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      Previously on Universe in Flames

      

      Previously in Season One (Books 1–10):

      

      In the wake of a genocidal tragedy, the Star Alliance fled their corner of the universe to survive the onslaught from the Obsidian Empire. In doing so, the Alliance found both an ally and a sanctuary on a faraway planet called Earth. With their new ally, the Star Alliance formed the Earth Alliance and fought alongside other races (Droxians, Olympians, and Asgardians) in the new Fury War (known as the second Fury War). Furies—human-looking creatures with incredibly powerful fighting abilities and the scourge of the universe—were once thought extinct for ten thousand years. But against all the odds, they returned. Originally, a coalition of worlds led by the Olympians, Asgardians, and many other older civilizations defeated the Furies during the first Fury War. But the Fury’s planet, Erevos, wasn’t destroyed and was trapped in an alternate dimension where time advanced slower than in their original dimension (the same dimension where Earth resides). Upon their return, the Furies waged a terrible war against the Earth Alliance and the entire universe in an effort to cleanse the galaxy of the races that once defied and imprisoned them. Chase Athanatos (a Fury hybrid), along with his friends and loved ones, fought the Furies at every turn and eventually won the battle. But at a terrible personal cost to Chase. He lost many people he cared for, and the final battle saw his wife, Sarah, mortally wounded by an enemy that had been steering the Fury’s campaign behind the scenes: The Spectres. Chase defeated Tanak’Vor, the only Spectre known to have crossed over to this universe’s dimension.

      

      BOOK 11: Nemesis

      

      Chase decides to go to the unknown regions where he hopes to find a cure for Sarah. While planning to go alone on this mission, he’s joined by many of his friends, as well as his estranged son (Chris). A small number of Spectre ships made it through to this dimension when Chase and the Alliance sent Erevos back to the Spectre’s dimension before the soul ships blew up the planet. The leader of these Spectres is none other than Tanak’Vor’s brother, Asrak’Vor. He’s bound on seeking revenge for the murder of his brother and will do anything to kill the one called Chase Athanatos. Meanwhile, in the other dimension, shortly after Erevos is destroyed, Ares regains consciousness. He is baffled that he survived the explosion of the Fury planet. He boards a Spectre ship, and while trying to acquire intel about the Spectres from within, he stumbles upon a female Fury survivor—Nyx. Nyx is being hunted by the Spectres and the two are forced, against their better judgment, to join forces and escape the Spectres. The unlikely alliance yields a treasure trove of information, and Nyx learns that the arachnoids, a slave race working for the Spectres, are experimenting on her, and using her DNA to create something else, something sinister. Ares learns the ship they’re on also contains a prototype engine the Spectres intend to use to send an invasion armada to attack the Earth Alliance. Nyx and Ares manage to use the ship to return to their dimension, but they make sure the ship doesn’t survive the trip. Chase and his friends encounter new dangers in the unknown regions and are saved by a Dragonman of Kyria called Ka’Rij. He recognized Chase as the one he calls “Dragonheart” and asks the Alliance for help in saving his world and the last survivors of his race on New Kyria. Chase, Argos, and Chris help Ka’Rij repel the Hellion Empire from New Kyria and Ka’Rij gives Chase some of his tears, which he believes will cure Sarah of her ailment. Chase and his friends return and use the dragon tears on both Aphroditis and Sarah. The Goddess of Love recovers, but Sarah does not, to both Chase’s and Chris’s dismay. Ares returns and meets with Chase, only to deliver the news that the Spectres are working on a way to invade the Earth Alliance.

      

      … and now the continuation.
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      There was a burst of static over the comlink of the Asgardian penitentiary ship Aegir One.

      “Captain! It’s coming for you. Get the hell out of ther—”

      A high-pitched burst crackled over the link, followed by a distorted scream of agony.

      Captain Tyr’s first officer was no more, and for the first time in a thousand years, Tyr felt an emotion he thought had disappeared forever. Fear.

      The bridge’s doors exploded as if made from dry plywood, and columns of flames invaded the bridge. The fire suppressant system activated, but these weren’t typical flames. The suppressant system could only push the flames back slightly, not starve the fire. White embers shot around the inferno when he stepped through the flames, like an angel of doom.

      The most terrifying creature Tyr had ever seen walked purposefully through the fire as if it weren’t there, and its shiny, dark skin seemed unaffected by the scorching temperatures. A look of death locked into his crimson eyes. It was the first time Tyr saw a Spectre in the flesh, and Thor had not exaggerated their might and power. Not one bit.

      Two of the nearest officers who had been thrown to the ground when the bridge’s doors exploded jumped back to their feet and opened fire, extending their phasers and switching them to lance mode. Green bolts of superheated plasma blasted from the weapons and impacted on the Spectre’s skin. No scorch marks, no apparent damage; it was all in vain.

      The energy discharges glowed on the surface of the Spectre’s skin for a moment before being assimilated inside the creature’s body. Standard weapons were clearly useless against such a creature.

      Before Tyr could order his crew to cease fire, the Spectre’s eyes glowed a deeper red, and he raised one of his hands, palm half open in front of him. An energy siphon appeared at the center of his hand. What happened next terrified Tyr to his core.

      Blue energy detached from both officers’ bodies. The energy resembled the officers but was a translucent copy of their forms, each resisting the pull and trying hopelessly to get back inside their flesh. Their souls were being ripped away from them. The men struggled to regain their bodies until finally being fully snatched and siphoned inside the Spectre’s palm.

      Both Asgardian bodies collapsed to the ground, devoid of life, while their souls turned into bright-blue flames that danced in rapid circular motions a few inches away from the Spectre’s fingers. Tyr thought he could hear their soul’s scream as the Spectre swallowed them, which made the captain’s already frightened state even worse.

      Was that what awaited him? And the rest of his crew? Asgardians were not afraid to die in combat, as a matter of fact, they relished such deaths as it promised their place in Valhalla. But could one’s soul rejoin the gods of old when it was consumed in such a fashion? Tyr doubted it, and that’s why this situation terrorized him.

      The Aegir’s captain also felt hopeless at the realization he would never see his wife again or hold both his boys in his arms. The bells were ringing, and he was well aware that today was the day he would die. But he would make sure the Hel’s (Norse underworld) creature didn’t move on to kill other crew members or ever threaten his own family. Even if it were the last thing he did.

      Tyr knew full well he didn’t have the power to take on the creature in direct combat. The Spectre had already decimated most of his crew, and there were only a few Asgardians still alive on board the ship. No, to take the creature out, a sacrifice would be needed.

      “Commander,” Tyr said coldly to his tactical officer. “Self-destruct sequence, now!”

      “Aye, aye, Capt—”

      But his officer never finished his reply, and when Tyr turned around to see what had transpired, he saw his commander’s soul fly past him and end up directly inside the Spectre’s mouth. The creature’s eye flashed green for a split second before returning to their vile reddish tone as the Spectre smirked at the captain.

      “Even if you could self-destruct this ship,” said the Spectre, “know that it would not kill me.”

      What? That can’t be!

      Even though Tyr struggled to accept the Spectre’s words, deep down Tyr could sense his opponent wasn’t lying. Asgardian warriors and other species, like Furies or Olympians, could create force fields around them to fly in the vacuum of space. An ability Tyr didn’t possess, though.

      “I’ll take my chances,” said Tyr, his voice not as commanding as he’d hoped it would sound.

      “There’s nothing you can do, you’re already dead, every single one of you…both here and throughout the rest of the universe. We’ll hunt you down one by one, consume your life force, and become even stronger than we already are.”

      As the Spectre spoke, the last remaining three crewmen on the bridge fell to the ground as their souls were siphoned into the Spectre, their voices screeching in agony one last time.

      So, that was what they were doing? thought Tyr. Devouring our souls to get stronger. How do we stop such an enemy?

      That’s when Tyr realized what he had to do, even if it went against everything he had been taught, his very mission as the captain of the Aegir. But first, he had to escape his hunter and quickly.

      He brought the holo-controls from his wrist device to life and selected a mini-map of the ship—Cell Block Omega. But when he tried to activate the transporter, he saw blue energy rise from his hand.

      No! Not now!

      Tyr felt his soul being pulled out of his body. He resisted with all his might, which seemed to slow down the process somehow, but he wasn’t strong enough. The pull was as relentless as the evil that wielded it. Already a third out of his body, Tyr’s soul looked at his hovering finger, which was an inch away from the beam-out control that would allow him to transport away from the bridge. But it might as well have been a galaxy away.

      It can’t end like this.

      And while Captain Tyr had been raised to welcome the end, and to proudly enter the gates of Valhalla as a warrior who fell in combat, he would give anything for the chance to help his people as his last worldly action. No matter how ludicrous his idea was.

      Odin, grant me your strength, give me one more chance to help Asgard. I beg you!

      “You’re a feisty little one,” said the Spectre. “But it matters not. You can’t escape me; your soul is mine. I’ll add your strength and your power to my own. With every single one of you I assimilate, I grow stronger. And that’s why this realm will be ours. When you fight one of us, you don’t just fight a superior being, you fight an entire army that spans thousands of years worth of power.”

      The words resonated inside Tyr’s mind as he struggled with every ounce of determination not to let his soul get swallowed by the Spectre. There was only one type of warrior who could stand a chance at fighting these Spectres on a level playing field. And that being was currently in suspended animation inside Cell Block Omega.

      When the pull became so strong that more than half of Tyr’s soul had already been ripped outside of his body, something happened.

      Tyr stared at the Spectre while he felt his soul being snapped back into place. The Spectre’s raised hand fell to the ground with a thud, and surprise momentarily filled the enemy’s eyes. Standing next to the Spectre was Oberon, the chief security officer, yielding a laser battle-axe. He had dismembered the Spectre.

      Oberon propelled toward the Spectre for the kill. Meanwhile, Tyr activated the transport. He couldn’t take the chance that Oberon wouldn’t finish his enemy, something Tyr doubted had the odds of happening.

      Tyr became engulfed in green light as he counted down the couple of seconds the transport would take to dematerialize his body.

      The Spectre teleported behind Oberon and launched his remaining fist as he punched through Oberon’s chest. Attached to the fist was the chief’s soul.

      Everything went black for a second, and Tyr rematerialized inside Cell Block Omega.

      Tyr swiped a holo-control on his wrist device and brought up the bridge’s holo-feed. Oberon had collapsed on the floor, his body lifeless, his eyes empty. The Spectre’s cut limb on the ground levitated upward and reattached to him with dark, viscous filaments, and within seconds, the Spectre flexed his fist open and closed a couple of times.

      Tyr swallowed hard as the Spectre looked toward the holo-cam and smiled.

      “You can run, Captain, but you can’t hide. Make no mistake, I’ll have your soul.”

      How was the Spectre aware of Tyr’s watching him through a holo-feed?

      These truly are Hel’s creatures! And only evil can defeat evil.

      The Spectre ran out of the bridge so fast that a shockwave threw the dead bodies around and causing them to roll aside.

      There was no time to waste as Tyr realized he was living his last moments in this world. He could feel it in his bones. He ran to the suspended animation chamber and put his palm into the identification device.

      “Captain Tyr, identity confirmed,” said a female computer voice.

      “Proceed with reanimation sequence,” said Tyr.

      “Are you certain, Captain?” the computer asked.

      “Yes, reanimate Siegfried, now!”

      “Please enter the authorization code and DNA confirmation.”

      “Authorization Captain Tyr, alpha, seven, pie, three, one, one, sigma, six, mu.”

      Tyr grabbed his light dagger behind his back, activated it, and made a deep incision inside his left palm. A large quantity of purple blood gushed from the wound, and he made a fist and pressed hard to get the blood to flow faster. The thick blood streamed down and into a sensor on the right side of the chamber. Green light shone all around the main chamber as the pod trembled, and smoke rose from its side and back, filling the room with fog.

      A pneumatic noise sounded as the door of the pod raised upward. Green flashes of light illuminated the fog all around Tyr. A large shadow walked out of the pod.

      Each step elevated Tyr’s anxiety levels. He knew that what he was doing might never be undone. This ship’s entire purpose for the last few millennia had been to keep Siegfried captive for all time. Tyr had unleashed the most terrible beast in Asgardian history, but he saw no other alternative to stop the Spectre.

      Siegfried was in full battle armor. The alloy that made Siegfried’s armor no longer existed. Asgardians had run out of the alloy centuries ago. The armor’s deep purple color shone through the darkness as he stepped in front of Tyr.

      “How long?” said Siegfried’s deep, booming voice. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Over five thousand years.”

      Siegfried growled.

      “This is how you thank us for helping you hunt down the Furies? I should kill you where you stand.”

      “I’m already dead, so do as you wish. I only ask that you survive this day and defeat the creature that’s about to step into this room.”

      The ship shook as an explosion resounded nearby.

      Siegfried looked past Tyr for a moment and returned his gaze toward the captain.

      “Explain!”

      “We are being attacked by Spectres. They are the most formidable creatures ever to grace our universe. As a matter of fact, they’re from another dimension. When the Furies returned, they bled through the cracks of a dimensional rift.”

      “The Furies have returned?” Siegfried growled. “Why are you lying? I personally killed the last one myself.”

      “There’s no time to explain, but yes, for a time, the Furies returned, but the Earth Alliance defeated them once and for all.”

      “I do not know this Earth Alliance? Explain.”

      “The people of Midgard allied themselves with the remnants of the Star Alliance—the Olympians and Asgard—to create the Earth Alliance. Together we defeated the Furies, but at a great cost. We opened the door for a newer, more deadly enemy.”

      “And you want me to defeat this Spectre for you?”

      “You must!”

      Siegfried laughed.

      “You trap me for five thousand years and wake me up only to do your bidding once more. I don’t think so.”

      “Then all is lost. All life in the universe will perish.”

      “Not my problem.”

      “I don’t believe you. The Divine Asgardian Guards were once respected as the protectors of life and justice.”

      “We were until you hunted us down.”

      “You went too far.”

      “That’s a matter of perspective. I’m afraid yours holds very little weight.”

      Another explosion, nearer to them, rocked the ship.

      “Well, if you want to live past this day, you’ll have to deal with the Spectre, or it will deal with you. Unless you’re afraid.”

      Siegfried grabbed Tyr with telekinetic energy and brought him near, levitating Tyr above the ground.

      “I am afraid of no one!”

      “You should be. It can rip your soul away from you.”

      The blast doors of Cell Block Omega exploded, and the Spectre walked through the resulting inferno.

      “There you are, Captain,” hissed the Spectre.

      Before Siegfried could say a word, Tyr’s soul was ripped from his body and siphoned by the Spectre whose eyes briefly glowed green.

      Tears traveled down Tyr’s dead face, and then a single and final tear dropped to the floor.

      In this moment, Siegfried felt the pain of Tyr’s soul. Being an empath, Siegfried felt the captain’s last emotional state. The captain’s last thought had been about his wife and children. His deepest regret: not to see and hold them one last time.

      Siegfried progressively released his telekinetic hold on Tyr to lay the dead captain down on the ground delicately.

      “An exquisite soul,” said the Spectre with a smirk. “I bet yours will be, too. As a matter of fact, I sense incredible power in you. Much more so than the rest of this crew combined. Your soul will make a fine addition to my collection.”

      “So you’re the Spectre? I’m not impressed,” scoffed Siegfried.

      “Arrogant and defiant as well. Not for long. Give me your soul!” screamed the Spectre as he reached forward with his palm.

      Siegfried felt the pull of the Spectre reach deep within him on a molecular level, trying to rip his soul from his body.

      Siegfried’s eyes shone a bright green. “I think not,” he boomed.

      His eyes flashed fiercer as five strong crushing noises resounded inside the room.

      The Spectre gasped as he stumbled backward three steps, barely able to remain standing as he looked at his chest—five fist-sized craters were lodged inside his dark skin.

      He tried to speak, but dark blood bubbled from his mouth instead. “Im—impossible.”

      “You’ve killed the entire crew of this ship, and while I have no personal beef with you, justice demands that you die for your crimes.”

      The Spectre gritted his bloodstained teeth as Siegfried cracked his neck from side to side.

      The craters inside the Spectre’s torso healed, and he spat a large quantity of black blood on the floor.

      “This is going to be an interesting fight,” said the Spectre.

      The Spectre threw three powerful dark-purple fireballs infused with crackling black lightning toward Siegfried. The fireballs deflected as if by magic on their own before impacting with the Divine Asgardian Guard and boomeranging back toward the Spectre with increased speed. The Spectre raised his forearms in front of his face to block his own attacks. Three successive explosions engulfed him in black flames.

      “I beg to differ. It will be a short, easy fight,” said Siegfried with an icy look.

      Bright-white energy engulfed the Asgardian from head to toe, casting strong shadows all around him.

      Siegfried didn’t wait for the Spectre to recover and fired three powerful white fireballs. They were as vibrant as miniature suns; their illumination so pure it bathed the large room in a bright, silvery light.

      The Spectre’s body froze, and ice formed over portions of his body with each impact. Before he could move away, another three attacks impacted him, and more ice covered him. Siegfried kept unleashing the freezing attacks from his hand until the Spectre was engulfed in a massive ice coffin.

      Looks like the time has come for the Divine Asgardian Guards to rise again and show the world our might.

      Siegfried raised his hand to the heavens. A titanic white fist made of energy materialized above him. The Asgardian slashed his fist forward, and the titanic energy hand crushed the Spectre into a million icicles.

      A thousand blue flames scattered around the room. Thousands of souls released from their eternal torment. They eventually vanished into nothingness, finally getting the rest they deserved.

      “Computer,” said Siegfried.

      “Unauthorized voice detected. Please authenticate.”

      “Asgardian Guard Siegfried. Authorization omega, five, five, seven, lambda, three, sigma, taf.”

      “This authentication code has been disabled and cannot be accepted.”

      “Override code Valhalla objective seven four seven.”

      There was a slight pause.

      “Confirmed. What can I do for you, Divine Guard?”

      “Locate nearest penitentiary Aegir ship.”

      “Aegir Three is in the Cerberus system.”

      “Name of the onboard prisoner Divine Guard?”

      “Fenrir. Divine Asgardian Guard of the Wolf.”

      “Set a course at maximum hyperspace speed and engage.”

      “Confirmed.”

      The ship rumbled shortly before entering hyperspace.

      Hang on, brother; I’m coming for you.
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      I wonder what’s taking her so long, Altair thought.

      Her timing wasn’t the best, either. The evening he had decided to propose to Ryonna, she had taken a call and been gone quite a while. Which made Altair even more nervous about how he would proceed with his proposal.

      Altair waited a good twenty minutes until he finally decided to check what was taking Ryonna so long. It didn’t take much to figure out something was amiss. She was nowhere to be found.

      Altair decided to check with the restaurant’s security, hoping they’d seen her. But no one seemed to be able to give him a satisfactory answer.

      It’s not like her to disappear without warning. Something is definitely amiss.

      Altair wondered if perhaps she sensed what he was about to do and maybe preferred to run away. Except Ryonna was one of the Droxian’s strongest warriors, and fear was not in her vocabulary.

      Altair’s heartbeat raced.

      He used his influence in the Alliance to access the video footage.

      He stood over the security guard while they reviewed the feed.

      “There,” he said, pointing at a shot of Ryonna going toward the communications terminal. “Lock on her and find all the footage you can—”

      But before the security guard could acquiesce, a beam of light enveloped Ryonna, and she vanished into thin air.

      “Looks like she beamed away,” said the security guard. “Though it does look like she didn’t expect it.”

      Altair wasn’t in the mood to hear someone state the obvious, but he knew full well the guard was only doing his job, so he decided not to voice his anger.

      “Thanks for your help.”

      “Anytime, Emperor.”

      Altair stepped out of the security office and opened a channel to headquarters. “Beam me directly to my office, on the double.”

      Streaks of light enveloped Altair, and soon, he too was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Ryonna was still shocked by Jax’s pre-recorded holo-message. Parts of her had a hard time reconciling the idea her husband could still be alive. Another part of her thought it had to be a mistake, some sort of automated feature he had programmed into his ship in case of his passing.

      What she couldn’t explain was why it would activate only now, and how it could know she’d be on Earth. Unless the ship had detected her presence when she visited Droxia earlier and followed her here.

      Still, the timing was suspicious, and she couldn’t make heads or tails of the situation.

      Altair!

      Having being beamed unexpectedly, she had almost forgotten about Altair. He was probably still waiting for her in the restaurant. She tried using the ship’s control to send a subspace message to Earth, but the main computer had locked her out.

      “Unauthorized input; you may not use the system,” said the ship’s AI.

      Ryonna slammed the pilot’s control panel. “Damn you, I need to let Altair know what’s going on.”

      “A message has been sent for you already.”

      “What? How dare you?”

      “My orders are to fly you to the Thendra system. I can’t let you use subspace communication until we reach our destination.”

      The hell you will.

      Ryonna knew her husband’s ship well, so she tried hacking into it. The operating system had been upgraded since last she had used it, but it was still familiar.

      “Please refrain from any hacking attempts,” warned the AI. “Or I’ll be forced to incapacitate you.”

      “Jax will decompile your code bit by bit if you even lay a finger on me. Just be a good computer and grant me access to the subspace antenna.”

      “Request denied.”

      Then you leave me no choice, thought Ryonna.

      “I must insist that you stop your current activity at once,” said the AI.

      “Up yours.”

      A lightning bolt shot from the pilot’s console and hit Ryonna in the chest. It radiated a strong electric current throughout her body and her vision blurred. She lost consciousness.
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      “What do you mean you can’t track her location?” exclaimed Altair.

      It had been three hours since he had witnessed Ryonna’s disappearance. He was growing weary, and his patience had thoroughly expired.

      “We’ve located her transport coordinates to a ship that didn’t stay over Earth’s orbit for more than a handful of seconds before entering hyperspace. The ship used advanced stealth technology,” said the commander of orbital security.

      “I don’t care, I need to know where the ship took her.”

      “Emperor, I understand your frustration, and I’ve already deployed multiple patrols and alerted all the ships within range to keep an eye out for her. But I doubt that will cut it.”

      There was no way for Altair’s chief of orbital security to understand how he felt right now. No one could. Seeing as his relationship with Ryonna had been on the QT, no one could comprehend how worried Altair felt.

      Altair sighed. “And why the hell not, Commander?”

      “That ship’s energy signature was on a rotation frequency, which means there’s no way to identify it going forward. All I can do is provide the small signature samples we’ve recorded to the ship, hoping their sensors will find a match. Seeing how random the patterns were, I wouldn’t count on the ship repeating these signatures in that order again for weeks or months.”

      That angered Altair even more. But it took every ounce of Zen left in him not to display it.

      “Don’t we have tech that can track such a signature?”

      “I wish I could say yes, Emperor, but it’s the first time we’ve encountered stealth tech that advanced. Whoever that ship belongs to, its owner clearly doesn’t want to be tracked. This is definitely not an Earth Alliance engine. I can tell you that much.”

      “I see.”

      “And if I may be blunt, it’s a technology we could use, should we get our hands on it and study it.”

      Not my priority right now.

      Altair was well aware he was putting his feelings in front of the greater good by this last thought, and while it took a moment for it to sink in, it eventually did. The commander was correct, such a technology could prove invaluable to the Alliance.

      Heart before duty was a dangerous path to walk, he knew that. Yet he was too focused on Ryonna’s well-being to stay rational. Deep down, he knew that was unacceptable for someone in his position.

      “Duly noted. Thank you, Commander.”

      Altair terminated the holo-communication with a long sigh. He dreaded the next call he had to make. But under the circumstances, he saw no other choice. He brought up his contacts on the holo-screen in front of him and scrolled until he found Ronan.

      His fingers hovered in the air for a good minute before he placed the call. His heart was pounding in his chest as the holo-comm rang over and over. After a couple of minutes of ringing, Altair gave up and called the Alliance’s embassy on Droxia and tried to locate Ronan through official channels.

      When that failed, he placed another call. Captain Talon Epizon’s face filled the holo-screen.

      “What can I do for you, Emperor?”

      “Captain Epizon, how’s your new ship?”

      “She’s a beaut. Fresh off the docks. I didn’t expect a call from you so soon. Is everything alright?”

      “Not exactly. It—It’s a personal matter. One I’m sorry to impose, but…”

      “Say no more. Let me know what you need the EAD Helios and her crew to do for you.”

      “I’m trying to locate an ambassador that’s gone…missing.”

      Before Talon could answer, Tar’Lock shot in front of the holo-cam. “What the hell happened to Ryonna?”

      “Hello, Tar’Lock,” said Altair.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, hello, sir. What’s wrong with Ryonna?”

      Altair swallowed hard. “I don’t know. She vanished a few hours ago. We—we were in a meeting, and she excused herself. The next thing I know, she’s gone. I’ve used every resource at my disposal to locate her, but came up empty.”

      Talon gently pushed Tar’Lock out of the holo-cam field of view and gave him a stern look.

      “I apologize for my first officer’s interruption,” said Talon. “I guess he’s not yet used to standard protocol.”

      “That’s alright, Captain, believe me, I understand how he feels.”

      “Am I right in assuming that the Helios’s maiden mission will then be to locate Ambassador Isch’ys? What about our initial assignment to the Alkyonidon Station?”

      “Yes, locating the ambassador is your new assignment. As for your resupply run, I’ve already dispatched another ship. You can always drop your cargo after you complete this new assignment. I’m sending you a transmission with the data I’ve assembled so far. Report to me the minute you find her.”

      “Will do, Emperor.”

      “Oh, and one more thing.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “They’re using a stealth ship with an engine with a rotating energy signature.”

      “I’m aware of the theory behind such tech, but I had no idea such a thing existed. That won’t make our mission any easier.”

      “No, it won’t, Captain. Obtaining that ship or the blueprints on what makes that engine tick is also part of your mission. However, locating the ambassador is your primary objective.”

      “Understood. Epizon out.”
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell is going on? How could he lose Ryonna?” said Tar’Lock, pacing so fast on the bridge, he was a blur to the human eye.

      “Calm down, Tar’Lock, we’ll find her. I thought you’d be happy about the assignment.”

      “Why the hell would I be happy? Short of a Fury, nobody can take or trick Ryonna. If she’s missing, this is some serious shit.”

      “Come with me to my ready room.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. As soon as the doors of Talon’s room closed, he spoke:

      “I’d appreciate it if you watched both your tone and language on my bridge.”

      “Sorry, Talon. You didn’t mind swearing on board the Bellerophon.”

      “The Bellerophon was an old, rusty ship with a crew I wouldn’t trust with a potato gun, present company excluded, of course. This is an Earth Alliance destroyer. I’d like a certain level of bridge decorum to be respected. You know—with it being my first command and all.”

      “I understand, but I’ve never studied at the Alliance Academy, and as you know, my race’s capacity for memorizing information is, well…limited at best.”

      “I’m aware of both these facts, Tar’Lock. Just try to stay polite on the bridge, it doesn’t matter if you’re following the exact protocol. Can you do that for me?”

      “Sure thing, Captain. I just hope you know what you’re doing by having me as your first officer. I’m sure there was no shortage of better candidates, most of them more qualified to take on the assignment.”

      “Even if that were true, there’s no one in this world I trust more than you. I am aware of your race’s limitations regarding memorizing procedures and rules. But I’m sure we can work around that.”

      “I shouldn’t have barged into your communication with the Emperor either, should I?”

      Talon smiled. “No, you shouldn’t have. But as your friend, I understand why you did.”

      “Talon, we need to find Ryonna, I…”

      Talon put his hand on his insectoid friend’s shoulder. “I know what she means to you, Tar’Lock. That’s our mission, and we’ll do everything we can to find her. You have my word.”
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        * * *

      

      The alarm blared throughout the commander’s office aboard Alkyonidon Station. Daniel slammed his fist on his desk.

      “Now what?” he exclaimed out loud.

      “All non-essential crew to the escape pods,” urged the female computer voice booming throughout the station.

      “Oh, for crying out loud, not again!”

      He checked the interlink—the station’s internal network—and saw an overload in the secondary fusion reactor located on the other side of the station. Priority one alert.

      Swell. I can’t stand this shit anymore, why on Earth did I accept this position? I want a starship, one that travels through space, not a tin can with suicidal self-destruct tendencies orbiting a dead world.

      Daniel exhaled deeply and reluctantly opened a channel to engineering.

      “What’s the matter now, Chief? Why can’t we have a single day without a major life-threatening situation? Or evacuation order, for that matter? Or is that too much to ask around here to have one single day go by without a hitch?”

      “Can’t talk right now, Commander. I’ll have to get back to you,” said Chief Engineer Natos with no shortage of tension in his voice. “We have a coolant leak, and if I don’t take care of it…”

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ll all blow to pieces. I’m looking forward to reading yet another of your report—” but Daniel stopped himself. “You know what, strike that, once the emergency is dealt with, why don’t you come by and report directly to my ready room. I think some face time will do us both some good.”

      There was a short pause during which Daniel could hear all sorts of noises and other crewmen shouting in the distance. Whatever was happening in engineering, this incident sure sounded like a serious one. But, then again, that seemed the norm lately. The logistics of building the station in a hurry was coming back to bite the Alliance in the ass. They had tried to do too much too fast.

      “Understood. Natos out.”

      Daniel shook his head in dismay. It had been weeks already, and the station was nowhere near complete. No matter how many crew they had on board, even tripling the technicians, had had no significant impact on making the station safe and bringing it back on schedule.

      Accidents like this one, threatening the entire station, happened on a bi-weekly basis, and Daniel had learned to live with the threat of impending doom.

      It had not helped his sleep. Eventually, he had requested his entire ready room be equipped with its own shielding and an engine, turning it into a giant escape pod, one in which Daniel had taken the liberty to move in full time. His quarters on D deck gave him the creeps, with being so near one of the quadrinium fusion reactors.

      Natos had not been very receptive to the custom job, to say the least. But Daniel had told him he had had enough of spending half his time in escape pods. And unless the station actually blew up, he wanted a place where he could stay and do his work. Should it blow up, his ready room had to be modified to withstand the blast. Obviously, that request had slowed down other areas of the construction, but Daniel had been adamant about it.

      The Gorgar strike had not helped matters much either. They worked about one hundred times faster than any other race or construction bots. But Altair had promised to resolve the strike shortly.

      Piloting a ship or staying stationary on a space station were two different things, and every few days he considered making a call to Earth Alliance central and resigning. But somehow Daniel thought that wouldn’t ingratiate himself with the Alliance nor provide a good incentive to give him command of a starship. No, he had made his bed, now he had to live with the consequences, at least for a time.

      Not to mention he considered Altair a friend, and Daniel lived by a simple code: Don’t do to others what you don’t want to be done to you. That meant sometimes he had to swallow his feelings and take one for the team.

      Then there was the issue of the paper-pushing job hacking at Daniel’s nerves, and he started to hate it more than Natos’s incompetence made only worse by an excuse-ridden personality.

      Truth be told, they had never seen eye to eye. From day one, Natos had been nothing but resistant, and Daniel simply didn’t appreciate the guy. Daniel’s main problem with Natos was that his chief engineer thought Daniel too young to be in charge of a project of this magnitude, something Daniel regretted being forthcoming with when he first took command. Natos’s ego had done the rest to make sure their working relationship would never improve past its initial debacle.

      But today he missed Earth more than usual. It was very early to place that call back home, but he did it anyway.

      A sleepy Altair picked up, from his bed no less.

      “Daniel…I take it you didn’t get my nice Earth-time clock gift I sent with the last cargo shipment.”

      “As a matter of fact, I did, sorry.”

      Altair looked around. “What’s that noise?”

      “Oh, that?” said Daniel sarcastically. “That’s the sound of the station about to blow up, you know, like every other day.”

      “I take it things aren’t improving over there?”

      Daniel’s eyes widened. “Improving? You gotta be kidding me. I don’t know what’s worse, being stuck here or having to micromanage Chief Natos.”

      “I can sense you’re agitated, and truth be told, I have problems of my own, Daniel. So let’s try to make this a quick and painless call.”

      Daniel had heard the news of Ryonna leaving Earth, and dumping his problems onto Altair might have been insensitive of him.

      “I—I’m sorry, Altair. I take it there is still no news about Ryonna?”

      Altair shook his head. “I’m afraid not. It’s been weeks, and I’m going crazy. I’ve used all the Alliance’s resources to locate her, in vain. She did drop me a holo-message to let me know she had something very important to do and to trust that she’ll return once that’s done, but…”

      “I get it, you worry. Sorry to dump my problems on you like this. But if I may make a personal remark: Ryonna is more than capable of dealing with whatever comes her way, I’m sure you know that more than anyone else.”

      “I do, but the last time she went solo on a mission…” Altair let the words trail.

      Daniel knew very well what Altair was referencing—the mission on the Gorgar home world where Tar’Lock’s sister had almost killed her. Altair had been the one to save her life. Daniel could relate to how stressful it must have been not to know Ryonna’s whereabouts.

      “I’ll make sure the station’s long-range sensors keep a lookout for any ship that travels within range.”

      “Thanks, Daniel, I really appreciate it.”

      “Well, you’re the boss.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Daniel nodded. “I do. However, I believe you should trust Ryonna, let her do her thing. If she hadn’t given you any signs of life, then sure, I’d be just as worried, but she did contact you.”

      “Holo-messages can be faked.”

      Daniel wasn’t used to seeing Altair so worked up. Whatever his relationship used to be with Ryonna, all signs pointed to it being of a romantic nature now. But Altair had always been cool under pressure, even when the situation was dire. Especially having saved their mutual asses on multiple occasions.

      But everyone had an Achilles heel, and, nowadays, Ryonna seemed to be Altair’s.

      “I’m sure you had the message tested.”

      “It’s a ninety-nine point nine percent chance of being authentic.”

      Daniel smiled. “So why worry for the dot one percent?”

      Altair nodded. “I’m being silly, aren’t I?”

      “Look, I’m not gonna tell you how to feel, that’s not any of my business, but Ryonna is a big girl, she can smash both our heads without breaking a sweat. My point is, she may have her reasons for not letting you know where she went or why. I know it’s probably not what you want to hear, but perhaps you should respect that and trust her.”

      There was a long pause in which Daniel worried he might have overstepped his boundaries regarding their friendship.

      “Thanks, Daniel. That actually helps. I think I’ve been too obsessed, focusing too much on how I felt about it and perhaps not enough on how she does. You’re right, she is more than capable of taking care of herself. I’m glad you woke me up.”

      “Sorry again about that.”

      “I wish we had this conversation before I sent Talon and Tar’Lock to find Ryonna.”

      “Then I take it my delivery of supplies will be late to the party?”

      “I’ve already dispatched the Iron Fire to bring you your cargo.”

      “Chase is coming here?”

      “I thought you might enjoy that.”

      Daniel’s day just got brighter suddenly.

      “Roger that. Thanks, boss.”

      “I understand there’s been some strange activity in the vicinity of the station, so I thought we might as well send a flagship.”

      “Strange sensor readings, yes, and well, it’s hard to investigate with building drones. ETA on their arrival?”

      “They should be there by tomorrow.”

      “Argos and Chris coming too?”

      “Negative. They’ve been assigned to the Zephyr and returned to the unknown region to help Ka’Rij deal with their invaders. From the last report I got, it’s a good thing we have boots on the ground there, things are escalating quickly.”

      “I’m surprised Chase didn’t volunteer for that one.”

      “It’s complicated, I think he’ll explain it better than I can.”

      “Understood.”
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        * * *

      

      Argos shook Chris by the shoulder.

      “Wakey, wakey. We need to get going, the enemy is approaching.”

      Chris shook his head to wake himself up faster.

      “I was in the middle of a nice dream. Thanks, Uncle,” he said sarcastically.

      “Might I assume it was erotic in nature?” said Argos with a broad smile.

      Chris became flustered. “Some—something like that.”

      “You’ve been distracted since we left Earth space, what’s going on with you?”

      “I—I don’t know how to say this, and maybe I shouldn’t.”

      “A girl?”

      Chris jumped out of his seat and nervously scratched the back of his head. “What? Why would you think that?”

      “Well, you called out Nyx’s name during your slumber, so…”

      Chris’s face turned red. “I did?”

      Argos laughed. “Yeah, but that’s okay, it’s part of life. It seems to me you chose a pretty unattainable woman for your first flirt, though.”

      “Who says it’s a flirt or she’s unattainable?”

      “Nyx doesn’t seem very happy to be among us, I’m sure you’ve noticed. She blames us for killing her kind, which frankly, we did.”

      “It’s our kind too. Well, half our kind.”

      “Semantics. And technically a third for you.”

      “Right. Olympian, Fury, and human. What a mix. As for Nyx, well, if you must know, we’ve…done it, so I don’t find her quite so unattainable.”

      Argos stared at his nephew for a good while.

      “What?” said Chris to break the silence.

      “I’m trying to figure out if you’re proud of it or if you’re worried.”

      “Why would I be worried?”

      “Because she declined your invitation to join us on this mission. That has to give you some pause.”

      “There could be all sorts of reasons for that.”

      “I guess. It could also mean that you doing her, to use your own vernacular, doesn’t mean she necessarily wants to hang out with you all the time.”

      Chris sighed. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Did she give you a reason?”

      “I’m too ashamed to say.”

      Argos put his hand on Chris’ shoulder.

      “Hey, I’m family, you can tell me anything. I won’t judge you, and I won’t make fun of you. You know full well by now that’s not my style.”

      Chris stared at his uncle for a moment.

      “Well, she basically told me it was an animalistic thing. She needed the release.”

      “Some people are like that, don’t take it personally, there’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Then why do I feel so crappy about it?”

      Argos sighed. “I’m beginning to see the problem. You’re emotionally attached to her already.”

      Chris nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” continued Argos. “Unrequited love is never easy. I take it this is the first woman you felt this way about?”

      “Pretty much, yeah. Not that we had much time for socializing during the Fury War.”

      “No, we most certainly didn’t. I hope you can work something out. A man’s first love is something that can be both beautiful and complicated. Not to mention a determinant to how future relationships unfold. Have you talked about this with your father?”

      “No, we’re not exactly there…yet.”

      “That’s already something if you’re considering talking to him about it, which I highly recommend. As long as you keep an open mind about your relationship with him. And I’m sure he’d love to advise you on these matters.”

      “I’m sure he would. I just don’t feel as close to him.”

      “Right. Like love, these things sometimes need time.”

      Ka’Rij entered the room inside the drop ship. Argos, who was slowly running out of things to say on their current subject, was relieved for the interruption.

      “Is it time?” asked Argos.

      “Yes, we’ll be entering enemy firing range any tim—”

      The ship rocked heavily, and Ka’Rij had to grab a piece of equipment to stay upright.

      “I guess we’ve entered firing range,” he added.
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      Chase was training at the highest gravity setting when the cargo doors split open and the gravity fail-safe activated. Chase felt as light as a feather as a result.

      Nyx stepped in.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I wasn’t aware anyone was using the training room this late at night.”

      “Normally, nobody would,” said Chase, “but I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Didn’t ask. Are you done?”

      Chase smiled, brushing away the lack of politeness from the Fury female. At least she wasn’t trying to kill him anymore, so on some level, Chase thought it was an improvement, even if only a slight one.

      “I am. It’s all yours. Can I ask you something?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Charming, as always.”

      “Don’t expect us to become best friends. You killed my entire race.”

      “Fair enough, even though I’m part of that race.”

      “A fucking hybrid, not exactly a pureblood. And just because you have Fury blood in you, it does not absolve you of your crimes.”

      “Look, I get it. It’s obvious we won’t be pals, and as far as I’m concerned, we can spend eternity ignoring each other—”

      “Good. Works for me,” interrupted Nyx.

      Chase took a deep breath, trying not to let anger take over.

      “That’s your prerogative, but let’s make one thing clear—I do not regret what I did. Furies wanted to kill everyone in the galaxy, I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “No, of course not, Mr. Hero Had to Save the Day by Committing Genocide Himself.”

      That one hit Chase hard. This entire time he’d been focusing on how he let so many people down and how many innocents died on his side of the battle. But for the first time, he was confronted with a survivor from the other side. He did not expect the power of the feelings he felt upon hearing these words.

      But as he had stated earlier, he did not regret ridding the universe of the Furies. Even though now, the Spectres would do their best to take their place and happily wipe out every living being.

      “I guess I never looked at it from your perspective.”

      “Not that I thought you would. But you, your brother, and your son, you all disgust me. And to think I had sex with Chris…” she shook in revulsion. “I feel sick just thinking about it.”

      What the fuck? She had sex with my son?

      “Oh? Chris is a very sweet boy, you’d have a hard time finding a better soul.”

      “That same boy that can’t stand being around his father, though, we do have that in common.”

      Without realizing it, Chase turned into Ultra Fury form, his orange aura bursting all around him like solar flares.

      “There you go, traitor. Show me what you got!” taunted Nyx.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra’Lur walked with confidence toward her master. She was an oddity amongst Spectres. There weren’t many warrior women. As a matter of fact, Spectre women were not highly regarded in their society.

      But Ashra’Lur was not a typical Spectre female. Far from it. She was a powerful warrior, one that rivaled the best of men. She walked toward Asrak’Vor, who was sitting on his throne, and she took a knee.

      “You’ve called upon me, Master?” she said, her voice icy cold.

      “Rise.”

      Ashra’Lur rose and saluted her superior.

      “I have a mission for you, an important one.”

      “Thy wish is my command. What’s the mission?”

      “We need a diversion while we assemble the gate. I can’t be in two places at once, and I need to supervise things here. So I’m putting you in command of a fraction of the fleet. I need you to grow that fleet in any way you can and harass the systems and planets around that new Earth Alliance station.”

      “Why not just attack and destroy the damn thing? Give the order, and I can wipe it out with as little as a trio of ships.”

      “I have no doubt you could. But that would defeat the purpose of what I’m trying to do. I need the Alliance occupied, not bloodthirsty for revenge. Do you understand the difference?”

      Ashra’Lur bowed. “I do, Master.”

      “We’ll have our pound of flesh in due time,” Asrak’Vor added. “Right now, however, we must bide our time until a portal between our dimensions is established, and we can’t do that with the Earth Alliance patrolling their territory at their current frequency. We need them busy chasing shadows, and that’s where your fleet comes in. I recommend you don’t use a pattern in your attacks, the more random, the better. Every time you strike an enemy, get in, get out, and try to recover some of their ships with each assault.”

      “But these race’s technology is pathetic.”

      “They’re not as bad as you think, and nothing prevents us from retrofitting them with some of our own tech and making hybrid ships and building an attack force.”

      A low growl of discontent grew inside Ashra’Lur’s throat. “How long am I to play this game with the enemy?”

      “For as long as it takes us to build the gate. It won’t be long now that we’ve secured the necessary resources from the Asgardians.”

      “Very well.”

      Ashra’Lur bowed and walked away.

      “And Ashra’Lur?”

      She stopped but didn’t turn.

      “If during your assignment you meet the one they call Chase…you are not to engage.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “All you need to know is that he’s mine. You are not to kill him, no matter the circumstances. Is that understood?”

      We’ll see about that, thought the Spectre female.

      “Yes, Master. What about the others? His family members and friends?”

      “I’ll let you use your best judgment. Just remember the plan, we’re not trying to force them into a face-to-face conflict. Tease them enough to have them occupied with smaller threats, while we pave the way for the future of our race. I recommend you tease them around their station, then move out. Have them try to follow you and your cloaked ships.”

