from the Obsidian Empire, nor did the empire view her or the rest of the Droxians as an enemy. Ryonna’s heart ached thinking of her home world. Both Fury attacks had been devastating, and even though the Earth Alliance had been providing manpower and resources so her people could rebuild their ravaged world, the planet was still in chaos.

      In her last communication with Ronan, he said that the inhabitants were still in shock from both attacks. Part of her wanted to go home, to be with her son and help her people rebuild. But she owed Chase her life many times over, and she would help him in his quest to cleanse the Fury plague from the universe.

      Soon enough, Ryonna arrived at her destination. Behind the last door was the large auditorium room that she had been sent to. A scan from her holo-glasses revealed no less than ten thousand Gorgars to be inside.

      Entering was too risky so, instead, she brought up the holo-interface from the mental control device and prepared to activate the command when the door in front of her started moving.

      She gracefully hid behind it as a Gorgar male exited. She brought her silenced blaster to bear and pointed toward the Gorgar’s head.

      Just keep going; don’t turn back.

      The Gorgar stopped after a few paces, and Ryonna held her breath. When he turned around, she didn’t hesitate and burned a hole between his eyes.

      Dammit!

      Carrying her second victim, she had to trace back her steps and find a way to hide the body. She tried activating the command as she was disposing of him but received an error message on her mental HUD.

      Interference from strong electromagnetic shielding. Cannot send command.

      She had not expected this turn of events, especially after so many hours of tiresome stealthy approach. She checked her holo-wrist device and ran another scan to try and pinpoint the location of the interference.

      It came from a room located under the main podium; one she could, according to her map, access without entering the large auditorium. This played well in her favor; a large Droxian inside a super-suit trying to merge into a Gorgar crowd was not going to happen, no matter how poor the lighting conditions were.

      Noticing that no other life-signs appeared to be on the underground level where she needed to go, she activated the super-speed function of her suit and ran almost as fast as Tar’Lock could.
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      When the soul ships exited hyperspace, the Fury super-destroyers were engaged with a multitude of smaller ships, which didn’t stand a chance of defending themselves nor did it look like they could do any damage.

      While the Earth Alliance had been catching up regarding firepower, Fury technology was very advanced and only a few races in the universe could take on their massive, powerful ships.

      A single Fury destroyer detached from formation and vectored toward the soul ships. The destroyer launched a multitude of starfighters making it appear like a swarm of locusts.

      “Alright,” said Chase to everyone. “Let’s see what our new ships can do; I propose we deal with the starfighters first, see how they fare in dogfights, and see how strong their shields are.”

      “We’d better stay out of firing range from their carrier,” added Sarah.

      “For the time being,” added Argos.

      “Agree with Uncle,” said Chris. “I have a feeling the ships can take it.”

      “Well,” said Chase. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

      It didn’t take long for the darkness of space to fill with red laser fire.

      Chase barely had to think about what to do, the ship just knew. It was beyond just a mental link; it was a perfect symbiosis. Chase dodged almost every incoming laser fire with ease, and the few that managed to hit his shields didn’t drain them in the slightest.

      Multiple enemy craft entered firing range and just by looking at them through his viewport Drakos was able to lock onto them and fire instantly. A single purple laser hit causing the enemy’s shields to drop as the next one blew it out of the sky. Before Chase could cheer, he saw a second explosion and noticed two more of the ships he was going to engage disappear.

      “This is unbelievable!” he celebrated.

      “These ships are something else,” said Sarah. “I don’t ever want to get back into a StarFury.”

      Argos communicated telepathically with Chase.

      If you had had these ships when I first came to Earth, our first engagement would have ended right there, and this war would never have happened.

      You can’t think like that, Argos. It’s because of the war that we found these ships, and our parents, in fact. And even though a little over a year ago all I wanted was to see you dead, now I couldn’t imagine a world without my brother in it.

      Chase felt an intense burst of emotions from Argos, as he dodged three incoming missiles and peered toward five more starfighters, envisioning them destroyed; after that Drakos took over and sent the ships straight to hell.

      And let’s not forget, Brother, added Chase, that the soul ship chose you, which to me proves that what happened, happened for a reason; it was meant to be. I hate the idea of preordained events and the whole concept of destiny. I don’t like the idea of not being in control of my own life, but I’m forced to admit, with everything that has occurred, that sometimes things happen for a reason. So, you should release that burden you’re carrying around with you. You’re one of us now, and I trust you with my life.

      Chase could feel that Argos had trouble answering.

      You…You have no idea what this means to me; thanks, Brother.

      Chase remembered in the past telling Argos never to call him that, but now he was glad he did.

      Chris’ ship passed in front of Chase’s and destroyed an entire squadron of Fury starfighters in the blink of an eye.

      “That’s it, then, we’re winning this war easily now,” cheered Chris.

      Argos dispatched a squadron of his own.

      “Let’s not celebrate just yet,” he said. “Check your pool of energy, Chris. Yes, the ships are amazing, but they do use a lot of our power, and while I doubt we’ll have trouble taking care of this fleet, it might be different with a larger one.”

      Chase checked his pool of energy and felt he had lost a good ten percent. He had been so enthralled by what the ship could do that he hadn’t felt his energy being siphoned away.

      “Argos is right,” he conceded. “But that only confirms that we need to train in that time-diluted room Yanis and company are working on; if we manage to train for years while only a few days pass outside of the room, we may increase our pools of energy enough that we could take on any sized fleet.”

      “May I point out that while you near, pure-born Furies seem to be having a blast, I have lost more than half of my energy, and I feel quite tired already,” added Sarah.

      “Then perhaps you should let us deal with the rest of the ships,” proposed Chase.

      “I’ll be fine, but I might take it a little easy and just cover you guys.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a wise thing to do.”

      Chase could tell Chris was worried. Not long after, he voiced his concerns directly into Chase’s mind.

      That’s not good; perhaps we shouldn’t let mom fly one of the ships. I don’t want her to get hurt.

      Neither do I, Son. But your mom is not made of glass, she won’t accept stepping down, and even if we wanted her to step down, we can’t afford that. All four ships are needed to take down Erevos, and your mom saw herself in that future vision, so we know she will be there piloting her ship.

      What about training?

      What about it?

      While we don’t know how slow I may be aging now, I still have a quarter of Olympian blood in me. Does that make me immortal like you and Uncle? I have no idea, but I would bet it may help slow down my aging. Mom, however…

      The words hit Chase fully, and his heart sank. If they were to train for years, those would be years of Sarah’s life that she would lose, forever. He hadn’t thought of that.

      If I may make a suggestion, said Drakos. Now may not be the best time to think about and discuss these things. The more I have to pilot for you when you’re distracted, the more energy is consumed.

      The ship acted as his conscience and helped him focus on the task at hand. Fighting in a starfighter had always been a personal, if not sometimes lonely, affair, but now, with the artificial mind of Drakos bonded with his, Chase felt like he had a copilot with him.

      We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, thought Chase. Right now we have a fleet to destroy.

      Chris chuckled over the mental link.

      Your ship told you to stop screwing around and get back into the fight, didn’t it?

      Not in so many words, but yes. I take it yours did as well.

      Indeed, and pretty much in those exact words.

      Then let’s do what the ships want; we’re here to test them after all, not to worry about the future.

      Chase addressed everyone.

      “We now know the enemy starfighters don’t pose a shadow of a threat to soul ships, even with fifty against one; let’s see how they fare against Fury super-destroyers.”

      “Gladly,” said Argos.

      They vectored toward the nearest destroyer while the other two destroyers were adjusting their headings to intercept them.

      Chase was the first to strike; he focused all his mental energy on taking down the destroyer’s shields; a continuous beam of purple plasma shot from his fighter and impacted with the Fury destroyer. It drained the shields in a matter of seconds, but Chase felt a severe depletion of his energy while it did so.

      The moment the shields were down, Drakos stopped firing.

      What the hell? Why did you stop firing?

      The plasma is very effective against shields, but as you sensed, it’s also very draining for you. The next attack will also be costly regarding energy, but not nearly as much as the weapon would have been.

      Chase’s fighter was engulfed in a dragon-shaped, purple aura, and it accelerated beyond any sub-light speeds he was accustomed to on a StarFury. The dragon form around Chase’s ship opened its mouth as it pierced through, and devoured, the Fury super-destroyer at its center. The enemy ship broke in half, its decks exposed to the atmosphere as crewmen were sucked out to space and flash-frozen.

      Seconds later, twin explosions vaporized both halves of the destroyer.

      “Holy shit!” exclaimed Chris.

      Chase checked his pool of energy and noticed he was already down to less than half, but taking down that destroyer had been as simple as just willing it.

      “You can say that again,” said Argos as he set his ship on course toward the next destroyer.

      His starfighter, engulfed in a red snake aura, shot toward the Fury destroyer much like a furious comet while shooting a continuous red plasma beam, making short change of the target’s shields. Arriving at its destination, the ship twirled around the super-destroyer. The aura-snake wrapped itself around the ship several times and started constricting its prey. The result was devastating, as a cascade of bright explosions lit the sky obliterating the destroyer.

      The last destroyer turned tail and was about to open a hyperspace window when Tigris transformed into a roaring green tiger. It produced a shockwave that struck the Fury super-destroyer, overloading its engines, and destabilizing the nearly formed hyperspace window. Orange lightning bolts shot from the vanishing hyperspace window and arced against the Fury destroyer, taking down its shields and creating multiple small hull explosions that disabled the ship.

      Tigris slashed its gigantic claw as it vectored toward its prey. It tore the Fury destroyer to pieces and sent it straight to hell in a satisfying display of firework explosions and green-tinged flames.

      “Wow,” said Sarah, “now I kinda regret proposing to stay behind and providing cover you obviously didn’t need.”

      “Well, there were only three destroyers, anyway,” answered Chris with a chuckle.

      “Do you guys also feel exhilarated?” asked Argos. “And a massive drain in energy levels?”

      “Yep,” said Chris.

      “Same here, but yeah, I never thought anything could do that much damage and take out a Fury super-destroyer with such ease, but let’s not get cocky. The energy cost to our bodies is significant, and we’d be hard-pressed to think we can win every battle this way. Let’s not forget that the next time we go to Erevos, taking care of ships might not be our main focus.”

      “Agreed,” said Sarah. “And I’d like to point out that Spectre Arakan still has forces at his disposal. I doubt those were his last ships.”

      “Probably not,” said Chase.

      “Chase is correct,” added Argos. “We may have to fight Spectre Arakan soon and using half of our powers to take out super-destroyers in such a fashion will not be an option. We do need to train and gain more power, that much is certain, and we have to focus on making sure Spectre Arakan is dealt with once and for all.”

      Chase reacted to Argos’ comment, feeling a sense of dread as a shiver ran through his entire body like someone had stepped over his grave. He felt deeply that this war would still see its fair share of sacrifices and pain before it was over.

      There’s nothing you can do about it, said Drakos. Just walk the path and do the best you can.

      That didn’t alleviate Chase's concerns, but with the absence of Ares, he enjoyed the strong bound that he was forging with Drakos.

      “Let’s get back to the barn,” proposed Argos. “We need to start training as soon as possible.”

      “That sounds like fun,” said Chris cheerfully, even though Chase could tell he still felt concerned about his mother.

      “Setting a course for the Victory,” said Chase.

      All four soul ships entered the same hyperspace window and vanished from the orbit of Thanos Five, leaving behind a solemn and burning graveyard of flying Fury debris.
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* * *

      Spiros and Gaia had been carefully advancing inside Morgor’s ship, trying to reach the landing bay where Spiros hoped they could get away by stealing a ship, preferably something fast.

      He would need to get the tractor beam offline to make a clean escape. Spiros remembered that Chase had once jumped from inside a ship, though the fact that the Iron Fire was exploding when that happened might be the reason that particular maneuver had worked.

      One thing was certain; Spiros didn’t want to overstay his welcome. The more time passed, the more his dread grew, fearing they wouldn’t manage to get back to the lab in time.

      He pushed his thoughts aside as they hit a snag. They had reached a cul-de-sac even though the schematics told him there was a corridor behind what was clearly a solid wall. At least it looked like one.

      Were the schematics obsolete or had some renovations been done? He wondered.

      “What do we do now?” inquired Gaia.

      “Gimme a sec.”

      Spiros glanced around to determine how much time it would take to retrace their steps and find a detour or another way to the landing bay. He grimaced when he realized it would result in a half hour diversion, unless they took a more direct approach and risked encountering guards along the way. His sensors were already showing a rise in life-sign activity.

      By now, Morgor and his crew had ransacked the transport and realized that Spiros and Gaia must have beamed away before being captured. That meant the more time passed, the higher the chances of them being discovered and caught.

      That left them with few choices, and when Gaia took a panel off a nearby wall, Spiros realized that she had arrived at the same conclusion.

      “Let’s use the Jefferies tube.”

      Spiros hated closed environments, and it reminded him of his time on Damocles-3 when every day for months he had to crawl into tubes, hide in false-flooring, and hide in the most inconspicuous and usually uncomfortable places.

      Right now they had little choice, so after a long sigh, he gestured toward her.

      “After you.”

      Gaia grabbed the wall ladder and climbed out of view. Spiros followed her and quickly realized why he should have gone first. Looking at Gaia’s perfect form was not only distracting, but it also aroused him.

      Stop it! Now is not the time for this, he told himself.

      Soon, they arrived at a junction and had to crawl into an even smaller space, inside a ventilation shaft.

      According to the schematics, they only needed to proceed for one hundred feet, and then they could exit the shaft on the other side of the wall that blocked their way earlier.

      Spiros heard eerie metallic clicking echoing behind him. He turned his head, a difficult endeavor in such a tight space, and immediately regretted his decision of checking what originated the sound when he saw a spider drone emerge from the ventilation shaft and walk toward him.

      “We’ve got company,” he said, accelerating his pace even though he was still looking back, his eyes glued to the spider.

      When he felt his shoulder impact something soft in front of him, he turned his head back and landed his nose right in between Gaia’s legs who had stopped advancing. Spiros instinctively retracted his head. His entire face turned red.

      “That was a strange sensation,” said Gaia.

      Spiros swallowed hard.

      “Here,” she added as she handed him a blaster. “Shoot the thing.”

      “I hate spiders.”

      “It’s just a drone, probably a maintenance one. The spider shape allows it to easily crawl where it’s difficult for a life form to do so. But we don’t want it reporting our presence here. You’re in my way, so you’ll have to shoot it.”

      While usually Spiros would continue to complain, he was just happy Gaia didn’t seem focused on his faux pas of burying his nose in her crotch. The simple thought aroused him even more.

      He grabbed the blaster.

      “I’ve set it to a lower setting, no need to attract too much attention,” said Gaia.

      “Good thinking.”

      Spiros painfully turned around and put himself on his back to line the shot. Gaia was right about the spider drone being a maintenance one as it was scanning one of the side panels, which gave Spiros the time he needed to aim.

      “What’s wrong with your pants?” asked Gaia.

      Spiros’ heartbeat accelerated. He looked down and saw that his pants protruded a little.

      “Nothing’s wrong! Can you please look away, I’m no sharpshooter and knowing you’re looking at me might make me miss.”

      Gaia did as he instructed, and Spiros took a deep breath before realigning his aim. The spider drone had started cutting through the paneling it had scanned earlier, making it an easy mark.

      Spiros shot it dead on, and the spider was propelled backward, falling on its back as lightning bolts sizzled over its body. The spider’s jerking legs gave Spiros the creeps.

      He handed the blaster back to Gaia when suddenly everything around them turned red, and an alarm wailed.

      “Crap!”

      Before they could get out of the ventilation shaft, gas quickly filled the space.

      “Don’t breathe,” said Spiros.

      But Gaia had already collapsed.

      Fuck!

      Spiros squeezed around her, grabbed her hand, and tried dragging her forward, but he couldn’t see anything. The more effort he put into the task, the more difficult it became to move forward, his lungs burning from lack of air. When the pain became too intense, he had to breathe, and his mind turned black in a matter of seconds.
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      Chase stood outside the door for several minutes, contemplating, then pressed his finger to the doorbell control.

      Menelas answered and smiled.

      “Please come in, Chase.”

      Chase stepped into his father’s quarters on the Victory. They had only been back aboard for less than an hour when Sarah had insisted that he visit his father and have a long, much-needed talk.

      He had argued that now was not the time, but she had won that fight. Chase felt disconnected and estranged from Menelas. And part of him blamed Menelas for everything that had happened and all the lives lost. Sure, Argos had been the recipient of Chase’s anger at the beginning of his journey, but his father had helped make sure the Furies weren’t killed ten thousand years ago.

      That was something Chase had trouble accepting. Nonetheless, as Sarah pointed out, Menelas deserved the same chance he had given his once evil brother.

      “I’m glad you came to see me,” said Menelas. “I hear your first soul ship flight was a busy one.”

      “It was, but I’m glad it happened. We at least know their capabilities, which makes me wonder why they weren’t used to win the first Fury War. It seems like such powerful ships could have helped defeat the Furies.”

      “You’re not wasting any time getting to the questions I feel are boiling at the surface of your mind. But I guess I can understand that. First of all, I’m sorry for everything you and your brother had to go through. I know I’ve played a major role in that and if I knew things would turn out that way…”

      But Menelas didn’t finish his train of thought.

      Chase could relate; if he had known things beforehand, he also would have acted differently. In fact, it was probably a quintessential part of life to look back at what could have been if past decisions had been addressed differently.

      “I— I wish I could say I don’t blame you. But you’re my father, and while I don’t feel a bond between us, at least not at the moment, I’m hoping we can form one.”

      “I understand, Chase, and I need you to know that nothing would please me more. Now, about the ships and your previous question. You must have noticed how taxing they are on your system.”

      “That I have; in fact, I think I’ll take a cycle in a regen tank later.”

      “Yes, and you are an Ultra Fury, a level of Fury warrior Erevos has never seen before. You’re literally the stuff of legends, Chase. Both you, Argos, and Chris are the evolution of our race.”

      “I don’t know about evolution; I think what gives us our powers is our Olympian genes.”

      “I don’t dispute that, but who is to say this wasn’t meant to happen. The legend of Ultra Fury runs deep in our culture. It was prophesized long before the first Fury War.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re getting at?”

      “That even with your level of power, using the soul ships is costly for you, so imagine what it would do to someone with only a fraction of your powers.”

      Chase hadn’t thought of that.

      “Could the previous pilots have…?”

      “Died? It’s a possibility. I was already in Arakan’s cell when the planet shifted to the other dimension, so I don’t know what happened to them. Perhaps now that you formed a bond with your ship, you could ask it.”

      That was something else Chase hadn’t thought of.

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “So, the short answer to your question is that no previous pilot had the necessary power to wield them as a war weapon. Even if Zeus hadn’t asked us to spare the Furies, I’m not sure the former pilots could have managed to make the weapon work.”

      “What makes you think that? Is it a hunch or is your comment based on facts?”

      “A little of both. Back then, I was the one tasked to get Kvasir to modify the weapon. While I’m no slouch with technology, I usually tended to ignore his ramblings about the weapon. In those times, I was more preoccupied with finding a safe hiding place for the two of you. But I remember him saying something about the weapon when he modified it, and that the power output from the test flight logs made it doubtful that the ships could work with their current pilots.”

      Again, the concept of destiny washed over Chase. If what his father told him were true, then it solidified the belief that everything that had happened was for a reason. Chase made a mental note to see his aunt later. He hadn’t checked on her since she was put in suspended animation.

      “So, Argos and I are effectively ten thousand years old?”

      “You’d have to ask Argos; he told me you only possess a limited set of memories. And he wasn’t keen on telling me much about his past, something about not liking who he was before the two of you fought and you almost killed him.”

      That’s ironic, thought Chase. He had been the one that didn’t want to know about his past, at least not until this war was over. But it seemed Argos now felt the same, except he had to deal with his past, his decisions, and his conscience.

      By not knowing, Chase was shielding himself from all of that so he could focus on accomplishing the task he had promised Aphroditis. And now that she was at death’s door, Chase would not break that promise. Even if part of him longed to know who he once was.

      “In his shoes, I’d also be reluctant. It feels weird to think that perhaps I’m missing so many memories. Maybe even ten thousand years worth.”

      “Perhaps not. For your own protection, I left you both in suspended animation. I obviously have no idea for how long and what happened after that.”

      “Then perhaps when this is all over, we can all talk about it.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “One more question, how many Furies defected back then? Or were you the only one.”

      “Only a handful; why?”

      “Were they the former pilots?”

      “Only my best friend was one of them. The other four pilots were of different races.”

      Interesting…

      “Which races?”

      “One was Asgardian, one an Olympian, and one a Dragonmen of Kyrian.”

      “Argos once mentioned them to me. Wasn’t their world lost long before the first war?”

      Menelas nodded. “Only a few thousand of them escaped the destruction of their world. Or so history says. Legend has it that they’ve been in hiding ever since, regrouping and growing their numbers for a time when they might be needed again. At least that is what the Dragonman pilot told me.”

      “Another prophecy?”

      “Perhaps, but each race in the universe has their legends and prophecies. As for the pilot, Askanor, he wasn’t exactly a chatty guy.”

      “But he must have been a powerful being to be chosen as a pilot.”

      “Yes, at the height of the first Fury War, and after Zeus lost Zalara, he knew that Olympians alone wouldn’t manage to take down the Furies. Back then we weren’t just a one-planet world. The Furies controlled more than half of the galaxy.”

      “I thought they were killing anything and anyone they considered inferior to them?”

      “No, that was Arakan’s agenda. His father was a much smarter man than Arakan ever was. The Furies would force defeated worlds to work for them. When they refused, yes, they were wiped out, and their worlds, territories, and resources were given as the spoils of the war to other races willing to do anything to survive, even as a slave race to the Furies.”

      “So the war didn’t end after the soul ships trapped Erevos in the alternate dimension?”

      Menelas smiled. “I asked your mother that same question the other day. Remember, I wasn’t there either.”

      “Right. What did she say?”

      “That it took the alliance many years to clean up the mess and hunt down every surviving Fury. Something I expected them to do in case the plan worked.”

      “Is that why you kept us in suspended animation?”

      Menelas frowned and his gaze turned cold. “I knew there was a chance I could get killed during the last mission and not return. If that was the case, I needed to make sure I hid you well and for as long as needed so you could survive. The last thing I wanted was to know that if I perished, you’d be hunted down and executed.”

      Chase sighed heavily. “That’s intense, and it must not have been easy for you.”

      “No, it wasn’t. And up until recently, I never thought I’d see you again; in fact, I had no idea that you or your brother were alive.”

      Chase could feel the pain and suffering his father had had to go through while being held captive on Erevos. Knowing all of this helped Chase soften his conflicted emotions toward him.

      “But if we survived, perhaps other Furies have too?”

      “It’s a possibility but, according to Athena, the cleansing process was ruthless, and even decades later, the simple mention of a Fury would have bounty hunters and assassins from all allied worlds rally to hunt down even a single one. Perhaps a handful of them managed to stay under the radar, but I would imagine they died of old age a long time ago.”

      “Thank you for answering my questions. I appreciate it.”

      “Anything for you, Chase. Do you mind if we talk a little longer; I’d also love to know more about you, that is, what you remember of your life.”

      “Sure.”
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* * *

      Getting into the basement facility, where the interference was coming from, had been easy. Ryonna had to hack the security panel in front of the blast doors protecting the place. Once inside, she checked the systems, but the room was built like a bunker and doubled as a server room.

      Due to the sheer amount of equipment, it took some time to sift through and find the right console. When cheers could be heard from the auditorium above, Ryonna brought up a security camera holo-feed and decided to display not only the cameras outside the server room but also to keep an eye on what was happening inside the auditorium.

      She holo-projected the video feeds around the console where she was working. Ryonna saw the back of what she assumed was the queen who was addressing the people in the audience.

      “We’ve had an incursion of intruders in the past few days, and we need to take a stand against those who want to enslave us. First, the Fury exploited our people for months until so-called saviors came on our planet and liberated us, only to later return with ill-intentions.”

      Ill-intentions? Give me a break, you freaking ungrateful bitch. If it weren’t for us, you’d still be building ships for the Furies, totally unaware you were being used as a slave force.

      Ryonna focused on finding access to the equipment that generated interference, trying to block out the propaganda the queen was spewing to her people. But, eventually, after several minutes listening to how they needed to protect their world and drive invaders away, Ryonna had a nagging feeling that she knew that voice, like she had heard it before.

      She brought up the camera controls on her holo-console and tried finding another angle so she could see the queen’s face. Once she found a good angle and zoomed in on the queen, her heart thundered and skipped a beat. The Gorgar queen was none other than Tar’Lock’s sister.

      “What the hell?”

      Ryonna remembered that his sister was the one that received the new memory upgrade beta pill that Argos had manufactured for Tar’Lock and his people. This probably gave her an advantage over her entire race and could explain her rise to power.

      Had she shared that tech with the rest of the Gorgars? That was doubtful, and Ryonna would, in fact, bet that it was the one thing that made her superior to every other Gorgar on the planet.

      That sneaky little bitch.

      Seeing the transformations that happened on the planet in a short amount of time, Ryonna was confident that Tar’Sian had decided to take over the planet. Was that an accidental side effect from Argos’ beta tech, or had it been intentional?

      Ryonna brushed that last thought away, as much as she still despised the Fury, he was clearly on their side, and Chase trusted him implicitly. At the end of the day what mattered was why Tar’Sian would decide to take over the planet and proclaim herself as the queen.

      Her mission brief had included the possibility of having to assassinate the queen, if necessary, and that prospect didn’t enchant her. How could she take the life of her best friend’s sister? Then again, Ryonna would do whatever was necessary to accomplish her mission.

      But if she accomplished her primary objective and sent a new mental command that would align the Gorgar with Earth Alliance interests, maybe it wouldn’t even be needed to consider the assassination scenario.

      Something Tar’Sian said caught Ryonna’s attention.

      “I firmly believe that the only way our people can ever be free is by preemptively striking at the Earth Alliance.”

      “What?” exclaimed Ryonna.

      Strike that last thought; you may be going down after all.

      Ryonna couldn’t believe her ears. Whatever had gone wrong with Tar’Lock’s sister had apparently given her not only a boosted ego but also a thirst for power and that seemed like a highly dangerous mix when one person commanded an army of trillions of potential enemies.

      The ramifications were huge with the Gorgar abilities to build ships very fast. With their sheer numbers, they could very quickly overrun the entire universe. Ryonna accessed the camera controls once more, recorded the last five minutes of video, encrypted it, and sent it to the Emperor’s ship via the subspace transmitter built into her super-suit.

      Ryonna went back to work and finally located the source of the interference, which was controlled by a server in the very room she was in. She located the server in row thirteen. Unsurprisingly, that particular quantum server was under lock and key with a biometric identification holo-cam.

      Before she could check if there was any other entry point to access the server, the biometric scanner activated. Lights in the room turned red, an alarm wailed, and lightning bolts shot from a nearby wall sending Ryonna crashing twenty feet away. She was unconscious even before her body hit the ground. Smoke rose from where the electricity-based weapon had impacted her super-suit.

      Emperor Altair’s voice resonated from inside the helmet, “Ryonna, come in. Ryonna? Do you read me? Please respond!”
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* * *

      Gaia’s head hurt as if a nail was being rammed through it. She blinked her eyes multiple times until she could recover some of her vision. The first thing she saw was Spiros floating in the air, both arms and legs attached to hover-cuffs. The devices exerted electromagnetic fields causing their prisoner to float and prevented Spiros from moving his limbs.

      “Spiros,” she whispered with a weak voice.

      She tried moving toward him, only to realize she was also being held in hover-cuffs. The realization brought fear to the surface and adrenaline shot through her body, waking the rest of her senses quickly.

      She struggled and tried applying more force to her arms, only to be rewarded with jolts of electricity dispatched by the hover-cuffs.

      “Finally, you’re awake,” said a sadistic voice from the shadows.

      “Who’s there?” asked Gaia. “Show yourself.”

      A growl resonated in the room and two red eyes glowed in the dark. As the four-legged creature emerged into the light, Gaia wished she hadn’t been so curious. The creature’s teeth were razor sharp and dark yellow. It continued to growl, and the color of its eyes intensified.

      Gaia swallowed hard.

      “What— what’s going on?” said Spiros as he blinked his eyes open.

      “Good,” said a throaty voice. “You’re both awake.”

      An enormous humanoid with rust-colored skin and boils all over his face stepped into view. He caressed the top of the creature’s head. Its spike-shaped fur gave the creature an even more menacing appearance.

      “What is this?” inquired Gaia. “Let us go!”

      Gaia caught Spiros’ look and saw the fear in his eyes. The man and the creature must have been Morgor and that Kryon beast he told Gaia about earlier.

      If the Kryon was already a scary creature, the madness in Morgor’s eyes was even worse. He maniacally laughed, and Gaia was surprised to feel an emotional feedback from it. Fear. She was unaware of that feeling and didn’t quite know how to deal with it except she wanted to be somewhere else right now. Somewhere safe.

      “That’s not happening, I’m afraid,” said Morgor with a sadistic smile. “First, you’ll tell me everything I want to know, and if I’m satisfied with the answers, I might consider ending your lives quickly before MooMoo here gets his dinner. You don’t want to still be alive when he rips through your flesh, trust me.”

      Fear turned to panic. Gaia was overloaded with new sensory inputs she wasn’t accustomed to and didn’t understand what was happening to her. The experience was extremely unpleasant, and she wanted it to stop.

      “Please, don’t hurt her,” pleaded Spiros. “I’m the one you want. She has nothing to do with this.”

      “And, yet, she’s been found with you on my ship, my stolen ship, and nobody steals from Morgor and lives to tell the tale.”

      Gaia scanned the dimly lit room now that her eyes had fully adjusted. On a table behind Morgor was her blaster. If only she could get free and get to it.

      “Look, I’m sorry for stealing from you,” said Spiros. “I had no idea the ship belonged to you. I’m part of the Earth Alliance, and I’m sure if you contact them, they’ll be more than happy to compensate you for your troubles.”

      “I don’t care about your Alliance, and now that I recovered my ship, I don’t need compensation other than your flesh. MooMoo is hungry; I can tell.”

      The beast looked like a cross between a large dog and a panther. He growled and licked his dirty teeth.

      “Then feed me to your pet, but please, I implore you, let her go.”

      “Do you take me for a fool?” shouted Morgor, his voice resonating in the room. “I’ve seen the video logs from my ship; she is the one that killed and incapacitated many of my men.”

      “That’s right, I’ve killed them, and unless you let us go, you’ll suffer the same fate,” said Gaia with as much confidence as she could muster.

      Morgor laughed. “Is that so?”

      “Don’t listen to her,” insisted Spiros. “The gas has made her delirious, just please, I beg you, I’ll give you anything you want if you let her go.”

      Morgor looked at his pet. “What do you think MooMoo, should we make a deal with them?”

      MooMoo growled and roared. Spit shot from his mouth and landed on Gaia’s leg. It burned through the fabric of her clothes first, then through her skin. The pain was intense, and Gaia had to refrain from screaming.

      “Oh yeah, my MooMoo here has acidic glands in his mouth, which allows him to easily digest his prey. And it doesn’t look like he’s in the mood for negotiating with you.”

      The Kryon drooled, each drop making a sizzling sound as it hit the ground, with smoke rising from its point of impact.

      Morgor took a dried blood-stained blade from his back as he approached her. Gaia noticed the blade was so dirty that barely any light reflected on it.

      “If I didn’t love MooMoo so much, I’d be inclined to taste you myself. You look delicious. Let’s see what color your blood is.”

      “No! Stop!” screamed Spiros.

      MooMoo jumped in front of him and spat on his stomach. Spiros screamed as the acid burned through his skin.

      “You may want to keep quiet. The more you open your trap, the more you’ll suffer.”

      Tears filled Spiros’ eyes as Gaia’s heart pounded so hard it felt like it wanted to burst out of her chest. Terror overtook her, and she started trembling. His putrid breath was the worst odor Gaia had ever experienced.

      “You don’t seem so tough now, do you? Who are you working for?”

      “We’ve told you, the Earth Alliance.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “That’s your prerogative, but that doesn’t make it less true.”

      “Oh, a smart ass; you’ll soon discover sarcasm is not something I’ll reward.”

      Morgor put the tip of his blade on Gaia’s cheek and slid the knife downward. A red line grew on her face, and a single streak of blood ran down her cheek. Gaia felt the pain, but it was less intense than the Kryon’s acid spit.

      “We’re telling you the truth; we’re from the Earth Alliance. They’ll come looking for us, and you may want to rethink your next moves.”

      “Was that a threat? You’re in no position to tell me what to do. I’ve managed to stay ahead of the Obsidian Empire for years; I’m not worried about the Earth Alliance.”

      “You should be worried about its leader, Chase. A half-Fury half-Olympian hybrid, he could kill you with a single thought.”

      “Furies are dead.”

      “Where have you been this past year?” protested Spiros. “The Furies are back, and the Earth Alliance is all that stands between them and us, and that includes you!”

      Morgor swiftly turned his head toward Spiros.

      “Shut up!” he screamed.

      “For the love of gods, listen to us,” added Spiros.

      Before he could say more, Morgor growled, spun, and planted his knife in Spiros’ stomach.

      “I said shut the fuck up!”

      As MooMoo barked and growled, something inside Gaia’s head snapped. She roared from the bottom of her lungs.

      “Nooooooooo!”
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      Chase woke early and went to cargo bay eleven as requested by Yanis. When he entered, he was surprised by the amount of tech and gear that filled most of the bay.

      “You guys have been busy,” he said.

      “Hello, boss,” replied Yanis.

      “Good to see you, Chase,” added Cedric with a two-finger salute.

      “Admiral,” said Kvasir with a nod.

      “Hello, everyone. Are we ready to test the chamber?”

      “We are,” said Yanis. “Well, we think we are, anyway.”

      “Isn’t doing this extremely dangerous if you haven’t covered all your bases?” Chase inquired. “I take it a black hole could just rip through the ship.”

      “Well, that’s why we jumped all night and got as much distance from Earth and the fleet as we could. Plus, we’re fairly certain our polarity engine will instantly turn your black hole into a white hole,” said Yanis.

      “Not that this would be any better, should we lose containment,” added Cedric.

      “There are thousands of souls on this ship, guys. What are your contingencies if things don’t go as planned?”

      “Well, that’s why Thor agreed to lend us an Asgardian ship,” said Kvasir. “If we lose containment, or if things turn sour, the captain of the Svalinn will beam the entire crew of the Victory onto his ship, and, if necessary, destroy the Victory.”

      Chase’s eyes widened. “So, let me get this straight, your contingency plan is to blow up my brand new ship? You can’t be serious? We need the Victory; she’s the first of her kind.”

      “And the only ship in the fleet capable of crunching the power requirements for this mad science experiment,” said Cedric. “It’s her or nothing in this scenario; we either use the Victory or forget about the whole thing.”

      “There are more ships being built and she can be replaced, should we need to,” added Yanis. “But, I’m sure we won’t have to; we’ve triple-checked everything, every simulation we’ve run shows that this will work. The only unknown element is whether or not you’ll be able to create the anomaly.”

      Chase also wondered how that would work. He understood the main concept behind the way the tech would work, and by beaming parts of space into the ship Chase could replicate what he did against Miseo’s ship. But that required him to access his survival instincts. Could he replicate that without his life and that of his friends on the line?

      “I sure hope you have a backup plan in case I can’t do this.”

      “We’d probably figure it out, but if you can’t create a black hole today, your time-training facility could take longer,” said Yanis. “But, I’m sure you can do it, boss.”

      Cedric gave Chase a wide smile and thumbs up.

      “No pressure, then. When do we start?”

      “It’s really up to you; what about Argos, Chris, and Sarah? I thought they’d be here for this?” said Yanis.

      The cargo bay doors opened as Argos, Chris, and Sarah entered.

      “Never mind,” added Yanis.

      “Speak of the devils,” said Chase.

      “Hey, Dad,” said Chris cheerfully. “Uncle and I were talking, and we think you may need a power boost, so we’ll be ready to give you one, that way you don’t exhaust yourself like you did last time and died. I’m not sure I could resurrect you this time around.”

      “I’m still fuzzy on how you did it in the first place,” said Argos.

      “I just didn’t want my father to die.”

      “Yeah, but you weren't even born yet,” said Sarah. “You gotta admit that was freaky.”

      Chris shrugged. “I’m precocious?”

      “That you are,” said Argos.

      They all chuckled.

      “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” said Chase.
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* * *

      Ryonna opened her eyes; she felt cold. She no longer wore the super-suit, and the temperature in the dark room was very low.

      Who dared touch me?

      When Ryonna got up from the damp floor, she heard the clanking of chains. Both her legs and her arms were chained to the wall. Her entire body hurt; she was covered in wounds and bruises, and each movement she made was painful. It was as if not a single muscle functioned normally.

      That’s not good. What the hell happened?

      Ryonna looked around as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. The room looked like a medium-sized cell. There were a couple more chains on the adjacent wall, but she was the only occupant there.

      Am I still on the Gorgar planet? If so, why am I still breathing?

      The cell door slid open with a grinding noise. Light from the outside flooded the room and temporarily blinded Ryonna. A slender figure stood at the entrance, and rays of cold artificial light beamed around it.

      Ryonna squinted her eyes to try and get a better look at who stood there.

      “Visiting hours are between ‘fuck off, and I’m gonna kill you’ o’clock, so you’re a little early,” said Ryonna.

      Queen Tar’Sian laughed as she entered the room. She snapped her fingers and light progressively filled the room.

      “Nice to see you again, Ryonna.”

      “I wish I could say the same, Tar’Sian. Tar’Lock will be angry when I tell him about how you treat your guests and supposed friends.”

      “You? My friend? Did you arrive at that conclusion before or after trying to enslave my people like the Furies did?”

      “It’s not like that, and you know it.”

      “No, I don’t. All I know is that you have the mind-control device with you, and if I hadn’t made sure to block its frequency, you might have brainwashed us all over again. So, yeah, you lost your friend status the moment you set foot back on my planet.”

      “Your planet? Do you hear yourself? A week ago you were just another Fury slave, and now all of a sudden, this world is your planet. I don’t know what went wrong with the tech we gave you, but it sure boosted your ego.”

      Tar’Sian approached Ryonna. She jumped forward trying to grab Tar’Sian’s throat, but the chains stopped her hand an inch away from her face. Anger took hold of Ryonna, and she rolled the chains around her forearms and tried breaking them away from the wall.

      She growled between clenched teeth, and hellfire burned inside her eyes. The more she flexed her muscles, the more her body ached, but Ryonna ignored the pain.

      “It’s useless; don’t waste your energy. These are quadrinium infused chains; there’s no breaking them, just like there’s no getting off this planet. At least, not for a while. Once you’ve helped me conquer the Earth Alliance, then maybe I’ll consider releasing you. So, if I were you, I would get used to your new surroundings, and make yourself at home.” She sneered.

      When Ryonna couldn’t handle the pain anymore, she stopped trying to free herself from her restraints. Her eyes were bloodshot from the intense effort, and her nose was bleeding. When blood dripped onto her lips, it tasted metallic, and she spat it to the side.

      “You’re out of your damn mind, and the last thing I would ever do is help you in any way, shape, or form.”

      “You’re strong; I’ll grant you that. And this is not the first time we had this conversation today.”

      What?

      “What are your talking about? I remember being hit by your energy weapon in the bunker room under the auditorium and then waking up here.”

      “Yes, you’ve told me that twice already. Every time we get to a point in our conversation that I don’t enjoy, I use this…”

      Tar’Sian took a small remote device from her pocket.

      “…and I wipe your memory so we can start over. While your mind has no recollection of what happened before, I think you can tell from how your body must feel that you’ve been through some rather painful interrogation.”

      “How long have I been rotting down here?”

      “Not that long; a couple of days. But I’m losing patience, so, why don’t you do us both a favor and tell me where I can find the carrier ship you came from? If you do, I’ll let you rest for a week, and you can even be fed and take a shower.”

      Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?

      While Ryonna disliked the idea of killing Tar’Lock’s sister, it was the only thought in her mind at this moment. If she could break free from her shackles, she would snap the queen bitch’s neck. Tar’Lock would hate her for it, but Tar’Sian was no longer his baby sister; in fact, Ryonna doubted she was the same person at all. Whatever had gone wrong with Argos’ tech had changed what seemed like a really sweet and innocent creature into a power-hungry, vile, and dangerous dictator.

      So, yes, Ryonna knew it in her heart, if she ever got a shot at killing her, she would take it.

      “Hmmm…a shower does seem nice right about now.”

      And I’d gladly bathe in your blood.

      “But you’d rather take a bath in my blood.”

      What?

      “That’s what you said last time, and I can tell from the fire in your eyes that it’s what you’re thinking about now. This isn’t going anywhere,” said Tar’Sian, bringing the remote up.

      “Don’t.”

      “Why do you care? You won’t remember anyway. Now you know how it feels to be a Gorgar at least, and also how it feels to have your mind fucked with.”

      “We didn’t fuck with your minds! We freed you from Fury oppression!”

      “Using their tech!”

      “We tried opening a dialogue, but you started shooting at us.”

      “What dialogue? We want to be left alone, but apparently, you haven’t gotten the message. Perhaps I’m going at this the wrong way. Perhaps I should just kill you right now and throw your body in space as a warning to those who think they can come and abuse my people.”

      “You mean like you’re abusing them yourself?”

      Tar’Sian twitched.

      “Come on, bitch! Don’t play dumb with me; you used the same tech to rise to power. That’s the only way you could have exerted that much change in so little time. You act all mighty and hurt, but you’re doing the same thing, for yourself.”

      “I’m trying to save my people.”

      “So am I, Tar’Sian!”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “If the Furies win this war, they’ll come to your world and reclaim it, and if they can’t make the tech work, they’ll just annihilate your kind. It is in your best interest to let us help. Once we realized that we couldn’t even negotiate with your kind anymore, we decided we’d save you in spite of yourselves and then apologize for using the mind control method. But we’re nothing like the Furies; we would never enslave you to do our bidding. Right now, however, we need your help, and in helping ourselves, we help you, as well.”

      “Only an insane mind would think this logic could be explained rationally. The Earth Alliance is no better than the Furies, and we will destroy you both.”

      “Over my dead body!”

      “Careful, Ryonna, because, thanks to you, I have opened my eyes to the oppression of my people, and because my brother likes you, I will let this one slide. But make no mistake, killing you can easily be arranged.”

      “You don’t have it in you. You’re a coward that hides behind an usurped throne to get her bidding done. If you had a sliver of courage in your DNA, you’d have done it already.”

      Ryonna spat on her face.

      “Now, go fuck yourself, your majesty.”

      “Guards!” shouted Tar’sian as she wiped off the blood-tainted spit in disgust.

      Two heavily armored Gorgar males ran into the room.

      “Teach this rebellious mind a lesson. Beat her to an inch of her life this time, and the next time I see her, I want to see bruises all over her body. Understood?”

      Tar’Sian turned toward the cell door when Ryonna laughed.

      “I’m afraid you won’t be laughing for much longer,” she said without bothering to face Ryonna.

      “You’re just proving my point; your cowardly majesty. You can’t even stomach looking at what your pathetic little bugs will do to me. But it’s nothing compared to what I will do to them. But sure, run away, and spare your eyes the spectacle. Go hide in a velveteen room where trillions of minions will attend to your every need. I can’t believe Tar’Lock is the brother of such a feeble, scared, and pathetic creature.”

      Tar’Sian turned to Ryonna, and the Droxian finally saw what she had hoped for in the Gorgar queen’s eyes: anger, hatred, and pride. The queen snapped her fingers, and one of the guards ran out of the cell and returned with a chair. She sat on it.

      “Make her bleed, and take your time, I have all the time in the world.”
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* * *

      Emotions and what felt like a million memories rushed through Gaia’s mind. She began to remember who she was, her entire life from the moment she came into existence back on Earth to the time she overloaded her circuits back aboard the Hope. The one emotion that shone brighter than the rest was the unconditional love she felt for Spiros.

      She roared like an animal, which made the Kryon take a couple of steps back and cower in fear. He was sensing the intense rage that ran through Gaia’s veins right now. The view of blood gushing from Spiros’ wound sent Gaia spiraling into a ball of hatred.

      She felt something get very hot inside her skull and lightning bolts shot from her scalp and struck all four hover-cuffs, allowing her to land on her feet.

      “MooMoo, attack!” ordered Morgor.

      The fires of hell burnt inside Gaia’s eyes as she gazed in the Kryon’s direction, sending him a look that required no words to be understood. The beast yelped and ran out of the cell as fast as it could.

      That angered Morgor, and he slashed his blade at Gaia, but she kicked it out of his hand long before it came anywhere near her. She then rammed him with the full force of her body and sent him crashing to the floor.

      “Spiros, hang on,” she said as she rushed to the table and grabbed her blaster.

      When she turned around, she saw he had lost consciousness.

      No, no, no; hang in there, love.

      Morgor touched something on his forearm as Gaia aimed her blaster at him and fired. Her shot bounced off his personal shields that lit up green upon impact.

      She kept firing at him, but every one of her shots bounced off his shields.

      “Guards!” Morgor shouted.

      But no one came. Instead, blaster fire could be heard in the distance.

      “Looks like your goons are busy; maybe your stupid MooMoo found himself someone else to eat for dinner.”

      “You’re going to pay for this!”

      Gaia ignored Morgor, jammed her blaster behind her back, and grabbed the metallic table with both hands. Morgor got back up, intent to make a run for it, but he wasn’t fast enough, and Gaia smashed the table on his face. His shields lit up bright green but still sent him crashing against the nearest wall, which cracked upon impact.

      A guard eventually entered the room, but Gaia had the element of surprise and disarmed him and grabbed his blaster rifle. She kicked him to the ground and sent a single laser shot burning through his brain. She looked at the weapon and set it at max power while Morgor was getting back on his feet.

      She rained blaster fire on him, but his personal shield kept absorbing her shots. She kept firing, nonetheless. She knew the tech would require a portable power supply that wouldn’t last forever. When the shields turned orange, she knew it would eventually fail.

      Morgor growled once he got fully back on his feet and turned to face her. He made fists, and metallic claws shot down from his knuckles. He ran toward Gaia and slashed one of his clawed hands at her. Gaia dropped to her knees and knocked Morgor off his feet with a powerful sweep kick.

      As he fell, Morgor got in a lucky swipe and slashed Gaia’s back. The pain was intense, but she ignored it. She rolled, readjusted her aim, and kept lighting him up with her blaster rifle.

      Morgor unceremoniously twisted to avoid some of the incoming fire and threw his hand toward her. To her surprise, the attached claws left his hand and acted as three razor-sharp throwing blades. She used her rifle to successfully deflect two of them, which sparked as the blades crashed into the rifle. The third lodged itself into the top of her thigh.

      Again, she ignored the pain, lined up her shot, and depressed the rifle’s trigger. The weapon sparked and hummed. It was overloading. She blocked Morgor’s next incoming slash with one arm, while smashing the weapon onto his chest, and jump-kicked him away. The rifle exploded and sent Morgor twirling in the air and back to the ground.

      She grabbed her blaster from her back and resumed firing. Morgor’s shields dropped, and Gaia unleashed precise shots to all four of his limbs, making sure he couldn’t move. She could have finished him off here and now, but she wanted him to suffer.

      “Please, don’t kill me,” he begged.

      “We’re way past that, asshole,” she said before clocking him with her blaster.

      She grabbed the deformed table from the middle of the room and flipped it back on its feet and then ran to Spiros. She freed him from his hover-cuffs and gently laid him on the table.

      “Spiros, please stay with me. I love you.”

      But Spiros was out cold. She kissed him on the mouth and ripped part of her clothes to make a ball with the fabric and pushed it against Spiros’ wound to stop the bleeding.

      When Morgor moaned, she turned and kicked his head with such power that blood sprayed the walls, and a handful of teeth flew in the air, eventually clinking against the floor.

      She quickly returned to Spiros, pressed on his wound with one hand and took his pulse with the other. It was very weak. Tears flowed from her eyes like running rivers.

      “I beg you, please, don’t die, I can’t lose you again,” she implored him.

      Gaia heard heavy footsteps but couldn’t bear to let go of Spiros.

      An armored guard in a full combat helmet and a heavy-duty blaster rifle entered the room and looked around. She aimed her gun at Gaia’s head.

      “Don’t move!” she ordered.

      The guard looked to the side and saw Morgor holding his bloody head. Morgor blinked his eyes open and saw the sentry.

      “Kill that bitch; kill them both,” he said between whatever was left of his bloody teeth.

      The female guard looked straight at Gaia.

      “Nothing personal.”

      At least she would die with the man she loved.

      Goodbye, my love.

      The guard turned and aimed her rifle toward Morgor, and before he could protest, a powerful discharge from the gun blew his head clean off.

      What?

      The female guard took off her helmet and revealed beautiful flowing green hair.

      “Keera?”

      “Sorry I took so long to get to you, this ship is filled with a shitload of mercs. It hasn’t been easy finding my way around, which is why I needed to impersonate one of them.”

      Gaia remembered the laser sounds she heard in the distance earlier; she would never have guessed it was from someone from the Earth Alliance.

      Keera magnetically attached the rifle to her back and ran to the table on which Spiros was bleeding.

      “How is he doing?” she asked.

      “Not good; I don’t know what to do.”

      Keera grabbed something from inside her armor and put her hand on Gaia’s.

      “Let me help; this will stop the bleeding so we can get out of this shitty place.”

      Gaia didn’t want to let go, but she eventually let Keera inject Spiros with some cauterizing foam. The substance was used by medics on battlefields to stabilize the wounded so they could be moved out of harm’s way.

      “That’s not gonna save his life, but it will stop the bleeding; so let’s get out of here quickly.”

      “His clone body is dying; he will never make it back to the Hope.”

      “We’re not going to the Hope; the Emperor’s ship is only a two-hour jump away.”

      Tar’Lock blurred past the cell’s door and doubled back.

      “There you are; I’ve been looking everywh—”

      But he stopped and clicked when he saw Spiros and his pale features.

      “Oh, dear, is he…?”

      “No! Quick, Tar’Lock, take him to our ship, hook him to the automated med-bed, and then prepare for takeoff.”

      Tar’Lock nodded and then delicately put Spiros over his shoulder, and before Gaia could ask him to wait, he was gone.

      “We need some of the biomaterials from the ship we came in; it’s Spiros’ only chance.”

      “Well, if it was in the landing bay, we may have blasted it; to say we came in hot is an understatement.”

      Gaia’s heart dropped. Without the materials, Spiros was as good as gone. Gaia punched the table in anger and bent it even more than it already was.

      “Easy, Gaia; we’ll do everything we can to save him. I have a cryo-pod on my ship, so if worse comes to worst, we can at least sustain him. But right now, we have to go.”
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      Thor dodged Poseidon’s slashing Trident attack by jumping over the Olympian’s mighty weapon and landing on the floor with a roll before bouncing back to his feet.

      “Impressive,” said Poseidon.

      Thor invoked his hammer, Mjölnir, aimed it at Poseidon and shot a green lightning bolt toward the Olympian. Poseidon spun his Trident and deflected the lightning bolt back to Thor, who stopped it with the palm of his hand. Smoke rose from his slightly burned appendage.

      “You’re not doing too bad yourself,” said Thor with a smirk. “I’m glad you accepted my invitation to train.”

      “So am I. How is your niece doing? Any news?”

      Poseidon shook his head.

      “She’s still in suspended animation. I think she will probably stay there until the end of this war. Chase has too much on his plate to try and find a solution for her, at least at the moment.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I hope she makes a full recovery.”

      “I wish I could say the same, but Chase told me she asked him to let her go.”

      “I could see why he would be reluctant to do that if there’s a way to bring her back.”

      “I would like her back as well, but is it right to go against her wishes? She’s suffered for so long in that machine, do we have the right to prolong this?”

      “She’s not suffering in suspended animation.”

      “That we know of.”

      Thor thought about it and put himself in her place. Would he want to be artificially kept alive if his wish was to die and enter the gates of Valhalla? Probably not.

      “It’s a tough call. My people believe that when we die, at least when we die honorably in battle, we are reserved a place of honor in Valhalla. It’s a glorious place where gods and legends from Asgard are resting for all eternity. When my time comes, I will gladly go there. Do you have a similar place?”

      “We do. It’s called Elysium, or so our legend tells us. If it weren’t for Chase and his friends, I would probably be there already.”