      Ashra’Lur turned her head back and smiled briefly. Her smile didn’t last, and soon her face was devoid of emotions as she walked away from Asrak’Vor.
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        * * *

      

      The holo-screen inside Poseidon’s ready room came to life. The image filled with the face of his good friend Thor. Before Thor even uttered a single word, his grave facial features hinted to Poseidon that this was not a social call but one to tell him something had happened.

      “What’s going on?” asked Poseidon.

      “There’s been an incident in Asgardian space. Something that should never have happened.”

      “Are you alright?”

      “I’m okay, just shaken up by the possible ramifications.”

      “You’re going to have to give me more than that.”

      “I know, but it’s something we’ve never shared with other races. So I’ll ask for the highest level of discretion.”

      “Understood. You can trust me.”

      “One of Asgard’s Divine Guards was taken out of stasis and has escaped.”

      “What’s a divine guard?”

      “It used to be the highest rank of the military, our elite warriors.”

      “So, someone like you, if you weren’t the King of Asgard, would hold that rank?”

      Thor’s facial tattoos flashed in an erratic pattern before he sighed.

      “I would not qualify for this rank. I—I simply don’t have nearly enough power to ever be considered a Guard.”

      “I don’t understand, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that Divine Guards are the most powerful beings known to Asgard, if not the universe. Once upon a time, when we were helping you fight the Furies, after the end of the first war, our scientists used genetics to improve our best warriors in an attempt to create a super soldier capable of defeating any Fury.”

      “But genetic improvement was banned by the Alliance eons ago.”

      “Which is why we kept this under wraps. After the Guards helped us wrap up the war with the Furies, we had to make them disappear. But Odin thought we shouldn’t kill these men and women for their service to our people. Another problem arose when trying to apprehend them. They were less than receptive at the idea of being frozen for all eternity.”

      “I can see why they’d have a problem with that.”

      “Yes, but what choice did we have once they started killing our allies?”

      “How the hell did you manage to do this without other races knowing about it?”

      “Your brother knew. And a few other select people who helped us imprison them.”

      “What? Which brother?”

      “Zeus. He helped us catch them with the assistance of Titans, many of which didn’t survive the task. Those who did were either sworn to silence or disappeared, never to be seen again.”

      Poseidon reflected upon his friend’s words. Zeus had often displayed disdain for the Asgardians, it was hard for Poseidon to reconcile the notion that he helped them.

      “Most Titans died during the Fury War, there weren’t many left to help you.”

      “Well, let’s just say our geneticists found a way to resuscitate some of the ones that had fallen in combat. They weren’t exactly themselves anymore, though.”

      “You can’t expect me to believe that my brother sanctioned this. No offense, but that doesn’t sound like him. I’m not saying that you’re lying, but your information must be wrong.”

      “I was there, I participated in the project. It was covered in a veil of secrecy and only a few, myself included, knew about it. In order to recapture the Divine Guard, not even Odin was made aware we would use fallen Titans for the task. He would not have agreed with us using the same genetic trick that helped us create the super soldiers we were then trying to contain.”

      Poseidon’s eyes narrowed. “And did you?”

      “Reluctantly, but not before suffering some heavy losses trying to capture them with ordinary means.”

      “What about the modified Titans?”

      “Most of them became erratic and lost their minds shortly after their mission was completed. Those who had kept a semblance of sanity were returned to Zeus. There were only a handful that remained. The rest, well…”

      “Spit it out, Thor.”

      “A fail-safe was installed into their genetic makeup with DNA manipulation. When they became a danger for their creators, we activated the fail-safe.”

      “You killed them?”

      Thor’s eyes lowered as he nodded slowly.

      Poseidon buried his face into his hands.

      “I know this must be hard to hear,” said Thor.

      “That’s a major understatement. But I take it if you’re telling me, something went wrong with the other side of the story.”

      “Yes, one Divine Guard escaped.”

      “Surely, you can deal with a single one, right?”

      “I don’t think you understand, the Guards are very powerful. In fact, they may be too powerful, and that power comes at a price. Their ethical-thinking ability is affected by their genetic manipulation. They killed thousands of Furies during the war. Quite frankly, if your brother hadn’t trapped the Furies in the alternate dimension to protect his daughter, they most likely would have won that war on their own. All seven of them.”

      “There are seven of them?”

      “Only three are alive—that we know of.”

      “And let me guess, now you need help to trap the Guards?”

      “Or reason with them. Though I’m not holding that option as a high probability.”

      “Why tell me this, why not Chase and the other Furies?”

      “Furies can’t take part in any of this. The Guards are genetically programmed to hate and eliminate them on sight. They won’t care that Chase, Argos, Chris, and that newcomer, Nyx, aren’t the enemy. They will attack and kill them the moment they see them. It would be better if we dealt with this ourselves.”

      “Except that Chase could probably defeat these Guards, right?”

      Thor’s facial tattoos flashed faster than Poseidon had ever seen. The flashes were almost stroboscopic in nature.

      “You gotta be shitting me!” added Poseidon.

      “Siegfried, the Guard who escaped, easily dispatched a Spectre only minutes after being awoken from a five-thousand-year hyper-sleep.”

      “He beat a Spectre?”

      “Without breaking a sweat.”

      “That’s heavy…How was he awoken in the first place?”

      “Asgardian error. The captain of the Aegir One penitentiary vessel thought he could defeat the Spectre that had killed every Asgardian on board.”

      “Well, obviously, he thought he was correct in that assessment.”

      “Except, he didn’t understand what it was he had just unleashed.”

      “I’d rather the Guard killed a Spectre than a Spectre siphon a Guard soul and became all that much more powerful. At least there’s a chance to reason, no matter how small, with Siegfried. We know the Spectres won’t listen. The Divine Guards could, if we can reason with them, become a powerful ally, one I feel we may need, and sooner rather than later.”

      “Somehow I doubt the remaining Guards will be open to working for those who created, discarded, and trapped them for all eternity.”

      “I see your point.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. What does matter is that we must act fast. We have to make sure he doesn’t wake up his brother- and sister-in-arms. Fenrir and Brunhild, the only other two surviving Divine Guards.”

      “You said there were seven at first?”

      “Initially, yes, well, technically eight, but one was terminated during creation as his DNA showed signs of early mental madness, and it was decided he should not be allowed to be born that way. Technically, he was the twin of another guard.”

      “So these beings have been grown in labs?”

      “Yes, from a DNA mixture of some of Asgard’s best warriors over the ages.”

      “I see. You didn’t stop to think what would happen to a being that powerful when they didn’t have a sense of family, a father figure, friends?”

      “We were blinded by the mission and what we were trying to accomplish. You must understand the Guards were bred at a moment when the Fury War took a turn for the worse. We were being defeated at every turn. That’s why they were bred in a hurry, to kill Furies, and they were very good at it. They actually developed a strong sense of family, but between themselves, they consider each other as brothers and sisters.”

      “I can see why they would. This could be problematic if they decide to turn on their captors. I must admit, I did expect bad news from the look on your face when you called, but this…this is something else.”

      “I know. It’s something many Asgardians, myself included, wished it never happened.”

      “But it did, and now we need to deal with it. What’s our next move?”
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        * * *

      

      Argos was the first to strike at the incoming armada of flying mechs. Their armor was strong, but they were no match in fighting a Fury, at least not one on one. However, they made up for it in numbers—three-dozen mechs bent on destroying the opposition.

      Since Chase, Argos, and Chris had helped destroy their stronghold on Ka’Rij’s planet, New Kyria, they had regrouped and formulated new tactics to reassess their domination.

      Ka’Rij had contacted the Earth Alliance for help, and Chris had asked Argos to join in helping the Dragonmen of Kyria. They were a dying race and needed all the help they could get.

      Having pushed the invader away during their first encounters, Ka’Rij’s people had protected the orbit of the planet in full dragon form, which was no match for the invader’s destroyers. Now the enemy was sending smaller drop ships in an attempt to wage war on the surface of the planet.

      Argos dodged multiple plasma bolts and incinerated his first mech with a powerful fireball. It impacted between the chest and head part of the mech where its armor was the weakest and decapitated the thirty-plus ton metal war machine.

      Chris had already transformed into Ultra Fury form and was punching his way through the horde of mechs with ease.

      He reminds me of myself when I was younger.

      Argos had been quite the hothead in his youth, diametrically opposite to his brother Chase. But back then, when Chase was still called Layios, he was often the voice of reason, and it had been a surprise for Argos when he faced him for the first time after erasing his brother’s memories.

      Somehow, wiping Chase’s past had impacted his personality, increasing his courage, and Chase became more inclined to go all-in and full force during their next encounters. So much so, he almost killed Argos twice; once on board Damocles 3 and once on board the Iron Fire. The Fury rage Chase had displayed back then was surprising, but in hindsight, it was probably just Chase accessing Ultra Fury powers on pure instinct.

      Argos had changed too. Way more than he ever thought possible. In joining the Earth Alliance and betraying the Furies’ Supreme Commander Arakan, he had found a sense of belonging, a family. Something he once thought lost forever. But the universe has a funny way of doing things sometimes.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Chris complained as he swiftly passed in front of his uncle, splitting a mech in two in the process. “There’s a time for thinking and a time for fighting!”

      Argos had allowed himself to become distracted. “You seem to have things well under control.”

      Chris stopped and hovered a few hundred yards away and stared at his uncle for a moment. The enemy forces took this as an opening for their next attack. They could not have been more wrong.

      Chris intensified his green aura so much that it looked like New Kyria had a third sun in the sky. Without even moving, five fireballs shot from Chris’s body from all sides at impressive speeds, leaving no chance for the slow-moving mech to dodge or repel them.

      A concerto of explosions detonated all around.

      “Show off,” said Argos.

      “At least I’m doing my job. Perhaps you should return to the ship? I can take care of this wave on my own.”

      Am I unable to focus on the task at hand? Argos wondered. But the question was academic at best, there was no way he would leave his nephew alone out here. If anything happened to him, Chase would never forgive him. Neither would Argos forgive himself.

      Argos turned Ultra Fury as well, and his red aura cast crimson hues to all the surrounding clouds. It only took ten seconds for Argos to dispatch the rest of the flying mechs—flying through them, slashing them to pieces, and sending them to a fiery hell with well-timed attacks.

      Today, it would rain molten metal on the surface of New Kyria.

      “I stand corrected,” said Chris with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      The station rocked hard.

      “What now?” exclaimed Daniel.

      Albert Natos, I swear, I will assign you to waste disposal.

      He opened up a channel to engineering.

      “Report? What have you messed up now, Chief?” said Daniel, not even trying to hide his annoyance with his so-called chief engineer.

      “That wasn’t me,” said Albert.

      “Then why did the station rock?”

      “I’m not 100% sure, but my best guess is we’re under attack.”

      “What? Why haven’t the sensors picked up anything or the alarm switched to condition red?”

      “That may be my fault. I was working on these systems, and since I know how much you hate being interrupted, I disabled all alarms.”

      Daniel briefly buried his face in his palm. “Alright, are we under attack or not?”

      “It would be best to dispatch fighters and find out. I’ll need at least fifteen minutes to restore the systems, which I think is a little too long to find out if we do end up being under attack.”

      Daniel suppressed his impulse to swear.

      “Very well, but you and I will have a talk in my office when this is over.”

      “Understood, Captain.”

      Daniel made a fist before opening a channel to the entire station.

      “Condition Red, possible attack, all pilots to your fighters. We’re experiencing issues with our sensors, so we need to make a visual sitrep. This is not a drill!”

      Daniel keyed a few commands on his desk holo-controls and was beamed directly in front of his fighter. The Starfury Mark III.

      I’ve been itching to test your capabilities since you got off the assembly line.

      “You’re not going out there with this thing, are you?” asked a female voice behind him.

      Daniel turned around and saw a young woman with blond hair and blue eyes and grease stains on most of her face. While she was in fatigue-style overalls, her voluptuous curves were hard to ignore.

      “And you are?” he asked.

      “Right!” She straightened up and saluted. “Chief Allanah Kohri, at your command, Captain.”

      “At ease, Chief.”

      When she relaxed, Daniel continued, “Why wouldn’t I take her out?”

      “With all due respect, we just received the Mark III. She may not be performing to peak performance until I’ve had a moment to check her and clear her for flight…Captain.”

      Daniel smiled.

      “I see. I happen to know its chief creator, he’s a friend of mine. I’m willing to take the chance.”

      “That’s all well and good, but I’m not. The fighter, like every other one on Alkyon One, is my responsibility.”

      “Alkyon One?”

      “That’s the nickname we call the station. Its full name is kind of a mouthful, don’t you think?”

      “I have a few Olympian friends that would take offense to that statement, but you know what, Chief? I like it, Alkyon One has a nice ring to it. Now about the Mark III…”

      “I’m sorry to insist, Captain, but it’s my ass on the line if you end up blown to smithereens if a power conduit overloads because of a lack of proper inspection on my part.”

      And what a nice ass that is…

      She slapped him, and almost immediately, her face turned red as she took one step backward and looked down.

      Daniel held his bruised cheek. “What the hell was that for?”

      “I—I’m sorry, Captain. I’m a rather skilled empath, and your thoughts bled through loud and clear, if I may say so. I—I thought that was out of line.”

      “No need to apologize. Now I feel like a dumbass, I’m the one who owes you an apology, Chief. My comment, even if in the confines of my thoughts, was indeed inappropriate.”

      Even though I happen to think my statement was true.

      She smiled for a moment before her face turned serious.

      “Apology accepted. I do believe we were talking about my responsibilities vis-à-vis the ships…I haven’t cleared her for flight, so she’s not leaving this deck until I do. Unless you’d care to override me on this one, but then I’ll have to note it into the log. As per procedure.”

      Daniel rather enjoyed the woman’s direct approach and her not being afraid of telling things as they were, which was refreshing, unlike most of the crew he had interacted with and thought were too distant toward him. Daniel was not used to being in command, but he definitely could sense a certain distance from the men and women under his authority. That was probably something that came with the rank. It would take a while for Daniel to get used to being the boss.

      “I see. Isn’t the Mark III equipped with the latest-gen sensors that should help us detect, at least on some level, the cloaking technology the Spectres use?”

      “That’s correct. But as I said before, it’s a prototype; one I believe Chief Malayianis wouldn’t be happy about if it exploded on its first tour, not to mention his fondness for you. If that part were true. No offense.”

      Daniel chuckled. “It is, we’re friends. You make a good poin—”

      But then the station rocked several times, and a nearby conduit sparked.

      Daniel opened a channel to his second in command. “Commander, report! Any visual contact?”

      “With the sensor grid down, it’s hard to say, but I’ve had turret personnel scan the area, they haven’t seen any trace of a single ship.”

      “And yet, these tremors feel like weaponry impact.”

      “Correct, Captain. Why haven’t you launched your fighter?”

      Daniel smiled. “I’m about to. Tharraleos out.”

      “Look, Chief…”

      “Chief Kohri.”

      “Look, Chief Kohri, I don’t have time to debate. I appreciate your diligence, but under the circumstances, I think I’ll need the Mark III’s sensors.”

      “Understood. I’ll make the appropriate note in the log.”

      Daniel nodded and rushed to get into the cockpit and put on his helmet. The moment he did, the lovely voice of Chief Kohri was there to greet him.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll be keeping a close eye on your systems while you’re out there, to make sure they’re all running nominally.”

      Daniel smiled. “I would expect nothing less from you. Thank you, Chief.”

      Daniel’s ship lifted from the ground and soon passed through the force field that protected the launch bay of Alkyonidon Station from the coldness of space.
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        * * *

      

      Ryonna’s head was pounding hard when she blinked back to consciousness. Whatever the ship’s AI had done to her, she was still feeling its effects.

      “You’re dead circuitry,” she moaned.

      “You left me no other choice,” said the ship’s computer.

      “I have a right to know where we’re going.”

      “I’m afraid that information is on a need-to-know basis only.”

      And I needed to know.

      Ryonna stopped herself from continuing the argument with the computer, which was programmed to a specific set of actions, and its coding obviously wasn’t evolved enough to incorporate negotiations into its algorithms.

      “We’re almost there,” said the computer.

      “Wherever there is,” said Ryonna, unable to mask any of the sarcasm in her tone.

      “Opening a channel.”

      Soon the holo-screen filled with the face of Jax. He looked terrible, barely able to stay conscious.

      “What’s going on, Jax? What happened to you, and how badly are you hurt?” asked Ryonna.

      “I’ll—I’ll explain soon,” his voice was faint, “As for my wounds, they’re critical. I sure hope you’ll be there soon.”

      “Computer,” ordered Ryonna, “exact ETA to our destination?”

      “Seven minutes and twenty seconds.”

      “Can we make it faster?” she insisted.

      “Negative. Boosting the engines past their safe level requires level three authentication.”

      “Jax?” said Ryonna. “Did you hear that?”

      Jax gestured in what seemed like a painful nod. “Computer, grant Ryonna admin access to your systems. She is to have complete access.”

      “Please enter authorization code,” said the computer.

      “Epsilon twelve theta mu six three,” said Jax, his voice fainter.

      “Authentication confirmed. User Ryonna elevated to an administrator.”

      And the moment I can afford to, thought Ryonna, you’ll be shut down.

      Before she could voice her first order, the computer anticipated her question.

      “Should I push the engines to one hundred and twenty percent to reach our destination earlier?”

      “You do that,” said Ryonna dismissively, suppressing all her instincts not to smash the ship’s computer into digital oblivion.
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      “Thank you for your help,” said Ka’Rij.

      “Anytime,” answered Chris.

      “This was the third attack in this region in a week,” commented Argos. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” said Chris. “They do seem to be sending more troops, so maybe you’re right.”

      Argos smiled.

      “It’s possible they’re after something they had to leave behind when we defeated them a while back.”

      “I wonder what that would be?” said Ka’Rij.

      “Well,” said Argos, “we could try to triangulate some coordinates based on all the attacks of the past couple of weeks. Perhaps we can figure out where exactly they’re trying to go and why.”

      “I’ll have my colleagues work on that at once,” said Ka’Rij.

      The dragonman left the room.

      “What could they possibly want that they’d be willing to sacrifice so many of their men?” asked Chris.

      “Whatever it is, it seems like we need to find out and quickly.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Yanis,” said Chase. “How’s the ship doing?”

      “Hi, Chase. All systems nominal. This new Hope is something else. I can’t wait until we see it in action.”

      Chase didn’t share his friend’s enthusiasm. While he thrived in battle, be it personal or of the space-faring kind, he knew their enemy well enough to fear them. One Spectre alone had brought so much havoc to the Alliance, nearly costing them the Fury War, and now there were more of these things unleashed in their dimension.

      “Careful what you wish for,” said Chase, his voice sad.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      “It’s okay, Yanis. I know you didn’t mean to remind me what the war has cost me.”

      “Speaking of that, how are you doing?”

      “I have both good and bad days, but I’m determined to find a way to get Sarah back.”

      “And you know you can count on me every step of the way.”

      Chase attempted his best smile, only to fail miserably. “I know, Yanis, thank you. I’m about to do my daily run, so if you don’t mind telling me why I’m here?”

      “Of course. Actually, the timing couldn’t be better. With the help of Spiros, we’ve been working on something for you.”

      “Now you piqued my interest, what is it?”

      Yanis got up. “Follow me.”

      They went through one of the secondary labs in engineering to a dark room illuminated only by a column of light in its center. Floating inside the light were four brace devices made of dark metal.

      Chase observed the levitating objects for a while. “What are these?”

      “This is your ticket to freedom from the gravity training room.”

      “I like training there.”

      “Yeah, so does another Fury, but that’s beside the point.”

      “Are you spying on me?” said Chase with a wink.

      “No, but who do you think had to repair the damage from your last scuffle with Nyx? I think you’ll love these.”

      “Well, then? What are they?”

      “Portable graviton braces. Two for your hands, and two for your ankles. When you wear them, you can alter the gravity around you. It won’t affect gravity anywhere else, though, so you can use them when you run, on the go, or even when you sleep.”

      “Why would I use them while I sleep?”

      “The more you wear them, at any setting, the more your body adapts to the stronger gravity, and when you disable them, well, you know what happens.”

      “Yeah, I feel lighter, faster, and stronger.”

      “Up until now, you’ve only been able to progress a few hours here and there. With these, you can train every waking and sleeping minute. There might be an adjustment time for you to fall asleep when the gravity is set too high, so I would try to lower the settings at night. But think about it, even if you use them at a fraction of their power while you sleep, you still train your body.”

      Not that Chase had managed to sleep all that well this past year. When it wasn’t nightmares where he relived his final battle with Tanak-Vor, it was worse seeing Sarah get mortally wounded over and over. Sleep was no longer the resting activity it once was.

      “Just don’t overdo it,” continued Yanis when he realized Chase was caught in his thoughts. “At least at night.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, night is for your body to regenerate, that’s what sleep is all about. If using the graviton braces prevents you from sleeping, you may exhaust too much of your energy reserves and defeat the overall purpose.”

      “Between you and me, sleep isn’t very forthcoming.”

      “I’m sorry, Chase, what about asking the doc for help?”

      “I have, I don’t like pills, and my Fury physiology makes it hard for any chemical compounds to work properly unless I take what would be considered way past lethal for humans.”

      “Yeah, that will make finding the right dosage tricky, not to mention you’d risk some serious side effects.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Would you like me to work on something to help you sleep, then?”

      “I don’t know, Yanis. I mean, as much as I could use the rest, I don’t like what I see when I’m unconscious.”

      “I can help with that too, you know?”

      “How?”

      “By suppressing the brainwave signals between other parts of your brain. You’d still have your dreams because your body needs them to rest, but you wouldn’t remember them when you wake up.”

      “How quickly can you get this done for me?”

      Yanis gave his friend a broad smile. “Come back later today. I’ll have a prototype we can put through its paces.”

      “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Hey, you know me, I aim to please.”

      “Thanks. Show me how the braces work.”

      “With pleasure.”

      Chase put them on and listened to Yanis’s instructions on how to set their graviton settings. He tried all sorts of settings until he noticed a beta feature in the device’s holo-menus.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s not ready yet, but you can test it in small bursts. In a nutshell, it’s an inverse field. It makes the gravity lighter.”

      Chase made enough of a dumbfounded face for Yanis to expand on his explanation. “It makes you faster and lighter. Because I can’t exactly focus the field with the precision I’d like, it also means that your attacks will be impacted by the setting.”

      “Hmm. Still, gaining speed, especially in certain situations, could be very useful.”

      “That was my thought exactly. Unfortunately, I haven’t managed to calibrate it well, and it does tax the brace’s power cells. They regenerate, so the more you use them, or even simply wear them, the more the energy cells recharge. The more graviton, the more effort on your part, the more the devices recover their charge. But when used in reverse mode, it drains them fast. At least until I can figure out a patch of some kind.”

      Chase smiled. “I’ll take three more sets, please, so we can equip every Fury. And perhaps later we could also make some for the Olympians. We all need to power up in the coming weeks.”

      Yanis frowned. “I wish it were that simple, but I used the entire supply of pentalium that Kvasir was kind enough to provide.”

      “I’m sure the Asgardians will be more than willing to give us more. We can share the tech with them as well. Thor would love these.”

      “Yeah, on paper I’m sure they would, but not too long ago the Asgardians discovered a rather large amount of their reserves had been stolen off Asgard. You, know, around the same time Odin perished.”

      “So that’s what the Spectres wanted, but why?”

      “You have to understand that pentalium is ultra rare, Chase, and the most advanced Asgard tech requires the element. It’s denser and more power efficient than quadrinium. Because so much of it was stolen from their stockpile, it may slow our ability to churn out new ships with all the Asgard tech, like teleporters. As for why the Spectres want it, I have no idea, but it certainly means they intend to build something, which would require a massive amount of energy. I’m talking planet killer type of firepower with the amount they stole.”

      “That’s not good news. Why wasn’t I told before?”

      “I only found out myself when I asked Kvasir for more. He wasn’t sure he could officially tell me about their shortage. The Asgardians are already dispatching ships to the four corners of their territory and beyond, trying to find new sources of pentalium. But for as long as they’ve been a space-faring race, they only found the element on their home world, which doesn’t bode well as to a speedy solution to their shortage problem.”

      “I understand that the Asgardians wouldn’t want to let everyone know that the main element that gives them their technological advantage was in short supply. Makes sense, they’re way more security-focused than most other races.”

      “And yet they lost most of their precious element. One has to wonder how that was allowed to happen.”

      “That’s a good point, and one I’d love to have an answer to, but the way the Alliance treaty states, each member has jurisdiction over their own worlds as long as it doesn’t interfere with the Alliance as a whole.”

      “Except in this case, we’re waiting for some of the Asgardian parts that make the new Alliance ships tick.”

      “Let’s give Thor a bit of breathing room here, we owe them that much. Let him deal with this problem directly with Altair. As for the braces, hopefully, we can forge more in the future.”

      “Fair enough.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chase was running on deck four with a gravity field of three hundred G’s set on his new training toys when Ares appeared in front of him.

      “Long time no see,” said a very sweaty Chase, gasping for air.

      “You sure look tired, that must have been quite a run.”

      Chase pointed to his new braces. “Graviton racing, they need some getting used to. Maybe I pushed them a little hard for my first use.”

      “Of course, you did,” said Ares with a smile. “I’m sorry for my absence of late. I didn’t realize how long I had stayed by Aphroditis’ side.

      “No need to apologize. Because of me, you haven’t spent much time together in the past, even during the Fury War.”

      “We both know you had to give her to Argos back then, there was no other choice.”

      “I didn’t expect you to actually voice this sentiment. But thank you, it helps.”

      “Last we spoke, you weren’t feeling all that well.”

      “Daniel lifted my spirits, somewhat.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “But enough about me, how’s my aunt doing?”

      “She’s recovering well, those dragon tears seem to have done the trick.”

      They had had no effect on Sarah, but Chase would not let that hack at his soul anymore. There had to be a cure out there, and he would find it. Meanwhile, the Spectre threat was real and needed his full attention. Sarah would never have wanted him to disregard such a threat. As a matter of fact, she’d be the first one willing to die if it helped Chase get his mind straight regarding the dangers looming over the Earth Alliance.

      “I’m really happy the tears worked on her. And I’m glad you’re here. I missed you.”

      Ares nodded. “About that, I’m only passing through. Poseidon needs my help, and I wanted to inform you of a delicate situation that could impact us all. But for the time being, he’d like to deal it with it on his own, well, with Thor and me.”

      Ares briefed Chase about the Asgardian Divine Guard.

      “That’s all we need, more powerful foes to enter the fold.”

      “I know, bad timing too.”

      “Did Poseidon say if he needed my help in dealing with this problem?”

      “Quite the opposite, and I’m not even sure I was supposed to let you know, but the threat is real, and I think it’s best you’re at least kept in the loop. I’ll let you know if we need your help, but I got the feeling that Thor wants to try to deal with the problem directly.”

      “Seems like a serious threat, but if Thor wants it that way, I’ll respect his wish. Should things change, and if he needs my help, I’ll be there.”

      “Thank you, Chase. I’ll keep you posted, but right now, I should get going.”

      “Wait—”

      “What is it, Chase?”

      “If you can spare the time, I have a big favor to ask you.”
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      Ares and Chase materialized in the Underworld. The first thing that Chase noticed was how much it had changed.

      “Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

      Ares looked around as did Chase. There was vegetation everywhere, including beautiful luminous-blue flowers, and the sky wasn’t black as the night anymore, it was a cool, refreshing, dark-purple. In fact, the place felt quite serene and definitely nothing like either Chase or Ares remembered.

      “Is it just me? This place looks like Olympus, doesn’t it?” Chase asked.

      “It sure does. That’s what happens when Zeus is left in charge of the Underworld, I guess.”

      Chase smiled. “I kinda like it! It’s more…relaxing.”

      “Which the afterlife or the transition of the soul to the next realm should be.”

      Chase thought he detected a bit of resentment in the way Ares spoke about afterlife. It was faint, but like most Furies, Chase was empathic and had the ability to detect even subtle emotional changes, especially from someone he had such a bond with.

      What he also sensed was that Ares was not in the mood to discuss his situation, at least not right now. Chase wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that Ares had stayed behind in energy form instead of going to Elysium when Argos killed his living body.

      Could it be that Ares had waited too long and that window had closed? And if that were the case, what would it mean for Chase’s mentor and friend?

      “Chase!” shouted a familiar female voice.

      Chase turned around and saw Oryn running toward him.

      His heart bled as he remembered how she had fallen in combat. But she had defeated the man who had killed both her parents, and she was now reunited with her father Zeus in the Underworld.

      Oryn jumped in Chase’s arms, which he didn’t expect. It felt good, nonetheless.

      “It’s nice to see you, Oryn,” he said.

      Chase could sense how happy his friend and fallen comrade felt. The afterlife seemed to have washed away much of her sorrow and pain. No doubt spending time with her father, the real one, also played a major role.

      She looked into Chase’s eyes. “It sure is, but why did you wait so long to visit?”

      “It’s kind of a long story, but let’s just say I’ve lost the ability to teleport here on my own.”

      She smiled. “Which explains Ares being here. Hi, Ares.”

      “Oryn. Always a pleasure,” said Ares with a slight bow.

      “While I’m enchanted you’re here with Chase, I didn’t expect ever to see you again.”

      “The feeling’s mutual, believe me. And for a while I thought I would never return from the other dimension.”

      “So that’s where you have been,” said Oryn. “I’m sure Father will be happy to see you.”

      Ares nodded.

      It warmed Chase’s heart to hear Oryn call Zeus Father; after all, it wasn’t so long ago when she refused to accept her origins. Chase just wished it hadn’t cost Oryn her life to be reunited with him. But at least she had accomplished her destiny by killing Arakan, even if that victory came at a high cost and not just to her.

      “I love what you did with the place,” said Chase.

      “The Underworld wasn’t exactly thrilling, especially after a life of fighting. It eventually got boring, so I needed a project to occupy my thoughts, and this place looked so…”

      “Dark?” proposed Ares.

      “And then some,” she said with a smile. “And Father also missed Olympus. It didn’t take much convincing for him to embrace the changes. I think he actually enjoyed it more than he let on.”

      “Speaking of Zeus,” said Chase. “Where is he?”

      “It’s his daily meditation time. Let me go fetch him for you.”

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t trouble him and should wait?” said Ares.

      Oryn smiled. “Nonsense, it’s been so long since we’ve had visits from friends. I’m sure he’ll be more than happy to interrupt his session to see the both of you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Chase!” exclaimed Zeus. “What a wonderful yet unexpected surprise.”

      “Nice to see you too,” said Chase.

      Ares shifted from behind Chase, revealing himself.

      “Father,” said Ares tentatively.

      “Ares, it’s good to see you.”

      Chase could tell Ares seemed relieved at his father’s words. To say that they didn’t always have the best relationship was an understatement, but as far as Chase could tell, Zeus didn’t seem antagonistic toward his son in any way.

      “It’s good to see you too,” said Ares. “Love what you have done to the place.”

      “Oryn deserves all the credit, it was her idea,” said Zeus.

      “Perhaps,” said Oryn, “but I could never have done it without your help.”

      Zeus smiled at his daughter, and Chase could see a sparkle in his grandfather’s eyes he had never seen before. No doubt, Zeus was finally happy.

      “But, Chase, I suppose if you’re here with Ares, it means you can’t teleport on your own anymore? Or I would love to think you would have come earlier.”

      “Correct,” said Chase. “I’m sorry it took so long, with Ares away in the other dimension, I actually thought I would never see the two of you again. Fortunately, Ares is back.”

      “What happened to your power?” asked Oryn.

      “That’s part of the reason for my visit. I hope you can help me shed some light on the matter.”

      Zeus walked toward Chase and put his hand on his forehead. The last time he had done that, the King of Olympus had imbued Chase with the ability to teleport anywhere in the universe with a single thought. But during the fight with Tanak’Vor, Chase had been robbed of his ability.

      “I can barely sense a remnant of the power in you. There’s a small amount of it, but I would be surprised if you can use it consciously.”

      “As a matter of fact,” said Chase, “I did manage to summon the power to save my son, but it was instinctual, not conscious. I was kind of hoping you would be able to help me recover this ability again.”

      “Yes…that makes sense about it being only available on instinct, seeing as little of it remains in you. But I’m afraid I can’t grant back that power.”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t misunderstand me, it’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just that I can’t grant you a power you have lost. You see, when I touched your mind to enhance that power before, I didn’t teach you anything new, I just managed to create a stronger bond between your brain and your innate power so that you could use it to its full potential. Unfortunately, now it’s as good as gone, and I’m afraid I can’t make more of it for you.”

      “I understand. Do you think I will ever recover it to its full potential?”

      “It’s hard to say, Chase. Perhaps as you use it more and more instinctively, you may recover some control over it. Only time will tell.”

      Chase nodded solemnly. That wasn’t the news he hoped to hear. He had hoped Zeus would be able to unlock the power in him so Chase could hop quickly to all the corners of the cosmos in search of a cure for his beloved.

      There was no denying that missing this ability would hinder Chase, though he had sworn to himself that he would find a cure no matter how long it took. The fact that it would take days or weeks to travel from one location to the next would definitely slow things down and was an inconvenience, but it wouldn’t lessen his resolve.

      “Fair enough. I guess I’ll have to get used to using hyperspace like the rest of you.”

      “At least you’re still alive,” commented Oryn.

      Zeus grabbed his daughter by the shoulder. “She’s right. You’re out there, and you can find solutions for your predicament.”

      Chase nodded. “There was something else I wanted to ask, but…”

      Chase let his words hang, unsure he actually wanted an answer to his question.

      What is it, Chase? You can tell us, said Oryn telepathically.

      I’m unsure I want an answer on this one, my friend.

      Of course, you do, or you wouldn’t have come today. You fear the answer, but I can sense you need it.

      Oryn had voiced it better than he could have, and she was right. He needed to know, even if the answer could potentially crush his soul.

      “Have—have you seen Sarah’s soul come by here in the last year or so?”

      Oryn’s smile faded. “What happened to Sarah?”

      Chase briefed Oryn and Zeus on the events of the past year, having to suppress tearing up more than once.

      “We did suspect that the war was over,” said Zeus, “as there has been way less traffic to the Underworld, and we knew no one had perished since we didn’t see any of you enter our gates. We were surprised no Furies were showing up either, but now that you’ve explained how the Pandora device works, it makes sense. There is clearly a difference in the life cycle between dimensions, or at the very least, they have their own underworld, separate from ours."

      “Not that they need any there,” said Ares.

      “What do you mean?” asked Oryn.

      “I’ve spent enough time on the other side to tell you their universe does not have much in common with ours. There, the Spectres reign supreme, and they’re feared even more than Furies were on this side, even at the height of their powers. I got a definite feeling that most of the people who die on the other side either do it at the hands of the Spectres or in service to them.”

      “And since they assimilate souls…” said Chase.

      “In this case, there may not be anything like the afterlife or the equivalent of Elysium there,” agreed Zeus.

      Chase felt a disruption that traversed him like a wave. He wasn’t sure if it was because they were on another planet here in the afterlife or if his ability to sense danger had diminished, but he definitely got a couple of strange vibes. One was about Daniel, and the other was Spectre in nature. Chase turned pale.

      “What’s going on, Chase?” asked a worried Oryn. “Are you alright?”

      Chase turned toward Ares, “We gotta go, our friends need us.”

      Chase could tell Oryn was sad to hear he was leaving already, but she understood all too well what it meant to care for others, and she quickly tried to return a smile to her beautiful face and nodded.

      “Don’t be strangers,” said Oryn.

      “Be careful, both of you,” said Zeus, his gaze drifting toward Ares.

      Ares nodded as he touched Chase’s shoulder, and the duo vanished from the afterlife.

      “Poor Sarah,” said Oryn.

      “I have a really bad feeling about of all this,” said Zeus.
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        * * *

      

      The Starfury Mark III handled like a dream. Daniel had missed piloting a starfighter for a while now, but being inside the cockpit, he realized how much he did. In fact, part of him wanted to tender his resignation right there so he could find an occupation that put him back in the seat of a fighter.

      But he also knew it was both shortsighted and selfish to think this way. After all, Altair had put his faith and trust in him. Deep down, Daniel knew these feelings he had might be transitory, that he would eventually break into this new command position like one does a new office chair.

      Some things do take time, and changing one’s main job had a longer adaptation time than changing digs or one’s diet.

      Even if these moments would be few and far between, returning to his comfort zone felt exhilarating. This new fighter especially made Daniel feel like a kid on Olympus day (an old celebration equivalent to Christmas in the Star Alliance), playing with his new toys.

      The neuronal link that allowed Daniel to fly the fighter with his mind alone was more responsive than ever. In fact, it felt like the ship and his mind were so tightly bonded, that the ship anticipated Daniel’s next move before his conscious mind voiced the thought. It was the strangest yet most amazing feeling.

      “How is she handling?” asked Chief Kohri via the comlink.

      “It’s hard to explain. The short version, like a dream.”

      “And the long one?”

      “I’ve never felt such a tight neuronal link before. It’s like this thing is reading my thoughts a millisecond before I have them.”

      “Good, then?”

      “Better than good. Fantastic.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I’ve been monitoring your power levels, the power matrix seems rock solid.”

      Not that Daniel expected anything less from Yanis’s mind. The engineer was always on the lookout on how to improve their ships.

      “Glad to hear it. Anymore attacks since I left the docks?”

      “Weirdly enough the station has stopped shaking ever since your squadron took off.”

      Daniel didn’t like the sound of that, unless a space phenomenon was at play. But his instinct told him otherwise. He had sensed enough weapons fire throughout his career as a pilot to know the difference. These had been hits on the station’s shields.

      “Alpha Squadron, report. Has anybody detected anything on their sensors?”

      “Negative,” said Alpha Two. “The only thing the sensors have reported are faint remnants of energy discharges on the station shields.”

      “Which at least confirms it’s weapons fire.”

      “Inconclusive at this point, especially due to their high randomness and their rate.”

      Alpha had a point. Why would a stealthy enemy hit the shields a few times so far in between when they wouldn’t possibly affect enough damage to make a dent into them? Daniel knew from experience that the Spectres’ spider ship usually packed way more firepower.

      Something definitely didn’t add up. Perhaps they were gathering data on the Alliance’s new shield technology, but if that were the case, Daniel had to make it stop.

      “I guess it’s time to put these new sensors to the test, then.”

      Daniel mentally brought up the sensor submenu in his HUD and dug into the advanced settings. He found the new cloaking detection sensor array, which was colored red and dubbed beta. This made Daniel smile. Yanis, but especially Spiros, like most engineers, didn’t enjoy releasing a technology until all its bugs had been worked out. But with the looming Spectre threats, they didn’t have time to be picky, plus the only way to actually enhance the tech was to use it any chance they got.

      Daniel agreed with that practice, even though he’d been all giddy taking this new ship for a spin. Granted, Yanis had messed up a couple of times in that regard, and Daniel had come as close to a hair’s breadth in paying for it with his life. But that was part of the job.

      He activated the new sensor array, and the sensation was like nothing else he had felt before. The sensory feedback he received was similar to a sonar wave shooting outside of his craft, but the way the tech had been implanted through his neuronal interface allowed Daniel to perceive visual and sensory feedback mentally. He felt a slight tingle while the wave traveled outward and through the visual overlay and was ever so subtle on his HUD.

      “Alpha leader, this is Alpha Two, anything?”

      “Not yet.”

      “It may take some time for the new tech to calibrate,” commented Chief Kohri. “The sensors might need to record more live occurrences before they are fine-tuned enough with the phenomenon to identify it.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Daniel.

      “As I understand from the blueprints when I glanced over them, the technology is both adaptive and heuristic.”

      “In English, please?” asked Daniel.

      “It learns as more data is fed into it.”

      Daniel’s gut feeling told him there was something out there, a ship of some kind. And that threat didn’t necessarily have to be the Spectres. Part of him wished it were something else as he remembered all too well how difficult it was to bring those ships down. The station’s defenses were pretty advanced, equipped with the latest generation plasma beam cannons. But Alkyon One was far from being ready in his opinion and not ready to take on more than one or two of these ships at the moment, and that was if they could provide sensor data to target them.

      Therefore, it was imperative he gather enough data, so when the time came, the station’s sensor could be equipped with a similar system and be able to defend itself from any threat. Alkyon One would be a massive station when completed, able to house hundreds of thousands of souls. Daniel had to make sure he could guarantee their safety.

      “Alright, then, let’s feed it as much data as we can.”
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      “Report,” said Ashra’Lur on board the spider ship Venom.

      “The station’s shields are holding better than expected. Whatever design they’re using seems quite adept at sustaining our multi-phasing weaponry,” said one of the bridge crew.

      The Alliance is resilient, if anything. I’ll give them that.

      “Are they scrambling fighters?”

      “They are, Mistress.”

      Ashra’Lur’s stare was ice cold.

      “I—I’m sorry, I meant, Master,” corrected the arachnoid crewman.

      Granted, she was the only female Spectre the arachnoids had ever served with, but, nonetheless, she expected to be treated like any other Spectre of her rank, and that included proper bridge decorum.

      Ashra’Lur was not happy with her assignment. She was a powerful Spectre warrior, she cared very little about commanding a starship. She wanted to rip the Earth Alliance’s biggest warriors in half, be it Olympians, Asgardians, or the last handful of Furies still alive if she were lucky enough to meet them during her menial assignments.

      She would cherish ripping the heart out of the one called Chase and showing it to him as he died. She had her own reasons for doing so, reasons no one else would understand, but it ran deep within her soul. For the time being, though, she had to be careful not to show her enthusiasm in the matter, especially to her commanding officer, Asrak’Vor.

      Chase having killed his brother, Tanak, Asrak’Vor had claimed the right for revenge, as is tradition in cases like these. But Ashra’Lur had never cared about traditions. If the opportunity presented itself, she’d relish it and would end Chase in a heartbeat.

      “Master?” the crewman said when she didn’t answer his last comment.

      “Very well. Do we have enough data to tune our own weapons to be more efficient against their new shields?”

      “We may need to engage them more to obtain optimum sensor data.”

      “Alright then, let’s see if they’ve managed to progress their technology in terms of detecting our ships, but let’s not make it easy for them. We have our orders after all. Scramble Widow-class fighters, and engage the enemy.” Ashra’Lur had to swallow her next words as it was counterintuitive for her to dispatch such orders. “They are not to attack the station directly, though.”

      “Yes, Master, scrambling fighters.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryonna gazed at the planet coming into view through the viewport shortly after the ship entered the atmosphere.

      The planet’s sky was purple, and the desert-like landscape growing in the viewport was very dark, almost black. There were two twin suns in the sky, both blue.

      “ETA?” asked Ryonna.

      “We’re landing at the target coordinates within two hundred seconds,” said the now cooperative computer.

      Ryonna didn’t like that she hadn’t been able to speak to Altair in gods knows how long. Though she could find out.

      “How many days has it been since you’ve…” she paused, “acquired me?”

      “A little over three days,” said the computer.

      That seemed excessive.

      “Can we open a channel to the Alliance headquarters back on Earth?”

      There was a pause.

      “So?” insisted Ryonna.

      “Commander Jax has insisted that no communication to the Alliance be permitted at this point in time.”

      Ryonna sighed. “I thought he granted me admin level privileges, doesn’t that mean you have to do as I say?”

      “This order is marked code red ultra. It can only be countered by the commander himself.”

      I see, then let’s get him back onboard. I’ll give you both a piece of my mind on the matter.

      Ryonna’s mind was teeming with so many thoughts it was hard for her to stay focused. She would have to deal with problems as they arose, one at a time. If she let her mind wander and worry about too many things, like Altair, the Alliance, Jax, and her son, she risked becoming overwhelmed. One of these thoughts kept coming to the forefront of her mind, though, and that was how could her dead husband still be alive?

      “Prepare for landing,” said the computer.

      The ship rocked more as the winds intensified near the surface, and the landing was a little tricky even though the onboard computer didn’t seem to have any problem taking care of it on its own. If anything, it was a very good virtual pilot.

      “We’ve arrived at our destination. Please hold for holo-communication.”

      The main holo-screen turned to life, and the image froze Ryonna’s blood. Jax’s face was disfigured by pain. Multiple wounds on his face had crusts of blood on them, and his breathing was shallow.

      “Ryonna, we don’t have much—time.”

      At first, Ryonna wanted to ask questions. Anger and a sense of betrayal were bursting inside her mind, but she could tell that Jax was in terrible shape and needed immediate attention or he could die, this time for good. She silenced her curiosity, for now.

      “I’m listening.”

      Jax tried chuckling, but the process resulted in more pain showing on his face than anything else. He coughed up blood.

      Whatever questions were burning Ryonna’s soul to a blaze would have to wait.

      “Where are you, Jax?” she continued. “How can I help?”

      “Take the rover at the back of the ship, it will guide you to me. Also, take a med-kit from the ship, please. Without it, I don’t think I’ll survive another hour.”

      Even though Ryonna was aware of the urgency of the situation, she still felt compelled to ask at least one question.

      “What about our son?”

      “Ronan is in grave danger, and it’s all my fault. I’ll tell you more, I promise, but please hurry. If I perish before you get here, so will Ronan.”

      Ryonna swallowed hard. Part of her still had a hard time believing all of this was real. There were so many unanswered questions, so much mystery. One way or another, she would get to the bottom of this.

      But the realization that Ronan could become a casualty in all of this released large amounts of adrenaline into her system, and she ran to the back of the ship and grabbed not one but both med-kits she found. She threw them into a nearby backpack and then grabbed a magnetic belt off the weapons rack wall on the other side of the rover. She put it on and attached two blasters and a nano blade onto it before she climbed into the rover as the cargo door finished opening.
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        * * *

      

      Menelas was still struggling with his memories. He remembered a lot more things from his past. Thanks to the help of Diaspira, he had managed to recover more and more chunks of his life in the form of flashbacks, but they were usually fast and condensed, and they didn’t always make sense.

      It had also generated its fair share of side effects. The sheer number of overlapping emotions attached to each of these flashes had put his mind into a frail state. But they helped give Menelas hints, however brief, of his life.

      He was pretty certain that a big part of his life had revolved around being a warrior, with loss and fear two very strong emotions that came back through the different flashes.

      He was also sure he had been part of one or more wars. Was he a soldier? When he had that thought, his body vibrated in a certain way, and while he wasn’t happy about it, he felt this was at least partially true.

      “How are you feeling today?” asked Diaspira.

      “More confused than ever, but I think, day by day, it’s getting better to deal with the emotional turmoil from all these memories, at least I think so.”

      “That’s good to hear. Your emotional distress is completely normal. It’s hard to recover one’s memory in such a fashion. It will take more time. If only we could get out of here, I have technology back at my lab that could ease that process.”

      “This prison seems pretty inescapable.”

      “For me, it is, for you, I’m not so sure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I sense great power in you. I think you’re a warrior of some kind. I may be wrong, but I think you’re a Fury.”

      The name Fury sent a shiver down Menelas’ spine, and he got more flashbacks of his past. One, in particular, was where he was commanding many men in battle. But they didn’t use weapons, he and his soldiers were firing energy-based attacks from their palms, and so were their enemies.
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        * * *

      

      “That name means something to me.”

      “Then there’s a good chance my instincts on the matter are right. If you are a Fury, getting us out of this prison should be child’s play.”

      “I don’t see how. Sure, apparently in my past life, I could create powerful attacks. In the flashbacks I’ve glimpsed, especially that last one, the attacks can be very powerful, but I haven’t the slightest idea how to bring up that power.”

      “That’s where I believe I could help you. I’ve managed to bring forward your flashbacks, and I think I can help you with the attacks as well. Though, I must warn you, if you do succeed in doing this, there will be mechanical guards that rush in here, and you’ll have to deal with them using your powers again. Do you think you can do that?”

      Menelas thought about it, and his stress levels rose quickly. He wasn’t even sure he could muster up this power once even with her help, let alone do it again under the pressure of impending danger.

      “Did you say mechanical?” asked Menelas, buying himself some time.

      “Yes, this prison is unmanned, but it doesn’t mean there’s no security. The Atlantians are almost extinct, only a handful of them remain, and most of their facilities are guarded by machines that do their bidding.”

      “Atlantians…somehow that name also means something to me.”

      “I don’t see why it would. They’ve not interfered in the affairs of other races, let alone Furies, for eons.”

      “Can you tell me more about them?”

      “I’m not an expert, but I’ve heard about them in passing.”

      “And yet we both ended up in one of their prisons.”

      “I see how that would be disconcerting, but as I said, they’ve left a fair amount of machines behind, and these machines are ruled by the same programming that was instilled into them tens of thousands of years ago. Their rules are meaningless in today’s world, but they still enforce them, as it’s part of their artificial intelligence.”

      The word artificial intelligence was also familiar to Menelas, and it created negative emotional feedback.

      “I see.”

      “Look, we’ve been cooped up in here for too long, the rations they give us are barely adequate for our survival. Sooner or later, we’ll get sick, and if we do, we’ll die. We need proper nourishment, and I have medicine back in my lab that will help us get stronger as well as ease the return of your memories. I don’t want to push you if you’re not ready. I’m sure this must all be frightening. So, it’s up to you to try this whenever you feel ready, ok?”

      Menelas nodded. He felt fear in thinking he would have to break out of there and fight for both their lives. Probably the old him would easily deal with whatever danger came his way, but right now, he felt vulnerable and uncertain of the powers he saw himself wield in his flashbacks.

      “Thank you for letting me decide. I do yearn to get out of here as well.”

      “I don’t blame you. I’ve been trapped in here for years, so I can’t wait to get out, but we have to do it when you feel ready, otherwise, it may fail. If it helps, I believe in you. I sense you can do this, you just need to believe in yourself.”

      Menelas took a deep breath. “Very well, how do we start?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now.”

      “Okay, the exit is that way,” said Diaspira, pointing toward the wall in which a small trapdoor opened to deliver their food every other day. “Now point an open palm toward that wall, close your eyes, and try to sense your inner energy.”

      Menelas did as instructed and tried finding that mystical energy within himself, but all he saw was a few flashbacks. One, in particular, was when a black siphon swallowed him. That startled him, and he gasped for air.

      “What happened?”

      “I—I had another flashback, something black that…”

      “That what?”

      “Swallowed me. That was the strangest sensation.”

      “It’s normal to be afraid, you’re reliving past events in short bursts, out of order, and as long as I don’t have access to my lab, these won’t make any sort of sense to you. In fact, they’re probably the reason why you’re so afraid.”

      Menelas’s first instinct was to say he was not afraid of anything, but that would be the furthest from the truth. Perhaps that was because the real him, the one who remembered who he was, was indeed fearless. And if that Menelas was indeed fearless, then his current self needed to be like him, if only for a little while.

      He took a long, deep breath, closed his eyes, and tried to calm himself.

      “I think I’ll need some guidance as to how to access my power.”

      Menelas felt the warm hand of Diaspira on the back of his neck.

      “Think of the word power and focus on what you see.”

      A small orb of light appeared in Menelas’s mind.

      “I see a small sphere of light.”

      “Good. Perhaps this is your power. Now try to make it grow. But remember to breathe.”

      Menelas hadn’t realized he was holding his breath. He took in a few long breaths while focusing on making the light grow. At first, nothing happened, but soon, the orb grew, first, little by little, but then it doubled in size.

      “I feel something.”

      “Keep going, you’re on the right path. I can feel it.”

      Without opening his eyes, Menelas nodded and kept his breathing steady while growing the orb more and more until he felt Diaspira’s hand lift from the back of his neck.

      “Why did you remove your hand?”

      “Open your eyes and see for yourself.”

      When Menelas opened his eyes, he could see an orange glow emanating and casting a warm light all around them. For the first time since he woke up in this place, he could see the walls, their shapes and curvature.

      “I liked it better when I couldn’t see our prison.”

      “I think it’s normal to despise one’s cage, no matter what. But I believe we won’t have to suffer it any longer. Can you feel the power that runs through you at the moment?”

      “I can, it’s like nothing I can describe, though.”

      “You don’t have to, Menelas, you just need to unleash it toward that wall, but make sure you don’t use it all, you’ll need more of it for the guard.”

      “Are we sure there’s only one?”

      “As they all look the same, I’m not sure, but it does seem to be the same one that I have glimpsed before.”

      “Alright. One wall, one guard. And then?”

      “We run like hell. Hopefully, I remember the way, it’s been so long.”

      “How do you propose I proceed?”

      “Try to bring some of that energy of yours into the palm of your hand.”

      Before Menelas could voice his uncertainty about how to achieve that, an orange fireball appeared and crackled inside his hand.

      “This is unbelievable.”

      “Now use your mind to shoot it at the wall.”

      Menelas took one last breath, and before he knew it, the fireball darted toward the wall and the entire place trembled. Large pieces of rock exploded all around, creating a large hole in the dark stony wall for them to pass. Before they could move, an alarm resounded and metallic steps resonated in the distance.
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      Ares materialized on the bridge of the Odin, Asgard’s latest ship off the assembly line and the first one including Alliance tech to complement its already very advanced systems.

      “Right on time,” said Thor.

      “What took you so long?” asked Poseidon.

      “If you must know, Chase needed to see Zeus,” Ares pointed toward Thor, “and I much prefer his greeting.”

      “We’re about to intercept the Aegir One,” said Poseidon. “I was starting to think you weren’t coming.”

      “I can’t exactly fight with you, so what difference does it make? As a matter of fact, remind me why you need me on this mission?”

      “The Aegir is an ancient Asgardian ship,” said Thor, “and because the sensitive cargo prison ships hurtle through space, they have a very powerful shield engine, which won’t allow anyone to teleport in and out unless the shields are dropped.”

      “Surely, if it’s ancient, you can bypass its shields; isn’t the Odin infinitely more technologically advanced than the Aegir?”

      “Yes and no. You see, for a ship to run for that long, it had to be retrofitted many times, so while some of its systems, like the jump engines, are of older design and inferior, fortunately for us, its power source is about a hundred times bigger than the Odin’s.”

      “Wait, what?” asked Poseidon. “How can that be?”

      “Over the centuries, we perfected our consumption and reliance on pentalium to the point where we’ve streamlined its use, managing to do more with less.”

      “Because?” asked Ares.

      “What do you mean because?” asked Thor.

      “I can sense there is a reason for that, no offense.”

      Thor sighed heavily. “Follow me.”

      They walked into the Odin’s opulent equivalent of a captain’s ready room.

      “Alright,” Thor continued. “I’ll tell you, but this doesn’t leave the bridge, understood?”

      “You can trust us,” said Poseidon.

      “I know that, but in the hands of our enemies, this could mean the end of Asgard.”

      “Now you’ve piqued my interest even more,” said Ares. “And I echo what my uncle said, you can trust us.”

      “Very well. As you know, our tech relies on pentalium. Much like the humans relied on fossil fuels for as long as they were industrialized. Until the arrival of the Alliance in the fold, we have relied on pentalium since the dawn of our civilization. But the mines are pretty much dried up. We have to spend up to a hundred-fold in terms of effort to get to what’s left and purify it, and we’ve been running our fleet on fumes.

      “Not even my admirals are aware of this shortage. Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to find pentalium anywhere else in the universe. And not for a lack of trying, let me tell you. As a matter of fact, Odin’s stance on the subject is that we may be on the brink of the end of the Asgardian civilization.”

      “Surely, you can adapt your technology to use quadrinium, which is rich and can be found everywhere.”

      “Oh, we can, but we’d lose our advantage in battle. Our ships would travel as slow as yours, and we’d have to revamp the entire fleet with what would amount to downgrades, no offense.”

      “None taken,” said Poseidon. “But I thought you are sharing pentalium with the rest of us in the Alliance, isn’t that burning the candle at both ends?”

      “Because Kvasir and Spiros have found ingenious ways of creating a hybrid version of the new tech that powers most ships and some of the Odin’s system as well, we’ve managed to optimize the use of pentalium in these systems to only use micrograms of it, hence, we would have been able to provide the Alliance with pentalium for decades at least, while we kept perfecting the hybrid tech and trying to locate more.”

      “How long has it been since you’ve been searching for new sources of the element?”

      “About seven thousand years. With no success whatsoever. Not even a single ounce of it was ever discovered by either a ship or the thousands of probes roaming the galaxy.”

      “That’s a long time,” said Poseidon. “If this is a finite resource, you must have been working on a contingency plan.”

      “Optimizing our stockpile was the contingency plan. Until my father died.”

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

      “The night my father was murdered by a Spectre, a large amount of pentalium went missing.”

      “Wow, that’s heavy,” said Ares.

      “How the hell did they know you had the element, and what could they possibly want with it?” asked Poseidon.

      “I don’t know, on both counts, but for the latter, I suspect nothing good for the rest of us.”

      “Shouldn’t we inform the Alliance and try to recover it from those who stole the pentalium?” asked Ares.

      “We’ve sent a small armada where we thought they may have vectored away, only half the ships returned. None of the survivors found the Spectre ships, and I suspect those who did, didn’t survive the encounter.”

      “Looks like it’s as good as lost,” said Ares with a solemn voice.

      “While the loss of pentalium is a big problem, I just wish my father hadn’t lost his life that night. I don’t know that I’m up to the task of filling his shoes. Especially in these uncertain times.”

      “You’ll be fine,” said Poseidon, “and know that you’re not alone. You have friends in us and the rest of the Alliance.”

      Thor nodded. “Thank you.”

      “King Thor to the bridge,” said an officer over the comms.

      “And being called that is gonna take some time getting used to,” said Thor as they walked back onto the bridge.

      “Report,” said Thor the moment he walked through the doors.

      “Target in striking distance,” said the Asgardian officer.

      “On screen.”

      The massive holo-screen filled most of the Odin’s bridge with a back view of the Aegir in the same hyperspace corridors as theirs.

      “How can you track a ship in hyperspace to the point where you’re flying right behind it?” asked Poseidon.

      “We don’t have time for me to give you the long version, but the short one is it’s due to pentalium-powered engine designs. The Odin is a much faster ship.”

      “Are the shields of the Asgardian ships up while in hyperspace?”

      “They have to be. The shields’ design and the hyperspace engines form a unit to allow us to get to these velocities.”

      “Okay,” said Ares, “but didn’t you just say a minute ago that the Aegir’s shields are much stronger than any other Asgardian ships? Are we beaming there while in hyperspace?”

      Thor looked at Ares. “Are we?”

      “While I have teleported in ships going into hyperspace, I never tried to that fast, and for the Alliance ship, I had learned how to teleport safely through their shields. Trying to do this with stronger shields while in hyperspace seems like an awful risk to take if you ask me.”

      “Say no more,” said Thor before turning to his officer. “Collapse the hyperspace tunnel.”

      “Collapsing the tunnel.”

      A couple of green-colored shots looking like shooting stars darted away from the Odin and flew to the sides of the Aegir. Once the stars had traveled a fair bit in front of the ship, they exploded into a near-blinding light that filled the bridge.

      Moments later, both the Odin and Aegir were out of hyperspace.

      “The Aegir is vectoring toward us, weapons are locking,” said the officer.

      “Can we get rid of Siegfried by destroying the Aegir?” asked Poseidon.

      “No,” answered Thor. “It would take a long time to bring their shields down, and Siegfried could escape. He can fly through space without a ship for much longer than even a Fury can. Ares, you’re up. But be mindful of the shields, they’re the most powerful of all ships you’ve ever had to beam in or out of. Are you sure you’re willing to take the risk?”

      “So, the plan is to get onboard, lower the shields, and you beam aboard?”

      “Correct.”

      “Except, I can’t affect material changes in the real world unless I take possession of a body, and something tells me this Siegfried might not let me do that.”

      “It’s very unlikely you can take control of such a powerful mind, no. As much as it pains me to ask you this, can you take control of a corpse? Or perhaps there are survivors hiding in the ship.”

      “I don’t know about the corpse, I’ve never tried it. I must admit that just the thought of it is creeping me out.”

      “Believe me, Ares, I wouldn’t ask you if we had any other choice, not to mention that it goes against our rituals on how to treat the dead.”

      “Alright, if there’s a survivor around where I’m going, I’ll try possessing them, if not, well, I’ll improvise, I guess. Speaking of where I’m going, it would help to know the exact place where I can shut down the shields.”

      “Show him,” said Thor.

      The holo-screen zoomed toward the Aegir, and as it did, the image morphed into a 3D holographic blueprint of the ship, showing Ares exactly where he had to be.

      “Once there, enter these commands on that panel.”

      Ares paid attention to the set of commands, as it was not just a one-control push.

      “Do you need me to show you that again?” asked the officer.

      “No, thank you. I think I got it,” said Ares before turning toward Thor and Poseidon. “Wish me luck?”

      “Good luck, Ares,” said Thor. “And thank for doing this, I can’t stress enough how vital it is that Siegfried not be allowed to free his brother and sister.”

      “I understand,” said Ares before vanishing from the Odin’s bridge.
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        * * *

      

      “Huh,” said Daniel over the comlink with Chief Kohri. “I think the sensor array is all outta whack. Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

      “I am,” said the chief. “While at first sight, it looks like interference, but when I do look closer…”

      “It seems to be vectoring toward our squadron.”

      “Do the Spectres have smaller starfighters that also have cloak?”

      “I think we’re about to find out.”

      Daniel opened a channel to the rest of his squadron. “I’m detecting possible contacts ahead, approaching fast.”

      “We don’t see anything on our scopes,” said Alpha Two.

      “Only the Mark III can pick these up.”

      “Should we cloak as well?”

      “Our ships are vulnerable when cloaked. We have to drop shields. If they have a way to detect us, we’ll be history.”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” said Alpha Five. “I’m cloaking and hitting the thrusters.”

      “No! That’s too dangerous,” Daniel complained. “Alpha Five, disengage cloak and return in formation.”

      “Sorry, Commander, we need to know.”

      “Not at the price of your life, Lieutenant, that’s an order.”

      “Very well, I’m returnin—” but before the lieutenant could return in formation, plasma shots lit up the area where he was last seen, and the ship exploded.

      “Evasive maneuvers, everyone, stay frosty.”

      “What the hell are we supposed to do against invisible threats that can fire when cloaked,” screamed Alpha Seven over the comms.

      “Stay evasive, microjump away if your shields are too low. We need more sensor data to detect them.”

      “So, we’re basically bait to advance our R&D toys?” complained Alpha Three. “That’s fucked up, but I guess we don’t have much choice.”

      “Alpha Three is correct,” Daniel confirmed. “We need to get this cloak tech of theirs figured out, or we won’t last long in the future.”

      Multiple clicks of confirmation could be heard over the comms.

      Daniel hated the idea of sending men and women to dodge invisible starfighters, but they had no choice. He just hoped this new tech was a fast learning one, or this would be a short engagement.

      Daniel’s shields lit up as bolts of plasma impacted his starboard shields. He looked at the plasma bolts’ firing position to determine where the fighter was. His HUD recorded all the sensor data and his semi-visual contact of it, and a bar dubbed ‘calibrating accuracy’ appeared on the HUD and filled to five percent.

      Daniel went evasive, dodging as best he could the incoming fire. Another couple of plasma shots hit his rear shields this time, bringing them down to eighty-five percent, but they recharged back to one hundred in only a few seconds.

      Good job on the new shields, Yanis. I already love this bird.

      “Shields down to seven percent,” said Alpha Three. “Sorry, gotta jump away for a little bit.”

      Daniel wanted to tell his teammates not to feel sorry about saving their lives, but it was taking all his concentration to dodge more incoming fire and now from two different positions. The plasma bolts screaming past his cockpit and in front of him told him that the fighter was still firmly on his six while another fighter shot on his port shields. Daniel could manage to dodge the enemy on his six, but there was nothing he could do for the second craft.

      Fortunately, the new shields were holding pretty well under the circumstances. They were holding at around fifty percent.

      “Anyone else having a bad dingleberry day?” shouted Alpha Five over the comms.

      “Tell me about it, they’re all over me,” said Alpha Two.

      Meanwhile, the sensor array accuracy bar had filled to sixty-seven percent. Not as fast as he’d hoped, but it was still acquiring data.

      This thing better give me a clear radar picture by the time it’s up to one hundred percent.

      A quick look at his instruments showed that the rest of his team wasn’t faring as well as him, the StarFuries Mark II’s shields were not as efficient at absorbing the plasma fire.

      “Daniel,” said Chief Kohri. “I’ve got an idea, but it will require a second pilot. And a damn good one.”

      While Daniel was the commander of this squadron, he had selected a wing commander for Alpha Squadron, one with an impressive file, having scored an impressive amount of kills during the Fury War.

      “Linking Alpha Two to the comms. Jake, can you hear us?”

      “Affirmative,” said Jake.

      “Alright,” said the chief. “Daniel, you slow down a bit until you get pounded a little more on your rear end.”

      “Gotta say, Chief, so far I’m not liking this plan of yours.”

      “You want to take out one of these suckers or not?”

      She sure is a fiery one. I think I like her.

      “Sorry, go ahead, what’s the next move?”

      “You release flare countermeasures.”

      “I think I see what the chief is up to,” said Jake. “The flare will bounce off the ship’s armor or shields, and I can light it up.”

      “Exactly,” said the chief. “And you two better start dropping the chief. My name is Allanah.”

      “Roger that,” said Daniel with a smile.

      “I’m in position,” confirmed Jake. “Ready to light this sucker up.”

      Daniel lowered his velocity to the point where he could feel the frequency of hits on his rear pipes increase and was ready to deploy heavy flares. Meanwhile, his port shields were getting pounded to oblivion while the sensor accuracy had passed ninety percent.

      “Ready, Jake?”

      “I was born ready, Commander. Break left the moment you deploy, so I don’t blow you out of the sky.”

      “I’d appreciate that, deploying in two, one, now!”

      The heavy flare particles shot back from Daniel’s ship and bounced onto something, giving enough of a visual clue for Jake to light up the enemy craft with his plasma cannons. He shot an additional two missiles for good measure. The cannon hits made the ship flicker enough for the missile to acquire a lock, which blew the enemy into a million pieces.

      “We have a kill!” exclaimed Jake over the comms. “I don’t think these suckers are as heavily shielded when cloaked.”

      That was the only piece of good news regarding the fact that the Spectres had invisible and combat-ready starfighters in addition to their larger ships.

      “Good job, Jake,” said Daniel. “And thank you chief—I mean, Allanah.”

      “I’m glad it worked. Looks like you won’t need to use that tactic again anytime soon, though.”

      Daniel saw his HUD flash as the ‘detection accuracy’ bar filled to one hundred percent and blinked green. His radar lit up with seven small red bogeys and a larger one a few thousand klicks behind.

      “I’m linking your radar data with the rest of the squadron,” said Allanah.

      “I owe you a drink when we get back to the station.”

      Is that a date? said Allanah’s voice in his head.

      Holy crap, you can use telepathy that far? replied Daniel.

      Yes, sir.

      Daniel had, of course, experienced this with his friend, Chase, but somehow it felt different with Allanah.

      With the bogeys now clear for everyone to acquire on their radar, it didn’t take long for the rest of the enemy squadron to drop their cloak. Daniel could see from his instruments that the moment they did that, their shield power levels increased almost tenfold.

      “Let’s give them a run for their money,” said Daniel over comms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon was pensive and looking at the bright hyperspace light streaks from the seat behind his desk in the captain’s ready room of the Helios.

      They had been searching for days for a signal even remotely matching the ship that had abducted Ryonna. With no success whatsoever.

      Tar’Lock entered the room.

      “Any news, Talon?”

      Talon’s slow moving of his head from side to side gave more information than words could have conveyed.

      “There has to be something we can do,” said Tar’Lock. “Ryonna could be in serious trouble.”

      “Believe me, I know that. Not to mention that our boss is also counting on me to bring her back safe.”

      “I don’t care about Altair. We’re doing this for her, not for him.”

      “It’s not that simple. Whether you like it or not, and jealousy aside, he’s still our boss, and this is still the Helios’s first mission.”

      Tar’Lock crossed his arms over his chest and turned his head away, chin slightly up. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not jealous.”

      Talon allowed a faint smile to transpire. “Yeah, right.”

      “Ryonna is my friend,” insisted Tar’Lock. “Sure, I had feelings for her. Until I learned she executed my sister.”

      “If the Alliance records are any indication, she didn’t have any choice, your sister had lost her marbles and was on a very dangerous power trip.”

      Tar’Lock took a couple of steps toward the viewport, facing away from Talon.

      “I know…she was still my sister.”

      “There is something that raised my suspicions, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve read enough mission reports in my time in the Alliance, but this one feels redacted somehow. I can’t put my finger on what and why, but it’s a feeling I get.”

      Tar’Lock was in front of Talon so fast that it startled him, and he rocked a little bit on his chair.

      “I thought we agreed you wouldn’t do that on the ship.”

      Tar’Lock summoned up an apologetic look as best he could muster. “Sorry.”

      “You can use your super speed any time on away missions to save our asses, but you’re scaring half the people you meet when you do it on board the ship.”

      “Got it, now let’s get back to that redaction.”

      “There’s nothing I can do about it, I don’t have the skills to recover those kinds of digital changes. Perhaps a hacker would. But we have a mission, so it will have to…”

      But Talon let the words hang.

      “What is it?”

      “I just had an idea on how to kill two birds with one stone, but I think it’s a terrible idea.”

      “Let’s hear it anyway?”

      “I have a…I don’t want to use the word friend, so let’s go with acquaintance who used to be a Datalight Thief.”

      “That name is familiar, but I guess I decided not to keep it in my active memory.”

      “Why aren’t you letting the Alliance implant extra memory so you can retain more of it? It must be frustrating to have a small and finite amount you can store. Honestly, I don’t know how you manage it—decide what memory to keep and what not to store.”

      “I let them install a buffer only, it allows me to keep the data for up to a few months and works on automatic and is tamper proof. I won’t install a tech inside my head that would allow a third party to take remote control of me and use me as an instrument of destruction.”

      “Surely Spiros can make Argos’s tech safer to use?”

      “No! Any tech is subject to hacking. My brain is off limits. I’m already pissed about the buffer, even if it is a read only link to my brain.”

      “Then why did you install it in the first place?”

      “To make sure I can be a more efficient first officer. Without it I doubt I’d be even capable of performing my duties to you.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “Yes, I did. There are procedures aboard a ship like this, and I need to remember what you say during a mission.”

      “Well, I appreciate you doing that, but if it makes you uncomfortable and want to remove it, you have my blessing.”

      “It could put us at risk.”

      “We’ve managed fine on the Bellerophon in the past without it.”

      “The Bellerophon was an old piece of junk capable of transporting twenty people at most, this ship can house thousands.”

      Talon smiled, as he knew better than to argue and compare his old ruin-of-a-ship to a brand new top-of-the-line Alliance destroyer.

      “Where’s the Bellerophon by the way?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “Cargo bay three.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I’m sentimental like that, and we never know when we might need it.”

      “Is it just me or have we drifted away from the subject?”

      Talon rubbed his chin. “As I said, it’s a bad idea mixing my old partners in crime with Alliance business. I really wanted this new command to be a fresh, new start, you know?”

      “Who cares, especially if it allows us to find Ryonna.”

      Talon wanted to explain that it mattered to him, that he wanted to approach this new command in a different way than how he had done things on the Bellerophon. But he could understand why Tar’Lock wouldn’t care about such things. And, truth be told, given the relationship Ryonna may have forged with Altair, Talon assumed he wouldn’t mind the use of shady tactics, either. After all, their secondary objective was to find out all they could about the engine tech on the ship that grabbed the ambassador.

      “Yeah, I’m sure Altair would also agree in this situation. And it seems repeating the same useless long-range scans for weeks isn’t the correct use of our time.”

      “Not to mention that the more time passes, the less chance we have to find Ryonna alive. I say we go find your friend.”

      “Acquaintance,” Talon corrected.

      “Whatever.”

      Talon smiled.

      “Alright, even though part of me thinks Ryonna is the kind of person that can take care of herself. Still, she’s our mission, so let me set the new course.”

      Talon brought up the holo-terminal and entered a new course for the ship. It jumped out of hyperspace briefly for navigation to enter the new vector and then jumped back.

      “Why didn’t you ask the pilot to do that?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “Because I’m a hands on kind of guy, and it will take some time until I let anyone else do what I’ve done for myself for years.”

      “I see. You did say this person…”

      “Thomson.”

      “That this Thomson was a part of the Datalight Thieves, why did he leave?”

      “He never really told me, and I didn’t ask. I try not to get too personal with business acquaintances, makes it harder if you need to take any action that will sever the relationship later on down the line.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Sometimes you have to do things you don’t like to do. Like killing your sister, sorry for using it as an example here, but I think it applies. It may have been difficult for Ryonna to do it, knowing how much she meant to you, but she was looking at the bigger picture. And sometimes we have to do questionable things for the greater good.”

      “That’s a slippery slope, and I don’t think the Alliance likes its officers to use deadly force.”

      “Of course not, but back in my Bellerophon days, survival was my main goal.”

      “I remember. How will Thomson be able to help us?”

      “He’s very good at finding lost things and hacking into any database, even those dubbed impenetrable.”

      “And now you know why I will never have a read-write device installed in my brain.”

      “Can’t argue with that logic.”

      “But if this Thomson can help us find Ryonna, that’s all that matters.”

      I know…and perhaps find out what truly happened to your sister at the same time, thought Talon.
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        * * *

      

      Ares had a hard time teleporting through the shields, and upon him arriving inside the Aegir, he felt the effects of being dizzy, when he used to have a body, that is.

      He could hear weapon’s fire outside. Siegfried must have started opening fire toward the Odin.

      He sent a telepathic message to Poseidon.

      I’m in.

      How are you doing?

      Let’s just say Thor didn’t exaggerate the strength of these shields. I wouldn’t want to have to do this again anytime soon.

      Hopefully, you won’t have to. Keep us posted. But hurry. Siegfried isn’t happy about us taking his ship out of hyperspace.

      Will do.

      Ares expanded his mind around trying to find signs of life, but he only found one. And what an energy that life-sign radiated. It was like nothing Ares ever experienced. Even when Chase turned Ultra Fury, he didn’t radiate as much power, which didn’t bode well if they would need to fight this being.

      People really need to stop creating lab monsters, it never turns out well, thought Ares.

      Ares looked around him and saw a deceased Asgardian. His skin was very pale, with a creepy look composed of a mixture of terror and pain locked into his facial muscles at the time of death. No doubt a side effect from having one’s soul ripped away from one’s body.

      Spectres were both formidable and fearless creatures. The fact that they gained more energy with each soul they siphoned made them way scarier than Furies. And if Siegfried had defeated one, Ares really hoped his kind could be reasoned with, or the Alliance might end up fighting a battle on two fronts.

      Part of Ares really didn’t want to do this, and he wondered if it would even work in the first place. But it didn’t seem like he had much choice. He slowly approached the lifeless body in his invisible energy form.

      I’m sorry about this.

      Ares’s energy entered the dead body and was surprised to feel he could move and use it with more ease than when the body was animated by a brain and a soul. But perhaps that made sense. After all, when he invaded bodies in the past, he had to fight an active mind for control. The organs remained in this corpse, albeit starting to decompose, but there was no consciousness to defeat.

      Ares stood up and looked at the pale-green skin on his borrowed body’s forearm. Then he felt the only life force on the ship moving at the same time the Aegir stopped firing its weapons. It was moving fast and toward him.

      Crap, I must have triggered some sort of alarm.

      Ares rushed to the console and entered the commands he had been shown earlier just as the door of the engineering section split open, and a tall man in beautiful armor stepped inside.

      “Who the hell are you?” asked Siegfried. “There was no survivor on this ship.”

      Instead of answering, Ares moved slowly away from the console and sent a telepathic message.

      Guys, shields are down, but Siegfried is in front of me.

      Don’t engage. We’ll be there in a sec.

      Trust me, I have no intention of engaging him.

      Suddenly, Thor and Poseidon teleported in between Ares and Siegfried.
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        * * *

      

      Siegfried smiled. “Long time no see, Thor. It must be my lucky day. If I had known you were on that other ship, I would have invited you on board.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Poseidon.

      Siegfried briefly looked at the God of the Seas with disdain before returning his gaze toward Thor, his facial traits hardening and making him look even more threatening than before.

      “Siegfried,” said Thor. “We need to talk.”

      “I don’t think so,” spat Siegfried. “The only thing that needs to happen now is your death.”

      Thor’s luminous tattoos flashed multiple times before returning to their usual breathing-like pattern.

      “I understand you’re pissed.”

      “Pissed? You put me in hyper-sleep for millennia!”

      “You left us no choice.”

      “I can’t help but notice you don’t have a legion of Titans with you, so how do you expect to capture me? With this pathetic Olympian?”

      “The name is Poseidon.”

      “Who cares? You’ll be dead before this day is over.”

      I don’t think he’ll listen to reason, said Poseidon telepathically.

      We have to try, answered Thor.

      “Look,” said Thor. “What my father and Zeus did was unforgivable, I get that, but let’s try to find a peaceful solution to this predicament.”

      Siegfried slowly shook his head from side to side in the guise of an answer.

      “We are willing to let your kind be free, but with some conditions,” said Thor.

      We are? asked Poseidon.

      Double-crossing him in combat will be harder than if he lets his guard down.

      I think double-crossing him period sounds like a bad idea.

      Unfortunately, we don’t have a choice.

      “For the sake of argument,” said Siegfried, “what would those conditions be?”

      “You would need to let us undo some of the genetic modifications that have been done to you and then you can live among us, peacefully. We’ll make it up to you; give you your own system and ships. How does that sound?”

      “Like a fantasy and a lie.”

      “It’s in everyone’s best interest that we resolve this situation peacefully,” added Poseidon.

      Siegfried pointed an accusing finger toward him. “Don’t you dare address me, your kind is as guilty of this travesty as Thor. And I’ll take equal pleasure in turning you to ashes. Is that clear?”

      “I had no knowledge of your existence until a few days ago. I would not have supported my brother’s choice in the matter.”

      Siegfried smiled. “You’re Zeus’s brother?” His smiled broadened. “I guess this day keeps getting better and better. Don’t worry, though, your brother will join you shortly after I’m done with the both of you.”

      “That’s going to be difficult since Zeus is already dead.”

      “Then I guess it will be an act of mercy in reuniting you in the afterlife.”

      I don’t think this guy will listen to reason, said Poseidon.

      Then we’re in trouble.

      How did you expect to capture him if diplomacy failed?

      Honestly, I was hoping that either our current combined power levels were big enough to at least incapacitate him and put him back on ice or these millennia in hyper-sleep would have lowered his strength.

      I’m sensing an incredible amount of energy from him. It won’t be an easy fight.

      No, it won’t.

      “Look,” pleaded Poseidon. “I get it, you’re feeling betrayed, and on some level, I can empathize with you—”

      “I don’t need your pity,” shouted Siegfried. “Just your blood! Enough talk, time for the two of you to pay for the sins of both your families.”

      Siegfried’s bright-white aura grew fast, a cold breeze permeating around them, and soon, the floors of the ship glistened with a thin layer of ice.

      Got any ideas? asked Poseidon.

      Fire versus ice, I’d say.

      Got it.

      Poseidon raised his cybernetic arm, and red-orange light ignited around his artificial wrist. He opened his palm and shot a column of flaming energy toward Siegfried.

      The Asgardian Guard’s eyes glowed white as the incoming flames turned to ice. He then waved a couple of fingers, and a typhoon of cold air blasted the ice into thousands of sharp shards approaching fast toward Thor and Poseidon. Poseidon spun his trident swiftly with his other hand to create a deflecting current, swiping the shards away from them.

      Thor brought Mjölnir to bear and threw the hammer engulfed in emerald energy toward the Guard. Siegfried swiftly punched the hammer away with his right hand while shooting a powerful white fireball toward Thor.

      The God of Thunder dodged while extending his arm to recall his weapon. The moment it did, he raised the hammer overhead, and lightning shot from nearby equipment and hit the top of the hammer. He smashed the hammer down onto the floor, unleashing a massive shockwave doubled with a wave of electric current.

      Siegfried jumped in the air to avoid the waves of electricity hitting him, letting the shockwave hit him instead.

      But the attack didn’t have the effect Thor hoped it would, and Siegfried was only knocked in the air a few inches.

      “Damn, he’s good,” said Poseidon.

      “Maybe, but he’s overconfident. Let’s use that to our advantage.”

      Thor brought the hammer against his chest plate, and the electrical waves stopped advancing and instead shot up, hitting Siegfried from behind. The electric current embraced the Guard as an aggressive wild plant would grow around trees.

      Siegfried’s face deformed from the pain induced by the current’s lightning bolts, some of which sizzled between his eyes and on the surface of his teeth.

      Now! Throw everything we have at him. We may not get a second chance!

      Poseidon swiveled his trident in the air and around him while transferring most of his energy pool into the weapon. Its center glowed gold with a blue and green aura made of energy water dragons dancing around it.

      “Cosmic wave execution!” he screamed as he hurled his trident forward.

      Meanwhile, Thor imbued his hammer with so much energy it radiated like a green sun as he raised the hammer over his head once more, allowing more electrical current to be siphoned from the ship’s system into the hammer. The lights all over the ship madly flickered as Mjölnir accumulated more energy than ever before.

      Before Thor was ready to throw his hammer at Siegfried, the Guard fired glacial air toward Poseidon’s incoming trident in the hopes of freezing it to place, but the water-dragon energy that spun around the weapon protected it from the cold, and the trident impaled Siegfried in the chest.

      His eyes slowly blinked white as the electrical vines holding him in place died, and his body gradually levitated downward. A thin line of blood ran down his chin from the corner of his mouth.

      “It’s now or never!” said Poseidon.

      “On it!” screamed Thor. Large lightning bolts shot from his eyes, a look of fury and incredible power sculpted on his focused face.

      With all his might, he threw a spinning Mjölnir toward his wounded prey. The entire room was bathed and reflected in emerald tones, and nearby equipment exploded and bulkheads deformed from the resulting shockwave as the weapon darted toward Siegfried.

      “Structural integrity critical,” said the Aegir’s computer before the hammer exploded on Siegfried’s chest.

      He was swiftly engulfed in a green and orange inferno, and his painful scream sounded more like an animalistic roar than anything else. He disappeared in the still-developing inferno of green and orange flames that consumed him.

      Thor looked at Poseidon. “You still have some charge on that cyber arm of yours?”

      “I think we got him.”

      “Better safe than sorry, trust me.”

      “Understood,” agreed Poseidon, aiming his palm toward the inferno and unleashing two-dozen lava fireballs, adding to the mix. Multiple explosions and more screams resounded in the room.

      “This ship won’t take much more,” said Poseidon.

      “Doesn’t matter, we needed to make sure.”

      Poseidon nodded as he looked at the colorful inferno in front of them.

      “Why isn’t your hammer coming back?” asked Poseidon.

      “It’s no more, this attack consumed it.”

      “I see.”

      The flames died down little by little and a shadow slowly formed inside the receding flames and smoke. But where the pair expected to see a body burned to a crisp, they saw a very angry Siegfried still standing, the trident still in his chest while the light in his eyes glowed stronger than ever before. He was gritting his teeth.

      “That’s not possible,” said Poseidon. “How do you kill these things?”

      “Genetically modified Titans,” said Thor, his voice trembling, “A whole lot of them, too.”

      Siegfried growled, and the entire ship trembled. His skin was burned, and literally, with multiple gushing wounds, it did not seem to bother him. A cold air current engulfed him and cooled him down. His aura grew around him and penetrated his wounds. Within seconds, he was fully healed. He cracked his neck to the side with a smile.

      “Pretty impressive. I didn’t expect you two to possess such powers. I guess a lot has happened while I was asleep. But I’m afraid that your powers won’t be nearly enough to bring me down.”

      Poseidon called his weapon back to him, but Siegfried caught it the moment it was out of his chest.

      “Not so fast.”

      Poseidon increased the telekinetic grasp on his weapon tenfold even though he was quickly running out of power. But Siegfried didn’t let go of the weapon. Instead, his eyes flashed white one more time, and a shockwave of glacial wind knocked Poseidon off his feet.

      Siegfried grabbed the Olympian weapon with both hands and effortlessly snapped it in two.

      We’re royally fucked, said Poseidon telepathically as he was rising back to his feet.

      Yeah, let’s get out of here.

      Thor activated his comms, but Siegfried was faster.

      “Shield’s up!” he screamed.

      Green light flashed outside of the nearest viewport as the shields turned back on.

      “I thought you gave Ares a command that would disable them for good,” said Poseidon.

      “So did I. Siegfried must have rewritten the security override before he came here.”

      Ares appeared nearby in energy form. “Time to go.”

      “Not possible. Unless you can get us through these shields?” said Poseidon. “I don’t see how.”

      Siegfried roared and was upon them before they could utter their next words. He swiftly slammed his elbow on Thor’s face, catapulting him toward the nearest bulkhead as two of the Asgardian’s teeth and blood flew in the air.

      Poseidon reacted instantly, slamming his cybernetic arm at their enemy, but Siegfried grabbed and stopped the Olympian by blocking his arm at wrist level. Before Poseidon could try to get free, his entire arm became very cold, and as Siegfried’s aura grew, the Olympian’s artificial limb turned to ice at the hand and the ice kept progressing to Poseidon’s shoulder.

      I—I can’t move…said Poseidon telepathically.

      Thor ignored the intense pain throbbing throughout his entire body and quickly jumped back to his feet and ripped a panel off the bulkhead and sent it hurling toward Poseidon at hypersonic speed. The panel impacted with Poseidon just under his shoulder and sectioned off Poseidon’s cybernetic arm, and the God of the Seas stumbled backward a few steps, recovering the use of his muscles.

      Sorry, if I hadn’t. . . said Thor.

      I know, the cold would have traveled to the rest of me. Thank you.

      Siegfried dropped Poseidon’s arm to the floor with a clang and looked at a panting Thor.

      “Why delay the inevitable? The two of you sealed your fates the moment you stepped on board my ship.”

      Thor had landed near the console Ares had used earlier.

      Ares, said Thor. If I provide a distraction, do you think you can enter that command again, this time quickly?

      I can try, answered Ares, who had stayed in the back of the room while the two of them were fighting Siegfried.

      Don’t run with your body. Teleport to the console on my command. Just ignore everything else. Getting the shield down is all that matters. The moment we’re beamed out of here, you go as well, preferably before the shields are brought back up.