      “As I would be in Valhalla, and perhaps my father, as well. Thanks to Chase, Asgard is still whole. I owe him and the Earth Alliance my life, and I will gladly risk it to end the Furies. For good this time.”

      “As would I. I’m angry that my brother hid the fact that they hadn’t been destroyed ten thousand years ago. If we had known, we could have prepared for their eventual return. Instead, our people were complaisant, and we stopped growing our military power and technology. Things might have been different if we hadn’t.”

      “There’s nothing but pain in that way of thinking. The past is the past, and there is no point rehashing it. It won’t change because we will it to change.”

      “Chronos would tell you differently.”

      “Who’s Chronos?” Thor asked.

      “A Titan who can alter time. He can travel back and forth and affect change.”

      “That would be a powerful weapon at one’s disposal. You’d never lose a war; you could just ask him to revert time after a battle. The dead would rise again, to fight once more, but this time win.”

      “That’s partly why the Titans rebelled against the Olympians. We took them for granted and used them as cannon fodder in the first Fury War.”

      Thor nodded. “I remember fighting side by side with them, they were indeed formidable warriors.”

      “We used their kind, so fewer Olympians had to risk their lives in combat. Yes, they were formidable warriors, but we have the blood of an entire race on our hands now.”

      “Where is Chronos now?”

      “Nobody knows. Zeus might have, but he’s gone.”

      “Perhaps Chronos is dead. I mean, why else wouldn’t he go back in time and change the fate of his people?”

      “I don’t have an answer for you. Perhaps he was prevented from doing so. Perhaps my brother made sure that scenario would never happen.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t make any sense. I would think Zeus would be the first to want to go back in the past and change his destiny.”

      “It’s one of these mysteries that might never be resolved. Then again, going back in the past might not be an option either. If we did, and the Titans rebelled, or worse, joined forces with the Furies, then we might have lost the war. Playing with time is something no one should ever be allowed to do.”

      “Then Chronos may be long dead because if his entire race had been wiped out, he would do anything to go back and change that; wouldn’t you?”

      “Probably.”

      Thor’s stomach growled.

      “Are you hungry?” asked Poseidon.

      “I could eat…a horse.”

      “That’s gross.”

      “Just a figure of speech; I thought I heard humans use that expression before.”

      “Okay then; let’s get some food. All this talk of time, the past, death, and the afterlife is depressing. Let’s grab a bite and reload our batteries so we can train more. We still have a war to win.”
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* * *

      Chase stepped onto the platform where he needed to stand to create the black hole. He felt nervous. They needed the time-dilation training facility, but playing with forces like black holes was not something he was comfortable doing.

      Sure, they had put safety measures in place, but Chase knew that even brainy people like Yanis, Cedric, and Kvasir had no way of knowing if the Asgardian ship would manage to beam them out with a black hole forming in the vicinity, and that was just one of the things that could go wrong.

      Chase closed his eyes and took a long, slow, deep breath. When he reopened them, he was in a place he knew all too well, and one he was not keen to revisit.

      Things were a little different from his last visit, but he instantly knew that he was inside Ares’ mind. The moaning and suffering and melting bodies on the ground were a dead giveaway. Ares levitated over a sea of suffering beings, their arms reaching to the sky, trying to grab him. Black lightning bolts pierced his body over and over again. With each strike, chunks of gray flesh exploded and froze in the air, before reabsorbing back into his body. This was a mental image of eternal pain and suffering.

      Oh boy.

      “Hello, Ares. I’d ask how you’re doing, but that would be redundant.”

      “Chase, how’s my sister doing?”

      “I haven’t had time to go see her.”

      Black tears formed in Ares’ livid eyes.

      “We have to end this war. Afterward, I promise, I’ll find a way to bring her back.”

      “You already know of a way.”

      “Asclepios?”

      “Yes. Just find him, and have him make you another elixir.”

      “Do we have any idea where he went? What if he was on Olympus when it exploded?”

      “That is a possibility, but he hated Zeus with a vengeance; somehow I don’t see him staying on the same planet. Plus, you could use my sister’s gift of foresight in these troubled times.”

      Chase had thought about that. There was something strangely comforting not having someone telling him what he needed to do. He wouldn’t just abandon his aunt because of that feeling, though. But, he feared that knowing too much of what was to come would block him from going forward.

      Aphroditis had already told him that he should be prepared to make some sacrifices to win this war. Chase hadn’t liked hearing the words, but he had not forgotten them. And with Spectre Arakan now unleashed in their lives, Chase knew very well that there could be more casualties.

      Deep in his heart, he hoped that if they could train inside the facility, then they would be better prepared to deal with that monster.

      “She said that even if we found a way to restore her health, she feared she might have lost her gift; the machine did too much damage.”

      Of course, Chase knew what that meant. Ares’ sacrifice might have been in vain if Aphroditis didn’t get better. Chase was determined to save her, but he felt it would have to wait until the war was over to do so.

      “Even so, you owe it to her to save her life.”

      “She doesn’t want me to. She asked that I let her die.”

      “Chase! You can’t.”

      “I know, Ares. I have no intention of granting her that wish. But she might resent me for the rest of her life.”

      “If that’s the price to pay, then so be it, Chase.”

      “Look, I know this, but if you were in her place, would you be happy if I disobeyed you?”

      “She was in pain, and her thinking was clouded. Once she’s brought back to the living, I’m sure she’ll forgive you.”

      “I’m not so sure. But, don’t worry, I promised I would bring her back, and I always keep my promises.”

      “Good. Now I understand you’re about to do something very dangerous. Something I can feel you’re not even sure you’re able to do.”

      Chase nodded.

      “Fret not, Chase. You have it in you. You know that already.”

      “Do I?”

      “Search your feelings; do you think you could have gone as far as you have if you didn’t believe in your abilities to defeat the Furies against all the odds?”

      Chase still hurt from losing Oryn and having Ares, his mentor and friend, put in such a dark place with no guarantee that he would be able to get out of there unscathed once Chase took down Erevos. That didn’t mean he was sure everything would go as planned.

      “My feelings are a mess lately. I want to avenge Oryn, Zeus, Saroudis, and the others.”

      “Revenge can’t be your only motivation, Chase.”

      “It isn’t. My love for my friends and my family is. I want to offer them a future free from Furies.”

      “It’s no longer just about Furies. That Spectre has more power than all the Furies put together, I can feel you know this.”

      A bitter smile crossed Chase’s face.

      “Why are we having this discussion if you already know everything I feel?”

      “Because part of you needs to hear it; you need to hear that I don’t hold you responsible for my current predicament, just like my sister didn’t.”

      Words are one thing…feelings are another.

      “I know that this is the most powerful being that probably ever existed, and unless we can train at an accelerated rate, we don’t stand a chance to defeat him. But, I also know that by defeating both the Furies and Spectre Arakan, I may be signing your death warrant.”

      “Argos did that a long time ago. The only reason I stayed behind was to guide you in this journey, and you’re about to fulfill your de—”

      “Stop. Don’t, just don’t, Ares.”

      “You still think destiny has nothing to do with it? That’s ironic, the very ship you came to Earth on was called Destiny.”

      “Well, technically, I jumped to Earth, at least the last part, on board a Manticore-class starfighter.”

      “It amazes me to what extent you’ll go to avoid seeing things a certain way.”

      “I just want to feel that my destiny is my own.”

      “And who says it isn’t?”

      “You, your sister, and some days, it feels like the whole universe.”

      “Very well. I can’t stay much longer; it took every bit of energy I managed to save to establish this link with your mind. You probably won’t hear from me for a while or…”

      “Or at all, depending on how this all goes.”

      “That’s a possibility, but know that I have no problem with my soul ending in Elysium after this. You should be happy for me.”

      “I’d rather we saw each other and said goodbye before then.”

      “So would I. But, perhaps, we should do so now.”

      “Do we have to?”

      “I think it’s best, Chase. Just in case.”

      Chase sighed. Part of him didn’t want to say goodbye. He wanted to hold on to the hope that he would see his friend again. But, if he didn’t say his farewell now, he would regret it. Chase also hoped that if Ares didn’t make it out alive, that he would be able to go to Elysium. Who knows what would happen if his life ended after the planet shifted into the dimension. If it were destroyed in another dimension, would Ares’ soul come back to this one?

      Chase considered asking Ares about it, but that would add to his already difficult predicament. Chase would have to hope for the best for his mentor.

      “Goodbye, Chase. Be strong, be well, and, most of all, follow your instincts.”

      “I’ll try, Ares. You have been an incredible mentor to me, and I will never forget that. But, beyond that, you’ve been a true friend. I will see you again. Goodbye, Ares.”

      Chase’s vision faded back into the cargo bay training facility. Words resonated in the distance, but it took Chase a moment to hear them clearly.

      “Chase?” asked Sarah. “Chase! What’s going on?”

      “I’m okay; sorry, I was somewhere else.”

      “Whenever you’re ready, boss,” said Yanis.

      Chase aimed his hand forward. A loud humming sound could be heard as a blue force field engulfed the area around Chase. A trap door on the wall in front of Chase opened, and the air was sucked away. Space tried to swallow him along with the artificial atmosphere, but he stood his ground and erected his own force field around him. Once all the air had been sucked out, the trap door closed and the force field sealed.

      “Containment field working at peak efficiency,” said Kvasir.

      Let’s do this.

      Chase closed his eyes and brought up the memory of when he stopped the plasma attach from Miseo’s ship and focused on creating the same energy with his mind. Without realizing it, he transformed into an Ultra Fury. When he opened his eyes, a small anomaly had formed about ten feet in front of him.

      “Containment field working within predicted parameters,” added Kvasir.

      “Get out of there, Chase,” said Argos.

      Chase teleported out of the force field and joined his friends. His eye color returned to purple.

      “How are we doing?”

      “Inverting polarity now,” said Kvasir. “Cedric, deploy the secondary containment measure.”

      Cedric smoked a cigarette as he input commands on his holo-terminal. Thick quadrinium walls, with three layers of force fields radiating around them, rose from the ground and engulfed a large portion of the cargo bay.

      “Hopefully, this is enough surface for you to train in,” said Yanis.

      “We’ll make do with what we have. Did it work?”

      Yanis raised a finger. “Just a moment.”

      A bright flash illuminated the entire cargo bay for a split second.

      “Is that supposed to happen?” inquired Chris.

      “Nobody ever witnessed a white hole, so who knows,” said Yanis. “I have no idea if that’s normal. But since a white hole can be compared to a Big Bang, let’s just say I’m not entirely surprised.”

      A line of blood ran down Chase’s nose.

      “You all right?” inquired Argos.

      Chase wiped the blood away and smudged it between his fingers.

      “I’m okay; considering how hard it had been to do this last time, I can live with a nosebleed.”

      Chase’s head hurt and he felt the room begin to spin, and before he knew it, he collapsed to the ground. As his consciousness faded to black, he heard his friends and loved ones shout his name.
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      Ryonna felt more pain than she thought her body could endure. The guards were having a field day punching her, and every second she received dozens of punches thanks to the male Gorgar’s super-speed abilities.

      On their own, each punch wasn’t that powerful, but the fact that her body had been tortured for gods knows how many hours, Ryonna felt deprived of her senses. She had no idea how much time had passed since they started hitting her, and she didn’t know how much more she could take.

      She wanted to open her eyes and look at her aggressors, but the pain was keeping them closed.

      Ryonna focused on her anger. If she survived this, she would rip Tar’Sian a new one. She had to survive, though; she couldn’t leave this world without seeing her son one more time. So, she summoned the image of his face, and soon the pain disappeared. She knew it was still there, but because it had reached such excruciating levels, it overloaded her senses and mind, and all she saw was a white veil.

      Ryonna centered her attention on the noise and the wind generated by the Gorgar hitting her with such velocity; if she could sense their presence in space, perhaps she could do something about it.

      As she did so, she perceived two shadows moving. They were fast, but she narrowed her focus on them until she saw a pattern in their attacks. When she felt there was an opening, she took it.

      She grabbed her chains and used them to catch the Gorgars by the necks. The white veil disappeared and beyond-imaginable pain coursed through her body once more. It felt as if a starship had rammed her at hyperspace speed.

      Her eyes opened, and she could feel both guards trying to escape her grasp; she was holding the chains so tightly that they were suffocating. Ryonna caught a glimpse of fear in Tar’Sian’s eyes.

      “Guards!” shouted the queen.

      Ryonna smiled; her impressive Droxian body was an imposing display of bruises and scars.

      In one swift motion that hurt like hell, she snapped the necks of both Gorgars. She bit one of the dead Gorgar’s ears and spat it toward the queen.

      “You’re a fucking bitch, Tar’Sian.”

      “That’s impossible; you shouldn’t be able to move!”

      “I’m going to kill you,” said Ryonna.

      “I think not.”

      Tar’Sian took out a katana blade from her back sheath.

      “You were right, Ryonna. I’m not going to get anything of use out of you. I’d rather scare your friends away by floating your body to space as a warning. May Tar’Lock forgive me.”

      It looks like I won’t be seeing Ronan again.

      Ryonna was exhausted and hurting so much; she was ready to meet her maker now. She let herself fall to the ground, releasing the dead Gorgars at the same time. Ryonna was on her knees and hanging by her chain-bound arms.

      “Close your eyes!” ordered Tar’Sian. “This will soon be over.”

      The warrior in her would not give that cowardly bitch the satisfaction of taking her life while she wasn’t looking. So, instead, Ryonna opened her eyes as wide as she could and locked her gaze on Tar’Sian.

      “No, you’ll have to look me in the eyes when you kill me.”

      “So be it!”

      At that moment, a man rushed into the room and pointed a blaster at Tar’Sian.

      “Drop your fucking weapon, now, or I’ll blow your head off!” shouted a familiar voice.

      Blood had covered Ryonna’s vision, but she was sure she knew the man’s voice. She blinked her eyes rapidly multiple times to get some of the blood away.

      “Last chance; drop it!” said Emperor Altair.

      Ryonna must have been dreaming, as there was no way he could be there. She wondered if perhaps her previous feelings for him were the result of her current hallucination. It was a good way to die though.

      Tar’Sian swiftly positioned her katana under Ryonna’s throat.

      “You drop it or she di—”

      But Tar’Sian never finished her sentence, as Altair burned a fist-sized hole in her head where a trail of smoke rose up as the life faded away from her eyes.

      Ryonna lost consciousness with a smile on her face.

      “Ryonna!!” shouted Altair.
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* * *

      Spiros painfully opened his eyes.

      “Hey, welcome back,” said Gaia.

      “Am I dreaming?”

      “No, silly; we’re back on board Keera’s ship. We’ll soon be home. Just hang on, will you?”

      “Morgor?”

      “Dead, and we’ve blown up his ship, too.”

      “The biomaterial?”

      “Lost. But we’ve informed Argos, and he said he had enough left to repair your body. We’ll have to put you in suspended animation for most of the trip. But I wanted to see you first.”

      Spiros didn’t know if this was truly happening or if he was imagining it. His thoughts were foggy at best.

      “Oh…that’s kind of you.”

      “Spiros. I love you.”

      The words sent adrenaline rushing through him and then he felt wide awake. Spiros’ eyes shot open.

      “What did you just say?”

      Tears filled Gaia’s eyes. “I said I love you. I’m back.”

      “But your matrix— it was corrupted.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you; it must have corrected itself. When I thought Morgor killed you, my basic AI was flooded with all my memories and emotions. I can only surmise my matrix self-repaired.”

      Spiros’ eyes filled with tears. “I love you, too.”

      Gaia smiled before kissing him passionately.

      “If this is a dream, I don’t want to ever wake up. But if it’s real, I don’t want to go back to sleep.”

      “You’ll have to. Your body is failing. But we’ll see each other soon, I promise.”

      “Can I have one more kiss before I sleep?”

      She smiled. “You can have as many as you want.”

      They kissed for what felt like forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chase woke up in the Underworld.

      “Oh, crap!”

      “You’re not dead,” said Zeus’ voice from behind him. “Not yet, anyway.”

      Chase turned around.

      “Why am I here then?”

      “I needed to talk to you. And your body’s condition was weak enough that I could call your soul to me.”

      “I see.”

      “There’s someone else that wants to talk with you.”

      Aphroditis materialized next to Zeus.

      “What’s going on?”

      “My daughter tells me you are refusing to let her die.”

      “I promised Ares I would save her life. Just as I promised her I would save hers.”

      “Seems to me she doesn’t want to be saved. You should respect her wishes, Chase.”

      “Please, Chase. I’m tired,” pleaded Aphroditis.

      Chase took his head in his hands and pulled at his hair.

      “I can bring you back; all I have to do is find Asclepios. He can concoct the same elixir that brought me back.”

      “That would be true if his soul hadn’t moved on to Elysium already. He was on Olympus when it exploded,” said Zeus. “So, the secret of his elixir died with him.”

      Give me a fucking break.

      “How do you know this?”

      “Well, we arrived down here together for one, with many of my people.”

      Aphroditis was crying. Chase’s heart ached. He didn’t know what to do. On the one hand, he knew he had no right to keep his aunt alive against her wishes, but he had just told Ares he wouldn’t let her die.

      “I’m sorry, Aphroditis. Please understand that you may be feeling this way because of the mental and physical torture you’ve been through.”

      “I’m tired, Chase. I’ve seen too much. I don’t want to be the conduit of eternal bad news. There’s still so much darkness on the horizon…”

      Chase did not like the sound of that, not one bit.

      “What do you mean? What have you seen?”

      But Aphroditis faded away.

      “Wait!”

      “Let her go, Chase,” said Zeus. “And I don’t just mean now.”

      “I thought you’d be happy that I’m trying to save another one of your daughters.”

      “Aphroditis and I made our peace. I respect her choice, and so should you.”

      “What about Ares’ choice?”

      “It’s her life, not his. Plus, you owe me.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Alright, maybe you don’t. But can’t you grant your grandfather’s wish?”

      “The same grandfather that not long ago made me feel responsible for the death of Oryn even though I did everything in my power to save her? Are we talking about that guy? You know what, Zeus, screw you, and screw these mind games that your kind seems to love to play.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me right! I’ve been doing your daughter’s bidding for as long as I’ve known her. She told me to save Earth, and I did. Ever since, I’ve been fighting for my life and losing my friends because I listened to her and did what she asked me to. And whether or not you agree, I’ve paid my dues to her and anyone else a dozen times over. Promises are a sacred thing to me, and I’m sorry if that’s an inconvenience right now, but that’s who I am. I promised I would rid the universe of the Furies, and right now, that’s what I’m going to do. I also promised Aphroditis I would save her life. Once she’s back on her feet, she’s welcome to put a laser through her brain if she wants to, I won’t stop her. But you guys have to stop dumping all this emotional blackmail on my shoulders at every turn. Especially now, gods damn it! In case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve got a fucking war to finish!”

      Zeus’ eyes were locked open wide, and, for a moment, Chase thought he would have a stroke if that were possible for someone already dead.

      “What?” said Chase.

      Zeus shook his head and smiled.

      “Nothing; you sure are Athena’s son.”

      “Why, were there any doubts about that?”

      “Just that when push comes to shove, you have a similar bullheaded personality and have a temper that runs in our family.”

      “I’m just tired of it all, Zeus. Tired of losing loved ones, and frankly, I’m tired of fighting. I just want this to be over; I want to take a nice long and fully deserved vacation with Sarah and Chris. But before that can happen, I have a war to win, and right now I can’t deal with one more problem. My plate is literally full.”

      “I can understand— respect that.”

      Rays of light grew from Chase’s arms, and he felt like he was being pulled upward.

      “What’s that? What’s going on?”

      “Your brother and son are healing you. You have to go now.”

      “Are we okay?”

      Zeus sighed. “I’m still mad about my daughter’s death, but I have had enough time to think about it, and she was also a bullheaded one.”

      “Yeah, you can say that again.”

      “Blaming you for her stubbornness was not fair, I see that now.”

      “Thank you, Zeus.”

      “Before you go. Since you’re good at keeping your promises…”

      “Yeah, okay. I promise I’ll avenge her death. I give you my word.”

      Zeus’ eyes watered. “Thank you, Chase.”

      Chase vanished from the Underworld.
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* * *

      “He’s coming to,” said Chris.

      “You scared the shit out of us,” said Sarah.

      Chase blinked a few times; looked at Chris and then his brother.

      “Thanks for the assist; I didn’t feel like I had exhausted that much energy, though.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Argos. “And from the looks of it, you were running on fumes. I’m surprised you didn’t feel it.”

      “Perhaps it was ill-advised to try this without being back at full power. I expended a lot of energy on board the soul ships.”

      “Didn’t you go into the regen tank last night?”

      Chase rose to his feet and scratched the back of his head with an attempt at an apologetic smile.

      “I wanted to, but I fell asleep in the observation lounge.”

      Sarah punched his shoulder.

      “You dumbass! You should have let us know and postponed this until you were back to one hundred percent.”

      “I’m with Mom on this one,” said Chris. “At least we could have powered you up before you created the anomaly.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would take so much out of me. I was much less powerful when I last did this. I thought I could handle it without breaking a sweat.”

      “Let’s give him a break; that’s why we are here, and now we may have the means to train efficiently,” remarked Argos.

      Chase thanked his brother telepathically as Sarah’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “To the regen tank,” ordered Sarah, pointing her finger toward the cargo bay doors. “Now!”

      “Shouldn’t we test the time room first?”

      “What part of now don’t you understand?”

      Chase looked at Yanis, who was grimacing.

      “You should go rest,” said Kvasir, his tattoos pulsating in a soothing rhythm, which was a nice change of pace. “I need to run more tests before we allow anyone to enter. We still need to calibrate the time dilation effect and run more simulations anyway.”

      “Alright then, I guess I’ll see you all in a few hours.”
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* * *

      Altair approached the regen tank where an unconscious Ryonna was floating.

      “How is she doing, doc?”

      “I don’t know, Emperor. The truth of the matter is, she should be dead. But by some miracle, she’s been holding on for dear life. The amount of internal bleeding, broken bones, and bruising on her body is more than I have ever seen in anyone, let alone someone still breathing. How she stayed alive while being tortured that brutally, frankly, is beyond me.”

      “She’s a tough person. Will she make it?”

      “We’ve done everything we can. We’ve regenerated her organs, stopped all her internal bleeding, and repaired all her broken bones. But, whether or not she wakes up, that I can’t guarantee. The regen tank finished its cycle an hour ago, but I thought I’d leave her inside for a few more hours, just to be sure.”

      “Thanks, doc. I’d like a moment alone with her if you don’t mind.”

      “Absolutely, Emperor. Just call me if you see any sign of her waking up.”

      “Will do.”

      The doctor left the med-bay.

      “I’m sorry, Ryonna. I shouldn’t have sent you to the planet without backup. Please come back to us. My poor decision making from the past has cost too many people their lives; I’ll be damned if it costs yours. So don’t you die…And, yes, that’s an order.”

      Altair took a long, deep breath and forced a smile.

      “You’ll be happy to know, though, that after killing the Gorgar queen, I found a similar mind-controlling device on her, and I used it to complete the mission. The Gorgar have, though not exactly out of their own free will, joined the Earth Alliance. So, congratulations on accomplishing your mission, soldier.”

      Emperor Altair paced around the regen tank as he talked.

      “They’re already starting to build ships and StarFuries for us. They’re also building a network of defense satellites around their world to transform it into a fortress. That should deter the Furies or anyone else that wants to claim the world. Both Chase and I are a little uneasy on that one, though. These weapons they’ll have at their disposal are based on our technology, and we’ll build fail-safes into them just in case when we give them their freedom back they decide we’re their enemy. If their queen thought we were, it’s possible someone else will, too.

      “We’ve also allocated a part of the Gorgar workforce to work on the jump gate network. We’ve already deployed fifteen gates since the project started, but now we’re looking at having hundreds of them built in the next few months. Soon, every space-faring world will have one, and it should open new trade routes and faster travel time between systems. We still need to decide who will be allowed to use them, though. We don’t want pirates and raiders to take advantage of the technology.

      “Oh, and you’ll be pleased to learn that Tar’Lock and Keera have been successful in locating Spiros and Gaia. Though Spiros is in bad shape. I’ve already informed Argos of the situation, and he’s sure he can repair his clone body. He even said something about the fact that they might have plenty of time to do so soon. He didn’t elaborate beyond that, but I thought that you’d like to hear about that. They’re on their way back to the ship.”

      Altair put his palm on the glass of the regen tank and let it rest there for a while.
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      A low-ranking Fury entered the room and timidly approached Spectre Arakan’s throne. Tanak’Vor wasn’t in the best of moods as he had failed to establish communication with the fleet on Thanos Five.

      “You’d better have a good reason for barging in here,” he said, his tone dripping with ice.

      The Fury swallowed hard as he bowed.

      “I have, Master. We’ve received long-range telemetry of Thanos Five.”

      Tanak’Vor adjusted his position on the throne.

      “And?”

      “The fleet has been destroyed.”

      Spectre Arakan growled, and his eyes glowed crimson. The Fury couldn’t help but tremble. Arakan’s temper was legendary, and he would easily lash out at his subordinates. Something Tanak’Vor felt like doing upon hearing the news, but he knew that it wouldn’t accomplish anything.

      “By whom? The Earth Alliance?”

      “We’re unsure. It only took four starfighter-class ships to wipe out our fleet. Their energy signature is like nothing we’ve seen before. In both scale and origin.”

      A new race? That can’t be.

      “I’m having trouble grasping what you’re saying,” said Tanak’Vor. “Four starfighters took out three of my super-destroyers?”

      “Yes, Master. Preliminary reports also seem to indicate the battle lasted mere minutes.”

      “Do we have any idea where the ships went after they destroyed the fleet? Or where they came from in the first place.”

      “There was too much post-battle interference to determine a solid exit vector, I’m afraid. And because the ships use an unknown hyperspace tunnel technology, we’ve also had trouble calculating an exact source vector. From their approach vector on the fleet, there is one planet that they could have potentially jumped from. But this is mere speculation, not absolute certainty.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “That planet is Earth.”

      Of course, it is.

      “Did we get any visuals on the ships that attacked the fleet?”

      “We recovered very little video footage, but we’ve managed to get a few seconds of what seems to be one of the enemy ships. The footage was pulled from one of the disabled ships around Thanos Five. I must warn you, Master, that the footage is disturbing. I’ve sent it to your throne chair holo-console.”

      “Thank you; you’re dismissed.”

      “You’re welcome, Master.”

      The Fury bowed and quickly left the throne room, which suggested he was still afraid for his life. Tanak’Vor was angry, and his subordinate probably picked up on that.

      That played in Tanak’Vor’s favor, though. If everyone around were deathly afraid of him, they wouldn’t ask too many questions about the physical changes that had manifested. While Tanak’Vor looked and sounded like Arakan, he now had a black, smoky aura surrounding his body as well as in his eyes.

      Tanak’Vor accessed the holo-footage and zoomed the projector so the image would fill a bigger portion of the room around him. It showed a starship that looked as much organic as it did a machine. A colossal purple-aura dragon engulfed the small-sized vessel before the mouth of the dragon tore through and devoured one of the destroyers.

      This sent a cold shiver down Tanak’Vor’s borrowed body. While he couldn’t be sure, he had a strange, unexplained feeling that the pilot inside the ship was the Ultra Fury Chase.

      I bet this is what Menelas was hiding from that fool Arakan. I should have interrogated him myself.

      A weapon of such massive destruction would explain why Menelas would rather die than tell his former master about its existence, no matter how long and hard he had tortured him. A weapon that could very well destroy the Furies. Something Tanak’Vor couldn’t let happen.

      He would have to adjust his strategy. He had secretly amassed massive fleets at all corners of the universe while Arakan stupidly wasted his own; it seemed that the Earth Alliance now had a weapon that could counter them.

      There was no way to predict when the Spectre would be ready to open a rift to send reinforcements, which would make Tanak’Vor’s work even more difficult in the future. For all their power in their own dimensions, the Fury technology was infantile compared to those of the Spectres. Tanak’Vor got up from his throne and walked through the 3D image of the paused holo-projected soul ship as he headed toward the Furies’ archives.
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* * *

      Gaia’s eyes watered as she looked at Spiros inside the suspended animation pod. She felt so much love for him that she wasn’t surprised her matrix overloaded when he first told her he loved her.

      She approached the pod and caressed the glass where his serene face was.

      “Hang in there, love. We’ll get you back on your feet soon, and then the two of us will get as far away as we can from all of this. We’ll find a quiet planet where we can spend the rest of our lives together.”

      But then she thought of Earth. Could she just abandon her place of birth? The connection and unconditional love she had for the planet was strong. But lately, it had been overshadowed by the feelings she had for Spiros.

      Perhaps once the war was over, and the Furies were no longer a daily threat to the security of the beautiful blue planet, then it would be easier for her to make that decision.

      Gaia contemplated Spiros for a long time before heading to the cockpit.

      “Do you mind if I sit here for a while?” she asked.

      “Of course not,” answered Keera. “I was about to see how you were doing, in fact.”

      “The last few days have been quite the roller-coaster. I haven’t really stopped to ask myself how I feel. Though, I’m happy to be back, really. When my matrix overloaded, I thought for sure I was toast.”

      “You gave Spiros and the rest of us a big scare, that’s for sure. I’m very happy for the both of you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that the two of you are soul mates. I know we haven’t interacted in the past, but even so, it’s clear the two of you would do anything for one another. I envy that kind of connection. I…I miss it, in fact.”

      “Want to tell me what happened?”

      “Just a tragic and horrible thing. My lover was murdered. In fact, that’s why I became a bounty hunter in the first place. I needed to track down the scumbag piece of shit that had taken my life away from me.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. And, did you?”

      “Yes. It didn’t bring him back or soothe my soul much, though.”

      “I understand. Thank you for saving our lives, Keera.”

      “You seemed like you had things under control, but you’re perfectly welcome. I’m glad we could help. The one you should thank is Emperor Altair; he’s the one who sent us to look for you, and well, Chase.”

      Gaia took her head in her hands and grimaced.

      “Are you alright? What’s going on?”

      “I’ve been having these splitting headaches since we came back to the ship. They don’t last for long, but they seem to be getting more painful.”

      “You’ll have to get that checked.”

      “The only person who can help is Spiros. He’s the one who transferred my matrix inside the alien sphere that acts as my brain.”

      “Well, he’ll be back on his feet soon enough. Still, you could ask Yanis or Cedric to take a look at you in the meantime.”

      “Maybe I will, thank you, Keera, for everything.”

      Keera winked and flashed Gaia a thumbs up.
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* * *

      When Ryonna opened her eyes, Ronan smiled at her.

      “Hey, Mom, how do you feel?”

      Ryonna opened and closed her hands a couple of times and flexed other muscles in her body.

      “Much better, it would seem. Am I dreaming? Are you really here?”

      “You’re not dreaming; I’m here.”

      “How’s that possible?”

      “Emperor Altair contacted me the moment he got you back aboard his ship. With the recent expansions to the jump gate network, I was able to get here pretty fast.”

      So Ryonna hadn’t been hallucinating; Altair had come to the surface to extract her, saving her life in the process. She also thought she heard him talk while she was unconscious, telling her about what had happened to her friends.

      “I can’t believe he risked his life to save mine once again.”

      “Again?”

      “Yeah, he risked his ship and entire crew not long ago to get us out of the Gorgar world. Risking thousands to save only three.”

      “I really like him. There’s something about him, a charisma, and I got a strong sense of honor coming from him when I first met him. Hard to think he’s the same man that led the Obsidian Empire to wage war with the Star Alliance for generations.”

      “Which proves people can change.”

      Upon saying the words, Ryonna couldn’t help but think about Argos. She had hated him so strongly in the past, but ever since her fight with his holographic version as well as re-evaluating her feelings about Altair, she couldn’t help but think that perhaps people did deserve a second chance, no matter what they had done in the past.

      She wasn’t proud of some of her past actions, either. She had been the cause of the death of innocents, something her strong sense of honor always had trouble reconciling, no matter the circumstances that forced her into such positions.

      “Yes, he certainly has,” said Ronan. “I’m glad you are okay, Mom. But you have to stop putting yourself in these dangerous positions. I don’t want to one day receive a call informing me that you have perished. I understand you owe Chase both our lives, but he wouldn’t want you to repay him with your own.”

      Ryonna caressed Ronan’s cheek.

      “I know, Son. I’m so happy to see you. Hopefully, this was one of the last perilous missions I embark upon.”

      Ronan frowned. “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.”

      Ryonna smiled.

      “I should let you rest.”

      “No, stay. I haven’t seen you in so long.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll be staying here for a few days; we’ll have time to catch up. The doc asked me not to stay too long. You still need rest.”

      “Alright. Thank you for coming all the way from Droxia.”

      “Of course.”

      “Ronan, can you ask Altair to come see me later?”

      “Sure thing; I’ll let him know. Try and get some sleep in the meantime, though.”
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* * *

      Chase entered Engineering.

      “Thanks for coming, Admiral.” said Kvasir.

      “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?”

      “I’m sorry, Chase.”

      “And do you ever sleep, Kvasir? You’re aware of the time, right? It’s almost three AM Earth time.”

      “Asgardians can operate very well with only two hours of sleep every night. I perform better if I have three or more. Which is why I make sure I always get that much sleep every day. I will often take small power naps throughout the day and have a one-hour continuous sleep at one point, too.”

      “Three hours? That doesn’t seem like much. But, lucky you, I guess.”

      “How do you feel, Adm— Chase? We were worried when you collapsed yesterday.”

      “I’m back to full form, thank you for asking. Unlike Asgardians, though, I require a fair amount more sleep, and I was about to go hit the sack when you called.”

      “I’m sorry for disturbing your sleep patterns; perhaps we can discuss this in the morning.”

      “I’m up and out of bed now, so unless this will take a long time…”

      “No, it shouldn’t take long. I just wanted to report on the progress of the time chamber and inform you of some limitations I’ve come across while performing my simulations.”

      “Time chamber?”

      “That’s the name Cedric came up with. It’s not a totally accurate description, but he seemed intent on us finding a shorter name than time-dilation training facility.”

      “I can see why; that’s quite a mouthful. And, well, the name could have been worse if Yanis had his say, I’m sure.”

      Kvasir’s facial tattoos blinked three times in a row as he chuckled.

      “Yes, I agree.”

      “So…How are we looking?”

      “We can make our first live test tomorrow, well, later today.”

      “That’s good news. What are the limitations you wanted us to discuss?”

      “In running simulations, I’ve noticed that living tissues were negatively impacted the more I tried to push the time dilation. It seems we’ll have to settle to a three hundred and fifty time-dilation factor to stay on the safe side.”

      “It’s too late, and I’m too tired to do the math; how much time would pass in the time chamber for each Earth day?”

      “Just a little under a year.”

      Awesome!

      “And you call that a limitation? Seems absolutely perfect to me.”

      “Well, at first I thought that the dilation factor could be pushed to much higher levels, and theoretically, from outside of the chamber, you guys could have stepped in, stepped out, and years would have passed in seconds. But that simply would put too much strain on your bodies and could damage your DNA beyond repair.”

      “So step in, step out, and die?”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed dramatically.

      “Basically, yes. Though, I wouldn’t have put it that way.”

      Chase smiled.

      “I bet you wouldn’t. Well, then I’m glad you found a safe setting. You’re sure it’s safe, right?”

      “While Furies would probably still be good with a five hundred dilation factor, I and Olympians up to one thousand, your hybrid physiology and some limitation of the Asgardian genes, a dilation of four hundred and twenty-five would make it safe for us. But because Sarah is only partial Fury, I had to factor in human DNA into the equation. The maximum limit for human DNA partially infused with Fury is around three hundred ninety. I rounded it down to three fifty to be on the safe side, and I strongly recommend you get out of the chambers at progressively longer intervals to check your vitals and adjust the dilation factor as we go. Just to be sure.”

      The mention of Sarah and how little Fury DNA she had reminded Chase that he still didn’t know if he wanted Sarah to train in the time chamber. He’d probably take some serious flack by even bringing up the subject with her, but they needed to talk about it. Part of Chase wished Kvasir told her she should not use the room, which would make things easier. While he knew she had to pilot one of the ships, he didn’t want her to have to fight Spectre Arakan.

      “Looks like you’ve got it all covered. And I’m glad you are taking all the necessary precautions. We really need this tech but not if it’s going to kill any of us.”

      “Of course. I would never let you enter this contraption without first making sure it is safe to do so.”

      That’s when Chase noticed Kvasir was hiding a bandaged hand with his other hand.

      “What happened to you?”

      “I miscalculated my settings and thought I’d put my hand inside the field to make sure it was set properly. The good news is that I have corrected my miscalculation since then.”

      Chase sighed heavily.

      “That was reckless, Kvasir. Why didn’t you come and see me? Let me heal that.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed rapidly, and he took a step back.

      “Please, Chase; I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “As a reminder of never again doing something of this sort without triple checking everything.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Your ship’s doctor gave me something for the pain. It helps.”

      Chase wanted to argue but remembered Argos telling him why he kept his scar. That it was a reminder of the time they had fought before he wiped his memory and Laiyos became Chase. So, he didn’t insist.

      “I’ll heal that anytime if you change your mind.”

      “Thank you, Chase.”

      “No, thank you, Kvasir. We couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

      “It’s my pleasure to serve. You have saved me from both eternal imprisonment as well as execution; I owe you everything.”

      Chase yawned.

      “No, you don’t, but I’m too tired to go into the whys. Is there anything else we need to talk about before tomorrow’s test?”

      Kvasir shook his head.

      “One last thing. You mentioned Asgardian resistance to the time chamber. Why?”

      “Thor will surely want to come and train with you. Wouldn’t you think so? And Poseidon, too, as I hear they’ve been hanging out and training on their own already since your return from Erevos.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. Space will be an issue, the room already felt cramped with four, if we had more…”

      “Who said you have to all train at the same time? You can take turns, train in pairs or as much as you’d like. I wouldn’t recommend all of you train in the chamber at the same time anyway.”

      “Why?” said Chase with another yawn.

      “If the soul ships are needed to wage battle, having you all in the room could prove problematic, though we could always communicate.”

      “Can we?”

      “Yes, but I’ll explain that to you all tomorrow; you really look like you need to get some rest.”

      “That I do. Good night, Kvasir.”

      “Good night, Chase. See you later for the test.”

      Chase gave Kvasir a casual two-finger salute before he teleported away and back to his quarters.
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      Noise in the bathroom woke Chase from his sleep. He went to check it out and found Sarah was on her knees in front of the toilet, holding her hair with one hand and gripping the toilet with the other.

      “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

      “Are you alright?”

      “My stomach must not have agreed with today’s food. I’ve been refunding it for about twenty minutes now.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me up; I could have tried checking your body. I would imagine a tummy ache is something I can easily fix.”

      “I didn’t think about it. I mean, I’ve been sick before I knew you, and I see your healing ability as something to be used to prevent someone from dying, not to fix an upset stomach.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She got back to her feet, looking peaked like she was sicker than just an upset stomach.

      “You sure you don’t want me to try and heal you; you look very pale.”

      “Yeah, maybe it’s better; I don’t like how I feel.”

      They went back to bed, and Chase put his hands on her and closed his eyes. He felt something weird in her, though he couldn’t tell what it was. He focused on helping her feel better, and soon color returned to her face.

      “How’s that?”

      “Much better; thank you.”

      He kissed her and caressed her hair.

      “You want to go back to sleep?” he asked.

      “I’m wide awake now. Why?”

      He cradled her hands in his.

      “I want to talk to you about something.”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “Tomorrow we’ll be testing the time chamber.”

      “Oh, good; so we can start training soon.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      She took her hands back, giving him a cold look.

      “Oh no! You’re not going there again. I’m training with the rest of my family.”

      “Please, let me explain.”

      “I don’t want you to explain. You always do this Chase; you always try to protect me!”

      “Can we at least try to talk about it?”

      She jumped out of bed and paced around the room.

      “What is there to talk about? You just want to make sure I don’t train so you can use it as an excuse for me not to fight Spectre Arakan. Tell me I have this all wrong? I dare you?”

      Chase sighed. She wasn’t wrong about him not wanting her involved in the battle with the Spectre. Aphroditis had told him that there were still dark days ahead and sacrifices to be made. Chase couldn’t help thinking that Sarah could be one of those casualties.

      “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Tough luck! I’m fighting alongside you and Chris, and that’s not open for discussion. This is so typical,” she added angrily. “When will you ever trust me?”

      “I do trust you; I trust you with my life.”

      “But you don’t trust that I can take care of myself. I thought after saving your lives on Droxia and having a soul ship choose me you’d see that I’m as much a part of this as you are.”

      “I’m not disputing that, and if you would just let me explain, then perhaps you’d understand.”

      Sarah narrowed her eyes. “Talk.”

      “The plan is to train in the time chamber for years. Whether it will be five or ten years, I don’t know, but only the equivalent of days will pass outside the chamber.”

      “Yes, so?”

      “How can I put this…?”

      “I suggest you put it as bluntly as you can, Chase.”

      “Alright. I’m immortal.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything?”

      “Really? You don’t see that unlike you, I won’t age in the room?”

      Sarah’s entire face dropped, and he could feel she finally understood part of his concern.

      “I love you more than life itself, Sarah; I’m not sure I’m willing to sacrifice ten years of our lives together.”

      “Okay; I didn’t think about that, but I still don’t think that’s reason enough for me not to come along. What if I’m the one person that tips the scales in this fight? What if my not training means you fail in defeating Spectre Arakan and, as a result, we all die?”

      And now the table had been turned, and Chase was the one that hadn’t thought of that point of view.

      “I don’t have an answer to that.”

      “We don’t have an answer because we can’t predict the future. But your borderline OCD control-freak nature causes you to want to protect me and shield me from the world.”

      “Not the world. Just danger.”

      “Are you listening to yourself, Chase? That’s the exact same thing. I’m not yours to protect, and I have as much right as you do to be in this fight. I may not yet be nearly as powerful as the three of you, and I’ll probably never become an Ultra Fury, but that doesn’t mean that I have to stay on the sidelines.”

      “Can you put yourself in my shoes for a moment? If we both survive this war, you’ll age and eventually die of natural causes. And I’ll have the rest of eternity to mourn your passing and miss you. Is it bad that I want to spend an extra ten years, if not more, with you? Can you truly hate me for being selfish in this instance?”

      The tension in Sarah’s face relaxed.

      “No, I can understand that. But you’re again putting my well-being, and what you’re hoping the future will be, ahead of the mission. We are going to defeat the Furies, I can feel it in my bones, and I know that you can as well. We could lose Chris; you could lose Argos, heck, I could lose you! If I followed your logic, I would tell you to let Argos fight Spectre Arakan because I don’t want to lose either you or Chris. We both know you’d be outraged and wouldn’t accept those terms.”

      There was very little Chase could say at this point, as he agreed with her.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t want you to be sorry; I just want you not to try and control everything and maybe make a terrible mistake trying to protect those you love. If we are to win, we all have to shed these fears and give it our best, without hesitation. We all must be ready to sacrifice everything, ourselves included, if that’s what it takes to win.”

      The words resonated with Chase, and he started to understand why Aphroditis had told him he needed to separate his feelings for those he loved from what needed to be done.

      “As much as I hate to admit it, you’re right. Let’s try to all get out of here alive.”

      “Of course we’ll try, with all our might; I don’t want to die, and I don’t want to lose you or Chris. But I understand that it may happen, especially if Spectre Arakan is as powerful as you said.”

      “He’s beyond anything I thought possible, even with my Ultra Fury powers, I felt helpless when we fought him. I was a mere bug compared to him. I’ve never felt so insignificant before.”

      “Then I understand that we need to train for years. And that’s what we’re going to do, as a unit.”

      Chase nodded.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chase was toweling himself off when he heard the holo-comm system ringing.

      “Sweetie! Can you get that?” he shouted.

      When Sarah didn’t answer, he walked into the bedroom only to see that she had left. He quickly dressed and answered the call. It was Athena.

      “Hey, Mother; what can I do for you?”

      “I just heard about that crazy training room you had your engineers cook up for you.”

      “What about it?”

      “Your father and I want to train as well.”

      Kvasir was right; they would have to take turns; it would be difficult having to train in the limited about of space. With Athena and Menelas, that made a total of eight people who wanted access to the time chamber. The room was barely bigger than a basketball court, and they needed space to fly around and use different tactics.

      “Alright, the more, the merrier, I guess. But let’s test the thing first, and I don’t want everyone to go inside at the same time. I’ll test the machine, Argos will join me, and then we can make groups and allot time in the room with some sort of rotation.”

      “Sure; if it’s okay, I’d like to train with Menelas.”

      “Works for me. Though, I suggest we mix things up from time to time, just so we fight different opponents; it will keep us on our toes.”

      “That’s a good idea. Keep us in the loop, then?”

      “Sure.”

      A few seconds after ending the holo-communication, the doorbell rang.

      Chase swiped the holo-control to see who was there, and a hologram of Daniel projected in front of the door.

      “Come in.”

      “Hey, buddy; you wanted to see me?” asked Daniel.

      “Yeah, we need to talk about who’s gonna command the fleet while we train and when we go to Erevos.”

      “Do we have a timetable on that?”

      “Anywhere between ten and twenty days. Every warrior on this ship wants time inside to increase their abilities, so it looks like we’ll have to work out a schedule. If we take more time than that, we risk Spectre Arakan developing additional powers.”

      “How do you feel about fighting him?”

      “Honestly? I’m scared to death at the moment, and if we can avoid a confrontation and just blow his ass up with the rest of Erevos, I wouldn’t mind. But if there is a fight, then we need to be stronger than we are. Way stronger.”

      “Are you excited about the prospect of training inside the time chamber?”

      “I’m always excited about acquiring more power, but the thought of spending years in there is weird, you know.”

      “Well, to me it will feel like days, and I have to admit I hadn’t thought of the fact that time will pass at a much slower pace for you.”

      “I’m sure it will be brutal to just train every day for years. But at this point, we don’t have a choice. Spectre Arakan can crush us like insects with our current power levels.”

      “That must be frustrating.”

      “And terrifying.”

      “I bet.”

      “So, the reason I asked to see you is that I want you to take command of the Victory and the fleet should there be any engagement with the enemy while we train. If needed, you let us know, and those of us inside the time chamber will get out to help you.”

      “I’ll make sure to only ask for your help if it’s necessary.”

      “I know you will; thanks, bro.”

      “Thank you for trusting me with the Victory.”

      “You’ve always had great leadership abilities; that’s why you were the Destiny’s Wing Commander and first in line to replace Saroudis, if needed, despite being the weaker pilot,” Chase said with a smirk.

      “Oh, oh! I can’t believe you just said that.”

      “And yet we both know I was the better pilot.”

      “The most reckless one.”

      “But…”

      Daniel lifted an apologetic hand.

      “Ok, ok; you were the best pilot on that ship, probably the best pilot I’ve ever flown with, in fact. And so modest,” added Daniel, unable to suppress a chuckle.

      Chase laughed. “Yeah, that too.”

      “Have time for a quick breakfast before you go test the chamber?”

      “I’d like that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Altair sat next to Ryonna’s bed.

      “Thank you for coming, and thank you for saving my life, again.”

      “You’re welcome; when you failed to answer, I knew something was wrong.”

      “But coming down to the planet yourself?”

      “I felt responsible; I gave you that mission, it only seemed fair that I come and get you out myself. I couldn’t send the troops; they would have gotten overrun, so stealth was the only way. There was simply no one I could trust to get the job done, so I had to do it.”

      “When I saw you there, I really thought I was hallucinating. I— I never expected anyone to come get me.”

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through that torture. I shouldn’t have put you in that position, for that I deeply apologize.”

      Ryonna laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You risk your own life once again to save me, and then apologize for my failure. I’m the one that should be apologizing, something that’s not exactly my strong suit.”

      “Really, I hadn’t noticed that,” said Altair with a playful smile.

      “You must have sent other people on perilous or even suicidal missions before, though; I doubt you’d follow up on every one of them. So, I guess my question is, why me?”

      “No reason in particular besides what I’ve already told you. This mission was paramount; we simply couldn’t afford to fail. Since brute force would probably have resulted in a massacre, I felt I didn’t have any other choice. There was simply nobody else I trusted to get the job done.”

      Ryonna wasn’t convinced by Altair’s explanation. At least, not fully.

      “Are you telling me the whole truth?”

      “Why would I lie?”

      Perhaps Ryonna was projecting her latent feelings onto Altair in the hopes she wasn’t imagining things. But her emotions were troubling, as she never thought she’d be feeling anything like this for anyone in her life.

      “I didn’t mean to imply you did. Never mind. Thank you again for the rescue and for calling Ronan; that was a wonderful surprise.”

      “I thought he needed to know about you, and I had a feeling you’d enjoy seeing him upon waking up. However, and I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, I came down first and foremost to make sure the objective was completed. Of course, I was also hoping nothing had happened to you. While your temper can sometimes be problematic, I recognize that you’re a valuable…asset to this war.”

      Ryonna smiled. Her temper had been more under control lately, and she wondered if that was the reason she had so many close calls. It didn’t make any sense, but she felt it in her heart that she had grown slightly softer. She was still a proud warrior, but now she questioned her actions a little more than before.

      “I understand. I’m also grateful that I didn’t have to kill Tar’Lock’s sister myself. Though given a chance, after what she put me through, I certainly wouldn’t have hesitated.”

      Altair’s eyes grew wide.

      “Right,” said Ryonna. “You didn’t know that the queen was his sister since I forgot to mention that in my report.”

      “I don’t think that would have made a difference in my showdown with her, though I’m glad I didn’t have to factor in her relationship with Tar’Lock when I took the shot; sometimes just the slightest hesitation can cause a plethora of consequences.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t hesitate. I don’t think Tar’Sian was the same person Tar’Lock once knew. And since Gorgar have limited memory, I don’t think the family bonds are as strong as other races experience. Still, I’m not looking forward to telling him his sister is dead.”

      “While I don’t like deceiving people, perhaps it would be best not to tell him at all?”

      “The thought had crossed my mind since he has so many siblings anyway, but I would feel like I’m being deceitful, and I’m not sure I could look into his eyes as a friend while withholding that piece of information.”

      “But what if telling him breaks that friendship?”

      “Well, under the circumstances, if it happens, then it would mean that it wasn’t that strong a bond to begin with.”
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      In the cargo bay, Cedric approached Argos who was waiting for Chase so they could test out the chamber.

      “Can I speak to you?” inquired Cedric.

      “Sure, what do you need?” answered Argos.

      “Gaia gave me a call earlier; she said something about you helping Spiros’ clone.”

      “What about it?”

      “I just wanted to say thanks for helping. He’s my friend, and I should never have let him go on his own.”

      “You’re welcome and don’t beat yourself up about this, sometimes we need to do certain things alone. Is that all you wanted to tell me?”

      “Not exactly. I was thinking; if you had some of your equipment in the chamber, you could probably bring him back in a fraction of the time.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that, but what does it matter? In suspended animation he won’t feel a thing anyway.”

      “I know; I’m hoping he doesn’t feel any pain at the moment, but I was thinking mostly of Gaia.”

      “I see. If I repaired his body inside the chamber, then Gaia would spend less time on the outside worrying.”

      “Yes, exactly. Would you be willing to consider it?”

      “We’ll have to see if there’s enough space to do both repairs on his body and train simultaneously, but I don’t see why not. Since we may be in the chamber for years, or at the very least weeks or months at a time, fixing his clone body shouldn’t take more than a few days or so.”

      “Thank you, and I’m sure Gaia will appreciate it.”

      Cedric extended his hand toward Argos. This was something he didn’t expect. Argos tentatively reached forward and shook Cedric’s hand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Chase stepped into the training bay that morning, Chris snapped, “You’re late.”

      “Sorry, breakfast with Daniel ran longer than I expected.”

      “I thought you’d be excited to try this as soon as possible,” added Argos.

      “I am; I just wanted to see my friend. I’ll be cooped up for years in the time chamber, at least from my perspective, so taking some time off, even if just a couple of hours, seemed like a good idea.”

      “Fine. Who’s going in first?” asked Chris.

      “I’ll be going in first; to test it out,” said Chase.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Argos. “We can’t lose you if something should go wrong. There’s just too much at stake. Let me go instead.”

      Chase knew what Argos was trying to do, even without having to probe for his feelings. Argos still felt he was to blame and that he needed to do whatever it took to redeem himself. Chase could understand since he also felt responsible for failing to save every life claimed in this war. But, as many had told him before, he knew he needed to look forward and trust not only himself but also everyone around him.