      Understood. Ready when you are.

      Thor then contacted one of his officers telepathically.

      Get ready to beam us out of here on a moment’s notice. Don’t wait for my order, the moment the Aegir’s shields are down, beam us away.

      Understood, my King.

      Thor walked toward Siegfried.

      “We don’t have to be enemies. We can find common ground.”

      “I prefer it the other way. After all, someone must pay for what was done to my kind, from our creation to our genocide, or in my case, eternal imprisonment.”

      “Poseidon and Ares were not aware nor a part of this shameful part of our history. Please let them go.”

      “I’m afraid not. Since Zeus is dead, I’ll gladly take revenge on his brother.”

      Now! ordered Thor.

      Thor ran toward Siegfried and feigned a punch attack, which Siegfried moved to intercept, but midway through, Thor rolled to the floor, grabbed Poseidon’s arm, and slammed it on Siegfried’s face. He didn’t budge; in fact, he didn’t even register the impact.

      “Seriously?” said Siegfried, dumbfounded.

      Ares had teleported to the console and entered the commands in a flash.

      The shields dropped, and Siegfried growled. He turned around and unleashed a fireball at Ares, which burned the Asgardian borrowed body to ashes while the fireball impacted with the bulkhead. Fire erupted on that side of engineering, and sparks flew all around Ares.

      Green light engulfed Thor and Poseidon as they teleported away. Ares’s energy, now visible through the boiling fleshy remains of his puppet body, also vanished into thin air.

      “Noooooooooo!” roared Siegfried.
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      Ryonna jumped off the rover and started running toward the entrance of the nearby cave. Her heart pounded hard.

      “I’m almost there,” she said over the comms.

      “Hu—hurry.”

      Hang on, Jax. I’m coming.

      The caverns inside the cave split in two directions.

      “Do I go left or right?” she asked.

      There was no answer.

      “Computer, which way?”

      “Left.”

      Ryonna sprinted toward a larger cave, and once inside, she saw the unconscious body of her husband. Her heartbeat kept accelerating as she slid on the ground and put her fingers on Jax’s neck, trying to find a pulse.

      There was one, but it was faint. She quickly opened her backpack and removed the two med-kits.

      “Computer, tell me you’re programmed for first aid.”

      “I am.”

      “Tell me what to do.”

      “Apply a health sensor on his forehead.”

      “Tell me what it looks like.”

      “Small green metallic pill shape, at the top of the kit.”

      “Got it!” she said in a panic as she placed the sensor on her husband’s forehead.

      “What now?”

      “Processing.”

      “Hurry up!”

      “Inject nano gel, the blue hypo-tube, to the left side of his neck, then grab the one from the second kit and inject him in his right leg.”

      It’s a good thing I grabbed both of these.

      Ryonna grabbed the hypo-tubes of adrenaline and injected Jax in both locations.

      “He’s not waking up.”

      “I’m not expecting him to at this stage. He has suffered too much internal bleeding.”

      “How do we stop that?”

      “The nano gel will take care of quickly repairing the damaged arteries, but we have to wait until they’re fixed before the next step, otherwise, it could kill Jax.”

      Patience was not one of Ryonna’s virtues.

      She put her fingers on his neck; his pulse was slower.

      “His pulse is worse.”

      “A necessary evil while the nanites repair his arteries, I’m afraid.”

      “Will he make it?”

      There was no answer.

      “I asked you a question!” screamed Ryonna.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Give me the odds.”

      “His wounds are severe.”

      “Do you have a healing tank on the ship?”

      “We do.”

      “Then beam him directly into one.”

      “It’s too dangerous. His chances of recovery are better if we wait at least three minutes while we deal with the internal hemorrhage.”

      “Why didn’t you beam me here instead of taking the rover?”

      “Our transporters can only beam one person at a time, and they have a long recharge time. I can only assume Captain Jax wanted to make sure you could beam him out upon your arrival on the scene.”

      “What good does that do if he doesn’t make it?”

      “I’m sorry, these were his orders. You didn’t seem to have a problem following them yourself.”

      Except, I didn’t know how badly hurt he was, you useless pieces of electrons.

      Ryonna sighed heavily.

      “There has to be something we can do in the meantime?”

      “You could use the healing gel pads in both the med-kits to dress his external wounds.”

      As she was dressing Jax’s wounds, Ryonna heard a howling in the distance.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “I’m detecting indigenous quadruped life forms moving toward your position, fast.”

      “You gotta to be shitting me. How many?”

      “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with this expression. I detect three cold-blooded felines with long teeth approaching. My database has identified them as Xenix. On their own, they’re not very hard to deal with, but Xenixes are dangerous in packs.”

      “Swell. I didn’t travel through half the galaxy to let a pack of big cats eat us alive.”

      “A good thing you brought weapons.”

      You’re telling me!

      Ryonna had taken an ambassadorial position, but her heart was and always would be one of a warrior. And a warrior doesn’t go anywhere without her weapons.

      The Xenixes’s red eyes were the first things Ryonna saw as they ran toward her position in the dark tunnel ending of the cavern they were in.

      “Don’t worry, honey, I got this,” she said to Jax, knowing full well he couldn’t hear her.

      “Computer, the time until I have to administer the next medicine?”

      “Forty-seven seconds would be ideal. After sixty seconds, we risk cardiac arrest.”

      “That’s a rather short margin. It will have to be a short fight, then.”

      “Indeed.”

      Ryonna grabbed both her blasters and unleashed a barrage of fire toward the incoming pack. The big cats were huge and resembled a hybrid of an Earth’s saber tooth tiger with metallic scales.

      The scales posed a problem as the blaster shots ricocheted off their thick exterior.

      “Screw this tactic,” said Ryonna as she reattached both blasters to her magnetic belt and took off the nano blade instead.

      I should have taken two of these as well.

      But there was nothing she could do about that now. It would have to do. She activated the nano blade, and a thin almost invisible blade shot upward. At least this weapon should slice through the creatures.

      The big cats advanced toward her but slower now. They were observing her.

      “What are they doing?”

      “They are deciding on their strategy. Once they attack, they will do it as a unit. It will be very hard to fend them all off with just one blade.”

      “Duly noted.”
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        * * *

      

      Menelas’s blood froze as the metallic monster walked through the hole the Fury had created moments earlier, carving a much larger hole in the wall as the metal giant advanced. It raised itself straight, and its head just about reached the ceiling. It was at least three times his size, and its metallic skin seemed impenetrable.

      “You don’t expect me to defeat that thing, do you?”

      “This is just a bunch of mechanical parts with a dumb computer as a brain,” said Diaspira. “It’s no match for a Fury warrior, have faith in me.”

      You gotta be kidding me, thought Menelas.

      Menelas heard the voice but barely over the resounding pounding of his heart.

      “Just do what you did earlier, and we’ll be free.”

      Menelas raised a hand toward the massive metal giant and tried firing a fireball, but nothing happened.

      “Uh oh.”

      “Just focus on your power.”

      But then Menelas’s aura died all of a sudden.

      “Could I be out of juice?”

      “No, but you need to control your fear.”

      Easier said than done.

      The metal giant ran toward him, making the entire prison tremble under each of his steps and bringing down dust and small pieces of the ceiling. Menelas braced for impact. The giant slashed its arm at him and sent him crashing against the rocky walls, cracking it upon impact. His entire body ached and throbbed.

      “Menelas!” Diaspira screamed.

      Menelas looked up only to see her held at belt level from the massive hand.

      “Escape will not be permitted. Use of lethal force authorized,” said a synthetic voice.

      “Menelas, help!” pleaded Diaspira.

      Then something happened inside Menelas, something unconscious, and Menelas started moving on instinct without realizing it. His aura exploded and concentrated on his right arm as he was running toward the metal giant. Menelas leaped in the air and felt as if he were flying. Still completely on instinct, he slashed his energy-infused arm, using it as one would a sword and sliced through the giant’s metallic appendage with ease.

      Diaspira, still imprisoned by the large metallic arm, fell to the ground and yelped upon impact. Blood shot from her mouth. Upon seeing her in pain, rage invaded Menelas’ soul, and his aura radiated even stronger as his hair shot upward and small rocks levitated around him.

      The metal giant looked at its missing arm, and its eyes glowed dark red as it launched itself with its good arm at Menelas.

      The Fury’s answer was both swift and instinctive as Menelas raised his palm forward and unleashed a dozen fireballs that melted the giant into a pool of boiling metal.

      Menelas’s hair fell back in place, and his aura died down. He ran toward Diaspira. She was moaning. Menelas carefully ripped the metal fingers from around her body, revealing black bruises and oozing blood.

      She tried to speak, but she spat blood instead. Eventually, she managed to utter some words.

      “I think it broke all my bones. I—I don’t think I’m going to make it.”

      “I can’t let you die.”

      “Unless you have a healing power, I don’t think it’s up to you.”

      And then Menelas was struck with another flashback, one where he was using white energy to heal someone on the battlefield.

      “Actually, I think I do.”

      Menelas closed his eyes and soon was engulfed in a white aura, and he felt his wounds and aches disappear. He then put his hands on Diaspira and healed her too.

      “Wow, I didn’t know Furies could do that. Thank you, Menelas.”

      “You’re welcome. Can you walk?”

      “Oh, yeah, I feel as good as new, thanks to you.”

      Menelas smiled as he helped Diaspira get back on her feet.

      “We better get going,” she said, “before more of these things are sent our way.”

      They ran through a multitude of corridors until, finally, at the end of one, the sunlight hit their eyes. Having not seen such bright light for so long, they were momentarily blinded.

      Eventually, their sight returned only to see a vast desert surrounding them in all directions.

      “What are we supposed to do now?” asked Menelas.

      “Don’t be afraid of what’s going to happen next, okay?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Diaspira started having convulsions, her stomach moved in and out, and she fell to her knees.

      Menelas tried to get to her but she pushed his hands away and shook her head. After a couple more convulsions, she spat out a small, black bendable bracelet-type device.

      “Are you alright?”

      “I had to hide it from them. It’s our way out.”

      “I don’t understand. How does a bracelet get us out of this desert?”

      “You’ll see.”

      She put the bracelet around her left wrist and swiped the device. A holo-screen sprung to life, and she entered commands on an interface filled with symbols Menelas couldn’t read.

      Soon, a triangular portal came to life not far from them. It had lightning all around its near-perfect shape, and in its center, a room could be seen.

      “What is this? Is it magic?”

      “No, it’s a cosmic portal. That’s how my kind travels.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Freeze!” said a synthetic voice in the distance.

      Three more metal giants were running toward them, apparently emerging from a similar portal but bigger.

      “They have this technology as well?” asked Menelas.

      “We don’t have time to discuss this now. Let’s go before they overwhelm us with larger numbers.”

      Menelas nodded as she took his hand, and they walked through the portal. The moment they were on the other side, she touched the bracelet again, and the portal closed.

      “We’re safe now.”

      “Where are we?”

      “In my lab. Thousands of light-years away from where we were a second ago.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I’ll explain later. First, let’s see how badly our bodies need nutrients.”

      “Okay.”

      But Menelas felt just fine, way better than he ever had. Perhaps his healing powers had provided them with all they needed.

      Diaspira walked toward a table and grabbed a small cylindrical device and turned back toward Menelas.

      “Thank you for saving my life, Menelas.”

      “You’re welcome, thank you for teachi—”

      But Menelas never finished his sentence. A massive amount of electrical currents ran throughout his body, overwhelming him, and he lost consciousness.

      “Sorry about that, Fury,” said Diaspira.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel’s squadron was now engaging the enemy fighters in the open, and while the enemy cloaks had dropped, their stronger shields made it difficult to take them down. The squadron had to pair or sometimes create trios to take the enemy down, but that left Daniel and his team open to attack while deploying for the kill.

      Daniel opened a channel to the squadron.

      “Let’s try to bring them in firing range of the Alkyon One.”

      “Alkyon One?” said Alpha Six. “I like that diminutive.”

      “Cut the chatter,” said their usual wing commander and the Alpha Two on today’s mission. “Is the weapon grid even ready to be tested?”

      “Why don’t we find out?”

      An incoming comm overlapped inside Daniel’s StarFury Mark III. It was his pain-in-the-ass chief engineer, Albert Natos.

      “What is it, Albert?”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to try the weapon’s grid just yet. We should at least run a few simulations of all systems before we do.”

      Daniel had had it with his chief’s attitude, and being under pressure and threat of death did not bring Daniel’s diplomatic fortitude to the surface.

      “To hell with your simulations and your defensive stance on everything. I’m giving you a direct order, we’re bringing enemy birds to the firing zone, and I’ll order the C&C (Command and Control) to fire at the enemy ships. So, for once, zip it, and do as I say. Do you think you can manage that?”

      There was a bit of incomprehensible mumbling on the other side of the call while Daniel dodged an enemy missile, shot it to bits, and engaged a nearby bogey.

      “I didn’t quite catch that,” said Daniel, making sure he didn’t mask any of the irritation in his voice. “You know, with dodging missiles and shooting at Spectres.”

      “I was saying…oh, never mind. Understood, Commander. I’d like the logs to reflect that if we blow every power relay on the station, I have warned you against such things.”

      The last thing Daniel needed right now was to be antagonized by someone he’d sooner space at the first opportunity. Well, at least in a mental fantasy. Now was not the time to run simulations nor was it the time to be cautious.

      “Okay, Albert, let me rephrase it in a language you’ll understand. If you do blow even one of my station’s power conduits, you’ll be fired. You had more than enough time to make sure they’re working at peak capacity. Clearer for ya?”

      “You’re impossible to work with! If we survive this, you’ll have my resignation letter on your desk first thing tomorrow.”

      Woo…I’m shaking.

      “Fine by me. In fact, strike that, I’m actually looking forward to it. And let me make one thing crystal clear, there’s no if we survive. You mark my words we will survive this attack. Now activate the damn defense grid!”

      I’m not losing Alkyon One before it’s even finished, which with Alby Wackos as my chief, might take a full century, said Daniel in his mind.

      You have a real way with people, said Allanah. Did anybody ever tell you that?

      Did you hear that?

      Loud and clear, and I’m not the only one. Daniel thought he then heard her chuckle too.

      “Did I broadcast that entire conversation to everybody?”

      “We weren’t gonna say anything, boss,” said Jake with a chuckle. “I think you left the comms open to the squadron when you picked up that call.”

      “Sorry about that everyone,” said Daniel as three plasma blasts impacted his starboard shields.

      “Don’t worry about it, Alpha One,” said Alpha Five. “The chief is a real douche, we’re actually glad someone put him in his place for once.”

      “Ditto,” said Alpha Seven. “I was motivated to kick some serious Spectre butt today, but if it means we don’t have to see his face anymore, now I’m pumped.”

      “At the risk of repeating myself,” said Jake, “keep the chatter down…even if I agree.”

      Daniel ordered C&C to stand ready to take out the enemy fighters and make sure to adjust their trajectory to force the enemy craft into the firing zone.

      Daniel requested they wait until they all arrived inside the firing range. After all, with Albert keeping the power grid running at a minimum, they might think the station’s defenses weren’t activated, and if they did, they could use the element of surprise.

      Once the last enemy starfighter entered firing range, Alkyonidon Station’s plasma cannons made easy work of them, and within twenty seconds, every enemy fighter was obliterated.

      Now we’re talking!

      Spiros hadn’t lied when he said these new weapons were something else.

      Aren’t you forgetting something, said Allanah.

      Right, the carrier for these ships.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra’Lur was aboard the spider ship, and she was not amused.

      “I thought you said their weapons were offline,” she growled.

      “They appeared offline, Master. Perhaps it was a trap,” said her arachnoid tactical officer.

      “We were the ones who were supposed to trap them, not the other way around.”

      “I apologize, Master, please forgive me.”

      As much as she’d take pleasure gutting the inefficiency out of her underling, she wanted to send the Alliance a message, and that would be easier to achieve if she had a full bridge crew at her disposal. There would always be time later for punishment.

      One of the ships looked slightly different from the others, and it also was the one that had impressed her the most in terms of piloting skills.

      “Has the tractor beam been upgraded yet? I’d like to try it on this ship,” she said as she tagged Daniel’s fighter on her holo-controls.

      “It has, to your specifications. We only need to feed it the sensor logs from this battle to see if it can lock on a shielded vessel like this one.”

      “What’s so special about this one?”

      “It’s the one whose sensors seem to have detected us in the first place, and it has a stronger power signature than the rest of the fighters, as well as multi-phasic shields.”

      They’re learning to adapt their tech from our encounters. Tanak’Vor really made a mess of things.

      “Then feed the required data, and grab that ship.”
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      Daniel looked at his sensor array to get a better picture of the bigger blip on the radar. The ship’s computer projected a 3D holographic shape of the still cloaked ship directly in his HUD.

      It was a spider ship all right, just a smaller one than the one they had faced during the Fury War. But if the starfighter’s shield and weapons were any indication, Daniel had no doubt this spider ship could still pose a serious threat to Alkyon One, especially in its current state of ongoing construction zones, which no doubt were the most vulnerable to attack.

      Perhaps Daniel could test the new Mark III torpedoes on that cloaked ship. If the shields were running at a much lower power, they could be vulnerable.

      “Jake,” said Daniel over the comms, “join my wing and let’s do a run at the bigger ship.”

      “Is that a good idea? What about the rest of the pilots?”

      “You and I can deal with incoming fire. I don’t want us to lose another pilot today.”

      “Agreed. I’ll follow your lead.”

      Daniel’s starfighter wing broke off from the rest of the squadron and vectored toward the enemy spider ship. It didn’t take long for defensive plasma fire to rain down on them, and they both had to take evasive action.

      “I’m taking heavy fire,” said Jake, unable to mask the worry from his voice.

      Daniel checked his shields, they were holding up at sixty percent, but Jake was flying a Mark II StarFury with inferior shields, which were dangerously low.

      Daniel swore.

      “Break off, Jake. I’ll try a single torpedo run on my own.”

      “I can’t abandon my wingman.”

      “Yes, you can. My shield generators are three times stronger than yours, and this is a direct order, break off.”

      “I’ll meet you halfway. I’ll fly your wing until my shields are about to fail and then micro-jump.”

      “Alright, just make sure you don’t wait too long.”

      Jake managed to keep his shield between ten and twenty percent for a few more seconds before he had to bail out.

      “Sorry, Commander, gotta micro-jump away.”

      “Do it.”

      Jake’s StarFury micro-jumped, and Daniel’s StarFury became the recipient of double the incoming fire, and his shields drained way quicker than he had hoped. They were down to twenty percent, and he wondered if he should abort his torpedo run, but he was about to enter firing range any second now.

      “What the hell are you doing?” said Allanah over the comms. “Your shields won’t hold!”

      “Just a few more seconds. We need to see if these are efficient enough against a cloaked spider ship.”

      “Not at the cost of your life.”

      “Do I detect worry about my well-being?”

      “Commander! Turn around now!”

      Daniel took a deep breath and held it in briefly.

      “I can do it, locking torpedoes, entering firing range in three…two—”

      Before Daniel could end his countdown, a deep-purple light bathed his entire cockpit, and he lost control of his ship.

      “What the hell is this?! I can’t break away.”

      “A powerful tractor beam’s got you in its grasp. It’s turned your StarFury at an angle preventing you from firing your torpedoes.”

      “A tractor beam should not be able to grab me with shields on, even less so at this range.”

      “Perhaps Alliance tractor beam technology cannot, but apparently theirs can.”

      “Dammit! Should I try to micro-jump away?”

      “No! Whatever you do, don’t hit the jump engines, Commander, the tractor beam’s power signature is way too strong and you’ll rip your ship in half if you attempt it.”

      Crap, I should have listened to her and turned around.
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        * * *

      

      “Status report,” asked Ashra’Lur.

      “Tractor beam operational, rotating the ship to avoid torpedo fire.”

      “How is the tractor beam holding up?”

      “All systems nominal, power is stable, it can’t escape.”

      “These smaller crafts have jump engines, can he get away using it?”

      “Negative, Master. It would rip the ship to pieces if the pilot attempts it. He will be sacrificing his life for nothing.”

      Ashra’Lur smiled broadly. She was satisfied with her new weapon. It would open up new tactical avenues to fight the Alliance in the future, and no doubt, Asrak’Vor would reward her for her ingenuity. Not that she needed his approval in the first place.

      “What should we do with the ship, Master?” asked one of her officers.

      “Can we get access to its computer through the tractor beam?”

      “I’ll give it a try…”

      After a few moments, the officer delivered his report on the hack.

      “Most systems have multiple firewalls, and the wireless link’s bandwidth through the tractor beam doesn’t allow for a thorough hack. Furthermore, the other starfighters are scrambling toward our position. I did manage to get the name of the pilot by enhancing sensor visuals, though.”

      Did it really matter who piloted that ship? She wondered.

      “And?” she said, not thinking much of it.

      “Commander Daniel Tharraleos.”

      The name rang a bell somehow. In the multiple security bulletins they had of Alliance personnel, the name appeared multiple times as a close friend to the one they called Chase.

      Ashra’Lur’s smile widened even more.

      “Target that ship and destroy it.”

      “The explosion could damage the tractor beam, Master.”

      “It doesn’t matter, now that we know the technology works, we’ll rebuild it. Killing the commander is of bigger value to me. Fire at will!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Commander, Jake here,” said Alpha Two over the comms. “I’m bringing the rest of Alpha Squadron with me for another pass and try to take out that tractor beam.”

      Daniel didn’t like the idea of putting the entire squadron at risk to save his own ass, but under the circumstance, he didn’t have much of a choice.

      “Roger that, but please don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

      “With all due respect, Commander, do you mean like the kind of risks you just took?”

      Daniel bit his lip. “Yeah.”

      Daniel’s ship rocked heavily and sparks started flying all around him. The spider ship was pounding his Mark III with everything they had. His shields had recharged while the tractor beam had grabbed it earlier, but at the current rate of fire, they’d fail quickly.

      “Commander, we’re micro-jumping in, hang on.”

      “Understood,” said Daniel, his eyes locked on the shield’s level inside his HUD.

      They were dropping at an alarming rate. Daniel redirected power from the weapons thrusters as well as power from life support. It strengthened the shields, but that would only buy him a handful of seconds.

      Dammit! I should have known better!

      Daniel, said Allanah. I’m getting a strange reading on the long-range sensors.

      Friend or foe?

      Because the grid is not up to full power, I can’t tell. But it’s approaching fast.

      The rest of Alpha Squadron engaged the cloaked spider ship, but they were firing blindly based on the position of the tractor beam as their only point of reference. Daniel’s advanced sensors were unable to transmit the full sensor data because the tractor beam generated too much interference.

      Daniel’s ship rocked more and more. The enemy ship didn’t divert any part of its firepower to deal with the rest of Alpha Squadron. They were determined to bring him down.

      This may end up being a short command after all.

      Allanah, are you still there? Daniel thought, hoping she was still connected to his mind.

      I’m here. The ships aren’t making a dent to the spider ship’s shields. I don’t know what to do.

      I know. Can you please give Chase a message for me if I don’t make it?

      Don’t! You’re gonna make it.

      We both know my chances are less than optimal.

      In fact, Daniel thought his odds of survival were pretty much zero at this point. His shields were down to ten percent. Another ten seconds, at most, and he’d be history. He had already siphoned every bit of juice from all his systems. He even redistributed power from the starboard shields to boost the port ones, but there was nothing else he could do.

      His shields dropped down to seven percent.

      Tell Chase I’m sorry and that I believe in him, and tell him thanks for being the best brother I could ever have wished for.

      Understood.

      Two-dozen shots hit his shields and they dropped. The next two shots broke off chunks of his ship’s armor, and the glass of his cockpit cracked.

      Goodbye, Chase. I’m sorry.

      Right as Daniel had the thought, his cockpit was plunged into total darkness, and he thought he had been sucked into space but quickly realized he was still sitting inside his cockpit. Every possible alarm and warning on his HUD blinked like mad—structural integrity, shields, power levels, they were all fluctuating uncontrollably.

      “What have you gotten yourself into this time?” asked Chase over the comms.

      Daniel took a deep breath of relief.

      “Oh, man, you have no idea how good your timing is.”

      “Trust me, I know exactly, and you can thank the gods the Asgardian jump engines on the Hope are resilient even when pushed way over their safe limits. Can your ship fly?”

      Daniel checked his systems and redistributed the power to the thrusters and shields as well as life support. His controls refused to respond.

      “That’s a negative, I’m afraid.”

      “Alright, it ain’t no thing. I’ll beam you aboard your station. I’m requesting they lower their shields.”

      “Wait, you’ll have to lower yours as well. What about the spider ship?”

      “Let me worry about that, okay?”

      “Chase?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thank you, brother.”

      “Anytime.”

      Daniel was beamed out of his starfighter, and before he knew it, he was on solid ground on board Alkyon One.
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        * * *

      

      The Hope opened fire on the source of the tractor beam, which had locked onto part of the Alliance destroyer now that the shields were down. Once confirmation of Daniel safely beamed onto Alkyon One, Chase returned his attention to taking down the spider ship.

      “Shields up!”

      “They won’t activate with that tractor beam locked onto us,” said his tactical officer, Commander David Alwin Linebaugh, who was also Chase’s first officer.

      Chase swore. “Then lock on that tractor beam and take it out,” said Chase.

      “Yes, Admiral. Target locked.”

      “Use the primary plasma cannon at max power.”

      “This will disable most systems on our ship for thirty seconds.”

      “Perhaps, but it will take down that tractor beam for sure, and I have a feeling it will do enough damage to that tiny ship so they reconsider staying in this fight. Just to be on the safe side, have the Alkyonidon Station squadron take a defensive position around us.”

      Just in case.

      “Aye, Admiral, orders away and firing now.”

      The Hope fired a constant and focused stream of golden plasma toward the point where the tractor beam originated. The result was nearly instantaneous. An explosion cut the beam, and the spider ship’s cloak flickered, showing part of the ship in space for short periods of time.

      “Keep firing,” said Chase.

      Eventually, three more explosions appeared nearby, and the cloak of the spider ship failed entirely and faded into existence.

      I see you, thought Chase.

      The lights inside the bridge turned off, the low, nearly imperceptible rumbling of the engines died down, and the main weapon stopped firing.

      “We’re in the dark for thirty seconds. Now we better hope they can’t fire at us during that time,” noted Commander Linebaugh.

      On the bridge, the emergency lights turned on, allowing Chase and the rest of the officers to see each other.

      “Don’t wait for my order, the moment power is restored, raise shields and destroy that ship, all batteries, all torpedo bays.”

      “With pleasure,” said the commander.

      Time seemed to crawl, with the Hope effectively disabled for the next twenty-five seconds, and all that remained now was to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Ares materialized in energy form onboard the Odin only to see Poseidon collapsed on the floor.

      “Shields up!” screamed Thor, who was by Poseidon’s side. “And beam Poseidon directly to med-bay, have them treat his wounds and put him into a regen tank ASAP.”

      “Yes, my King,” said one of his officers.

      Poseidon was beamed away, and Thor rose to his feet, anger burning in his eyes like active volcanoes. His facial tattoos flashing stronger than Ares had ever seen them.

      “Are the Aegir’s shields back up?”

      “They aren’t,” answered the Asgardian officer.

      “Then destroy that ship. Fire everything we’ve got!” he screamed.

      “Bringing all weapons to bear. Firing.”

      The Odin took the Aegir’s plating off piece by piece with every shot and every quantum torpedo. Within seconds, its structural integrity failed completely, and the ship exploded in a bright-orange inferno.

      “I thought you said we couldn’t kill Siegfried that way,” said Ares.

      “There’s no harm in trying, and the lack of a ship will at least slow him down.”

      “That makes sense,” said Ares without much confidence behind his words. “Are you okay, Thor?”

      The Asgardian King was covered in bruises and gushing wounds, but Ares was more worried about his pride and current mental state.

      “I’ll live,” Thor said sharply.

      Once the dust settled outside the viewport, a bright-white energy engulfed a single man.

      “On screen, zoom in,” ordered Thor.

      The massive holo-screen filled with the image of Siegfried with a big smile on his face. He was completely unscathed.

      “That’s not possible,” said one of the officers.

      “What will it take to kill this Guard?” asked Ares.

      Thor shot daggers at Ares, who promptly realized that he shouldn’t have uttered that title in front of the crew.

      “Guard?” said another officer. “I thought they were a legend to scare children to sleep.”

      Good job, Ares, said an annoyed Thor inside Ares’s mind.

      I’m sorry. I should have kept my mouth shut.

      “This man,” said Thor between gritted teeth, “is an enemy of Asgard. You’re sworn to secrecy about everything you’ve seen and heard here, under penalty of death.”

      Isn’t that a little extreme? argued Ares.

      My ship, my kingdom, my rules. Please stay out of it. You’ve caused enough damage as it is.

      Ares wanted to complain that the damage had been Odin’s and Zeus’s to start with, and that without his help, they would all be dead, but that only confirmed what he sensed earlier in Thor, a mind in turmoil, governed by rage.

      Very well, I’ll check on Poseidon, then.

      You do that.
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        * * *

      

      “Keep firing at the man,” ordered Thor, after sitting down on his command throne.

      The Odin resumed firing toward Siegfried, but nothing could penetrate the shield that he had erected around himself. Eventually, the Guard moved. He unleashed a flurry of fireballs toward the Asgard flagship.

      The ship rocked heavily, and lights inside the bridge flickered madly.

      “Shields can’t take much of this!” complained his tactical officer.

      Crazy bastard, he will create space-time anomalies. Unless that’s what he wants.

      “Recommending we jump away,” said the Asgardian tactical officer.

      “No! Keep firing.”

      “But it has no effect, my King.”

      “Keep—Firing!” insisted Thor, his voice stone cold.

      Meanwhile, outside the viewport, Siegfried stopped throwing small fireballs at the ship and raised his hands upward. A large fireball grew over his head at an impressive speed.

      None of the Odin’s weaponry was having the slightest effect on Siegfried, and before Thor could give another order, the Guard hurled the now massive bright-white fireball toward the ship. Upon impact with the Odin, the fireball lit up the shields around the entire ship, and they flickered rapidly for a couple of seconds.

      “Shields are down!” shouted the tactical officer in alarm.

      Thor growled. “Hyperspace, now.”

      “I can’t activate the engines, sir.”

      “Why not?”

      “I—I don’t understand how this is possible,” said the officer, his voice trembling, “but there’s a small black hole forming on our port side, and it’s growing quickly.”

      “Sub-light engines, maximum power, get us out of here before we’re trapped in the gravitational pull of the anomaly.”

      The Odin’s engine whined while the ship barely moved.

      “Divert all power to the sub-light engines, including life support,” ordered Thor.

      The engines roared more, and the ship started moving and attaining a steadier velocity.

      “Time until we are free of the gravitational pull and able to jump away?” asked Thor.

      “Two minutes, give or take.”

      We don’t have two minutes.

      And Thor was proven right as Siegfried went in pursuit and started blasting off large chunks of the Odin’s armor with successive attacks.

      “We’re not gonna make it, power fluctuating,” said the tactical officer.

      “We need a diversion. Can we beam pentalium off the engines and into space?”

      “That has never been attempted,” said the tactical officer. “Furthermore, if you’re going to do what I think you’re going to do, without shields we may not survive the blast, sir.”

      “And without the diversion, we won’t survive, period. We don’t have a choice. Prepare to beam half of our reserves of pentalium right in front of the man’s fly path, lock that exact target with four quantum torpedoes and fire.”

      “Sir, I must object—”

      Thor’s eyes turned bright green. “Do as I say or we’re all dead, NOW!” screamed Thor.

      “Very well, locking target, transport in progress…firing torpedoes.”

      “Everyone,” said Thor, “you’d better brace for impact.”

      The moment the quantum torpedoes impacted with the rock-size amount of pentalium in space, an explosion turned the area as bright as the creation of a supernova would and engulfed Siegfried in its center.

      The ship rocked heavily, and multiple consoles on the bridge exploded. Thor was the only one that managed to stay steady on his throne. The rest of his crew stumbled around with some being ejected from their stations.

      The viewport cracked briefly before a seal could be instantly created by an emergency force field. The security feature saved everyone on the bridge while additional explosions happened in front of the ship.

      Siegfried was nowhere to be seen, and he had stopped firing his attacks at the Odin, but the shockwave of the explosion was tearing the ship to shreds nonetheless.

      “Structural failure imminent,” said the Odin’s female computer voice. “Breaches in deck one, three, four, twelve, seventeen, and twenty to twenty-five. Fire on multiples decks.”

      “We’re not gonna make it!” screamed a nearby officer.

      “If we don’t,” retorted Thor, “my Father will welcome us to Valhalla with open arms. Try the jump engines, now.”

      “Power fluctuations are too erratic to spark the engines,” said a nearby engineer.

      “Use emergency power systems to compensate and override safety alerts.”

      “We could blow up the ship,” said the officer.

      “We’re dead anyway if we don’t try, just do as I say,” Thor screamed.

      Light flooded the bridge as the Odin entered hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      Siegfried felt the world around him burn like ten thousand suns exploding all at the same time, with more energy than he had ever felt in his entire existence, but the shield protecting him deflected the brunt of the blast, and he used his healing power to mend his body.

      Each time massive heat waves burned his skin, he healed it quickly, but that took all his focus to stay ahead of the damage being done to his body by the radiation leaking through his shield.

      Soon, the explosion diffused enough that he decided to drop his shield and siphon the rest of the explosion inside his body instead, recharging his now dwindling power levels.

      It took only a couple of seconds for the Asgardian Guard’s body to siphon all the energy exploding around him, and, for a moment, his entire body flashed a bright white, resembling a cross-shaped star in the emptiness of space.

      Once his body had assimilated the energy, Siegfried felt more powerful than he ever did before.

      I may have failed to bring you down today, Thor, but thanks for the power up.
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      “Report!” growled Ashra’Lur.

      “Power grid overloaded, shields and weapons are down, and so is the cloak,” said the arachnoid officer.

      “Where did that ship come from? And why didn’t we detect it earlier?”

      “Its jump engines signature is Asgardian, which might explain why we didn’t detect them until they were upon us. They are traveling faster than other ships in this dimension, and they are mostly undetectable by our sensors until they jump back to sub-light.”

      Ashra’Lur growled.

      “I’ll put our best engineers to work on a workaround,” added the officer.

      “Indeed…Can we get out of here?”

      “The power grid is too weak for a long jump, but we could jump a small distance.”

      The female Spectre sensed two very powerful life forces on board the Alliance ship and was intrigued.

      “Beam me up inside that ship, as far away from any life forms as you can, and jump away. Get ready to jump back here on a moment’s notice and beam me back to the ship.”

      “Is that wise?” asked another officer.

      Ashra’Lur turned toward the female arachnoid who had just spoken.

      “Master,” she added.

      But those were her last words as Ashra’Lur burned a hole through her chest.

      “Anyone else have suggestions as to how I decide to command my missions?”

      The bridge stayed dead silent.

      “Very well, then,” she continued. “You have your orders. And take the trash out while I’m away. Initiate transport.”

      Ashra’Lur was engulfed in red-orange streaks of light and vanished from the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Ryonna prepared herself for the assault she knew would come any moment now. She took a defensive fencing stance, holding her nano blade with both hands over her head, the blade pointing forward.

      The ship’s computer was right. When the Xenixes finally moved, they did so in perfect synchronicity, and they were faster than she could have ever anticipated.

      They moved so fast weaving in and out in front of one another that they sometimes seemed like the same creature.

      When they reached her position, they split at the exact time Ryonna slashed her blade, missing all three of them. Two of the felines ripped some of her clothes with small chunks of her skin along the way, while the last one who had jumped higher, clawed her deeply in the left shoulder.

      “I believe,” said the ship’s computer, “I should have insisted on how very fast these creatures can be.”

      With three deep wounds, Ryonna could confirm. “Yeah, the suckers are indeed fast.”

      One of the creatures sniffed heavily and looked over at Jax, then roared. The other two turned their attention toward her still unconscious husband while Ryonna counted down in her head.

      Thirty-seven, thirty-six…

      “Hey!” she screamed. “You’re not done with me!”

      All three Xenixes turned their heads toward her, their eyes glowing with thirst for more blood.

      That’s right, try this again on me and see what happens.

      “Come, kitties, don’t make me wait.”

      The nearest Xenix roared, and they were all on the move again.

      Ryonna consciously lowered her heartbeat to find the perfect mind-to-body balance, in that state of hyperfocus, she could perceive fast movement with more ease and increase her reflexes.

      As the first Xenix went for a similar attack toward one of her moves, she smiled as she slashed her blade with acute precision, slashing the beast’s head off, all the while anticipating the second attack, by turning upon herself and sending the second creature flying to the side with a powerful thrust of her knee that landed in the jaw of the yelping creature.

      It was at this exact moment she felt large fangs pierce her weapon-wielding shoulder, followed by an intense jolt of pain.

      Big mistake biting me!

      She grabbed the neck of the creature still lodged onto her shoulder and swiveled her blade, cutting the creature in half. She then applied more pressure to the back of the creature’s neck in order to free her shoulder from its fangs and face and dropped the bloody upper part of the Xenix body to her side.

      She had suffered through four large wounds, and the radiating pain in her right hand forced her to drop her blade.

      The last Xenix recovered and looked at her while unleashing a terrifying roar.

      Eleven…ten…

      Part of her hoped seeing his companions dead on the ground would make the creature think twice about attacking her again, but it also glanced at the weapon on the ground, licked some of Ryonna’s blood off its fangs, and darted forward, mouth wide open.

      So be it then, let’s do this the hard way.

      Ryonna grabbed one of her blasters and quickly set it to overload, but by then, the creature was upon her, so she sacrificed her forearm by letting the Xenix bite into it.

      Ryonna put the overloading blaster back on her magnetic belt. She would need her free hand for this next part. She grabbed the Xenix still attached to her right arm and, with the help of her other hand, brought it nearer to her head, where Ryonna went for the Xenix’s ear and bit it off, spitting it on the ground.

      Two can play at this game, bitch!

      The Xenix’s reaction was exactly what she had been hoping for, even though Ryonna had lost a lot of blood already, not to mention both her forearm bones had been crushed by this last bite, but she pushed through the pain. It would take more than three fancy felines to take her out.

      The Xenix opened its mouth in pain and roared. Ryonna grabbed the incredibly warm overloading blaster, burning her hand in the process and lurched the weapon inside the Xenix’s unsuspecting mouth.

      She then gathered every little bit of strength she had left and performed an inverse somersault kick, sending the Xenix flying upward before its head exploded in blood and guts all over her.

      Three…two.

      Ryonna barely stuck the landing and stumbled forward.

      “Tell me what to do next,” she said, her voice barely registering.

      “Find an epinephrine hypo-tube in the med-kit, the one with the red band, and inject Jax with it, dead center of his chest, and preferably within the next ten seconds.”

      Easier said than done. Ryonna had to muster whatever strength she had left not to lose balance and consciousness. She released her mind-to-body balance technique and made sure her heartbeat increased, as it was paramount her blood flow accelerated for her to find the strength to do what needed to be done.

      Ryonna took a few steps forward and let herself crash near the med-kit, she struggled to find the right hypo-tube, but finally wrapped her fingers around it and injected Jax as instructed before passing out.
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        * * *

      

      The lights came back to life as the main power was restored on the bridge of the Hope.

      “Raising shields,” said the commander. “Targeting the ship and f—” but then he stopped. “They’re gone, they’ve just jumped away.”

      “Lower condition red to yellow,” said Chase.

      “Yes, Admiral.”

      “Damage report?”

      “Minor damage to deck five and six where the tractor beam impacted with our hull jumping out of hyperspace. The automated nano-bots have been dispatched. We also blew up a couple of power conduits firing our main guns so early after jumping out, but nothing serious. I’ve sent a team of engineers to take care of the repairs.”

      “Thank you, Commander.”

      “Admiral!”

      “What is it?”

      “I believe we have an intruder alert on deck seven.”

      Chase didn’t have to expand his consciousness very far to sense the tremendous amount of power coming from that deck. Not only did someone beam onboard his ship, but that someone was a Spectre.

      “Return alert to condition red, let both Alkyonidon Station and the Alliance headquarters know that we have a Spectre on board. Beam me up to deck seven, right next to the intruder.”

      Blue streaks of light engulfed Chase, and everything changed around him. He was in the middle of the hydroponics bay. He turned around just in time to block in his palm an incoming fireball. He crushed the energy sphere into a million small specks of light.

      “You’re on my ship,” said Chase. “Identify yourself.”

      “I don’t owe you anything, Fury,” said Ashra’Lur, smirking. “Except a swift death.”

      “I’m not that easy to kill.”

      “Why don’t we put that meaningless theory to the test?”

      Rage threatened to overwhelm Chase. This was the first Spectre he met since Tanak’Vor had mortally wounded the most important person in his life. Chase’s blood boiled, and it felt as if lava was now running through his veins.

      “You almost killed my best friend today, not to mention your kind took a lot away from me, so if death is what you’re after, I’ll be happy to abide.”

      Ashra’Lur spat on the ground. “Less talk, more fight.”

      Chase turned Ultra Fury and launched himself at Ashra’Lur. He punched her face as hard as he could muster. She skidded backward on the grassy ground of the hydroponics bay for a good ten paces before stopping, keeping her balance. A small trace of blood ran down one side of her lip, which she licked with her black tongue.

      That’s not good. I put all my strength into that one punch.

      “First time I’ve tasted my own blood. Your reputation is well deserved.”

      “And what would that reputation be?”

      “The Spectre killer. Not many people have defeated our kind in a single battle over the eons. You should be commended, really. But today you’ll pay for that affront to our race.”

      “It is you that will pay the price for coming into my dimension.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Ashra’Lur moved so fast Chase never saw her coming. She lodged her flexed elbow right into the center of his chest, knocking the wind out of him.

      Chase stumbled backward two steps, gasping for air. The attack had been both powerful and executed at speeds Chase didn’t expect.

      “You’re too slow, Fury. That will be your undoing.”

      Chase spat blood on the ground before answering. “I thought we agreed to keep the chitchat to a minimum.”

      It didn’t take long for Chase to regret his taunt, as Ashra’Lur unleashed a terrifying series of combos on him, one more powerful than the previous, sending him flying left and right, over and over, until she finally catapulted him toward the far-off wall of the hydroponics bay with a hammering uppercut.

      Chase’s head was throbbing in pain as he struggled to stay awake. This Spectre was definitely as strong as Tanak’Vor had been. Which didn’t bode well when he thought that many of them were now in their dimension, but Chase forced himself not to worry about that now, and instead focused on the current fight.

      She walked toward him slowly, raising her hand in the air. Chase was fully aware of what her next move would be, but he wasn’t about to let her try to suck away his soul.

      He jumped back to his feet in a swift motion and raised his energy to the maximum; his orange aura grew tenfold as his hair flew upward.

      “Don’t you dare try that trick on me,” said Chase as a wave of white energy traveled from his feet to his head, healing all his wounds instantly. “Fight me fairly!”

      “You’re too slow. This is boring.”

      Chase smiled. “That’s because I’m fighting you at three hundred gravity.”

      She stopped short, a look of shock permeating her face.

      “You’re bluffing. The gravity in this room is about the same as on most planets I’ve been on in this dimension.”

      “In this room, perhaps, but I’m wearing these,” said Chase pointing at his ankle and wrists bracelets. “I think it’s about time I turn them off.”

      Chase swiped the settings back to below one gravity. It was time to test the ultra speed setting and see if he could use it to his advantage. He immediately felt lighter, lighter than air, in fact.

      “That’s more like it,” he added.

      He started punching in front of him faster and faster to the point where his last punch unleashed a typhonic shockwave that sent Ashra’Lur flying and crashing yards away.

      Before she could get up, he kneed her in the face and sent her hurtling toward the ceiling, but he was already there waiting for her, spinning in place at the center of a powerful cyclone. He hammered her down with a kick that dislodged multiple bones in her neck upon impact.

      She screamed the short time it took for her to crash hard into the ground, which expelled a large quantity of fertile soil and grass blades into the air upon her impact.

      Chase grabbed his bicep with one hand and used the other one as a cannon, unleashing wave after wave of fireballs toward the downed Spectre. Multiple explosions engulfed the Spectre in a scorching inferno.
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        * * *

      

      Aphroditis screamed as she woke up from a night terror, panting heavily, beads of sweat running over her burning skin.

      Athena burst into the room.

      “What’s going on? Are you alright?”

      “I—I had a nightmare.”

      “You’ve been having a lot of those lately, but the real question is, are they nightmares or visions?”

      “If they’re visions, they don’t feel like they used to.”

      “That could have something to do with your experience being tortured by the Pandora device.”

      “I sure hope these are just nightmares.”

      “Why?”

      “Because unlike visions, where I could see multiple futures unfold based on certain actions Chase and his friends would take, this one is showing me only one terrifying canvas.”

      “What did you see?”

      “I don’t remember all of it, but Chase, Argos, and even Chris are involved. I get the feeling the coming war will shatter this family.”

      “How?”

      “I—I don’t know, it’s all blurry now, but I get that definite feeling they’re heading toward a very dark place. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced, like it’s not even our universe. I’m sorry, I know I’m not making much sense.”

      “Not necessarily, as Ares said he went to the dimension of the Spectres, and like you he described it as feeling nothing like our universe. Maybe that’s what you saw, glimpses of the alternate dimension.”

      “Perhaps, but if that’s the case, it’s a terrible place, dark, cold, but more importantly, loveless.”

      “Loveless?”

      “Yes. In our universe, love is a major force for good. It’s what bonds us together, why we fight, why we’re so resilient. In that place in my dreams, I felt no love whatsoever.”

      “That doesn’t sound very good.”

      “It isn’t. As a matter of fact, any absolutes are always a bad thing.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Well, like cold cancels fire, light repels the darkness, only loveless beings can truly hope to defeat those who embrace it.”

      “I see.”

      “There’s something else, but I’m not sure I should tell you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it may give you false hope. These night terrors might just be that, nightmares. I wouldn’t want you to think we can count on the information I get from them.”

      “You’ve seen Menelas, haven’t you?”

      Aphroditis nodded.

      “I have, too, in my dreams, I mean. I can’t explain it, but I can sense it in my heart that he’s alive. What else can you tell me?”

      “Not much, except…”

      “Except what?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Well, now it’s too late, so please, tell me and don’t worry about my feelings.”

      “I only caught a glimpse of him. He seemed not like himself, and he was with a…”

      “Yes?”

      “Another woman.”

      “Oh…I see.”

      “Please understand I had no context to know what their relationship could be.”

      “That’s okay, I trust him. I know he wouldn’t betray me, not consciously anyway.”

      “There it is, that unconditional love that is our strength, that defines us, even if many don’t realize it in their lifetime. The one thing the Spectres will try to rip away from us among our souls.”

      “We won’t let them.”

      “I hope with all my heart that you’re right.”

      “We haven’t been through two devastating Fury wars and all the pain they entailed to let an emotionless bunch of soul robbers bring us down.”

      “And yet the one thing I remember is seeing souls being tormented. I only hope that’s just an echo of my own torment while I was trapped and not a sign of things to come.”
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        * * *

      

      Talon observed Tar’Lock pacing between two points in the captain’s ready room that to an untrained human eye looked as if he were in two places at once.

      “You’re making me nervous,” said Talon.

      “Sorry,” said Tar’Lock, staying in place. “I’m nervous myself.”

      Talon chuckled. “Oh, really? I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      Tar’Lock tilted his head slightly to the side.

      “That’s called sarcasm.”

      “Oh…right.” Tar’Lock smiled.

      “It’s going to be okay, my friend, we’ll find her.”

      “I wish I shared your confidence.”

      “When have I ever led you astray?”

      “Never, I suppose, then again, I don’t keep all my memories.”

      “Never is the right answer, and I don’t intend to disappoint you on this one, believe me. I know all too well how you feel. At least you have hope of finding her.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t want to bring back painful memories with my comment.”

      “I know you didn’t, don’t worry about it. While it still hurts to this day, I have learned to live with it.”

      “I hear Lieutenant Rauda in engineering is quite fond of her captain.”

      Talon smiled. “Is she now? I’m not there yet.”

      “There yet?”

      “I’m not ready to open my heart to anybody at the moment. Hopefully, that day will come, but for the time being, I’m trying to take life one day at a time. And my current worries are about whether or not I can do a good job as an Alliance captain.”

      “You’ve done it before. I’m sure you’ll find your mark in no time.”

      “What do you mean find my mark?”

      Tar’Lock clicked so quickly it almost sounded like a chirp. “I meant you’re doing a good job already.”

      “Good save.”

      The Helios jumped out of hyperspace.

      “Looks like we’ve arrived at our destination,” said Talon.

      “Should we go to the bridge?”

      “No, I’m keeping this one off the books. I don’t want my first act on record to have been contacting and colluding with a known felon.”

      “You forgot convicted.”

      “I see you read the file I gave you.”

      “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “There’s no need. I’m big enough of a man to admit that we need his help, no matter if we wished there were another way.”

      Any other way, in fact.

      Talon had a polarizing way about himself, and he was passionate about what he did. If that meant being a smuggler, forget his past life, and turn to more than a questionable life trajectory, well, once his mind was made up, he would go all in. Taking this command was no different. Now that he was back in an official capacity, he would give it his all.

      Which was why contacting a Datalight Thief was less than ideal and why he didn’t want the crew to know about it if it could be avoided. But Altair himself had given him this mission, and he was very well aware both his commanding officer and his best friend depended on him to make sure it succeeded.

      “So, what, we’re just not gonna let them know where we’re going?”

      “That’s exactly what we’re going to do, which means, we won’t have a safety net.”

      “I’m your safety net.”

      Talon raised an eyebrow. “Are you, now?”

      “Well, I can run really fast, as you know. That’s always come in handy for me.”

      Talon interacted with his desk holo-console. “I’d rather we don’t have to do any running and hope Thomson will be in a good mood. Speaking of which, we’re ready to beam down.”

      Tar’Lock nodded. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you that you spend way too much time around humans?”

      “Technically, untrue, but I do watch a lot of their TV broadcasts.”

      Talon pressed a holo-control, and they both vanished from the ready room.
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      Menelas moaned as he struggled to blink his eyes open. He tried moving his arms but they refused. He blinked multiple times to clear the crust around the corners of his eyes.

      “I’m sorry about that,” said Diaspira.

      Menelas looked around, his limbs where bound around a levitating metallic-circle device. He tried bringing his powers to the surface and received multiple electrical discharges, resulting in intense pain.

      The pain sent his mind into a quick flashback where he was rotting in a prison, being tortured and questioned.

      “Why the hell am I tied up?”

      “I have my reasons. I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “You have a funny way of showing your gratitude for your life being saved.”

      “Well, technically, I saved yours as well.”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      “I just need to run a few tests on you. If you cooperate, you can go free afterward.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      Diaspira dropped the device she was working on and stepped right in front of Menelas, looking him in the eyes. Her look no longer carried any signs of empathy or kindness. She seemed like a totally different person now.

      “I suggest you do as I say, running my scans on you doesn’t require you to be breathing actually.”

      “If that were true, why not just kill me?”

      “Having been alone for so long, I thought I might enjoy the company. I suggest you don’t make me regret that decision.”

      “Who are you, really?”

      “My name is Diaspira. Let’s just say I’m older than you can possibly imagine.”

      “You look good. Technically, I’m over ten thousand years old myself…but that’s kind of an accident.”

      “So, you’ve been to the other dimension?”

      Menelas frowned. Has he given her too much information? He wondered.

      “Don’t be surprised,” she said. “I’ve run tests on you. You’re not an immortal. Furies can live rather long lives, but compared to my kind, you’re as ephemeral as insects. And make no mistake, I have no problem crushing insects that get in my way.”

      “I believe you. There is something that’s been on my mind, though.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Why didn’t you just puke your portal and escape earlier?”

      “Atlantian prisons have technology that prevents this particular device from working. I needed some muscles to get free, and you just happened to fall into my lap. Which makes me wonder, how the hell did you end up in this part of space?”

      “I have no idea. One minute I was fighting a foe, the next, he attacked me with a black hole…something, and I woke up in the same cell as you.”

      “Then the gods are favoring me. I had been praying for over a century for a way to escape that hellhole.”

      “I take it you and the Atlantians don’t see eye to eye.”

      “It’s a long story, and I have to get back to my work now. Let’s just say that those who are left hate what’s left of my kind.”

      “And that would be?”

      Diaspira smiled as she grabbed a device from her pocket and activated it. More electrical current than Menelas thought possible to endure flooded through his body. Menelas could not hear his own screams over the constant and unbearable amount of pain his body was subjected to.
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        * * *

      

      Chase stopped his attacks when he was satisfied with the amount of firepower he had unleashed onto his foe. His aura died down, turned from orange to purple, and his hair fell back to its normal position.

      The intruder’s skin was burned everywhere, and she collapsed on the ground, face first. Smoke and an unpleasant odor rose from her corpse.

      I guess these bracelets did help make me stronger. I’ll have to thank Yanis later.

      Chase opened a channel. “I’ve taken care of our intruder. Have the doc conduct an autopsy. Perhaps we can learn more about how to fight them.”

      “Admiral, we’re still detecting two life forms in hydroponics.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Before Chase could get an answer, Ashra’Lur jumped in the air and unleashed a powerful shockwave toward him, taking him by surprise. He catapulted backward when he felt a telekinetic hold stop him midair.

      The Spectre’s hold on him was very strong, so Chase turned into an Ultra Fury once more, but even in that form, he couldn’t break the telekinetic bond.

      Meanwhile, Ashra’Lur flexed all her muscles. Dried and burnt skin cracked on her body and fell to the ground, turning into black dust. The new fresh dark skin made her look unscathed.

      “That’s a nice little trick,” said Chase between gritted teeth.

      “As was your speed trick. Once I get your soul, I think I’ll steal these nifty little devices off your corpse.”

      “You’re never getting my soul.”

      “You couldn’t be more wrong,” she smirked.

      She opened her right palm, and a small siphon created at its center.

      “With your powerful soul, I’ll become the strongest Spectre ever to live.”

      Chase pushed his energy levels to the maximum, screaming and roaring, letting anger and pure rage fuel his body and mind. Little by little he managed to move, only if inches at a time.

      “Oh, no, you don’t!” she shouted.

      Ashra’Lur interrupted her current attack and threw both her hands to the side, and large lightning bolts shot from the power conduits on each side of the hydroponics bay and hit Chase full frontal.

      The electrical current paralyzed Chase once more.

      I have to get myself out of this mess, and fast. I’m burning through all my energy reserves trying to fight this hold.

      “You were saying?” she gloated. “Now, I believe you owe me a soul.”

      “I—” Chase had a hard time forming words under his current pain levels. “I don’t owe you anything.”

      “You owe me more than you could ever know. But fear not, once you’re part of my collection, everything will be made clear.”

      This time Ashra’Lur opened her mouth, and inside, a powerful siphon appeared. Chase felt the pull on his soul. He knew that sensation well. Tanak’Vor had almost defeated him that way, just like he had siphoned Poseidon’s before Chase reintegrated it into the fallen Olympian’s body after killing the Spectre.

      Chase focused on fighting against the pull, but he was fighting on multiple fronts, and it felt like a losing battle. He couldn’t fail Sarah now, he just couldn’t.

      Part of Chase’s blue soul moved slightly outside his body, but Chase ignored the pain and telekinetic hold and instead focused every molecule of his energy into bringing his soul back into his body.

      “Impressive,” said Ashra’Lur. “I’ve never seen anyone do that before. But it doesn’t matter. Eventually, you’ll be too tired. But you know what, let me make it easier for you.”

      Ashra’Lur’s mouth opened twice the size like no humanoid head Chase had ever seen before, and the intensity of the soul siphon tripled in size and pull. The change of power almost made Chase’s focus slip, and a third of his soul was already out of his body before he regained control and fought the pull with all his might.

      “That’s it,” she gloated. “Almost there.”

      Chase had to ignore how creepy it was for the Spectre to still be able to speak while performing her soul siphon with her mouth. When Chase countered her pull, three red fireballs created and spun around her before darting forward and hitting Chase’s chest. With each impact, Chase lost a bit of ground, inch by inch.

      Noooooooo! I can’t let her win. It can’t end like this.

      Chase sent a telepathic message all around him.

      Help! Someone, please help.

      If only Argos or his son were here, they’d be able to get him out of this mess. Chase’s focus started dwindling, and for a moment, he thought he saw Sarah’s face in front of his soul, smiling at him.

      His soul’s right hand reached forward, trying to touch her face.

      I’m sorry, Sarah, I’m so sorry.

      “That’s it, Chase, let it g—”

      But Ashra’Lur never finished her sentence when five powerful purple fireballs hit her full front and sent her crashing toward the wall, cracking it upon impact.

      Chase’s soul snapped right back inside his body with full force, and both the lightning and telekinetic hold on his body were released at once. He stumbled backward but managed to maintain his balance.

      Nyx stepped next to him. She was already in Ultra Fury mode as she gave him a short glance while walking toward the Spectre.

      “I’ve got this,” said Nyx.

      “No! We must unite our forces,” Chase insisted.

      Nyx stopped but didn’t look back. “I’ll let you know if I need your assistance.”

      Ashra’Lur shrieked and screamed her frustration as she sent three black fireballs toward Nyx.

      The Fury dodged the first two and sent the third one back to its origin, burning Ashra’Lur’s right shoulder.

      The Spectre darted forward, pure madness and rage glowing through her red eyes.

      “I’m going to rip you to shreds,” she screamed as she threw every possible combo at Nyx.

      Nyx dodged every single attack, blocking here, dodging there, until she punched Ashra’Lur under the chin and sent her flying toward the ceiling. Nyx joined both her hands together and unleashed a flurry of fireballs toward the Spectre.

      Chase had never witnessed such a speed of attack. After a few moments of pounding the Spectre over and over again, Nyx pushed her orange energy toward her right arm and sprinted toward Ashra’Lur, who was falling like a rock toward the ground.

      Chase pushed his energy levels up, getting ready to add his firepower to the fight at a moment’s notice.

      But before Nyx could slice the Spectre in two, Ashra’Lur pressed something on her wrist and beamed away. Nyx’s energy-blade arm slashed through empty air.

      “Noooooooooooo!” screamed Nyx in frustration.

      Chase let his aura die down, and Nyx followed suit.

      “Thank you for saving me life,” said Chase.

      Nyx walked passed him and knocked his shoulder with hers.

      “Let’s not make a habit of this.”

      Charming, as always.
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        * * *

      

      When Ryonna opened her eyes, she experienced a claustrophobic reaction as she found herself submerged in water. Then she saw Jax through the glass and realized she was in a regen tank.

      Jax was sleeping on a nearby chair. After the number of wounds and the loss of blood she lost defeating the pack of Xenixes, she was not surprised she needed to be put in the tank.

      It appeared Jax had woken up after she treated him and was able to get them both back on board his ship.

      Her mind became overwhelmed with a thousand questions. How could Jax be alive? Why didn’t he let her know? And what happened to Ronan?

      Ryonna looked at the screen inside the regen tank and saw that her regeneration cycle was eighty-two percent complete.

      That’s gonna have to be enough, she thought before finding the emergency abort control and pressing it.

      The green liquid drained, and the door opened. She stepped out and coughed the remainder of the breathable liquid onto the floor of med-bay, waking Jax in the process.

      “Hey, is your cycle over?”

      She looked at some of her wounds. She hadn’t completely cicatrized fully, but she felt fine. Mostly.

      “I’m good, don’t worry about me. What about you?”

      “I’m good, thanks to yo—”

      But Ryonna punched Jax hard in the face before he could finish his sentence. He stumbled back, tripped on the chair, and fell onto the floor.

      “Ouch. But I guess I deserved that,” he held his face. “You certainly haven’t changed.”

      “You have. The man I married would never have let me believe he was dead. Ronan and I buried you for fuck’s sake.”

      “You’re right, there’s no excuse.”

      Ryonna’s blood boiled.

      “You better have one hell of an explanation for this, or I’ll space you myself, and trust me, this time you’ll stay dead, but before that, where is my son?”

      “In enemy hands, I’m afraid.”

      “What? Which enemy?”

      “Who else. The Spectres.”

      The realization of her son being held by a race who enjoyed stealing people’s souls made her head spin, or perhaps she had interrupted the regen cycle too early after all. Either way, she lost balance and fell.

      Jax ran toward her, but she slapped his helping hand away.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      “I’m sorry, Ryonna. I truly am.”

      Her eyes were filled with rage. “It’s going to take more than that for me to ever forgive you.”

      “I’m not looking for forgiveness, only your help in saving our son.”

      “Then you better start talking, and fast.”
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        * * *

      

      Talon and Tar’Lock beamed into a facility on the surface of the Eros Four planet. It was a highly industrialized metropolis holding hundreds of millions of souls.

      A man sitting in front of an entire wall made of holo-screens swiveled on his chair. He wore sunglasses, which was peculiar seeing as the only light source in the room came from his holo-screens. He also bit on a pipe resting on the corner of his mouth.

      “Hello, Talon, long time no see,” said Thomson before taking a long drag from his pipe.

      “You do realize that smoking is illegal on Eros Four?” said Talon.

      “Everything I do is illegal, but you knew that or you wouldn’t be here.”

      “Hi,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Oh, hello, are you a Gorgar?”

      Tar’Lock nodded.

      That seemed to pique Thomson’s interest as he quickly jumped from his chair and ran toward Tar’Lock, measuring him up from every angle.

      “Why don’t you take a picture,” said Tar’Lock. “It’ll last longer.”

      Talon could tell Thomson took a second to figure out that particular Earth’s colloquialism.

      “Smart, I like that,” said Thomson.

      The hacker took one more long drag from his pipe and blew the purple smoke on Tar’Lock’s face, who didn’t take long before coughing hard.

      “That thing stinks!” he complained with a series of annoyed clicks. “What’s that stuff?”

      “A highly potent mixture of plants. I make it myself. Highly hallucinogenic, but between you and me, it also helps me focus.”

      Talon cleared his throat. “We don’t exactly have a lot of time here.”

      “I take it,” answered Thomson, “that you won’t want a drink then?”

      “You guessed right. Never while on duty.”

      “Oh, yes, that explains why there’s an Alliance ship in orbit. It’s sticking out like a fat stinky Marshlak in this part of space. But I’m sure you’re well aware of that.”

      “What’s a Marsh—thingy?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “Trust me,” said Talon, “you don’t want to know.”

      “So, what is it I can do for you today, gentlemen?”

      “We’re looking for someone,” said Talon.

      “You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

      Talon removed a crystal from his captain’s jacket and handed it to Thomson.

      “There’s information about an engine that scrambles its signature by rotating its frequency. All the data we have on it is on that crystal. We believe the person we’re after has boarded the ship with that elusive energy signature.”

      Thomson grabbed the crystal and put it in a reader on his desk. Many of the holo-screens changed and filled with new data.

      “Hmmm,” said Thomson. “Never seen anything like it before, but…”

      “But what?” Tar’Lock said impatiently.

      “I have heard of such stealth tech before. During the war, no less. There was a ship some of my colleagues tried to track every time they managed a short scan. They kept saying they couldn’t track it, that one moment it was there, one moment it wasn’t. We had a running joke about their overconsumption of illicit substances.”

      “You mean like what you’re smoking?” said Tar’Lock, fanning the purple smoke away from his sensitive nostrils.

      “Don’t knock it until you try it.”

      “I’ll pass, thank you.”

      “It’s common in my line of work to enhance one’s senses. The hallucinogenic is both a bonus and a kind of divine inspiration.”

      Tar’Lock turned to Talon and whispered to him. “Divine?”

      Talon dismissed Tar’Lock’s worries with a wave of his hand.

      “Let’s get back to the matter at hand, if you don’t mind, Thomson.”

      “Yeah, this is not your usual hack job. It will cost extra.”

      “I seem to remember you owe me one.”

      “This would make it a big one. Then you’d owe me.”

      Talon sighed. “Sure, as long as it yields results, I’ll owe you for this.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously.

      Talon didn’t like the idea of having to trade favors with the likes of Thomson, not to mention having to return the favor at a later date, but as of this moment, he was their only lead.

      “Alright, I’ll need at least a couple of hours to work on this. Why don’t you wait for me on floor seventy-six in the meantime.”

      “What’s there?” asked Tar’Lock.

      Thomson swiveled on his chair.

      “My bar. It’s a nice place; you’ll like it. Take this,” he said as he handed Talon a data chip. “That will get you all the girls and gambling you want, my treat.”

      “Thanks,” said Talon. “That’s very generous of you, but I think we’ll wait for you on your sh—”

      But Tar’Lock interrupted Talon with an annoying high-speed tapping on his shoulder.

      “Excuse me,” said Talon, taking the data chip in anticipation of Tar’Lock’s explanation.

      Thomson swiveled back in front of his holo-screens and got to work.

      “What is it, Tar’Lock?”

      “I’ve never been to such a place, and from the shows I’ve seen on Earth TV programs, gambling sounds fun.”

      Talon shook his head. “Not exactly the kind of place Alliance personnel should be seen, especially in uniform.”

      “That place is a zoo,” mumbled Thomson. “It’s loud, it’s foggy, nobody will notice you there. Go, don’t go, your choice, but I need to focus. Go away now.”

      Tar’Lock smiled.
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      Argos and Chris flew toward the coordinates provided by Ka’Rij’s people. It had been a few hours since the Hellion Empire’s forces had tried to get inside the secure perimeter.

      They really needed to see what it was that the enemy was after. On a tactical point, it made very little sense to keep attacking them only to suffer defeat and waste both equipment and manpower that way. Whatever it was, it was clearly more valuable to them than the life of their troops or their war mechs.

      They stopped in midair over a mountain and hovered as Argos double-checked the coordinates. The sky was dark and lit up every few seconds as thunder stroke.

      “Not the best day for a fly-out,” said Chris. “Why are we stopping?”

      “We’ve reached the coordinates.”

      Chris looked around him. “There’s nothing here.”

      “It’s probably hidden underground, either inside the mountain or under.”

      “We should not have accepted Altair’s offer to leave an Alliance ship behind, their sensors would detect a cavern, even miles deep into the planet’s crust.”

      “Yeah, I thought the Alliance might need all their destroyers with the impending Spectre threats.”

      “Probably, though I’m not sure one ship would make all that much difference.”

      “Well, back when we were on opposite fences, the Destiny was just one ship, and it sure made one hell of a difference in preventing me going forward with my plans.”

      “I suppose it did. Now what?”

      “Now, we both expand our consciousness as far as we can and try to find clues on where to look next.”

      A lightning bolt hit Chris, and thousands of smaller bolts sizzled all over his body.

      “Chris! Are you alright?”

      Chris smiled. “It kinda tickled, but I’m okay. I kinda sensed it in time and prepared myself.”

      “If you sensed it, why didn’t you dodge it?”

      “Because it would have hit you instead.”

      Argos was relieved if a little surprised the accident didn’t inflict his nephew with more damage than a tickle. While most lightning wouldn’t cause any serious damage to a Fury, it usually provoked more than a tickle. Perhaps what Argos had been sensing lately when they trained was being confirmed.

      Chris had managed to amp up his energy levels way more than Argos had in the same amount of time. Maybe it was because he was younger or simply because his physiology was different. Between the genetic engineering that had been used to make him grow faster and then Argos’a own experiment to slow down his fast-aging predicament as well as having human DNA may have made him an anomaly.

      Though Argos doubted that it would make Chris stronger than Fury or Olympian DNA. While Argos was very skilled in this type of research, when the need arose, he would need to run tests to get a clearer picture. And with more decent equipment than anything the Dragonmen of Kyria had to offer.

      “Did I say something wrong?” added Chris, as Argos appeared lost in thought.

      “No, sorry, I was just thinking. Well, thanks, as I didn’t sense it coming, so I appreciate you using your body as a shield.”

      “Sure thing, I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t risked your life when…” but Chris let the words hang.

      Argos wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t a good memory for either of them. During his battle with Tanak’Vor, Chase had accidentally fired a deadly attack at his son. Argos had managed to save his nephew, but they had both come very close to dying in the process.

      “I get it. But you don’t owe me anything. I did what I did because it’s my role to protect you. I don’t want you to go into battle in the future thinking you have to save me.”

      “There may come a time I’ll have to. Please don’t emulate my father in that regard. I’m a grown man, if I decide to sacrifice myself for someone else, it’s my choice, and mine alone.”

      Argos couldn’t believe how wise Chris was for his age. And while he harbored a paternal instinct toward his nephew, he knew better than to try to convince him of anything Chris didn’t want to do.

      Argos smiled. “Fair enough. But let’s get out of the sky. It doesn’t look like this storm is dying down.”

      “Agreed. As a matter of fact, I think it’s only begun, and I have a feeling it’s gonna get worse.”

      They both dropped under the protection of a cavern in the mountain. The sky increasingly lit up and the lightning strikes intensified.

      Argos extended his consciousness, looking for life forms, and he picked up way too much wildlife, which didn’t help him in any way find a hidden or underground facility. Argos also realized they’d assumed they were looking for a facility when perhaps the thing the Hellion Empire was after was perhaps a resource of some kind.

      “What if—” said Argos

      “It’s a facility alright. I found it.”

      “How did you—”

      Once again Chris answered preemptively to his uncle’s question.

      “I’ve become overly connected to you when we’re in close range.”

      Argos smiled. “So, basically, I don’t have a private life anymore?”

      “I’m only sensing things, not exact thoughts. Don’t worry, I’m not prying either, just sensing your overall emotional state when we’re on missions. It helps me anticipate things a little better.”

      As much as it pained Argos to admit it, Chris made a lot of sense. By being finely attuned to Argos’s emotional state, he could predict when to intervene. Even if Furies were great warriors, they were living, breathing, and most importantly, feeling beings. Everyone had thoughts or questions in the middle of combat. Even a trained elite warrior such as Argos.

      That was especially truer now that Argos had switched sides. When he was fighting Chase and Chris, he had forcefully tried to block any and all emotions, thinking it would make him a better fighter, but that had only made things worse.

      “You’re a different person now. I’d try to leave the past where it belongs,” said Chris as he put a hand on top of Argos’ shoulder. “I’m really proud of you, too.”

      “I really must be broadcasting my thoughts.”

      “It’s alright, Uncle, I get it.”

      “Glad someone does. Where do we go?”

      Chris jumped away from the cave and hung in the air before turning his head toward Argos.

      “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Asrak’Vor beamed off his ship and into the command center of the facility. He was greeted by their engineer in charge. Their best arachnoid engineer, in fact.

      “Welcome, Master. I was not informed of your visit.”

      “Thank you. I wanted to see your progress with my own eyes.”

      The engineer bowed. “As you command, please follow me.”

      They arrived in front of a panoramic viewport that provided a prime view of the large dimensional gateway being constructed. The space outside the viewport was teeming with people working at incredible speeds.

      “Are these the workers you’ve told me about?” asked Asrak’Vor.

      “They are. The insectoid race called the Gorgar. Their physiology makes them the perfect slave race. Which probably explains why your brother used them to build a stronger Fury army.”

      Tanak had indeed managed to find a good resource like the Gorgar but still managed to screw it up. A mistake Asrak would not repeat.

      “And you’re sure you’ve not taken too many of them that it would raise suspicion?”

      “Just as requested, we’ve made sure to isolate small remote groups on their planet that usually don’t interact with the rest of the population, making sure these specific workers wouldn’t be missed.”

      “Good thinking. You’re to be commended.”

      “Thank you, Master, I aim to please.”

      “And was it hard to coerce them to do our bidding?”

      “Not at all. Their brain and memory capacity is so weak that creating a device to control their brain patterns was child’s play. A simple implant emitting a specific frequency is all it took to have them obey like any drone would.”

      “Makes you wonder why the Alliance ever decided against using them this way.”

      “I believe they call it mercy, or empathy. The Earth Alliance, from the intel we’ve gathered, has a strict set of rules they abide by.”

      “And that’s why they’ll be defeated. Only a fool would squander away such a workforce in exchange for principles or emotions. We won’t make the same mistake. We need to stay hidden until the gateway is complete, we must not raise suspicion from the Alliance. But once we have enough of a foothold on this dimension, these Gorgar will all be enslaved to do our bidding.”

      “I’ve already started working on a larger mind control device that could work planet wide.”

      “Glad to hear it. I like your forward thinking.”

      The engineer bowed again. “My master is very kind to say so.”

      “Anything else you think I should know?”

      “As a matter of fact, I believe I’ve discovered the right frequency to induce artificial copulation cycles.”

      Asrak’Vor smiled at the realization. Once they enslaved the Gorgars, they could then multiply them a hundred fold.

      “They’d be a good foot soldier army, the sort of cannon fodder we could throw at the Alliance.”

      “Those were my thoughts exactly.”

      “You’ve done truly excellent work, Chief Skrom.”

      “Thank you, Master.”

      “When will the gateway be operational?”

      “We should be able to test it within days.”

      Good, I’m getting tired of having to hide from the Alliance scum. Soon, they’ll be the ones running and hiding from us.

      “I’m looking forward to that day, Skrom. Now, if you’d please, I’d like to visit our prisoner.”

      “Absolutely, Master, if you’ll be so kind as to follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Ronan had not eaten in days. Fortunately, his captors had provided him with water. He was getting pretty weak, though, and he wondered if his father had survived his wounds.

      They had taken too much risk coming to this facility. And Ronan regretted not insisting enough that they bring the information about this base back to the Alliance. If his father hadn’t made it out alive, nobody would ever find him.

      Ronan decided to stay hopeful that Jax had made it and that a rescue mission was on the way. In fact, in his current weakening state, that glimmer of hope was all Ronan had to hold onto. Sometimes he even fantasized about Alliance ground troops bursting into the facility, almost able to hear their boots in the distance.

      He heard approaching footsteps, but they didn’t sound like Alliance boots. Perhaps today would be the day he was fed. It had been too long. The footsteps stopped in front of the doors as they split open, bathing the dark room with a yellow light.

      Ronan had to blink multiple times to let his eyes adjust. Two men entered and approached him. One was an arachnoid that Ronan did not recognize, but the other one looked nothing like anything the Droxian young man had ever seen before. From their demeanor though, Ronan concluded that this black-skinned humanoid was of a higher rank.

      The humanoid stepped in front of Ronan and inspected him.

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying the show, but if you don’t feed me soon, there won’t be much left to look at.”

      The humanoid ignored Ronan completely and turned toward the arachnoid.

      “And you say this is a warrior race?” said Asrak’Vor.

      “Yes, they’re called Droxians,” said Skrom. “They’re very good at waging war, even though on their own they’re very weak creatures, really.”

      Untie me and I’ll show you who’s weak.

      Asrak’Vor smiled. “Feisty, too, this one would like nothing else but try to take us on. I can sense it.”

      Sense this, asshole.

      Asrak’Vor locked his gaze with Ronan, the man’s eyes glowing red with clear anger sparkling in them.

      “Let’s see what its soul is made of.”

      What the hell is he talking about? No one can inspect a soul. Unles…

      Ronan never finished his train of thought. He felt his soul leaving him. He looked around and saw a translucent blue version of himself floating outside his flesh and bone body.

      The sensation was both weird and utterly terrifying. Ronan could sense that if the humanoid pulled more on his soul, it would snap out of his body, and Ronan would die.

      “Hmmm,” said Asrak’Vor. “These souls would barely nourish us, and they’re too weak to power us up. Though, I suppose as a snack, they could do the trick.”

      What the fuck? I’m a snack now?

      “If I may, my Master, I believe this one is more valuable alive than dead. We are awaiting for the return of his father.”

      So, my dad is alive?

      Ronan was relieved at hearing the words. Thankfully, they had not found the enhanced universal translator his father had injected in him before their mission.

      Without notice, Asrak’Vor released his pull, and Ronan’s soul snapped back inside his body. From the experience, Ronan assumed this humanoid was, in fact, a Spectre. They were the only beings he knew that could rip souls away.

      “Don’t worry, Skrom, I just wanted to size up these Droxians. I’m not impressed.”

      “This one hasn’t been fed in days and is also quite young. I believe they hold much stronger warriors. His father, for one, was harder to break than this one.”

      I haven’t broken!

      Then again, they hadn’t really interrogated Ronan much, and from the looks of it, they had focused their efforts on his father. Ronan wished he had followed his instincts instead of blindingly following his father on this mission he knew little about. It was too late for regrets now. There was no way to change the past.

      All Ronan knew was that in the future, if he survived this ordeal, he would no longer discard his gut feelings.

      “And you’re sure it was wise to let the father escape? With his knowledge of this place?”

      “Our mind probe was very deep. He didn’t inform his government of this location. We then altered his mind to make sure he does what exactly we need him to do.”

      “Good. We need the gateway to win this war. And you’re sure that weapon the Droxian holds is as dangerous as you think it is? I don’—”

      But Asrak’Vor stopped short and turned his attention back to Ronan.

      What weapon? What are they talking about? Father, what did you get me involved in?

      “He can understand us,” said Asrak’Vor.

      Oh, crap.

      “Are you sure, Master?”

      “I’m certain of it. I can sense he’s been reacting to what we’re saying. Scan him deeply for any tech that allows him to understand our language, and while you neutralize it, better wipe his mind so he doesn’t remember any of this.”

      Ronan swore inside his mind.

      “Yes, Master. However, I don’t believe he’ll survive a mind wipe in his current physical state.”

      “Then feed him as much as he needs for as long as it takes for him to survive the procedure. If his father’s weapon is as dangerous for my kind as your interrogation led you to believe, we need to make sure the boy lives until his father returns with the research.”

      “And after we recover the research on the weapon?”

      “Then I’ll have a couple of snacks, and we’ll do a larger, planetary-scaled cleanup on Droxia to make sure that the technology is lost for good.”

      I don’t like the sound of this at all, thought Ronan.
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      Thor entered the med-bay and walked toward Poseidon’s bed. The Olympian was sleeping. The medical staff hadn’t touched his broken cybernetic arm as requested by Thor.

      The King of Asgard had requested that Kvasir work on a new artificial limb. It was the least he could do for putting his friend in harm’s way. Thor was mad at himself and resented his decisions in the heat of battle. He had let his emotions get the better of him.

      The cost for such actions had been high. Fortunately, Poseidon hadn’t paid with his life for Thor’s mistakes. This time.

      Poseidon moaned and then opened his eyes.

      “Hey,” said Thor.

      “I feel like crap.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Wasn’t your fault. This Siegfried is truly something else. We may have no choice but to involve Chase to catch him.”

      “Except Chase and the rest of the Alliance have engaged the enemy.”

      “What?”

      Poseidon tried jumping up in his bed only to be reminded he was missing a limb, and he almost fell if it weren’t for Thor catching him on time.

      “You should lie down until we get your new arm.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” said Poseidon, slowly returning to a horizontal position. “What about this attack you mentioned? Is Chase okay?”

      “Yes, the Alliance has suffered only minimal losses. It wasn’t a full-on assault, but they did attack Alkyonidon Station.”

      “Why go half-assed at it? Doesn’t make much sense.”

      “I agree, but perhaps their forces aren’t as strong as we were led to believe.”

      “If that’s the case, then this could give us more time to work on a solution to neutralize Siegfried.”

      “The last thing we need is to fight a war on multiple fronts.”

      “I get that, and maybe we do need to let Chase and the Alliance deal with the Spectre threat while we focus on this problem.”

      Thor nodded pensively.

      “You mentioned a new arm,” Poseidon continued. “Mind if I ask when will that be? I feel utterly useless with just one. Not to mention my trident…I had that weapon for millennia. I can’t believe Siegfried snapped it like a twig.”

      “Kvasir said he’s working on it as fast as he can. He’s already boarded another Asgardian ship to rendezvous with us. If he’s done by then, you should get the arm tomorrow. As for the trident, I’ve asked him to reforge one for you.”

      “Thanks, but this weapon had been forged in Titan’s blood, something even your best forgers couldn’t hope to duplicate, I’m afraid.”

      Thor attempted to smile. “You’d be surprised. I suppose if we infuse enough pentalium in it, it could actually become a better weapon. It won’t be your old trident, but I have faith in Kvasir to come up with something better.”

      “I suppose if any of your engineers can do it, it’s him. But why waste a resource that you’re already running out of on me?”

      “Because I owe you that much. I should have known better than to run ill-equipped into this confrontation. Plus, I figured you’d need a power up for the arm as well. If both the arm and trident are pentalium enhanced, you could gain new fighting techniques, not to mention they’ll both be powered for much longer.”

      “I appreciate that, and I sure could use a boost in my abilities, but I’m uncomfortable being dependent on a finite resource.”

      “We’ll find more. We have to.”

      “As for the battle, don’t blame yourself. There was a time emergency, and you dealt with it how you thought best.”

      “I’m afraid we’ve only delayed the inevitable. I’m sure as we speak, Siegfried has already reacquired a ship, laying more bodies in his wake. Except now we don’t know where he is.”

      “But we know where he’s going.”

      “Yeah, Aegir Two.”

      “Or Three.”

      “Either way, we need to keep these ships as far away from each other and ideally make it harder for him to get to the next Guard.”

      “Why not just kill the remaining two Guards while they’re in cryo-sleep?”

      “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. I still hope we can turn one of them to our cause.”

      “If Siegfried is anything to go by, we may be better served just taking our losses and moving on.”

      “There are two problems with that approach. One, Siegfried will want revenge if we kill his two remaining siblings.”

      “Seems to me he’s already in revenge mode.”

      “It’s one thing him willing to kill Asgardians and Olympians, I’m worried if he loses them as well, he may lash out at everyone he meets.”

      “We certainly don’t need that. What’s the second problem?”

      “My father was adamant that we caused them enough pain in the past. We should never have created them only to hunt them down. It was very important to him that we needed to keep them under ice until we found a way to deal with them another way. The last thing I want as one of my main orders after his passing is to do something that betrays both his wishes and his memory.”

      “I can empathize with that, but millennia have come and gone, and no solution has been found, it’s doubtful one will stare us in the face now. And, no offense regarding your departed father’s wishes, but the Guard pose too much of a risk to ponder for too long how to act.”

      Thor’s tattoos pulsed way slower upon hearing Poseidon’s remark.

      “I know. I’ll think about it more.”

      “I don’t know how much more time you’ll have to ponder the issue. But I understand the predicament we’re in. Either solution seems risky. I think you know full well that these beings should not have been allowed to stay alive in any fashion once they were reacquired.”

      “On that we’re in agreement. I have to figure out if there’s a way to salvage the situation now before it escalates.”

      “Well, I’ll support any decision you make in the matter.”

      “Thank you, Poseidon.”
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        * * *

      

      Altair sat in his chair at the council meeting.

      “What are we going to do about the Spectres?” asked one of the members.

      “Try to dispatch more searching ships.”

      “Aren’t the Spectre ships invisible and impervious to our scans?” asked another member.

      “That’s the good news to come out of this skirmish. It allowed us to test a new detection system and a way for us to scan for their ships more effectively. With a caveat, as apparently the range of the new sensor technology is quite limited.”

      “So, in a way, it’s not exactly good news.”

      “After a fashion. We just need to improve the technology. Eventually, we’ll get it to a point where we can have advanced detection and know when the Spectres are moving about.”

      “Unless they adapt their tech to this new scanning ability of ours,” said the first member who had spoken earlier.

      “That’s always a risk. Such is warfare, as both sides are constantly progressing, adapting their armament to their enemy.”

      “Except, right now, the enemy has very small numbers. We need to take this opportunity to strike them down.”

      “More will eventually come. Though, I’m confident that won’t happen for a while.”

      “What are you basing this conclusion on?”

      “Ares destroyed their only prototype that gave them this ability.”

      “They’ll simply rebuild another.”

      “Of that I have no doubt, but time in the other dimension proceeds at a much slower rate. If anything, that heroic act of his bought us some time to clean up the handful of ships that have been roaming our reality.”

      “You’re assuming they won’t find a way to open a portal from this side.”

      Altair had to admit he had not considered this.

      “I am.”

      “What if they are already doing it? Without our knowledge.”

      “This is why I believe it’s very important we review the second point on today’s agenda. The Gorgar strike.”

      “We can’t afford to have ships take a hundred times the amount of time to build without their help. Not to mention Alkyonidon Station. We also need to find a way to convince them to dedicate more manpower to the construction of the Alliance defense.”

      “That’s going to be tricky. They made it perfectly clear that unless they gain a seat at this table, there would be no negotiations.”

      “Let’s give them their seat, then.”

      There were agitated murmurs among the different members of the Alliance council.

      “I don’t think we have a choice,” said Altair preemptively.

      “We’re talking about giving them access to our plans, to a race that once before had turned against us.”

      “It wasn’t their doing, more an unfortunate side effect from a technology that should never have been used on them. We can’t condemn them for this.”

      “Be that as it may, Emperor, but the very fact that the Gorgar are susceptible to such mind control makes them the most dangerous threat of any of the races that are participating with the Alliance. They are in the trillions. If they decide to attack, whether or not they do it consciously, matters very little, and if they have a seat on this council, they’ll have access to too much intelligence. I think we should tread very carefully in this matter.”

      “While I agree that there is a risk, I don’t think we have much of a choice. If as our esteemed colleague said earlier the Spectres are already working on a way to bring in more ships, we need to be ready with larger fleets, or our entire universe could fall.”

      “Unless we simply use the mind control weakness on the Gorgar again. That would be the safest course of action.”

      Altair couldn’t contain his objection and slammed his fist in front of him.

      “No! We’ve made that mistake before, we’re not doing it again.”

      “We understand your position, Altair, and your moral dilemma in the matter. But right now, the Gorgar are not working for us, and we are facing, according to your latest reports, more than one threat.”

      “The Olympians and the Asgardians are working on containing this new threat.”

      “And yet their first attempt was a complete failure. By the way, where are they? Shouldn’t they have sent a representative to these dealings?”

      “Neither of these races has expressed a desire to have seats on the council. I am in contact with them directly. When votes are to be cast, I’ll act as their proxy.”

      “This is not how a proper government works, and with all due respect, you know it.”

      Altair’s patience with politics was running dangerously thin, and he had to force himself to regain his composure by taking deep breaths and trying to remain diplomatic, even if his current train of thought was chaotic.

      “We have to respect their wishes, if the Spectre or Guard threat escalates to a full-scale war, it will be one we can’t hope to survive without their help. If the price to pay for their membership is that they’re not involved with the political decisions of this council, then so be it.”