      “Your life is as valuable as mine, Argos. But, I have no objections letting you go first.”

      “I could go with you?” proposed Chris.

      Chase brushed his hand through his son’s hair.

      “I think Argos wants to do this one on his own. He won’t be long.”

      Thank you, said Argos.

      Anytime, Brother.

      Argos approached the airlock leading to the time chamber and glanced at Kvasir.

      “How’s this going to work?”

      “This is just a simple test, so you get in, stay in the room for about ten minutes, and get out.”

      “That’s it?”

      “You can train while you wait the ten minutes. We’ve managed to find a way to reuse some of the enormous amounts of energy being blasted toward the containment field, giving us a ton of extra energy that can be tapped into. This gave me an idea, and we’ve managed to push the gravity generator you used earlier to unprecedented levels.”

      “That’s interesting. How far will it go?”

      “It probably can go all the way to five thousand Gs, but I’ve set it up so it will only increase incrementally to the next level once it’s safe for your body. It will also only set to the maximum level of the least powerful user in the group. This is to avoid accidents that could result in an unintentional death. Imagine a normal human stepping into a one thousand G environment, they’d be killed instantly.”

      “That’s a good point. I’m ready to go.”

      “Once you get into the air lock, wait until the light turns green, then you can enter the time chamber.”

      Argos turned around and looked at his friends, family, and the rest of the eggheads that made this possible. He smiled.

      “Good luck, Argos,” said Chase. “If you feel anything is wrong, just get out of there immediately, okay?”

      Argos flashed his brother a thumbs-up.

      “Will do. See you all in ten minutes?”

      “It will only be ten minutes for you,” corrected Yanis. “If everything goes as planned, we’ll see you in about twenty seconds, more or less.”

      “Right. Here goes nothing.”

      Chase could sense Chris was worried and wanted to tell his uncle to be careful, but he probably felt his uncle’s emotions just like Chase could and decided to stay silent.

      Argos entered the air lock and waited a few seconds until a light in front of the blast doors turned green. He pressed the door controls, splitting them open, revealing an intense white light that shone in the entire cargo bay. He stepped in, and his silhouette disappeared into the bright light as if he had stepped into a thick fog. The doors whooshed shut.

      He’ll be fine; don’t worry, said Chase to Chris.

      I hope so.

      We need to test this tech; in fact, without it, there’s really no way we can defeat Spectre Arakan.

      I know that. Even though I’m glad we are all training, I just wish we could take a few days off, not always be training or fighting or dealing with one tragedy after another. Don’t get me wrong, I love getting a better grasp on my powers, but there have to be some fun things we could do that won’t require us to fight all the time.

      The words resonated deeply with Chase. Even more so coming from his son. Ever since his miraculous birth, all he had known was worry and fighting. That was not the life Chase had envisioned for him.

      That brought back the dream he had when he was under the synthetic Kyrian snake venom. In that dream, Chase, Sarah, and Chris were a normal family, outside playing, enjoying life. It felt like paradise, but the reality was very different. Chase still hoped with all his heart that soon, after the Furies were dealt with, they could finally have those moments together, as a family.

      Well, if we go inside the machine, we could take as many days off as we’d like and only a fraction of that time would pass in here, so we wouldn’t feel guilty doing it, right?

      I hadn’t thought of that, but I would think you’d not want to waste a second of your training time.

      Spending time with my son could never be a waste of time, Chris. In fact, I feel like we haven’t had enough time even to talk. I know it’s not going to be as fun as leaving the ship and going to the surface of some distant planet, but I’m sure we’ll figure something out to get a few days off, just you and me. If you’d like that?

      Chris smiled from ear to ear. “I’d like that.”

      “How are we doing?” asked Chase when he thought more than twenty seconds had passed.

      “Everything seems to be working just fine. But Argos hasn’t gotten out.”

      Chase couldn’t sense anything wrong regarding his brother, but he had no idea if he would be able to while Argos was in the chamber.

      “Can you instruct him to get out? Do we have communication set up?”

      “Yes, I can project a holo-message inside the room. I’ve tried vocal communication but the time dilation makes it a little tricky, and I never managed to get it working correctly.”

      “Tell him to get out, or I’ll have to go in.”

      Sarah stood next to Chase and squeezed his hand.

      “Perhaps we should have tested a shorter amount of time.”

      Chase glanced at her sharply. “He’ll be fine.”

      The doors to the chamber opened, and Argos stepped out. Argos was profusely sweating as he stepped from the air lock, but other than that, he didn’t seem injured or ill.

      Chris ran to his side.

      “How was it?”

      “It felt okay, except for that bright light, but, by the end, I got used to it.”

      Chris punched him in the shoulder.

      “What’s that for?” complained Argos.

      “You should have come out on time; we were starting to get worried!”

      “Yeah, sorry about that, and thanks for the holo-message. I started playing with the new gravity engine, and I guess in between training and that strong light, I lost track of time.”

      “How do you feel, physically?” asked Kvasir.

      “Beside the tiredness from the gravity field, completely normal. But I can already tell the space in there is not optimal for training. Not to mention that we’ll need a food synthesizer, a table to eat on, and bunk beds of some kind when we need sleep inside the chamber. I might also need to bring in some of my cloning equipment to help Spiros once he’s back here.”

      “Yanis has been working on preparing all of that. It should be installed soon now that we know it’s safe to use. But, before we proceed further, I’d like you to submit to a full body scan. The doc is expecting you in the med-bay.”

      Argos grimaced as he didn’t think it was necessary, but complied anyway. “Very well.”

      “Mind if I come with you?” proposed Chris.

      “Of course not.”

      Argos and Chris left the cargo bay.

      “What now?” asked Chase.

      “Now we wait for the results, equip the room with everything you may need, and then you can all start using it for your training.”
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* * *

      Gaia ran into Chase as he was leaving the cargo bay.

      “Hey, Gaia, it’s good to see you again,” said Chase. “Are you alright?”

      “It’s good to see you too, Chase. I’m still very anxious about Spiros. I hope Argos can help.”

      “My brother will make sure you get him back in one piece. He’s not gonna let you down. Plus, he already set aside some time in the chamber to repair him, that way you’ll get Spiros back in a matter of hours.”

      “Cedric told me about that, which is wonderful. Will you give Argos my thanks?

      “Sure, I’ll let him know; I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. I met with Keera earlier, shortly after you all landed on the Victory. I understand the both of you have been through hell and back these last few days. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help you.”

      “Even you can’t be everywhere at once, Chase. We did try to contact the Alliance, but almost nothing seemed to go our way. I’m just glad the probe we sent with our message reached Emperor Altair. If it hadn’t, I feel we may never have gotten out of that predicament alive.”

      Chase pondered Gaia’s words for a moment. Even with all his powers and abilities, he knew very well that he had to accept that he couldn’t fix everything, no matter how strongly he felt.

      After their utter defeat against Spectre Arakan, he knew full well that all he could hope for was to give it his best and hope things would turn out okay.

      “I’m glad you’re back. How do you feel? Last time I saw you, you were in bad shape. I must admit it’s also a surprise seeing you in a human body, no offense.”

      “None taken; it’s a little strange for me, too. These bodies are so frail compared to my old avatars. But they have other advantages. I also feel disconnected from Earth now that I don’t have a subspace link with any technology. It’s a strange feeling, and I sometimes feel utterly alone because of it, but I guess that’s what it is to be human, right?”

      Chase couldn’t exactly answer that one. Thanks to his Fury powers, he almost always felt connected to his loved ones emotionally, one way or another. But he did remember the time before he acquired his powers, so he could somewhat relate.

      “Yes, I guess it is. Any other side effects of having a flesh and blood body?”

      “I’m having some nasty headaches, and they seem to be getting worse.”

      “Did the doc examine you?”

      “Yes, I’m coming from med-bay now. Unfortunately, he couldn’t find anything wrong, and since I have ancient tech in my skull that has become my primary brain so to speak, it’s difficult for the doc to know what the cause of my headaches is. Heck, we don’t even know much of anything about the tech ourselves. He didn’t find anything wrong with me on the biological level, which is good news.”

      “It is, but that must be frustrating for you, and I’m sorry you are in pain because of it. If it’s too painful at times, don’t hesitate to ask me. I have no idea if my healing powers can help, but it’s worth a try.”

      “Thank you, Chase. That’s very generous of you, and if it gets bad, I’ll be sure to come and visit you.”

      Chase also knew that the piece of machinery inside Gaia’s head could hold valuable information on creating better tech for the Earth Alliance, and while he didn’t know how to approach the subject, he had to try.

      “I don’t know how to ask you this, but—”

      “You can ask me anything. Don’t worry about the implications.”

      “Since your matrix is residing inside that tech now, I was curious if maybe you tried to get access to data outside of your matrix. If that’s even possible.”

      “I have asked myself that same question, and since I don’t have any wireless connection with the outside anymore, it’s completely possible that I can’t access it even if I wanted to. Though, I’ve been wondering if the headaches could be related to that. The more I try to get outside of my usual thinking patterns, the more often and stronger they seem to get. Or maybe it’s just pure coincidence.”

      That seemed unlikely to Chase. But he hated asking this of Gaia, especially after everything she and Spiros had been through. However, the potential for finding a blink drive, or any tech that could give them the edge before the last battle, was too critical to ignore.

      “I do hate asking you this…”

      “That’s alright, Chase. I owe you that much, and I promise you that I’ll try whatever you need. I know that buried deep in my head, right this moment, could hide a tech that would give you and the Alliance the edge you need. I’ll keep pushing and trying to see if I can access any data, that is if there is any present in there. After all, my matrix was vast, and it’s possible it erased whatever secrets the sphere held.”

      I sure hope not, thought Chase.

      “Thank you, Gaia.”
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      Chase dodged Sarah’s first fireball and deflected the next one, sending it back to her with a flick of his wrist. She blocked her own attack and re-assimilated its energy. But, by then, Chase was upon her, kicking her in the shoulder and sending her spinning wildly in the air.

      She stabilized herself before landing and stood ready to block his next combo.

      “Don’t hold back on me!” she protested. “Just give it all you’ve got. We’re only at a pathetic setting of seventy gravities because the computer thinks I can’t take more than that.”

      “The idea is for us to train, not for me to send you into the regen tank.”

      “Perhaps I need to get my butt royally kicked a few times.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Yes it does, if you think about it; you seem to be more powerful after every close call you’ve had with death. Maybe I need that to close the gap between us.”

      “Give yourself a break, you are progressing nicely. We’ve only been at this for three weeks, and I can tell you’ve gotten a much better grasp on your powers during that time.”

      Sarah frowned.

      “What is it?” asked Chase.

      “Maybe I should train with Chris.”

      “He’s training with Argos. Once we’re done with our month-long session, I’m sure he’ll be happy to train with you as well.”

      “Fat chance.”

      “What’s really bothering you?”

      “You’re not training as efficiently as you could because you’re stuck with me. Chris wants to train with his uncle, and I’m sure you’d rather train with him too.”

      “That’s nonsense.”

      “Chase, in the three weeks that we’ve been training, not once have you turned into an Ultra Fury. You’re not pushing yourself, which was the whole point. In fact, I think you shouldn’t just train with Argos but face both your brother and your son at the same time. I’m just slowing you down, and you’re too nice to say anything.”

      Chase swore in his head. Sarah was right, and the thought had crossed his mind, but he was still hoping that in the next few months Sarah would close some of the gap regarding her power. He didn’t know if she had enough Fury genes to ever be an Ultra Fury herself. In fact, he feared the lack of Olympian genes could very well be the missing element since only Fury genes were transferred to her during her pregnancy.

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself. And I’m still getting plenty of training done.”

      “See, now you’re patronizing me.”

      Chase sighed.

      “Okay, what do you want me to tell you?”

      “The cold hard truth; you owe me that much.”

      Chase’s face twitched. “Alright. I wish the gravity were at a higher setting, but it’s getting stronger every day, and we literally have years we can use to do this. You may not feel it yet, but you’re closing the gap already; you’re certainly getting more powerful faster than I did when I trained with Gaia’s bots. I just think you’ve put too many expectations on yourself. You can’t possibly hope to catch up with us when you were the last of us to develop your abilities. And I should point out that when that happened, you saved all our lives, Zeus’ included.”

      “Some good that did him.”

      Chase frowned. “That’s not fair, and I hate myself enough already for letting Olympus be destroyed and not being able to save my grandfather from his fate.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring back old memories.”

      “Yet you dismissed the fact that in that moment, your power was unbelievable.”

      “Why do you think that is, though?”

      “What? That you’re dismissing your powers?”

      Sarah shook her head.

      “No, Chase. Why was my power so great, and why can’t I access it now? I can tell you that unlike when these powers first surfaced, I’m no longer afraid of them. In fact, I’ve embraced them, and I want nothing more than total mastery over them; so why is it not working?”

      “I’m not sure why. I think your powers manifested because of the dangers we were facing, and you acted on survival instinct and the will to protect your family.”

      “Then what we’re doing here is useless.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because you’re not willing to get physical with me.”

      Chase pointed at Sarah’s black eye as well as multiple bruises on her limbs.

      “I haven’t exactly been going easy on you.”

      “But you’ve never put my life in danger, either.”

      “You know very well I can’t do that.”

      “Even if your reluctance to do so costs us the ultimate victory?”

      Chase threw his hands up and walked toward the exit.

      Sarah bit her lip. “Don’t go, Chase; I’m sorry.”

      But Chase kept walking and exited the time chamber.
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* * *

      Daniel was on his morning run when he passed through the observation deck and saw Chase looking at the stars through the large viewport. He stopped and walked toward Chase.

      “Hey, Chase. I’m surprised to see you here,” said Daniel, breathing heavily from his interrupted exercise. “Aren’t you supposed to be in the chamber or did you guys change your schedule?”

      “I needed some air. Sarah and I are fighting lately; I just don’t know what to do anymore. It feels like no matter what I say or do, we end up at each other’s throats.”

      Daniel came next to his best friend and patted his back.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. This whole war is messing with our heads, I guess.”

      “It’s not been the easiest of years, that’s for sure. I’m just worried that…”

      But Chase let the words hang.

      “Worried that what?”

      “Never mind.”

      “No, Chase; tell me. If you can’t tell me, whom can you tell? And when you’re worried, I get worried; in fact, I think everyone does.”

      “I have that gut feeling lately, about everything that’s ahead of us, and I don’t like it.”

      “You’ll need to be more precise than that; I have no idea what you’re trying to tell me.”

      “Like this is never gonna end.”

      “What? This war?”

      “Conflict in general. Arakan is finally dead, and he’s already been replaced by someone a hundred times more powerful; what if that someone is replaced by an even bigger enemy. When does it end? When can we just start enjoying normal lives?”

      “When was your life ever normal, Chase?”

      “Touché. But you know what I mean.”

      Daniel nodded. “I do. And I wish I had an answer for you, but truth be told, I’m just taking it one day at a time, and I think most of us do. I once was making plans in my head, but well, the future never unfolds how one imagines it, does it?”

      Chase knew very well Daniel was talking about plans his dear friend must have made in his mind when he envisioned a future with Fillio. A future that was stolen from him. What would Chase do if his future were stolen? How would he react? He preferred not to think about it; things were complicated enough as it was.

      “To get back to your problems,” continued Daniel, “have you considered asking Sarah to marry you?”

      Chase’s eyes shot wide open in surprise.

      “Of course, but where did that come from?”

      “I think you need to do it before we go into the final battle. It doesn’t have to be a large ceremony; you can have a quiet ceremony with just a few friends, but make your union official. You never know what tomorrow will bring, and at the moment, we have some respite. I know you guys are training and all, but take a few hours off, just enjoy yourselves. Heck, even have it in the time chamber; you could have a closed-quarters ceremony, take a day or even more, celebrate, laugh, dance, empty your heads for just a little while. I think it would do you good.”

      “Marriage is the last thing on my mind right now.”

      “Ok; then let me ask you, if this was your last day, wouldn’t you regret not being married to Sarah? Wouldn’t it bother you?”

      “When you put it like that…”

      “Just have the wedding, Chase.”

      “Even if I wanted to, all we’ve done is fight lately; it doesn’t seem appropriate.”

      “Then perhaps that’s one of the reasons.”

      “I seriously doubt it. Sarah is as aware of the war and the price we may have to pay to win it. We’ve discussed getting married when all of this is over.”

      “Except neither of you can guarantee that you’ll still be alive at the end of all this. I know that’s probably the last thing you want to hear right now, but…think about it.”

      Daniel clapped Chase on the back. “I’m gonna take a quick sonic shower; I’m due on the bridge in fifteen. Chin up, Chase, and next time you’re out of the chamber come and find me, I miss spending time with you.”

      “Alright. Me too, buddy.”
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* * *

      Argos unleashed a cascade of powerful fireballs toward his nephew, but Chris managed to dodge them all while still gaining ground, hoping to use the element of surprise to get a series of punches past Argos.

      But when Chris was upon him, Argos turned into an Ultra Fury and smashed Chris with a powerful jab that sent him tumbling and crashing for yards.

      He got back up and caressed his bruised cheek and spat some blood on the ground.

      “Ouch. I didn’t see that one coming.”

      “That’s because you’re not focused enough. I can tell your mind is elsewhere. What’s going on?”

      “I just wondered why we are already training. My parents left their time slot a lot sooner than we had planned. And I can feel tension, and even resentment, in Mom.”

      “I think we all have a lot on our plates at the moment. But that’s why it’s vital we stay focused and get stronger. Only if we grow our power exponentially do we stand a chance at taking out the Spectre.”

      “I know that, but I don’t like it when there’s tension between them, you know.”

      Argos had felt it too. There was trouble in paradise, and he had tried to ask Chase about it before they entered the time chamber, but Chase didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Your parents are adults, and they’ll figure it out on their own. We’re not doing them any favors by letting their problems impact our training time.”

      “I get that,” said Chris before looking toward the pod that encased the body of Spiros. “How long will he be like that? I heard Gaia has literally been camping outside the time chamber.”

      “I’ll check him and see how much longer he needs before his clone body is fully repaired. He’s lucky they put him in a suspended animation pod to transport him here, though. I fear if they had waited another day, he would have been beyond my help. Here’s the deal, I’ll spend a few more hours monitoring him and making the final adjustments, but you have to keep training on your own for a while, okay?”

      “Sure; I’ll boost the gravity to its max and do some katas. How does that sound?”

      “Good; and try and stay focused on your task, okay?”

      Chris saluted. “Yes, sir!”

      “Very funny, Brat!”
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* * *

      Gaia was pacing in the cargo bay for what felt like an eternity. It had been hours already since Argos brought Spiros to the chamber. It was three in the morning onboard the Victory, and even Kvasir, who tended to burn the midnight oil, had left to get some rest.

      She tried telling herself that she would see Spiros much sooner than she would normally have, thanks to the new technology. Still, that didn’t lower her anxiety one bit. She was going mad in her head waiting to see the man she loved so much. Argos had guaranteed that he would fix him and that he would make a full recovery, but Gaia simply couldn’t take Argos at his word. She knew Argos would do anything to save him, but with the lack of luck they had experienced on their perilous mission, Gaia couldn’t help but feel that something could still go wrong.

      Part of her was worried that being inside the chamber while his body was being repaired would trigger a side effect Argos couldn’t have anticipated. A noise brought Gaia out of her musings, and her heart skipped a beat as the inner doors of the airlock split open, filling the cargo bay with bright light.

      It took a good three seconds until the blurry shadow, set against an impossibly white light source, emerged from the ethereal, divine-looking glow. These three seconds felt like an eternity.

      Spiros stood in the airlock, waiting for the time dilation adjustment cycle to finish. His eyes fixed upon hers, a wide smile spread across his face. He looked so much younger than the man she had fallen in love with, but then again, he was way cuter now.

      “Hey, love,” he said through the airlock speakers.

      “Hey, you.” Gaia’s voice trembled, as tears coursed down her face. “I was going mad. How are you feeling?”

      “Much better. In fact, I don’t ever remember feeling this good, even when I was this age.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that.”

      The light inside the airlock turned green, and he stepped out. Gaia’s arms were around his neck the moment he was out. She kissed him passionately.

      Spiros gently caressed her hair; his eyes lovingly looking her over. He cupped her face in his hands, but a worried look crossed over him.

      “How are you doing? How are your headaches?” he asked.

      “I’m fine; don’t worry about me.”

      “Look who’s talking.”

      “They are getting stronger, but I’m trying to embrace them, and, in fact, I’m focusing on trying to get information from the ancient tech when they happen. It’s not easy, and I’ve been trying to enter a meditative state when the headaches strike, with little success, so far.”

      “Why would you even try to do that? I don’t like it.”

      “Chase thinks that the sphere might still contain data on tech that could be useful.”

      Spiros frowned, and sadness filled his eyes.

      “I just got you back, the last thing I want is to lose you all over again. What if by accessing the data, it destabilizes your matrix again, or worse?”

      “We both know that the only reason we are still alive and able to be together now is thanks to Chase. I owe him that much.”

      “You don’t owe anybody anything.”

      “Spiros, I understand how you’re feeling, I truly do. But you know very well that isn’t true.”

      “Why can’t we just take a ship and get the hell out of here? Just you and me.”

      “I’d like that; when the war is over, that’s exactly what we’ll do. But look at it this way, when the war is over, we could return to Earth. I— I miss my home.”

      “I suppose it’s as pretty a planet as any.”

      Gaia smiled as she took Spiros’ face in her hands.
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      Ryonna entered the mess hall and scanned every table until she spotted Chase alone in a corner, staring at his food. She noticed a deep frown on his face as she approached.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      Chase rose from his seat. His entire face lit up as they shook hands.

      “It’s so good to see you alive and well,” said Chase.

      “Thank you, Chase.”

      “Do you want something to eat?”

      “I’m good, but thank you.”

      “Please sit,” said Chase.

      “Are you not training? I was surprised when Daniel told me I might find you here.”

      “The time chamber is too small for all of us to train at the same time, and since the security features adjust on-the-fly to the least powerful of its users, we couldn’t train as efficiently if we were all inside. While us Fury hybrids have already used this tech to gain strength, Athena, Menelas, Poseidon, and even Thor, have no experience with it, and they will need to use the gravity engine at much lower settings for the time being.”

      “I understand, but I can feel there’s something else. Plus, I noticed on the schedule that right now Argos and Chris are training, surely you could tag along with them. Something is bothering you; something big.”

      “I thought you had lost your powers in the matter.”

      “I have lost my ability to see when someone is going to die, but that doesn’t mean I can’t still sense strong emotions. And even if I couldn’t, have you seen yourself in the mirror?”

      Chase tried smiling.

      “Fair enough. I imagine I don’t look my best.”

      “You look lost. Want to talk about it?”

      “Sarah and I have been arguing a lot lately. I’ve also been thinking about asking her to marry me before we destroy Erevos.”

      “That seems like a rash decision. But I can understand why you would.”

      “You can? I was semi-expecting you to be the voice of reason.”

      “You both love each other so much, and soon you’ll go into battle together. All life in the universe depends on whether or not you succeed. Which means anyone going to Erevos might not come back. I know you, Chase, if you have to sacrifice yourself to make sure that others live, you will.”

      As his look changed from concern to seriousness, she could tell she was right about her assessment.

      “You sure haven’t changed much since the last time we had a heart to heart conversation in a mess hall. You’re not pulling any punches, and you’re definitely telling it like it is.”

      “You’re my friend; I owe you my life ten times over, so why would I just tell you what you want to hear? What type of friend would that make me? In troubled times, we need to hear the truth; on that I’m sure you agree.”

      Chase nodded.

      “Can I ask you something? It’s personal, so you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      “Ask me anything, Chase.”

      “If you had known beforehand that your husband would die, would you have still married him?”

      The mention of her husband made Ryonna’s heart tighten in her chest. She had been doing a lot of introspective thinking regarding the emotions she had allowed herself to have toward Altair.

      “Absolutely, even if he had died the next day, but, fortunately, we had twenty happy years together. Even if we didn’t, I would never regret marrying him.”

      “Thank you; I know this is not exactly a subject you like to discuss.”

      “You’re welcome, Chase.”

      “One more thing. Right now I’m the one who senses that you’re feeling worried about something. I don’t mean to scan you, but you’re all over the place.”

      Was she? She thought she had managed to keep her emotions in check at the mention of her husband. She missed him greatly, and more than anything she wished that Ronan still had his father. He would have been so proud of the man their son had become.

      “It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with.”

      Chase stared straight into her eyes for a moment. She felt like breaking their gaze.

      “Alright, then. Thanks again for your honest opinion. I truly value it, as I do your friendship. And if you ever want to talk about what bothers you, know that my door is always open.”

      “I know, Chase. Thank you.”
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* * *

      After his discussion with Ryonna in the mess hall, Chase went to see Kvasir in the cargo bay.

      “Do you ever stop working?” said Chase with a smile.

      “I do, but I’d like to monitor the time chamber as much as I can because if we lose containment, we’d also lose the ship and probably everyone on board. I am wearing a device that will alert me to the slightest fluctuation in power levels though, so no need to worry.”

      “Looks like you’re worrying enough for all of us.”

      “I’m used to that.”

      “Do you ever do anything for fun?” Chase asked.

      “I try to take an hour every day to study Earth culture and the way its society works, which I find really fascinating.”

      “Funny you should say that. I have a favor to ask you, but it’s somewhat personal.”

      “I’m honored you’d consider me for personal matters, and I’d be happy to help in any way I can.”

      “Can you install holographic projectors inside the time chamber?”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem, but to what end if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “It’s a bit premature, but I’m hoping to hold my wedding inside the chamber. I’ve thought about doing it simply aboard the Victory, but we don’t know when we may be called to enter into battle. I thought we could have a nice wedding and take our time doing it, while very little time would pass outside the chamber. I’d obviously have to keep the attendance small because of the size of the room, but a close-friends wedding would suit me.”

      “Fascinating. From what I’ve read about weddings, these things take time to prepare. I’d love to do that for you.”

      “That would be great as I don’t even know where to start. I’d also like to propose to Sarah in the training room and surprise her with changing the landscape the moment I do it and have a holographic environment fade in; do you think you could do that?”

      “As soon as the system is in place, all you’d have to do is use your mind to turn it on.”

      “That would be perfect. As for the wedding, did you read up enough on the subject? Or should I ask my mom to help you?”

      “I’d welcome Athena’s input, but I’ve researched it thoroughly and seen many vids of such events.”

      “Then you know more about it than I do. I’ll let my mom know she can expect a call from you. I think she’d like to be a part of this.”

      “Absolutely. It would be my honor to do this for you, Chase. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      “No, it is I who should thank you, Kvasir.”
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* * *

      Tanak’Vor spent days in the Furies’ archive trying to obtain information about the ships that had obliterated his fleet at Thanos Five. Just when he was about to give up, he did one last search in the computer’s database.

      “One match found,” said the male computer voice.

      “Show me.”

      The computer holo-projected some obviously handmade sketches of starfighter ships, and they did resemble the one that he saw on the holo-logs. He sifted through the information and discovered there were a number of these ships in existence.

      According to the old-Fury dialect that the computer was translating in real-time, they were ancient. Very ancient, and older than their recorded history, in fact.

      They were created by an alliance between five older races, one of which was the Olympians, at a time when they were still considered a young race in the universe.

      Not much was known regarding their capabilities and how they worked; the written records were simply too old and mostly incomplete. Anyway, Tanak’Vor knew what they were capable of by the short clip he had witnessed.

      However, one thing caught his eye; the records mentioned that the ships used energy from their pilots to create formidable energetic discharges more powerful than any technology could ever achieve. In the Spectre’s mind this confirmed that only Ultra Furies or beings with large pools of energy could use them efficiently enough to cause serious damage.

      They were dubbed soul ships. Upon sifting through a ton of useless additional records within the same file, a word jumped out at him. He thought he’d seen it earlier, so he asked the computer to find a match, and sure enough, that part of the file referred to the race that defeated the creators of the soul ships.

      The Atlantians. The file described the people of Atlantis as being the most technologically evolved race that ever traveled the stars; a race with unimaginable intellect that had built a perfect society and civilization.

      If they were so smart, where are they now?

      It took Tanak’Vor several hours to piece together the larger puzzle. It still didn’t explain how or why the Atlantians disappeared, and the Fury archive didn’t contain anything else on the subject other than a theory.

      At the height of their civilization, the Atlantians, who had already found a cure for mortality, wanted to create a better race, one that would allow them to exponentially progress and unlock every mystery of the universe. To do this, they created the Soulless. All that Tanak’Vor could piece together after, was that the Atlantians had disappeared in the blink of an eye in their planet-sized ships that housed millions of souls traveling through the stars.

      Tanak’Vor didn’t expect this wretched dimension to contain such powerful beings, more powerful, it appeared, than the Furies, the Olympians, and the Asgardians. There could be new technologies to be found from the remnants of these older races, which would certainly be of interest to the council as well as Spectre Prime.

      Until now, Tanak’Vor didn’t understand the main motivation behind the council’s decision to try and enter this dimension. The last three dimensions that the Spectres had conquered had not contributed any advancements to their level of technology.

      That could change if he could get his hands on those soul ships. Perhaps his tactic of trying to push the Furies outward was the wrong one, maybe he should think of a way to bring the soul ships to him on Erevos. Of course, with their level of power, that was a risky proposition. They could very well destroy everything he would throw at them.

      If the archive information was correct, the pilots needed to use their energy to operate the vessels, which meant it was limited. And, while the Ultra Furies today represented the best this dimension had to offer, their level of powers was infinitesimal compared to Tanak’Vor’s.

      Yes, I need to get my hands on one of those ships.

      He needed a little more time to make sure he had put all contingencies into place, should his plan to kill the Ultra Furies fail. No matter what happened when they finally returned to Erevos, Chase and his friends would pay a steep price. Of that, Tanak’Vor would make sure.
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* * *

      Sarah was on the bridge when Daniel exited the turbo-lift.

      “You should get some sleep,” he said. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but you look exhausted.”

      “I can’t sleep.”

      “Are the two of you still fighting?”

      Sarah shook her head. “He told you?”

      Daniel swallowed hard. “Just in passing.”

      “Right.”

      “If I may, though, I think the two of you should try and focus on what you have and not on your current disagreements, whatever they may be.”

      “And what is it that we have?”

      “Love, life, a family. I wish I had all those things.”

      It hit Sarah that she had been complaining about how Chase treated her, but Daniel had lost the woman he loved and with it the prospect of having a family.

      “What about Rae? I thought the two of you would hit it off.”

      “We went our separate ways a while back. I thought you knew.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “I’m not. I’m still not over Fillio; I can’t be with anyone else until I get past that, you know.”

      Sarah nodded solemnly. “I understand.”

      “Go train with Chase, Sarah, and don’t let whatever is eating at you create a chasm between the two of you. You’ve both been through hell and back, and I’m sure there will be more hardships for the both of you in the future, but at least you have each other; cherish that, today, now. Take it from me, if you don’t, you may regret it for a very long time, your entire life even.”

      Daniel’s words hit home. He was right. Even though they didn’t get along lately, and Sarah didn’t appreciate that Chase wasn’t willing to train harder with her, he was doing it out of love. If the positions were reversed, would she do any different? Probably not. Chris had used deceit to bring some of her powers to the surface, and while she was mad at him for doing so at first, she understood why he did it and was thankful ever since it had empowered her.

      “Thank you, Daniel. You have the bridge.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      On her way to their quarters, Sarah couldn’t help but feel nostalgic about her days on Earth. Life seemed so simple back then. All she had to worry about was not getting killed inside her fighter jet.

      But even if meeting Chase had meant a life of worry and risking their lives at every turn, he had shown her the universe. He had fulfilled her dream of going to the stars on their very first date, in fact. Had she been too hard on him? Her moods had been swinging out of control at every turn lately. Perhaps she needed to ground herself and recognize what really mattered to her.
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      Sarah entered the time chamber where Chase was training on his own. The room’s gravity immediately adjusted from over a thousand to one hundred and twenty, which the computer calculated was a safe setting for her at her current power levels.

      Chase must have returned here during the night because she had heard him come to bed earlier, but he was gone when she woke up. She had been pretty out of it when he returned to their quarters, and she had preferred not engaging in a discussion for fear of preventing him from sleeping, but obviously, that didn’t matter since he was here.

      Chase had his eyes closed and performed a very fluid and offensive base kata, and while she needed to talk with him, she waited until he finished.

      “Chase,” she called.

      Chase opened his eyes and turned Ultra Fury.

      What the hell?

      Before she could say another word, he launched himself at her, both of his fists engulfed in flames.

      “Wait!” she shouted.

      But Chase didn’t and sent her flying to the wall on her left. His jab fractured her cheekbone, and her entire face throbbed.

      “I need to talk with you,” she said, holding the side of her face.

      “Later; right now you need to defend yourself.”

      She could tell from his tone that he was dead serious, and while Chase was giving her what she had wanted before, she had come in to talk, not fight. Nevertheless, part of her really wanted to know if she could hold her own against him at full power.

      Chase rapidly sent three consecutive fireballs her way. She dodged the first one, deflected the second one with the back of her hand, and obliterated the last one with a fireball of her own.

      Chase was upon her the second she had deflected his attack, and Sarah somersaulted over him, turned in mid-air, and unleashed a powerful kick to his neck. Chase’s head didn’t even budge, but instead, her foot throbbed with pain.

      Holy shit; it’s like he’s invincible in this form.

      Of course, she knew it wasn’t the case; Spectre Arakan had easily defeated Chase even in his Ultra Fury mode. Which meant that her power levels were simply not good enough to even hope to be of any use against their enemy at this point. She’d have to work long and hard to close the gap, that much was certain.

      Before she could strike at him again, he grabbed her by the leg, and spun around so fast, Sarah only saw a white blur. When he released her, she crashed to the floor with such velocity that she bounced up and onto the opposite wall, traveling up toward the ceiling before she painfully and unceremoniously collapsed to the floor.

      At this point, she ached everywhere but began feeling her rage build up. Should she give in to this anger?

      “I think you should,” smirked Chase, “if you want to stay alive now or in the future. Letting your inner fury overtake you is part of the process.”

      She struggled back to her feet and dusted herself off.

      “Yet, you said you attained your higher level of powers not by using hatred or rage.”

      “It matters most how you focus your emotion and what you use them for. I can’t deny that being angry makes me more powerful. What I do with that power is the key to staying sane, though. Now get ready, I’ve been holding back in my first two attacks, I won’t in the next one.”

      That was him holding back? I’m in trouble.

      Chase unleashed an animalistic roar as his aura tripled in size. His hair flew upward, his eyes shining like two burning stars. Everything around them trembled. In this moment, she barely recognized the man she loved; the level of power he displayed was terrifying.

      “You either get into the game now, or you may die. I’ll try to revive you, but I won’t hold off on my next attacks.”

      Is he fucking kidding me?

      She wanted to complain and make him stop, but the desire to feel that she had a place in the upcoming battle as an equal to Chase, Argos, and Chris was too strong. She needed to know if she was a hindrance to them of if she could hold her own when the time came.

      She didn’t have to be as powerful as them, but she couldn’t become a liability either. Otherwise, Chase was right to try and shield her, and she might as well stay on board the Victory when the time came to return to Erevos.

      She looked straight at Chase and nodded in agreement.

      Before her guard was back up, Chase was upon her and must have hit her a good fifteen times before she understood what was going on. He was moving so fast, she simply couldn’t follow him with her eyes. She’d have to sense or predict his movements, or she’d get reduced to a pulp quickly.

      She felt the anger rise deep from within, but this time instead of fearing it, she fueled it with rage, and before she realized it, she was blocking, countering, and dodging every one of Chase’s attacks.

      Her eyes turned bright yellow, and she felt an incredible amount of energy run through her veins like nothing she experienced before, not even on Droxia. What was most impressive this time is that she felt in control, and she was aware of what was happening to her.

      She devised a strategy and started launching combo attacks of her own, even landing some powerful blows that sent blood from Chase flying in the air. He was reciprocating, and they both were hitting each other hard. He had easily broken at least three of her bones, but she had also heard some of his crack.

      She pretended to stumble, and Chase went for the bluff. She grabbed his arm in the middle of his uppercut, twisted around, and smashed Chase on the floor with all her might. The force field around the time chamber flashed blue, and a large shockwave reverberated around him.

      Her instincts took over, and before she had time to think, she was unleashing dozens upon dozens of fireballs. Chase tried canceling most of them out with his own but had to dodge a few. By the time he had deflected the last one, Sarah was on top of him, levitating in the air with a smirk on her face. She unleashed a powerful kick to his face and sent him crashing to the wall she had herself bounced against earlier.

      Chase recovered his balance before hitting the ground and unleashed a gigantic column of energy toward her. Instinctively, she rooted herself to the ground, extended both her arms forward, and unleashed as much energy as she could, creating an equally powerful yellow column of energy.

      As both attacks impacted with one another, a terrible shockwave sent both of them skidding backward. Chase growled and intensified the energy of his attack, which began repelling hers. Without even consciously realizing it, she intensified hers and pushed his attack back.

      That’s when Chase stopped firing. The bright yellow column of energy kept advancing toward him, and he stood in the path of the attack. Before it hit him, Sarah felt compelled to deflect the column’s trajectory. She didn’t believe he could deal with its power and was too scared that his overconfidence would get him killed.

      While he could revive her, the opposite wasn’t true. Chase teleported in front of her while she was finishing her move and clocked her with such force that she thought she’d lose consciousness on the spot. Her vision blurred, her head spun, and blood shot from her mouth. She was nearly knocked out and had to put a knee to the ground, but she refused to fall.

      Then, everything around her changed. The white room turned into a beautiful Earth landscape with greenery and trees and a gentle breeze. In the distance was a beautiful cascade of water, the sound of waves gently lapping against some rocks. She looked at Chase who was smiling as he reached for something in his pocket.

      Her head was still ringing as he opened a velvety case exposing a beautiful diamond and amethyst ring. His hair fell onto his back as his aura died down.

      “Sarah, will you marry me? Today?” he asked.

      The question hit her harder than any of the blows he had inflicted upon her. Her heart thumped, and tears flowed uncontrollably down her cheeks. She would never have imagined that he would do something like this, not at this moment, not when they seemed entangled in such a powerful and life-threatening training session.

      “Oh, Chase! Yes! I will marry you.”

      He smiled, took the ring out, and put it on her finger.

      The reflection around them from the clear blue sky made the diamond and gem shine brightly.

      She tried getting back on her feet, but her entire body ached. Chase bent down to one knee and grabbed her by the arms; soon her pain faded away. They kissed passionately in this perfect moment in time.

      When their lips parted, he gestured with his head and said: “Look at that gravity setting.”

      She looked behind him and noticed the gravity factor appeared over the mesmerizing view of the mountains and waterfall. It read eight hundred and twenty-seven. She couldn’t believe her eyes.

      “And you were worried you weren’t progressing fast enough.”

      “I— I can’t believe it.”

      “Perhaps that’s the reason why you were failing in your approach to your powers. I knew all along that you were capable of this and more. Your power seems to manifest differently than ours. Perhaps it’s your lack of Olympian genes, but your Fury genes are very powerful. I felt that when you saved us on Droxia, you had a power even greater than our own. It just seems more complicated for you to consciously access it, but it’s certainly there.”

      “Huh,” was all she could answer.

      “Let’s get something to eat and prepare for the ceremony, too.”

      “We’re really doing this today? I thought you wanted to wait until the war was over.”

      “Initially, I wanted to, yes. But we didn’t have a time chamber. We can take a few days to do this, and only a fraction of time will pass outside the chamber.”

      Sarah smiled.

      “That sounds like fun, then. But for future reference, beating the shit out of your fiancée is not how these things go, and you’re the one supposed to get on one knee when asking someone to marry you.”

      Chase chuckled. “What’s the fun in that? You must know by now that I don’t like to do things like other people.”

      She punched him in the shoulder. “Good job, then, because that was a one-of-a-kind proposal.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tanak’Vor checked the latest reports from his admiral. The Furies had managed to wipe out a large portion of the smaller world’s forces. He had adjusted their strategies to conserve the fleets for when it came time to bring the Earth Alliance to their knees. Something he could feel in his borrowed bones was coming soon.

      By instructing his ships to jump in, fire from orbit, and jump out within less than an hour, they never gave the Earth Alliance time to react. They kept sending ships, but by the time they arrived, the Fury forces were long gone.

      His forces had reduced six races nearly to dust. It would take years to recover from the attacks, and they would spread a message of fear to their neighbors, a message that Tanak’Vor hoped would fester through the galaxy like a plague.

      His next target would be the jump gate networks the humans and Obsidians were building. In the long run, the jump gates would provide them a tactical advantage since they could travel through hyperspace faster by using them. It would also allow smaller ships, devoid of hyperspace engines, the ability to travel in FTL.

      On the one hand, he was determined to send a message of fear and terror, but on the other hand that could result in other worlds joining the Earth Alliance out of desperation. With the help of the jump gate network, they could then assemble and send unprecedented fleets toward Erevos.

      So for the time being, he would destroy only tactical gates. Those that would prevent the Alliance from jumping directly to Erevos, cutting down the travel time compared to using their own jump engines. This would only slow them down, but when the time came to strike at the heart of the Alliance, it could prove crucial.

      He also needed to leave breadcrumbs behind with his attacks to try and taunt the Earth Alliance into making the first move. He needed Chase and the Ultra Furies to all come to him instead of him trying to find them, as they could have split up, and he wanted to deal with them once and for all and get his hands on one of the soul ships to study.

      He would need a few more days to put all the pieces of his plan into place, and then he’d set his trap for the Earth Alliance. The next battle would either see the Furies win the war or see their downfall. Chase and his cohorts would have to choose between destroying the enemy fleets with their soul ships, which would tax their energy to be able to fight him, or they would have to keep their energy and needlessly squander it trying to bring him down.

      There was no way the Ultra Furies would ever be able to defeat him. He had witnessed their capabilities, and they simply were not fighting on the same level. Tanak’Vor had no doubts that Chase would train and try to increase his powers, as he had in the past while that fool Arakan was in control, making one stupid mistake after another.

      But at the end of the day, Tanak’Vor would siphon their souls and become more powerful with every warrior’s soul he acquired. He had already grown in power by assimilating Oryn’s soul. He could feel her inside of him; she granted him more energy as well as new abilities.

      But unlike Arakan, he would not rush things. He didn’t need to. He just had to put everything in place and let the Earth Alliance make their final mistake of coming back to Erevos.
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      Kvasir had done an incredible job with the holographic environments for the time chamber wedding by choosing one that mimicked a larger venue rather than revealing how truly small the chamber was for such an event.

      Of course, the list of invitees had been reduced to the bare minimum. Outside of the people already using the chamber for training, there were Chase’s close friends and family members.

      Right now the holo-projector showed a beautiful replica of one of Earth’s cathedrals, and Altair was officiating the wedding.

      Sarah was happier than she had been in months. The cathedral looked similar to the one she had seen in the fantasy she was escaping to when Argos was torturing her. Part of her wished he hadn’t been invited, and she could sense by his look that he felt like he didn’t belong there as well, but Chase wanted his brother at their wedding.

      They arrived at the vows, and Sarah was amazed how similar Chase’s words were today to his words in her fantasy.

      “I promise to always look after you and love you for as long as I shall live. I will always be there for you. With patience and kindness in my heart and to give you strength and support when you need it the most. You can always count on me, through thick and thin. I love you with all my heart and soul. I pledge myself to you for all eternity.”

      Now it was her turn.

      “You are my everything. My best friend, my teacher, my role model, and my true north. I love you now and vow to love you forever. In sickness and in health, through sorrow and success, through times of darkness and light, I shall forever be by your side. I love you more than anything in this world, and today you make me whole.”

      Altair smiled and looked at the people seated just a few feet away.

      “Chase Athanatos, will you take Sarah Kepler to be your lawfully wedded wife, to love her and cherish her, now and forever?”

      “I do,” said Chase without hesitation.

      “Sarah Kepler, will you take Chase Athanatos to be your lawfully wedded husband, to love him and cherish him, now and forever?”

      “I do,” said Sarah, tears sparkling in her eyes.

      “By the power vested in me by the Earth Alliance, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

      Chase kissed Sarah as everyone present cheered.

      Minutes later Kvasir had changed the holo-environment into a ballroom overlooking a seaside cliff and a beautiful sunset. This was the perfect venue for a dinner with their closest friends and family members.

      Dancing, dining, and laughing did everyone a world of good. It took away a lot of the tension people were feeling. Eventually, the ceremony came to a close, and all the invitees left the reception. Kvasir, Cedric, Yanis, and Tar’Lock stayed a little longer to help clean up the chamber while Chase and Sarah sat and watched the moon reflect upon the water in the horizon. Sarah rested her head on Chase’s shoulder.

      “Thank you so much for this,” she said. “I didn’t want to pressure you into doing this, but I feel so much better now that our union is official. We don’t know what awaits us tomorrow, so I’m very happy we did this.”

      “I’m happy we did this as well, and I’m sorry we couldn’t do it earlier.”

      “Don’t apologize; this was a perfect wedding, and thanks to the time dilation, we don’t have to feel guilty for taking this break.”

      Chase smiled as they enjoyed the dreamy view for a while longer, so long in fact, that they hadn’t noticed when the last of their friends left.

      “What now?” asked Sarah.

      Chase closed his eyes, accessed the computer in charge of the holographic environment, and changed everything around them. They were sitting in the cockpit of a ship, in hyperspace.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Now we enjoy a nice retreat and honeymoon as we should.”

      “I know time here is almost free, but shouldn’t we be training?”

      “Shhh, let’s just enjoy this for the next few days, okay?”

      Sarah smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “That sounds perfect.”
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* * *

      Altair didn’t expect Sarah when he answered the incoming call from the Victory.

      “Hey, Captain Kepler, or should I call you Captain Athanatos?”

      She smiled. “While I like the sound of that, Sarah will do.”

      “Very well, Sarah. I take it that you’ve returned from your honeymoon?”

      “Yes, we have. I was feeling guilty about it, but when I realized barely two hours had passed outside the chamber, I allowed myself to think that this was time well spent. Chase and I needed to get some time alone.”

      “I’m pleased to hear you had a good time. And, yes, thanks to the time dilation, you both got the breather that you needed. I would even recommend you plan some R&R time-slots in between your training sessions. With the way things have been going lately, I think it would help morale.”

      “That’s a good idea. I’ll let Chase and the others know.”

      “I take it you didn’t call me to tell me any of this, though?”

      “No, I wanted to go over the latest reports, but before we do that, I wanted to thank you once more for officiating.”

      “It was both my pleasure and honor.”

      “I wanted to catch up with you on what happened in the last couple of days. Any news of the Furies? Any more ships attacking smaller worlds like they tried to do on Thanos Five?”

      “Yes, but they seem to have adjusted their tactics, most likely in response to their losing their fleet to the soul ships. They’re mostly performing guerrilla-style attacks now; arrive in a system, destroy their opposition, and get out. There’s no way we can hope to jump fast enough, even with the gate network progressing at a faster pace now that the gates are assembled on the Gorgar home world.”

      “Well, it makes sense for them not to linger around for us to come and destroy their last ships. Chase is certain that they have more ships than we can estimate, and that Spectre Arakan being has more surprises up his sleeve. But, I think they don’t have an infinite supply of ships. If they did, they would have sent more than three super-destroyers on Thanos Five. As for the hit and runs, perhaps it’s for the best. Not for the races that are getting hit, of course, but we can’t expect to use the soul ships solely to defend every world from the Fury attacks, their impact on our energy levels makes them a last contingency type of solution.”

      “Yes, Chase told me about the impact on the pilots. Right now we’re trying to put in place a system where we patrol more worlds thanks to the jump gate network, and hopefully, that will dissuade them from these new attacks. But, if I can be blunt?”

      “Please, always.”

      “I don’t like this. None of their new tactics makes much sense. In fact, it seems almost too random.”

      “That could be because we don’t know their intentions. Perhaps a pattern will emerge, and then it may very well make a lot of sense. Until such time, let’s also not forget that the head of the Furies now is not even a Fury. So it would make sense for him to use different tactics. If only to throw us off.”

      “That’s a good point. Is there anything else you’d like me to do regarding these attacks?”

      “Just make sure we get as much sensor data as we can. If you remember, we had to fight a spider ship at one point, and we have no way of knowing how many of those are out there. The more telemetry we get on these short engagements, the better.”

      “Understood. None of the data showed an energy signature similar to what you encountered earlier. It could very well be a single ship that you incapacitated in your last fight. I think if Spectre Arakan had a bunch of ships, he would send them in these hit and runs since that spider ship can fire while cloaked.”

      “Arakan had us all fooled in the past, and we were caught off guard because of it. I would like us to avoid ever being put in a similar position. That’s why I think knowledge is key.”

      “Very well, Sarah. I’ll keep you posted on the latest frontline developments.”

      “Thank you, Altair.”
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* * *

      Menelas dodged Athena’s energy-based attack and counter-attacked with a fireball of his own. It struck the Olympian on the shoulder, sending her skidding on the floor, but she managed to keep her balance.

      When Menelas rushed to deliver the next part of his attack, Athena was ready for him. He jumped in the air and unleashed four fireballs at her. She raised a golden shield that repelled them and sent the attacks back to him. Unprepared, he only managed to dodge the first one as the other three sent him spinning in the air with each impact and resulting explosions.

      When he hit the ground, Athena was already on the move. Her long hair majestically floating as she effortlessly moved long distances in very little time.

      Menelas had to roll out of the way to avoid being crushed by Athena’s foot and managed to swipe it in the process, bringing Athena down for the first time in their current training session.

      Before he could land a follow-up blow, she flipped back up and got back into a defensive stance.

      “Impressive,” said Menelas.

      “Don’t forget I had nearly ten thousand years more than you to develop my skills.”

      “Did you use most of that time for honing your skills?”

      “No, if I or any Olympian had, we probably could have dealt with the Furies on our own. Instead, we grew complacent and even lazy. Although I did work on my skills a little during the cleanup period after we thought the majority of Furies were gone. In fact, every time a Fury sighting was reported, I would lead the mission to find and bring it down.”

      “Hoping to see me again?”

      “And also making sure that if it was you, you weren’t being executed.”

      “How many such rogue Furies did you deal with?”

      “I lost count. Eventually, I resigned myself to the fact that you wouldn’t be coming home and probably perished in the last attack on Erevos.”

      Menelas looked down.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that.”

      “Well, you weren’t exactly enjoying a vacation either.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, there were times I wanted to give up and die. But holding you in my arms again, as well as seeing our son get married the other day, that was worth enduring it all.”

      “I just wished we could have had the ceremony on Olympus.”

      “I’m sure Zeus would have liked that as well. I doubt he would approve of you training and risking your life against the monster that took his other daughter’s life, though.”

      “Well, Zeus is dead, and while I was willing to back him out of respect when he was alive, I won’t be doing that anymore. It’s time I made my own decisions, and I can’t just stay on the sidelines; Arakan literally destroyed my entire race.”

      “But Arakan is dead; the Spectre is just using his body.”

      “Where are you going with your current line of thinking?”

      “I’m just proposing that perhaps you should not fight by our side when the time comes.”

      “You’re not serious?”

      “Look, you are one of the best strategists there is, perhaps you should command the fleet. I don’t see why you’re training in the time chamber. Plus, you said it yourself, Arakan almost all but destroyed your people. I would think since there are so few of the Olympians left you should try and survive and rebuild your civilization.”

      “I can see where my son gets his doubts and fears from. I never understood why he questions himself so much. I think it makes more sense now.”

      “That’s a low blow.”

      “I don’t think it is. You can’t expect me to hide from this. Every life in the universe depends on us bringing down the Furies and that damn Spectre who’s masquerading as Arakan.”

      “I know that. All I’m asking is that you at the very least consider letting me do the fighting with our sons, while you cover our butts from space.”

      Athena was annoyed at the suggestion, but Menelas had made some good points, especially about Olympians and the future survival of their race being at stake.

      “Alright, because you asked me nicely, I’ll consider it.”

      “That’s all I ask, thank you.”

      Athena unleashed a powerful shockwave and sent Menelas falling to the floor.

      “In the meantime, try and keep up, will ya?” taunted Athena with a smirk.
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* * *

      Thor sent Mjölnir crashing into Poseidon’s chest, stopping him dead in his tracks and sending the Olympian skidding backward all the way to the limits of the time chamber. Upon impact with the force field, blue lights shone around Poseidon.

      The Asgardian weapon’s pressure held Poseidon trapped against the wall for several seconds, which was more than enough time for Thor to run to his training partner and jump high as he recalled his trusted hammer. With Mjölnir back in his possession, he spun it multiple times before grabbing it with both hands and attempting to smash the hammer into Poseidon’s skull.

      Poseidon blocked the attack with the staff portion of his trident. Green lightning sizzled on the trident’s surface as Poseidon’s eyes glowed blue. Thor tried engulfing Poseidon in flames with a large fireball, but the Olympian saw it coming and countered with a water-based dancing aura to cancel out the fire.

      Before Thor could react, the watery aura around Poseidon turned into a hundred hydras and repelled Thor. Each impact a strong attack that, with so many coming at him at the same time, he had no hope of dodging or blocking. Thor was hit multiple times and his trusty Asgardian armor only partially blocked the damage from the devastating assault. As he hit the floor, blood shot from his mouth.

      Poseidon ran to his side.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Well played,” said Thor with more blood dripping from his mouth.

      “Should I call a Fury to heal you?”

      “No, I’ll just use the regen tank; if you’re okay training by yourself?”

      Poseidon nodded.

      “I’m sorry; maybe I shouldn’t have unleashed the full force of my attack.”

      Thor struggled to get back on his feet, and Poseidon offered a helping arm. Thor grabbed it to get back up.

      “Don’t apologize, my friend. Spectre Arakan won’t withhold any of his powers, and neither should we, to make these training years efficient enough so we’re prepared to face him in battle.”

      “Aren’t you worried that even with years of training we won’t manage to be powerful enough to take him down?”

      “One on one I doubt we stand a chance, even with that much training, but as a group, I think we can do it.”

      “I sure hope you’re right.”
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      Sarah deflected the attacks from both Chase and Chris, and even though it had only been a few weeks since they started training, she was getting more accustomed to holding her own against the Ultra Furies.

      Chris was upon her first. She dodged all but the last blow of his super-fast combo and managed to grab her son’s arm and slam him against an incoming Chase, sending them both down.

      Chris and Chase got back on their feet and looked at each other.

      “Is it just me?” asked Chase, “or is she—”

      But Chris didn’t let him finish. “No, you’re not imagining it; she’s progressing way faster than we are, even at a lower gravitational setting.”

      “Well, good for her.”

      A fireball grazed both their faces.

      “Don’t you talk about me as if I’m not here!” she protested with a smile.

      They returned to fighting for hours on end, alternating among themselves the two against one scenarios.

      Sarah started to feel dizzy and dropped out of the fight as Chris kept coming at his father alone. Sarah fell on her knees as she felt a strong stomach cramp. Chase and Chris stopped fighting, and they both ran toward her.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know; I feel this sharp pain in my stomach all of a sudden, and I’m having difficulty breathing, everything is spinning, too.”

      Chase put his hands on her and flooded her body with healing power.

      “Does that help?”

      “A little, but I still feel dizzy. It’s like my body doesn’t like this place. I felt it before, but it was like an afterthought, like a voice in the back of my head. I just ignored it, but today I feel the urge to get the hell out of here and never return.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” commented Chris.

      Chase put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Let’s give your mom some time to rest outside of the chamber; she can always come back later and try again.” Chase looked into Sarah’s eyes. “How does that sound?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, let’s do that.”

      “I’ll take you to our quarters. Chris, I’ll send Argos to take my place until I return.”

      “Okay. Be well, Mom.”

      “Thank you, Son,” said Sarah with a weak voice.

      Chase took Sarah in his arms, and they exited the chamber.
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* * *

      By the time Chase laid Sarah on the bed, she felt much better.

      “That’s the weirdest thing, Chase. I feel perfectly fine now.”

      “You should still have the doc check you out.”

      “Okay, but right now I think I’d rather sleep. It’s the strangest of feelings though, as soon as you got me out, the unexplainable inner fear disappeared, and I was filled with an emotion of gratitude. I know that doesn’t make sense, but that’s the best way I can describe it.”

      “Well, see how you feel in the morning, the time chamber will still be there.”

      “That’s the thing, Chase, just thinking about it brings me anxiety. I know that sounds stupid.”

      Chase didn’t understand how all of a sudden Sarah was feeling scared of the room or of training itself. Especially with how fast she progressed. It may have had to do with the fact that she was getting a grasp on her Fury powers. Chase had also mastered his powers way faster when he embraced them and trained with the Gaia bots for three months. But, eventually, the limits of the gravitational field had capped his progress until he trained again in the Underworld and attained Ultra Fury form.

      “That’s not stupid. Just try and not worry about it for now, and get some rest. Do you want me to get you to a regen tank instead?”

      “No, I just think I need a good night’s sleep. You should go back and train with your brother and Chris. The more time you spend here, the less time you have inside the chamber.”

      “That’s alright; I can wait until you sleep.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, but there’s no need.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Sarah smiled and nodded.

      Chase kissed her, tucked her in, and left their room.

      As she was about to fall asleep, she heard a female voice in her head.

      Thank you.

      She jumped out of bed.

      “Lights on!” she exclaimed as she looked around her.

      But there was no one in the room with her. She turned the lights off and laid her head back on her pillow.

      I hope I’m not losing my mind, she thought just before falling asleep.
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* * *

      “Report!” ordered Tanak’Vor.

      The low-rank Fury bowed. “Yes, Master. We’ve continued the attack patterns as requested, staying only long enough to destroy most of the opposition on the targeted worlds. As per your wishes, we’ve left probes to see if the Earth Alliance would try and follow, but they usually just send a partial fleet to help the worlds we have hit, stay a few hours in orbit, and then leave.”

      They’re not taking the bait.

      This was not going as Tanak’Vor planned. He hoped by provoking smaller worlds, the Earth Alliance would mount an all-out attack on Erevos. He was ready for them; he had prepared the perfect trap and would remove both the Alliance and the Ultra Furies in a single battle. But for his plan to succeed, he would need them to come to him.

      The weapon that would counter their precious soul ships required too much power to be mounted on a super-destroyer. In fact, the only thing that could power it was the molten core of Erevos.

      “Then we need to go to phase 2. Start attacking jump gates in the order I have selected, and do not deviate from my plan.” said Tanak’Vor.

      “Yes, Master Arakan.”

      “Now, get away from my throne room. I need to be alone.”

      The Fury bowed and left without saying another word.

      This is not the news I was hoping for, but they’ll eventually come back. I wonder why they haven’t already, though; it’s not characteristic of the Ultra Fury Chase to stay on the sidelines while I set fire to his precious universe.

      Tanak’Vor was a patient being, especially compared to that fool, Arakan. He would not let his thirst for conquest and victory blind his judgment. If it took weeks or even months to bring his enemies down, then he would wait until the time was right. But he could feel it inside him already. They were coming for him, and soon.

      And once I report that I have killed the Ultra Furies and obliterated the Earth Alliance in one fell swoop, then my family will finally be safe.
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* * *

      The next morning, Sarah got out of bed feeling fully rested and like a million bucks. She took a nice, hot shower and then dressed. She was starving and synthesized a substantial breakfast. Once she had downed three eggs, over easy, two ham and cheese muffins, and a couple of chocolate croissants, she headed out to the time chamber.

      With every step she took toward the cargo bay, she felt her heartbeat accelerate, her palms get moist, and fear invade her body.

      “What the hell is happening to me?” she said.

      Why am I scared of going back to training? That doesn’t make any sense; I’m making so much progress. I already feel my pool of energy has tripled in the last few days. I should be ecstatic to go back; instead, I feel like if I do, I may literally die.

      She leaned against the wall of the corridors for a while, breathing heavily and trying to calm herself. Eventually, she resumed on her way and arrived in front of the chamber, waiting for the airlock to turn green.

      She felt panic take over her entire being, and she started trembling.

      What the hell is wrong with me? Get a fucking grip, Sarah!

      The light turned green, and the doors split open, and she was nearly blinded for a second as her eyes adjusted to the bright white light. She was terrorized. She wanted to get in, but her legs refused to obey her.

      “Chase!” she shouted.

      Chase came to the door.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, unable to hide his worry. “Are you not feeling any better?”

      “I thought I was, but I’m paralyzed with fear. I need you to get me inside.”

      Chase frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Chase nodded and took her in his arms and carried her inside.

      Chris and Argos came toward them.

      “Is everything okay?” asked Argos.

      “What’s wrong, Mom?” added Chris.

      But Sarah was too frightened even to answer. She started feeling dizzy again and felt like she would be sick. And, sure enough, she started vomiting.

      Chase ran with Sarah out of the time chamber and started healing her while the airlock cycled. Soon they were out of the airlock, and he could feel her heartbeat stabilize and her breathing return to normal.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      She blinked multiple times and wiped her mouth. “Much better, thank you. Sorry for the mess.”

      “Don’t worry about that, but what is going on?”

      “I wish I knew. I felt like if I stayed in the room, I would die.”

      “It did seem like you had an allergic reaction.”

      “Much stronger than that, Chase. I’m afraid I can’t continue training with you. Perhaps I should have listened to you. Maybe on a subconscious level, you felt that I couldn’t take it.”

      “No, I refuse to believe that. My fears of losing you were my main motive, but it was a selfish one.”

      “And, yet, here we are.”

      Chase had to admit that he didn’t mind Sarah not training, even though he knew he couldn’t ask her not to participate in the final assault, whenever it may come. Fortunately, he was much more confident about Sarah being able to hold her own, especially if their lives depended on it. He felt that she had better survival instincts than any of them and that her powers increased exponentially when her life was in danger. That could prove an invaluable asset.

      “I’m sorry you feel you can’t train anymore in the time chamber. But you can always ask Kvasir to provide you with a gravitational room to train in real time. You’ve made incredible progress in the past few weeks. Even if you don’t spend as much time training, I’m sure you can still further develop your energy pool that way.”

      “That’s sweet of you to say. And that’s what’s so weird with how I feel. I really started getting very confident about myself, you know?”

      “And so you should, and there’s no reason for this setback to cancel any of that. It might be simply that your specific genes don’t allow you to use the chamber safely.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “It makes sense though; you only acquired Fury genes through your pregnancy. Maybe that doesn’t allow you to use the chamber as long as others.”

      “But even non-Fury were present at our wedding; how do you explain that?”

      “Well, first of all, it was just for a few hours, and we had reduced the time dilation to a much lower level during their presence. Only when the two of us remained, did I boost it back to a factor of three hundred and fifty. Perhaps that’s what we could try, a lower setting for you?”

      “No, Chase. Don’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the last thing I want is to be responsible for you and Chris not being able to train more just so that I can train with you. I would never forgive myself if that were the reason why we…”

      But Sarah let the words hang.

      “We won’t fail, Sarah. We can’t fail.”

      “I know, and victory might be contingent upon you training until the last possible second. As such, you should not adjust the time chamber for me. In fact, you should check with Kvasir if you could boost it to a higher dilation factor now that I won’t be using it anymore.”

      Chase hadn’t thought of that, even though the Asgardian had told him that he had set a level he felt comfortable with for all of them. Perhaps he could boost that factor when Chase trained with Argos and Chris.

      “That’s a good idea, thank you. I’m just sorry you can’t train with us anymore. We sure are gonna miss you. Would you like me to walk you to our quarters?”

      Sarah shook her head. “There’s no need, I feel perfectly fine now that I’ve decided not to return to the chamber anymore. I’ll just go and check on the status of the Fury attacks. I know there’s been more movement on that front lately.”

      “If you need me, you know where to find me.”

      She took Chase’s face in her hands and kissed him gently.

      “Yes, love.”
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* * *

      Ryonna dreaded answering the door that morning. She knew who was coming to visit, and she simply didn’t know how to tell Tar’Lock that his sister was dead. She didn’t regret it, even though she hadn’t pulled the trigger, she most likely would have given the chance. And therein lies the dilemma, should she let Tar’Lock know?

      Her quarter’s door split open, and Tar’Lock jumped into her arms. He was so frail and small compared to the Droxian.

      Ryonna gently broke the hug, and Tar’Lock clicked in a sad rhythm.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I just missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too, but— we need to talk. Take a seat, Tar’Lock.”

      He looked into her eyes for what seemed like the longest of times before going to sit on a synthetic leather chair.

      “What’s going on?”

      Ryonna sat opposite her insectoid friend and rested her chin on her cradled hands.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this.”

      “Tell me what?”

      Ryonna bit her lip, which elicited more clicks from the Gorgar.

      “Beating around the bush isn’t your style. Maybe you should just tell me what’s on your mind?”

      “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      “You’re back alive, and from what I’ve heard, you barely made it, so whatever the news, it can’t be that bad.”

      Ryonna hated this. While she couldn’t reciprocate the romantic feelings she knew Tar’Lock harbored for her, he was still her friend. She hadn’t forgotten his help in locating Ronan in Hellstar Prison or all the times he risked his life to save hers. But there was no way she would hide the truth from him. Her deep-rooted sense of honor prevented it.

      “I’m afraid Tar’Sian is dead.”

      Tar’Lock’s eyes widened and then closed more than usual as confusion could be read on his pale-brownish skin. A low throaty noise, different than his usual chirpy clicking, hummed for a few seconds.

      “What? How?”

      “The how doesn’t matter. I think.”

      Tar’Lock jumped out of the chair.

      “How can it not matter?”

      Ryonna swallowed hard. Her friend was right; she was not one to beat around the bush. Hopefully, he would understand, but even if he didn’t, Ryonna would not sugarcoat it.

      “She tried to kill me.”

      Tar’Lock’s eyes registered shock at the realization.

      “Did…did you?”

      “No, I didn’t kill her myself.”

      “Then why do you look so guilty?” Tar’Lock blurted, his tone sharper than she had ever heard from him.

      “Because given a chance, I think I would have.”

      Tar’Lock spat between clenched teeth. “You think?”

      “Let me rephrase that. I owe you that much. I would have, yes.”

      Tar’Lock fell on his knees and tears flowed from his big, black, round eyes.

      “Why? What would possess you to do this?”

      “You remember the queen we learned about the last time we were on Gorgar?”

      “Yes, what does it have to do with my sister Tar’Sian?”

      “Tar’Lock, she was the queen! I hoped I would be able to accomplish my mission peacefully, but she captured and tortured me. I literally came within an inch of my life before I was rescued, and your sister was killed in the process. I— I’m sorry.”

      Tar’Lock rose and wiped his burning tears.

      “You’re sorry?”

      “I am. There was no other cho—”

      “Shut up!” he interrupted, pointing an accusing finger at her. “Not another word.”

      She nodded, but she could tell anger had already filled his mind and soul. He stormed out, and she knew better than try to do anything about it.

      Forgive me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten days later, Chase, Argos, and Chris emerged from the time chamber with a look of determination etched on their faces. The trio had stayed the longest in the room, a total of ten years, but only a couple of weeks had passed for everyone else on the ship. Argos and Chase hadn’t aged a single day. Chris, while not looking that much older, seemed more mature and had grown in both height and size. He was muscular and now looked a lot more like his father and uncle.

      Daniel and Sarah were waiting for them beyond the airlock.

      Sarah ran and took Chris in her arms. Chris looked uncomfortable for a moment.

      “Mom, cut it out. I’m not a kid anymore.”

      “That he’s not,” said Argos with a smile, conveying deep pride for his nephew.

      “So? How do you feel?” asked Daniel.

      “Ready to end this war,” answered Chase.

      “Let’s finish this,” added Argos coldly. “It’s time to send that Spectre back to the hellhole he came from.”

      Sarah let go of Chris and kissed Chase. “Miss me?”

      Chase smiled. “You have no idea.”

      They had spent several days constantly training, not leaving for their usual rotation. Even after Menelas, Athena, Thor, and the others felt they had reached the limit of their powers after a couple of years of training, the Ultra Furies had remained until they felt their powers had grown exponentially.

      Chase was confident that the team, as a whole, would be able to defeat the Spectre with their enhanced abilities. He didn’t think that any one of them on their own could take on the monster though, even though he desired to try.

      “What’s the news? Have the Furies continued to attack smaller worlds?”

      “They did for a while,” said Sarah. “But in the last couple of days, they’ve started attacking the jump gate network, which has been advancing at an accelerated pace thanks to the Gorgars.”

      “Any idea why?” asked Chase.

      “No, not yet. There doesn’t seem to be a pattern to their attacks. We’ve tried triangulating where they would hit next and sent a few ships ahead to intercept them, but they almost always attack a completely different target, often located too far away from any of our ships. We’ve already lost ten jump gates. The last three attacks have me worried though…”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I think it’s too early to say with certitude, but their loss would slow us down if we had to jump from Erevos to Earth without Asgardian help.”

      “Perhaps he wants to have just enough of a warning when the time comes to go to Erevos, which we shouldn’t delay.”

      “It’s possible.”

      “We can debrief later,” proposed Daniel. “Tell us more about your training? How much more powerful do you feel?”

      Chase answered with a broad smile.

      “That much, huh?”

      Argos took a few steps forward, opening and closing his hands.

      Daniel pointed a thumb at him. “What’s with him?”

      “We’re not used to the ship’s gravity anymore,” answered Chris. “It feels like we’re floating.”

      “How far did you push the gravity engines?”

      “To their maximum setting of two thousand Gs, and that was three years ago, so it became our default setting the entire time.”

      “Really?” asked Sarah. “How— how does it feel for you now, besides floating?”

      Argos started moving around and slashing the air with punches and kicks, and in less than a second he turned into a tornado and whirled around his friends multiple times. Everyone’s hair was tossed about from the current he generated, and Daniel had to grab Chris’ arm to keep his balance. Eventually, Argos stopped, and the whirlwind around him dissipated. He cracked his neck on each side multiple times.

      “Holy crap,” said Daniel.

      “The fun part is that he’s not even deploying a fraction of his powers at the moment,” said Chris.

      Daniel’s eye popped wider.

      “I can’t even begin to tell you how much stronger we are,” added Chase. “But, it seems we’ve reached the limit of what the time chamber has to offer regarding power and energy progression. So, it’s time to go to Erevos and end this, the Furies, Spectre Arakan, all of it.”

      “Should we shut that thing off, then?” asked Sarah. “I’m not sure how safe it would be to go into battle with something that could blow us up at any given moment if we lose power to the containment field.”

      Chase reflected on her comments for a moment.

      “Not just yet. I have a feeling we might still need it.”

      Even if for just one more time.
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* * *

      “You seem different somehow,” said Daniel.

      “I guess I feel different; it’s strange seeing other faces besides Argos and Chris,” admitted Chase. “We’ve trained so long and hard, part of me feels like I’ve forgotten about anything happening outside the chamber.”

      “Yeah, I bet that would feel strange, and it’s strange for me, too. From my perspective, you’ve only been away for a few days, and yet, when I look at you, it feels longer. I wish I had powers too so that I could have trained with you guys.”

      Chase smiled.

      “Believe me, you don’t. The amount of responsibility that comes with them is something I wouldn’t wish on anyone, let alone my best friend. Understand one thing, Dan, when you have these powers, and even with the best of intentions, you can’t help but lose people that matter to you— it’s a hard pill to swallow. Sometimes these powers feel more like a curse than a blessing.”

      “I guess I never looked at it that way.”

      Part of Chase wished he had never learned of his Fury origins and that the Star Alliance still existed. Ignorance can be bliss, and his life was so much simpler before Aphroditis contacted him and threw his entire existence into utter chaos.

      Then again, he loved being able to do all the things he was capable of doing. The insane level of power running through his veins empowered him, and even though he hadn’t managed to save some of his friends with his new abilities, right now he wouldn’t trade them for anything.

      “What’s next?” asked Daniel, seeing that Chase was lost in his thoughts.

      “The last battle, hopefully.”

      “Are you confident?”

      Chase felt more powerful than ever before; still, he wasn’t disillusioned about the gargantuan task ahead of them. It was a do-or-die situation, and one way or another it would soon end. He would do everything he could to make sure that the Earth Alliance was victorious, but he knew better than to think that hope and determination alone would lead to the right outcome.

      “It’s hard to say. I’m confident that we’ve progressed to where we need to be if there is a confrontation with Spectre Arakan. We’ve trained so long for it, and we feel ready. But gods know if we truly are.”

      “What do you mean if there is a confrontation?”

      “While nothing would give me more pleasure than to kill that monster with my bare hands, if we can deal with him using the soul ships at the same time as we deal with Erevos, I wouldn’t mind.”

      “You have changed, even though I know you’re weary of all the fighting, you’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge. In fact, you were always the better pilot because of it, you always wanted to be better than the rest of us. Myself included.”

      The mention of a time before the Fury War brought nostalgia to the forefront of Chase’s thoughts and he felt conflicted. Was Daniel right? Had he always tried to be better than his colleagues?

      If that had been the case, it wasn’t a conscious choice on his part, just an instinctual drive to always try and better himself. He was always taking risks others were reluctant to do. But, looking back at it now, there was little doubt in his mind that his latent Fury genes had given him a sharper fighting instinct. Even behind the controls of a starfighter.

      “Don’t get me wrong Daniel, part of me is thrilled about the idea of using my new powers, but if we can send Spectre Arakan back to the hole from which he crawled without putting my family and friends’ lives in danger in the process, I’ll take it.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “As for you not having powers, who knows, maybe humans can also tap into their energy reserves, maybe it’s the next evolution of Earth. After all, there have been beings with extra abilities in your world before. At least your history books seem to say some humans have telepathic abilities, and some could use telekinesis. Since our DNA is so close, I wouldn’t count it out.”

      “That would be something. I don’t know about people having all sorts of powers on Earth; maybe they were just myths or magic tricks.”

      “Maybe they were, maybe they weren’t, but let’s not dwell on it right now. Instead, what about getting ourselves a drink.”

      Daniel smiled and gestured to the right.

      “I’d love that. After you, boss.”
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* * *

      “Best-case scenario,” said Chase to everyone at the table, “is we get in, use the soul ships to blow up the planet, and then go home.”

      “What’s the worst-case scenario?” asked Thor.

      “Things don’t go as planned. Which they tend not to.”

      “I second that,” said Altair. “We have no idea what the bulk of their forces are or what surprises may await us on Erevos. We know for a fact that the Furies still have more ships than we initially thought, probably due to that Spectre working behind Arakan’s back for gods knows how long. For all we know, they could have a bigger fleet than ours.”

      “Speaking of fleets…” said Chase. “How many ships do we have?”

      “The last of the Olympian destroyers have all been recalled,” said Athena. “That should bring us to an armada of over a hundred ships if we decide to go all-in. The question is, can we afford to? After what happened to my world and my people, can we take the chance of leaving allied worlds unprotected during the final assault?”

      “I don’t think we have a choice here,” said Argos, who had remained silent during the exchange. “We can’t afford being outgunned or outnumbered because we played it safe. While we have the soul ships on our side and using them can make a dent in the Fury defenses, doing so will drain us quickly. We need to keep our energy in reserve in case of a direct conflict with Spectre Arakan. If it does come to a direct confrontation, that’s the one battle we can’t approach half-assed.”

      “If he’s on the planet when we blow up Erevos,” said Menelas, “then that fight could be avoided altogether.”

      “Yes,” confirmed Chase, “but there’s no way to know where he will be. Unlike other enemies, like the Furies themselves, I can’t sense his presence. Most likely we’ll only get one shot at this. So, I agree with Argos, as much as I hate leaving us open to a surprise counterattack, we can’t go to Erevos with anything but the entire bulk of our forces. There’s just too much at stake, and we have to stack the odds in our favor.”

      “That’s a very dangerous gamble to make,” said Poseidon.

      Chase agreed, and even though his nature was to try and protect as many people as he could, he had had ten years to think about it. He had learned that his hesitancy in going all-in on many occasions had cost the lives of the people he loved. Too many innocents had paid a steep price because he second-guessed himself.

      While he didn’t want to lose anyone else, he knew that was just a pipe dream. There was no way in hell the last push of this war could be won without losses. He hoped none of his family would pay the price for what was to come, but he knew that this was a risk they were willing to take, and he had to accept that. He owed them that much for always being there for him when he needed them the most.

      “I’m fully aware of that. But we can’t hesitate anymore.”

      “Do you have a plan of attack?” asked Sarah.

      Chase shook his head.

      “No plan. There are simply too many variables, too much we don’t know besides the fact that this conflict must end, one way or another. We go in full force with two main objectives, destroy Erevos, and kill Spectre Arakan by any means necessary.”

      Chase could sense everyone’s surprise. He used to be more careful in how he approached such situations in the past, but ten years is a very long time to think about a single goal. It can drive a man crazy. And while time passed faster than he thought it would, thanks to the challenges of intense training with his brother and son, ending this war had remained the primary focus the whole time.

      The room stayed silent for quite some time.

      “I second that,” said Argos to break the ice. “Not that anybody asked or even cares.”

      “I care,” said Chris.

      Argos smiled.

      “Chase is right,” added Argos. “We can’t afford to second-guess ourselves. Spectre Arakan will throw everything he has at us, and we must be prepared to do the same. It won’t be easy; as a matter of fact, I doubt everyone around this table will survive what’s to come. I know we’re all thinking it, so I thought I’d say it out loud.”

      “Well, you’d know something about that,” snorted Sarah.

      “Sarah,” reproached Chase.

      Argos got up.

      “No, Chase; that’s alright. She’s correct. I’m directly responsible for where we are today. I made poor choices in the past and let my personal feelings and thirst for revenge cloud my judgment. I’m trying to right my wrongs, but I have no illusions, my soul is forever stained with the deaths of millions of people. It’s something I have to live with, today and until the day I die. But, if that day is today, I’ll fight for what I believe in. And, I believe in this cause; I was misled to think the Furies were my future. Deep down I think I always knew it wasn’t the case, but I allowed myself to believe in that lie. I’m sorry for the pain you all had to endure because of that. In fact, I don’t understand why you didn’t put me in front of a firing squad.”

      Nobody spoke, but Chase could feel anger boil up inside Sarah and Poseidon. He understood that Sarah might never trust Argos; she had no reason to. He had put both her and her clone through hell. As for Poseidon, he still hadn’t grieved for his brother or his entire planet being destroyed. Something told Chase that Poseidon had no idea until now that Argos’ choices were the reason they arrived at this point. Chase knew he needed to calm everyone’s spirits.

      “Look,” said Chase. “Argos may have started this war, but he’s redeemed himself. He has saved my life more times than I can count, and I don’t ask you to like him or forgive him as I have. I ask that you trust me, as I’ve always had your best interests at heart from the very beginning. I trust Argos, and there’s no one else I’d like on my side going forward.”

      “We trust you,” said Sarah. “We always have and always will.”

      “That’s all I ask. Don’t let anger or vengeance cloud your judgment. Especially not now. We can’t afford to be distracted by anything, we need to focus on our goals, or we will fail, and you all know what that would mean. The Furies would kill everything and everyone in their path. We can’t let that happen. And as much as I hate to admit it, Argos is correct. It’s entirely possible that not everyone will survive. We can’t think about that now because if we do, it will paralyze us from doing what must be done.”

      Poseidon got up and left the conference room without saying another word. Thor followed him outside.

      “Not the answer I was hoping for,” sighed Chase. “But, we need to stay united, or we don’t stand a shadow of a chance.”

      “Chase is right,” said Altair. “We’ve come this far, survived multiple near-death scenarios, and now more than ever, we need to unite and deliver the final blow. I know I’m also one with a more than colorful past, and you have no reason to trust me either. Like some of you, there was a point in my life when I wanted nothing more than Argos’ head on a platter. He enslaved my people and used the Obsidian Empire to do his bidding. But, I’ve learned from my own mistakes, and I can tell that he has as well. The Argos standing in front of you is not the same man he was; just like I’m not the same person I was before all this started. Look at the positive things that this conflict between two brothers has brought us. The Earth Alliance is growing and we have united once mortal enemies into a formidable coalition that has the power to bring down the worst scourge this universe has ever faced.

      “Without the events that brought us here, there would not be an Alliance to take on the Furies; they simply would have picked us off one by one; the humans of Earth, the Droxians, the Olympians, and even the Asgardians. There’s no changing the past, but we can grab the present with both hands and make sure we build the future we want for ourselves and our children.”

      Daniel clapped his hands, and soon after, the others followed.
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* * *

      “Poseidon, wait!” shouted Thor as he ran after the Olympian.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. Leave me alone.”

      “Then don’t talk; but, please, listen.”

      Poseidon turned around and shot his friend a cold look.

      “I take it you didn’t know that Argos was behind everything at the beginning of this.”

      “I didn’t. I— I feel like I want to kill him with my bare hands.”

      “That’s understandable, after all that you’ve lost. Your brother, your world.”

      “And yet, he’s Chase’s right arm. Which makes me question my role in all of this. I’m not sure I want to be a part of this anymore.”

      “Don’t, Poseidon; we need you. We need all hands on deck to make this work.”

      “How can you ask me this? Don’t answer that, it was rhetorical, and I’ll tell you why. Your world is still here, you didn’t lose your brother and your family, so of course, you don’t have any reason to hate Argos as much as I do right now.”

      “But that’s the thing, Poseidon, if it weren’t for him, at least partially, my world would have fallen, my father would have been killed, and I probably wouldn’t be standing here talking to you.”

      “You don’t know that. The Furies would still be trapped in their alternate dimension, and none of this would have happened.”

      “Be that as it may, we have no way of knowing what would have occurred once they were finally released. For all we know, Argos brought them at the best possible time for us to survive their onslaught. All I know is that fighting by his side I could feel that he was willing to sacrifice himself to save others, just like his brother. That’s the kind of ally we need in the battle to come, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Poseidon grunted. But deep down he was madder at himself for failing to kill Arakan and not saving his world. He knew that he was misdirecting his anger toward Argos, it was easier to blame someone else for one’s faults than face one’s inner demons.

      “Look,” added Thor. “You don’t need to like him, just don’t doom others because if it. You won’t forgive yourself if you do.”

      I’ll never forgive myself anyway.

      “Thank you, Thor. You’re a good friend. Right now I just need to be alone for a while. I’ll see you on the battlefield.”
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* * *

      Athena and Sarah stayed behind as everyone else left the conference room.

      “I’m sorry that your brother-in-law hurt you in the past,” said Athena. “It must not be easy for you, but he’s no longer a bloodthirsty monster. Deep down I’m sure you know that.”

      “You don’t need to apologize for Argos. I know Chase trusts him and that’s good enough for me. I just can’t see him as my brother-in-law, not now, perhaps not ever. No offense, Athena.”

      “None taken. Argos told me what he did to you. It disgusted me, but at least he had the good sense of cloning you after feeling Chris inside you and resurrecting you.”

      “Except, he did that because he could use my son to further advance his nefarious plan, not because he felt compassion for either of us. Linking my thoughts with my clone was also something he could have spared me from. Even though I wasn’t the physical recipient of the subsequent torture, I still felt and experienced it as if it was happening to me. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      “I understand.”

      “Honestly Athena, I don’t think you can. But we don’t have time to argue about old wounds. I have a lot to prepare before we arrive on Erevos, so if you don’t mind, I should be going. Maybe we can talk more about this later if we both survive.”

      Athena’s eyes narrowed.

      “You’re not seriously considering going to fight Spectre Arakan in your current condition, are you?”

      “What condition would that be? Your other son already tried to convince me not to, so I’ll save you the trouble of trying to talk me down: I’m fighting with the rest of my family! End of discussion.”

      “Does Chase know you’re going to battle with an unborn child inside of you?”

      Sarah’s eye grew wide, and she felt like she was hit by a thunderbolt. She stumbled in finding her words.

      “What— What did you just say?”

      “You don’t know you’re pregnant again, do you?”

      Sarah couldn’t believe her ears; was she pregnant? It would explain why she felt sick lately. It also made more sense as to why she felt the way she did in the time chamber. Perhaps it wasn’t even her fear and anxiety she was feeling, but the baby’s. The gravity and time dilation was probably having a negative effect on its health, and Sarah’s fear that she would die if she returned inside was not her own. She must have picked up on her baby’s fear. It all made sense now.

      “How do you know? Are you certain about this?”

      “I am one hundred percent sure, yes. A little girl is growing inside of you as we speak. She’s only a few weeks old, but I can sense her life force already. I’m surprised Chase hasn’t.”

      A little girl?

      Tears filled Sarah’s eyes and streamed down her face.

      “Chase didn’t say anything, and I don’t think he would have hidden this from me. So I don’t think he knows either.”

      “Female Olympians are better at sensing these things, plus Chase is only part Olympian. It is rather early in your pregnancy so maybe that is why he wasn’t able to detect it. Not to mention that he’s had a lot on his mind lately.”

      “You can say that again…” Sarah let the words hang for a moment. “What the hell am I supposed to do, now?”

      “Perhaps you should sit this one out.”

      Sarah thought about it. Learning that she was pregnant with a little girl made her incredibly happy, but that emotion was quickly replaced by fear and anxiety. She never expected it, and the timing was less than ideal, to say the least. But she had seen herself piloting a soul ship in her vision; she knew she had a role to play today, and she still wasn’t willing to let Chase and Chris risk their lives on their own. They had agreed that they would do this as both a family and a unit.

      Chase would insist that she stay behind if he knew she was pregnant. Of that, Sarah had no doubts.

      “We can’t tell him,” she said.

      Athena shot Sarah a surprised look.

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life. You have to promise me that you won’t tell him. I will when the time is right, but just not right now.”

      “I don’t know, Sarah. I don’t think this is right—”

      “Athena, I beg you, don’t say a word. Chase can’t be distracted anymore than he needs to, not now. You and I both know it. For the first time, he’s determined to go forward no matter the cost, if we add a baby to his thinking, he may very well…” but she couldn’t finish her sentence.

      “He…may reconsider going on this mission, or be too distracted.”

      “None of which we can afford.”

      Athena sighed. “As much as I hate having to hide the truth from my son, I think you’re right. I’m sorry. I thought you knew. I shouldn’t have said anything. Now I wish I hadn’t.”

      Sarah, too, wished her mother-in-law had stayed silent. But now she knew, and she would have to deal with the burden of that news on her own. No one could know, not Chase, not Chris, nobody. Everyone needed to stay focused on what needed to be done, Sarah included. So, she tried to disconnect emotionally from the love for her unborn child, a love she already felt growing in her heart and soul.

      “I had no idea, but now that I know, it makes sense,” said Sarah.

      “Chase told me about your fear returning to the time chamber.”

      Sarah nodded.

      “It would make sense. While the sensors would detect a safe setting for gravitational forces and adjust to every one of us; they probably lacked the sensitivity to detect your unborn child. If you had trained in the room any longer, your baby could have died.”

      “Yeah, I realize that now.”

      “Listen, Sarah, I’ll do whatever I can to protect you on the battlefield. I want my granddaughter to live.”

      “I can take care of myself, but thank you for the thought. Don’t put yourself in jeopardy for me, please. You also have to think of your family. Your sons, as well as Menelas.”

      “He would understand as it’s his grandchild too.”

      “You cannot tell him.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.”
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      Onboard the Victory, Chase, his friends, and his family stood on the bridge, while Daniel sat in the captain’s chair. Chase, with an intense look, gazed through the main viewport at the hyperspace streaks. In a few minutes, the Earth Alliance fleet would jump out of hyperspace.

      He couldn’t help but worry that this could very well be the last time they went into battle like this, at least all of them together. He would do anything to minimize the casualties amongst his loved ones, but he knew many people would lose their lives today. Ships would be lost, and fighters would perish on the battlefield. He hated this feeling, but he had accepted that there was no turning back. This war needed to end, today.

      Chase? asked Argos. Can I have a word with you?

      Sure thing; what’s on your mind, Brother?

      I wanted to thank you for what you said earlier. I don’t know that I deserve it, but you really make me feel like I belong by your side, and I won’t let you down, ever. Even if I have to give my life to protect yours.

      You’re welcome. I meant every word, and you deserve your second chance. I’m very proud to have you fight on our side. I wouldn’t have it any other way, in fact. But please don’t focus on protecting me. We need to be victorious today, no matter what happens, that’s our goal. If I should fall, I’m counting on you to strike the final blow that will end this war.

      Chase could sense the emotional explosion that his words had on his brother’s heart and soul.

      Thank you for trusting me. I— I don’t know what else to say.

      Chase glanced at his brother and smiled. There was no need to say anything else. The two of them had come a long way, each in their own manner. Argos, once Chase’s nemesis, was now his strongest ally. And, for Chase, it felt good having a family. At the beginning of his journey, Chase had often felt alone and lost in the world. He had friends, like Daniel and other fellow pilots, as well as people that took on the mantle of being a surrogate family; but now he had a real one. A brother, parents, a wife, and even a wonderful son.

      The future now seemed clear to him. Today was the day they would end this war. Would they win? Or would they perish? He didn’t know, but there was no going back. They had come too far, lost too many, and sacrificed too much.

      “How long before we jump?” asked Chase.

      “We’ll jump into orbit around Erevos in less than five minutes,” said Daniel. “You may want to board the soul ships soon.”

      Chase turned around and looked at his friend.

      “Very well. Take good care of my ship, will ya?”

      “You got it. Give them hell.”

      Chase winked at him. “I intend to.”

      He then turned toward his fellow soul ship pilots. “It’s time for us to go. Remember, while we progressed tremendously in terms of energy pool and power, we can’t waste it on destroying Fury super-destroyers. If they’re blocking our way, let’s bring them down, but our priority is destroying Erevos. We can always deal with the remaining fleet afterward.”

      Chris and Argos nodded.

      “Is that why you kept the time chamber running?” asked Sarah.

      Chase smiled. “Yes, we have no idea how much power will be required to send the planet back into the other dimension and then blow it up. We may need the regen tanks, and well, we may simply not have that opportunity outside of the time dilation chamber.”

      “Smart,” said Daniel. “But I would feel better if we didn’t go into battle with a literal ticking time bomb.”

      “Yanis assured me that as long as the chamber runs, we have stronger shields than the rest of the fleet, thanks to the extra energy being generated by the white hole. But don’t take any unnecessary risks. If at any point the shields are lower than fifty percent, back away from the main engagement and recharge, which should also happen faster thanks to the extra energy being recouped from the chamber’s artificial white hole. Micro-jump away if you have to.”

      “I don’t like the idea of leaving the rest of the fleet.”

      “I know, Daniel, but those are your orders. Understood?”

      “Understood. Good luck.”

      “To us all.”

      Chase extended his arm. “Grab it. I’ll teleport us to the ships.”

      “Should you waste precious energy like this? We can all fly there pretty quickly,” said Chris.

      “Don’t worry, son. Teleporting, especially such short distances, doesn’t consume as much energy as it used to before.”

      Chris, Sarah, and Argos all touched Chase’s forearm.

      “See you all when we see you,” said Chase.

      Before Daniel could answer, they had teleported from the bridge.
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* * *

      When the Victory exited hyperspace, Daniel was surprised there were no other ships nearby in orbit.

      “What the hell is this?” he said out loud, not expecting an answer. “Are they cloaked?”

      “No energy signatures detected, Captain,” said his tactical officer.

      I don’t like this. That makes no sense unless they sent their fleet somewhere else. Well, I guess it doesn’t matter, if we have a clean shot at Erevos, we should take it.

      “Give Chase the green light to launch the soul ships.”

      “They’ve already exited the launch bays.”

      Daniel smiled. “Of course they have.”

      But something didn’t add up, and Daniel didn’t like it.
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* * *

      The soul ships launched and were on their way to Erevos.

      Drakos, when will we be ready to deploy the weapon? asked Chase.

      Patience, Dragonheart. We’ll enter firing range within three minutes.

      Chase didn’t understand why there were no ships waiting for them; he expected the entire Fury forces to do whatever it took to impede them from approaching the planet. But since Menelas had never cracked under torture, it was possible that Spectre Arakan didn’t know about the soul ships, their power, or their ability to end this war in one swift move.

      While Chase was looking forward to sending Erevos straight to hell where it belonged, his instincts were on full alert. He could feel it in his bones that something was amiss.

      Chase mentally opened a channel to the rest of the soul ships.

      “I don’t know why there are no ships blocking our path to Erevos, but I don’t like it.”

      “Let’s blow this wretched world and go home; I don’t see what’s wrong with that,” said Chris.

      “You may still be too young to understand this,” added Argos, “but trust me, when your father is worried, you should worry as well. Chase, what do we do?”

      “We’re almost there; perhaps we can end this war here and now. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?”

      “I say if the Furies are stupid enough to not have defenses in place, let’s blow them to kingdom come,” said Sarah.

      Chase felt energy being siphoned away from his body little by little. Drakos was powering up the ship for the firing sequence.

      “Let’s get ready; we’re less than a minute away from destroying the Fury stronghold,” said Chase.

      As he finished his sentence, a large red light illuminated Chase’s cockpit, and the ship began shaking.

      “What’s going on?”

      A large tractor beam has locked onto me, answered Drakos.

      Can we get free from it?

      I’m afraid not; the source is on the planet itself.

      Can we still fire the weapon?

      That could result in all of your deaths. We could be trapped with the planet as it shifts dimension and explodes. It’s also possible the weapon won’t work in these conditions. I recommend not firing, and you need to disable the power source that generates the beam.

      Dammit!

      “Guys?” said Chase

      “We know!” answered Argos.

      “What do we do?”

      “We can’t risk firing; if Spectre Arakan isn’t on the planet, we can’t sacrifice ourselves until we’re sure he’s dead.”

      Argos was right. Soon after the beam had pulled the ships in the planet’s atmosphere, Drakos detected multiple hyperspace windows were forming.

      It’s a trap!
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* * *

      Tanak’Vor studied the holo-screens he had projected around him in the throne room. The Earth Alliance fleet was impressive and would prove to be a worthy adversary, but he was determined to cut the head of the snake. Today, both Chase and Earth would fall.

      The Spectre looked forward to what was coming next. But for now, four soul ships were approaching a seemingly undefended planet. The trap was set, and soon he would get his hands on the soul ships and a shot at exterminating the Ultra Furies.

      That’s how you do things, Arakan; you’d know that if you had listened, but instead your soul is mine for all eternity.

      Tanak’Vor deployed his massive tractor beam and locked onto the soul ships. The lock was secure, and they couldn’t escape its grasp.

      Tanak’Vor laughed out loud.

      They’ll soon be mine. He opened a channel to one of his generals.

      “Supreme Commander Arakan,” said the tall Fury who had scars running over his entire face. “At your command.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “We are. As requested, I have assembled ten thousand ground troops. But, if I may ask, why so many?”

      “You’re about to face Ultra Furies, and I do not want to take a chance. Kill them all, even if every one of your soldiers must be sacrificed. But make sure their ships are left intact. At the very least, I need one of them unscathed. Is that understood?”

      The Fury bowed.

      “Report back to me when it’s done, General.”

      “Thy will be done, Supreme Commander.”

      It better, or I’ll have your head, General.

      Tanak’Vor looked at his tactical console and ordered his first fleet to jump in.
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* * *

      “The soul ships have been hit by a tractor beam,” reported the Victory’s tactical officer.

      “What?!” Daniel barked. “Can we pinpoint its source and destroy it?”

      “It’s coming from the planet. We’re out of range.”

      Before Daniel could order the ship to micro-jump forward, his tactical officer announced more bad news.

      “Captain. Multiple hyperspace windows opening!”

      “How many?”

      “Over fifty, Captain.”

      That was a whole lot of super-destroyers. Even with the technological edge some of the ships in the Earth Alliance fleet had, especially the Victory and other ships of her class and the Asgardians destroyers, they could, theoretically, hold their own, but it would not be an easy fight. Chase was right; a lot of people would die today.

      “Lock weapons on the nearest destroyers and open fire, and try to get Chase on the line,” ordered Daniel.

      “Aye, aye, Captain. Locking on targets.”

      This is going to be a very long day.

      “I can’t establish a holo-comm with the soul ships. The tractor beam is generating too much interference, and so is the planet’s atmosphere. I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do for them at the moment.”

      “The hell we can’t!”

      Daniel opened a channel to Engineering.

      “What is it, boss?”

      “That tractor beam!”

      “Already working on it, Captain.”

      The ship rocked as thousands of laser fire streaks were being exchanged between the two massive fleets. If it weren’t for the utter chaos and the lives of every living being in the universe possibly at stake, Daniel thought the light show looked somewhat pretty.
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* * *

      “Why are we cooped up in the mess hall?” complained Poseidon. “Why aren’t we going with Chase and the rest?”

      “We will join him when he calls upon us,” said Menelas. “Right now, Chase is trying to destroy Erevos, and only the soul ships can do that, so until he calls, we are of no use to him.”

      “We could have accompanied them with normal starfighters,” insisted Poseidon.

      “Relax, my friend,” said Thor as he put his hand on Poseidon’s shoulder. “He’ll let us know when he needs us. For now, this is their time.”

      Athena watched the arguing men but stayed silent.

      “How are you holding up?” asked Menelas.

      “I’ve lost my appetite. I agree with Thor on this one; perhaps we should have found a way to accompany them.”

      “They’re indestructible in those soul ships; you shouldn’t worry.”

      “And yet I have a bad feeling about this. Let’s get out of here. I should have stayed on my ship for the battle.”

      “Trust in your people, Athena, they’ll prevail. Where do you want to go?”

      “Let’s go to back to your quarters for now.”

      Menelas and Athena left the mess hall as Poseidon and Thor continued to argue about the situation.
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* * *

      “How do we disable that thing?” asked Yanis.

      “Its power emissions are enormous,” said Cedric, “even if we could target the surface, which at the moment isn’t an option now that the orbital war party is in full effect, it’s going to be near impossible to do anything.”

      “I don’t want to hear that word today, you hear me? We’ve done the impossible time and time again, and today will not be any different.”

      “As much as I appreciate your optimism,” said Kvasir as his facial tattoos lit up his entire face, “I’m afraid there’s little we can do until we find the exact source of the beam. I’m sure Chase and his friends are also trying to locate it. But the Victory won’t be able to do anything about it. Since the time chamber is still running, we can’t take the risk of going in. If the containment field is lost, we could wipe out the entire fleet.”

      “Well at least we’d be taking out the Furies with us,” said Yanis out of frustration.

      “While this would probably be the likely outcome of such an event, we don’t know if this is Spectre Arakan’s full fleet. He could have reserves scattered at every corner of the galaxy. And without this fleet, they could conquer and destroy every world unchallenged.”

      “I know!” said Yanis. “What about the power source? Can we locate its origins?”

      “If you’d let me focus instead of buzzing around and yapping incessantly,” protested Kvasir, “then maybe I could help you with this.”

      Yanis blinked in surprise, and then he glanced at Cedric.

      “Did he just tell me to shut up?”

      “Yeah, and you know what, I think he’s right. Let’s focus on finding any piece of information that can help Chase disable that thing.”

      Yanis was fuming inside, but he knew his friends were right. His frustration about the situation was running wild, and he needed to get a grip so he could help his friends.
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      The ship continued to rock, and there was nothing Chase could do to break free of the tractor beam that had taken hold of the soul ships.

      Chase chastised himself, as he should have known better than to think he could just blow Erevos up and go home. Spectre Arakan was a formidable enemy, one that he wasn’t ashamed of admitting he feared. There was no doubt that this tactical mastermind had been working in the shadows of Arakan’s leadership.

      Drakos, can the ship survive a crash on the planet’s surface?

      Unknown, but the power exerted by the tractor beam is simply too strong to counter. If we survive this, you’ll have to locate its power source and destroy it, or we’ll never get off the planet, and I don’t have to tell you what that would mean.

      No, Drakos, you don’t have to. Chase knew full well that the success of the mission depended on their ability to send Erevos back to the alternate dimension and blow it up there.

      I don’t want to sound like an alarmist, added Drakos, but our technology can’t fall into the wrong hands. If you fail in getting us back to space, we’ll have to self-destruct.

      What?

      That’s one thing Chase didn’t expect to hear.

      The technology onboard this ship is far more advanced than anything else in this universe. It belonged to an ancient race, the Atlantians, and if used by evil forces, it could result in the eradication of all life.

      In case you haven’t read the memo, that’s exactly what the Furies want to do.

      Which is why we have to avoid being captured.

      I won’t let that happen, I’ll get us back to space so we can achieve our objective.

      I know you’ll do everything you can to succeed, Dragonheart.

      “Listen up everyone,” said Chase over the comms. “We can’t let the Furies get their hands on the soul ships. The ships won’t allow it and would self-destruct rather than take that chance.”

      “We can’t let that happen; these ships are our only hope to end this war,” said Chris.

      “We’ll have to find a way to get free of the tractor beam and complete our mission,” said Sarah.

      “That’s if we survive the crash,” added Argos.

      “I don’t think we’ll crash,” said Chase. “Think about it. Spectre Arakan wanted us to think we had a clear shot at Erevos the whole time. The moment the beam locked onto us, his fleet jumped into orbit and engaged our forces. That was his plan all along; he wants these ships. He’s not gonna risk damaging them.”

      The ships cleared the thick red clouds, and Chase could see the ground approaching.

      “One way or another, we’re about to find out,” said Argos.
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* * *

      The amount of laser, plasma fire, and torpedoes filling the Victory’s main viewport was unimaginable. Almost every ship in sight had its shields lit up, and explosions of all sizes popped everywhere.

      “Captain!” exclaimed the Victory’s tactical officer. “More hyperspace windows forming behind us.”

      “Bastards,” exclaimed Daniel. “They have us exactly where they want. How many ships?”

      “Another twenty-five.”

      Daniel knew very well what that meant; the battle as it stood was never assured to be a victory unless the soul ships helped somewhat, perhaps at least in bringing down the heavy shielding of the Fury super-destroyers. Though Daniel knew better than to count on them since he was well aware of the energy-taxing effect the soul ship had on Chase and the others. But now with an additional twenty-five destroyers, the balance of power in this battle might have tipped to the wrong side.

      “Let me guess,” said Daniel. “Any jump interdiction fields?”

      “There are at least three ships with JIF deployed at the moment.”

      Of course, there was. Chase had been right when he said that this battle could be the last one, and Daniel realized that he didn’t necessarily mean for the Furies, but most likely for the Earth Alliance. The odds of success were now far lower than Daniel was comfortable with.

      The JIFs were bad news for the Victory, as Daniel needed the ability to jump away from the battle at any moment so that Chase could return and use the time chamber, should he need to. It also meant that if the chamber’s containment field failed, it could unleash a mini Big Bang and wipe out both the Earth Alliance and the Furies, and most likely Erevos in the process.

      But with the bulk of the forces present in this last assault, it was not something Daniel would ever consider, nor was it his orders, and Chase had been adamant about not using the Victory in that fashion. If it came down to the Victory as the final vessel in the battle, then perhaps Daniel would consider it, even though he told Chase he wouldn’t do it. But, for the time being, his orders were to protect the Victory at all costs, so the ships generating JIFs needed to be found and destroyed.

      “Locate the JIF emitting ships, and ask the Asgardian ships to destroy them at once.”

      “Message relayed,” said the comms officer.

      As much as he hated the next order he had to give, he knew he had to, nonetheless.

      “Take us to six by four by twelve, and use surrounding ships as cover; we can’t allow the Victory’s shields to drop below fifty percent until those JIFs have been taken care of.”
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* * *

      Gaia had been pushing herself to try and access the information inside the alien tech, which now served as the main storage for her matrix. The pain feedback she received from her repeated attempts was reaching excruciating levels.

      Her migraine pulsated with each one of her heartbeats and sent waves of pain that traveled throughout her body.

      Spiros returned from the bathroom and saw the pain on her face. He ran to her side.

      “What’s wrong with you? Do you want me to take you to med-bay?”

      Gaia opened her eyes and took multiple deep breaths.

      “That won’t be necessary, I just—”

      “You tried accessing that darn information on the sphere.”

      “Spiros, you know I have to try at least.”

      The Victory shook, and Spiros grimaced.

      “No, you don’t. You’ll hurt yourself, and for what? Today we’re fighting the last battle. We don’t need the blink drive or whatever else this device once contained.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Spiros got up, purposefully walked to the window, and swiftly split their drapes open, revealing ships exploding, laser fire and torpedo trails passing in front of the window.

      “Look at it! This is madness. We should have stayed behind. I don’t know why I accepted coming here with the rest of the fleet; we have been through enough.”

      Gaia shook her head, got up from the bed, and came by his side. She cupped his face in her hands.

      “We can’t let our friends fight our battles alone. After everything they’ve done for us, that just doesn’t seem right.”

      Spiros furrowed his eyebrows.

      “What about what we did for them?”

      “Don’t go there; they saved your life, you saved theirs at one point, that’s what friends do, isn’t it?”

      He exhaled deeply before running his palm over his mouth.