      “Very well, we’ll table this for the time being. But I make a motion that we reopen this question once the current threats have been dealt with. Is there a second?”

      The new Droxian ambassador who had been sworn in office to replace Ryonna raised his hand. “I second the motion.”

      “Very well, we’ll revisit this at the appropriate time,” said the member.

      “While we’re at it, let’s vote on giving the Gorgar a seat at this table. Is there a second?”

      But no one raised their hand.

      Altair got up. “Look, I get it, the risk is high, but we can’t ignore this problem for much longer. We have to take whatever action gets the Gorgar back to work in helping us churn out ships and get stations built. The new estimate for the completion of Alkyonidon One is now over six months. With doubling the previous amount of Gorgar workers we had on it before the strike, we’d have the station done within the week. Now that the Spectres have attacked the station, we can’t afford to have it half built. The next time they come, we could lose it.”

      “No offense, Emperor, but you know the position of this council about Alkyon One. This pet project of yours is not vital to the survival of this Alliance.”

      “And I say it is. We need a central place so we can build a bigger council with more representatives and more ambassadors. Without more communication and a central place to deliberate, I think it will cost us if a war is coming, as all indications point to.”

      Beyond his own worry for Ryonna’s life, her presence in these meetings was sorely missed. She would without a doubt have seconded the motion. In her absence, Altair needed to find a way to make the council see reason. If diplomacy wouldn’t work, perhaps a cold reminder of some facts would.

      Altair hoped he wouldn’t regret his next words.

      “I’m talking to you now not as the appointed leader of this council but as a concerned citizen of this universe. As you know, I once was plotting to defeat all your governments and force you into my own empire. It’s not something I am proud of. I was once a threat, but today, I stand by you as an equal and willing to make sure we never again face the twilight of our existence. I want you to hear me out when I say that the Furies were nowhere as dangerous as the Spectres are. And while the Guard is also a threat not to be taken lightly, we should focus on the inter-dimensional beings that want nothing more than to swallow our souls.

      “You may think I’m trying to scare you with my words, and on some level, I hope I do, but not for the reasons you think. I don’t want to trick this council in making these decisions because I have an agenda of my own. Hear me now I do not. And if you think I do, then you’ll have my resignation letter by the end of the day.

      “These are grave times, we’re on the brink of facing an enemy the likes of which you can’t even imagine in your worst nightmares. The Spectres don’t care about our lives, all they care about is consuming as many souls as they can, and that includes each and every one of you sitting here today.”

      And damn the whole lot of you for making me say this.

      “I believe my actions in the Fury War have spoken for themselves. When it came time to make the hard choices, so all of us would survive, I made them. Now in return, I’m asking you to trust me. We need the Gorgar back; we need them at this table if only to show them we trust them. By refusing them a seat with us, we’re openly sending the message that we fear them. Nothing good can come of this. We need to unite against the threat that looms over all of our lives, and if the Gorgar were here, if we shared what we knew of that threat, I guarantee you they’d give us the help we need.

      “Nobody wants their souls being sucked away for them for all eternity. It is a fate worse than death itself. In this I believe the Gorgar will agree, once they’re put to the same level as the rest of us, they will do everything in their power to avoid this fate. They have to. We all have to start trusting each other or this war will consume us all.”

      Altair sat back on his chair.

      “Thank you for listening.”

      The council remained mostly silent, with some exchanges between members for a few moments.

      “Very well, we’ll vote on the issue. But we need some time to deliberate. We’ll let you know in an hour if we agree on letting the Gorgar join the council, or if we’ll accept your resignation instead.”

      The words were cold, and more often than not in politics, felt somehow calculated. But Altair knew that if the Gorgar didn’t return to work, then all of this, the creation of the Alliance, was doomed to fail.

      “Thank you for your consideration,” added Altair before leaving the council hall.
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      The holo-screen inside Ashra’Lur’s quarters burst to life without warning.

      She bolted from her bed and stood in front of the screen, promptly saluting her superior, Asrak’Vor. His voice was glacial.

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

      “About what?…Master.”

      “Don’t play coy with me, you’ve engaged the enemy, you lost precious resources and manpower, and my agent on board your ship tells me you’ve fought the one called Chase.”

      So you were spying on me. Why am I not surprised, thought Ashra’Lur.

      “I was testing their power, nothing more.”

      “No, this is not what you did, and this was not part of your mission. I thought I had made it perfectly clear that I wanted a diversion, not for you to turn this skirmish into a prelude to a full-scale war we’re not equipped to deal with! Initial reports indicate the Alliance is now launching every ship they have in search of us.”

      “They won’t find us.”

      “And what makes you so sure of that? You’ve provided them exactly what they wanted with your stunt, the ability to detect our ships.”

      “With all due respect, Master, this is incorrect.”

      “How so?”

      “Before engaging the enemy, I put our best engineer on a single task—to make our cloak penetrable. By not only reducing their effectiveness but by also changing its entire power signature.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I tricked the Alliance into thinking they can detect us. I thought you would be pleased, as this should buy you the necessary time you require to complete the gateway. Furthermore, I took the opportunity to test a new, more powerful tractor beam for our ships. The initial data we’ve gathered during the attack is very promising for the effectiveness of such technology.”

      There was silence while Ashra’Lur could see her superior thinking about what she had just told him.

      “Why didn’t you clear all of this with me first?”

      Because I don’t think you have what it takes to ensure victory for us because you’re blinded by revenge. And because, quite frankly, I despise you.

      Obviously, Ashra’Lur couldn’t speak her mind in the matter, not if she wanted to keep her head firmly attached to her body. Instead, she told him what he wanted to hear, pretending she gave a fuck about his rank and his objectives. She had no doubt there would come a time to correct the grave error that was Asrak’Vor’s appointment as the commander for this mission.

      “I saw an opportunity to help advance our efforts and went for it. I apologize if I was out of line, and I accept full responsibility. You can and should take the appropriate measures to punish my actions if you still believe them to have been in error. In the name of the Spectres, I’ll accept your punishment, whatever it is.”

      There were a few more moments of silence.

      Take the bait, you weak fool.

      “I’ll review the data to confirm your conclusions. If you indeed bought us the time we need to build the gateway, then you’re to be commended, not punished.”

      Ashra’Lur had to force herself not to smile.

      You’re so easy to manipulate.

      “Whichever it is, I am, as always, at your command. I do have a gift for you, though.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I’ve placed an energy signature upon the one called Chase.”

      “How?”

      “Inside his soul. It’s a temporary one, and it will only emit for a few weeks. I put a tiny portion of another soul inside his. Just enough for me to sense his whereabouts at all times. Eventually, his soul will push the intruding fragment out on its own. Until that day happens, we can track him anywhere he goes.”

      Asrak’Vor smiled.

      “Are you telling me that’s the sole reason you engaged with him in combat?”

      “Of course, I knew it would please you to have this advantage over him.”

      “It does indeed. Is there a way for me to track him myself?”

      “I’m afraid only the bearer of that specific soul can do that, but on our next meet, it would be my pleasure to gift you with this particular soul.”

      “Well done, Ashra’Lur. I was wrong to doubt your abilities or your motives. Excellent work.”

      No, you weren’t, but once you do figure that out, it will be too late.

      Ashra’Lur forced herself to bow. “Thank you, my Master. Your words please me.”

      The holo-screen turned off, and Ashra’Lur walked toward her quarter’s viewport and she gazed into space. She smirked.

      Your brother was an overconfident weakling, and so are you, Asrak. I’ll prove to you and the Spectre Council how wrong they were to appoint you in the first place. Our race deserves a true leader with a clear vision for the future, and soon enough, I’ll give them one.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry, but I refuse to give that man a second chance,” said Daniel.

      “Look,” said Altair. “I’ve had my share of bureaucracy and being told what to do as well, so I can empathize, but Chase won’t accept Yanis to replace Albert. And we need Spiros and Kvasir to keep doing their important work with R&D. Your engagement with the Spectres earlier is proof of that.”

      Daniel agreed that Spiros seemed to be doing even better work since he had resumed his initial position as the chief engineer for the entire Alliance R&D department.

      “Okay, then anyone, just not that bozo.”

      “That bozo built most of your station.”

      “And he’s been insufferable about it. In any case, it’s too late now, he dropped off his resignation, which I accepted.”

      “Daniel, you know I have the deepest respect for you, and I’ll let you have this one, but if you want to excel at command, you’ll have to learn to work with people with whom there will be clashes of personality. It’s part of life. We each have our demons and fighting our own inner wars, and sometimes that means two people will ruffle each other’s feathers.”

      “Okay, sure, I’m willing to accept my share of the blame, perhaps I see something in him that rubs me the wrong way, but trust me when I say I’ve really given this…” Daniel wanted to say relationship but he just couldn’t. “Whatever that was between the chief and me. Sometimes two people simply can’t work together.”

      “So I take it I can’t convince you to give it one last try?”

      “Not unless you want my resignation on your desk next.”

      Altair sighed. “No, that won’t be necessary. Truth be told, I doubt Albert would have agreed to return even if you had asked nicely.”

      “Thank you for understanding.”

      “You still need a new chief. The station can’t build itself.”

      “Don’t we have the Gorgar manpower?”

      “You’ll have all the workers you need by tomorrow. I’ve already sent the Heracles to the Gorgar homeworld and instructed her captain to bring as many as the ship will hold.”

      Daniel rubbed his three-day-old beard. “When was that?”

      “This morning.”

      “Didn’t you tell me you had a council session later today?”

      “It’s done, they have accepted the Gorgar’s request to have a seat at the table.”

      “Well, then why aren’t you happy? Congratulations…but if I understand this right, you sent the Heracles prior to knowing if the council would approve your proposal?”

      “The shorter version, yes.”

      “Cheeky…what about the longer version? I can tell you’re not all that happy with the outcome, or am I misreading your face?”

      “I’m afraid you’re not. They’ve agreed to let the Gorgar on the council, but with one condition.”

      “What condition?”

      “That I take sole responsibility for them and tender my resignation if they step out of line even once or if they go on strike again.”

      “That’s ridiculous, you can’t be held responsible for a foreign government with which we barely manage to keep diplomatic ties.”

      “Which is why I want Alkyon One ready as fast as possible. We need to start working with diplomats from all members of the Alliance as soon as possible. But the truth is, Daniel, I was ready to resign right then and there over this, so at the end of the day, I guess it’s a win.”

      “How many Gorgars can I expect?”

      “I’ve requested ten thousand of them for the first trip.”

      “That should speed things up quite a bit.”

      “Only if you have a chief engineer that can deal with construction at this rate. Though, I suppose the lion’s share of the station’s foundation is in place, it’s more a matter of completing it.”

      “What about Cedric?”

      “What about him?”

      “As my chief engineer?”

      “Yanis keeps complaining his mind’s not really into his job lately.”

      “Perhaps he needs a change of pace and new horizons. Can’t think of a better place.”

      “Glad you’re looking at this new command with a positive eye.”

      “I was being slightly sarcastic.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t read too much into it. I’m getting used to the place, it’s just that I’ve spent most of my adult life on board a starship, this will take some getting used to, that’s all.”

      “That’s understandable, and thanks again for taking the job. I really wanted someone I could trust implicitly sitting in that chair.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence. I hope I don’t let you down.”

      “Just focus on keeping your station and personnel safe, and if you have to ruffle any feathers again, well, it’s your command.”

      Daniel nodded. “Can you please contact Cedric and see if he’d be interested in the position of chief engineer?”

      “That will be next call.”

      “Before you go…”

      “Yes, Daniel.”

      “Any news about Ryonna?”

      “Nothing yet, I’m afraid. But I’ll keep you posted. Bye, Daniel.”

      “Bye, Altair.”

      The holo-screen turned off at the exact same time his office bell chimed.

      “Come in.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chase stepped into Daniel’s ready room. It was a spacious though rather empty area at the moment with Daniel’s desk sticking out like a sore thumb. There was a model of the Destiny hovering over one of the corners of the desk.

      “Hey,” said Chase.

      Daniel, who had not taken his eyes off the embedded holo-controls in his desk, raised his head in surprise.

      “Chase!”

      He jumped from his chair and embraced Chase.

      “It’s good to see you too, buddy,” said Chase.

      “Thanks again for saving my hide. How many times does that make?”

      “I’ve lost count, but that’s what friends are for.”

      “I heard you fought a Spectre on board the Hope, how did that go?”

      “Pretty badly, and now I owe one to Nyx, which I’m not all that thrilled about. But without her, I probably wouldn’t be standing here now.”

      “That’s heavy…I’m glad she was there for you. But I can tell something else is bothering you. Anything I can do to help? What about a drink?”

      Chase nodded.

      “Sure, I could go for a Ju’ran blackhole.”

      Daniel beamed drinks directly on his desk from the synthesizer.

      “Half of your cargo bays aren’t finished, but I see you took inspiration from Altair’s office.”

      “Might as well enjoy the little things, am I right?”

      Chase wished he could say yes, but the truth was, he was too shaken from his defeat and what it could have meant if he had fallen in combat today. The last thing he wanted was to bum out his best friend.

      “I hear ya,” said Chase with little to no conviction.

      Daniel took a sip of his dark-colored drink as Chase looked at the color show happening inside his.

      “Whisky?” he asked.

      “I’m on duty, good old Pepsi.”

      The reference to the Earth’s soda Chase had discovered on his first date with Sarah stung his heart. He decided to focus on when they would be able to share their next one together. If anything, today’s difficult fight motivated him to train more and be ready for a war that now seemed unavoidable.

      “I like Pepsi,” said Chase.

      “Want one?”

      “No, I’m fine, thank you.”

      “So, what is it you’re not telling me?”

      Chase smiled for a brief moment before his entire face darkened and his features betrayed signs of worry and stress.

      “I’m not sure, really. It felt weird fighting that Spectre. She had a weird way about her.”

      “She?”

      “Yeah, that one was female.”

      “Weird how?”

      “When she managed to get part of my soul outside of my body, I felt something strange on that energy pool.”

      “Could be it brought sad memories. I mean, your last fight with Tanak’Vor was brutal and then some.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too, that maybe it was a kind of flashback to a day in my life I’d rather soon forget. But ever since the fight, I keep thinking about that…vibration, for lack of a better word.”

      “Maybe women Spectres have a different kind of energy than their male counterparts.”

      “This one sure did. Though she didn’t lack her race’s ruthlessness. I also have to be more careful going forward. I got cocky, thinking I was dictating the terms of the fight the entire time, and everything went tits up in a flash.”

      Daniel snorted his drink out through his nose. “Sorry.”

      “What?”

      “That expression, it took me by surprise.”

      “I suppose I haven’t used it before. Sarah used to love it. Sometimes I enjoy using some of her expressions and other Earth colloquialisms she was fond of. You know, makes me feel closer to her in these difficult times.”

      “I totally get that, you don’t need to explain. I just wasn’t very familiar with this one. How long can you stay?”

      “I don’t know yet…I visited Zeus before I came here. And Oryn. I was hoping he could help me recover a conscious hold on my teleportation power. I sure could use it right now.”

      “It would make things simpler if you could teleport thousands of light-years in an instant. I can see why you’d like that back, especially now. I take it he couldn’t help?”

      Chase shook his head. “But that’s okay, perhaps the universe is trying to teach me something.”

      “Or perhaps Tanak’Vor stole your power from you.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      “The reason I’m asking about your plans isn’t entirely devoid of self-interest.”

      “Really? How so?”

      “Well, with what happened today, I could use you around, at least until the station is up and running.”

      Chase didn’t like the idea of delaying his search for a cure, but he also had to admit to himself it felt good hanging with his best friend. Lately, he had lived a sad hermit’s life for all too long, and Sarah would want him to have a little bit of joy in his life, of that he had no doubts.

      “I think it’s doable, if we’re talking days and not weeks or months.”

      Daniel smiled broadly. “Awesome! And yes, days, definitely days. The Gorgar workforce is on their way aboard the Heracles. This place will finally be fully operational.”

      “Speaking of which, I’d love a tour.”

      Daniel jumped to his feet and finished his drink in one large gulp.

      “What are we waiting fooooo—,” said Daniel with an accidental burp elongating the last syllable.

      They both chuckled.

      “That wouldn’t have happened with whisky,” noted Chase.

      “It sure wouldn’t. Let’s give you the tour of my new home.”
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      Chris and Argos had to excavate their way through to the underground facility. There had been some work done by a now-abandoned Hellion boring machine, which had advanced a mile-long tunnel.

      No doubt the Alliance, having chased them away from New Kyria, had forced them to stop the work, but it took very little effort for Chris and Argos to finish the job.

      “I take it whoever constructed this place,” said Chris as they walked inside the facility, “beamed in and out. There are no signs of a walkable exit.”

      “That we can see,” noted Argos, “but I think you’re right. Whatever this place is, the people who constructed it clearly wanted it to remain a secret or they wouldn’t have dug smack dab in the middle of that mountain.”

      The facility was relatively small and resembled more of a lab than anything else, as far as Argos could tell. He had used plenty of these secret remote locations while he was preparing the return of the Furies to recognize them.

      Aside from one wall containing several consoles, the place was mostly empty. There was, however, a small altar in the middle of the room, which Argos had no doubt served an important purpose.

      “Let’s check that thing out,” said Argos.

      They walked toward the cylindrical shape seamlessly extruding from the floor, and as they approached it, it raised slightly more and on its top, a light-blue circle lit up.

      “A control of some kind,” said Chris.

      “For sure, but for what?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      “I’m not sure how prudent it would be for us to just press the control without knowing what it does. Could be a self-destruct mechanism of some sort.”

      “And it could be something else,” argued Chris. “The only thing we know is that the Hellion Empire is desperate to get it.”

      “I sure wonder why.”

      “Worse comes to worst, we can fly out of here quickly. I say let’s try it.”

      “Very well, but if it blows up in our faces, don’t complain that I told you so.”

      Chris smiled. “Will you press it already, old man?”

      “Watch it, boy.”

      Argos pressed the circular control, but nothing happened.

      “That’s strange,” said Argos. “I guess whatever it is, it’s not working properly anymore.”

      “Nah, maybe it won’t activate for just anyone.”

      “I see, then go ahead, mister big shot, why don’t you give it a try.”

      Chris pressed the control, and nothing happened either. He then closed his eyes, let his palm rest on the altar, and focused. Holo-screens burst to life on top of the wall where all the consoles were located.

      “I really need to learn how to do this,” said Argos.

      “Practice makes perfect,” commented Chris, his eyes still closed.

      The language looked like technical information and was unknown to Argos. The holo-screen display technology appeared obsolete as well.

      After a moment more, indecipherable information swiped in and out of the screens at such a fast rate that even if Argos could hope to make heads or tails of the symbolic-based language, the information was scrolling way too fast.

      “Any hints on what it is?” asked Argos.

      “Not yet. But it’s a really complex computer core attached to an even bigger power source.”

      “How big?”

      “I’d say bigger than anything on our ships, that’s for sure.”

      “That could come in handy.”

      All screens flashed red, and a voice in a strange language echoed from invisible speakers.

      Three circular-shaped holes opened up in the wall.

      “I think you may have triggered something,” said Argos.

      “I sense that too. I think we’re about to have company.”

      Three dark chrome spheres shot from the holes at great speeds, and before long, yellow targeting lasers landed on Argos’s chest.

      “What’s happening?” asked Chris, still focusing on hacking the system.

      “Keep working, I’ll take care of this.”
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      “Start talking,” said Ryonna. “And begin with why you faked your death.”

      There was more anger than usual behind her voice, and with good reason. She had buried and grieved for the passing of Jax. Everyone had, their son, their friends, and their family members, including Jax’s own brother.

      “Technically,” said Jax, “I didn’t really fake anything. I did die in an accident. I was dead for about twelve minutes until I was revived. Or so I was told. There’s a large chunk of my memory I never got back.”

      “How convenient.”

      “These people don’t mess around. And what they did to me, they’re doing to all their agents. That’s how they recruit.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Section Alpha.”

      “Never of heard of it.”

      “I’m not surprised. It’s a shadow organization working outside the law and the boundaries of governmental oversight.”

      “You’re telling me for the last few years you’ve been a spy of some sort. That doesn’t explain why you didn’t reach out to me.”

      “Yes, it does. Because Section Alpha only recruits people who were supposed to die, they erase their old lives. Like a blank canvas, recruits are for all intents and purposes, born anew the day they were supposed to die.”

      “We buried a body, it looked like you.”

      “A simple clone. If you were to dig up the grave, you’d see that it’s not an exact DNA match. The accelerated cloning process used is far from perfect, but it will fool even the deepest of scrutiny. There are really no reasons for the grieving parties of new agents to look for foul play. Most of the time they’re even present when the person dies and is taken to a medical facility.”

      “And then swapped with one of these clones.”

      “Something like that.”

      “There’s a big hole in your story.”

      “If Section Alpha erased my memory, why do I remember my previous life?”

      “For starters.”

      “Someone high up the ranks there owed me in a big way, and he said I could ask anything if I completed one last mission for them.”

      “I take it you did?”

      “After a fashion. This recon mission was a two-man job. On my last visit to Droxia, I bumped into Ronan. Except, back then, I didn’t know he was our son. I regained some explanations about my past right then and there. But I made a terrible mistake.”

      “You asked him to join you on the mission? How could you?”

      “Trust me, now that I have my memories back, I’ve been asking myself the same thing. I thought I was killing two birds with one stone, reconnecting with a son I didn’t know I had and recovering my memories, and hopefully, quitting Section Alpha.”

      “In my experience, organizations that work outside of the rules and wish to remain a secret never let an operative quit.”

      “I learned that the hard way.”

      “My Jax would never have been so naive.”

      “I am your Jax.”

      Ryonna pointed an accusing finger. “No, you’re not! You may have recovered your memories, and that’s all well and fine, but my husband died in that accident. What is in front of me now is just a coward who put my son in danger.”

      “Our son.”

      “You tell yourself that if you want to. Where’s Ronan?”

      “In a star base somewhere near Erevos. Well, where Erevos used to be.”

      “What’s there?”

      “Spectres.”

      Ryonna approached Jax with intent, the vein on her temple throbbing.

      “Spectres have Ronan?”

      “I’m afraid so, but I have all we need in order to get him back.”

      “You’re lucky I need you conscious to go get him.”

      “I’m not proud of this, Ryonna! Trust me. For a second, try to put yourself in my shoes. Imagine how I feel about all of this?”

      Ryonna had to admit she hadn’t tried to look at the situation from his point of view. Unfortunately for him, but right now Ryonna was only interested in helping their son. There would be time later for reflecting on such things.

      “I couldn’t care less how you feel, Jax. You’ve put Ronan’s life in terrible danger. We need to go to the Alliance with this, only Chase and my friends can help us recover him now.”

      “No! We can’t.”

      “I’m not listening to you. We’re doing this my way.”

      “If I don’t return with this,” he said, flashing a data chip in front of her, “within twenty-four hours, they’ll execute Ronan. If I don’t return alone, they’ll execute him.”

      “Oh, wake up, Jax. They’ll execute you both, anyway.”

      “I know, but not if we work together. We used to make a great team, you and I.”

      “That was in another life.”

      “Well, we’re our son’s only hope. We can miss our rendezvous and have them kill Ronan, or we can stop arguing and come up with a game plan.”

      “If Spectres are there, then there’s nothing you or I can do. I’ve seen a single Spectre take on three Furies backed by Olympians and Asgardians without breaking a sweat. It’s pure luck they survived the encounter.”

      “Yes, Tanak’Vor did give Chase and his friends a run for their money.”

      “How the hell do you know about that?”

      “My mission was to infiltrate Erevos and gather as much data as I could on the Spectres.”

      “How the hell would Section Alpha know about them?”

      “I don’t know, but while you and your friends thought you were fighting the Supreme Commander of the Furies, Section Alpha knew he was being manipulated by another entity. And I worked my way up to palace guard, where I ran a flurry of scans on the Supreme Commander.

      “When Section Alpha learned of the Alliance’s final attack on Erevos, they pulled me out of there. Just in time, too. The data I gathered allowed them to construct a piece of technology that could very well neutralize the Spectres’ power. But it’s still in the development stages.”

      “Are you telling me that this data chip contains research and plans on a weapon that could defeat the Spectres?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. It’s also the sole reason why our son is alive. They want to trade.”

      I bet they do.

      “We have to involve the Alliance. They can send an Asgardian ship. It will give us plenty of time to jump where we have to.”

      Jax screamed and grabbed his head with both his hands as he fell to his knees.

      “What’s happening, Jax?” said Ryonna as she tried to touch him.

      He swiped her hand away.

      “They know.”

      “What are you talking about? Are you bugged?”

      “I don’t know how they did it, but basically…yes. I scanned myself with Section Alpha’s best tech when I returned and couldn’t find a technological device anywhere inside of me. Somehow, they’ve put something in my head, and they know every time I even consider deviating from the agreed upon plan.”

      Ryonna considered for a moment if she simply shouldn’t acquire the research from Jax and bring it back to the Alliance. If it were as important as Jax implied, then Ryonna had to consider the lives of everyone in this dimension before the lives of her own family.

      And while she could sacrifice her own life and even Jax’s, putting Ronan’s life in the balance made her pause. She knew he would understand and would not want her to weigh his life against those of millions or billions. But Ronan was the most important thing to her. She would never be able to live with herself if she didn’t try to save him while figuring out a way to still keep the research.

      “What was their plan?”

      “Grab the only copy of the research, torch Section Alpha, and deliver it to them.”

      “Is that how you were wounded?”

      Jax nodded. “Yeah, taking on the entire organization wasn’t an easy task. But I eventually managed to make my escape, or so I thought, when two agents tackled me and tried to kill me.”

      “I take it that you killed them instead?”

      “I didn’t exactly have a choice.”

      “At least let’s copy the content of that data chip and send it to Alliance headquarters.”

      Jax’s screamed even more and collapsed on the ground, blood running out of his ear.

      “Or maybe not,” said Ryonna before dragging Jax to med-bay.
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      When Jax opened his eyes, he was lying on a bed in med-bay. Ryonna patiently waited by his side.

      “If Ronan dies because of you,” she spat, “I’ll never forgive you.”

      “I know, neither would I forgive myself.”

      “And it seems I don’t really have any choice but accompany you to that base and make sure we rescue Ronan. The only thing I don’t understand is why they’re letting me help you.”

      “I think all they care about is that I bring them the only copy of the data. They don’t seem to care about the how and the why.”

      “How many Spectres are based there?”

      Jax struggled to sit on the bed. He held his head, clearly he was still in significant pain.

      “I never saw any. The personnel were arachnoid.”

      “What was Ronan’s state when you last saw him?

      “Dehydrated and hungry, but other than that, they didn’t torture him like they did with me.”

      Ryonna had performed her share of interrogation for her government to recognize signs of a broken mind. She would have to be careful. Even if that man looked and spoke like her husband, he could very well be broken beyond repair and could be activated.

      She didn’t like this. Not one bit.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I take it that’s how they learned about the research?”

      “They were the ones who returned my memory to me. Once I realized what I had done, I grasped at the slightest sliver of hope that I could trade both our lives for the research. Their lie detectors are infallible, and every time I tried to lead them astray, I paid a high price for all my attempts at deception.”

      “Is this research really a threat to the Spectres?”

      “I don’t understand it myself, but it was the priority for Section Alpha. They certainly were convinced that it was the best way of stopping them in their tracks.”

      “What I’m still fuzzy about is how the hell did they know about the Spectres before us? Do you realize how much pain might have been avoided if we had known beforehand that Tanak’Vor was behind Arakan and the Fury War?”

      “Since I didn’t have memories of my previous life and had been trained to be undercover, I must admit that I was quite oblivious to the consequences of my mission.”

      “If Chase knew ahead of time what was going on, we could have prevented many losses. Perhaps even the fall of Olympus, which has weakened our ability to defend ourselves today.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. I woke up with no memories of who I was, and I was trained and given a mission, and I did it. Do I regret it? Of course. Would I change anything with the information I now hold? Absolutely. But it doesn’t really matter now. All I care about is getting Ronan out of there, even if costs me my life.”

      “That’s the only thing you’ve said today on which we can agree.”

      Ryonna wanted to voice her doubts about whether or not they had the right to put the future of all living beings in this universe in the balance when the only other life on the other side of the equation was their son.

      She was a warrior, even if she was a mother as well. Her head told her that there was no choice here, the stakes were too high, but her heart couldn’t abandon the idea of somehow saving her son and still help the Alliance with the research.

      Because they had some sort of listening device on Jax, or more likely to Ryonna, a mental programming of some kind they had managed to hardcode into his brain, she couldn’t share any of these doubts with him. He could decide to split and then she could lose both the research and any chance to see her son alive.

      “We really need to get going,” said Jax.

      “Very well,” she said. “Set a course, then we’ll review how to proceed with Ronan’s extraction. There can be no mistakes.”
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      Poseidon flexed his new cybernetic fingers. The new limb felt lighter than the previous one, which would take a little time for the Olympian to adapt to.

      The God of the Seas could tell from Kvasir’s face on the holo-screen that he was waiting for some feedback, whether by way of his tattoos pulsing or simply the features of his face.

      “Thank you, Kvasir. It’s quite light.”

      “That’s the graviton enhancements I’ve added after talking with Yanis and his own pet project to help Chase train with graviton bracelets. I thought I could try to do something similar with your new arm.”

      “The only thing I understood was Chase and training. You’re gonna have to explain this in plain Universum if you don’t mind.”

      “Sorry. I tend to get excited talking about my work. There is a generator inside your arm that can affect the gravity around you. To simplify the inner workings and bypass the how’s and why’s of this technology, all you need to know is that you can affect the level at which your body feels the gravity.”

      “Are you telling me it’s similar to the gravity rooms Chase and his family have used before to power up?”

      “Yes, except the field surrounding you is contained and won’t extend around you. Unless you want it to.”

      “I don’t follow?”

      “Unlike Chase’s graviton bracelets, I thought there could be a tactical use if you can extend the gravitational field your arm is able to create in your surrounding area. Maybe take an enemy off guard or slow them down at a moment’s notice when they least expect it.”

      “That’s some good thinking. How do I use it?”

      “I’ve included the most advanced version of the neuro-link we’ve worked on. Just think how much or how little you want your body, arm, or the area around you to be affected by a stronger gravity, and your cybernetic arm will do the rest.”

      It can’t be that simple…

      With a single thought, Poseidon felt his entire body get heavier and then reacted on instinct and felt lighter than before.

      “That’s gonna take a little time getting used to, but I like it. Now I can train anywhere, even walking.”

      “That’s the whole idea about Yanis’s original idea, yes.”

      “Does it come at the price of losing the previous power my older arm had?”

      “Not at all, if anything you can do more with your arm now.”

      Poseidon slightly cocked his head to the slide. “Really? Like what?”

      “Fire was your main weapon before, but as you’ve noticed, the type of enemies we keep fighting lately is mostly impervious to heat or fire. So, I’ve added cold and lightning, hoping that the diversity of the weapon helps you in combat.”

      “I like the sound of that,” said Poseidon, still flexing his artificial muscles.

      “You can now also cast shockwaves that rival those of Furies.”

      “Won’t all these additions reduce the life of the arm in combat?”

      “Quite the contrary, the pentalium power source is about one thousand times stronger than on your previous model. Thor told me you didn’t like the idea of depending on our dwindling resource, so we made sure the power cells could be also fueled by quadrinium. You’ll get a huge drop in longevity by a factor of fifty or so, but the pentalium lining on the cells themselves should last for a decade and will allow a better use of the quadrinium, should you be forced to switch to it in the near future. By then, I’m sure we will have found new ways to perfect the hybrid type of design too.”

      “If we’re still here in ten years, that is, but thank you, that’s excellent work. Can’t wait to test it fully. Though I must admit, I’m not exactly looking forward to engaging with another Guard anytime soon.”

      “You may have little choice, which is why I’ve also crafted you a new trident. It contains similar tech, but the way Thor described the weapon, it’s more an extension of you, so I made sure not to sacrifice its primary use. It will provide me with your feedback to let me know if I need to change anything on the design, but it’s super intuitive, if you need it as a conduit to power and deliver your attacks, it will do just that, but if you need it for anything else, mentally order it to do what you want and it will obey you, just like your arm does.”

      Poseidon was intrigued by that, even though his older weapon was always returning to him on its own when the need arose, Poseidon had to use his power and telekinetic energy to wield it.

      The Olympian opened his flesh and bone hand and thought about the trident, and it flew in his hand without him having to focus on it.

      “Fascinating…”

      “I’m glad you agree.”

      “I’m in your debt, Kvasir.”

      “Nonsense, we’re all in this together.”

      Poseidon nodded as he admired the craftsmanship of his new weapon. It looked almost exactly like his old one, and that pleased him.

      “One more thing I almost forgot,” said Kvasir. “It’s also equipped with its own graviton engine. I’ll let you experiment with the ins and outs on your own, but with two graviton engines, you can create a wider field affecting gravity, just know that the graviton engine in the trident is significantly smaller than in your arm, you can’t affect the gravity as much, and the range is probably limited to tens of yards.

      “Could still come in handy.”

      At least something positive had came out of Thor and Poseidon’s blatant defeat against Siegfried.
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      The spherical sentries opened fire on Argos with concussive missiles. He used telekinetic energy to stop the projectiles and threw them back at the sentries. The explosion filled the entire lab with flames.

      Argos extended his personal shielding to include Chris, who was still trying to hack the system from within.

      “Need my help?” asked Chris, his eyes still closed.

      The dust settled and the smoke dissipated around them. The sentries were on the ground in pieces.

      “Nah, it’s just a bunch of automated sentries. They couldn’t hurt us if they tried.”

      “Hopefully, that’s the only thing they throw at us. I’m getting negative feedback from the system after you dispatched your targets.”

      “That’s okay if that’s all this facility’s defense system has to throw at us.”

      “Something tells me it isn’t.”

      “Mind being more forthcoming as per the nature of the next threat?”

      “There’s a reason this hack is taking me forever. This computer feels very alien.”

      “Well, I’m afraid I can’t be of much help in that department, so I suggest you keep at it while I cover you.”

      Chris flashed Argos a thumbs-up as a circle of light drew under Argos.

      Before he could move, an orange column of light engulfed Argos and paralyzed him. The more he tried to move, the more the field intensified.

      Argos turned Ultra Fury, but in response, the field holding him in place only increased.

      “Uh…C—Chris? A—a little help,” said Argos, having a hard time talking through the pain.

      “I know. I’m trying to find the controls for the force field.”

      Glad to hear it, cause this thing is crushing me, said Argos, as it was easier for him to communicate telepathically than it was to move his lips.

      “Hang on, I’ll turn that thing off.”

      The amount of pressure increasing with each second made the gravity training at max power seem like child’s play. Argos didn’t think he’d last very long. He could already feel his muscle tissues tearing up, and his bones wouldn’t be far behind.

      Better hurry, Chris, I can’t take this for much longer.

      “It’s just a stopgap, but I think I found the power source. It has redundancy, but maybe if I cut one of them off.”

      Do it!

      The pressure stopped increasing, but the current strength of the force field was strong enough to crush Argos eventually.

      Thanks, but this only delayed my demise.

      “Still working on it, hang on.”
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      Chris’a heartbeat was through the roof. Panic settled in his mind and threatened to break his focus. His uncle was only minutes away from succumbing to the pressure inflicted by the force field.

      Cutting off power from one of the redundant power cells bought Argos some time, but Chris could feel the computer trying to reroute power to the disabled power cell.

      This computer system was nothing like anything he had ever taken control of before. It adapted to his hacks and pushed back when Chris tried accessing systems. Somehow, it felt alive. That didn’t make any sense, unless it was, in fact, a very powerful artificial intelligent being.

      I—I think I’m gonna pass out, said Argos.

      “Hang on.”

      Out of desperation, Chris tried talking to the computer.

      Please, whatever you are, let go of my friend, we mean you no harm. We just wanted to try to activate the device in the center of the lab.

      The column of light crushing Argos died off, and he collapsed on the ground.

      “Ooooouch,” he said.

      “Are you alright, Uncle?”

      “I’ll live. Good job.”

      “I’m not sure I did anything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hang on, I think I need to explain myself to the machine.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Trust me on this, Uncle. Do you have enough power to heal yourself?

      Already doing it.

      Chris refocused his attention on the machine.

      Thank you.

      I haven’t decided yet what to do with you. The technology I’m protecting is forbidden to your kind.

      You’ll have to be more specific. Our DNA is hybrid in nature.

      I know, otherwise, you’d be dead. But the part that is Fury in the both of you is what I’m concerned about.

      How come I can’t understand anything in your computer systems but we can understand each other.

      While you were attempting to hack my systems, I analyzed your brain patterns and learned your language.

      Impressive, thought Chris.

      We are not Furies in the sense of what you may think. In fact, we’ve fought the Furies and defeated them.

      Why would Furies kill other Furies?

      As I said, we’re not pure bloods, the only people with Fury DNA left in existence are no longer working for the Furies.

      I do not detect deception in your brain waves. It seems you’re telling the truth.

      That’s correct. I’m not lying to you. My name is Chris.

      I’m Utopia, the automated AI left behind by my people to ensure this place wasn’t used by our enemies.

      Hello, Utopia, nice to make your acquaintance. What people would that be?

      I believe in your language, you called them Atlantians.

      My grandfather told me about your people. We’re not your enemies.

      Chris, would you be willing to take over the protection of this facility for me? After analyzing your brain patterns, I believe my databanks are obsolete, and I’m afraid I could hurt the wrong people. I’ve stayed online for longer than I was designed.

      Sure, if that’s what you want. But when was the last time you saw one of your people?

      About fifty thousand years ago, give or take.

      That’s…a very long time.

      I don’t think they will return. It’s probably best if this technology is entrusted to someone who understands that it should not fall into the wrong hands. Like our enemy.

      Who’s your enemy?

      They called themselves Pretorians. They used to be one, the Atlantians and the Pretorians, but their philosophy diverged, and eventually, the Pretorians rebelled and created their own faction. Shortly after that, a war ensued. A long, terrible war. The casualties were high, and I was installed inside this facility to shield access to our home world and make sure that the quadrant of the universe doesn’t pay the price of our war.

      I’m sorry to hear that. But if you don’t mind me asking, what is it you’re protecting?

      The cosmic gateway. It’s a device that allows you to travel to very far places in an instant.

      Like teleportation?

      Let me analyze this word from your brain patterns…yes, of sorts, but over vast distances. I have to go now.

      What? Why?

      In your attempt to sever the secondary power cell, you’ve accidentally triggered another subroutine, which force-executed my self-destruct program.

      I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. Let’s reconnect the second power cell.

      It’s not that simple, Chris, my subroutines are already being scrubbed, I’m afraid this is not reversible. But don’t beat yourself up about it, I’m actually grateful.

      How will I know to operate the…what is it you called it?

      Cosmic gateway. I’ve anticipated this, and while we’ve been talking, I’ve translated the controls and interface for you. The moment you connect again with your mind, you’ll understand how everything works. Please promise me you won’t let the Pretorians get access to this facility?

      You have my word. How long until you’re completely erased?

      Not long now. I can sense you have questions.

      Why me?

      The moment you connected to my systems, I could tell your intensions were pure. At ninety-six percent. That’s the highest purity of heart level I’ve ever recorded.

      What about the four percent? Is that going to be an issue?

      No, I suspect they’re your misplaced anger toward your father.

      What?

      I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. Tell your uncle I’m sorry for hurting him. My further scans of his brain patterns indicate that while he had been misguided in the past, he’s now on a righteous path. My time is almost up. Ask the question burning your mind.

      Can Atlantian technology save my mother?

      I don’t possess enough data about the condition affecting your mother to answer this question, but Atlantians have created many powerful remedies, so it’s possible. I’m sorry our time is up. Goodbye, Chris.

      Utopia, wait!

      But there was no further communication between Chris’s mind and the computer’s systems. Instead, Chris felt a quick flood of information enter his mind and could now understand everything inside the machine.

      When Chris reopened his eyes, Argos was looking straight at him, puzzled.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Yes, I think so. We’ve just been elected the guardians of this place.”

      “How long was I on the floor? If only we knew what this place does.”

      “I know what it does. It’s a central hub in our quadrant of space from where we can reach places at distances we can’t even fathom yet.”

      Argos looked back and forth and between where he had been attacked and where Chris stood. “No, seriously, you closed your eyes for about a minute or two while I was healing myself. How do you know all this?”

      “The AI in charge of protecting this place told me.”

      “And then you wonder why I don’t want to learn these skills. Talking to computers that, if I may underline, have more often than not been aggressive toward us.”

      “Gaia wasn’t.”

      “Granted, she did play a major role, especially when it came to protecting Earth. Her twin sister, however…”

      “That corrupted version of Gaia was definitely a problem. But the difference here is that we don’t have to worry about Utopia, it’s gone, but before it left, it gave me the knowledge and access codes for this place.”

      “If it is what you say it is, that could be the perfect tool for us in searching for a cure for Sarah.”

      Argos was right, by opening up the possibilities of vast distance travel in an instant, it raised the odds of finding new technology.

      “Not to mention that Utopia said the Atlantians had many remedies.”

      “Are this place and the AI Atlantian?”

      “Oh, maybe I should have led with that.”

      “Hell, yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      Tar’Lock was having a good time in the bar. Lots of naked women dancing, bright and flashy colors, and unlimited access to drinks.

      His metabolism was so fast that he felt the effects of alcohol almost instantly, only to move to the hangover part within an hour, and that was when he didn’t overdo it.

      The data chip Thomson had given them was indeed a free, all-luxury pass, and the workers of the bars, living and robotic alike, didn’t mind cleaning up the customer’s puke off the floors or counter.

      It was that kind of place.

      Talon, however, wasn’t sharing his friend’s interest in his surroundings. While Tar’Lock was moving all around the bar, curious about everything, trying new drinks and talking with new people, the Alliance captain caught on to the vibe of the establishment’s clientele pretty quickly.

      The sooner we get the hell out of here, the better.

      Tar’Lock came for a refill, and Talon put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I think you had enough to drink for, well, one day, at least.”

      “It’s okay, in an hour it will be out of my system.”

      “Perhaps, but you remember what you said about using your super speed to help in case we get in trouble.”

      Tar’Lock clicked. “What about it?”

      “These customers are not the nicest people in the galaxy, and we may want to be on our toes, regardless of what Thomson told us.”

      Tar’Lock looked left and right. “They look fine to me.”

      “You may not realize it, but you’re under the influence, everything looks fine when you have too much alcohol in your system. In fact, the buzz is so enjoyable that you lower your defenses and a person is generally easygoing. I’ve been there.”

      Even though when I crossed a certain threshold, my mood did quite a one-eighty in that regard.

      Tar’Lock’s usual clicking sounds had a funny vibe to them, making them almost squeaky in nature. “Oh…then perhaps I should stop indeed. What is good to counteract alcohol in the bloodstream, then? I should probably try to speed up that process.”

      Talon thought about it for a moment while trying not to laugh at Tar’Lock’s tongue clicks.

      “Coffee isn’t the worst, I guess. I doubt they have de-inebriating pills here.”

      “Barman,” asked Tar’Lock waving his hand about so fast it fanned the surrounding smoke away from them.

      A pretty bartender with purple and pink hair, probably a wig Talon thought, came to answer his first officer’s not-so-subtle request.