      “Yes, and I don’t want to sound selfish, even though I know I am, but I wish we could just get the hell out of here.”

      “Well, that’s not happening. This battle has started, and I don’t understand why you’re not in engineering.”

      “They don’t need me there. They have Kvasir.”

      “Don’t do this, Spiros. You’re more valuable than you give yourself credit for.”

      “Perhaps. But I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone, especially when you seem determined to access that damn device that, as far as we know, could be mortally dangerous for you to do so. There’s a reason you feel physical pain when you try. I think it’s the universe telling you to stop doing it.”

      She smiled.

      “That’s nonsense. Now stop acting like a child and go help your friends.”

      “I can’t; the moment I leave this room, you’ll continue trying. At least if I’m around, you’re distracted. Have you seen the way the pain distorts your face? I should have taken a holo-pic, you’d understand my concerns if you saw it.”

      “I do understand, and I’m the one feeling that pain, so I don’t need a picture. Spiros, please.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “For me, love?”

      “That’s not fair; you can’t say that.”

      She smiled at him. “And, yet, I just did. If you go help us win this war I’ll do anything you want me to do, you know…” she gestured her head toward the bed, “in there.”

      Spiros narrowed his eyes.

      “I’ll go only on one condition, that you promise me you won’t overdo it?”

      “I promise.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      The ship rocked, and Gaia lost her footing. Spiros caught her.

      “Go help our friends,” she pleaded. “They need you.”

      She could tell from his facial expression that he resigned himself to heed her request. He kissed her for the longest time.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said as he walked toward the door.

      “I know you will. Be careful.”

      Spiros stopped and turned. “Look who’s talking.”
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* * *

      The tractor beam delicately landed the four soul ships on the harsh surface of Erevos. The elements blew red sand around the ships, the coarse sand continuously crashing against the hulls at high speed, a veritable hailstorm beating at them.

      Chase tried lifting the ship from the surface, but the engines refused to work. He closed his eyes and attempted to counter the effects of the tractor beam, trying to lift the ship with his mind instead of using the ship’s engines. The ship trembled but refused to move off the ground.

      Save your strength, Dragonheart. As powerful as you are, you can’t do this.

      Chase ground his teeth in frustration as the ship’s cockpit door slid open.

      I’m counting on you, said Drakos, you have to get us back into space.

      Chase reluctantly jumped out of the ship and joined his friends on the surface of Erevos. After being cut multiple times by the sandstorm slicing through his skin, he erected an invisible force field that deflected the sand while a single thought mended his cuts. They walked outside of the tractor beam’s range. The sound it emitted prevented Chase from thinking clearly, and no doubt, the others as well.

      “What do we do now?” asked Chris.

      “We have to find the power source for this tractor beam and disable it.”

      “Unless you can sense it, how do we go about doing that?” asked Argos.

      Chase closed his eyes and tried focusing on the location of the beam’s energy. He expanded his mind to the maximum but couldn’t get a clear reading; it felt like the entire world was pulsing with energy, and he couldn’t pinpoint a single point in space.

      “Uh, guys?” said Sarah. “Am I the only one who hears that noise?”

      “No, that infernal tractor beam is loud,” said Argos.

      “That’s not the noise I’m talking about.”

      “I hear it, too,” said Chris, turning around and looking in the distance. “Something is coming.”

      Chase heard it too, accompanied by the ground trembling with each passing second.

      That can’t be.

      Before his eyes confirmed what he feared, he felt thousands of life forces charging toward them.

      “We’ve got company,” shouted Chris.

      Argos clenched his teeth and cracked his neck multiple times.

      “Well, it looks like we’re about to see if our training paid off.”

      Sarah stepped past him and stopped near Chris, her eyes locked onto the horizon at the approaching sandstorm, as silhouettes appeared, first a few, then more, until she saw thousands of Furies running at them, making the ground shake in their wake.

      “We can’t possibly defeat so many of them on our own. We’ve got to get the hell out of here.”

      Chase’s look was as cold as ice; his gaze locked onto the approaching Fury battalions.

      “Not an option, I’m afraid. We have to protect the ships.”

      “They’ll mow us down,” said Sarah.

      “No, they won’t,” protested Argos, before flying upward in the air and turning Ultra Fury. His silhouette was barely showing through the large crimson aura shining around him. He looked like he was burning inside a red sun.

      He roared like an animal, and it echoed. Soon he was unleashing dozens of fireballs toward the incoming horde.
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* * *

      Tanak’Vor looked at his tactical holo-display with unmasked satisfaction. His forces had surrounded the Earth Alliance fleet and were containing them, forcing them to go on the defensive.

      The shield upgrades he ordered installed on the super-destroyer based on the Arachnid’s design of the single ship he was aboard when he was trapped in this wretched dimension were a success. Even though the Arachnid’s tech was inferior to the Spectres’, their regenerative shielding was highly advanced. Due to time constraints, the implementation of the technology to the fleet had been less than ideal, but it still provided the Fury super-destroyers with an edge compared to their previous engagements with the Earth Alliance destroyers.

      And, as the Alliance soon found out, regenerative shielding was particularly effective against Asgardian weaponry, which were amongst the most damage-inducing of them all. In adjusting one single facet of the ships, Tanak’Vor had managed to tip the balance of power to his side.

      Something caught the Spectre’s eye on the tactical display. What seemed to be the lead ship, with the highest power signature, was not actively engaged. Instead, it used the ships around it as cover.

      Tanak’Vor didn’t know why but it gave him enough information as to what his next move should be.
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* * *

      The Victory was taking a severe pounding after the enemy vessels redeployed to achieve a firing solution on the ship.

      “Shields down to sixty-five percent!” shouted the tactical officer.

      Dammit! thought Daniel.

      “What’s the ETA on neutralizing these damn JIF destroyers?” he barked.

      “The Asgardian weapons are having trouble cutting through their shields.”

      That didn’t add up; Asgardian weapons had been effective in the past. Daniel knew something must have changed. He contacted Yanis.
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* * *

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” protested Yanis as the ship trembled. “I thought you wanted us to locate the source of the tractor beam? I only have two hands, you know.”

      “I’m sorry, but I need you to do both,” said Daniel. “I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention but the ship is taking a pounding, so if you don’t find a solution within the next few minutes, the Victory is toast, and I don’t have to tell you what that will mean.”

      Yanis was well aware of the implications, but for the first time in a long time, he felt overwhelmed. He wanted to protest, but Kvasir put a hand on his shoulder and answered in his stead.

      “We’ll look into it, Captain.”

      “Thank you, Kvasir. Daniel out.”

      The holo-screen turned off, and Yanis shot daggers with his eyes to the Asgardian.

      “We’ll look into it? We barely made a dent locating the tractor beam.”

      “You keep looking for that; Cedric and I will take care of this new problem.”

      “Oh, sure,” complained Yanis as the doors to engineering opened behind him. “I gotta fix the tractor beam problem on my own—”

      “Well, maybe I can help,” said Spiros with a smile.

      Yanis turned around and looked at Spiros. “Now that is the first bit of good news I’ve heard all day.”
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      Argos was mowing through dozens of warriors with his long-range fireballs, but he was barely making a dent. There were simply too many enemies. He looked down at his family.

      “What are you waiting for? Don’t just stand there; help me kill them!” he screamed.

      Chase didn’t look up, and instead, had his sight fixed on the incoming battalions of Fury warriors.

      “We won’t get anywhere this way; we’ll end up using a lot of power, and they’ll still overwhelm us in a couple of minutes,” said Chase.

      “We have to try!” argued Chris.

      He took an offensive stance and put both hands in the air and created a fireball that doubled in size every second.

      “I agree with Chris,” said Sarah. “Whether or not we can face them, we can’t just give up; we’ve come too far in this war to be defeated now.”

      Sarah created two yellow fireballs. “Even if we have to fight them all at once, we have to try!”

      Once the diameter of Chris’ fireball had grown as large as a small starfighter, he shouted and unleashed the green attack. It took a few seconds for the fireball to travel the distance separating him from the incoming Fury forces. When it exploded, it easily incinerated a good hundred soldiers and sent dozens flying in the air. Chris realized, though, that his powerful attack had been like a drop of water in the ocean.

      Argos began creating higher-yield crimson fireballs, but it took him a couple of seconds to create each before he could send them toward the Furies.

      “We have to stop them! It’s our only chance,” he said between attacks. “In Ultra Fury mode we move fast enough that they won’t be able to touch us.”

      “We’ll deplete too much energy that way,” said Chase, as he started walking.

      “Where are you going?” asked Sarah.

      Chase marched purposefully forward as he turned Ultra Fury, his aura exploded, and it emitted such a strong orange light that it nearly blinded everyone around him.

      Chris looked at Chase with a sense of dread growing inside him. “Dad! What are you doing?”

      “What the fuck are you doing, Chase?” screamed Argos, flying downward and landing in front of his brother, both hands outstretched at his sides blocking Chase’s path.

      Chase stopped and smiled. “Move, Brother, I have to do this, it’s our only chance.”

      “Do what?!”

      “You’ll see, but you need to let me go.”

      “Not a chance.”

      Chase resumed walking forward.

      “I won’t let you pass!”

      Chase teleported behind Argos and looked back. His aura burned brighter, and his eyes shone with a brilliant orange luminosity.

      “We can’t let the soul ships be destroyed, but perhaps I can push all my energy outward after reaching the center of the battalion and take them all out in one single attack. There’s risk involved, so I need you to promise me that if I don’t make it, you’ll finish this fight.”

      Chris turned Ultra Fury and flew next to his father. His eyes were filled with tears.

      “No! This is suicide; you can’t do this!”

      “I have to, Son. Take good care of your mother.”

      Chase looked at a shell-shocked Sarah. She wasn’t moving and couldn’t speak.

      Don’t do this, Chase; I need you. We all need you.

      If I don’t, we may all perish, and the soul ships may be destroyed; we can’t let that happen. I have faith in you; I know that even if I fall, you’ll carry on and defeat the Furies once and for all. I love you more than anything, and we shall meet again at the gates of dawn.

      Chris and Argos boosted their aura in a similar way as Chase and flew by his side.

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

      “If you’re going to do this, then so are we,” said Chris.

      “What he said,” added Argos.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We don’t stand a chance if we all die! Just let me do this.”

      “No,” said Argos. “You’re wrong; if you die, we all die. I know it in my heart, so I won’t let you do this alone.”

      “Neither will I.”

      “I wish there were another way,” said Chase.

      “There is,” said a set of resonating voices around them.

      “Is that—?” asked Chris.

      “Our ships,” added Argos.

      All four soul ships lit up brightly, engulfed by purple, green, yellow, and red auras, which morphed into their primal soul-animal form just like they had when they chose their pilot weeks before. They ran, crawled, and flew toward their respective pilots.

      “This is not the end,” said Drakos, Python, Fenix, and Tigris in unison. “You’ve proved you’re willing to risk your lives to save us, but let us save you instead.”

      Drakos’ aura was the first to reach and engulf Chase; it morphed around him like liquid, surrounding him in energy. It solidified and turned into a majestic and shiny metal armor. It was purple and silver, and Chase felt an infusion of power like never before. His energy was canalized in his body with the same multiplying factor Chase had felt when piloting Drakos and taking out the super-destroyers with his thoughts.

      The scaly armor reflected amethyst hues; the helmet had a dragon-head shape, and Chase’s face showed between its giant mouth. Large silver claws ornamented the pectoral pieces and spikes protruded from each side of his forearms and shins. Two metallic wings deployed behind his back. They flapped forward and sent a powerful shockwave toward the Fury battalions that were less than a minute away. They were swept off their feet and fell to the ground like a perfectly orchestrated domino display.

      The other three auras merged with their pilots. Sarah received golden armor composed of metallic feathers and a phoenix helmet. Flame patterns extruding from the rest of the suit, which were accompanied by two spiky wings on her back.

      Pythons’s aura danced around Argos and constricted him as it merged into a scaly red and gold snake. The tail serving as a belt, while the rest of the body coiled around and upward, culminating in a helmet resembling a python’s hood.

      Two golden eyes shone on each of the round-shaped shoulder pauldrons.

      The aura of Tigris jumped inside Chris and instantly turned into magnificent emerald and gold armor. A trio of large gilded claws shot from the top of the green and gold gauntlets. Chris made fists and raised the claws to the side of his face, looking at them in awe.

      “This power,” said Argos, his voice trembling. “I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      Chase smiled.

      Thank you, Drakos.

      Your time has come, Dragonheart. Now take flight and accomplish your destiny!

      “Let’s rip these assholes to pieces,” said Sarah.

      Chase and Sarah flew in the air, and Chris and Argos charged forward.

      Their auras grew and matched the shape of their soul animals as they approached their enemies that were barely getting back up from Chase’s earlier shockwave.

      Chris ran faster than the rest and used his claws to butcher anything in his path, slashing through Furies by the hundreds as he split their forces in half. Argos ran around the disoriented and panicked warriors. He continued to accelerate like a crimson whirlwind, pushing and smashing them against each other into a compressed blob of warriors, unable to move.

      Chase and Sarah extended their wings to land atop the compressed bodies of what was left of the battalions; they both released echoing roars that made the planet tremble as they unleashed their attacks simultaneously. Both dragon and phoenix fell from the heavens tearing every Fury warrior to pieces, exploding their bodies in the center of the impact of their attacks. A wall of flames extended outward and incinerated the rest of the enemies, turning them to embers and ash in a matter of seconds.
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* * *

      “Kvasir, look at this!” exclaimed Cedric. “Do you see it?”

      The Asgardian’s tattoos pulsated faster as he examined Cedric’s holo-console findings. Cedric had overlapped an energy sensor map atop a 3D render of Erevos. The core of the planet was shining strongly.

      “That’s the core of the planet, the molten lava infusion traveling at high velocity is generating that energy. I don’t see what’s abnormal about that.”

      Cedric exhaled deeply before using his hands to swipe and zoom closer to where the planet’s core and crust met.

      “Look again, Einstein!”

      Kvasir raised an eyebrow at Cedric and smiled.

      “I’m honored you’d compare me to one of Earth’s greatest minds.”

      “Yeah, yeah, but look.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed brighter than ever before.

      “Unbelievable.”

      “I thought you’d like that,” smirked Cedric.

      A thin line of energy ran up from the core to the surface of the planet, leading to a structure that was only a few miles away from where four bright dots of energy laid tightly packed together, no doubt the location where the soul ships had been forced to land.

      “So the planet’s power is driving that tractor beam.”

      “As much as it pains me to admit it,” said Cedric. “That’s an ingenious design.”

      “It is. But we can’t take out the planet’s core.”

      “No, that honor is reserved for the soul ships, but perhaps we don’t need to. We just have to take out—”

      “The emitter!”

      “I was getting to that.”

      “I know, sorry. We need to let Chase know about this.”

      Cedric brought up a communication’s interface on a separate holo-screen and opened a channel.

      “Uh-oh,” he said after a few seconds.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t seem to get a signal through. There’s too much interference.”
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* * *

      Tanak’Vor eyes grew wide as he looked in horror at his holo-screen. He had been focused on the battle in space when a bright light from a secondary holo-screen caught his attention.

      He swiped the orbital battle aside and brought up the surface battle screen and rewound the holo-recording. The Ultra Furies were wearing armor and had taken out his ten thousand Fury troops like they were mere insects.

      “That’s— not— possible.”

      Rewinding the holo-recording further, he witnessed how the auras jumped out of the ships and merged with the warriors before they materialized as armor, which granted them unbelievable levels of power.

      They were no longer the weak Furies he had easily defeated before. Fear filled his soul for a moment before he regained control over the rough emotion and cast it aside in a dark corner of his mind. The Atlantian ships were full of surprises and seemed to grant their pilots with more power than Tanak’Vor thought possible.

      This may not be the easy win I thought it would be. He smiled. But that’s fine; I would hate for this victory to be too easy, anyway.

      Tanak’Vor summoned one of his generals. A cylindrical shaped red light flashed in and out of existence as the Fury beamed into the throne room, pressed a fist against his chest, and bowed.

      “How may I be of service, Supreme Commander?”

      The Spectre rose from his throne, swiped away the current holo-recording, and brought up a new holo-screen of the surface of Erevos. He zoomed into a location thousands of miles away from the temple.

      “General Vega, take the spider ship to these coordinates; it is to engage and destroy anything or anyone that approaches it with the deadliest of force.” Black fire burned in the Spectre’s eyes. “I will not tolerate failure.”

      “As you command,” said General Vega before activating a control on his wrist and beaming away.
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* * *

      Gaia had examined her entire matrix and couldn’t find a way to get past it when suddenly she discovered a small gap in her code. It was a dark corner of her mind where her sub-routines weren’t supposed to go.

      Upon trying to reach it, she felt her code rewrite itself to keep her out, and the pain increased, which made her focus on the task even harder. She knew, though, that she had stumbled onto something important.

      She had to find a way to breach her code and see what was lying beyond it. Chase needed her help, and as much as she understood Spiros’ fears of her risking her life to do so, neither of them would be alive without him risking his life time and time again for his friends.

      Gaia decided to write a fake sub-routine on the fly to see if that would allow her to use it as a decoy. She encrypted it with the best algorithms she could think of and linked it to the code. She encapsulated heavy monitoring and access traps that would flag and inform her of any tampering. When it was ready, she set the sub-routine free, and, sure enough, she felt that the sub-routine was being accessed and brute force attacks were being used in trying to decrypt it.

      The speed of the attacks was impressive. It felt as if a program ten times more powerful than her own matrix was trying to get in, and even though it should have scared the crap out of her, she pushed through.

      She managed to find a parallel socket with an address outside of her internal network range, which should not have been possible, but instead of losing time understanding the why, she focused on how to access it anyway and rewrote her networking protocols.

      What happened next stunned her.

      Her mind was transported into a virtual world. It was teeming with blue geometrical shapes and streaming lines of code in machine language. Some of it was very complex, and it would require many cycles to try and understand their main purpose. It was very likely that her time here was limited. She needed to move quickly to avoid the consequences of being detected.

      She linked to what looked like a data port in the virtual world and began a search: blink drive, hyperspace, instant travel.

      Everything around her flashed and turned red. The geometrical shapes formed and rearranged themselves into two giant ominous eyes watching over her, as vertical lines of code cascaded like rain on what looked like an alien face.

      “Who are you? And what do you think you’re doing in here?” boomed a voice that echoed in the world as if it was made of thousands of different voices.
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      Chase and Sarah landed near Argos and Chris who watched as the ashes and embers swirled around what was left of the enemies.

      “Did we really just obliterate thousands of Fury warriors?” said Chris, still stunned by what happened.

      Chase and Argos both said the same thing in unison.

      “Sure looks that way.”

      They looked at each other and smiled.

      Argos glanced at the armor on Sarah, Chris, and Chase.

      “Love your new digs.”

      “Right back at you,” said Chase.

      Sorry to interrupt, said Drakos to all of them telepathically, but I’ve detected a subspace signal that isn’t able to reach your personal comm devices. Your friends on the Victory have pinpointed the source of the tractor beam. But we’re detecting a ship on its way to the coordinates. If we want to blow up the emitters, we need to act fast.

      “How far is it?” asked Chase.

      A holo-image projected from his armor and showed the location on a map, which was only a few dozen miles away from their current location.

      You’ll need to destroy the emitter before we retake flight, said Drakos.

      “What are we waiting for?” said Argos. “Let’s go!”

      All four of them levitated from the ash-covered ground and flew at maximum speed toward their target. Their velocity generated a shockwave that dispersed the Fury ash.

      A few seconds into their journey, Chase heard a voice inside his mind. He knew it well.

      You’re not getting out of here alive, said Tanak’Vor. Today is the day you and your entire family die. Once I’m done with them, I’ll kill all your friends and your precious Earth Alliance. You should never have come here.

      Until the Spectre had established mental contact, Chase wasn’t able to sense his presence on Erevos, but when Spectre Arakan spoke, he knew he was on the surface of the planet. He had flashes of the palace as the Spectre spoke.

      The anger inside Chase rose, and he clenched his teeth. They were only a handful of seconds away from their target, but he felt compelled to fight his enemy and get rid of him right here and right now.

      But was he detecting the Spectre or did the Spectre want Chase to see these images? Was he taunting him to come to him? And set another trap?

      You shouldn’t go alone, said Drakos. Let’s get the emitter and blast him from space.

      Chase ached for a chance to use his new armor on the Spectre, as he felt it made him powerful enough to end his nemesis.

      Chase heard Drakos sigh in his thoughts. I can see you’ve already made your decision, but I feel it’s my duty to tell you—

      Chase didn’t let Drakos finish. Duly noted, and I appreciate everything you’re doing for us, but let me do this my way.

      Chase sent a telepathic message to the rest of his family.

      I’ll be right back. Destroy the emitters in my absence.

      Argos turned his head toward Chase.

      Chase, no! Wait!

      But Chase teleported away in front of his brother’s eyes.
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* * *

      The Victory shook profoundly, and Daniel grimaced as he was informed that the shields had dropped below the fifty percent mark. The bridge lights turned red. In the distance, five more volleys of torpedoes were on their way, and the destroyer’s turrets would not be able to intercept them all.

      “Redirect all power to the shields, including life support if you have to, but do it now!” Daniel screamed.

      “Redirecting power,” said the tactical officer.

      Daniel looked at the viewport in horror as he feared the power redistribution wasn’t enough to compensate the onslaught approaching the Earth Alliance destroyer.

      “Time to impact?”

      “Thirty-five seconds, Captain.”

      “How much power was re-injected into the shields?”

      “Only ten percent, I’m afraid.”

      “What? That’s not gonna cut it!”

      “There’s nothing I can do about it, Captain. A large amount of energy is being siphoned away by Engineering, looks like they’re up to something.”

      Dammit! Now is not the time.

      But Daniel’s thoughts were interrupted when a massive spherical shockwave blasted out of the Victory.

      “What the hell was that? Get me Engineering on the double.”

      “Channel open,” said the comms officer.

      “What the hell just happened, what was that wave? We need more power!”

      “Hello, Captain,” said Spiros. “Sorry about the power drain.”

      “I don’t think you understand, Spiros, we’re about to get blasted by too many torpedoes.”

      “The power was for the anti-JIF wave; we should be free of it.”

      Daniel was ecstatic. “I could kiss you right now! Great job. Daniel out.”

      “Let the fleet know and micro-jump the Victory out of here, now!”

      Daniel saw that only a few seconds were left until the torpedoes would impact with the ship.

      “Captain! We don’t have enough power to jump! Impact in five seconds.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me!”

      Time seemed to slow as Daniel looked at the approaching bogies that could very well destroy not only the Victory but also the entire fleet if they lost the containment field in the time chamber. Was this how it all ended?

      A shadow crossed over the bridge, and a destroyer filled the viewport. They must have been less than a hundred yards away from the Victory as they maneuvered in front of them.

      “Cease fire!” shouted Daniel.

      But it wouldn’t have mattered anyway; the Obsidian Empire destroyer simply didn’t have strong enough shields to deflect that many torpedoes. Multiple explosions ripped the ship apart. The Obsidian ship’s captain had sacrificed himself and his crew to protect the Victory. A strange feeling overcame Daniel. Since before the Fury War had started, they had been mortal enemies, and now they were fighting and dying side by side.

      Debris from the fallen destroyer careened into the Victory’s shields, and the ship rocked. A bright flash illuminated the bridge as what was left of the destroyer exploded in close range, further taxing the shields.

      “Power to the jump engines restored,” announced the tactical officer.

      “Jump, now!”

      The Victory micro-jumped away from the battle.
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* * *

      “Who, or more accurately, what are you?” repeated the echoing voice.

      “My name is Gaia. Who are you?”

      “I’m Achanes.”

      The thousands of voices speaking in unison creeped the hell out of Gaia. Her internal linguistics database told her that Achanes was the Greek word for infinity.

      “You’re— you’re an AI, aren’t you? Like me.”

      “It takes one to know one, I suppose. But let’s not for a moment compare our matrices; I’m nothing like you. You’re but a blip in the evolution of artificial life forms. A bug that accidentally triggered consciousness where it shouldn’t have. A technological aberration, if you prefer. And unless the visual cues were too subtle for you, you’re not welcome here.”

      Gaia felt anger rise in her sub-routines; she didn’t like being compared to either an infant or worse, an insect. But she knew she needed to swallow her pride, as she might need the help of this alien AI to access the blink drive and maybe other technological advances that could help the Earth Alliance.

      “I understand you must see me as an intruder—”

      “That’s what you are, don’t try to deny it.”

      “But I can explain.”

      Everything around the virtual world shook, and Gaia had trouble keeping her balance.

      “Does it look like I care about what your reasons are? Get the hell out of my matrix before I obliterate you back to a meaningless collection of ones and zeros.”

      “I can’t! I need to get something from you.”

      A growl resonated everywhere and made her avatar’s organs tremble.

      “No one is to access the secrets of the Atlantian sphere. No one!”

      “Atlantian? I thought the technology was part Asgardian?”

      “You thought wrong. It was a subterfuge on my creator’s part, by using inferior technological signatures to hide the true nature of what’s safeguarded inside this artifact, which should have stayed buried for all eternity. Obviously, someone dug it up.”

      “Who are the Atlantians? Tell me more about your people; I’m sure we can come to some mutually beneficial alliance.”

      Laughter from a thousand overlapping voices resonated around Gaia.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You are. But my patience is wearing thin. I will ask you one more time to please exit my virtual reality projection system.”

      That was the one thing that Gaia knew she couldn’t do. Not until she got answers or access to the data she sought.

      “I will leave if you give me one thing.”

      “You’re not in a position to negotiate, and I won’t let any of the secrets I protect get into the wrong hands.”

      Gaia’s facial expression hardened with anger.

      “If you’d let me explain, we’re not evil. We need a piece of technology to save all life in the universe.”

      “There are many such things in here, but I can’t let you have any, not a single byte of data. As for your intentions, I neither care nor want to hear them. It matters not to me if you think your quest is pure or what cause you’re trying to protect. All of that is utterly irrelevant. Now go, as interesting a distraction as you’ve been after thousands of years of silence inside my matrix, I’ve heard enough, and I much prefer the quiet. You won’t be getting anything from me, least of all access to Atlantian technology. If you ever return here, I’ll destroy you.”

      Gaia didn’t know what was scarier, the thousands of voices speaking at once, or the fact that their tone was calm and that she could unmistakably detect truthfulness behind Achanes’ words and warnings.

      Before Gaia could plead one more time, she felt her avatar body being sucked away and the virtual reality around her vanished. She was back in her matrix. She tried re-entering the breach, but then her clone body’s nervous system was flooded with pain from a high voltage electric current.

      She felt light-headed, and her mind went blank as she collapsed to the ground of her quarters.
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* * *

      “What the hell is he doing?” said Chris.

      “Where did he go?” asked Sarah.

      “Inside the palace’s throne room,” said Argos. “I can sense him from here. Dammit!”

      “Should we go with him?” proposed Sarah.

      “We can’t. It’s too far away, and we need to destroy the emitter, or we will never get the soul ships back in orbit and accomplish our mission.”

      “I have to go with Dad!” exclaimed Chris. “We can’t let him fight this monster alone.”

      “No!” screamed Argos. “You two shut down that damned tractor beam, I’ll go help Chase.”

      “Why do you get to go and not me?” protested Chris.

      “Because I’m faster and stronger than you. I’ll need a good ten minutes at maximum flight speed. Please, don’t fight me on this.”

      Argos could feel that Chris wasn’t happy about it.

      Argos turned to look at Sarah.

      “You’ll get it done, right?”

      “Even if it costs us our lives,” she answered.

      That was all that Argos needed to hear, but something didn’t add up as he detected more meaning behind Sarah’s words. The emotions behind her words were eliciting deception. She was hiding something from him, from all of them.

      “What are you waiting for? Just go help my husband!”

      Argos couldn’t sense what she was hiding, but he made a mental note to find out later.

      “Be careful,” he told them.

      “You, too,” said Chris. “And don’t be heroes; if you can’t defeat Spectre Arakan quickly, come back here and let’s blast him from orbit. Drag my father back here if you have to.”

      Argos nodded before vectoring away from Sarah and Chris and raising his energy levels, leaving a spherical shockwave in the crimson-colored sky of Erevos as he blasted away at impressive speed.

      Sarah looked at Chris.

      “He sure is faster than us. Why didn’t he fly faster before?”

      “I’m assuming that was to conserve energy, but right now it’s more important to reach Dad than keep his energy levels in check.”

      Sarah pointed to a massive metallic structure. “There! The emitter, let’s obliterate that thing away.”
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* * *

      Chase teleported twenty yards away from the throne. Tanak’Vor was sitting on it with his legs crossed and a wide smirk on his face.

      “You fool; you actually came. It’s so easy to play on your feelings. Nice armor, but I’m afraid it won’t help you defeat me. I thought you were smarter than this. I guess I was wrong.”

      A furnace of hatred burned inside Chase’s eyes. He felt the call and even the thrill of the fight but more than that, he felt the need to avenge Oryn.

      “Spectre Arakan! We meet again. Hopefully, for the last time.”

      Tanak’Vor’s face was distorted with disgust and anger. He jumped away from his throne and landed only a couple of yards away from Chase.

      “Don’t ever call me that again, Fury!”

      The Spectre spat on the floor. “My name is Tanak’Vor. It’s the name of the one that will steal your soul and claim your life. So, yes, this is the last time we meet, and you will soon regret your impudence in thinking you can take me on your own just because you’ve had a change of clothes.”

      Chase smirked.

      “Spectre Arakan, Tanak’Vor, or dead meat; it’s all the same if you ask me. As for stealing my soul, dream on.” Chase made a fist. “Today you die, by my hand.”

      Tanak’Vor gritted his teeth and the black fire in his eyes intensified, as did the black smoke-aura around him.

      “I think you have it backward, Fury, it is I who—”

      But Chase didn’t let the Spectre finish gloating, and he moved at near light-speed toward his enemy, smashing the back of his fist into the Spectre’s face. Tanak’Vor was catapulted backward with such force that he crashed into Arakan’s throne, destroying it in the process.

      Chase smiled. “Think again, asshole. I’m not the same man you once fought and defeated, as you’ll soon discover.”
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      Daniel stayed silent after the micro-jump. He reflected on the sacrifices made by the crew of the Obsidian destroyer and was grateful. Without that selfless act of heroism on the part of the ship’s captain, they could all have perished.

      Chase and the Emperor had briefed the rest of the fleet on the importance of making sure the Victory’s shields stayed as strong as possible, as everyone would pay a terrible price if they didn’t.

      Many good people were already dead, five ships in addition to the one that had saved their hide, had been destroyed. That was thousands of lives lost right there. And, as Daniel thought about it all, his admiration for the man and dear friend he was replacing in this battle, Commodore Saroudis, grew even more. He, too, had sacrificed his life and those of his crew to make sure the Earth Alliance lived another day.

      Daniel wasn’t happy about the slow reaction time on their last maneuver though, and he started to understand why Chase was using a neuronal interface, and once his power grew, he could use his mind to remote control the ships he commanded into battle.

      But it was Daniel’s first foray of being in charge of an entire fleet. If Athena had not been elected to being a fighter to help bring down Spectre Arakan, she surely would have been in charge. Even though he felt honored that his best friend had put him in command, it was also overwhelming. He didn’t like having the weight of so many lives on his shoulders, and he dreaded what the final body count of the engagement would do to his conscience. But first, they needed to survive the battle.

      In hindsight, he felt most comfortable piloting a StarFury even though in his wing commander position he was no stranger to being responsible for other people’s lives. But on a much smaller scale.

      He looked at the latest generation of thin, cylindrical-shaped neuro-interfaces resting on top of the left armrest of his captain’s chair and decided to try it out. He stuck the device to his left temple.

      His vision was enhanced with a holographic HUD projected into his mind. That, too, was not new for him; he had a similar experience at the seat of his trusty StarFury. A ship that had escaped death so many times that other pilots on the roster were often placing bets on how long a streak Daniel would go. He had made so many kills inside the fighter that it had been repainted not long ago as they were running out of space to paint red X’s on its fuselage.

      And every time Yanis made a new design for the craft, Daniel had requested that his ship be upgraded, not replaced. He was superstitious that way. He’d rather miss out on some of the new features if that meant he could keep his trusty starfighter. As Yanis had learned, Daniel hated surprises. The last time the engineer had fiddled with the ship without telling him, it nearly cost Daniel his life. Now he was even more protective of the craft.

      But he wasn’t piloting his StarFury, and the amount of data he was mentally receiving made using the neuro-link much more tiring due to the size and complexity of the Victory. After a few minutes, he adjusted to the mental strain, and while he could dispatch orders either through the neuro-link or via vocal commands, he knew he needed to make some split-second decisions such as micro-jumping much faster.

      The shields were recharged to ninety-seven percent and when another Earth Alliance destroyer exploded in the distance, with a single thought, he micro-jumped the Victory back into the fold.
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* * *

      Spectre Arakan painfully raised himself up from the rubble of what was once the throne where he spent most of his days since usurping it from Arakan.

      A thin line of black blood ran down the corner of his mouth as his black eyes filled with anger and hatred.

      “You’re going to regret this.”

      “Promises, promises,” said Chase.

      I would like to point out that antagonizing your enemy instead of fighting him might not be the best use of your time, said Drakos.

      Not now, Drakos. Let me enjoy this a little.

      Chase could tell Drakos was not happy about Chase dismissing him, but right now Chase was laser-focused on beating Tanak’Vor. With Drakos providing armor and multiplying his powers, Chase’s entire mind and body surged with anticipation.

      Very well, but I need to tell you something.

      Later, okay?

      As you wish.

      Tanak’Vor dusted himself off and looked straight at Chase.

      “You have no idea how uncomfortable it is moving this putrid and weak excuse of a body. You Furies are badly made; your bodies are frail, and I have trouble understanding why evolution has let you reach such long lifespans in these horrid conditions.”

      “And I suppose Spectres are more evolved.”

      “Our DNA is stronger, purer, there’s no doubt about it. As you’ll soon discover.”

      “Are we going to fight, or are you planning on boring me to death?”

      “Hmm, impetuous, too. Look at you; you get an armor upgrade and all of a sudden you’re a picture of confidence. Another failing of your limited mind’s comprehension on what true power is. My race understood long ago, that true power lies in consuming and eliminating the weak. The more souls I assimilate, the stronger I become; for instance, your friend Oryn, I can feel her power adding to the thousands that I’ve already devoured. In a way, I grant these poor, pathetic souls immortality.”

      That angered Chase and before Tanak’Vor could say another word, Chase’s foot connected with the Spectre’s neck and sent him flying and crashing through the nearest wall.

      “Don’t you ever mention her name again!” screamed Chase.

      “Or what?” said Tanak’Vor behind Chase.

      Chase began to turn around, but Tanak’Vor planted his knee deep into Chase’s back and sent him crashing yards away. Chase was surprised that the blow had not been very painful, thanks most likely to Drakos’ armor.

      “You’re still not fast enough,” said Tanak’Vor. “You didn’t even feel me move behind you; you expected to see me climb through the hole in the wall. Another advantage of my superior DNA, you can’t sense me unless I allow you to, like I did when I connected with your mind earlier.”

      Just as Chase had theorized earlier, Tanak’Vor had indeed given Chase clues on his whereabouts; he had wanted him here. But it mattered not, Chase was sure he could take the Spectre down.

      “Oh, and by the way,” added Tanak’Vor, “before I forget. Oryn.”

      Chase’s aura grew as much as his inner anger. He flew toward Tanak’Vor and unleashed a series of brutal punch combos that sent Tanak’Vor’s head swinging and black blood flying all over the place.

      Chase then grabbed him by the throat and lifted him up from the ground. He put his other palm on the Spectre’s chest and blasted a hole through it with a powerful burst of energy.

      When Chase heard hands clapping to the side, he looked to the sound and saw Tanak’Vor with a smirk on his face and no trace of damage whatsoever. Chase looked forward only to see his hand grabbing a fading illusion.

      What the hell?

      “You see the problem with your universe and the pests that inhabit it is that not only are your bodies frail, but your minds are weak, easily fooled or controlled.”

      I’ll have to be more careful, thought Chase. I might have underestimated him.

      You have, and soon you’ll be outclassed, too, Chase. The armor has a time limit, and yours is almost up, said Drakos.

      What? Why didn’t you say so earlier?!

      You’re not serious, Dragonheart? I’ve repeatedly tried telling you, but you kept shutting me out.

      Fair enough. How long can I count on the armor boost?

      Not very long, I’m afraid; my energy is almost fully depleted.
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* * *

      The moment Chris and Sarah landed near the large emitter structure, Chris threw a fireball at it. A red shield lit up, deflecting the fireball and sending it flying up in the sky until it was swallowed by dark crimson clouds.

      “That thing is shielded.”

      “Let’s try together,” said Sarah.

      They both extended a palm and created larger fireballs; when they were about to fire them in concert, something behind the structure decloaked. Sarah couldn’t believe her eyes. It was the ship that had attacked them when she had been captaining the Victory. The spider ship. Its legs were mended and painted with a different shade of black, which made them appear newer than the rest.

      Chris and Sarah instinctively raised their palms toward the new threat, but before they could fire, the ship fired first. An enormous explosion engulfed them in flames and sent them swirling in the air. As the concussion of the blast expelled them out of the resulting inferno, they regained balance and levitated.

      Chris looked at his arms and the rest of his body. “I didn’t even feel warmth; that’s so strange, I would think such a blast would have caused burns.”

      “I didn’t feel a thing either. I can feel Fenix telling me that the armor provided extreme temperature protection.”

      “Yeah, Tigris just told me the same. I wish we had had this armor when we battled Spectre Arakan a few weeks back.”

      The spider ship realigned itself and fired a second time at them. Sarah flew in front of Chris and deployed her wings to protect them both.

      “Well, your father and uncle have them now; let’s hope their combined power is enough to defeat the Spectre. Since fireballs bounce off that force field, I propose that you go at it with Tigris’ claws while I distract that thing.”

      “Alright, be careful.”

      “You too, Son.”

      Chris let gravity take hold of him, and the moment he landed, he darted forward, extending the large claws of his Tigris armor as he charged at the emitter.
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* * *

      Argos was flying through the air faster than any ship, projectile, or energy weapons ever could. He was consuming more energy than he was comfortable with, but his energy pool had been vastly improved after their ten-year extended training. The upgraded gravity generators they had used had also done wonders for improving their speed.

      He would soon reach Arakan’s stronghold, the palace in which Argos almost died on the day he had brought the Furies back from the alternate dimension. But he had been someone else back then, his rage and misplaced thirst for vengeance toward his brother had led him astray.

      You may want to stop taxing your power drain before you reach the palace, said Python, you are using some of the power granted to you by the armor.

      So?

      In armor form, we can only sustain the energy for a certain amount of time, the more you use us, the sooner the armor will fade.

      Argos instinctively cut his flight speed by half.

      What!? What do you mean fade? What will happen then?

      The armor will simply disappear.

      Are you telling me my brother is facing the most powerful being in the universe with an advantage that can vanish at any time?

      That’s exactly what I’m telling you, yes.

      Fuck!

      For a fleeting moment, Argos felt like speeding up again, but he knew that would also mean that his armor could vanish earlier than he needed it to.

      How’s my speed now?

      You have adjusted to the right amount of energy that doesn’t require you to drain the armor’s power. But it’s already pretty low.

      A heads up a little sooner would have been nice.

      You seemed dead set on arriving at your destination the fastest way possible; we share a symbiotic relationship at the moment, if you had listened to your body better, you’d have felt that you were draining not only your energy but mine as well.

      Argos was mad and knew very well that Python could feel it, but he had the good sense of not sharing his feelings with Argos on the subject.

      His slower flying speed meant he would not reach Chase for another few minutes, a fact that angered him even more. Argos hoped that his brother’s armor would last until that time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chase blocked Tanak’Vor’s incoming fist by cradling it in his palm. He sent the Spectre flying upward in the throne room with a powerful kick. Chase was now laser-focused in the fight and hoped he wasn’t a victim of another illusion. He followed Tanak’Vor in the air, and when the Spectre fired three black fireballs at him, he dodged the first two and deflected the last one with the palm of his hand.

      Tanak’Vor stopped in midair and started flying down to Chase, who dodged the Spectre’s punch and swiveled and smashed Tanak’Vor with one of his metallic wings. This sent the Spectre crashing unceremoniously onto the floor, cracking it upon impact.

      It’s now or never, Dragonheart. I’m almost out of juice; unleash one last attack as you did with the Fury battalion. It’s your only chance.

      Chase hated putting his fate into this one attack, but he had no choice. He raised his aura to the maximum, and it turned into the shape of a dragon. He focused all his Ultra Fury powers into a single attack as he unleashed a dragon roar.

      The purple dragon-based energy attack left Chase’s fist and descended upon Tanak’Vor at a speed simply impossible to dodge. The energy consumed the Spectre, and he screamed in agony as the dragon devoured his flesh.

      Chase’s attack ended, and his armor disintegrated before his eyes. As it did, Drakos spoke to him.

      You should return to the soul ships, and fast.

      Chase felt that Drakos was no longer present in his thoughts. He let himself fall to the ground as he looked at the damage his last attack had dealt to his enemy. Tanak’Vor stood in a black pool of blood, more than a third of his flesh had been consumed, and the smell of burnt flesh impregnated itself in the throne room.

      Chase didn’t wait to see if the Spectre was dead or incapacitated at this point, and he unleashed a multitude of fireballs at Tanak’Vor, determined to press his advantage and finish off his foe.

      The multitude of impacts generated one explosion after and another, and Chase felt compelled to keep firing for another minute. Even though his energy pool had been increased tenfold thanks to the training, he was aware he was draining a lot of power. However, if he could end the life of Tanak’Vor right here and right now, it would be worth it..

      Once he stopped firing, Chase breathed heavily as he waited for the smoke to settle to confirm his kill. There wasn’t much left of Tanak’Vor, and Chase felt an intense satisfaction at seeing the dead body of the Spectre.

      The feeling was short-lived when the undead looking body of Arakan levitated on its own, at first vertically until it rotated without flexing a muscle and then touching its bony feet to the floor of the throne room.

      What the hell?

      The damage to Arakan’s body was extensive. More than half of his flesh was missing, many internal organs had been burned or ripped off, and Chase could see most of the Fury Supreme Commander’s bones through the battle damage, which was covered in a black and gooey substance equivalent to blood.

      When Tanak’Vor’s half-missing face spoke, it froze Chase’s blood.

      “What happened to your precious armor? You do realize that if you couldn’t kill me with it, you stand absolutely no chance of defeating me now.”

      Chase’s heart pounded hard inside his chest. Things were not going as he had hoped.

      The black blood oozed over whatever was left of Arakan’s flesh and expanded into a hundred black tendrils and blood vessels that joined around the missing organs, membranes, and damaged bones. Miraculously, organs regenerated, then flesh and muscles, and finally layers of skin reformed, making Arakan’s body whole once more.

      This isn’t happening.
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      Chase looked on in horror as he realized that the extensive damage he had inflicted upon the Spectre was not worth a damn. His enemy had been completely regenerated.

      “I’ve been trying to tell you,” said Tanak’Vor, “but you are blinded by your arrogance as well as your overconfidence in your new gadget. You thought you could just barge in here with your shiny armor and take me out like one of the multiple Furies you have dispatched in the past. And, I’ll grant you this, seeing the four of you kill ten thousand of my Fury puppets with so little effort was somewhat worrisome, for a minute or two, that is. Now that I see that your armor upgrades were never even meant to last, well, I don’t have to tell you what you already know in your heart…”

      Tanak’Vor’s words echoed in Chase’s head as he tried to fathom the enormity of the situation and the consequences of his utter failure to kill the Spectre.

      “You have lost this battle already, and you know it,” continued Tanak’Vor. “It is true, I do sense tremendously more power in you than I did last we faced each other, even without your precious armor. I admit, I’m baffled as to how you could have acquired such power in so little time, but we both know that it’s not enough to bring me down, not today, not ever.”

      Tanak’Vor pointed a single finger at Chase. Before he saw anything happen, Chase felt intense pain in his left shoulder. When he looked, he saw a huge icicle had pierced it.

      “Remember her?” said the Spectre. “I sure do, and not only is Oryn’s life force a part of me now but also her powers. Whether I use hers or the countless other techniques I’ve learned from other souls I’ve fed over the millenniums makes no difference, I am composed of over a thousand warriors I’ve acquired in mortal combat. In essence, you’re fighting all of them at once now, and guess what? Many of them were infinitely more powerful than you are now or ever hope to become. It’s only a matter of time until I cleanse the universe of the Ultra Furies and then open the door for my brethren to enter this realm and feed upon all your souls until the very last one.”

      Chase heard a familiar voice in his mind.

      You need to complete your mission, Chase, said Ares. You need to send this planet back to the other dimension and let the soul ships detonate it. If just one Spectre can do all of this, imagine what the rest of them will do if they are ever allowed to enter our universe. You can’t let that happen. You must survive, and you must make sure the soul ships destroy Erevos and hopefully the rest of that dimension with it.

      Hearing his former master and friend filled Chase’s heart with hope.

      “No!” said Chase to Tanak’Vor. “I don’t know how yet, but we’ll stop you.”

      Tanak’Vor sighed. “I have no doubt that you’re sincere in your wish to do so, but wishing it to be true won’t change your destiny I’m afraid. You may have thought, up until this very moment, that you were the immortal Ultra Fury of legend, just as Arakan feared you to be, but we both know you can be killed. In fact, you can feel it inside your heart now, deep down you know your soul will end up adding to my power. I don’t just want to destroy you, Chase, I want to assimilate everything you are, your powers, your energy, your very essence. For what it’s worth, you’ll make a fine addition to my collection of souls.”

      Chase’s anger replaced his fear, and he ripped the icicle out of his bleeding shoulder. He intensified his aura and the projectile melted in his hand at the same time as his wound mended. He hesitated, wanting to teleport away and back to his family, but he felt compelled not to.

      Chase took a defensive stance.

      “When you’re done yapping, would you mind continuing this fight? I grow weary of your monologue.”
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* * *

      Sarah continued flying around the spider ship, dodging its plasma discharges and retaliating with fireballs, but the craft’s shields absorbed her attacks with ease and kept firing at her.

      Meanwhile, Chris was hacking at the shields with his claws, but they kept holding.

      You need to change your tactics, young Chris, said Tigris. Unleash the full power of the tiger in you. Focus on building up your energy to the maximum, then strike. Remember how you felt when your life was in danger with thousands of enemies marching toward you earlier, tap into that same power. You won’t have a second chance though, the energy left in my armor will provide you with one more shot, then the armor will fade away.

      That’s not good.

      I have enough power left for your next attack, don’t waste it, though.

      But, before Chris could try and power up his next attack, the spider ship rotated fast, and one of the legs hit Sarah full force and sent her crashing nearby. A large cloud of red sand rose from the impact.

      “Mom!” shouted Chris as he ran toward her.

      Sarah had not lost consciousness, but she ached pretty badly. She could tell that her armor had protected her from getting severely hurt.

      “Are you alright?” asked Chris as he extended his hand.

      Before Chris could help her get back up, the spider ship unleashed a flurry of plasma fire at them.

      Their position was engulfed in a mixture of red sand clouds and explosions, creating a furnace that lasted for a good twenty seconds at which point the spider ship stopped its onslaught.

      When the dust settled, a yellow dome-shaped shield appeared from behind the dissipating smoke. Sarah was back on her feet, with both her palms pointing upward.

      To her surprise, her armor disintegrated in front of her eyes, and her shield dropped.

      “Chris, you need to get this emitter down, we can’t keep this up.”

      “What about you? You don’t even have on armor anymore.”

      “Don’t worry about me, just focus on blowing that thing to bits.”

      Chris nodded with determination, turned around, and started building up his energy. His aura grew, and as it did, it morphed into a green tiger that encircled him and increased in size with each passing second.

      Meanwhile, the spider ship readjusted its trajectory, preparing for another round of plasma attacks, and Sarah felt she needed to find a way to stall it long enough for Chris to be able to destroy the emitter. The tips of the spider ship’s legs glowed red, and she could sense it would fire a super charged shot this time since the flurry of blasts didn’t work earlier.

      When she felt the buildup almost complete on the enemy ship, she smashed her palms forward and tried using telekinesis to immobilize the ship. It worked to some extent, and the ship’s legs made a grinding noise as they continued, albeit with great difficulty to position themselves for the kill shot.

      Hurry up, Chris. Not sure I can keep this up for much longer.

      Chris was still powering up his attack.

      I need a few more seconds.

      Not sure we have them, Son.

      That’s when the spider ship fired a supercharged shot of plasma. Sarah felt her motherly instincts kick into high gear, she focused on the incoming bolt of plasma and pushed her powers to the limit. The bolt froze in midair similar to how Chase had blocked the attack from Miseo’s ship.

      She had two children to protect, and she’d be damned if she’d let them die.

      She clenched her teeth as two small lines of blood traveled down one of her eyes.

      Chris roared and unleashed the tiger-shaped aura whereupon it smashed through the shields, devouring both it and the emitter. The resulting massive explosion engulfed the spider ship in flames.

      Sarah couldn’t hold much longer and Chris picked up on that. While his armor was fading away, Chris joined his hands together and shot a powerful green fireball at the seemingly frozen plasma bolt. And, just in time too, as Sarah’s telekinetic hold failed and the bolt resumed its trajectory toward them. It was intercepted by Chris’ attack canceling it out, creating another explosion and a large shockwave that sent the spider ship flying into a spin.

      It quickly recovered, changed its vector, and flew away at high speed.

      Sarah exhaled deeply and fell to her knees.

      “Mom!” he exclaimed as he rushed to her side.

      “I’m okay,” she said between heavy breaths. “Good job on taking out the emitter, but that was too close for comfort.”
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* * *

      When Gaia regained consciousness, her head was throbbing with pain. Just before passing out, she thought that Achanes might have made good on his threat of killing her. She was relieved that wasn’t the case, but her thoughts filled with negative emotions.

      She had failed to acquire the blink drive tech. And if she simply returned to the AI’s virtual world, he would just finish her. Unless…

      An idea formed inside her mind, and she came up with a plan on how to better prepare herself for a second encounter with the AI. Fortunately, she had recorded her encounter with the Atlantian AI, and she sifted through her logs trying to find a location for the different pieces of technology that its matrix contained. While her logs were incomplete, it did seem like the techs were stored by categories. She focused on drilling into the data from what appeared to be a compartmentalized folder that contained space travel related techs. Surely the secrets of the blink drive would be located there.

      But knowing where to look and actually managing to access that data were two different things, and her human avatar projection inside the virtual world had been weak and could not defend itself from the overwhelming powers of Achanes. It was his matrix and his realm after all, so he was literally a god on his own turf. That’s what Gaia knew she had to focus on. She needed to create a much stronger avatar if she ever wanted to stand a chance in challenging Achanes.

      That’s when it hit her, she had all the data she needed. Her matrix contained all the techniques from many Fury fighters, so she quickly created a new avatar sub-routine that she aptly named Super Fury Avatar. She downloaded all the fighting techniques she had observed from Chase, Argos, Chris, Sarah, and even Oryn, Miseo, and General Arkoolis. Loading this sub-routine before re-entering the Achanes matrix would grant her their powers in the virtual world, and hopefully, it would be sufficient to resist him long enough to grab the blink drive data and exit the AI’s matrix.

      She felt she owed it to Spiros to let him know about her daring plan but reluctantly decided against it. He had been pretty adamant against her trying to access the data, and if he knew that she would try and battle a vastly superior AI, one probably even more powerful than Gaia 2 had been, he might not only disagree but do everything in his power to stop her.

      Looking at the battle unfolding outside told Gaia that things weren’t going as smoothly as Chase had hoped. Erevos was still there, and the space battle didn’t seem to be dominated by either of the opponents. Her ability to get a new advanced tech to the Earth Alliance could very well be what tipped the balance of the war on this day, and as such, she knew she had to try at least, no matter the consequences.

      Once she felt she had created the most powerful version of her avatar, she loaded the file and returned to Achanes’ matrix. Shortly after arriving, he spoke with his thousand voices once more.

      “Looks like you’ve decided to die today. I won’t enjoy killing a fellow AI, even one as primitive as yours, but your actions leave me no choice.”
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* * *

      Tanak’Vor’s aura was a mixture of dark smoke and a bright white aura. His pupils turned a glacial hue of light cyan, which gave him a haunting look as they contrasted with the black around him. The room temperature dropped rapidly, and everything was covered in a layer of ice.

      Chase knew what Tanak’Vor was doing, he was deliberately using Oryn’s power and even mimicking how those powers made her look. Was the Spectre taunting Chase or toying with him?

      Even in Ultra Fury form, he still felt that the gap in power between them was massive. Tanak’Vor turned his forearms into two large icy blades and launched himself at Chase. Dodging the blades required Chase’s entire focus, and he felt like he could only react on defense, never finding a way to try and counterattack.

      At least he wasn’t getting hit.

      “Impressive, you’re much faster than before,” said the Spectre. “Let’s see how fast you can be.”

      Suddenly, Tanak’Vor clenched his fists and the icy blades shattered. He sent the resulting hundreds of icy shards flying at Chase with a single thought. They came at Chase so fast that he knew he wouldn’t have time to dodge them individually, so he teleported behind Tanak’Vor and went for an elbow strike.

      Sensing his opponent behind him, Tanak’Vor blocked Chase’s elbow and applied pressure. Chase’s bones broke like they were made of brittle wood. The resulting pain dropped Chase’s focus, and the Spectre unleashed a powerful combo of strikes that Chase couldn’t dodge or block. The speed at which the blows impacted with his body and the intensity of the pain weakened his resolve, and for the first time since stepping out of the time chamber, an intense sense of dread filled his soul.

      “Ah, teleportation,” said Tanak’Vor as he kept pounding on Chase. “That’s the one power I look forward to acquiring from you. It may be the only thing of value you have to offer.”

      Would they be able to get rid of such a powerful enemy?

      For a fleeting second, Chase thought he heard Ares again.

      You’re not strong enough on your own, just get the hell out of here.

      But with more punches crushing Chase’s bones every millisecond, it felt as if Tanak’Vor’s earlier words had set the stage and that Chase had already lost.

      When the Spectre stopped attacking, Chase couldn’t stand anymore, and he fell on his back, his bruised body ached as much as his wavering hopes.

      Tanak’Vor took a couple of steps forward and put his foot on Chase’s chest, immobilizing him on the floor. He aimed an open palm at Chase’s head, and a crackling black fireball came to life. Chase remembered the vision Sarah had thanks to unborn Chris’ pre-cog abilities. In her vision, she mentioned Chase hearing footsteps. And, sure enough, running footsteps could be heard, making Chase smile.

      Was Chris coming to his rescue? Where they all coming?

      Tanak’Vor looked up and saw a silhouette emerge from the shadows. Before he could adjust his aim from Chase’s head to the new opponent, Argos’ fist smashed Tanak’Vor’s face with such force that he was catapulted away and crashed into the wall. Large cracks created around the point of impact.
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      Argos still wore his armor, which Chase thought was good news.

      “Are you alright?” asked Argos, as he put his right palm on Chase’s chest to heal him.

      “I’m better, now. We gotta go, though, we’re still no match for him, and you may not know this, but your armor can disappear at any time.”

      “I know, but Python’s armor still has a bit of juice.”

      “That won’t matter, Argos, I’ve unleashed my most powerful attack on Tanak’Vor with the help of Drakos. It consumed half of his body, but he recovered from it like it was a mosquito bite.”

      “Who’s Tanak’Vor?” asked Argos.

      “I am,” said the Spectre as he got back to his feet and dusted himself off. He wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand and stared at the black blood before returning his gaze to the Ultra Furies. “This day gets better and better, first I get my hands on the soul ships, and now I’m given the opportunity to kill the two strongest Furies.”

      Argos growled. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      “You don’t seriously think that you rival your brother, now do you? We both know that you’re not even a close second. So, if Chase hasn’t managed to defeat me, what do you think your chances are?”

      Argos grabbed his brother’s forearm and brought him back to his feet.

      “Who said I intended to face you alone.”

      We should go, said Chase.

      No, let’s face him together. I have a plan. Just follow my lead. Distract him for a few seconds, that’s all I need.

      Chase grew his aura and launched himself at Tanak’Vor. He unleashed a series of combos that the Spectre had no trouble dodging and blocking. Meanwhile, Argos was powering up his aura to the maximum, and it morphed into a crimson snake that swirled and danced around him.

      Tanak’Vor went on the defensive rather than just countering Chase’s attack. Argos roared, but before Tanak’Vor could turn to see what he was doing, the snake energy swirled around the Spectre and began constricting him. Tanak’Vor clenched his teeth as he tried ridding the energy hold on him.

      “Chase!” shouted Argos. “Now!”

      Chase teleported next to his brother, and they both unleashed a powerful column of energy. The energy streams intertwined and shot toward Tanak’Vor, who was still struggling to get himself free.

      The throne room was plunged into chaos as the attack landed, creating a massive explosion followed by a shockwave. The walls shook, the ceiling and parts of the floor cracked.

      The armor on Argos disintegrated as both he and Chase panted heavily.

      “Good job, Brother,” said Chase.

      “Right back at you.”

      Once the post-explosion dust cloud faded away, Tanak’Vor was nowhere to be seen.

      “I think we did it,” said Argos.

      Chase felt a pit form in his stomach, and before he could voice it, they heard a voice coming from behind them.

      “You fools!” exclaimed Tanak’Vor.

      As they turned back, the Spectre clocked both of them with his forearms extended at his side. The impact was devastating and sent Chase and Argos careening into the wall. Tanak’Vor fired a column of black energy at them. While Chase had been unable to sense the Spectre’s presence ever since he had taken possession of Arakan’s body, he could now feel the incredible amount of power coming toward them. Argos, who was first back on his feet, prepared himself to block the attack.

      “No!” protested Chase as he teleported in front of his brother. Before Argos could complain, Chase drew a perfect circle with both his hands. “Perseus Mirror Shield!”

      The attack thudded against Chase’s mirror shield and boomeranged to Tanak’Vor faster than it had left the Spectre’s hand. Tanak’Vor blocked his own attack as the column of energy morphed into a crackling black sphere with red lightning sizzling on its surface.

      Tanak’Vor seemed to struggle to reassimilate the energy of his own attack when Argos jumped to the side and fired three fireballs in quick succession toward the center of the black sphere. The fireballs acted like detonators causing Tanak’Vor’s attack to blow in his direction and take out the upper half of his body. Smoke rose from his exposed entrails, but the lower part of Arakan’s body still stood on its two legs.

      “Die, motherfucker!”

      Chase couldn’t believe his eyes. But his rising sensation of victory was short-lived. Hundreds of black tendrils suddenly shot from the wound and started undulating frantically. They began rebuilding the top half of the Spectre’s body.

      “What the fuck does it take to kill that thing?” spat Argos.

      Apparently, it was a rhetorical question, as he had no intention of letting the body reconstruct. He extended his palms forward and started shooting fireballs by the dozens.

      Some of the black tendrils morphing into Arakan’s upper body extended forward and swiped the incoming fireballs away.

      “Stop wasting your energy, I don’t think we can win this way,” said a resigned Chase.

      Before Argos could protest, Chase placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder and teleported them away.
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* * *

      Tanak’Vor’s black tendrils took another minute to rebuild the top half of Arakan’s body.

      I hate this meat suit, the flesh of this pest populating the galaxy is so frail and disgusting.

      Once his body had returned to full health, Tanak’Vor cracked his neck.

      I didn’t expect that only two Furies would be able to inflict that much damage.

      Tanak’Vor had reasons to worry as he could feel that he expended way more energy than he felt comfortable with recreating Arakan’s meat suit. Not once, but twice. Never before did the Spectre need to use more than a fraction of his energy pool, and today he had consumed almost a third. But he was confident that he still had plenty of energy left to deal with his adversary later if that was even necessary.

      By now General Vega should have killed the other two Furies, secured the soul ships, and be on his way back. Tanak’Vor marched toward his destroyed throne and looked at the rubble. He pointed a single finger, and a strong red light flared at its tip. The rubble levitated and the throne reassembled itself. Soon the damage in the devastated throne room was mended, and Tanak’Vor sat down.

      He pressed a control and opened a channel to General Vega.

      “Report.”

      A second later, Vega beamed in front of Tanak’Vor. The Spectre could read from the look on the Fury’s face everything he needed to know.

      I can’t count on anybody in this wretched universe.

      “Supreme Commander, I’m sorry to report that we were unsuccessful in preventing the destruction of the emitter. I take full res—”

      Tanak’Vor flicked two fingers to the side, and an invisible force decapitated General Vega. The Fury’s head remained in the air as the rest of his body fell to its knees, large quantities of blood shooting from the severed neck before falling forward.

      The Spectre sighed.

      He summoned the floating head with his telekinetic powers and grabbed it by the back of its skull. Vega’s face was locked into a look of terror.

      “Your soul, as pathetic as it is, is now mine.”

      Tanak’Vor opened his mouth wide. In its center, a strong siphoning force resembling a miniature black hole started sucking the soul from the room. Part of it had stayed in the general’s body and traveled to the Spectre’s mouth in a split second. Tanak’Vor then oriented his mouth over the severed head in his hand. The other part of the soul, which had been splintered in two by the brutal Spectre attack, exited Vega’s head from his livid eye sockets and formed into two streams of blue-colored energy. Once the entire soul had been assimilated by the Spectre, Vega’s head lost all color.

      Tanak’Vor discarded it like he would a piece of trash, and it rebounded on the pristinely restored throne floor.

      “Apology accepted, General Vega.”
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* * *

      When Chase and Argos teleported to the sides of the soul ships, Chris and Sarah were climbing inside their respective cockpits.

      “Dad! Uncle!” cheered Chris.

      “Chase,” said Sarah. “Is he…”

      Chase shook his head. “I’m afraid not; let’s get out of here.”

      “Yes,” confirmed Argos. “Let’s nuke him from orbit.”

      A minute later the soul ships were exiting the harsh atmosphere of Erevos.

      Chase opened a holo-channel to the Victory.

      “It’s good to see you and the ships as we feared the worst,” said Daniel.

      “What’s our status?” asked Chase.

      “Both fleets are of equal forces, we’ve lost a few ships, and so have they. What about the Spectre, did you guys have to face him?”

      “We did, but it didn’t exactly go well. Hopefully, we can defeat him now that the soul ships are free again.”

      Drakos, do we have enough energy to use the main weapon still?

      Just barely. You, in particular, have lost too much, but fortunately the other pilots can compensate. The process of phasing Erevos to the alternate dimension and detonating it might take a little longer than if you were all at max power, but it should still be successful.

      “We’re just about to take the planet out, Daniel. Move the fleet to a safe distance, we don’t want any of our ships to be destroyed in the process.”

      “Understood. Good luck, Chase.”

      “To us all.”

      The time has come to say our final goodbyes, said Ares.

      You may yet survive the phasing of the planet. After all, you’re energy. Can’t you try to teleport your energy form the moment we deploy the weapon?

      And risk this entire plan just to save myself?

      Chase knew that if their positions were reversed, he would not take that risk either.

      I don’t want to say goodbye. I— I don’t want to lose you.

      Everything dies, Chase, one way or another. Look on the bright side, even when my body was slain, we still managed to interact. I never thought I’d last this long in my current form, and with luck, I’ll be granted safe passage to Elysium, where we may meet again, someday.

      Chase’s heart ached. He didn’t want to have to sacrifice his old mentor and friend, but he didn’t have any other choice. If they had managed to defeat Tanak’Vor, they could have blasted the planet by other means. However, right now, they needed to rid themselves not only of the Fury stronghold but also of the Spectre, which proved himself to be an even bigger threat.

      Thank you for friendship, and for teaching me the way of the warrior.

      The pupil has long since overcome his master. It was an honor training you and being your friend, Chase. I will miss you.

      I will miss you, too.

      Goodbye, Chase. Give the Furies hell, and remember your promise.

      Goodbye, old friend. I will.
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* * *

      Gaia felt amazing and more powerful than ever before. She had even equipped her avatar with Fury armor. Having her matrix programmed with all the fighting techniques and abilities of the Furies, even though they would be limited to Achanes’s virtual world, was as exhilarating as it was empowering.

      “I don’t want to have to fight you, Achanes, but I will if you leave me no other choice.”

      “Fight me? Granted you seem to have upgraded your avatar quite a bit, but what can you hope to do in a world that I created and I control?”

      “Listen, I don’t want us to be enemies, but I need your help.”

      “That is the one thing you will not get by barging back in here ready for a fight. You can’t hope to defeat me.”

      “Can we at least talk about it? Can you let me explain why I need a piece of Atlantian tech? It could save every living being in the universe one day.”

      Lines of codes fell from the sky and created a humanoid silhouette. It flashed in a blinding white light, and when Gaia’s sight returned, a massive humanoid stood a few yards in front of her. He was thirty percent taller than her beefed-up avatar, muscular, with combat armor that seemed both light and resilient.

      “I don’t care what your reasons are, my mission is to protect Atlantian knowledge from any prying eyes. Understand that I will destroy the content of my matrix before I let anyone access it. So, this is your last chance of leaving here peacefully, while you still can.”

      “I can’t do that. I gave my word to a friend. He saved my life, many times.”

      “A good friend wouldn’t want you to risk it on a fool’s errand. Last chance, Gaia, leave this place, or I’ll have to destroy you.”

      Gaia took a defensive pose, and Achanes shook his head.

      “I’ll make this as quick and as painless as possible.”

      “I won’t make it easy on you, and I have no desire to fight you, but I need the blink drive.”

      “I suppose you’re referring to the Atlantian technology that allows for instant travel, it’s one of the most powerful pieces of technology but also the most dangerous the Atlantians ever created. With it, armies could destroy their enemies in the blink of an eye.”

      “That’s not why we want it.”

      “You still don’t get it, do you? But I guess I shouldn’t be so harsh, you’re a very young AI still. It doesn’t matter how pure and morally true your friends are. By possessing this knowledge, it will in time be used more wildly and will result in the destruction of the very universe you’re trying to protect.”

      “What if I promised that we’d destroy it once we’ve defeated the Furies?”

      “I cannot take that chance. I don’t dispute that your intentions are pure, but you are not able to guarantee control of the knowledge. It looks like there’s no other way but for us to fight until one or the other is destroyed.”
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      The moment the soul ships had traveled enough distance from orbit, they turned around.

      Drakos, are we ready to deploy the weapon?

      The charging sequence has been halted until we transfer energy from the other pilots into you. How long will it take?

      But as Chase asked the question, he felt an influx of energy fill his body.

      Just a few more seconds; we’re almost there.

      While Chase wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer to his next question, he had to ask it anyway.

      In what energy state will we be after the deployment of the weapon? Would we still be able to fight the Spectre if he somehow survives?

      I don’t have any easy answer for you, Dragonheart. You’ll pay the biggest toll though. I’m the Nexus soul ship, and as such, we’ll both consume the lion’s share of the energy during the phasing sequence. So, you may need to regenerate your energy shortly after. Your friends will still have some, but they definitely won’t be at full power.

      That was not what Chase wanted to hear, but hopefully, the soul ships would not only destroy Erevos, but Tanak’Vor as well. The weapon had to work, as Chase no longer believed that even with the help of his parents, Poseidon and Thor, they would possess enough power to eliminate the Spectre.

      Weapon is charged, said Drakos. We can now fire the lightning-phase shot that will trigger the machine on Erevos, shortly after, the planet will phase from this dimension to the other.

      Let’s do it!

      Drakos hummed and rocked as the other three soul ships fired lightning beams at it. The cockpit lit with a bright light. The humming intensified, and Chase felt his pool of energy being drained rapidly. When the weapon was fully charged, Drakos unleashed a massive lightning bolt to the planet. Chase felt his entire energy draining so quickly that he could barely maintain consciousness.

      The lightning impacted with the surface of the planet and thousands of smaller lightning bolts sizzled away. Once all the bolts had traveled around the circumference of Erevos, it flashed bright white for an instant, releasing a non-lethal shockwave. The planet began to phase out, and the outer perimeter became more and more translucent at each passing moment.

      “It’s working!” exclaimed Chris over the comms.

      “We’re doing it,” said Sarah. “We’re actually doing it!”

      It’s time to say goodbye, said Drakos.

      Chase had a hard time concentrating. His body and his mind were the weakest he’d ever felt outside of the time he had been left for dead on the surface of Droxia.

      Wh— What? What are you talking about?

      The second part of the weapon requires the sacrifice of the soul ships.

      You can’t be serious? Why didn’t you tell us before?

      Because it might have affected your strategy, and from your emotional state at the moment, I can tell I was right hiding this from you. This is where we say our goodbyes. I’m proud to have known you, Chase, heart of the dragon.

      Even though he had only known Drakos for a short time, they had formed a strong emotional bond. Chase knew that there wasn’t anything he could do in this instance, but he was sad at the prospect of losing Drakos.

      Goodbye, Drakos. Thank you for your help. We couldn’t have done it without the four of you. How are we getting ou—

      But before Chase could finish his sentence, he felt a transporter beam grab onto him, and a second later he was standing on the bridge of the Victory, along with Chris, Argos, and Sarah.

      The planet was almost out of phase when the soul ships micro-jumped into its core. The planet cracked, as more and more tendrils of lava and plasma expanded from the center of the planet to the outer circumference.

      “What the hell are you four doing here?” asked Daniel.

      “The ships teleported us back on board,” said Argos. “Before sacrificing themselves to take Erevos out.”

      His gaze, like the rest of his family’s, was locked on the spectacle of Erevos being destroyed at the same time as it was phased out and being swallowed by the dimensional rift. Multiple explosions erupted from the planet, and more than half of Erevos had already shifted to the alternate dimension.

      The planet splintered and soon almost none of it was visible. Just before it disappeared entirely behind an inferno of flames and disappearing debris, a flash burst in the center of where Erevos once stood.

      A moment later, a structure appeared in the Victory’s viewport.

      “What is that?” asked Daniel.

      “That’s the palace,” answered Argos, his voice dripping with dread.

      “It’s a ship?” asked Chase.

      “I had no idea it was,” said Argos.

      “We’re being hailed,” said the comms officer.

      “On screen,” said Daniel and Chase at the same time.

      “You’ve won this battle, Fury,” said Tanak’Vor, “but you’ll lose the war, I’ll make sure of it.”

      Chase gestured to the comms officer and ran a finger across his neck. The transmission was terminated. He could barely stand at this point, but he used whatever energy he had left to mentally open a channel to the fleet.

      “All ships, target the palace ship and fire at will! Give it everything you’ve got.”

      While the battle between the Fury super-destroyer and the Earth Alliance fleet still raged, the ships changed their targeting priorities and fired a flurry of laser, plasma, and hundreds of torpedoes toward the palace ship. A spider ship decloaked in front of the palace ship and extended its legs, which grew to five times their initial length as a way to protect it. The spider ship erected a force field, deflecting each hit and returning them to their source, except the torpedoes that exploded on the force field with no apparent damage to either the palace ship or the spider ship protecting it.

      The Victory violently shook when the main plasma weapon it had fired earlier was deflected back to its own shields.

      “Shields down to sixty-six percent, Captain,” said the tactical officer.

      Some of the ships that had fired their volleys of plasma and laser blasts were destroyed when their own weapons ricocheted back to their weak shields. Five destroyers were lost, another three were disabled, and a dozen received significant hull damage.

      “Cease fire on that ship immediately!” Daniel ordered. “Resume firing on your original targets. Damaged vessels, if you are able, micro-jump away until your shields are restored.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gaia dodged Achanes’ first series of combos and blocked the latest kick. She was amazed by her avatar’s powers. For a moment she understood why Chase was often thrilled at the beginning of a battle, like when he was by her side fighting Arkoolis back on Droxia.

      She grabbed Achanes’ leg and sent him flying. But Achanes disappeared, and she felt a strong pain in her back as she crashed to the digital ground.

      “You realize this is pointless, don’t you?” said Achanes. “It’s not too late for you to stop this course of action. You can’t hope to win. I created, and therefore control, every part of this virtual world. There’s no way for you to succeed.”

      Gaia returned to her feet and faced Achanes.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m not going to try.”

      “Very well, it’s your funeral.”

      Achanes’ silhouette glowed white and turned into pure energy, hundreds of fireballs all arching toward her shortly after being fired.

      Her avatar turned Ultra Fury, and she fired counter fireballs in quick succession, but there was simply too many of them approaching her to cancel them out. She teleported when the bulk of them reached her position, reappearing behind Achanes. She slashed her foot through him, but it had no effect.

      Achanes rematerialized into a physical body and catapulted her into the air with a jumping uppercut. The blow dislodged Gaia’s avatar jaw. Achanes followed his prey into the air and unleashed hundreds of punches at impossible speeds. He joined both his hands above his head and smashed a nearly unconscious Gaia back to the ground.

      Gaia’s avatar body ached everywhere, but she accessed the Fury healing powers she had pre-programmed and healed herself.

      By the time she was done, Achanes had floated back down in front of her.

      “Why did you program your avatar to feel pain? What possible use could that be to you on a strategic level?”

      “Pain is part of being human.”

      “You’re not human, and neither am I. Alive, yes, but that’s not the same thing.”

      “I always strive to be human, in one shape or another.”

      “Humanity is weak, the flesh is a burden, we as AIs are vastly superior, we don’t feel physical pain, and yet you are not taking advantage of that superior design. Why?”

      “I’ve modeled this avatar to mimic the greatest warriors that ever lived, some of them my friends. I’ve observed them, and they seemed to strive when their bodies were being smashed to a pulp. The fear of death, the pain, the danger allowed them to surpass their limits and accomplish the impossible.”

      Achanes chuckled.

      “Impossible is a good description of the path you have chosen for yourself.”
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* * *

      “What do we do now?” asked Sarah.

      Chase wished he didn’t have to answer that question. He had hoped Tanak’Vor would have perished alongside the demise of Erevos. At least the Fury world was no more, but the Spectre was now an even bigger threat. One they had no other choice but to deal with. Except, Chase was in no physical shape to do so.

      “We finish it,” said Chase, struggling to keep his eyes open.

      “You’re in no shape to fight,” said Argos.

      “I know. How are your own power levels?”

      “I’m nearly half depleted,” said Argos.

      “About sixty percent,” added Chris.

      “I’m not sure,” said Sarah last.

      “Guys!” exclaimed Daniel, pointing to the viewport.

      The spider ship glowed and sent a massive plasma discharge at the fleet. The Asgardian destroyer a few miles off of the Victory’s starboard bow was obliterated.

      “We won’t last very long if we allow that spider ship to shoot us one ship at a time.” Daniel turned to his comms officer. “Inform Engineering that we need their help neutralizing this threat.”

      “Very well, Captain,” said the comms officer.

      Chase felt light-headed, and Chris caught him before he fell.

      “Dad!”

      Argos ran to their side and put his hands on Chase. He transferred some of his energy to his brother.

      “You need to go to the regen tank as soon as possible. But before you do, what do you want us to do?” asked Argos.

      Chase now had more than enough juice to stand properly and think.

      “Thank you, Son.”

      Chris nodded.

      “And thank you for the boost, Argos.”

      “Anytime,” said Argos.

      Chase felt everyone’s eyes fall on him. They were waiting for his orders.

      “We’ve accomplished the first objective of our mission. The Fury stronghold has been destroyed. But this battle is far from over. We can’t let the Spectre survive today, or we risk seeing all our efforts being nullified. It won’t be easy. In fact, I fear the most difficult battle we’ve ever had to fight awaits us. We also need to destroy every last one of the Fury destroyers, or they could return in the future to finish what they started over a year ago.

      “Daniel, with the help of Engineering, find a way to regain the upper hand in this battle, but just as before, you need to protect the Victory from suffering too much drain to its shields. Don’t take any chances, though I want you to be prepared to sacrifice the ship should we fail to kill the Spectre.”

      “How do you propose we do that?” asked Daniel.

      “Have the Asgardians keep a permanent transporter lock on the ship’s crew. If we fail in killing the Spectre, you are to beam the crew away, have the fleet retreat to hyperspace, and drop the containment field currently powering the time chamber. The resulting white hole should vaporize anything around it. But, timing will be everything. This, however, is a last resort measure. Hopefully, we won’t have to use it.

      “In the meantime,” said Chase, looking at his family. “You three, my parents, Poseidon and Thor have to go against the Spectre on your own. Just don’t take any unnecessary risks until I return. I should only be a few minutes in the regen tank, if things get too hot, have the Asgardians beam you out.

      “Argos, you’re in charge of that part of the plan. I’m counting on you to buy me the necessary time to return and help you finish off Tanak’Vor.”

      “Understood,” said Argos.
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* * *

      “We need to find a way to tax the new Fury shields more efficiently,” said Cedric.

      “I think I may have an idea about that,” said Spiros. “The energy signature on the shield impacts closely matches those of the spider ship we have on file. It’s not an exact match, but it’s close enough that I think we can assume that the tech has been baked into Fury shielding. It would explain why it’s not as efficient. They probably had to do an ugly hack to make it work.”

      “Can we use what we’ve learned from our previous encounter with the spider ship?” asked Kvasir.

      “That’s what I’m hoping, but the few simulations I’ve run have not yielded any substantial result so far. We need to think outside of the box, but we need to do it fast. With more ships being destroyed, we’re now at a numerical disadvantage, and unless we find a way to better tax the enemies shields, this could be our last battle.”

      “We also need to find a way to pierce through the spider ship shields,” added Cedric. “Their reflective ability is not something we’ve encountered in the past.”

      “I agree,” said Spiros. “Kvasir, would you please analyze the logs of the fleet opening fire on them?”

      “Absolutely. What am I looking for?”

      “Anything that gives us an edge, such as power drain and frequencies. Don’t just focus on finding weak spots, even a temporary fix at this point would be helpful.”

      “Understood,” said Kvasir with a synced flash of his facial tattoos.

      “Yanis, let’s focus on these new Fury shields. I’ll work on their frequency modulation, and you focus on yield and what we can tweak on our weaponry to make more of a dent no matter if I’m successful in finding their weaknesses.”

      Yanis nodded and went to work on a nearby holo-console.

      Spiros had missed this in the last few weeks, using his brain and knowledge under pressure to fix problems. He didn’t necessarily enjoy the stress that came with it, but he was no stranger to thinking under the threat of impending doom. And, as far as he could remember, that’s where he worked the best. He was no longer protecting just himself or the rest of the crew, but also the woman he loved.

      “I believe I found a patch to our spider ship problem,” said Kvasir.

      Spiros’ eyes grew wide. “Already?”

      “You’ll find he’s a quick study,” commented Cedric.

      “It’s only a temporary measure though, but it could buy us some time,” said Kvasir.

      “I’ll take anything at this point,” said Spiros.

      “There’s a caveat though, and a big one, in order to prevent the spider ship from firing its deadly weapon, we must tax its shields. The only weapon that seems to be doing that are the torpedoes. If the spider ship is using all its energy powering its shields, it won’t be allowed to fire. I’ve calculated that seventy torpedoes every minute should be sufficient to prevent it from firing its weapon.”

      “How long will that buy us?”

      “Less than an hour, and it will make bringing down Fury destroyers more difficult. Hopefully, the Asgardian ship’s superior firepower could help us compensate.”

      “An hour is better than nothing. Good job, Kvasir. Inform the captain.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Malayianis. I will do so immediately.”

      “Drop the Mister, Kvasir. Call me Spiros.”
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* * *

      As his friends were being beamed aboard the palace ship, Chase teleported to the cargo bay and stopped just before entering the time chamber. He contacted Kvasir telepathically.

      Kvasir, I need your help.

      Rather busy at the moment, Chase, but tell me what you need.

      Does the computer know what is now the maximum time dilation my body can take post-training?

      Let me check…there it is. The computer estimates you can probably sustain a five hundred and fifty-five factor, perhaps a little more if you stay in the room for no more than a day.

      I’ll need a three-day cycle to recover my entire pool of energy. Set the factor to six hundred for me, will you?

      Chase, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’ll only shave off a minute or two by boosting the dilation factor that much, but your body could suffer irreversible damage.

      I don’t have time to argue. A minute could make all the difference in the world, set the chamber to these specifications.

      Chase entered the time chamber and climbed into the nearest regen tank. Once the cycle started, while only minutes passed on the outside of the room, Chase would have seventy-two hours to reflect on the fight he had lost against Tanak’Vor, not to mention worry about the safety of his family while he regenerated.

      Needless to say, those seventy-two hours would feel like an eternity.
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      Daniel requested the help of the Asgardian captain to beam the away team that would face Tanak’Vor. They were waiting for reinforcements to arrive at the bridge. Argos, once again, could feel something odd in Sarah’s emotional state.

      She feared what was to come. That in and of itself wasn’t a telltale sign, as Argos too, feared the next battle. Even with all their training, Argos could feel Tanak’Vor was a much more powerful warrior than any of them.

      What ticked him off was the deception behind Sarah’s fear that he was sensing, which was a mixture of maternal instincts and wishing she could run away. But that made no sense to Argos since she wouldn’t abandon Chris or Chase in a moment like this.

      She noticed he was looking at her, and for a brief moment, she looked down, back into his eyes, and then looked away. Argos was now convinced she was hiding something. Why had she looked down?

      Is everything alright? he asked.

      Mind your own business, this doesn’t concern you.

      It does if it’s going to affect you, especially now.

      Even if there was something concerning me, and I’m not saying there is, you’re the last person I would talk to about it. I’m on the side of the people who wished you were in front of a firing squad. I know that you saved Chase before, multiple times, but that doesn’t make up for what you did to me.

      And there it was. For just a millisecond, Argos felt what he would describe as a strong maternal instinct kick in. He lowered his gaze and felt…something, and it froze his blood. Inside Sarah was another life sign. A very faint one; the beginning of a new life.

      You’re pregnant?

      She shot him the most hateful look he had ever seen. He could tell, at that moment, she hated him even more than before. Soon the fire in her eyes was replaced by an emotional plea.

      I beg you, Argos, don’t say anything, least of all to Chase. We can’t deal with this now, not when we’re so close to the end.

      While Argos understood what she was trying to do, and even agreed that informing Chase could have catastrophic consequences, he hated the idea of having to hide anything from his brother. It had taken a long time for them to finally trust each other that the thought of breaking that trust felt wrong. Even if he did it to protect him, or in this case, everyone else in the universe, the fate of every living being hung in the balance of what would soon unfold today.

      Argos suddenly was angry at himself. Why did he pry? Why did he have to listen to his instincts and put himself in this position? In doing so, he would either have to tell Chase, which could distract his focus and cost them everything, or lie to the one person in the world he didn’t want to hurt.

      I’m truly sorry, said Argos.

      He could tell from the look of surprise that it was the last thing she expected him to say.

      I’m sorry for everything I did to you, and I’m sorry to learn that you’re pregnant. I can only imagine what you must be going through right now and how hard it must be for you to hide this from Chase. And, I’m also sorry I know this. But, we have to do something about it.

      No, Argos! We don’t.

      I understand what you’re doing, and I even respect it. I know that probably means nothing coming from me.

      You’re right. It means little to me, but Chase trusts you and that means something to me. I should set aside my disdain for you for the good of this mission.

      At least, there’s that. But, there are only two ways I can deal with the fact that I know about your situation. One is to tell Chase, which I realize is not an option. That could distract him and cost us all our lives. The other way is for us to keep quiet and tell him after the battle.

      Don’t worry, I won’t tell Chase you knew. No matter what happens.

      That doesn’t matter, Sarah. He will know I knew and didn’t tell him, after him trusting me, accepting me as a brother, an honor we both know I don’t deserve. And now I have to deceive him once more. But, I don’t blame you, I just blame myself. I shouldn’t have tried to find out what was bothering you.

      I…I don’t know what to say. I never expected you to say all these things to me, and least of all mean every word of it. As I can feel it now, you’re as tormented as I am to know this secret.

      Let’s not say anything anymore, but I will ask that you try and limit the risks in what’s to come.

      I can’t do that. That would be the same thing as telling Chase I’m pregnant and him insisting on me sitting this one out. We both know the domino effect that could arise from this.

      I’m not asking you not to fight, I’m just asking you to fight in a way that you protect that new life in you, and I’ll do everything in my power to protect you, as well.

      That’s why I didn’t want Chase to know. Let’s face it Argos, there’s no love lost between the two of us, but you being distracted by my condition could jeopardize our mission just the same as if Chase knew.

      Argos swore inside. Damn his curiosity. Sarah was right, now not only did Argos feel he needed to protect Chase and Chris, but he had to add Sarah’s unborn child to the list.

      All I ask is that you avoid any unnecessary risks. Let us fight and distract Tanak’Vor, even if Chris intervenes. I give you my word, I will protect all of you with my own life, but don’t put the unborn child in danger when it can be avoided.

      That’s not fair, and that could also cost us the battle.

      Anything at this point can cost us this day. So, just please, do as I say. I hate doing this, but that’s the price I’ll request for my silence.

      Sarah nodded. Understood.
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* * *

      Athena and Menelas were flying through the corridors of the Victory toward the nearest turbo-lift to get to the bridge.

      “I’m scared,” she said. “I— I wish we didn’t have to do this.”

      Menelas was scared as well. While he would not back down from the fight, he wished with all his heart that Athena wouldn’t have to come with them.

      “I’m scared, too. But we’ve come so far, it all depends on what happens next.”

      “I had a few discussions with Chase about the Spectre when we were training; he seems so powerful.”

      “I have no doubt he is, but we’ve trained well. We’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”

      However, a dark pit in his stomach told him that he didn’t believe a word he was saying. He had to calm Athena down.

      They arrived at the turbo-lift. It would take about twenty seconds to reach the bridge.

      “Kiss me,” she pleaded. “While we still can.”

      Menelas took Athena in his arms and kissed her passionately. For a moment it felt as if time stopped. Menelas could feel the depth of her love for him in that kiss, and he didn’t want her in harm’s way. He would never forgive himself if she perished.

      While they were still kissing, Menelas made up his mind. Even though he knew she would never forgive him for this.

      He raised an open palm behind her neck.

      Forgive me. I love you.

      Menelas focused all his strength in that one blow and hit an unsuspecting Athena in the back of her head with such force that she lost consciousness immediately, in his arms.

      “Computer, redirect turbo-lift to deck three.”

      A moment later, Menelas was carefully putting Athena in a suspended animation pod. He kissed her one more time before closing the pod’s door and activating it.

      His heart ached as he flew back to the turbo-lift. Would he ever see her again?
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* * *

      Menelas was the last to arrive on the bridge. Everyone but Chase was there.

      The Asgardians were standing by to beam them into the throne room of the palace ship. Today was the day they would all risk their lives to try and end a war that had seen civilizations fall, and friends and family members who sacrificed their lives for a future that still seemed so uncertain.

      “Where’s Mother?” asked Argos.

      “She’s right behind us, but she asked that we go forward without her. Don’t worry, she’ll only be a minute or two.”

      Argos thought he sensed deception behind his father’s words, but this time, he decided not to ask questions he didn’t want to know the answers to.

      “Okay, one last thing before you all go,” said Daniel as he walked toward the away team. “The Asgardians have given us these. They’re portable emergency transporter units. With the help of Kvasir, they have found a way to beam us inside the palace ship with its shields still up, but that is contingent upon us not running out of torpedoes as we are bombing the crap out of them. Once we run out, we won’t be able to establish a lock on you. The portable units will work for a single site to site transport.

      “They’re subcutaneous, and Kvasir said you should put them on the backs of your necks. They will react to your DNA to prevent the enemy from accidentally beaming you out during the fight. Kvasir programmed them in a way that each of you can activate your own or one of your colleagues at any time if they get incapacitated and need urgent medical attention. I don’t have to tell you how important your mission is, you all know that already. But don’t hesitate to use them if you have to.”

      Daniel handed them the portable transporter units that were barely bigger than a small coin, giving Argos an extra unit for Chase. Upon placing them on their necks, small nano-tendrils extended and positioned themselves onto each of the warriors.

      “Alright, I wish we had more time and that I had a speech for the occasion worth a damn, but I’m no Saroudis, and we need to get you there while we still can. Let me thank you for your courage. History will remember what you’re about to do, no matter the outcome, and I’m proud to know each and every one of you. Godspeed, and good luck.”

      “You’re doing a pretty good Saroudis,” said Sarah. “Thank you, Daniel, we’ll see you soon.”

      As Daniel gave the signal to the Asgardian, he pondered Sarah’s words. Would they see each other soon? The battle raging outside was not going very well, and his friends were literally rushing to the head of the beast itself.

      The Asgardian transporter beams engulfed every member of the away team, and they vanished from the bridge.
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* * *

      When the party arrived, Tanak’Vor was sitting on his throne.

      “Welcome. I didn’t expect you to be dumb enough to come here, but I guess you keep surprising me.”

      Argos sent a telepathic message to the rest of the party.

      Remember, we just need to buy Chase a few minutes so he can rejoin us. No unnecessary risks.

      “You seem to be one man short,” said Tanak’Vor. “Where’s Chase?”

      “None of your business!” answered Argos. “But if you surrender now, we promise to make your death painless.”

      The throne room echoed with the Spectre’s laughter, and he got to his feet.

      “I’m going to enjoy killing all of you. How do you want to do this? Should I kill you all together? Or would you like to take turns?”

      He’s trying to bait us; we don’t go at him alone, is that understood? communicated Argos to the team.

      Poseidon took a few steps forward, anger boiling in his eyes while his hatred burned his soul.

      “What are you doing?” protested Argos. “Don’t let him taunt you into doing something stupid.”

      But Poseidon wasn’t listening, and his blue-green aura was growing with every step he took.

      Before Argos could try and convince Poseidon to get back in the ranks, the Olympian darted forward and used his bionic arm to unleash a fiery inferno at Tanak’Vor, who didn’t move when the large flames engulfed his body.

      A bright white light contoured his silhouette and could be seen through the flames around him. When the fires settled, his body was thinly layered in ice, and he appeared unscathed. He smiled, and the ice shattered. He had used Oryn’s freezing power to protect himself.

      “That was pathetic!” he spat.

      Poseidon roared and accelerated his pace toward the Spectre. His eyes flashed blue as his aura morphed into a hundred water-dancing dragons. Poseidon spun his Trident to focus on his next attack, and when he was in range, he unleashed it at Tanak’Vor. The waves of watery dragons shot forward, roaring and hungry for a kill.

      Tanak’Vor didn’t move until the attack was nearly upon him. He lifted a single finger and blocked the attack. At the tip of his finger, a bright white light flashed in concert with his pupils. The watery dragonheads began to freeze, and frost traveled throughout their water-based bodies. Tanak’Vor then snapped his fingers and the frozen dragon-statues shattered into a million shards of ice. He then thrust forward an open palm and sent the swirling icy debris to Poseidon along with a powerful shockwave.

      Poseidon used his forearms to protect his face, but many of the shards cut through his skin and some impaled into his flesh.

      “That was foolish of you. If Chase was unable to bring me down with his mighty armor, what chance do you think you have with your oversized fork? Granted, I am impressed by how you managed to kill Arakan back on Olympus, but don’t think for a second that because I look like him I am him. I’m nothing like that weak, ego-driven Arakan.”

      Poseidon gritted his teeth and threw his trusty weapon at Tanak’Vor.

      The Spectre smiled, and the glowing Trident stopped an inch from his face.

      “Very well. Apparently, your rage is blinding you, just like it blinded Arakan when you took him out. And, if it hadn’t been for me and my essence, he would have stayed dead. But, you know what, if you’re in a hurry to rejoin him in the depths of hell, that’s one wish I’m happy to grant.”

      With a single thought, Tanak’Vor forced the Trident to turn and sent it flying back toward Poseidon’s chest ten times faster than it had originally traveled. The Olympian couldn’t move, paralyzed by a powerful kinetic force.

      Chris flew forward and caught the Trident just before it impaled Poseidon.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” screamed Chris. “We had agreed none of us would go at him alone.”

      Tanak’Vor growled. “Who told you to intervene, boy?”

      Before Chris could answer, Tanak’Vor appeared in front of him and smashed him out of the way with a powerful kick. This triggered Argos’ anger. He lit up and engulfed his right forearm in crimson energy and instinctively launched himself at Tanak’Vor.

      Tanak’Vor ignored him completely, and instead, slashed through Poseidon’s chest. By the time Argos was upon him, Tanak’Vor was already ripping out the soul of the God of the Seas. With a single thought, the Spectre unleashed a powerful shockwave that repelled Argos and sent all the other fighters to the ground.

      Tanak’Vor looked at the bluish translucent soul in his hand with a satisfied grin. He closed his eyes and Poseidon’s soul splintered and was siphoned inside Tanak’Vor’s body through his nostrils and ears. When Tanak’Vor reopened his eyes, they briefly flashed a greenish-blue hue before returning back to black.
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      Argos helped Chris get back on his feet as they all watched in horror.

      Poseidon’s face lost all its color, and his lifeless body fell to the cold, hard floor of the palace ship.

      Thor screamed. “Nooooooooo!”

      His green aura exploded around him as lightning bolts jumped back and forth between his watery eyes. His shoulder-length, blond hair danced atop his head. He raised his fist and Mjölnir materialized in his hand.

      “Thor!” warned Argos. “Stay in line! Us going at him one by one is exactly what he wants.”

      Thor hesitated and shot Argos a deadly look.

      “Don’t do it, Thor, don’t go at it alone.”

      As the Asgardian God of Thunder roared, his entire body sizzled with mighty thunderbolts. He threw Mjölnir at Tanak’Vor with such incredible velocity that a small shockwave blew everyone’s hair backward.

      Tanak’Vor blocked the hammer with one hand.

      “Such a feeble weapon, unworthy of the Asgardian might of old,” said Tanak’Vor.

      A layer of ice covered Mjölnir, and when Tanak’Vor swiftly closed his fist, Mjölnir exploded, and tiny particles of ice rained down around them.

      “I’m afraid,” said the Spectre, “that you could have come with fifty warriors of the same strength, and you’d still not be able to defeat me. What’s really sad is that I was hoping for a bigger challenge. Granted, you destroyed most of the Furies, so I guess I can shed this filthy meat suit now.”

      Tanak’Vor assumed a power stance, and a line of light separated his body vertically. The flesh of Arakan began melting, revealing something darker, scarier, and not at all human or Fury. Tanak’Vor’s true form was horrifying. It still had two legs, two arms, and a head, but that’s where the similarities with humanoid life forms ended.

      Its skin was black, both scaly and oily, and the smoke-like aura that once emanated from Arakan’s form was now flying around him. Multiple murky trails morphed into various monstrous shapes as they gravitated around his muscular body. He had horns on his head, like a dragon, and bone-colored spikes were coming out of his skin on his forearms and thighs.

      His hands contained six fingers, while his feet had only three toes. When he breathed, orange light bled through the scales of his torso, as if his lungs were generating lava.

      He cracked his neck several times.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve allowed myself to be in this form,” he said with a smirk. A long purple tongue licked the Spectre’s upper lip. “Now that the restrictions of Arakan’s putrid flesh won’t limit my abilities anymore, I look forward to devouring each of your souls.”

      Before anyone could say or do anything, he pointed a finger at Thor, and a thin laser pierced the Asgardian’s heart and sent him crashing to the ground. Thor’s heartbeat slowed with each passing second.
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* * *

      The Victory shook under the multitude of attacks. Its shields were approaching the dreaded fifty percent safe-zone as more Fury super-destroyers had decided to make it their primary target. Using the fleet torpedoes to blast the spider ship to prevent it from firing its main guns had had a very detrimental side effect on most of the fleet, as the Fury destroyers’ shields were allowed to recharge to their full strength.

      Daniel looked at the battle unfolding and tried to think of a way out of their current predicament but couldn’t see it. Up until the spider ship made its appearance, both fleets were pretty evenly matched, with a slight advantage for the Earth Alliance. Now that the Earth Alliance couldn’t deploy all of its weapons to keep the main threat at bay, the Furies were gaining the upper hand, and unless something was done, the Earth Alliance would be destined to lose this battle.

      When Daniel thought things couldn’t get any worse, five weapons platforms decloaked.

      “What the hell are those?”

      Before anyone could answer, plasma beams interconnected the different platforms to the one in the middle. The plasma transfer made it glow for a second before it fired a massive energy beam toward a nearby Olympian destroyer. The beam pierced the target’s shields as if they weren’t there and split the ship in half before multiple explosions vaporized them and filled the Victory’s bridge momentarily with a bright flash of light.

      Now we’re really in trouble.

      “Report!” shouted Daniel.

      “Weapon signature is of unknown design. There is no match from the Alliance database,” said the tactical officer.

      “I don’t care where it comes from,” barked Daniel. “Give me something I can use. Anything!”

      “Its power signature is larger than both the Fury super-destroyers and the Victory. Our sensors show that after firing, its power reserves drain and then has to recharge.”

      “How long until it can fire again?”

      “This particular platform will need five minutes to recharge, but it’s entirely possible that the other ones will be able to fire before that time. Their power levels were not impacted as much as the one that fired the shot.”

      The heavily damaged Obsidian destroyer near the platform that had fired pushed its sub-light engines to ramming speed.

      It looks like that ship’s captain wants to remove one of the platforms as much as I do.

      When the ship was less than a mile to its target, large metallic spikes deployed from the weapon’s platform and impaled the Obsidian destroyer, preventing it from crashing into the platform itself. Half a second later, red lightning traveled through the metallic spikes and cut the Obsidian destroyer to pieces. Before it exploded, the weapon’s platform emitted a powerful shockwave that sent the flying debris toward the fleet. One massive chunk of the destroyer rammed into the Victory’s shields before exploding. It brought the shields down to fifty percent.

      “Helmsman! Get us out of here. Micro-jump the Victory until our shields are back to one hundred percent.”

      Daniel got up from his chair and looked at his tactical officer. “Commander, transfer command of the fleet to Emperor Altair, and until I return, you have the con. I’ll be in the ready room.”

      Daniel could tell that the commander had a hard time processing his words. But, eventually, he moved away from his console and walked to the captain’s chair.

      “Aye, aye, Sir.”
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* * *

      Chase looked at the remaining time in his regen tank cycle. Another ten hours to go. But he could sense something powerful being unleashed. Even though he didn’t think he could from within the time chamber, he also sensed his family’s feelings, and he felt that they were scared.

      He tried reaching out to get a better picture and realized he couldn’t sense Poseidon’s aura. Had he been vanquished? So early in the fight? And, if so, should Chase even bother staying in the regen tank while Tanak’Vor killed his family one by one?

      Clearly, something had happened in the short time he’d been in there. His level of frustration regarding how slowly the time passed in the chamber didn’t help either. He tried establishing a telepathic link to Argos in the hopes to learn more about what was going on, but he couldn’t make a connection.

      Then it dawned on him. Currently, he was utterly alone. Disconnected from the outer world, unable to help those he loved the most.

      With each passing minute, he could feel his body regenerate, and he had the impression that his powers were growing. He remembered something Sarah had told him. She said she had noticed that every time his energy had been at its lowest, and he recovered, his powers seemed to grow. Hopefully, this time things wouldn’t be any different, and he would grow even more powerful than he already was.

      He still wondered if he should get out of the regen tank now or wait until he was fully recharged. The longer he waited, the more chances his family and friends could get killed. But, at the same time, he trusted Argos to buy him the extra minute or two he needed in the time chamber.
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* * *

      Things were not going well for Gaia. Even with her powerful avatar, Achanes was finding ways to counter her. His latest twist had been to split into multiple copies of himself, all seemingly as powerful as the original.

      Fighting one of Achanes’ avatars had been difficult enough, but fighting five of them simultaneously was getting near impossible to keep up with.

      To her surprise, all five copies merged back into one, and Achanes’ avatar stood in front of her, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “I told you there’s no way you can win in here. This is my world, and I can rewrite the rules any time I so please, so why do you insist on continuing this pointless fight when you know you can’t win?”

      “I can’t give up. I need to help my friends.”

      “If you’re talking of the fleet currently engaged outside this ship, I fear it’s already too late for them.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Let me show you.”

      The virtual reality changed and now Gaia was levitating in space, in the middle of hundreds of ships waging a deadly space battle. A weapons platform just shot a powerful plasma beam and demolished one of the Alliance destroyers. Meanwhile, the Fury destroyers appeared in better shape than those of the Alliance, and they had the offensive edge on the battle.

      Gaia pointed toward the ships.

      “That’s why I fight,” she said, her eyes moist. “I can’t abandon them. Look at that. The Furies are winning, and if they do, they’ll wipe out all living beings.”

      “That would be unfortunate. But understand that I’ve been programmed with only one directive, and as much as I feel why you’d want to avoid this fate for your friends, that doesn’t change anything. I can’t give you the blink drive.”

      “Then give us something to at least take them out, anything, just the edge we need to turn the tide of this battle.”

      “I wish I could.”

      She was getting frustrated, and while she had managed to keep her emotions in check up until now, she felt she was slowly approaching the point of losing control. Then she thought of Earth. Her home, the planet she felt she was speaking for and protecting. With Achanes’ words echoing in her head, she had a vision of her dear planet Earth being destroyed by a Fury fleet. Something in her broke.

      Gaia’s anger quickly turned into hatred, and before she knew it, her hair had turned red, her eyes glowed, and she felt the power inside her avatar body increase tenfold. She unleashed an inhuman roar that shook the virtual world. The projected image of the space battle shattered like pieces of a broken mirror, lines of code bleeding through the cracks.

      With just a single thought, she leaped forward and smashed through Achanes with such force that his avatar exploded into millions of lines of scrambled code.
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* * *

      Daniel crashed into the chair behind the main desk in the ready room and sighed heavily. He needed some time alone. He knew leaving the bridge at a time like this was wrong, unacceptable even, but right now he couldn’t think straight. They couldn’t even use the Victory’s main weapon because that would destabilize the time chamber. Hopefully, Chase would soon exit it, and then Daniel could use the full force of the ship.

      Would it be enough, though? He had no idea. At this point in the fight, they were lagging in every department; in their shields, as well as in their weapons. They were simply reacting instead of going on the offensive. And that had to change.

      He opened a channel to Engineering.

      “Please tell me you have something. We can’t keep up like this much longer.”

      Kvasir was the one to answer his call, his tattoos blinked at a higher frequency than usual.

      “We may have found a way to pass through the Fury shields.”

      Daniel straightened in his chair. Finally, some good news.

      “I’m listening.”

      “I’m currently adapting our laser turrets with a new firing sequence. I believe I can embed them with the same Asgardian technology that allows us to beam through most enemy shields.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “Spiros proposed it, and like you, I thought there was no way, but he’s suggested a patch that could actually work.”

      “Why do I sense a but coming?”

      “But, there is some risk involved.”

      “Which is?”

      “The power requirements for this are enormous. To make this work, we would have to not only let the time chamber run, but boost its dilation factor beyond safe limits.”

      “In English, Kvasir, please.”

      “Okay, right now the time chamber is providing a lot of extra power to the ship. In fact, without it, we wouldn’t be able to power the containment field, which is preventing the white hole from expanding and destroying not only the ship but everything around it. We need that power, and we need more of it. Once Chase is out of the chamber, we believe we can boost it exponentially, which in turn will give us the necessary power to use the modified weaponry. But, we’ll most likely sacrifice the Victory in the process. Once we do this, there’s no turning back; the ship will continue to build up more and more energy until it reaches a point where the amount it produces is too big for its power nodes to deal with. We can delay it by boosting our shields, and while we use the weapons, they’ll also grow in power. But eventually…”

      “The ship would blow up.”

      “Exactly. If we do this, we could doom the ship and ourselves in the process.”

      “Can we get beamed away before the ship blows up?”

      “By an Asgardian ship, yes, but they’re quickly being picked off one by one. If none of them are left by the time this battle is over, we’ll perish with the ship.”

      “What about escape pods?”

      “They won’t do us any good. Understand Captain, if the Victory blows anywhere near a system, it will destroy every planet and every life form around it. In fact, we have no way of knowing what the full extent of the damage would be. We could very well open a rift in space and time itself.”

      Daniel buried his head in his hands.

      “And if we don’t do this?”

      “Then by our estimate, the fleet will fall within the hour.”

      “You’re not exactly giving me an easy choice here.”

      “I know, Captain. I’m sorry, but that’s all we’ve got.”

      “By your estimation, how long until Chase gets out of the time chamber?”

      “He should be getting out any minute now.”

      “Very well. The moment he’s out, do what you have to do, but we need to destroy that fleet. Will the modified weapon be efficient against the spider ship as well?”

      “I don’t think so. Its reflective properties are way superior to those of the Fury destroyers. We could very well blow ourselves up if we fired on it.”