      Talon made a mental note that Tar’Lock would probably never be useful in an undercover-type situation. His best friend had other qualities, like loyally and honesty, which trampled all the other stuff in Talon’s eyes.

      “Hey, honey,” said the beautiful bartender. “I’m Tammy, what can I do for you guys? What about a private BJ?” she said with a provoking smile.

      “What’s a BJ?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “You don’t need to know,” said Talon before turning back to the lovely bartender. “My colleague just wants a drink.”

      “Yes,” said Tar’Lock. “I’d like a gallon of coffee, please.”

      “What’s a gallon?” asked Tammy.

      “Never mind that,” answered Talon. “Just bring as big a coffee as you can make will be fine.”

      “Normal, decaf, or my personal favorite ultracaf?”

      Talon didn’t have to think much about that one. “Normal will do, thanks, Tammy.”

      “One large coff’ coming up.”

      Tar’Lock rapidly tapped on the glass counter of the bar.

      “What’s wrong now?”

      “I think I would prefer ultracaf.”

      “And I think Thomson will be more forthcoming if we don’t leave a collection of Tar’Lock-shaped holes all over his bar walls.”

      Tar’Lock gave him a puzzled look.

      “Just trust me on that one,” said Talon.
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      Siegfried had lost track of time when he detected a large energy signature passing nearby. Had it been hours or days? He wondered.

      A ship. Finally.

      He readjusted his flight path through space to intercept the ship and amped up his speed to the bare limits of sub-flight. The one trick his kind couldn’t do was FTL travel. But acquiring a ship would soon fix that problem.

      The ship, a corvette class of unknown design to the Asgardian, currently had its shields down, which would make Siegfried’s takeover a whole lot simpler. Not that shields would have stopped him in any way, but that was one less inconvenience to deal with, and that was perfectly fine with the Asgardian Guard.

      Siegfried veered to the left as he overtook the ship and arched back, directly flying headfirst in the bridge’s main viewport.

      Upon impact with Siegfried’s shield, the viewport shattered like brittle glass, and the few men and women that were unfortunate to be sitting or standing in the bridge were sucked into space.

      “Mind if I borrow your ship?” said Siegfried as his feet reconnected with the floor. He extended his shield outward to create a bubble large enough to encompass the now missing viewport, re-equalizing the pressure around him in the process.

      Lights inside the bridge pulsed red while an annoyingly loud alarm blared around him.

      He then took a crystal from under his armor and plugged it into the nearest data reader. A flickering holo-screen came to life. No doubt the Asgardian’s forceful entry onto the bridge had damaged more than just the viewport.

      As expected, the energy beacons of Aegir Two and Three had been turned off. Siegfried entered a series of commands on the holo-terminal, reconfiguring the ship’s sensor array. But he came up empty.

      The ship’s array wasn’t particularly advanced, and deeper investigations of its system revealed that neither were the FTL engines. Siegfried also found the alarm controls and returned the bridge to brighter lighting as well as a much-needed silence.

      The bridge’s door split open and multiple armed men stormed in. Siegfried didn’t budge. In fact, he didn’t even turn to face the men.

      “You can turn back and wait until I have no use for this ship anymore, in which case, you’ll survive this day. Or you can do something stupid and forfeit your lives. I suggest you choose wisely.”

      The men looked among themselves as Siegfried continued to enter commands on the holo-terminal. He needed to find an Asgardian destroyer-class ship for the rest of his travels. That alien hunk-of-junk wouldn’t cut it.

      “Stop what you’re doing at once,” said the probable leader of the strike group, cocking his weapon and aiming it at Siegfried’s head.

      “I have no quarrel with your kind,” said Siegfried calmly as he turned. “I need to borrow this ship. This is the last chance to save your lives. Drop your weapons and leave.”

      “Open fire,” ordered the leader.

      Wrong choice, thought Siegfried.

      A flurry of blaster fire impacted with Siegfried only to ricochet off him. It took very little mental effort on his part to deflect the fire smack dab in middle of each and every man’s forehead. The fire ceased quickly as one body after another collapsed.

      He left one alive on purpose. The one Siegfried had identified as the leader.

      “Why did you do that?” asked Siegfried. “I gave you a way out of this, but you chose to ignore it, and now all your men are dead.”

      “This is our ship, you’re an intruder.”

      “First, I’m only borrowing this pathetic excuse of an FTL barge. Second, is this ship worth your men’s lives, and while it’s too late to weigh that in the balance now, is it worth the remaining passengers’ lives, including yourself?”

      “I’m a soldier, I have orders.”

      “You won’t be anything if you don’t proceed carefully. You clearly can’t hurt me with your toy weapons, so perhaps it’s time to take a deep breath and think things through rationally. Because I won’t tell you a third time.”

      The soldier eventually dropped his weapon.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      “Now you leave the bridge. Go tell the rest of the crew that this room is off limits until I disembark.”

      The soldier turned away and walked toward the door, which split open. But he didn’t go through, instead, he stood there for a moment.

      “My patience is running thin,” said Siegfried.

      “I’m leaving, but I have a question.”

      Siegfried sighed. “If you must.”

      “What are you?”

      “You don’t need to know.”

      The man nodded and reluctantly walked out of the bridge.

      Siegfried finally detected an Asgardian battle destroyer in range, orbiting a planet about an hour’s jump away from the puny barge Siegfried had borrowed, and he set a course to intercept. Hopefully, the Asgardian vessel would stay in orbit, as there was no way he could follow them if they entered hyperspace.

      Unless things had changed during Siegfried’s eons of cryo-sleep, there was nothing faster than an Asgardian hyperspace drive. Not to mention the battle destroyer’s sensors should provide Siegfried with enough resolution to find the two Aegir ships that imprisoned his brothers in arms.

      Time was a factor, as the more it passed, the more it gave Thor and his new friends the ability to solidify their final decisions. The thought of his family being murdered as a pre-emptive solution infuriated the Guard’s already scorching soul.

      If they dare do that cowardly act, I’ll kill every single one of them, their families, their entire worlds, and there won’t be a Titan powerful enough to stop my wrath!
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        * * *

      

      Talon and Tar’Lock took the elevator back to the penthouse where Thomson resided.

      “He sounded stressed,” said Tar’Lock.

      “I agree, whatever he found must have been significant.”

      The elevator door whooshed open and the first thing that struck them was sensing Thomson’s agitation, and he appeared to be packing his gear.

      “What’s going on?” asked Talon.

      “You got me mixed up with things way over my pay grade is what’s going on. It’s time for me to split and relocate.”

      “What about your bar?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “I may have exaggerated my stakes in that particular venture. When I said my bar, I may have overstated things a little bit. Let’s just say I hold some shares in that establishment.”

      Figures, thought Talon.

      Datalight Thieves usually stayed very mobile, some of their hacks required that they relocate, stay under the radar, and in some extreme cases, a total personality reboot. DNA injections, full body surgery to alter their appearance, and sometimes, even a career change.

      “What’s going on? Did you locate the ship’s engine that we’re looking for?”

      Thomson stopped packing and walked toward Talon.

      “Yeah, and I wish I didn’t. You have no idea how big you owe me.”

      “Why don’t you calm down and tell me the facts, preferably one at a time.”

      “This engine, which I mentioned had been more or less a rumor in my field, well, there’s a reason why. It’s been developed by Section Alpha.”

      “I’m unaware of this organization.”

      “You and the rest of the damn galaxy, and I wish I hadn’t left even a shadow of digital dust linking me to them.”

      “Again, who are these people?”

      “A shadow group out of Droxia; some seriously fucked up radicalized group of people who think they and only they can protect their world. Every civilization gets a variation of these groups at one point or another in their development, but Alpha, those who know about them, and that’s rare even in my field of work, have learned to fear them and make sure they never ever interfere with their affairs. Those who have, disappeared for all eternity. And I don’t intend to become their next victim.”

      “Calm down, it can’t be that bad.”

      “Oh, but it is. By the time I figured out all the pieces of your sneaky puzzle, it was too late. So, fuck you very much for the poison pill, and now I must split. As a first small payment for your now big debt to me, I’ll need a ship, something fast, with decent range.”

      “Before you get anything, we need to know the whereabouts of the ship, and we need a way to track it.”

      Thomson swore. “You don’t get it, do you? If Section Alpha figures out where the tracking comes from, they’ll come after you and won’t stop until they hunt everyone down who is linked to the leak, and that includes my ass. And then it’s all she wrote.”

      “One problem at a time. A minute ago I didn’t know they existed, I’m not going to panic about an organization I know nothing about.”

      “You do what you gotta do, and I’ll do the same. All I can say is that if you don’t take this seriously, it’s been nice knowing you.”

      Tar’Lock stood there, listening while the two men argued. Talon could see from his insectoid friend’s eyes that the coffee started to flush the alcohol from his system.

      “Look,” said Talon as calmly as he could muster. “Right now, all that matters to me is finding someone that boarded that ship. I’ll deal with the repercussions later, and I’ll make sure to leave your name out of it. I do need that tracking system, though.”

      Thomson rubbed his chin.

      “Okay, it’s your funeral.”

      The hacker grabbed a data crystal from his pocket and handed it to Talon.

      “I’ve tracked the ship to its last pre-jump coordinates, if it moved since then, you’ll have to get there physically, run the detection algorithm on that crystal, and follow the trail where it leads you. Now, get me my ship, please.”

      Talon signaled Tar’Lock with a movement of his head, and his insectoid friend opened a channel to the Helios.

      “You’ll have it,” said Talon.

      “I’ve included all data from my various hacks, I didn’t know if you need it, but I’ll let you be the judge of what is or isn’t useful. To get the full picture, I had to hack into several Alliance systems as well.”

      Talon sighed. “Why would you need access to Alliance databases?”

      “I needed more information on who was aboard the ship.”

      “Except that information was on a need to know basis.”

      “Well, I needed to know. Once I got the name of the missing ambassador, it made my work easier.”

      “Hacking into the Alliance’s system isn’t cool, Thomson! You should have requested the information you needed from me.”

      “Sue me, then. It’s not like I expect us ever to cross paths again, but I will hold you to our deal. You may have stepped in here with me owing you a favor, but the roles have now reversed, big time.”

      As much as Talon didn’t like the sound of that, he had to admit Thomson had done a great job in a short amount of time. Even if that meant Talon would one day need to pay the piper. A necessary evil, he decided.

      “Fair enough. Thanks for your help.”

      “I wish I could say the same,” said a scorned Thomson before returning to hurriedly packing his gear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chris touched the control on the altar again, and this time, it lit up. Shortly after, a small thin trapdoor opened in the floor. A large, empty, metallic triangular-shaped frame rose and filled most of the room. Once it was out, the trapdoor under it closed.

      “Is that the portal you mentioned?” asked Argos.

      “Yes,” said Chris. “Though I did not expect a device so thin. When Utopia mentioned instant interstellar travel and a portal, I imagined something rather…”

      “Bulkier?”

      “Yeah, at the very least with apparent connections to the power supply. This thing must be powered wirelessly, then.”

      “And you’re sure this thing can send us millions of light-years away in an instant?”

      “That’s what I was told, but I think the best way is for us to use it and find out.”

      “I guess we’d better test it before reporting and securing the area.”

      “Oh, we can secure the area either way. I can tell you we don’t want any malicious parties to gain access to this technology. As I’m currently the sole user this tech will work for, at least for the time being, I doubt anyone would be able to interact with it and use the portal. But we’ll want to make sure it doesn’t fall under enemy hands whether or not they can use it. This is ancient tech from one of the most advanced civilizations ever to roam the stars.”

      “Well, the soul ships certainly were amazing smart technology that bonded with its users, and between you and me, I miss mine.”

      “So do I. Wouldn’t it be something though if we could find others?”

      “Alright, you piqued my curiosity. Let’s open this thing and see what it can do.”

      Chris nodded before extending a hand toward the holo-screens.

      “What are you doing?” asked Argos.

      “You’ll see,” said Chris with a playful smirk.

      On one of the holo-screens, a control interface appeared and dislodged itself from the main screen to then lodge itself inside Chris’s hand. It was still a 3D hologram, but now he could interact with it manually.

      “You did that to show off,” said Argos.

      “True, I could have done all of this with my mind, but it wouldn’t have looked as cool.”

      Chris’s hand moved in several directions, rotating and swiping. Some commands required full hand gestures, while others reacted to his fingers.

      “What are you doing now?” asked Argos.

      “Making sure both the power cells are reconnected before attempting to open a portal. I’m just about done making sure the system is working nominally. Here goes nothing.”

      Light engulfed the triangular frame while a low-frequency rumble that could be felt in the room for a few seconds before the inside of the triangle flashed white briefly. When the light disappeared, instead of seeing through the portal, a landscape appeared.

      Argos took a step to the side to peek through.

      “Is this?”

      “Another world?” said Chris. “It certainly looks like it.”

      The sky was pink, and the vegetation had predominantly blue colors. A large animal walked by. It was a hybrid between a giraffe and an elephant, with zebra-like markings, alternating red and orange colors.

      “Should we go there?” asked Argos.

      Chris extended his consciousness and was surprised he could feel the energy and life forms on the other side of the portal.

      “Let’s cycle through multiple worlds, see if something feels right.”

      Chris rotated his hand ever so slightly, and with each fraction of a degree turn, a new world replaced the previous one inside the cosmic portal.

      “Fascinating,” said Argos. “Are we really looking at different places throughout the universe?”

      “That’s exactly what we’re doing, yes.”

      Chris stayed tuned into each world for a few seconds, just enough time for him to get an energetic feel of the world shown. He sensed a lot of non-technological worlds beyond the portal, while on a couple of them, Chris could feel the presence of civilization in range of the portal.

      “What are you looking for?” asked Argos.

      “Honestly? I don’t know. But I feel compelled to continue.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Chris tuned to a world where many humanoids appeared in view, they were fighting, it looked like a war, and blaster fire shot through the gate and impacted on the wall nearby.

      “I take it these are bi-directional,” said Argos.

      Chris nodded and continued looking for more worlds. After a handful of them, he stopped.

      “I don’t believe it,” he exclaimed. “Did you feel that?”

      “I felt something, but I don’t know what it is I felt.”

      Chris reversed to the previous world and extended his consciousness. Before he could put words to his feelings, Argos did instead.

      “That can’t be right, is that?”

      “It sure feels like Menelas’ energy.”

      “I didn’t think he survived Tanak’Vor’s attack.”

      “Looks like he did, and we need to go. I can sense he’s in pain.”

      “We better hurry, but the question is, are we sure we can return here?”

      Chris walked away from the portal and pressed some controls on the terminals behind the holo-screen wall, which had filled with information about the world currently linked through the portal.

      A motorized drawer revealed a series of devices. Chris picked up two, stuck one on his wrist and watched as the small flat device painlessly fused with his skin before giving the other one to Argos.

      “And that would be?”

      “The way I understand it, portals will only open a transport for people wearing these.”

      Argos grabbed the tiny device and let it fuse with his skin.

      “How do you know all this?”

      “The computer fed me all the information I needed to understand this tech. Since I’m familiar with control technology, I’ve assimilated the data pretty quickly.”

      “And you’re sure it’s safe for us to walk through?”

      “As far as I know, it’s perfectly safe. It would only be bad if the world somehow changed or the portal turned off while someone walked through.”

      “What would happen in that case?”

      “Not one hundred percent sure, but I think that person would be cut in half.”

      “Swell.”

      Chris smiled. “I can go first if you prefer.”

      “No, I’d rather test it. You are the one who has all the control gizmos and understands how to use this tech.”

      “When you do, let me know if you see an altar on the other side.”

      Argos stopped for a moment before eventually putting part of his arm through.

      “The air is warmer on the other side,” said Argos. The sun hitting Argos’ hand made it look brighter on the other side. “That’s the strangest feeling.”

      “We really should get going,” added Chris. “I’m sensing more distress from Menelas.”

      “Yeah, so do I,” said Argos as he stepped through.

      Argos looked around him but couldn’t see anything.

      “No altar that I can make out.”

      “Then we can only return to these coordinates with our sub-dermal implants,” said Chris as he followed his uncle through. “Hopefully, I can have one of the engineers work on a portable-dialing device. For now, we’ll need to remember the exact location.”

      Argos used his eyes to fire tiny lasers and scorch the ground below him before they flew away toward Menelas’s energy.
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      Poseidon entered Thor’s ready room. Thor took a few seconds to acknowledge his presence.

      “Hey,” said Thor. “I see you got your new arm. I hope you’re satisfied with it.”

      “It’s an upgrade alright. Thank you for having Kvasir work on it, though I’m surprised he was able to create it so quickly.”

      “That’s because I asked him to work on it the moment I learned about the Spectres’ presence in our universe.”

      Poseidon reflected on that and wondered why Thor anticipated that he would need a new bionic arm. Unless he had expected they’d need upgrades considering their precarious situation.

      “I’m sorry,” added Thor preemptively. “I never thought you’d lose your arm in that fight. I just thought it might be a good thing to have more powerful weapons with all the threats we face.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about, Thor. You saved my life during that fight. If you hadn’t severed it, I’d be dead.”

      “One could make a case against that, as I, in fact, put your life in harm’s way by asking for your help.”

      “Nobody forced me to do it.”

      “I still feel responsible.”

      “I get it, but I don’t think we should focus on that right now. There are multiple threats to our worlds, one scarier than the other, and we do what we do to protect our lives. So, please, think nothing about putting me in harm’s way, and even if you hadn’t requested my assistance, I would have offered it.”

      Thor nodded. “I appreciate that, my friend.”

      “I couldn’t help notice we jumped in and out of hyperspace not long ago. Have we changed headings?”

      “We have. The Odin has suffered too much damage. It needs to return to Asgard for repair.”

      “Is that where we’re heading?”

      “No. We’re en route to meet our next home for the time being. Kvasir is bringing the Valhalla to us, along with a fleet of ships. We’ll meet in a couple of hours, get on board, and send the Odin back to Asgard.”

      “And then go after the Aegir ships?”

      “One of them, yes.”

      “Do you know which one?”

      “I’m thinking Aegir Two. The ship holding Fenrir.”

      “Any reason behind this choice?”

      “Just a feeling. Fenrir is the most logical choice. After Siegfried, he’s the most cunning warrior left.”

      “What about the third Guard?”

      “Brunhild is also a strong warrior, but her powers are very different. She’s more a telepath, makes you see things that aren’t there.”

      “That’s all we need, fighting illusions.”

      “If only that were the extent of her powers, but no, she can break one’s mind to the point where the body dies too.”

      “And Fenrir? Is he also mastering an element? Siegfried’s weapon of choice seems to be the cold.”

      “Fenrir’s fighting technique, from the archive I’ve read, is more aggressive. He’s the Guard of the Wolf. His speed and the ruthlessness of his attacks will no doubt put us to the test.”

      “Should any of them be released? It may not be too late to pull the plug, and from what you’re telling me here, it may be the safest course of action.”

      “I’ve already put both Aegirs on opposite vectors so that Siegfried can only choose one of them. I’d rather we found a way to respect my father’s wishes.”

      Poseidon wondered if he should argue that point or not. He had experience with his own family when his brother didn’t pull the plug on the Furies in the past, resulting in disastrous consequences they were both aware of. In fact, Zeus’s actions had indirectly led to the destruction of Olympus and, with it, his own demise.

      But Poseidon could sense Thor wasn’t receptive to having his hand forced. And the Olympian respected that his friend was still grieving. He had been handed the keys of a kingdom through tragedy, and he was still trying to cope with that.

      “I’m not gonna press the issue, and I understand how you must feel. But there might come a time when we won’t have a choice anymore.”

      “I only hope that time hasn’t come yet.”

      So do I, my friend, so do I.
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        * * *

      

      Talon was pensive when Tar’Lock entered his ready room.

      “Is it done?” Talon asked.

      “Yes, we’ve jumped toward the coordinates we obtained from Thomson. I’ve also requested a ship be sent to him.”

      “Good. How did Altair take it?”

      “He wasn’t exactly happy about diverting resources to help non-Alliance personnel, but I think I managed to convey why we had to make it work the way we did.”

      “You mean by having me work with a known felon.”

      Tar’Lock clicked before answering. “Not in so many words, but yes. Thanks for that, by the way.”

      “For what?”

      “I’m aware it must not have been easy for you to ask this favor. It has put you in a position where you owe him instead.”

      “You’re welcome, and I would be lying if I said our friendship didn’t weigh in the final decision. But the truth of the matter is, he was our only option to get a lead on Ryonna. And bringing her home is and always has been our primary objective.”

      “Well, thank you, anyway. Unless you need me, I think I’ll be in my room until we get to our destination.”

      “Absolutely, you should get some rest.”

      “So should you, Talon.”

      “I will, I just want to finish looking at the rest of the intel we got from Thomson.”

      “See you later, then?”

      “Indeed.

      Talon waited until Tar’Lock left his ready room before bringing the images back on the holo-screens. He rubbed his jaw with one hand while tapping on the desk with the other.

      I wish I hadn’t seen this footage.

      Talon didn’t like what he had accidentally uncovered while perusing Thomson’s hack and pondered if he should let Tar’Lock know. He kept looking at the screens, trying to weigh the positives and negatives even though he knew full well he had already made up his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Chase’s holo-transmission with Poseidon ended. Apparently, Thor and Poseidon had failed in recapturing their foe. Poseidon thought now would be a good time to give Chase all the information they had on the threat.

      Chase watched the holo-recording of their fight.

      That’s all we need, an enemy just as dangerous as the Spectre.

      At least there were only three of these beings, Chase thought. With Chris and Argos away, Chase might have to enlist Nyx’s help in dealing with that Siegfried character. The idea of asking anything of that particular Fury didn’t sit well with him.

      Still, it would be preferable to face such an enemy with backup, so against his better judgment, Chase grabbed the footage and decided to go in search of Nyx.

      Minutes later, Chase entered the garden on level five of Alkyon One and walked toward Nyx. The garden had a few trees planted as well as an artificial fountain that gave the place quite a serene mood, or would once the work was complete. The large crates on one side of the massive area currently broke the Zen look and feel the architects probably had envisioned for the place.

      “What do you want?” she coldly asked.

      Chase took a deep calming breath. “Hello to you too.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not interested in fraternizing with you or anyone else?”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I got the message.”

      “All evidence to the contrary.”

      Chase was slowly getting used to her sharp-as-a-razor personality. Though he wondered what emotions she was covering underneath. If there was one Fury he had a hard time getting a reading on, Nyx was that Fury.

      “I wanted to thank you again for your assistance.”

      “You mean for saving your pathetic life? I’m still asking myself why I did it.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did.”

      “Who was that…” Nyx paused. “Woman?”

      “I don’t really know other than her being a Spectre. I was hoping you might know something. I take it you never crossed paths with her in the other dimension?”

      “I’ve crossed paths with more Spectres than I cared to, but never that one.”

      “I also wanted to let you know we may be asked to fight another threat, soon.”

      “You’re assuming I give a shit about your petty problems, which you really shouldn’t. I’m not even sure I want to stay around and help you with the Spectres.”

      “Then why are you? Staying around, I mean.”

      “Damned if I know. I think revenge for my people is the only driving force at the moment. Make the Spectres pay for bringing about the demise of my world.”

      “And then what, turn against us?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “That’s why I wanted to tell you about the other threat looming on the horizon since they’ve also been an enemy of the Furies, and the Earthers have that expression: the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

      Nyx growled.

      “Doesn’t mean you have to agree with it,” added Chase.

      “Spit it out, traitor, who do you want me to fight now?”

      Chase took another deep breath. “I really don’t like it when you call me that.”

      “And I don’t enjoy suffering through your presence, it’s an imperfect universe.”

      “That it is,” said Chase, having decided to brush off Nyx’s infuriatingly provocative comments. “The Asgardians have created these beings called Asguardian Guards.”

      Chase proceeded to inform her about the info he had received moments earlier regarding the threat.

      “Figures that your people would do something so low as to create a super solider in a lab to try to wipe us all out,” said Nyx.

      “There was a war going on, and it makes sense for each side to try to get an advantage over the other.”

      “Justify it if you will, I still find the tactic despicable.”

      Chase’s feelings weren’t landing too far off Nyx’s on the subject. But it didn’t matter anymore if the ethics behind the creation of these Asgardian super soldiers were debatable. They were here, and all indications pointed to the fact that they had to be neutralized.

      Chase couldn’t voice his exact feelings either. There was a part of him that looked forward to fighting such an accomplished soldier. He would have to make sure he approached it with more caution than he had in his last fight.

      “I don’t particularly disagree with you on that one. But it doesn’t matter. Siegfried is here, and he may need to be neutralized.”

      “You said you had footage of him?”

      “Yeah.”

      Chase put the data crystal inside a port on his wrist device and swiped the footage of the fight Thor had provided. The Asgardian’s armor and smart weapons recorded their fights, which Chase thought was something he would need to ask Yanis about, so he could review his fights and see what could be changed or improved with his own technique.

      Nyx got up and looked closely at the footage.

      “I’ve seen enough,” she said after a few seconds. “I’ll help you fight him.”

      “I take it you know who they are then?”

      “I’ve heard of them in Fury legend. But until today, I didn’t think they were real. In my experience, myth and reality don’t always coincide. We did call them something else, though.”

      “Did you now?”

      “Yes…Harbingers of Doom.”

      Chase had to admit that was as equally scary as it was an accurate name for Siegfried and his kind.
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        * * *

      

      Thor beamed into the Valhalla with purpose. His first stop was engineering, and he was greeted by Kvasir.

      “Hi, Thor.”

      “Hello, Kvasir. We need to talk.”

      “My presence on board the Valhalla kind of hinted toward that. I take it my physical presence means you need me on your next mission?”

      “After our failure in stopping Siegfried and seeing how badly he damaged my ship, I thought it would be prudent to have my best engineer on board, yes.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed faster for a moment, but he remained silent.

      “What?” asked Thor.

      “Nothing, it’s just you’ve never acknowledged this in the past. As a matter of fact, it wasn’t so long ago when you wanted me killed.”

      “It may not have been a long time ago, but it sure feels like it now. You’ve more than redeemed yourself, and I stand by my current words that you are my best engineer.”

      “I appreciate that. Sorry for the interruption.”

      Thor nodded. “Here’s the problem we’re facing. Siegfried escaped, and he’ll no doubt try to catch up with either Aegir Two or Three. I’m betting he’s going to go for the Aegir Two, which is why we’re to jump to the prison ship as soon as possible.”

      “If it is that urgent, why is it we haven’t jumped the moment you and the Odin’s crew came aboard?”

      “Because I need you to tell me what it would take for the Aegir ships to be upgraded so they could be in a state of perpetual jump, so to speak.”

      “You mean stay in hyperspace? They can already stay for a very long time, especially with the amount of pentalium they have.”

      “That’s not what I mean. The Aegir ships’ hyperspace engines are old, they aren’t particularly fast, so I need us to upgrade them to the latest specs and have them put on some sort of random jump schedule. And by us, I mean you, obviously.”

      “I see, so as to make them harder to be tracked and found.”

      “Exactly. Can you make these changes?”

      “Not without parts from a newer engine.”

      “What about the Odin’s hyperdrive? The ship has sustained damage, which is why I didn’t order it to jump away from the rest of the fleet just yet.”

      “Let’s take a look, shall we?”

      Kvasir brought the status of the Odin up onto the nearest holo-screen. The Odin had, indeed, suffered extensive damage, but most of the hyperdrive engine was still in working order.

      The Asgardian engineer then brought up specs for the Aegir prison-type ships side by side and studied both for a moment.

      “I think I can cannibalize the Odin’s hyperspace engine to upgrade one Aegir ship. Yes. But that would leave the Odin stranded at sub-light speed, it would take them years to return to Asgard from here.”

      “I’ll let her active captain and his skeleton crew know that they’ll have to be patient until another engine is shipped to them, as well as a team to install the new engine so they can bring her home. Right now, the priority is equipping the Aegir ships with engines.”

      “That would work, but I can only upgrade one engine with these parts. We’ll need a second hyperdrive engine to modify a second Aegir ship.”

      “That’s fine, we’ll have another one of our ships sent toward the Aegir Three right away with a spare engine. Do you think you can instruct another engineer on how to make these changes without requiring your presence on site?”

      “Once I’ve done the upgrade on the first engine, sure, I’ll document the process and inform my colleagues on how to proceed.”

      “Very well. I guess you should get started on removing the parts you need from my flag ship, then.”

      “I’ll start on it right away.”
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        * * *

      

      Siegfried studied the sensor data of the Asgardian ship on his holo-screens. Their shields were still down, but they would probably raise them any minute upon detecting his approaching vessel.

      The Guard looked at the antiquated interface of his current ship and scanned for a data port. Even if its technology was way behind those of the Asgardians, it was still capable of reading crystals, albeit with a small modification.

      A few minutes later, Siegfried plugged the Asgard crystal into the modified port and searched for all the frequency sequences of Thor’s ships he had acquired from the Aegir sensors.

      He studied the data and quickly wrote a routine allowing him to use this alien technology to make a hole in the Asgardian ships. There would be a short window for Siegfried to make his move, but it would have to be enough.

      When his ship exited hyperspace near the Balder, the Asgardian battle destroyer raised its shield.

      Siegfried set the timer on the ship to execute a series of actions that would remotely turn off the Balder’s shields on one small location for a few seconds, just enough time for the Guard to pierce through the plating and take over the ship.

      Siegfried then reduced his shield bubble and exposed the bridge to the vacuum of space as he flew away toward the Balder.

      The ship opened fire as soon as Siegfried entered range, but the Asgardian weapons weren’t strong enough to make it through his personal shield. Instead, Siegfried kept counting in his head as he approached his target. When he hit zero, Siegfried pushed his aura to the maximum and pierced a hole through the ninth deck of the Balder.

      The ship’s auto repair systems kicked in and filled the hole with a force field to protect the crew. But it mattered not, now that the Guard was on board, there would be no stopping him.

      As the first security detachment arrived on site, Siegfried dispatched them with ease. As Siegfried fought more Asgardians on the ship, he expanded his mind and found the Asgardian computer. He accessed its long-range sensors and found the positions of Aegir Two and Three in space.

      The Aegir Two was nearest, so Siegfried used his mind to order the computer to affect a jump to those coordinates while killing the crew that stood in his way to the bridge.

      Eventually, Siegfried got bored of eliminating the crew one by one, so he cut life support long enough for the entire crew to be incapacitated or killed. By the time he reached the bridge, there was nobody left to challenge his claim on the ship.

      Siegfried pushed the Balder’s dead captain off the seat with a mental telekinetic push. The Asgardian body fell from the captain’s chair, and Siegfried sat in his place.

      Fenrir, I’m coming for you, brother.
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      While Jax went to get some shut-eye in his quarters, Ryonna roamed the ship in search of anything that could give them a tactical advantage. She didn’t share her husband’s faith that the Spectres would release Ronan once he delivered the research.

      As a matter of fact, she knew exactly how things would turn out. The moment they had what they wanted, Jax, Ronan, and Ryonna would all be executed. The fact that Jax didn’t see that also provided Ryonna with enough information on how deep his brainwashing must have been.

      She’d have to devise a plan of her own to save Ronan. But she needed to find something to use to her advantage. She looked at her choices of weapons in the back of the ship and loaded up with everything she could possibly carry for a small war. But none of the weapons on display would give her the edge she was after.

      “Computer.”

      “What can I do for you, Ryonna?”

      “Any top secret weapons not on display here?”

      “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      “Is there any power suit or Section Alpha weaponry on board?”

      A door slid open and revealed a hidden compartment loaded with additional weaponry and a suit hovering in the center of the room, held in place by a force field.

      “Specs on the suit, please?”

      A holo-screen came to life on the side of the suit. It was made of advanced nano-tech and reminded her of the suit she had used to infiltrate Atrak’s fortress and take him out. Little had she known back then that she would ever see Jax alive.

      Somehow that tainted her heroic act, though back then, the main target had never been a warrior’s revenge, but it was to be captured and sent to Hellstar Prison so she could break Ronan out. Killing Atrak had been the cherry on top.

      Upon closer inspection of the suit’s specs, she was pleased to note that the cloaking device was leaps and bounds better than the suit she wielded on Hathan Prime.

      The suit seemed designed mostly for recon operations, getting in and out of places without being noticed, which is exactly the kind of edge Ryonna had been looking for.

      Ryonna couldn’t help but notice that it was slightly off center of the room, so she looked up and saw a second force field generator situated slightly next to where the first one held the suit in place.

      “Was there another one of these here before?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “It was used by Captain Jax during a previous mission.”

      “And?”

      “Not enough data to answer your request,” complained the computer.

      “Why is it missing?”

      “The suit malfunctioned and had to be left behind.”

      That didn’t bode well.

      “Explain source of malfunction.”

      “Overloaded based on too much firepower.”

      “Isn’t the suit equipped with shields?”

      “Yes, but for the cloak to be efficient in avoiding detection, shields are set to a minimal setting, in that mode, any overload will fry the suit.”

      Ryonna sighed.

      Well…I guess it will have to do.
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        * * *

      

      “You asked to see me?” Tar’Lock said.

      “Yes, my friend, please take a seat.”

      Tar’Lock sat opposite of Talon’s desk.

      “I’ve been debating all night if I should tell you something I learned from Thomson’s intel.”

      “I thought we agreed that you also needed sleep. No wonder you look like crap. No offense.”

      “None taken, and I’m going to take a fast nap before we arrive at our destination.”

      “Fair enough. What is it you learned?”

      “Oh, boy, am I glad you’re sitting down for this.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. “I don’t know what it is, but it sure seems serious.”

      “I think it is. But I want you to be open-minded about it.”

      Tar’Lock put his hands in the air. “That’s going to be difficult if I don’t know what we’re talking about here.”

      “It concerns your sister.”

      “Which one? I have so many, I don’t even think I remember all of their names.”

      “Tar’Sian.”

      “She’s dead.”

      “I know, but there seems to be some confusion on how that really happened.”

      “I’m not sure I follow. Ryonna had to shoot her in self-defense. As hard as it has been, I have accepted that. I just wish I had given her less grief about it when it happened.”

      “Yeah, about that, Ryonna didn’t shoot your sister.”

      Tar’Lock’s eyes grew wide. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “She was involved and present at the moment of her death, but she isn’t the one who pulled the trigger.”

      “Who did, then?”

      “You need to understand that there was no other choice.”

      “Who did it?”

      “Altair.”

      “That can’t be. Ryonna wouldn’t have lied to me.”

      Talon sent footage to his desk holo-screen, but before playing it, he looked at his agitated friend.

      “Are you sure you want to see this? It could bring back painful memories.”

      “I don’t have memories besides what Ryonna told me. I want to see with my own eyes.”

      “Very well.”

      Talon played the footage. Tar’Lock looked on in horror as Altair saved a nearly dead Ryonna. Altair shot his sister in order to save Ryonna.

      “And this footage is real, right?”

      “I haven’t run any algorithm to confirm it, Tar’Lock, but who would benefit from doctoring it? It was part of some security footage Thomson found in his many hacks. I think to get a full picture of why we were after the engine, he researched the Alliance databases about the Gorgar. He probably thought this could be of use somehow.”

      Tar’Lock looked pale.

      “Are you alright?”

      Tar’Lock ignored his friend’s question and rose from his chair, and without saying another word, he left the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Poseidon joined Thor on the bridge of the Valhalla.

      “Are we arriving at our destination?” asked Poseidon.

      “In just a few moments. Unfortunately, another ship is racing us there.”

      “What ship?”

      “One of mine. I attempted to hail the Balder, but the ship isn’t answering.”

      “We’re proceeding with the assumption that Siegfried is on board that Asgardian ship, then?”

      “I’m afraid so. I really hoped we’d have more time. Kvasir doesn’t think he can install the hyperspace upgrades in time before Siegfried gets there.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “For the time being, we’ll proceed with the plan. Kvasir will beam the engine and a larger engineering team to the Aegir Two while we use our fleet to try to stop Siegfried.”

      “Why not just transfer Fenrir to our ship and run?”

      “I’ve thought about it, but we don’t have the necessary power required for his pod to keep cryo-sleep optimal. He would regain enough consciousness to free himself within minutes.”

      “I thought the Aegir’s were really old ship designs?”

      “They are, but they were also constructed when pentalium was flowing and not the scarce resource it is today. Even if Kvasir transfers the power source to our ship or tries to upgrade the Aegir’s engine, either option will take about the same time.”

      “One has to be faster than the other.”

      “Kvasir thinks upgrading the engine has a better chance of getting done slightly faster.”

      “Do you think the fleet has enough firepower to delay Siegfried long enough?”

      “It has to.”

      “I don’t want to be that kind of friend, but it seems to me that now may be the time to think about the alternative.”

      “I know, but I still think this plan has good enough chances of success.”

      “And as your friend, I would be remiss in telling you I shared your confidence.”

      “I know, and I thank you for not pushing the issue more. I’m sure you’ve thought about doing so.”

      “I have. But this is an Asgardian problem in nature, even though I’m not exactly happy that my brother participated in the creation of the Asgardian Guard in the first place.”

      “Our families messed up once, and now we must fix their mistakes.”

      “Seems like it’s all we do lately if you ask me.”

      Thor forced a smile. “It sure does.”

      “Exiting hyperspace,” said a bridge officer.

      Thor opened a channel. “Kvasir, you’re up. I don’t have to tell you that time is of the essence here. We’ll do everything we can on our end to delay him, but if Siegfried is allowed on board, don’t be a hero, use your portable emergency transport and return to the Valhalla.”

      “Understood,” said Kvasir.

      Poseidon looked at the Aegir Two through the viewport.

      “How long until Siegfried gets here?”

      “Not long enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “Please stop it,” implored Menelas.

      “I thought I was clear as per what would happen if you kept talking,” warned Diaspira.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      Diaspira dropped the holo-pad she was working on and walked toward a beaten Menelas.

      “Because I need to figure out what makes the Fury DNA tick.”

      “The Furies are no more, I’m the last purebred.”

      “I see your memory is returning. Good for you. As for you being the last Fury, that’s fine by me. As long as I complete my research, I’ll be able to create an army of you and finally hunt down and exterminate the last of the Atlantians.”

      “Why…” Menelas had a hard time speaking. He could barely stay conscious. “Why does it matter? Isn’t that war over?”

      “As long as there are survivors on either side, it’s not over.”

      Menelas shook his head. He knew all too well that kind of hatred. Arakan as well as his father before him, they all wanted to win, no matter the cost. It led to their demise.

      “I wish I had died that day…”

      “What day are you referring to? When you were swallowed by a black hole?”

      “Y—yes.”

      “If death is what you long for, then I should be able to deliver your wish. Do you want me to end your suffering now, Menelas? I don’t really need you alive to finish my work.”

      But Menelas had lost consciousness.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. In a sense, I suppose I owe you that much.”

      She grabbed an unlit light scalpel and pressed it against Menelas’ jugular. With one press of a button she would grant her captor’s wish.

      An alarm resounded in Diaspira’s lab, and she dropped the medical tool to the floor and ran toward the nearest console to discover she had intruders storming her facility.

      “Impossible!” she exclaimed.

      She brought up holo-controls and activated her lab’s defense systems.
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        * * *

      

      Chris discharged a fireball at the main door of the facility where they could sense Menelas’s bio-signature.

      The door exploded, and soon, legions of metallic warriors ran their way. Argos took out the first three with a wave of precision attacks while Chris turned Ultra Fury and slashed through the rest.

      “I don’t think Menelas will last much longer,” said Chris.

      Argos flew past him and punched a hole through the next set of fortified metallic doors as if they weren’t there. Chris followed him into the room only to see an unconscious Menelas held up by hovering devices.

      A noise on the other side of the room caught his attention.

      “Who’s there?” said Chris. “Show yourself.”

      “Do what he says now,” ordered Argos, “or I’ll burn you alive.”

      A woman rose from under a table, her hands held up.

      “Please, help me,” she said. “I found that man here, but I don’t know what to do to help him.”

      “She’s lying,” said Chris.

      “Take care of my father,” said Argos. “I’ll deal with her.”

      Chris nodded and flew next to Menelas and put his hand on his chest and started healing him. His heartbeat had almost stopped, and Chris put all his healing power to good use.

      “You’re gonna pay for what you’ve done to my father,” said Argos.

      The woman raised a blaster and aimed it at Argos.

      “Such weapons have no effect on a Fury.”

      Argos let his entire rage burn his soul, and he turned Ultra Fury. He used telekinetic energy to snap the woman’s weapon out of her hand, but she accidentally discharged the weapon, and a large column of plasma shot upward, narrowly missing Argos and bursting through the ceiling of the facility with ease.

      The amount of power it unleashed surprised Argos. It could have dealt him a serious blow. He raised his palm at the woman, who was already running away, and he fired an attack at her.

      A personal shield rose around her as she grabbed a holo-pad from a nearby table and pressed a device on her wrist.

      A circular, albeit smaller, portal similar to the one Argos and Chris had used earlier came to life.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” exclaimed Argos as he shot three more fireballs at the woman, but her shield deflected all three attacks. One bounced and shot toward Chris and Menelas, forcing Argos to act fast. He fired a smaller attack to deflect the fireball from impacting them. When he turned his attention back to the woman, the portal was already closing.

      “Dammit!” he screamed.

      Argos went to help Chris and ripped his father’s limbs free of their technological shackles. He added his own healing power to Chris’s, and soon, Menelas blinked his eyes open.

      “Argos…Chris…Is that you? Or am I dead?”

      “It’s us,” said Argos. “We got you.”

      They finished healing Menelas and proceeded back to the portal. But Argos stopped.

      “What is it?” said Chris.

      “She grabbed something from her lab. She could return for more.”

      “We have to get back to Alliance space as soon as possible,” said Chris.

      “Chris is right,” said Menelas. “She was experimenting on me, something about Fury DNA and creating an army.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” said Chris.

      “You and me both,” said Argos, letting his aura explode around him in a crimson inferno.

      He aimed a palm at the facility and incinerated it in a final flash of fury.
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      Poseidon took a seat next to Thor’s the moment the Balder exited hyperspace. Thor ordered his fleet to open fire with everything they had. The Asgardian ship got pounded, and its shields dropped quickly.

      “What do we do if he gets out like last time and picks us off one by one?” asked Poseidon.

      “One problem at a time, but we’ll jump all ships away, including the Aegir.”

      “I thought Kvasir was working on the engines?”

      “We’ll track the Aegir in hyperspace with a tractor beam.”

      “Why not do that now?”

      “Because that is a last resort, we risk overloading the Aegir’s power grid.”

      “Which would result in Fenrir waking up.”

      “Indeed.”

      The Balder returned fire, concentrating on the Valhalla.

      “I think he knows we’re on this ship,” said Poseidon.

      “I have no doubt he can sense us, yes.”

      “Why have its shields stopped draining?”

      “He’s redirected every ounce of power to shields and weapons. His engines are fully offline.”

      “How long can his shields take this type of pounding?”

      “Too long,” said Thor. “Commander, have the Freya’s crew prepare for emergency beam-out.”

      “What are you doing?” asked Poseidon.

      “Using one of my ships as a weapon. That should take care of his shields.”

      And then he’ll attack us with more of his own firepower, said Poseidon.

      Thor made a sound between a growl and a sigh. He opened a channel to the Aegir Two.