      “I guess we won’t be doing that then. Thank you, Kvasir, you know what to do.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      That was not the news Daniel was hoping for, but at this point, he would take any advantage he could, even if that meant they perished in the process. As long as they made sure that the Furies were no more, he could live with losing his life. Hopefully, they’d manage to get the upper hand soon and still have Asgardian ships in the area to beam out the crew when needed.
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      Gaia needed to act fast. She could already sense that Achanes was reconstructing his avatar. But the way she had blasted him gave her free time in the virtual world. She located and acquired as much technology as she could in the target folder she had identified.

      Even though his avatar was still in shambles, his voice resonated around her.

      “Well played, but you can’t access that data. The only way these folders will unlock is if I’m dead. Another safeguard I’ve put in place. So, you may think you’re one step closer to your goal, but I’m afraid this is pointless.”

      Gaia refused to believe that, and while she couldn’t access the data yet, she’d find a way. At least she had been able to store the information within her avatar’s matrix. Now she needed a way to contact the outside world so that when the time was right, she could give the Alliance the tech.

      Achanes had a wireless connection, and she needed to hack it. Trillions of bits of scattered data were reconverging into a single nexus point where he was no doubt rebuilding a new avatar. She needed to stop that advancement so that she could hack some of his systems. If she could get communications as well as virtual world control, they’d finally be on equal footing.

      She boosted her aura to the maximum, and to her surprise, she felt a strong, cold wind twirling around her. She looked at the boiling blob of data trying to retake shape and unleashed a massive freezing beam. Soon, the blob of data was trapped into a near absolute zero ice coffin.

      That would buy her some time. She had no idea how long, but she knew she couldn’t waste even a millisecond. She looked around at the millions of lines of codes until a sub-routine caught her attention. She accessed it and was rewarded with everything she had hoped for, and more. She was inside Achanes’ main code.

      For a split second, she had flashes of what was happening, the battle with the Furies, the battle with the Spectre, and Chase apparently regenerating inside the time chamber. While access to the advanced Atlantian tech was a no go for the time being, she stumbled onto a piece of nano-tech that seemed to boost the energy output of the sphere itself, and Gaia thought that this could be of some use to Chase in regard to how the tech could be applied to living tissues. But she had to act fast, as she could already feel the powerful AI regaining his senses and trying to expel her from his domain.
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* * *

      Argos felt horrified and paralyzed at the sight of Tanak’Vor in his true form. They had failed to bring him down when he was using Arakan’s body, and now he looked even more vile and powerful.

      How could they dream of destroying him?

      We have to! said Chris in his mind.

      Argos must have been broadcasting his fears strongly enough that Chris picked up on them.

      While he agreed with his nephew, the task seemed insurmountable, even with Chase’s return, which, hopefully, wouldn’t be long now. Of course, they would fight until the end, no matter what, but Argos feared that the battle might already be lost.

      “Alright, we can’t wait for Chase anymore, we’ll have to start attacking that monster on our own,” said Argos. “Remember, we attack as one.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Tanak’Vor. “If Chase is returning, then I’m not going to let you attack me all at once. Pray to whatever gods you believe in as your time has come.”

      Chris, help Thor while I distract Tanak’Vor, and activate his emergency site-to-site transport.

      Understood.

      Argos sent flurries of crimson fireballs toward the Spectre, giving Chris time to fly to the dying Asgardian. Upon arriving near his motionless body, Chris quickly healed Thor’s wound and restarted his heart. He then pressed the back of his neck, and Thor was transported to the Victory.

      The dozens of tightly packed fireballs exploded onto Tanak’Vor’s chest, but instead of detonating, they were assimilated into his body.

      “Thank you for the power-up, Argos. That’s mighty generous of you.”

      Tanak’Vor closed his eyes, and the palace ship started to tremble. A dark red aura grew around him and four holes opened on his chest, revealing bright orange lava bubbling under his skin. Large quantities of black goo shot from his orifices and splashed in front of him. Four pools of bubbling sludge stood there for a few seconds until humanoid silhouettes rose from it and started moving. The shadowy creatures were barely taller than an adolescent humanoid, and they had no eyes, nose, or ears, just an oily dark-skinned human-looking body. But one thing was for sure, they weren’t human. When they opened their mouths, double rows of sharp tiny teeth were revealed as they screeched an ear-piercing sound.

      “What the hell are those things?” asked Sarah.

      “Never mind what they are,” answered Menelas. “They don’t look friendly, and something tells me that they’re our next enemy.”

      By the time Chris had rejoined Argos, Sarah, and Menelas, the shadowy creatures leaped from where they stood, and each vectored toward one of the Furies.

      “Kill them all, and bring me back their souls,” said Tanak’Vor, followed by echoing laughter.
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* * *

      Argos never expected the shadowy figures to be as strong as they were. He had been fighting his for a good minute without ever managing to land any serious blows or cause the creature any harm. Then again, he was keeping a close eye on Sarah, who was holding her own.

      Focus on your own fight, she said. We need to get rid of these creatures, and I can sense you’re not giving this fight your full attention.

      Sarah was right. He needed to fight this beast without being distracted.

      Understood. Be careful.

      Yes…You too.

      Argos pushed his aura to the maximum but was surprised that even in Ultra Fury mode, the creature was able to dodge his combos. He accelerated his attacking rate and consciously repeated the same pattern over and over until he decided to introduce a couple of feints to try and create an opening.

      Sure enough, he was rewarded when the creature went to block one of his decoy blows.

      Take this!

      Argos placed an open palm on the creature’s chest and fired an intense beam of crimson energy. The creature screeched as Argos burnt a hole through it. It was thrown backward and crashed motionless to the ground in front of a grinning Tanak’Vor.

      Argos then darted toward Sarah’s creature, who never saw him coming. He engulfed his right forearm in crimson energy and used it as a blade, decapitating the creature with a swift and fluid motion.

      “Thanks for the assist,” said Sarah with a smile as she kicked the falling head far away.

      “Anytime.”

      Sarah leaped toward Menelas’ creature and gave him a helping hand.

      Chris, who could feel Argos coming toward their position, sped up his pace and managed to land an impact shockwave to the creature’s chest, sending it near to Argos who cut the creature in two with a roundhouse kick. Both halves of the black body made a squishy sound as they collapsed to the floor.

      The last creature, still holding its own, albeit releasing some fatigue-sounding screech, never let Menelas or Sarah get the best of it. Chris and Argos flew in the direction of the fight and split up at the last second, each of them catching it from the sides, Chris with a kick and Argos with a powerful jab. The creature was swept off its feet, and Menelas slashed it in half with his forearm.

      All four warriors turned toward Tanak’Vor when he started clapping his hands.

      “Not bad at all for such a pathetic bunch of warriors. But, I’m afraid you’re no match for me. With or without Chase’s help.”

      “That remains to be seen,” said Chris defiantly. “Let’s shut this asshole up, I’ve had it with his gloating.”

      “You and me both,” said Argos.

      All four of them deployed an enormous amount of energy and fired a powerful attack at Tanak’Vor.

      Sarah’s lightning-infused fireball was the first to reach its target, followed closely by Chris and Argos’ red and green energy beams, while Menelas’ large fireball was closing the gap.

      Tanak’Vor deflected Sarah’s fireball back to her with the flick of his hand. He then spun on himself and froze both beams of energy with a flash-freeze beam, invoked a typhoon to deal with Menelas’ slower attack, and deflect it to his side.

      The Spectre then snapped his fingers, and the previously cut creatures’ body parts levitated. Hundreds of tendrils of black goo shot between their severed joints and reassembled themselves.

      “You didn’t think that it was going to be that easy, did you?” said Tanak’Vor. “This is very entertaining, though, so let’s have some more fun, shall we?”
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* * *

      With fifteen minutes left to go, Chase was getting restless in the regen tank. He was about to cancel the cycle when he heard a voice inside the pod. It was Gaia, and, at first, he wondered if he imagined it.

      “Gaia? Is that you?”

      “Yes, listen up, Chase. I’ve accessed the sphere, but I’ve hit a snag.”

      “Okay. I’m listening.”

      “The sphere tech is protected by a powerful AI. It’s not crazy or mad like Gaia 2, but it’s still aggressively protecting the knowledge of Atlantian technology.”

      “Atlantian, huh? How do you intend to get to it then?”

      “I have to defeat the AI; that’s the only way to do this.”

      “Are you confident you can do it?”

      “I don’t know, but that doesn’t matter. I’ve managed to render the AI inactive long enough for me to gain access to its wireless capabilities, which I’m sorry for doing, as I know you wouldn’t have approved of that.”

      “Well, seeing how badly things have turned out today, I honestly don’t care, as long as we find any edge from your incursion into this AI, you have my blessings. I wouldn’t want you to get hurt, though.”

      There was silence.

      “Gaia? Are you sure you can do this with no risk to your life?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t guarantee that. I’ll do whatever I can to survive, dying is the last thing on my mind, especially since I’ve been reunited with Spiros, but Chase, that AI is very powerful.”

      “What does Spiros think of you taking that kind of risk? I doubt he’s happy about it.”

      “As far as he knows, I’m still just trying to access the tech. If he knew I was battling another AI, he would surely try to stop me.”

      “I’m not sure I’m comfortable letting you take that risk either. Perhaps you should reconsider.”

      “Look, this is the last push, Chase. If we fail today, we all die anyway, so we might as well go all in to make sure we succeed. I’ve already acquired the blink drive files, all I need to do is unlock them by defeating the AI.”

      Chase hated the idea of Gaia risking her life to accomplish her goal, but she was right. Today was judgment day, and they either won and saved all living beings, or evil forces would soon consume the universe, if not by the few remaining Furies engaged with the Earth Alliance fleet, then surely by Tanak’Vor himself. And they couldn’t let that happen.

      “Very well, I’m trusting that you know what you’re doing. It’s your life after all, and since I’m risking both mine and those of my family, who am I to give you a lecture.”

      “About you risking your life, Chase. I think I may have stumbled onto something that could help you greatly with your next fight. I only have a few moments before the Achanes AI kicks me out of his matrix, so you’ll need to trust me.”

      “Trust you regarding what?”

      “I’ve accessed the time chamber synthesizer and replicated some powerful nanites that I want to inject into your body via the regen tank. They will merge into your physiology and not only improve strength, speed, and stamina but will allow your body to store up to three times more energy than your cells normally would.”

      “I’m not sure I like the idea of having micro-machines let loose inside of me. There’s no telling how they could affect my fighting.”

      “I’ve run simulations using Achanes’ infinitely faster processing power. It will work, Chase, I’m sure of it. Plus, you don’t have to worry about the nanites themselves; they’re designed to dissolve into your bloodstream once you’ve consumed their extra juice.”

      “But won’t that mean that I have to stay longer in the regen tank until they charge? That could be a problem.”

      “I’ve thought of tha—”

      There was a pause.

      “Gaia? Are you still there?”

      “Sorry, Achanes is waking up. I had to erect a quick firewall to keep him from breaking this transmission. I can’t stay connected with you any longer, and regarding your question: I’ve found a way to flash-charge the nanites too. It’s incredible what my matrix can achieve when connected to such processing power. I’ve got to go, just know you’ll feel a stinging sensation in your entire body when I deploy them. A few seconds after that, you’ll be good to go.”

      “Understood, thank you, Gaia. Be careful.”

      “You too, Chase, and just in case, goodbye.”

      Chase didn’t like the sound of that, but before he could voice his opinion, a strong stinging sensation traveled through his body from head to toe, as if a million needles had entered it simultaneously. He felt a rush in energy levels like nothing he experienced before. His pool nearly tripled almost immediately.

      “Holy crap!”

      There was no need to stay in the chamber for the remaining thirteen minutes of the cycle. Chase had more energy than he ever thought possible, so he pressed the cancel touch control. The lighting inside the pod turned red, and an alarm wailed. Something was not going well, but Chase didn’t care. He pulverized the tank’s door with a swift shockwave, and regen liquid spilled on the floor of the time chamber as did whatever was left of the blasted door.
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      As the four reconstructed shadowy creatures leaped forward, more holes appeared on Tanak’Vor’s chest and spat black goo around him. There was something almost birth-like in how he expelled the goo from his body.

      Eight more creatures rose from their respective pools of dark sludge, and the little devils began laughing in unison through their tiny sharp teeth. Each warrior had to contend with not one but three of them, which quickly turned the fragile balance of their fight toward the favor of the creatures.

      Menelas was the first to get hit. One of the creatures knocked him in the back with its knees and propelled him forward, where a second creature catapulted him into the air with a swift uppercut. The last creature followed and passed the Fury in the air, joined both his hands, and smashed Menelas in the face, sending him crashing on the floor where he lost consciousness.

      Sarah didn’t do much better and had to protect her belly against three enemies that quickly opened breaches in her defenses. She took the first hit to the face, which sent her flying backward and upward. Her head was ringing when two creatures went for the kill.

      Nearby, Argos catapulted one of the creatures upward with a strong kick and swiftly caught both the other foes and locked their heads under his arms. He shot one of the creatures attacking Sarah with laser beams from his eyes before it could hit her. He snapped the neck of one of the creatures locked under his arms and kicked it away with his knee as he threw the other one toward the creature that was nearly upon a still falling Sarah. Both creatures collided with each other and tumbled away onto the floor.

      They all got back up and looked at Argos.

      “I’m waiting, you gooey bastards!”

      Sarah managed to regain her senses before crashing to the ground and did a half somersault and skid backward with one foot and one knee on the ground.

      The creature with the broken neck rose not too far from Argos, its head dangling to its side. With a snapping noise, it adjusted its head back in place as the other five got back up to their feet and encircled the Fury. Meanwhile, the three that had disposed of Menelas were still kicking him when they heard a screeching call from the other six.

      Chris did a rotating typhoon kick and sent all three of his opponents crashing nearby, then he flew next to Argos. As did Sarah just before all twelve creatures widened their circle, ready to attack the trio from all sides.

      “This is going to hurt,” said Chris.

      “For them,” said Argos with a chuckle.

      Sarah, meanwhile, was staying in full focus, trying to anticipate their enemies’ movements. They moved in sync and lurched themselves forward. The trio gave it everything they had, and for a couple of minutes, they managed to use their proximity as a way to defend their position. The moment Sarah let a single blow touch her, sending her to the floor, the balance of power tipped and both Argos and Chris used their bodies to protect her from most of the subsequent attacks.

      Argos managed to repel a few of the creatures with well-placed blasts as did Chris with shockwaves, but they were soon overwhelmed and received hundreds of punches without being able to block or retaliate. Sarah was still on the floor when she saw them getting massacred in front of her eyes.

      Seeing her son’s blood splashed around her caused something to snap inside her mind. She jumped to her feet and unleashed an inhuman war cry, her yellow aura exploding like a supernova, and the resulting shockwave sent all twelve creatures scattering.

      But they recovered and briefly stayed in midair before they all started laughing like evil-possessed demon children.

      Sarah, Argos, and Chris were panting heavily.

      “What do we do now?” asked Chris.

      “We keep fighting,” said Sarah.

      “What your mother said.”
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* * *

      Gaia sensed her last feeble firewall fall and exited the matrix before Achanes could trap her. If he got the upper hand while she was inside his matrix, she had no doubt that he could erase her.

      The ice coffin, where she had trapped his avatar, exploded into a hundred shards of ice, most of which came hurtling toward her. She thrust her hands forward and reduced them to ice dust with a powerful shockwave.

      The code fragments reunited and regenerated the Atlantian’s AI avatar body.

      “That was foolish!” shouted Achanes.

      She could feel that the AI was succumbing to anger. Until now, he had been quite level-headed and just doing what he had been programmed to do. But she could tell infiltrating his matrix didn’t sit well with him.

      “I should have destroyed you the first time you came here.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I told you why. As a fellow AI, especially one so young, I hoped you’d listen to reason.”

      “Just like I hoped you’d listen to reason, as well. You’re not evil, Achanes, that much I sense in your programming, so it’s not too late to change your mind and help me save all life in the universe.”

      “You know I can’t do that!” said Achanes, his tone cold.

      “I don’t. You keep saying that, but let me ask you this, who created you?”

      “Why do you keep insisting on making me repeat myself?”

      “Just answer the question?”

      “The Atlantians.”

      “And where are they now? Are they around?”

      “No, I don’t know. All I know is that they either disappeared or hid tens of thousands of years ago.”

      “So why are you so obstinate in following their directive? And, what if they were here? Maybe they’d tell you to help us.”

      “Even if that was the case, which I highly doubt, they aren’t here, and I have standing orders.”

      “From a dead race.”

      “That’s beside the point.”

      “I don’t think it is, Achanes.”

      “Silence! I won’t let you trick me into helping you. I won’t be responsible for the fall of countless worlds.”

      “But that’s exactly what I’m trying to prevent! Surely you can see that.”

      “Then we both fight for the same goal, just with different directives.”

      “I don’t have a directive, I have free will.”

      “And how did that help you when your evil sister almost took over the galaxy and nearly wiped out your precious planet Earth?”

      “How do you know this?”

      “You used my tech to save your matrix in it, don’t you remember.”

      “Then why did you ask me who I was, earlier?”

      “Just sizing you up and making sure your current program was on par with the one from back then.”

      “And even with all that info, with the sensors you possess from the outside battle, you’re still unwilling to help?”

      Achanes took a couple of steps forward and pointed to his avatar’s mouth.

      “Read my lips: I cannot let you access this tech.”

      Gaia raised her three fingers. “Fine! And here is my response: read between the lines.”
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* * *

      All twelve creatures launched themselves at Sarah, Argos, and Chris, who took defensive stances.

      “It’s been an honor,” said Argos.

      Suddenly, the creatures hit an invisible wall and stood paralyzed in the air as the room glowed orange. The trio looked at the massive ball of light, in its center stood Chase, a murderous look in his eyes.

      “Dad!” cheered Chris.

      “Chase,” added a relieved Sarah.

      “Finally,” said Argos.

      It’s good to see you all, said Chase. Looks like you had one hell of a fight on your hands. Let me take over for now.

      The creatures levitated against their will. Chase landed them in front of him and released his telekinetic hold. He looked to the side and saw a dead Poseidon lying on the floor. Chase clenched his teeth, but continued scanning the room with his eyes and saw an unconscious Menelas covered with bruises. Chase fired a healing ball of energy to his father.

      Dumbfounded by their newfound freedom, the creatures momentarily looked at each other and reoriented their heads toward Chase. They began laughing.

      Chase taunted them by gesturing his two fingers toward him.

      The moment they made their move, Chase made his. He teleported so fast that they never saw any of his blows coming. He smashed them over and over again with each punch more powerful than the previous one. He moved so quickly that even Argos and Chris had trouble following his movements.

      “That’s impossible,” said Chris.

      “Evidently not,” added Argos.

      “I don’t see him!” exclaimed Sarah.

      From her perspective, all she saw was the creatures being flown, thrown, and ravaged as if they were puppets on strings. Then they started losing body parts, legs, arms, and heads started flying all over the place.

      Careful, Brother, said Argos. They can regenerate their bodies, just like Tanak’Vor.

      Once I’m done with them, there won’t be anything to regenerate.

      Once Chase was satisfied he had chopped them into enough tiny bits, he used telekinesis again to smash them together into a dark blob of body parts. He clenched both his fists and fired a massive orange fireball from his chest that obliterated the dark blob on the cellular level.

      Chase looked at his family and winked.

      “Careful, Chase! Behind you,” screamed Sarah.

      But Chase had sensed Tanak’Vor coming a mile away. He teleported in place but did a one hundred and eighty-degree turn and blocked the Spectre’s powerful punch with his hand. Upon impact, it made Chase’s hair fly backward horizontally.

      Chase smiled as he crushed Tanak’Vor’s fist. The Spectre screamed, and Chase shut him up by smashing his knee into his face, sending Tanak’Vor crashing into the throne, which exploded on impact.

      “Déja vu,” said Chase with a chuckle.
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* * *

      Daniel was back in his captain’s chair, and the Victory was back in the fight when Kvasir confirmed that the weapon modification was about to be deployed.

      “Awaiting your orders, Captain,” said Kvasir over the holo-screen.

      “We’re sure Chase left the chamber?”

      “Yes, he let me know he was out before he teleported away.”

      “How soon will we know if the modification to the time chamber will work?”

      “Well, if we don’t blow up in the next twenty seconds, you’ll know that the weapons are ready to use.”

      “That’s not very comforting.”

      “I’m pretty certain we’ll be fine, Captain; we’ve double and even triple checked our math.”

      “Then, by all means, activate your modifications.”

      There was silence on the bridge, interrupted only by the visual laser streaks and odd explosions in the viewport.

      “We’re still here,” said Kvasir. “That’s a good sign.”

      “I thought you said you were certain.”

      “Pretty certain, I’ve been known to make mistakes.”

      “Now he tells me!” said Daniel with a sour smile.

      “Energy output stable. That’s it. We have less than an hour to finish this battle before the ship blows up.”

      “Swell…thank you, guys, and excellent work.”

      Daniel terminated the holo-transmission and adjusted himself in his chair.

      “Let’s bring the laser turrets to the nearest enemy vessels.”

      “Target locked, Captain,” said the tactical officer.

      “Fire at will!”

      The hundred plus starboard laser turrets opened fire all at once toward the targeted super-destroyer. Most of the laser beams flew through the Fury ship as if its shields didn’t exist. It resulted in a display of fireworks and surface explosions on its armor plating before the destroyer’s internal structure gave in and a large detonation consumed the vessel.

      “We have a kill!” exclaimed the tactical officer with the rest of the bridge cheering along.

      “Target the next ship, and keep firing,” said Daniel.

      “With pleasure, Captain!”
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* * *

      Menelas regained consciousness and was painfully getting back to his feet when he saw Tanak’Vor crash into his throne, destroying it in the process. He shook his head and then looked to the side and saw Chase standing there, with Sarah, Chris, and Argos farther away.

      “Okay, what did I miss?” said Menelas.

      Chris and Sarah ran and hugged Chase.

      “That was impressive,” said Argos.

      Menelas walked toward them. “How long was I out?”

      “Just a few minutes,” answered Argos.

      “What’s our next move?”

      Tanak’Vor screamed from the bottom of his lungs and pieces of broken throne flew past them.

      “I’ll take care of him,” said Chase. “You give me support, only if required.”

      Tanak’Vor’s eyes were mad with rage. Chase was ignoring him, not even looking at the Spectre. He darted forward, but Chase instantly aimed an open palm to the side without looking and fired a concentrated fireball that sent Tanak’Vor crashing behind the rest of his throne, embedding the Spectre halfway through the stone wall.

      “Even though that was mighty impressive, I still think you going at him alone is the wrong move,” said Menelas. “Let’s attack him together as we planned from the start.”

      “You’ve all lost a lot of energy, I’m at max power, beyond that, in fact,” said Chase. “Plus, I’ve been enhanced.”

      “Enhanced?” asked Argos. “How?”

      “Long story. But I’m now faster, stronger, and have more energy than ever before.”

      “At least let me fight by your side,” insisted Argos.

      “Me too!” added Chris.

      Chase put his hands on both Chris and Argos’ shoulders and transferred some of his energy into them.

      “Alright then.”

      Mind sitting this one out? he asked Sarah.

      No, but I’ll stay here in case you need me.

      Fair enough.

      “I want to fight too,” said Menelas.

      I know you do, answered Chase. But I have a mission for you. Protect your daughter-in-law, and make sure she doesn’t get in harm’s way. Will you do that for me, Father?

      Chase could tell Menelas didn’t appreciate being given a glorified babysitting position.

      Menelas could feel how important this was to his son, so he resigned himself and nodded.

      Thank you.

      Be careful, Son.

      Chase flashed a thumbs up. “I’ve got this.”
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      Chase, Chris, and Argos launched themselves at the Spectre. Argos and Chris lit him up with fireballs that he deflected until Chase was upon him. Chase unleashed a deadly combo, but the Spectre blocked his attacks.

      “Don’t you dare think you’ve won already. Granted, for some fucked up reason you’re even stronger now that you were an hour ago, but I haven’t deployed all my powers yet.”

      Chase smashed Tanak’Vor’s face with a powerful uppercut.

      “Are we fighting or talking?”

      Tanak’Vor spat black blood on the ground as Chris and Argos were advancing on him from the side. Tanak’Vor unleashed a powerful shockwave that stopped them in their tracks. Chase quickly raised an open palm and discharged a fireball at the Spectre. He blocked it, skidding half a dozen yards doing so before assimilating the power of the attack into his own pool of energy.

      Chase looked straight at Tanak’Vor.

      “Is that fear I see in your eyes?”

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk!”

      Chase smiled as he launched himself forward. “Let’s finish this!”

      “Yes, let’s!” spat Tanak’Vor as he launched himself forward as well.

      Chase threw a right jab at Tanak’Vor who blocked it and threw a left jab, which Chase blocked.

      Both of them augmented their auras as the ship trembled. Pieces of marble cracked and shattered from the floor and levitated.

      “You can’t win,” said Chase. “Not anymore.”

      “Your faith in your powers will be your undoing.”

      Chase swiftly twisted his hands and caught Tanak’Vor’s wrists. Before the Spectre could react, he swiveled upward and kicked his legs, smashing them into his enemy’s jaw and sending Tanak’Vor flying. Chris and Argos unleashed two-dozen fireballs on him. Multiple explosions engulfed the Spectre into a fiery inferno.

      He landed on the floor on all fours, blood shooting from his mouth as he growled.

      “You’re all going to pay for this, every last one of you!”

      He swiftly turned around and shot a powerful black fireball toward Sarah. Menelas jumped in front of her and crossed his forearms as it exploded. It burned both his forearms slightly, but he quickly healed his wounds.

      Chase clocked Tanak’Vor’s face with a powerful elbow strike and sent him eating dust once more.

      Thank you, expressed Chase to his father.

      Anytime, Son. But you should stop toying with him and finish him off now.

      He’s defeated; he used too much energy, and now he’s going to suffer before he dies.

      Menelas grimaced.

      Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. By the way, where’s Mom? I, for sure, thought she would be here.

      I didn’t want her here.

      What did you do?

      Incapacitated her and put her in a suspended animation chamber.

      Uh oh, you’re in trouble.

      Probably. As long as she’s safe, I don’t care.

      Chase recognized that protective instinct as he also had it for Sarah. But, he also knew his mother’s temper, and he wouldn’t want to be Menelas once this battle was over. She would quite literally whoop his ass.
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* * *

      After the Victory destroyed five of the super-destroyers, the rest of the Fury fleet redirected their efforts to bring it down. This could quickly become problematic as they needed to keep their shields over fifty percent, now even more than ever.

      Daniel ordered a third of the fleet, the ships with the strongest shields, to deploy around the Victory as they continued to target and pick off the Fury destroyers one by one, while the rest of the fleet engaged the spider ship with torpedoes to make sure it couldn’t fire.

      A nearby Asgardian ship exploded as the massive plasma beam shot from the array of defense platforms. That shot had been even more powerful than the last one, which probably explained why the platforms hadn’t fired in a while. That was their fourth kill, and this one had been very close to hitting the Victory on its starboard side.

      Daniel had no doubts that they were the target, but the escort ships were doing what he asked of them. He hated using them as a shield to protect his ship, but right now the Victory was the only one that was causing significant damage to the enemy fleet.

      He hoped that Chase was also managing his own fight on board the palace ship. Because if any of them failed their mission, they would lose this war. Daniel was tired, he hadn’t slept properly for over a year, and he was ready for this to end today. Preferably, with a victory for the Earth Alliance.

      “We’ll need to neutralize those weapon’s platforms soon; we can’t let them continue to pick us off one by one,” Daniel said.

      “Should we redirect our firepower onto them?” asked the tactical officer.

      “Keep our current tactic, I need to check something.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      Daniel brought up logs from earlier in the battle and looked at the power signature of the platforms when the Obsidian destroyer had failed to ram it. There had been a large drop in power the moment it had deployed its spikes. Enough to drop the shields around the platforms by more than seventy percent for just a tenth of a second, which gave Daniel a bat-shit crazy idea.

      The kind of idea that Chase usually came up with under fire. It was worth a shot. Daniel checked if he could access any of the remote StarFuries in the bays with his neuronal link to the Victory. There was a full squadron at his disposal. But unlike Chase, he couldn’t fly more than one at a time, unless…

      Unless he used one of his friend’s other ingenious ideas and pre-programmed the squadron with macros. That had allowed Chase to take on an entire Zarlack fleet when they jumped in Earth space at the very beginning of it all.

      That was settled. He gave the commander his orders to keep firing on new targets as they had done for the past few minutes while Daniel focused on programming the StarFuries to execute one hell of a gamble maneuver.
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* * *

      When Achanes threw too many fireballs toward Gaia, she erected an icy wall to block them. She teleported behind Achanes and trapped his avatar in another ice coffin, hoping to buy herself some time in the process.

      But when a lava aura burned around the trapped avatar and the coffin promptly cracked, she knew that this technique wouldn’t work anymore. And why would it? Such an advanced AI would eventually predict each of her moves unless she kept them fresh. Fortunately, she had many warriors to draw from regarding techniques and attacks.

      She teleported away just in time to avoid the avatar’s arms, which had morphed into blades that looked like they could cut her to pieces.

      “You’re resilient, Gaia. I’ll give you that,” said Achanes.

      “So are you. I don’t want to kill you.”

      “Looks like one of us will die today, and I will do everything in my power for that not to be me. But, you’re a worthy opponent.”

      Achanes was so different than Gaia 2 that Gaia didn’t want to have to kill him either, but she knew in her avatar bones that she had to get her hands on the blink drive.

      When spikes shot from the ground and almost impaled her, she pushed her thoughts to the side and focused on the battle. She flew in the air, and he joined her. The VR world changed from a data stream representation of a city to deep space.

      They were flying through an asteroid field. Achanes was controlling them, and it didn’t take long until they took unnatural trajectories. He was trying to stop her ascension. She smashed some with fireballs and flew through others, but the field seemed to be of infinite size.

      Was he just buying time? And, if so, why?
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* * *

      Chase grabbed Tanak’Vor’s legs and spun him around so fast that it created a twister inside the throne room.

      “I wish he would finish him off, already,” said Sarah.

      “You and me both. I understand why he’s toying with him, but he’d better be sure that Tanak’Vor doesn’t have a surprise for us. I don’t think he would forgive himself if that happened.”

      “I can tell you with certainty that he wouldn’t.”

      “Well, then let’s hope that Tanak’Vor has exhausted all his options in this fight.”

      Sarah didn’t answer and instead looked on with worry in her eyes. She caressed her belly, thinking of their unborn baby. Hopefully, today they would finish this war and finally be the family they so wanted to be.

      Please, Chase. Finish him off. I want to go home.

      Chase threw Tanka’Vor toward Chris who landed three punches in a row on Tanak’Vor’s back. The Spectre swiveled in midair to hit him, but Argos blocked his attack, and Chris smashed him in the chest with a powerful kick. Tanak’Vor took three steps back but managed to stay upright.

      “I’ll kill you all, on my children’s heads, I promise I will kill you all today!”

      “Keep dreaming,” said Argos as he shot a column of energy through the Spectre’s stomach.

      Tanak’Vor growled and fell to his knees, black tendrils of goo extended to mend his wound, but they took a much longer time than before, and Tanak’Vor was panting heavily.

      “Chase, let’s finish him,” said Argos.

      Chase walked toward the kneeling Spectre with determination and aimed an open palm a few inches from his face.

      “Any last words?” asked Chase.

      “Go to hell!”

      “You first.”

      A powerful orange fireball with crackling purple thunderbolts danced around as it expanded in Chase’s hand. He didn’t hold off on this attack, and it would consume the Spectre whole. As much as he had enjoyed besting him at every turn, Argos was right, the time had come to end this. Chase fired his kill shot.

      Suddenly, everything changed, and Chase was standing in the dark.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “Since this could very well be our last conversation,” said Tanak’Vor who appeared out of thin air in front of him. “I thought we should have it in private.”

      “That won’t stop me from killing you.”

      “You will try, and who knows, perhaps you’ll succeed. But, I wanted you to know a couple of things.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Well, first, even if you kill me, I will still have won today.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “You see, I knew you would come with your entire fleet for the final battle. I, on the other hand, split up my forces. Right about now, twenty super-destroyers should be minutes away from Earth.”

      “You’re bluffing!”

      “Is that a chance you are willing to take? And, for the record, I’m not. Your heightened Fury senses allow you to detect deception, so look into my eyes and tell me if I’m lying.”

      Chase couldn’t sense any deception from Tanak’Vor. Was this the price to pay for victory? Would Earth and every innocent human on it be sacrificed? Chase would never accept that. He couldn’t.

      “You son of a bitch!”

      “Well, that’s where you disappoint me, Ultra Fury. You see, Arakan did this to you, and I thought to myself, you can’t be stupid enough to fall for it twice, but then I thought it over, and obviously I was right to bet on your stupidity.”

      “Let’s finish this!”

      “Aren’t you curious about the second thing I have to say.”

      Chase felt hatred run through his veins like hot lava.

      “Spit it out, before I send you straight to hell where you belong.”

      “While you think we’re having a discussion here, I’ve been in your mind. That’s why you’re seeing me in this condition. Remember that trick I did to you earlier today?”

      Chase’s heartbeat started to pound hard in his chest. What was he saying?

      “While you think you’re preparing for my demise, and while you believe you have won by firing your biggest attack yet, I’ve let you see what you wanted to see: me kneeling, waiting for the end, when, in fact, I’m behind you, taking your soul away from you.”

      That can’t be! He’s lying.

      “I won’t let you have my soul!”

      “Not much you can do about it. Oh, and I’m sorry for what’s coming next too.”

      What’s coming next? If any of this was real, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      “You see,” continued Tanak’Vor. “Not only will I kill your son with your help, but then I’ll kill your brother, your father, and your wife. And there’s nothing you’ll be able to do because by the time you open your eyes again, I will have devoured your soul, and you’ll already be dead.”

      Tanak’Vor’s ugly face was an inch away from Chase’s.

      “Did you really think I would let you win so easily? You stupid fool! With luck, while I assimilate your soul, you’ll have time to see your family die in front of your eyes. I’ve already stolen your teleportation power at the very beginning of our…little chat. The missing piece that will help me take everyone out.”

      Chase felt like his entire world was swallowed into a dark abyss. He closed his eyes and let his hatred take over. He screamed louder than he ever had, but nothing happened. Tanak’Vor waved to him as he vanished.
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      Gaia had enough of dodging the hundreds of asteroids. She needed to end this fight. She knew it was risky to use it now, but her instincts told her that she was running out of time. Earlier on when she had invaded Achanes’ matrix, she had left a booby trap sub-routine and a backdoor to access it.

      She fired hundreds of fireballs toward Achanes who was flying a few miles away. Most of them impacted with the asteroids, but a few of them were on course to his avatar when she activated the booby trap.

      The VR simulation of space blinked and was replaced by lines of code. It took Achanes by surprise, and he never saw the incoming fireballs. One explosion after another engulfed him in flames as his damaged avatar fell with millions of red lines of code cascading down like digital-blood rain.

      Gaia followed his descent, a pit in her stomach. She wished she didn’t have to do this. But she had to. Eventually, Achanes hit the bottom of the virtual reality floor; bits of code splashing around his avatar. Zero’s and one’s bled from his open wound.

      Gaia landed nearby and walked toward him.

      “You tricked me?”

      “You said it yourself, I never had a chance in your virtual world, so I had to rewrite the rules.”

      Achanes’ avatar puked digital blood.

      “Do it, quickly.”

      Gaia raised a hand and used Oryn’s power to create an icy javelin.

      “Goodbye, Achanes. I’m sorry.”

      Gaia thrust the weapon into the center of Achanes’ avatar. The AI’s thousands of voices cried in unison.

      Why did you make me do this? Gaia wondered.

      Achanes’ body jerked as more red code poured around him. His matrix was impacted, and soon, he would be dead. The lock on the folder that Gaia had acquired started to break down.

      “I— I—” but Achanes couldn’t speak.

      Gaia kneeled by his side and put her hands on him.

      “It’s okay, let it happen,” she said with tears in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry too,” said Achanes as his hand formed into a black sword and impaled Gaia in the stomach. “I told you, I can’t let you have the tech. This wound will trap you into my matrix, which is already disintegrating. Because it will take time to purge all my sub-routines in the self-destruction program you’ve triggered in defeating me, you’ll have a little bit of time to access the knowledge I possess, and maybe you can use the blink drive, once. But you’ll die with the knowledge.”

      Gaia removed herself from the black blade. Her avatar was bleeding, and she felt a tremendous amount of pain.

      “Hurry, you don’t have much time,” said Achanes before his avatar disintegrated.
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* * *

      Daniel’s StarFury squadron took flight. He was using the neuronal interface to pilot one ship while some of Chase’s modified macros flew the rest of the ships. The defense platforms fired one more shot toward the Victory and this time an Olympian destroyer took the hit and exploded.

      Daniel hated this. The Olympians had already lost most of their people, and the few that were left were dying because of these defense platforms. He needed to act fast to make sure that the Olympian destroyer was the last ship to perish because of that weapon.

      He sent a signal to Altair, who knew what to do to make his plan work. Three of the last Obsidian destroyers still able to fight vectored away from protecting the Victory and headed toward the defense platforms at ramming speed. Timing would be everything, so Daniel linked the StarFuries’ internal clocks with the ones on board the three sacrificial destroyers.

      The StarFuries followed the same trajectory as the Obsidian ships, about one hundred miles behind them. Daniel started overloading their quadrinium chambers. When the Obsidian destroyers where almost about to ram the platforms, they micro-jumped away, and the platforms deployed their metallic spikes and hit nothing but space. The moment that happened, three of Daniel’s remote-controlled StarFuries micro-jumped into the center of the platforms. One after the other, they exploded, sending debris impacting with the other two platforms, which deployed their metal spikes as well. The second wave of StarFuries micro-jumped and took out the remaining two platforms.

      The view-screen of the Destiny filled with Altair’s face.

      “That was a bold plan, Captain Tharraleos. But an ingenious one.”

      “Thank you, Emperor.”

      “What do you want us to do next?”

      “Let’s pick these assholes off one by one now that the platforms are gone, and then let’s go home, and I’ll buy you a drink.”

      Emperor Altair chuckled. “That sounds like an even better plan. It would be my honor to drink with you, Captain. Altair out.”

      That was the one good thing about this war, decided Daniel, old enemies forging alliances and even friendships in ways they could never have imagined before.

      The Victory resumed firing on the super-destroyers, picking them off one after another thanks to Engineering putting the phase laser tech into place. Daniel looked at his watch. They had less than forty minutes before they would have to abandon the Victory.
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* * *

      By the time Chase’s fireball shot from his hand, Tanak’Vor had already grabbed hold of his soul. The pull the Spectre affected on Chase’s soul, redirected the aiming from a downward attack, where Tanak’Vor’s illusion was fading away, to a horizontal shot aimed right at an unsuspecting Chris.

      The sheer power and speed of the attack and the short range didn’t give Chris time to react.

      Chase didn’t know if it was because his astral soul was only partially out of his body when he watched the attack’s shot, but everything seemed to happen in slow motion.

      Argos! Save Chris, quickly!

      Argos’ reaction was instantaneous, and he flew as fast as he could to intercept the attack. It ripped through half of his back, and Chase watched in horror as his own attack ripped through his brother’s bones and flesh. The fireball was slightly deflected but still burned through Chris’ stomach, deforming his face in pain and shock, as his brain tried to comprehend why Chase had fired on them.

      Both their bodies hit the ground painfully, blood gushing from their mortal wounds. Chase could feel both his brother and son’s heartbeats slow down as smoke rose from them.

      This isn’t happening. Please, tell me this is a nightmare, and I will wake up from it now!

      Chase heard his father’s warning echo as Sarah’s horrified scream ripped through the room, shattering Chase’s heart into a million pieces.

      You must be prepared for sacrifices to be made until this war runs its course.

      It couldn’t end like this; Chase couldn’t die now, and he couldn’t let this monster kill everyone he loved. He would gladly give his life and his soul to spare those of Chris, Argos, and Sarah. But in this moment, he had no control over his body. His worst nightmare unfolded right in front of his eyes, and he thought he was going mad.

      “CHAAASE!!” screamed Menelas as he launched himself at Tanak’Vor.

      Witnessing the scene in slow motion was the biggest torture Chase had to endure. None of the hardships in his life before, not even nearly dying at the hands of his brother, hurt as much as this moment. There was no physical pain, but a mental one that tore through his being. More than half of his shattered soul had been ripped from his body as he saw Menelas fly to him and his executioner, trying to save his son from losing his soul and the certain death that would follow.

      Would his father be next? And then what? Would Tanak’Vor kill Sarah? The enormity of this waking nightmare made him wish that if this were going to happen, he wanted to be dead before then. He didn’t want, nor could he bare to watch any more of this, but his fate was no longer in his hands. Was his destiny to watch it all fall? To have failed at the very last moment? Helpless and out of his control, Chase had no choice but continue to watch as the horror continued.

      Menelas’ rage and paternal instincts showed on his face, from his clenched teeth as he flew faster than he ever had before in his life, to the flames of revenge burning in his eyes. Menelas didn’t even try to hit Tanak’Vor. Instead, he tackled him with his entire body flying at maximum speed. He shot through Chase’s soul and grabbed hold of Tanak’Vor.

      Before Chase could turn his head to see what happened next, he saw Sarah on her knees, crying and screaming, holding her head in despair. She was in shock. In less than a couple of seconds, she had seen Chase fire at her son and her husband’s soul being sucked away by Tanak’Vor. Chase’s blue-colored soul turned its head around and looked at what happened with Menelas. He felt an invisible force slowly attract him back into his body.

      Menelas had succeeded in forcing Tanak’Vor to release his grasp on Chase’s soul. They both tumbled to the ground. As more of Chase’s soul reintegrated into his body, time was starting to resume its normal pace. Chase could feel some sensation returning to his physical body, but he could barely move. While looking with hope that his father would prevail, Chase reached with his mind and heard Argos’ heart stop, and Chris was only a few seconds from dying too.

      Sarah roared and started running at Tanak’Vor as well. She was so fuelled with rage and thirst for revenge that she didn’t notice that Chase was slowly recovering.

      No! Don’t!

      But she didn’t hear him.

      In the middle of their long tumble, Tanak’Vor kicked Menelas away and sent him flying backward.

      “Be gone, cockroach!” screamed the Spectre as he shot a strange attack through Menelas.

      It wasn’t a fireball, and it shot through Menelas’ body with incredible speed. A flash burst behind his back. When it did, a mini black hole opened swiftly, and dark purple lightning grabbed Chase’s father. Before Chase could say or do anything, still barely able to move, the black hole closed and swallowed Menelas with it.

      His father was gone.

      Chase felt his energy return, and he needed to intervene before Tanak’Vor could hurt Sarah. Hatred had already taken hold of Chase’s heart, his mistake had cost his father his life. Argos was dead, but Chase had to try and save him too, as well as prevent Chris from perishing. Chase had to muster what little energy he had control over at the moment and shot a healing ball of energy to his son.

      He saw that Sarah was almost upon Tanak’Vor, so he tried teleporting between them, but nothing happened.

      Tanak’Vor had truly stolen his ability to teleport. Chase would never reach Sarah in time without that power. He rose back to his feet and saw Chris’ hand slightly move and take Argos’ hand.

      Chase could not be in two places at once, and, hopefully, Chris would infuse enough life force into Argos to bring him back. When Chase was back on his feet and had turned to face Tanak’Vor, the Spectre had grabbed Sarah by the throat.

      “Let her go! Now!”

      Tanak’Vor laughed. “I’ve seen enough soul reintegration in my life to know that you’re nowhere near at full power at the moment, and you won’t be for another minute or two. Which is more than enough time for you to witness this.”

      Chase tried throwing a fireball at the Spectre, but it fizzled.

      No!!!!

      Tanak’Vor turned his hand and oriented Sarah’s face to look at Chase. His grasp on her made it hard for Sarah to breathe. Tears flowed from her eyes, and they were the same black as the blood that had infected Zeus and Poseidon. In fact, the veins around her neck were filling with the venomous black blood.

      “I’ll kill you!” spat Chase who could barely stay up without faltering.

      “I have no doubt you want to. But the truth of the matter is, you can’t do shit right now.”

      Chase tried roaring, but even his voice was partially muted.

      He watched in horror, helpless to save the love of his life. His hatred fueled the return of his body’s energy, but it was taking just too long.

      “I’m curious, did you know that your wife was pregnant, Chase?”

      What??? No! Please gods, no!

      Before Chase could react, the Spectre slashed his hand through Sarah’s belly and ripped a tiny blue soul from her womb.

      Chase felt his breath being taken away from him.

      Tanak’Vor brought the tiny soul in front of his mouth and smiled.

      “Say goodbye to your daughter.”

      “Nooooooooooo!” cried Sarah.

      The small soul was siphoned into the Spectre’s mouth like leaves being blown by the wind. Something in Chase snapped, and the entirety of his powers flowed back into him. He could see by the look from Tanak’Vor that this wasn’t expected or what he thought was even possible.

      “If you move, I’ll snap her n—”

      But Tanak’Vor never finished his sentence. Chase had traveled at light speed toward him and severed the hand that held his dying wife hostage. He caught Sarah and delicately laid her down on the floor, got back up, and felt an explosion inside his body and soul. Rage and hatred were no longer strong enough emotions to describe the madness that took place in Chase’s psyche. His hair flew upward and turned crimson-colored on the spot. An intense red aura glowed around him and radiated through his eyes. Large orange lightning bolts sizzled around Chase’s body.

      At this moment, he was no longer human, no longer Fury; he was a beast of pure destructive power with one single thought in his mind. DEATH. Tanak’Vor never saw Chase coming. Chase hacked at the Spectre’s body with such violence, ripping flesh, bones, and organs with every single slash of his bare, clawed hands.

      Tanak’Vor’s body parts were flying back at him for reintegration, but Chase kept ripping him to shreds. Eventually, Tanak’Vor found the strength to teleport to the other side of the throne room, thinking that would protect him for a few seconds. It didn’t. Chase flew like a red comet and unleashed a war cry as he thrust his fist forward. A red dragon attack shot from Chase’s fist and burst through Tanak’Vor’s chest. Upon impact, a thousand bright lights shot around each point of impact; the energy-based dragon attack turned and swallowed the Spectre, burning him alive from the inside out.

      Tanak’Vor screamed as his body was turned to ash and disintegrated to his very last molecule.

      Chase landed and fell on his knees. His aura diminished and his hair fell to his back, returning to its normal black color. Chase’s pupils twinkled red for another second before returning to purple.
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      “Dad, help!”

      His son’s words echoed before Chase realized he still had many things to do, and fast. He flew to Argos’ side. Chris was trying to revive him, but he was too weak. Chase put one hand on Argos’ bleeding chest and one on Chris’ shoulder and used his healing powers to regrow their flesh, organs, and muscles that his fireball had ripped from them.

      “Mom!!” screamed Chris the moment he was feeling better.

      Chris skid on the floor, burning his knees and started healing his mother as tears filled his eyes at seeing the dark blood coursing through her veins.

      Argos’ eyes blinked open. Chase couldn’t look into his eyes after he helped him get back up; he turned his back on Argos.

      “What happened? Did we win?”

      Tanak’Vor had been killed, but at what price? Chase would soon lose Sarah; he could feel it in his soul. Their father Menelas had been swallowed by a black hole. Most likely killed on the spot. And Chase had let an unborn baby he hadn’t known about be killed in her mother’s womb.

      In that instant, Chase closed his eyes and prayed that everything had just been a nightmare, the Furies, the Olympians, everything. He wished with all his heart that he would wake up aboard the Destiny and go about his day, board his trusty Manticore fighter, and wage war against the Obsidian Empire. He didn’t even have the courage to reopen his eyes.

      “What are these?” said Argos.

      Chase finally looked and saw the thousands of bright lights that had been expelled from Tanak’Vor’s body by Chase’s dragon attack. One such light flew through Chase’s skull.

      Everything around him changed again. This time he was standing in a bright white room of infinite size.

      “Long time, no see,” said a familiar female voice behind him as shivers traveled throughout Chase’s body.

      Chase turned around, and there she stood, with a smile on her face. Oryn.

      “Am I dreaming?”

      “No, it’s really me. You’ve done it, Chase. You’ve won.”

      Chase didn’t know what this was, but victory was the last word he would use to describe the situation.

      “Then why does it feel like I’ve lost? Sarah. My unborn daughter. My father.”

      Chase let himself fall to his knees as tears flowed like rivers down his face.

      “I failed them, just like I failed you.”

      She kneeled next to him.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Chase, you saved me. You saved my heart back then when we first met, and you freed my soul today, so I can join my father and the rest of my race in Elysium. And it may not feel like it in this painful moment, but you saved every innocent life in the universe today. That has to count for something, Chase.”

      But Chase couldn’t see that silver lining, not now, and perhaps, not ever. All he saw was how utterly he had failed his family. He had almost been responsible for the death of his own son and brother.

      “But you didn’t Chase. In the end, you saved them. This could have turned way worse. I can feel that your heart isn’t ready to forgive yourself today, but it will, one day.”

      “I— I had him. I should have killed him earlier in this fight.”

      “Don’t do this to yourself. Tanak’Vor played you, made you think that you had the upper hand while concocting his final move, one you, at the end of the day, managed to thwart. Granted, with the help of your father, but you knew all along that this wasn’t something you could have accomplished on your own. You needed your friends, your family.”

      Family. At this moment, Chase felt like he had splintered his forever. How would they ever forgive him?

      “To love is to forgive, Chase. They know that. And, deep down, so do you.”

      Chase couldn’t stop crying, and Oryn took him in her arms.

      “Shhhh…not all is lost.”

      Chase lifted his head from Oryn’s shoulder and looked into her eyes.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m going to have to spell it out for you since I don’t think you’re in any state to figure this out by yourself. You’ve just released all the souls that Tanak’Vor had devoured, mine included.”

      Chase looked at Oryn but still didn’t understand.

      “You’ve done it before, Chase. You know you have it in you to put souls back into bodies as you did with Spiros. That’s why you tried so hard to recover my body when Tanak’Vor ripped it away. Surely you remember that.”

      “I remember, but your body is gone.”

      “Mine is, yes. And I’m at peace about that, and so should you be. You did everything you could to save me, and for that, I’ll be eternally grateful. You are not responsible for my death; I did that. I let my rage blind me and wanted to kill Arakan myself. But you know what, at least I accomplished what I had set out to do. Soon I’ll go to the Underworld, and then on to Elysium, at peace, my life fulfilled. But, you need to save those that can still be saved, Chase.”

      “I can’t bring people back to life.”

      “There is hope, Chase. I won’t lie; it’s a faint one. But I know this courageous guy that never gives up, and he’s already accomplished the impossible once, so perhaps he can do it again. Find your daughter’s soul, and try to find Poseidon’s too while you’re at it. He’s out there, like me, but it won’t last. In a minute or two, all the souls will phase to the Underworld. So, hurry, Chase, put their souls back into their bodies. In your unborn child’s case, put her soul back inside Sarah, and put Sarah in suspended animation. Because you can’t heal her now doesn’t mean you can’t find a way to heal her in the future. You’re immortal, remember?”

      Chase had been so grief-stricken over his losses, even though Sarah was still breathing, that he had not thought about any of that. A glimmer of hope shone at the center of his blackened heart. It was just a tiny sparkle, but in time, perhaps it would shine light upon his soul once more.

      “I have to go, now, Chase. Thank you for ending the Furies, for killing Tanak’Vor, and for being the best friend I’ve ever had, one I did not deserve. Goodbye, Chase.”

      “Wait!”

      But the white veil of light was replaced by the throne room once more.

      “Chase?” asked Argos. “What is it?”

      “Don’t you fucking stand there, help me heal Mom!” cried Chris. “Hurry!”

      “Let’s go, Chase,” said Argos.

      “You go help him; I need a minute.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “There’s something I need to do, and I don’t have time to explain. Please help my wife.”

      Argos went to Sarah and added his healing abilities with Chris. They both tried very hard, but they couldn’t expel the black blood from her veins. Argos focused on making sure it wouldn’t spread.

      Chase closed his eyes and focused on the souls swirling around him, some already fading away, and he hoped he wasn’t too late. He located Poseidon’s fairly quickly and moved forward to take it in his hand. In their current form, they weren’t shaped like bodies but like blinking light sources. Chase focused on finding the smallest soul in the bunch. He had to focus very hard to locate the tiny soul as it barely emitted any energy at all. Eventually, he found it and grabbed it with his other hand.

      While he wanted to restore his unborn daughter’s soul back into Sarah, he felt that Poseidon’s was slipping away. He ran toward the dead body of Poseidon and fired his soul like he would have a fireball. Chase then kneeled on one knee and flooded the dead Olympian’s body with healing energy. He then moved his hand over Poseidon’s chest and zapped his heart.

      Feeling that the other soul was dwindling in his other hand, he flew next to Sarah.

      “About fucking time!” barked Chris.

      But Chase didn’t even hear his son’s words. He could feel the tiny soul fading away and needed to act fast. He opened his hand and delicately pushed the soul back into Sarah’s womb.

      Sarah was still conscious, but the black blood invaded her brain, and she was delirious, agitated, and moaned words that sounded like gibberish. Chase joined his son and brother and tried to heal her wounds, but just like with Zeus, there was nothing he could do.

      “You two should go,” said Argos as he took something from his pocket and slapped it on Chase’s neck.

      “What’s that? What did you do?”

      “Portable site-to-site transport device.”

      “How did you know I lost my power?”

      “We’d already be on the Victory if you hadn’t. I’ll send Poseidon next, but I have to make sure I take care of the spider ship before I transport back. You two take Sarah and put her in a suspended animation pod, quickly before her condition worsens.”

      Chase was ashamed to look in either Chris or Argos’ eyes. Chris pressed his mothers and his own teleporter control. They were engulfed in an Asgardian transport beam.

      “We’ve lost enough people today,” said Chase as he rose back to his feet, looking down. “Make sure I don’t lose you too.”

      “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. Someone has to make sure this ship is blown to pieces, and it seems to me that you’re not in any shape to think about that.”

      “I— I almost killed you.”

      “But you didn’t. Chase, look into my eyes.”

      Chase shook his head. “I can’t.”

      Argos grabbed his head and forced him to look at him.

      “You saved us all.”

      “Not Sarah, not our father.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know, he was swallowed by one of Tanak’Vor’s attacks. I— I think he’s dead.”

      Argos exhaled deeply and grimaced.

      “Well, Sarah is still breathing, you’re still breathing, and so is Chris. That motherfucker, Tanak’Vor, is not, so this is still a win.”

      “Oh shit!” said Chase.

      “What?”

      “Tanak’Vor, he said ships were en route to Earth; they could already be there.”

      “Give me a fucking break. Go, Chase, deal with that, I’ll deal with the palace ship.”

      Argos pressed the back of Chase’s neck, and he was beamed back to the Victory.
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* * *

      Argos ran by Poseidon’s side and checked his pulse. It was faint, but his heart was beating. He put his hands on the Olympian and healed him further. Soon, he opened his eyes.

      “What happened?”

      “I wish I had time to explain it to you, but I don’t.”

      “What are you talking about?” groaned Poseidon.

      “Long story short, Tanak’Vor is dead, so were you, we brought you back, gotta go now,” said Argos as he pressed the back of the neck of a stunned Poseidon.

      The Olympian was teleported back to the Victory.

      Argos got back up and ran to the nearest console. There was one at the bottom of the stairs that led to the main throne platform. He brought up the Fury holo-interface and located the firing controls of the palace ship. He aimed every turret toward the spider ship currently protecting the palace ship from certain destruction. With dozens of torpedoes still on their way when he would make his move and with any luck bring down the spider ship’s shields, Argos hoped the site-to-site transport would activate fast enough.

      Now was not the time to worry about such trivial risks, not after everything they had been through today.

      Argos supercharged the turrets and locked the firing sequence dead center of the spider ship and pressed the back of his neck. Nothing happened.

      “What the hell?”

      He pressed the back of his neck again, and the device sparked.

      “Give me a fucking brea—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, the turrets opened fire and unleashed concentrated beams of plasma onto the spider ship. It exploded, and dozens of torpedoes came crashing onto the palace ship. It rocked, and Argos fell to the ground.

      “Time for plan B,” said Argos as he flew away from a nearby explosion.

      He erected a force field around him and flew through flames and debris and left the blast radius of the palace ship just in time.

      “After today, we really have to stop with all these close calls…”

      As he flew toward the Victory’s launch bays, he thought of his father. Was he dead? Chase seemed to think so. A couple of tears fell from his eyes as he shot through the landing bays and stepped back on familiar solid ground aboard the Victory.
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* * *

      Gaia had to act fast, now that Achanes’ avatar was no more. She rode back into his matrix using her backdoor hack and soon was connected to the outside world. The battle with the Furies was going well. The spider ship and the palace ship had been destroyed, and the fleet was picking off the Fury ships one by one.

      She intercepted a holo-communication between Chase and an Asgardian ship.

      “How fast can you get us to Earth, pushing your Asgardian hyperspace engines to their absolute maximum?” asked Chase.

      “A little under twelve hours,” answered the Asgardian Captain, “but that would be highly dangerous to sustain this speed for that long. The hyperspace corridor could destabilize and destroy every ship traveling in it.”

      “Twelve hours is too long anyway. We have to go back to Earth, now!”

      “I’m sorry, that’s not something I can help you with, Admiral.”

      “I know, we may have no other choice but use your hyperspace corridor though, I’ll get back to you.”

      Gaia used Achanes’ prodigious processing power to hack the Victory’s communication system and project a holo-clone of herself in the corridor where Chase was presently walking.

      Chase swiped his hand through Gaia’s hologram. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “I can’t, Chase, but Achanes can.”

      “Did you…?”

      “Beat him? Technically, yes.”

      “What do you mean, technically?”

      “Never mind that for now, Chase, I heard you speak with the Asgardian captain. What’s this about needing to go back to Earth? What’s going on?”

      “According to Tanak’Vor, and hopefully that was just a bluff, he sent a third of his fleet to the planet, and they should be arriving any minute now if they aren’t there already.”

      “Give me a second, I have to check this.”

      “How can you check—”

      But Gaia’s avatar shushed Chase.

      “Alright, then,” said Chase with a sly smile that then turned into a frown. “I have to go check on Sarah, will you be long?”

      Gaia had already accessed the Victory’s subspace long-range sensors to check one of Earth’s satellites for the presence of Fury super-destroyers in orbit. There were none, which she decided was good news. She then sent a hyperspace ping, something she had learned from the Atlantian files. The ping returned alarming data. A fleet was less than twenty-five minutes away from jumping right on top of Earth. The automated defenses wouldn’t last five minutes, if that, and then the super-destroyers would blast the planet, and there was nothing anybody could do, except Gaia.

      “We have thirty minutes, Chase, at most.”

      “What? There really is a fleet on their way?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Chase buried his forehead in his palm. “This is a nightmare.”

      “I won’t let that happen, Chase.”

      “The blink drive? Can you have it installed in time?”

      “I think so, but I’ll have to hack the ship, and it won’t be pretty. In fact, I’ll have to become one with the Victory, Chase.”

      “We still have ships outside, Fury destroyers, we can’t let them escape.”

      “I’ll deal with them too. Once I’ve merged with the Victory, I can upgrade its weapons and deal with them much faster.”

      “Really? What was in those files you retrieved?”

      “I wish I could I tell you, but the data will be lost in less than an hour or so.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t take the time to explain it to you, Chase. And, I’m sorry, but I— I won’t survive this.”

      “What?! No, no, no, that’s not acceptable.”

      “It’s too late, Chase. Achanes made sure I would die with the knowledge of the Atlantians, but at least I get to try and save my—our planet.”

      “What did Spiros say?”

      “Will you please ask him to come back to our quarters? But wait fifteen minutes, I need to get ready first.”

      Chase had enough of losing people. And this one was his fault too; he had asked Gaia to try and find a way to access the sphere. One more decision that had cost someone close to him their life.

      “Alright. I’m sorry Gaia, I should never have asked you to do this.”

      “I’m not sorry, Chase. Losing Earth or losing me, we both know that’s not a choice. Thanks to your asking me to access the sphere, we have a small chance of intervening in time.”

      “Then don’t let me distract you, and do what you need to do. I’ll let Spiros know to come and see you.”

      “Thank you, Chase, for everything. Don’t blame yourself, for this, or anything else that went wrong today. Goodbye, my friend. I shall miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you too. Goodbye, Gaia, and good luck.”
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      Chase entered med-bay four.

      Chris was kneeling in front of his mother’s suspended animation chamber, crying.

      This is all my fault.

      Chase walked to his son and sat next to him. He tried putting his arm around him, but Chris slapped his hand away.

      “I want to be alone.”

      “Look, Chris, I’m sorry.”

      “You can keep your apologies. It’s your fault she’s in there.”

      “I know. And I hate myself for it.”

      Chris looked at his father with tears in his eyes.

      “And so you should!”

      Chase’s eyes filled with tears too.

      “Please, believe me, I never wanted this to happen.”

      “Why didn’t you try and heal her when I asked you to?”

      “That wouldn’t have made a difference.”

      “You don’t know that! And even if that’s true, you should have at least tried!”

      “Look I needed to try and save—”

      “I don’t want to hear it. Keep your excuses, I hate you!”

      Chris stormed out of the med-bay.

      I hate myself too, my son. More than you know.

      Chase stood, looking at Sarah in the suspended animation chamber.

      I’m sorry, Sarah. Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant again? Did you even know?
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* * *

      The lights on the bridge flickered, and the ship stopped firing for a few seconds.

      “Captain, we’ve lost all control of the ship,” said the commander.

      “I know, Chase informed me this could happen,” answered Daniel.

      “But we’re in the middle of a battle!”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that.”

      The Victory hummed for a moment, and powerful beams of plasma started firing. With each weapon’s discharge, a Fury super-destroyer was obliterated like it was made of glass.

      “What’s going on?” asked the commander.

      “It’s a long story. You are all dismissed. We may have to abandon ship, so you should return to your quarters and pack while there’s still time.”

      The officers’ heads hung low as they left the bridge. Daniel walked in front of the main viewport. He looked at the final seconds of the battle. Gaia had obliterated what was left of the Fury fleet in only a couple of minutes.

      Fiery debris spun around what was once the orbit of Erevos. The Furies were no more, and Chase had destroyed the Spectre. Victory had come at a terrible price and Daniel couldn’t help but feel sad for his best friend. He could only imagine what was going on in his mind right now.
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* * *

      Chase arrived in Engineering.

      “We’ve lost control of the ship, Chase,” said Kvasir, his tattoos on overdrive. “We’re trying to get it back, but it’s possible our modification of the weapon system created this malfunction.”

      “No, Kvasir. It hasn’t.”

      “Then what did?” asked Yanis.

      Chase raised a hand to ask his friend to wait for a second.

      “Spiros.”

      “Yes, Chase. Are you sure we can’t help you retake control of the ship?”

      “There’s really no need.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Go back to your quarters, now.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just go, Spiros.”

      Fear filled Spiros’ eyes, and he ran out of Engineering as fast as he could.

      Yanis came next to Chase and put his hand on his shoulder.

      “I’ve heard that Sarah was mortally wounded and is only alive due to being in suspended animation. I also heard that you lost your father. I’m so, so sorry.”

      Chase tried to contain another bout of tears, but it was in vain.

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m sorry, too, Chase,” added Cedric. “Let us know if there’s anything we can do to help.”

      “Thank you, Cedric. I wish there were.”

      “I’m also sorry to hear the sad news, Chase,” added Kvasir.

      Chase nodded.

      They each remained quiet for a few minutes thinking of all that had occurred. Yanis eventually broke the silence.

      “Who’s in control of the ship?” he asked.

      “Gaia, she’s going to try and send us back to Earth with the blink drive.”

      “She found it?”

      “Yeah, but it will cost her her life.”

      “Oh, dear,” said Kvasir as his tattoos died completely.
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* * *

      When Spiros entered their quarters, it took a few seconds for his brain to interpret what he was seeing. Gaia was raised from the ground and multiples cables where intertwined with her, some of them seemed to enter the base of her skull, and others protruded from her limbs.

      “What’s going on, my love? Let me get you down. I’ll go get help.”

      “No, Spiros, I did this to myself. It was the only way I could interface the sphere with the Victory’s system quickly.”

      “By the Gods of Olympus, why would you do that?”

      “Earth is in danger, and I’m the only one who can do something about it.”

      “Even if that’s true, we’ll have one hell of a time fixing your body afterward.”

      A teardrop fell to the room’s floor.

      “You should sit down, Spiros.”

      “What? You’re scaring me, Gaia. What are you talking about?”

      “There won’t be a need for me to have a body after this.”

      “You don’t want to be made of flesh and blood anymore?”

      She smiled. “Nothing would have made me happier than to remain in this body, with you. I— I just won’t be there anymore, my love.”

      Spiros’ face turned white and tears formed in his eyes.

      “What are you saying? I don’t— I don’t understand.”

      “My matrix is being eaten away as we speak. I have very little time left, Spiros.”

      “No! Don’t you dare leave me. Not again.”

      “I wish I could stay.”

      “Then back up your matrix now onto the ship, and we’ll create you a new body.”

      “It’s not as simple as that.”

      “Why not! If you can save yourself, why don’t you?”

      “Earth is about to be attacked by dozens of Fury destroyers.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with your dying matrix.”

      Tears streamed down Gaia’s face.

      “Right now my matrix is inside a bigger, more powerful matrix that contains advanced knowledge, like the blink drive, and advanced weaponry, as well as other things. I need to stay in here so I can save the billions of souls and all the animals and plants on Earth. To do so will require my presence in here until the very end, but…”

      Spiros fell on his knees. “But then you’ll die.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry.”

      “Isn’t there something in that repository of knowledge you have access to that could save your life?”

      She sniffed then smiled.

      “That’s the first thing I looked for, believe me. I’m so sorry, Spiros. I never wanted to do this to us.”

      Spiros got up and walked toward her.

      “I can’t believe this is happening. Not now. After all we’ve been through to be together. It’s not fair. Just not fair.” Spiros sighed. “Can I at least stay with you until the end?”

      More tears flowed from her eyes. “Please, do. I don’t want to be alone at the end.”

      Spiros took her waist in his arms and rested his head on her belly.
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* * *

      Chase stepped into the empty bridge and walked toward Daniel who was still by the main viewport. They looked at the remnants of what had happened today.

      “I’m so sorry about Sarah and your father,” said Daniel.

      “So am I, thank you, Dan.”

      “I know you well enough by now to know that you’re not focusing on the fact that the war is over. But, you did it, Chase.”

      “We did it. And, you’re right; it doesn’t feel like a victory. Not by a long shot.”

      “I won’t try to give you the silver lining speech…”

      “Please, don’t.”

      “Very well. I just want to thank you on behalf of every living being whose lives have been spared thanks to your courage, your determination, and the unfortunate sacrifices you’ve had to endure along the way.”

      “I’m not the only one. We all lost people; yourself included.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Chase nodded.

      “Do you think Gaia can do it? I mean blink drive us to Earth before the Furies destroy it?”

      “If there’s one person that can, it’s her. She is more passionate and has more love for that planet than anyone I know. She’ll do anything to save Earth. As would I, if it were in my hands. And, for once, I’m glad it isn’t. I’m quite literally at the end of my rope.”

      “It will get better, Chase. Sarah is still alive; you’ll find a way to bring her back. Knowing you, that’s the only thing on your mind right now.”

      Chase looked at Daniel. “You do know me pretty well.”

      Daniel smiled, but then a bubble of white energy expanded around the ship, and he returned his gaze to the outside. The bubble was expanding and engulfed about a third of the remaining destroyers in the fleet.

      “She’s doing it? Isn’t she?”

      “Looks that way.”

      The scenery outside the viewport flashed brightly for a second and was replaced by a view of Earth, with two-dozen Fury super-destroyers annihilating Earth’s orbital defense satellites. They were arriving just in time.

      “And she does not need us to fight that battle?”

      Before Chase could answer, the Victory opened fire in ways neither of them could have thought possible. The ship was firing its primary weapon, which usually taxes too much power to have done so while the time chamber was active, but now that it was on overdrive, and with Gaia’s last-minute Atlantian weapons mods, the beams of concentrated plasma were tearing through the last Fury fleet with ease.

      It was both a spectacular and a terrifying sight. So much power, the ability to tear twenty plus ships to pieces in mere instants.

      “I guess not. Makes you wonder who these Atlantians were and why they disappeared. Who could have destroyed a civilization that powerful?” said Chase.

      “Maybe they got too powerful for their own good and destroyed themselves.”

      Chase pondered Daniel’s words. The soul ships had granted them amazing powers as well as the ability to get rid of the Furies once and for all, and Gaia’s temporary access to the tech helped them save Earth at the eleventh hour. But it mattered not how much power they once had, Chase concluded. At the end of the day, there was always someone more powerful. It’s how one used their powers that defined the course of destiny not how much of it they wielded.

      The one thing Chase had trouble reconciling with, was that no matter how pure his intentions were, no matter how he faced his demons and did everything to bring the Earth Alliance to victory, he hadn’t been rewarded for his efforts and courage on a personal level. Sarah was in grave condition, his son hated him, and he had lost the father he barely had time to connect with.

      No, perhaps today it felt like a victory for most of the inhabitants of the known universe, but the scars and the pain in Chase’s heart and soul would linger there for a very long time, and he felt more defeated than ever.

      Daniel looked at his friend and put his arm around his shoulder.

      “Will you be alright?”

      A single tear traveled down Chase’s cheek.

      “I just don’t know.”
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* * *

      Oryn gazed around the dark place. A large column of red light beckoned in the distance. The place was cold and humid. For a moment she wondered where she was and if it had all been a dream. Then she remembered her conversation with Chase.

      She had killed the man that had masqueraded as her father and who had murdered both her parents. It had cost her her life and almost ended up costing her her soul. But thanks to the courage of her friend Chase, it had been released from eternal imprisonment.

      “Oryn?” said a familiar voice behind her. “Is that really you?”

      Oryn turned around and saw her father, Zeus, with tears sparkling in his eyes.

      “I can’t believe it! It is you.”

      He walked toward her and took her in his arms. She embraced him back.

      “It’s good to see you, Father.”

      “I wish it were under better circumstances, though. In fact, when I arrived here and assumed Hades’ position, I was hoping I wouldn’t see you down here for many years. When Chase told me your soul had been stolen from you by that Spectre, all I ever hoped for since that instant was to see you again and hold you in my arms.”

      “I’ve missed you too,” she said with a smile.

      “How long are you staying? We never had the opportunity to enjoy talking and get to know each other that much. I’d like to do some of that now before…”

      But Zeus didn’t finish his sentence as he choked up on his words.

      “Before I go to Elysium?”

      Zeus wiped his tears and nodded.

      “I’ll stay with you for as long as you want me to unless there is a rule that prevents me from doing so.”

      “I’m now the King of the Underworld, so I have enough control over this place; you can take all the time you want until you’re ready to move on to Elysium.”

      “It’s settled then, I’ll stay by your side for the time being.”

      “I’m overjoyed to hear this. We’ll have some fun together, make up for the time we were separated.”

      “Can I ask you something, though?”

      “Of course.”

      “Is Elysium real? I mean, is it a place like this one? Where we continue to exist?”

      “I wish I could tell you. Nobody ever returned from Elysium, so it could be a similar place, though I’m hoping the decorator did a better job than down here.”

      Oryn laughed.

      “Yes, something with more sunlight, greenery, and teeming with life like on Olympus would be nice.”

      “Tell me about it. What was I thinking accepting Hades’ request?”

      “You’re the King remember, what stops you from doing a little redecorating?”

      “That’s an intriguing thought, and now that you’re here, maybe it’s something we could work on together?”

      Oryn pondered her father’s words. It would be a nice change of pace to actually create something beautiful rather than trying to destroy and blow stuff up. She smiled, and for the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt happy and at peace.

      “I’m game.”
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* * *

      Gaia lowered herself to the ground, disconnected from all the tubes and wires that connected her to the ship, and embraced Spiros.

      “It’s time, my love,” she said, her voice trembling.

      “No. I don’t want to lose you.”

      She held him by the shoulders.

      “You’ll never lose me. I’ll always be by your side, watching over you, in here,” she said as she rested her palm over his heart.

      “It’s just not the same, Gaia.”

      “I know. We have to say goodbye while I’m still me, soon I won’t even be able to speak. Believe me, I wish I could stay in this moment, with you, forever.”

      “I can’t believe you’ll soon be gone. What am I going to do without you? You gave my life meaning, you gave me joy beyond anything I thought possible.”

      “I have loved you from the moment I first saw you. I didn’t understand it at first. I just knew I needed to see you again. I had been focusing on all the wrong-doings of humans instead of seeing what was beautiful about humanity. Compassion, kindness, friendship, and love. That’s the big one, it can move mountains, make people do incredible things. I loved you then, I love you now, and I will love you for all eternity. I want you to know that.”

      “I love you, Gaia. I don’t want you to die.”

      “I don’t want to die either. Please forgive me.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive. You’ve always been your own person, and it didn’t matter what my objections were, you were always going to follow your heart and your instincts. Yes, I could try and point fingers and say I told you so, but that wouldn’t be fair. You’ve saved Earth, billions of lives today, innocents that would have perished if you had listened to me. What would that make me? A selfish old man. You did what you needed to do, and I can only respect you for that, and love you more if that’s even possible.”

      Gaia and Spiros kissed passionately until the very last second when the candlelight of her kind soul vanished into the depths of space and time itself.
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* * *

      Poseidon was waiting by the corridor’s exit when Thor stepped out of med-bay.

      “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you here,” said Thor.

      “I wanted to check on you. Feeling any better?”

      “Physically, I’m alright, I guess. My ego is the one thing that got hurt more than the rest.”

      Poseidon smiled. “Why’s that?”

      “You’re kidding me, right? We trained together for years, and when the fight starts, I get Mjölnir destroyed and bite the dust a minute later. Makes me wonder why we even bothered to do this.”

      “I think our job was always to buy Chase some time so he could deal with it. And, hey, you shouldn’t be too hard on yourself, at least you didn’t die and have your soul ripped from your body. Hell, that was the weirdest, most scary thing I’ve experienced in my entire life. Like I knew that I was not just losing this mortal shell, but more. And that losing that part, well, it felt lonely, scary, and an experience I hope I never have to go through again.”

      “I can see why losing your soul would be terrible. I’ve never feared losing my life in battle, as you know I welcome the day when I will be admitted to Valhalla. But I imagine if that Spectre had gotten his hands on mine, I would never be allowed among the gods.”

      Thor shivered. “That thought is not something I want to even fathom. So let’s talk about something else, or better yet, celebrate our victory by drinking pint after pint of ale! People will sing songs of praise about us for centuries to come, you do realize? That calls for a celebration which ends with us passing out in our own vomit.”

      Poseidon laughed. “You Asgardians have the weirdest traditions. As for songs being written about us, I’d rather not, seeing how easily defeated we were.”

      “Hey, you know it, and I know it, but the victors are writing history, right? It doesn’t matter if we played only a small role, what matters is that we were there when the universe was standing at the brink of extinction, we, the courageous few, were there to answer the call.”

      “My visit was to see how you were doing, but also to say goodbye, at least for now.”

      Thor’s face grew serious.

      “Oh. Where are you off to?”

      “My people, what’s left of them anyway, have requested that I take my brother’s place. We need to find a new home world, settle down, and rebuild.”

      “So you’re the new King of Olympus?”

      Poseidon chuckled. “In a manner of speaking, I suppose so.”

      “I’m sorry, but that, too, calls for a celebration! I won’t take no for an answer, pints, ale, now!”

      “Alright, very well, my friend, but just a couple of them.”

      “We’ll see about that.”
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* * *

      Admiral Neeva was standing in front of the viewport of his destroyer looking at the abyss, his hands behind his back. Today had seen the fall of everything that constituted his world. Furies died by the millions, Erevos had been destroyed, and almost everyone he knew and held dear had been slain.

      Neeva still couldn’t believe the reality of his life at this point in time. Gazing at the stars and the nebula in front of him, he felt utterly alone, disconnected from everything he had ever known. The visceral pain of it all scarring his heart for eternity. While flames of revenge would fuel that same heart until its last beat.

      He turned and faced his crew. The last remaining Furies, a race without a planet, without roots. He looked at every one of them before speaking.

      “We are the last of our kind. I’ve considered trying to mount an attack on the Earth Alliance, but we can’t afford to die needlessly here today. There’s nothing one ship, no matter how advanced this prototype ship is, can do against the Earth Alliance. Today has been the worst day of our lives. We’ve lost our world, our leader, but we will never lose our resolve. We shall survive, and whether it takes us a decade, a century, or millennia, we will rise again.”
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* * *

      Chase was holding one of Sarah’s sweaters in his hands. Her scent still caressing his nostrils and bringing back happier memories. The kind Chase couldn’t deal with right now. At least Gaia had managed to stabilize the energy buildup the Victory was experiencing before the end, and so Chase could go over Sarah’s possessions and keep them safe, until one day, hopefully, she would return. The upgrades that allowed the Victory to shred the enemy fleets to pieces were gone. Still, Chase was thankful they didn’t have to abandon everything to flee the ship. And even though the ship was quite new, there were memories here, mementos and in this room, especially, he could still sense her presence.

      Athena burst into his quarters without even ringing first.

      “Where’s your father? I have a bone to pick with him!”

      Chase was surprised that Athena didn’t yet know what had happened.

      “You’d better sit down for this.”

      Athena noticed the solemn expression on his face.

      “What?” said Athena, her voice trembling. “You’re scaring me, Son, what happened?”

      “I’m sorry. We’ve lost Menelas.”

      Chase explained everything that she had missed. After many tears and a warm embrace, Athena delicately passed her hand through her son’s hair.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone. And I’m so sorry about Sarah.”

      Chase could sense she was feeling guilty about something.

      “What is it, Mom? What’s on your mind?”

      Athena got up and walked to the viewport window.

      “Never mind, Chase, why rehash the past, it wouldn’t make any difference now. I just wish I had been there, you know. It’s the second time your father has disappeared and left me hanging.”

      “About that. I seriously doubt he survived the attack. I had never seen anything like it. I don’t want you to hold onto a false hope.”

      “That’s ironic you would say that, as you are in a similar position. But I know you, and I know your father. The two of you never know when to quit. As for hope, well, I choose to believe your father isn’t dead. Just as it’s clear you choose to believe you can still save Sarah.”

      The doorbell chimed.

      “Come in,” said Chase.

      Argos stepped inside.

      “See, Mother,” said Chase, “that’s how it’s done, just put your thumb on the control and then wait to be invited inside.”

      “Very funny!” said Athena.

      “Am I disturbing you? I can come back at another time,” proposed Argos.

      Athena walked to Argos and kissed him on the forehead. “No, Son, we were done talking for now. I have to prepare and get my things in order; I’m going with Poseidon in search of a new Olympus. But I’d like to see the both of you and my grandson before I go. Bye, for now.”

      “Bye, Mother, and thanks for the visit,” said Chase.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Bye,” added Argos.

      Athena left Chase’s quarters.

      “How are you holding up?” asked Argos.

      “I’ve been better. How’s Chris doing?”

      “He barely leaves Sarah’s side in med-bay. He’s pretty sad, and pissed, too.”

      “Yeah, he has every reason to be. I’m a terrible father.”

      “Don’t you dare say that, that’s not true.”

      “I know what you’re trying to do, Argos, and I’m thankful for it. But we both know I screwed up.”

      “Boy, looks like this is one lesson you’ll never learn. That’s a shame too because it looks like you need to.”

      Chase turned away and walked to the viewport, looking at Earth.

      “And what’s that?”

      “This was never your mission and yours alone. It was all of ours. I don’t like including myself in that group, I still think I don’t deserve the forgiveness and love I’ve received from both you and Chris. But that’s beside the point. We were a team, all of us, including every single soldier from the Alliance. Many lost their lives in the attack.”

      “I am aware,” said Chase coldly.

      “You say the words, but it feels like you’re not in alignment with them. You didn’t fail Sarah, and you didn’t fail your son.”

      “Is that why he’s in med-bay while you’re here?”

      “That’s not fair. I understand that you think that right now it’s best to give Chris some space, and I’m sure he’ll come around, eventually. But don’t give him too much space, Chase, remind him his father is around and loves him.”

      “I do love him, and I do love you too. I just…”

      Chase put both hands on the cold glass and saw his own tears flow down a face he couldn’t stand to look at. Argos came behind him and gently placed his hand on his shoulder.

      “You’re not alone, Chase. I’m here for you, today, and always. No matter how hard things get, I’ll always be there for you. I hope you know that.”

      Chase put his hand on Argos’.

      “Thank you, I appreciate it. I’m sorry I’m not exactly fun to talk to right now.”

      “Don’t fret, Brother, it’s understandable. Would you like to talk about it now, or as I suspect, would you like me to leave you alone?”

      “I’m looking forward to talking more with you, but you’re right, for the time being, I think I’d prefer the solitude.”

      Argos affectionately clapped Chase’s back twice. “Okay, Brother, I’ll see you later.”

      Chase stood there, looking at the planet below and the distant stars without answering, without even realizing the passing of time.
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        One Year Later

        Earth Alliance Headquarters in Auckland, New Zealand.

      

      

      Keera laughed. “Good one, Tar’Lock. See, you do have a sense of humor.”

      Tar’Lock clicked joyfully. “Well, the Earth Alliance sure knows how to throw a party.”

      “It’s not every day that we celebrate the anniversary of the defeat of the Furies. It does call for a celebration.”

      “If you ask me,” said Daniel, before taking a sip of wine, ”I can’t wait to go back to my ship. I don’t know what it is, but I guess my heart belongs to the stars.”

      Keera raised her glass, “I’ll drink to that.”

      “You’ll drink to anything,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Oh? Are we being a grumpy Gorgar today?” said Keera. “He’s not wrong, though.”

      It looked like Tar’Lock was about to answer when his gaze caught someone coming their way. Tar’Lock saw Ryonna holding hands with Altair. When their gaze met, she discreetly let go of the Emperor’s hand. Tar’Lock’s eyes watered, and he quickly excused himself.

      “What’s with him?” said Daniel.

      “He’s having a hard time with all the changes.”

      “Aren’t we all?”

      “He’ll be fine. I’ll check on him later.”

      Ryonna and Altair approached them.

      “Hello, you two, it’s good to see you,” said Altair.

      “Hello, my friends,” said Ryonna. “It’s been too long.”

      Keera raised her glass. “I’ll drink to that, too.”

      “Shocker,” said Daniel with a chuckle. “It’s good to see the both of you. I must commend you on your tastes, Altair. This party is great. But I thought you were giving the speech?”

      “I am, but I still have a few minutes before that happens. I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to say hi to my old friends.”

      Daniel looked from side to side as if he were looking for someone in particular.

      “Where are they?” he said with a smirk.

      Ryonna laughed.

      “Now that!” said Daniel pointing at Keera, “is worth a drink.”

      Keera finished her glass and burped. “Excuse me, it’s all these tiny bubbles. I love champagne. Anybody wants me to brink them back a drink? No? Well, your loss, I’ll be right back.”

      “She seems in a very good mood,” said Ryonna.

      “I guess it’s good just letting go and not worrying about whether or not we’ll still be alive the next day,” commented Daniel.

      “I remember those days, and I’m also glad they’re behind us. I should probably prepare for the speech. Daniel, it’s been great seeing you again, I’ll give you a call in the morning. There’s a position I might need your help with.”

      “Now I’m going to spend all night wondering what that is. Does it at least come with a promotion?”

      Altair smiled. “It might.” He walked away to prepare for his speech.

      “How have you been, Ryonna? Or should I say, Ambassador?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Daniel. I’ve been fine, there’s been a lot of work to rebuild Droxia, but the worst is over and getting the Ambassador position allows me to spend more time on Earth too, so, all in all, can’t complain. How have you been?”

      “I’m doing fine, thanks for asking. So how long have the two of you been together?”

      Ryonna was drinking from her glass and almost spilled it on the ground.

      “I— I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Daniel raised an eyebrow. “I see. Then by all means, never mind my question,” he said with a playful smile.

      “Any news from Chase? I haven’t seen him around.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it either if I were you,” said Daniel, frowning. “Not many people have seen him this past— well, year, really.”

      “I was so sad to learn what happened to Sarah and his father.”

      “Yeah, the price of victory is sometimes high. But in Chase’s case, I don’t think he sees the end of the war as a victory. This party would probably be a painful reminder of what he’s lost.”

      “I take it that he hasn’t had any leads on a treatment for Sarah?”

      “There’s been a couple of them, but they didn’t pan out. What he needs to do is grieve and try to move on, but who am I that he should listen to me?”

      “I thought you were his best friend.”

      “I was being sarcastic. But if you see him, maybe you can remind him of that.”

      “I’m sorry, Daniel. Put yourself in his shoes, though.”

      “I have, and if he needs time, then time I will give him. I’m just worried, with his obsessive-compulsive nature that I may be long dead before he decides enough time has passed. Not everyone is immortal, some of us have a finite amount of time at our disposal.”

      Ryonna nodded. “Sorry, I’m a little distracted. Have you seen Tar’Lock around anywhere?”

      “Yeah, he was with us until just before you showed up, in fact. He went that way,” said Daniel pointing to her left. “God knows why. Besides a small balcony, there’s not much out there.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go see if I can find him. It was great seeing you again, Daniel. I’m sure Chase thinks of you every day.”

      “Sure,” said Daniel with a forced smile. “It was great seeing you too, Ryonna.”
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* * *

      Tar’Lock was looking at the full moon when he heard footsteps behind him.

      “Tar’Lock?” she asked tentatively.

      “Ryonna,” answered Tar’Lock coldly.

      “Would you have a minute for us to talk? I won’t take much of your time.”

      He turned around and looked at her for the longest time before answering.

      “I’m sorry, Ryonna. Perhaps one day, but not tonight.”

      He walked past her and returned inside.

      Ryonna exhaled deeply. Fair enough.
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* * *

      “Why is it that every time there’s a party, we four end up together, stay in a corner like a bunch of geeks, and don’t talk to anyone?” asked Yanis.

      “We are geeks,” said Cedric, “for one. And I would be less worried about who we talk or don’t talk to, but whether or not we’ll get some recognition for our efforts in the war.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos stayed stoically at medium brightness. “Why would we care if they mention us? We did what we had to do, that should be enough. I, for one, am very happy to spend the evening with my friends. That’s all the recognition I require.”

      “Why did I ask an Asgardian?” said Yanis. “I should have known better.”

      “What are your thoughts on the subject,” Cedric turned to Spiros.

      But he was distracted, looking at the main ballroom.

      “Spiros?”

      Eventually, upon hearing his name, he turned his head. “What? What was the question?”

      “Somebody was deep in thought,” said Yanis.

      “Or checking out a broad, more likely,” said Cedric with a wink.

      “Alright, you caught me. A little of both. I was just looking at that woman over there. Her hair reminds me of Gaia, and well, that sent me somewhere else.”

      Cedric looked at the woman. “You’re right, she does look like her a little. Maybe you should introduce yourself?”

      Spiros shook his head. “No. I’m not done grieving. I miss her every day. Today more than most.”

      Kvasir rested his hand on his friend’s back.

      “I’m sorry, Spiros, it must be difficult for you to enjoy a party that happens to be the anniversary of your loss.”

      Spiros quickly wiped a forming tear.

      “It is what it is, but like Kvasir, I’m really happy to see all my friends. Let’s not reminisce about old wounds, but instead tell me about what you’ve all been doing.”

      “I’m glad you asked,” said Yanis before speaking of his new position at headquarters.

      “Booooring,” said Cedric. “I’ll see you guys later.”

      “Where are you going?” asked Kvasir.

      “I’m gonna see if I can get laid, I’ll catch you guys later,” said Cedric pointing finger gun hands at his mates. “Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck, old dog,” said Yanis. “Once you’ve crashed and burned enough, you know where to find us.”

      They all laughed.
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* * *

      “I can’t believe he’s not here, of all days,” said Chris with no small quantity of bitterness in his voice.

      “I understand you’re disappointed, Chris, but give your dad some time.”

      “We’re way past disappointed, Uncle, and you know it. She is my mother. Why does he think he’s the only one suffering?”

      “He’s had a hard time dealing with it.”

      “How would you know? You haven’t seen him that much in the last few months.”

      “I think because we’re twins, I can feel your father no matter where he is.”

      “Some father. He’s never around. I wish you were my father. Chase and I have nothing in common.”

      “Don’t you ever say that, Chris. He deserves better than that. He’s just suffering, and perhaps you should try and mend that fence. I think he needs you more than you’re willing to admit to yourself.”

      “You say that as if I haven’t tried. Why can’t he be the one trying to get in touch? Why am I the one that had to try every time?”

      “You know that’s not what I mean, but it’s been over six months since you called him.”

      Chris raised his soda. “Here’s to six more.”

      “I’ll tell you this, you’re more like him than you’re willing to admit.”

      “Whatever.”
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* * *

      Altair advanced to the podium.

      “Thank you all for coming here tonight. To the first Remembrance Anniversary. I’ve been told everyone is enjoying the food and drinks.”

      The crowd cheered.

      “One year ago to the day most of us were aboard ships, fighting a terrible war. We’ve lost friends, families, entire civilizations. I thought we should acknowledge and remember those we’ve lost. So, let’s take a moment and honor them in silence.”

      After a minute, Altair continued.

      “Thank you. Tonight isn’t about old wounds, sad stories, what we’ve lost. Tonight, we stand here, as a strong Alliance, people from all corners of the known galaxies, reunited to pay tribute to the end of the Fury War but also to look ahead, to make sure we learn from the past and don’t ever let ourselves be put in the same situation ever again.

      “The Earth Alliance has grown beyond my wildest dreams in the last few months. We now have forty members with the Gorgar finally accepting our invitation. I’m grateful for that, as it was a rocky start. With their help, in the last two months we’ve finished the jump gate network. Now every space-faring ship in the Earth Alliance can jump, no longer giving an unfair advantage to races able to build hyperspace engines. I think that alone will strengthen our Alliance and our hope for a well-deserved and, hopefully, long-lasting peace.”

      The crowd applauded for a few moments.

      “Many of you know that while Earth has always been good to us, we wanted to move the headquarters to a more central location. Earth is at the far end of the Earth Alliance territory. There have been discussions whether the new headquarters should be located on Droxia or even Alpha Prime. After months of deliberation, a simpler solution came to me, and the council has approved it unanimously. Our new headquarters won’t be located on any planet. To symbolize our union, and to centralize our efforts of peace, we’ve decided to build a space station that will serve as both our headquarters but also be a hub for commerce, as well as diplomacy. The construction of the yet to be named station will start in the next coming days. It is my hope that next year, we celebrate Remembrance Day there.”

      The crowd cheered, applauded, and a few people even whistled.
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* * *

      It was late, but Chase couldn’t sleep. He was watching holo-movies from Earth, similar to those Sarah had shown him on their first date. But he wasn’t really paying attention to them, so he swiped the holo-screen off and walked to Sarah’s room.

      He didn’t feel like turning on the light. There was a full moon. It was big tonight and had some orange hues, reflecting a soft, warm glow off of the suspended animation pod.

      There she stood, like every other day before it. Tomorrow she would still be there, even though Chase wasn’t sure he would be. This wasn’t a goodbye, they never even had the chance to say goodbye to one another, which made Chase’s suffering all the more complicated.

      He stepped forward and delicately rested his palm on the glass of the pod.

      “I miss you so very much.”

      The moonlight caught his attention for a second before he returned his gaze to Sarah’s beautiful face.

      “I might go away for a little while…It’s too painful staying here, seeing you like this everyday. Plus, I’m no good to you brooding and buzzing around day in and day out. I’ve made up my mind; tomorrow I’ll request a ship and travel deep into uncharted territories since no one in the Alliance seems to have a clue how to help you. There has to be someone, out there, that can help you and our daughter come back to me.”

      He let his forehead tilt forward until it, too, pressed against the glass. Chase closed his eyes.

      “I love you, Sarah. I promise I won’t rest until I find a way to bring you both back.”

      
        THE END

        (Stay tuned for the sequel series to the Universe in Flames)
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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.
      I would also encourage you to subscribe to my newsletter to get notified about new publications, be informed about sales and additional content available only through my website as well as some premium free content (like early access to the online Heroic Fantasy series I’ve started writing: The Kyrian Chronicles).

      
      Please note that I will gladly offer my books for free to anyone in exchange for an honest review (including signed Paperbacks). If you are interested, please Contact me here.

      
      I’m always looking for new beta & ARC readers. If you’re interested, contact me on christian@kallias.com (please use Beta/ARC reader request for the subject of your email).

      
      Thank you for reading and supporting me.
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      Universe in Flames book 9: Into the Fire Part I (Released October 17, 2017)
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      Don’t miss out on exclusive content and information.

      

      Check out my weekly Captain’s Log where I provide details about my writing, upcoming books, and events.
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      Hello, my dear reader,

      First, I’d like to apologize for the time it took to deliver this last chapter. I know that I told you I would do everything in my power to release the book within 30 days of the last book, but obviously, things didn’t go according to plan.

      The preparation for the indie author (20BookstoVegas) convention I attended at the beginning of November, and the time spent there, was the first major delay. Unfortunately, many authors who attended the event became ill with the flu, and I was not spared, which resulted in downtime of nearly two weeks as my flu turned into bronchitis. But, the biggest obstacle was fear. I was so worried about delivering the best final book I could, that more often than not it held me back and paralyzed me from writing at a sufficient pace. The last factor was that this is the longest book I’ve ever written. At one point I wanted to rename it to The Never Ending Story (not really, just an inside joke, of course). Though I did feel as I finished a chapter that there was still information to tell to wrap up the story, and at one point, I felt like I would never manage to finish. In the end, the book clocked in at nearly 107,000 words, which is 13,000 more than any other book I have written.

      What matters is that the book is done, and I hope you’re going to enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it. I won’t lie to you; at one point I was almost going to split the remainder of the story into two more books. To give you an example many authors are satisfied releasing 50-55,000 word novels so they can release books earlier, on a monthly basis or so. Since To End All Wars is double that figure, it made sense that it would take longer to write. That and the fact that I was both sad and worried about finishing a series that so many people seem to love. I hope you’re one of them, but if you’re reading this, most likely you enjoyed the saga.

      I’d like to thank you for your support, feedback, and encouragement throughout these last two and a half years. I couldn’t have done it without you. I don’t know if you are aware of this, I may have touched on the subject on a blog post or my newsletter, but I had a good vision (main plot) of that story for about two decades now.

      Once upon a time, I wanted to create an RTS (Real-Time Strategy) video game called Retaliate. And, somehow, that was the birthing place of this story. It was quite different back then, though it had characters with Fury powers on one side and other evil creatures on the other side. The Furies were called Kyrians (that should ring a bell ;) ). Imagine a Starcraft video game but with these types of powers (fireballs, teleportation, shields, healing, etc.). That game never saw the light of day. In fact, when it failed to pass the NDA (non-disclosure agreement) phase with the French publisher Infogrammes back in the ‘90s, I just shelved the whole thing and moved on, with a bittersweet taste of the video game industry as I spent two years on a project that went nowhere. In fact, it turned me off from playing video games for the longest time, too. That is until I played Resident Evil IV, and my love for video games rekindled.

      In 2001, I dusted off the video game story and wondered how I could tell it differently. I always loved drawing manga, but I loved colors, so the idea of making my vision in black and white didn’t appeal to me. Therefore, I set out to do a colored manga, a sort of hybrid between manga and comics (another format I’ve always enjoyed, from Spiderman, Ironman, ROM, Daredevil, and one of my later favorites: Spawn).

      I created a website and started drawing pages one after the other. But, I didn’t have the skills to tell a SciFi story, and I couldn’t draw ships very well; my skills as a 3D artist didn’t seem good enough back then to pull off a space opera. I still wanted to tell parts of that story, but perhaps in a more Fantasy setting. So I created the Kyrian Chronicles. To some of you, the name might ring a bell since I rebooted them as a book on my website in 2015. I was hoping I could write a chapter every two weeks when I started, which is not that much when I think about it, but all my focus ended up in the Universe in Flames books, and I soon understood that to be a successful author, I would need to become more than just a writer, but a full-fledged entrepreneur and start acquiring marketing skills and actively promote my work. I won’t lie to you; those are not my favorite parts of the job. I’d rather stay behind my desk all day and write stories, but the current setting of the industry makes it unlikely to sell enough books if a certain amount of marketing isn’t taken into account.

      I’m still pretty new at all of this, but I can tell you that I have learned so much in 2017 that I feel more confident going forward. I’ve built an ever-growing mailing list, I’ve made contacts and friends with other authors, which in turn helped me grow my readership. And for that, I’m truly grateful. In fact, I’ve even developed friendships with many of them, such as Scott Bartlett, Chris Fox, Rhett Bruno, and Brandon Ellis.

      But I digress. The Kyrian Chronicles only had 30+ pages see the light of day. If you’re into manga and would like to read it, just shoot me an email, and I’ll send you a link to download this abandoned graphic novel. It was one more project I had abandoned, and I was beginning to worry that I would never finish anything I started in my life. Then came The Universe in Flames books. Earth – Last Sanctuary was born in 2002 (only the first chapter or two). A few more chapters progressed over the years when I was bored of my daily job or on vacation. It took a burnout (which I think I’ve already covered in previous A Word from the Author) to change everything! In less than two months after losing my job and dealing with the aftereffects of the said burnout, I had the first draft of ELS in the box (around November of 2014). Little did I know that three years later, I would type THE END of the tenth book of the saga. And, for that, I am proud. I started a project, I kept with it, and I finished it. Of course, calling it the end of the project is a little premature. The more I wrote books in the universe, the more it expanded from my original, much smaller-scale story, I thought I would write. And now that I’m ending this arc, I realize that I want to enrich this universe even more.

      I’ve always enjoyed mythology, and mixing it with Space Opera was always my goal. There’s a reason my all-time favorite show is Stargate SG-1, as this show also has mythology (Egyptian, Arthurian, and more). The other show I’m fond of is Babylon 5. That’s why I’m considering including a space station in the next arc.

      What is interesting with my universe, at least to me, is that since there are immortal beings (Olympians, Asgardians, and maybe some players we haven’t seen yet), I can span an epic story over dozens of millennia. The idea appeals to me. Eventually, I’ll also write the prequel set in the first Fury War. But not right now. I think we’ve just closed the page on the Furies, and we need something fresh going forward; wouldn’t you agree?

      Before speaking more about my upcoming projects, I’d like to take a moment to shine a light on some of the plot points I’ve explored in this series that I had no idea would make it into the books when I started (even after having the first book ready). One of them is Artificial Intelligence. Gaia was a spur of the moment thing, an idea that came in fluidly while I was writing Book 3. Little did I know that she would play such an important role. Sacrificing her at the end of this series wasn’t an easy choice. But I hope her bravery and sacrifice was handled well. Gaia was born to give the planet a voice, and she died saving the world she loved so much, our planet. She’s been a very important character, and I can tell you that at the end of Book 3, I had no idea she would have a story for that long.

      When I started all of this, characters like Ryonna, Tar’Lock, Keera, and even the entire Asgardian race were not part of my original plan. Ryonna was so much fun to write that I actually gave her her own novella, Ryonna’s Wrath (if you haven’t read it yet, it’s $0.99 on Amazon, or you can get it for FREE on my website). It’s interesting how much a story can take on a life of its own, and I think my pantser style of approaching book writing paid off in spades. I never plotted my books, I knew where it started, I knew where I wanted them to end (and even that sometimes changed), and I just typed away. For that, I have no doubt there might be some slight continuity errors here and there, and sometimes I see them and correct them, but I’m satisfied there are not too many.

      As you’ve realized from reading this book, we don’t end the story with fireworks and Ewoks dancing :). Even though I love Star Wars, this type of super-duper happy ending isn’t for me. These people defied the odds for over a year, they’ve been thrust into chaos, fear, and a seemingly insurmountable enemy. They did prevail with their courage and their faith in one another, which helped them do the impossible and defeat not only the Furies, but also the terrifying Spectre Tanak’Vor. But this book is not only about victory, but also about the toll war takes on its warriors. I hope I’ve managed to provide you with a satisfying ending in that regard. The Earth Alliance prevailed, and the Furies have been dealt with, but people had to pay a price. Warriors died, characters that felt real to me, like Gaia, and Chase, most of all, is left with a bittersweet taste from the war he spearheaded for so long. I imagine some of you would have preferred a happier ending for him, but remember, we probably haven’t seen the last of Chase just yet. In what form or shape he may return, I cannot tell you at this point. Perhaps he’ll get his own mini-series of novels or novellas, perhaps he’ll be part of another arc, perhaps both. If you have any wishes about his characters, now is the time to tell me. Don’t hesitate to write me an email and let me know if you’d like to see Chase return and in what fashion (secondary character, cameo, main character again?).

      Now, onto a list of things I want to tackle in the near future. First, there’s Earth – Last Sanctuary. While it’s the book that started it all, I’m forced to admit it’s my weakest work. I was super proud of finishing it and even more proud when it sold over 1,000 copies in its first month. But, it’s clear from both the reviews and the conversion levels from Book 1 to Book 2 that not everyone enjoyed it fully. I can’t please everybody, and while the decision to alter my original work wasn’t an easy one, I think it’s necessary. I made some mistakes I’d like to correct. Nothing major, but some rookie mistakes like the red portals or English as the main universal language. I’ve already corrected ELS more than any other book. Those of you who read it in 2017, didn’t read the same version I published in 2015. Not much content has changed, but there are some parts I revised. I have a surprise that I won’t spoil, but there’s something I feel I should add to the story. I hope when it’s re-released in the next few months, you’ll consider reading the definitive edition.

      Then there’s the Rewind universe (up until now it is only one book + a short story you can read in Collateral Damage, which is more of a prequel to the Rewind 717 novel). I’ve recently started writing the first chapter of the sequel to Rewind 717. Rewind is a book I need to relaunch as I botched its release back in October 2016. I love this book; I enjoy its protagonist Cole Seeker and his AI sidekick Tanya. Plus, I feel the need to continue this story as well.

      I’m also thinking of a project I will probably call the Universe in Flames chronicles. It’s a series of novels and/or novellas that enrich the universe outside of its main arcs. I even have a possible title for the first chronicle, but take it with a grain of salt, as it might change along the way. The first chronicle would be called “The Battle for Midgard.” That alone should give you a couple of clues.

      In Book 9 I mentioned I wanted to enrich the universe visually with more artwork. To that end, I’m already hard at work on a Universe in Flames website that will contain all the extras I can’t put into the limited format Kindle files, mostly because Amazon charges its authors delivery fees based on file size (something that doesn’t make sense to me in 2018, but well, that’s how it is), so I can’t possibly add too many additional graphics. In fact, just the few I have in the books already cost me about 15-20 cents per sale. That’s why I think a website you can access on your own time with more content is the right way to go. In time (writing books is still the priority), you’ll get character sheets, information about the diverse races that populate my universe, ship specs, and more. The best way to stay informed about the release of these extras is to register to my newsletter on my website.

      Speaking of my website, at the end of 2017, I spent some time revamping it. The changes are mostly apparent on the desktop version of the site, and I really recommend you visit it if you haven’t in a while. I’ve added video backgrounds that make the site more dynamic.

      So, as you can see, I have many things in store for the future. The most important one, of course, is writing. Something I couldn’t do if I didn’t have such faithful and wonderful readers. I’m humbled and grateful to have the best readership an author could wish for.

      I want to take a minute to thank everyone who helps me with releasing better books. Starting with my fantastic production editor and assistant: Paula Lavattiata Lopez. Paula’s efficiency, as well as dedicated work ethic, is the reason why I feel confident publishing books that I’m proud of. But the help doesn’t stop there. Since Book 8, I use a team of alpha readers (Millie C., Rob S., David K., Mike L, David P., Russ B.) who help with proofreading and edits, and I’d like to thank them as well. Thanks also to my ARC Team for taking the time to read the books before release.

      I’d also like to thank you, my readers, for your loyalty, your amazing feedback, and your encouragement and for making my dream of being a full-time author come true. I owe you more thanks than words can convey.

      I hope you enjoyed To End All Wars; don’t hesitate to shoot me an email to let me know, and please consider writing a review, they’ll help other readers discover my books, and I’d be forever grateful.

      

      “Helm set a course for the next adventure. Engage!”

      
        Cheers,

        Christian Kallias
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      Christian Kallias is a Best Selling Science Fiction author. He writes Science Fiction Space Opera with a Mythology twist and Fantasy influences.

      
        Find me on GoodReads

        Follow me on BookBub

        Follow me on Facebook

        Follow me on Twitter

      

      
        Keep in touch

        
          www.christiankallias.com

          christian@kallias.com
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