      “Status report?” Thor asked. “How long until you can jump?”

      “Another ten minutes, at best,” said Kvasir. “I need more time.”

      “That’s the one commodity we’re quickly running out of. Do your best.”

      “Understood.”

      Thor turned off the channel. “Commander, status of the Freya’s crew?”

      “They’ll be on board in ten seconds.”

      “The moment they are, jump the Freya right into the Balder.”

      “Yes, my King,” said the commander.

      Tension on the bridge was high. Poseidon could sense that the crew was tense. The ten seconds felt like an hour, as everyone, Poseidon included, held their breath.

      “Freya jumping in two, one…” said the commander.

      The Freya micro-jumped and appeared where the Balder was a moment ago, but the Balder wasn’t there.

      “Report!” shouted Thor.

      “The Balder also micro-jumped, it’s just within transport range.”

      Thor swore.

      The lights on board the Valhalla turned off—every light source, every console—they all turned off almost instantly. Through the viewport, Poseidon could see that the rest of Thor’s fleet suffered a similar fate.

      “We’re dead in the water,” said Poseidon.

      “But how?” asked Thor.

      The Balder jumped back in between the fleet, right next to the Aegir and stayed on its port side.

      “Get main power back online, NOW!” screamed Thor.

      “All systems are offline,” said the commander. “Main computer reboot has been initiated.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “A minute, give or take.”

      “It will be over in a minute.”

      “What do we do now?” asked Poseidon.

      “I don’t know. There’s nothing we can do. I should have listened to you and killed Fenrir. I’m sorry.”

      Poseidon preferred not to answer. Words would do no one any good right now. The time for regret had passed, now they’d have to deal with two Guards instead of one. Thor had made a choice, and for the second time in just a few days, it had been the wrong one.

      “Never mind that,” answered Poseidon. “Can his ship attack us before we restore power?”

      “Without knowing what he’s doing, I have no way to give you an answer.”

      Thor and Poseidon both watched in terror as the Balder powered up its engine and jumped away the moment the main power kicked back in.

      Thor opened a channel. “Kvasir? Do you hear me?”

      There was no answer, and Poseidon could sense Thor’s worry for the engineer’s well-being.

      “Kvasir, please come in,” Thor insisted.

      “It’s gone,” said Kvasir over the channel. “Siegfried beamed away the cryo-pod.”

      “Understood. How are you and your crew doing?”

      “We’re okay. I wish I could say the same for the bridge crew.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “Siegfried beamed them outside.”

      No doubt to punish its captain. Thor remained silent.

      “Do you still want us to complete the engine modifications?” Kvasir asked.

      “We may as well,” said Poseidon, “and should we transfer Brunhild to Aegir Two?”

      Poseidon could tell Thor was considering his question but was also feeling shock at what had just happened. The Olympian wasn’t sure the reality of their situation, as well as its consequence, had fully crystalized inside his friend’s mind.

      “Sir?” asked Kvasir over the open channel.

      It took another uncomfortable moment of silence before Thor spoke again. Until the King of Asgard opened his mouth, the tension on the bridge could be cut with a knife.

      “Affirmative…finish the modifications and slave the Aegir’s hyperdrive to the Valhalla’s. Then return on board before we jump the fleet away.”

      “Will do. I’m sorry we weren’t fast enough,” added Kvasir.

      “No apology needed,” said Thor before rising from his chair and heading off the bridge.

      The bridge’s first officer looked at Poseidon, puzzled.

      “I think you can beam the crew of the Freya back on board their ship.”

      The commander nodded.
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        * * *

      

      “Come in,” said Thor as he looked at the blue-purple hyperspace color streaks scrolling outside of the viewport.

      Kvasir entered Thor’s ready room, his facial tattoos all but muted.

      “Feel free to take a chair,” Thor added.

      Kvasir sat.

      “You said you believe you found out why Siegfried was able to, for the lack of a better word, reboot our ships?”

      “I think so. While my team finished upgrading the Aegir’s hyperspace engines, I accessed its database, I had to hack my way into Siegfried’s DNA profile.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Siegfried is one of two Guards who was given a very specific power. Techno-telepathy.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s the ability for a biological mind to bond with a machine and control it with thoughts.”

      “Doesn’t Chase possess a similar power?”

      “That’s correct, as do other Furies. However, Chase’s powers are more advanced.”

      “Siegfried’s power seemed pretty advanced to me, he shut down my entire fleet in the blink of an eye.”

      “Yes. But Siegfried can only affect Asgardian technology, where it is my understanding that Chase can interface with almost any type of technology he encounters.”

      “You said another Guard has that power as well. Please tell me it’s one of the fallen ones.”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Brunhild?”

      “Yes, she has the ability, too.”

      The revelation wasn’t surprising from what Thor knew about her set of mental powers.

      “Do you think I should order her execution?”

      “I’m not sure why you’re asking me this, Thor. You’re the new King of Asgard. The decision is yours, no matter what I think.”

      “I’m asking for your opinion.”

      “I don’t know if my answer will help, but I believe your father should have done that a long time ago. The main problem now is that even if the Aegir Three is far away, and Siegfried will take days to reach her at maximum hyperspace velocity, the fact of the matter is, he’ll get there before us. Not to mention that he can probably listen to any transmission we send her. If you do decide to end her life, you may want to do it sooner rather than later.”

      “I will. How do we even fight Siegfried if he can shut down our ships in such a fashion?”

      “Well, for one, we could ask the Alliance to provide ships. Their systems should be impervious to his mind. I’ll have to ask Spiros to quickly come up with extra firewalls to put in place around their systems using Asgardian technology. Like the hyperspace drive and the transports.”

      “Get in touch with him as soon as possible. I’ll contact the captain of the Aegir Three. Thank you, Kvasir. That will be all for now.”

      Kvasir nodded and got up from his chair and headed toward the door before stopping.

      “For what it’s worth, I think your father would understand you no longer have a choice.”

      Would he? Thor wondered. It didn’t matter anymore, two Guards were more than enough to wreak havoc throughout the cosmos. Thor couldn’t afford a third one to join their ranks.

      He opened a channel to the Aegir Three and the captain’s face filled his desk’s holo-screen.

      “Hello, Captain. I need you to terminate Brunhild immediately.”

      “I—I don’t understand, Thor. You gave me that order ten minutes ago.”

      “What?”

      Thor felt as if the floor was pulled out from under his chair and he was siphoned into space.

      “I didn’t contact you ten minutes ago.”

      “I’m confused, my King. We spoke, and, as requested, we beamed the cryo-pod into space.”

      Thor’s heartbeat accelerated dangerously fast.

      “Listen to me very carefully, Captain. You’ve been duped; the call you received must have been doctored. I need you to turn back right now, target that pod, and fire every single quantum torpedo on board the Aegir Three at it. You hear me?”

      “Understo—” but the connection dropped, and Thor thought he felt his heart stop for a moment.

      He tried calling the Aegir Three back multiple times in vain. Eventually, he opened a channel to the bridge requesting the status of the Asgardian prison ship.

      “I’m afraid the Aegir Three has been destroyed,” said the commander.

      Thor’s vision grew blurry as his mind became overloaded with dark thoughts.

      In the name of my father, what have I done? Did I initiate Ragnarok?
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        * * *

      

      Spiros was contemplating the steam rising from his cup of coffee when he received a holo-transmission. His holo-screen filled with Kvasir’s face. He looked worried.

      “What’s up, Kvasir?”

      The Asgardian engineer briefed Spiros on the latest events.

      “Wow, I could see by the look on your face that you had bad news, but what you’ve told me is on a totally different level than I anticipated. As of this moment, we have to assume that this Siegfried and his companion can shut down Asgard tech on board our ship, correct?”

      “Basically, yes. It’s imperative you start working on firewalling these systems with human or Alliance tech, but do not use any Asgardian sub-system.”

      “Do you have any idea the amount of work this will generate, especially to deploy it fleet wise?”

      “I’m aware, but we don’t have any choice here. I would help you, but I think these firewalls will be more efficient if I have nothing to do with their design.”

      “How convenient for you…sorry,” Spiros caught himself quickly. “I know this isn’t a time for humor.”

      “That’s alright, Spiros. I’m sorry to put this squarely on your shoulders. But if we don’t want the Asgardian Guards to start attacking en masse, we need to patch this vulnerability as swiftly as possible.”

      “That’s all well and good, and I can start working on it right now, but what about the Asgardian ships? Siegfried could turn them against us.”

      “With your permission, I’ll also be sending our ships to Damocles-5. Perhaps you could add a layer of protection around our systems as well?”

      Spiros drank his coffee in one large gulp. He was rewarded with instant pain burning down his throat, and he coughed.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Never mind that, Kvasir. Firewalling Alliance systems is one thing. I mean, I’m acutely aware of how the Asgardian systems integrate with ours and where the weak points are. I’m no expert on your ship’s design. As a matter of fact, I always thought you guys never granted full access to your blueprints because you didn’t want us to fully understand how they work.”

      “No, the reason was that if we gave you full specs, you’d request more pentalium to make it work, and we’re already running out of it.”

      “That makes sense. I’ll need full access to your tech if I’m even to scratch the surface of this predicament.”

      “I’ll deliver a hard copy of these files to you the moment I arrive on Damocles-5.”

      “You’re coming here? Why not send it via sub—” but Spiros stopped himself. “I get it, when will you be here?”

      Spiros made a mental note to start firewalling the Asgardian’s communications technology before anything else. Or else they’d leak important Alliance business and their troop positions.

      “I should arrive at the end of the day.”

      “I would say I’m looking forward to it, but it seems like I’ll be burning the midnight oil.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Kvasir, it’s not your fault. See you tomorrow.”

      “Gods willing.”
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      Ryonna docked the ship to the Spectres’ small space station.

      “Docked. You’re sure you want me to stay on board?”

      She asked the question so as not to raise any suspicion with Jax. In truth, that’s exactly what she hoped.

      “Yes,” said Jax over the comms. “We may have to make a run for it, better if you’re ready to go at a moment’s notice. I’ll get our son, I promise.”

      While Ryonna appreciated the sincerity behind Jax’s words, she knew full well that he had been broken and brainwashed, and at the end of the day, he was ill-equipped to really succeed.

      “Opening the hatch,” said Ryonna. “Good luck, bring Ronan back safely.”

      “Will do. Be ready to get us out of here.”

      “I will be.”

      The moment she saw Jax step out of the hatch port connected to the station, Ryonna jumped out of her seat, ran to the hidden weapons compartment, put the suit on, and activated its cloak. A neuronal interface filled her field of view with a HUD containing the status of the suit of armor as well as various external sensor data.

      She grabbed as many blasters and lightblades as she thought she could carry and checked that the weapons didn’t interfere with her suit’s cloaking ability. So far so good. Ryonna added two more grenades to her arsenal.

      She sprinted out of the ship and used the sensors to track Jax. Once she had him in visual range, she slowed her pace, making sure she would not make any noise that could betray her presence.

      Her heartbeat accelerated when Jax stopped in front of a male arachnoid. Hopefully, that was not a Spectre. As far as she knew, Spectres looked more humanoid than this thing.

      It mattered not though if that thing was a Spectre, all that mattered was grabbing her son and making sure they survived the day. If she had to engage the Spectres in order to achieve her goal, she would. Only death would prevent her from saving Ronan, and Ryonna had no intention of dying today.

      She approached them ever so slowly, making sure she avoided another arachnoid that came out from an adjacent corridor.

      “Do you have the research?”

      “I do, but I’ll only give it to you when you release my son.”

      “Very well,” said the arachnoid.

      He scanned Jax to make sure he wasn’t wearing any weapons.

      “Follow me.”

      They moved toward a room farther into the station. Ryonna made sure to mark the path back to the ship on her HUD and followed Jax inside the room.

      Her heart felt like it would stop when she saw Ronan chained to a wall with energy-based beams. Probably using a similar technology as her own lasso setting on her old blaster.

      “Here’s your son.”

      “Dad,” said Ronan. “Why did you come back?”

      Ryonna could sense Ronan was genuinely worried about his presence. It made sense. After all, Ronan was an Alliance officer now. He knew to put the well-being of the Alliance before his own. Something Ryonna, in moments like these, still struggled with.

      “Give me the research, and I’ll let your son go,” said the arachnoid.

      Ryonna’s HUD lit up indicating nearby movement. Four life-signs were heading their way, fast. She wondered if she should wait or engage them before they reached the room. But she couldn’t risk Ronan’s life. She was right in reach, and she’d rather defend her family while she could keep an eye on them rather than take the risk and lose contact. So, she decided to stay put.

      Come on, Jax, make him release Ronan.

      “Show me the research, and I’ll release Ronan.”

      Jax hesitated for a moment but eventually dug inside a pocket and showed the arachnoid the data chip.

      “Very good,” said the arachnoid man.

      Ryonna checked her radar, which showed the incoming party only seconds away from arriving. When the arachnoid entered a command on a nearby device, the energy-based restraints around her son’s limbs vanished. Ronan fell to the ground.

      “Now give me the research,” the arachnoid insisted.

      Jax’s hand trembled as he handed over the data chip, and Ryonna noticed the incoming party slowing down and taking a position not too far from the entrance of the room, but they held their position there. Ryonna assumed they were receiving telepathic orders.

      Could Jax have been right and the arachnoid would let them go once they got what they wanted?

      The arachnoid grabbed the data chip and smashed it in its hand.

      “Can we go now?” asked Jax.

      Ronan struggled to get back to his feet. His muscles must have atrophied from being stuck in the same position for days. Ryonna wanted to go and help him, but she had to stay ever so vigilant.

      “I’m afraid you won’t be leaving this place alive,” said the arachnoid.

      Ronan jumped toward the arachnoid, but the man kicked him in the jaw, sending him backward, and Jax sprang into action at the exact same moment the men outside made their move.

      Ryonna grabbed a lightblade with one hand, grabbed Jax’s jacket with her other hand, and pulled, forcing him down and preventing the arachnoid’s punch to connect with his face. Ryonna jumped forward and activated her lightblade, and the moment she did, the HUD flashed red, indicating that the cloak was compromised.

      Before the cloak failed fully, she decapitated her son’s captor.

      “Mom!” screamed Ronan.

      Jax, however, was on the ground, screaming and holding his hand. Ryonna grabbed a blaster and threw it toward her son.

      “Four men are about to storm through this door, cover fire!” she ordered.

      Ronan grabbed the blaster and opened fire while Ryonna turned the lightblade off and grabbed another blaster, set it to stun, and fired three times at Jax, making sure he lost consciousness.

      Enemy fire screamed all around them while Ronan did his best to keep them at bay.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he complained.

      “Your father has been brainwashed, if we want to survive, it’s better we drag him out of here.”

      Ryonna set her blaster back to lethal and added her fire to her son’s while she checked her radar. More enemy troops were deploying. She chose an alternate exfiltration path and grabbed one of her grenades and flashed it so Ronan would know she was about to use it.

      “On three…two…one…”

      Ronan jumped out of the way as Ryonna sent the grenade through the door. Two of the soldiers tried entering the moment the grenade exploded and were torn to pieces while Ryonna grabbed her son and used her body armor to shield him from the flames.

      All four life-signs on her HUD blinked out of existence.

      “Let’s go! Follow me. Do not deviate from my path. And provide me with back-up cover fire if needed.”

      “What about dad?” Ronan said.

      Ryonna grabbed Jax and threw him on her shoulder without much effort as if he were a sack of potatoes.

      “I have Jax, don’t worry.”

      They exited the room as the smoke dissipated, but the lights in the corridors pulsed between darkness and a soft-red color. Ryonna checked her radar one last time, grabbed the other grenade, and activated it.

      “One my mark, run after me. Do not fall behind,” she said.

      “Understood,” said Ronan.

      Ryonna threw the grenade at the far end of the corridor and ran the other way with Ronan in tow.

      The second grenade detonated and took out three more soldiers right when they were making the turn at the end of the corridor.

      Ronan tripped and fell, but Ryonna heard him and grabbed him by his arm and stood him back up. “One more slip and we won’t get out of here alive.”

      Ronan nodded, and they resumed their run through the corridors. At the next intersection, they were pinned by fire coming from both sides. Ryonna knocked Jax to the side with a swift movement of her shoulder.

      “You take left,” she shouted as she turned and aimed her blaster toward the right side of the intersection and buried a tennis ball-sized hole in the head of the arachnoid soldier before turning back and seeing three of her son’s shots hit the soldier in the chest.

      She lined her blaster and shot his head off for good measure before grabbing Jax again.

      “Let’s go. We’re almost to the ship.”

      They had to kill another two soldiers on their way, and Ryonna gave Jax to her son while she closed the hatch and ran to the cockpit.

      The ship rocked before she even reached the pilot’s seat, and she was catapulted against the bulkhead. She swore.

      “Computer, get us out of here,” she said.

      The computer started the engines the moment Ryonna reached the seat, and she took over manually and disconnected the ship from the station. Plasma fire impacted the ship before Ryonna could raise the shields and rocked the medium-sized craft.

      Once the shields were up, Ryonna activated the cloak.

      “Cloak damaged,” said the computer. “Unable to activate.”

      “Damn!” she shouted.

      “Can we jump out of here?”

      “Hyperspace engines also disabled.”

      They’d have to make a run for it, then. She vectored away from the station, trying to take evasive action, but there were too many targets firing at them. Some of the plasma fire came out of nowhere.

      “Who’s firing at us?” she asked.

      “Sensor analysis inconclusive,” said the computer. “Best guess is cloaked ships.”

      If these were cloaked spider ships, they were in bigger trouble than she initially thought.

      Ronan came to the cockpit. “Why haven’t we jumped?”

      “We lost hyperspace.”

      “Oh, crap. Now what?”

      “Now we make a run for it.”

      But the moment she ended her sentence, a beam of red light locked onto them and they stopped moving.

      “No, no, no!”

      “Tractor beam,” said Ronan. “Thanks for trying, but it doesn’t look like we’re getting out of this alive.”

      An increasing amount of blaster fire impacted the ship, and the shields failed. With every new hit, sparks flew inside the cockpit.

      “Structural integrity critical,” said the computer.

      Ryonna looked deep inside her son’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      The Helios exited hyperspace right on top of Jax’s ship, which was being pounded to oblivion.

      “Position the Helios between us and the source of fire,” said Talon. “Triangulate probable enemy position and fire a full spread of quantum torpedoes. Use the plasma gun to destroy that tractor beam. Get ready to drop shields on my mark, and transport all three passengers directly to the bridge.”

      “Aye, Captain,” said the tactical officer.

      Tar’Lock was taking care of the transport.

      “I have a strong lock on all three of them. But their ship is about to explode.”

      Talon swore as the quantum torpedo spreads found their targets and impacted with spider ships around them, their shields flashing briefly before they disappeared again from both the viewport and sensors.

      “Alright, drop shields now, initiate transport. Lock all batteries to the last point of impact, widespread pattern fire, now!”

      The shields dropped while enemy plasma fire impacted them, and the next impacts rocked the Helios as explosions filled the viewport.

      Ryonna, Ronan, and Jax materialized on the bridge.

      “Raise shields!” ordered Talon. “Get us out of here, jump!”

      The Helios moaned but opened a hyperspace window and jumped away.

      Tar’Lock jumped out of his chair and ran toward Ryonna. “Are you alright?”

      “Tar’Lock, I don’t know how you found us, but thank the gods you did.”

      Ryonna grabbed Ronan in her arms and kissed his hair.

      “Thank you all,” said Ryonna, unable to contain her tears.

      Talon got up from his captain’s chair and approached Ryonna.

      “Welcome on board the Helios, Ambassador.”

      “Thank you, Captain…”

      “Epizon. My name is Talon Epizon. I’m glad we could render assistance.”

      “We owe you our lives.”

      “Who’s that man?” asked Talon. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “It’s a long story, but this is Jax Is’chys, my not-so-dead husband.”

      “I’m sure looking forward to your report, should be an interesting read.”

      Ryonna nodded. “But before then,” she said as she dug something out from under her suit. She handed the data chip to Talon. “We need to bring this back to Chase. It contains precious research on a weapon capable of neutralizing the Spectres. We also need to inform him about that structure the Spectres are building in space.”

      “Do you know what it is?”

      “I ran scans when we approached the space station, they were inconclusive, but I detected large amounts of pentalium within its structure. Unfortunately, any other scans I took from the structure were lost with our ship.”

      Talon signaled one of his officers and the holo-screen filled with a sensor scan taken from the Helios.

      The installation was miles wide and made of multiple black monolith parts. Only a few of them were missing to create a perfect circle in space.

      “What the hell is this?” asked Talon.

      “Unknown,” answered his officer. “It does resemble a jump gate of some sort.”

      “Could the Spectres be creating a jump gate between our dimensions?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “If that’s the case,” said Talon, “then we need to let Altair know as soon as possible. If the Spectres send reinforcements through, there will be no stopping them. Open a channel to headquarters, priority one.”
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        * * *

      

      “Believe me, Ares,” said Zeus, “I told Odin repeatedly that it was a mistake keeping the remaining Guards captive. It would have been better to end the threat right then and there after they were apprehended.”

      “While I agree with you for once,” said Ares, “I don’t think you have the right to take the high ground in this instance, no offense.”

      “None taken. But tell me why?”

      “You did the exact same thing with the Furies, you swept the problem under a rug instead of ending it right then and there when the opportunity arose.”

      “Yes, because I didn’t want to kill my own daughter. Can you really blame me for that?”

      “Yet, here we are. Oryn died anyway and millions more in a war that could have been prevented. The price of one life, at least this time around, was too high to pay.”

      “Perhaps. But the difference between these examples is that I never expected the Furies to ever return from their dimensional prison.”

      “As I’m sure Odin didn’t expect the Guards to ever wake up either. What I don’t understand is why he made that decision? No matter from which angle I try to look at it, it simply doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yeah…I’m sure he didn’t expect this outcome. As for why, I suppose it’s because on some level, he felt these beings were still of Asgard. Look, Ares, we all make mistakes, and as you well know, it’s how we try to fix them that matters. I’m sure you can empathize with me on that point at least.”

      Ares could. He had done unspeakable things himself. His acts, his lack of judgment in the past are what had gotten him banished from Olympus, cast away from his friends, his family. But there was no question in his mind that he had deserved that fate. In the end, it was his search for redemption that reunited him with his friends and family, however briefly in the corporeal plane of existence.

      “So…how do we defeat Siegfried and the others?”

      “You don’t, not even Chase is powerful enough to kill his kind.”

      “What about Chase, Chris, and Argos together?”

      “Perhaps, but I don’t think it’s a strategy you should even entertain.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Imagine what would happen if a Spectre got a hold of one of your friend’s souls, or if by engaging unprepared with the Guards, a Spectre managed to siphon Siegfried’s soul, or worse, all three guards?”

      “I thought they were a lab experiment, how can they have a soul?”

      “Oh, they have a soul alright, one that may be twisted in so many ways, but having faced one of them in battle personally, I damn guarantee you they do.”

      “How did you survive?”

      “I ran for my life, plain and simple.”

      It was hard for Ares to imagine his father running away from any battle. But it only underlined the precarious nature of the threat the Guards represented.

      “So, if a Spectre assimilates their souls…” Ares let his words trail.

      “He’ll get more powerful than anything we could ever imagine. Then there will truly be no stopping them.”

      “So, what? We need Titans, then?”

      “Very few survived the first Fury War and the…well—the clean up effort.”

      “Which is why you created an army of genetically modified Super Titans in a lab, with the help of Odin.”

      Zeus twitched, and Ares could sense that Zeus was surprised he knew that part of the story. “That’s correct.”

      “Then you must have some DNA lying around somewhere that we can use to do the same. If we could get our hands on it.”

      “It’s all gone, Ares. It died with Olympus.”

      “There has to be a way!”

      “The question you should be asking yourself is, do I ask for help in creating another monster that we’ll eventually have to deal with when the time comes?”

      “As disgusted at myself for entertaining that very notion, yes, that’s exactly what I’m asking. If there’s no other way, then so be it. We’ll just implant them with kill switches, like you did previously.”

      “For that you’d need DNA of the most powerful and brave Titans that ever lived. But there are none left alive, and their DNA is gone, forever.”

      “Do you mind if I ask which of the Titan’s DNA you used back then for the creation of the Super Titans?”

      “Super Titan? Not sure I enjoy the name, but to answer your question: Gaia, Hyperion, and Themis, among others. The elite of the elite, the strongest and bravest of them ever to roam the stars.”

      “Wait, what? That doesn’t make any sense. These Titans were dead way before the first shot was ever fired in the first Fury War, how did you…”

      But Ares let the words hang at the realization of what Zeus’ words meant.

      “No way…” Ares continued. “You used Chronos to acquire their DNA in the past, didn’t you?”

      Zeus nodded.

      “How did you convince him to help you do that?”

      “By only telling him I needed his help, making sure I left him in the dark about the specifics.”

      “And what could possibly have compelled him even to accept helping you?”

      “I promised him his freedom if he did.”

      “Sneaky, even though that makes sense, he would never have helped you otherwise.”

      “Unfortunately, for you, Chronos is no longer an option.”

      Zeus looked away for a second and then returned his gaze to his son.

      “You’re lying. I can tell. Why?”

      “Nonsense.”

      “You have a tell, you always have. Is Chronos alive?”

      “That’s a matter of perspective.”

      “Is—Chronos—Alive?” insisted Ares.

      “I don’t think I like your tone, son.”

      “Screw my tone! We need to know.”

      “Technically, there might still be a slight chance he is. But you’ll never find him.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Somewhere you can’t go.”

      “That’s not a satisfactory answer, Father.”

      “Trust me, Ares, if he is indeed alive, there’s no way to get him.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that. Where is he?”

      “In the other dimension.”

      “What? Why? How?”

      “He eventually learned why we needed his help. Let’s just say he was less than pleased being used in that fashion. It took thousands of our best warriors to put him under and then we made sure he was buried deep within a place that we thought would no longer pose any threat.”

      “And that place would be?”

      “Erevos’s crust. Just before we used the Pandora device.”

      Ares buried his head in his hands. “If he was on Erevos, then he died with the rest of the planet.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.”

      “What about you stop being so damned cryptic for just one conversation, do you think you could do that for me?”

      Zeus smiled. “For you, I suppose I could try.”

      “Father!” insisted Ares.

      “Look, we gave Chronos enough sleeping agent to sleep for a week or two, at best. Dosage isn’t exactly simple to achieve on a Titan his size. He would have eventually awoken, and the hiding place where our agents left him on Erevos was not the kind of prison that would have held a being of his power for very long.”

      “And what if the Spectres got his soul? Have you thought of that?”

      “That…would be bad.”

      “That’s an understatement of epic proportions.”

      “Granted, fortunately the soul-body bond is much stronger in a Titan than any other living being. I suppose that, maybe, just maybe, if an entire army of Spectres put their strength together.”

      Ares shook his head. “I gotta let Thor and Chase know about this.”

      “Why? What good will it do? You can’t possibly go to the other side now that the Pandora device is gone.”

      “I was there not so long ago as a matter of fact.”

      “Only because you were on Erevos when the phasing happened. That doesn’t mean it will be possible for you to go back.”

      “We may not have a choice in the matter now. We may have to find a way to get there.”

      “If you do find a way and decide to go there with Chase and his friends, please be careful, all of you.”

      Ares nodded solemnly. “Yeah, we’d have to be out of our minds to even consider it, wouldn’t we?”

      “You’d literally step into the mouth of the enemy and risk being chewed up.”

      “Thanks for that creepy mental image.”

      Zeus shrugged. “Be that as it may, it’s a pretty accurate one.”

      “I suppose it is,” said Ares with a sigh. “I’d better be getting back.”

      “It was good seeing you again, son. Thank you for the visit. I hope I will see you more in the future.”

      Ares smiled. “Yeah, I’m sure the need will arise eventually.”

      “Oh…”

      “Sorry, clumsy choice of words on my part. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Don’t worry, I get it. I hope you find a way to defeat the Asgardian Guards one way or the other, I truly cannot emphasize enough how dangerous they are.”

      “Trust me, I’ve seen one in action, and I never thought we’d be facing enemies worse than the Spectres anytime soon.”

      “If only they weren’t our enemies.”

      “Thor tried that. Siegfried was less than receptive to the idea. Now that he has acquired Fenrir and Brunhild, I don’t think they’ll be interested in anything beyond taking revenge on their captors.”

      “Can you blame them?”

      “I guess not. But we do have to stop them. Alright, then, I guess I’ll see you when I see you, Father.”

      Zeus smiled. “Take good care of yourself, son.”

      “And you…”

      Ares teleported away from the Underworld.
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      Chase paced nervously by the entrance of bay six. Argos, Chris, and Menelas were scheduled to arrive any moment now. Chase couldn’t believe his father was alive. And he missed both his brother and his son. It had been a while since he had seen them in the flesh.

      “Chase,” said Daniel over the comms. “You’ve got a visitor.”

      “They arrived?” asked Chase.

      “Not exactly.”

      Athena beamed in front of him.

      “Hello, son,” she said, smiling.

      They embraced.

      “Mother,” said Chase. “It’s good to see you. How’s Aphroditis doing?”

      “Better, and we probably need to talk about it more later, but for now, is it true that Menelas is alive?”

      “It is. I’ve talked to him via holo-transmission. He did seem shaken by the events that happened to him, but otherwise, he looked healthy.”

      “I’m glad. I told Aphroditis I could sense he was alive.”

      “I—I’m afraid I wasn’t as optimistic in the matter, but I’m glad to be proven wrong.”

      “Chase,” said Daniel. “The ship has docked.”

      Chris, Argos, and Menelas soon walked toward them. Chase could sense a mixture of happiness and anger boil within his mother. Which wasn’t surprising since last they had seen each other, Menelas had incapacitated her, making sure she didn’t take part in their fight against Tanak’Vor.

      Chase always wondered if her presence would have made any difference? Perhaps Sarah wouldn’t have been mortally wounded if she had. But Chase recognized that it was never good to stay stuck in the past and the what ifs of life. No good was to be found in that state of mind, only sorrow and regret.

      Chris smiled and waved toward his father.

      “It’s good to see you all,” said Chase.

      Menelas took Chase in his arms, “Good to see you, son.”

      He then walked toward Athena.

      “I never thought I’d see you again, my love,” said Menelas.

      Chase sensed her reaction before it happened.

      Athena punched him hard in the nose, almost knocking his lights out, but she grabbed him toward him and kissed him passionately.

      “Ouch,” said Argos. “That had to hurt.”

      “He knows he deserves it,” said Chase with a smile. “It’s good to see you both. Thank you for getting him back. I’m so proud of you, Chris.”

      Chris shrugged. “We were just at the right place at the right time, I guess. But…” Chris hesitated, “it’s good to see you, too.”

      Argos put his hand around Chase’s shoulder. “We’ve missed you. But you know what? We’re starving, any chance we could all grab a bite?”

      Chase smiled. “Sounds like a plan, follow me, the galley is that way.”
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        * * *

      

      Tar’Lock waited in front of the quarters that had been assigned to Ryonna and Ronan. Jax had been put in suspended animation until they could get him to Alliance headquarters and try to undo the brainwashing he had suffered.

      It took a few minutes for Tar’Lock to build up the courage to ring the doorbell.

      To his surprise, Ronan answered.

      “Hey, Tar’Lock,” said Ronan before turning away. “Mother! You have a visitor.”

      Ryonna walked toward him and smiled. “How are you doing? I hear you’re the first officer on board the Helios. Congratulations are in order.”

      “Thank you, do you think we could go for a walk? I’d really like to have a talk with you.”

      She looked at Ronan, who nodded, and she exited their quarters. They walked for a good five minutes before Ryonna broke the silence.

      “I thought you wanted to talk.”

      “I do, it’s just not an easy subject.”

      “No problem, but I’m pretty wiped. Would you prefer we do this another time?”

      “No. I. . .I don’t think I can ever find sleep until we talk about this.”

      “That bad, huh? What is it, Tar’Lock?”

      “I know you didn’t kill Tar’Sian.”

      “I’m not sure I follow,” said Ryonna, though Tar’Lock could tell she was deflecting.

      “I’ve seen footage of Altair burning a hole through my sister’s head. So, you can stop protecting him now.”

      She sighed heavily. “I see. Look, he didn’t have a choice.”

      “Why?”

      “Why else? To save my life.”

      “I know that, I’m not asking why he shot my sister, she went crazy, seeing that footage only confirmed something I refused to accept when you first delivered the news of her death. My question is why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t want you to hate Altair. I thought, perhaps, if it came from me, it would make things easier. I realize now that it was a mistake.”

      “And then some. I resented you, you were my…you’re my…”

      “Yes?”

      “We’re friends! If you had told me Altair had killed her to save you, sure, maybe I would have hated him for a little while, but that wouldn’t have compromised our friendship the way that lie did.”

      “I never intended to compromise our friendship, Tar’Lock. I was trying to protect you from the painful experience, hoping the fact that we were friends would help you deal with your anger. You have to understand you were beyond out-of-sorts when you learned Tar’Sian had died. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Well, from now on, I’d be really grateful if you told me the truth.”

      “Alright, from now on, I’ll tell you the truth. Does that mean we’re friends again?”

      Tar’Lock smiled. “Yeah.”

      “Mind if I get some shut-eye now? I had a really complicated last few days. I could use the rest.”

      “Absolutely. But can I ask you one more question?”

      “Sure, shoot.”

      “Do you love him?”

      Ryonna’s eyes grew wide. “Do I love whom?”

      “Who else, Altair?”

      “Not that I believe it’s any of your business but having promised not to lie to you, you leave me with very little choice here. So, the answer is yes.”

      “What about Jax?”

      “Look, Tar’Lock, I’m glad we cleared the air, but this is a whole other can of worms I’m not even sure how to deal with myself, so if you don’t mind…”

      “Right, sorry.”

      “That’s okay. Thanks for saving my life as well as my family’s. I owe you one.”

      “Nah, you don’t, you saved me more than I can count.”

      “Be that as it may,” her expression changed, “thank you. I really thought our time was up, and if I’m being frank, you’re the last person I thought I’d see there. Not that I thought you didn’t care for me, because, well, you know…”

      Tar’Lock nodded.

      “But,” Ryonna continued. “I truly thought we were untraceable on that ship, and so I wasn’t expecting a rescue.”

      “Talon is the one truly responsible for locating you.”

      “Then make sure to transmit my thanks to him once more.”

      “I will.”

      Ryonna stood there for a moment. Tar’Lock could tell she didn’t really know what else to say, so eventually, she turned away and walked back to her quarters.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you’re alive,” said Athena.

      “I can’t believe you punched me,” said Menelas. “Though I clearly deserved it.”

      “Hell, yeah, you did. Don’t you dare pull a trick like that ever again, or I’ll kill you myself.”

      Menelas put his hand up. “I believe you. And I’m sorry. That was truly a dick move on my part. I just didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I’m old enough to make those sorts of choices for myself. I’ve been through two Fury wars, I don’t need your protection.”

      “I know, from now on, you have my word, I’ll never make a decision for you.”

      “And the way things are now, one day or another, we’ll have to face more Spectres.”

      “I sure hope they don’t all use that type of black hole attack. Once was enough.”

      “Chase told me about it. I never heard such an attack even existed.”

      “Hopefully, that was part of a power Tanak’Vor had learned from one of the souls he assimilated and no other Spectre has that ability.”

      Athena approached him and delicately let her fingers fall on his face before kissing him.

      They headed toward the bed and turned off the lights.
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      Chase was woken up in the middle of the night by an incoming transmission. He got up from bed and answered the call. It was coming from Earth’s headquarters.

      “Hello, Altair. It’s kinda late.”

      “Sorry, Chase, I know. But this can’t wait. I’m patching you through with the captain of the Helios, they’ve successfully rescued Ryonna with the rest of her family.”

      “I didn’t know anyone else needed rescuing.”

      “Neither did we. Captain Epizon has something important to tell us.”

      The holo-screen split in two, with Altair on the left and the face of a human filling the right.

      “Hello, Admiral. I have grave news.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “While rescuing the ambassador, we detected a Spectre super gate for the lack of a better word.”

      “You’re going to have to give me more than that. What is a super gate?”

      “While we’re unsure at this point, we believe the Spectres are working on some sort of gateway, or jump gate of some kind, except it’s large, very large. It could allow entire fleets of ships to pass through.”

      Chase turned pale. “What are you saying, Captain? Are you telling me they’re building a doorway between their dimension and ours?”

      “That’s the working assumption, yes.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “We’ve also uncovered some top secret research from a Droxian shadow group called Section Alpha.”

      “Never heard of them.”

      “Nobody but the ambassador’s husband has.”

      “Wait, Ryonna’s husband isn’t dead?”

      “Apparently not. But it’s a long story. What matters is what’s on that research, though the data chip is highly encrypted and my best engineers haven’t been able to access it.”

      “What’s the research about, Captain?”

      “A weapon that could prove efficient against the Spectres.”

      “Please tell me you’re on your way to Alkyon One?”

      “I’ve asked the captain,” said Altair, “to head to you now. I knew you’d want Yanis to take a look at this research as soon as possible. I’m also on my way to the station.”

      Chase nodded at Altair and looked toward Captain Epizon.

      “What’s your ETA, Captain?”

      “We should be docking with Alkyon One tomorrow morning.”

      “As will my ship,” added Altair.

      “Then I look forward to seeing you both. Looks like we have a lot of work to do. Thank you, Captain, for rescuing Ryonna. I look forward to your debrief.”

      “Thanks, Admiral. Emperor. I’ll see you both tomorrow. Epizon out.”

      The left side of the holo-screen extended to full screen with Altair still on the line.

      “This super gate thing is bad.”

      “It sure is. Hopefully, Captain Epizon isn’t just the bearer of bad news and also brings with him the solution.”

      “A weapon to defeat the Spectres. How certain are we this is genuine?”

      “We won’t know for sure until we decode what’s on that chip, but Ryonna says she’s certain it’s valuable to the enemy.”

      “That’s good enough for me.”

      “For me as well.”

      “You must be pleased Captain Epizon found her.”

      “I am, I think.”

      “You think?”

      “Ryonna and I, well, we kind of developed a relationship as of late.”

      “I see, and now with her husband back in the picture?”

      “I know, it’s silly, I should be happy she’s safe and sound.”

      “Still, I can empathize. At least you’ll see her face to face tomorrow.”

      “Right. See you tomorrow, Chase.”

      “Absolutely. Chase out.”
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        * * *

      

      Siegfried opened the cryo-pod door and white steam escaped all around him. Green eyes flashed through the mist.

      “Welcome back, brother,” said Siegfried.

      Fenrir stepped out of his cryo-pod and cracked his neck from side to side, letting out a moan of satisfaction.

      “How long has it been? How long did they keep us prisoners?”

      “Thousands of years.”

      “Sons of a billon bitches. Then let’s go cut off Odin’s and Zeus’ heads,” proposed Fenrir.

      “I’m afraid they’re already dead, even though I had nothing to do with their demise. They did that to themselves. But their friends and some of their family are still live.”

      “It’s going to have to do then, I suppose. Where’s Brunhild?”

      “She’s on her way to rejoin us as we speak.”

      Fenrir’s eyes glowed an emerald green as he smirked. “Goooood. What’s next, brother?”

      Siegfried’s eyes filled with a radiant white glow. “Now we show them why the Furies used to call us the Harbingers of Doom, and we make our captors regret they were ever born.”
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        * * *

      

      I know many of you have been waiting for this book for quite a while now, and I apologize for the delay in its release. I did start Unleashed last year, but the poor performance of my other series, Far Beyond, forced me to focus in 2019 on box set releases (both for Far Beyond and Universe in Flames).

      Unfortunately, that’s the indie life. Sometimes I’m forced to go in a direction I never anticipated, and against my wishes. But 2020 will be the year I come back to very regular, hopefully, like clockwork, release schedule for new books set in the Universe in Flames saga.

      Unleashed was a challenging book to write, and I think part of that might be because I have let the cast of characters grow so much throughout the twelve books. Sometimes it’s a little tricky keeping track of everyone, and hopefully, I have managed to do so in a satisfactory fashion. Gone are the days where I had to worry about four or five characters. But I think the larger cast enriches the universe and makes things more interesting (even if it’s harder for me to write).

      I hope to find the time to continue writing prequels while I write new Universe in Flames books, but for now, the next priority is Book 13. If I find the time to write episode 2 of the upcoming “reboot,” then I will. For those of you who are wondering about reboot, you may want to head to Patreon to grab a copy of Trial by Fire, which is the first episode of the prequels. This will eventually end up being the first book to be part of the Universe in Flames series. It’s set right after Wings of Destiny and tells the story of Chase and Daniel as they arrive as rookie pilots on board the Destiny, and things don’t exactly go as smoothly as Chase would hope.

      There’s a fair bit of world building around Ares and Aphroditis, pre Earth - Last Sanctuary, too, which I think is also a good thing. I’m not yet sure how many of these episodes there will be, probably at least three, but that will depend on where I’m with them. There’s literally a few years gap between Wings of Destiny and Earth - Last Sanctuary, the Star Alliance is still hashing it out with the Obsidian Empire. So, there’s potential for a few good stories to be told through the eyes of the then slightly arrogant Chase, though he’s already maturing a bit through the events of Trial by Fire.

      They’re called episodes, as they are shorter than my full novel-length books. Trial by Fire is over 40k words, and I don’t intend to do less than 30k for an episode, but length really depends on where the story starts and ends rather than a fixed number of words. With that being said, these prequel episodes are shorter as there are fewer characters to follow—no more than ten or so active characters at the same time, unlike the current book where this figure can shoot over twice that or more.

      Writing prequels is always a fine line to walk, as one doesn’t want to do too much foreshadowing, and if I try and overdevelop some of the characters in these episodes, they might not get the same payoff then in Book 1 to 3 of the series.

      But if only to be able to write a flesh and blood Ares, a still alive Saroudis and even Fillio, then that opens up some possibilities I find intriguing. Obviously from the perspective of a series reader, these characters will feel like they have plot armor since I can’t go and kill any of them, as they need to be at the rendezvous (for continuity’s sake) in the events of Earth - Last Sanctuary, but that’s why I’m introducing some new ones as well, to keep things fresh and interesting. The Destiny’s wing commander in Trial By Fire, Eleni Stavros, is one such new character whose arc will be (in my humble opinion) a very interesting one.

      Mind you, some of my future readers will one day start the saga at these episodes, so they won’t be aware that any of these characters cannot die when they read the series in chronological order. While I’m very proud of my first book, and it did fairly well considering it was my first try at science fiction (or a novel of any kind), I still consider it my weakest book, and well, having it as the series starter didn’t bother me back then, but it does bother the writer that I am today.

      Having already rewritten parts of that book, and the events cementing most of the story for all the books to come, rewriting it a second time doesn’t seem like something that (1) I would like to do, and (2) would make much sense. Hence, writing prequel stories with my current craft level is the main reason why I’m considering these prequels.

      If you’re interested in discovering these prequel episodes months ahead of their release, then you should head to Patreon today, and I encourage you to read Trial By Fire. I think you’ll love seeing Chase’s troubled debut as a starfighter pilot.

      Speaking of prequels, I still intend on writing an Athena- and Menelas-centric prequel series, which will go over the first Fury War, set ten thousand years before the events of Earth - Last Sanctuary. While I can’t reveal too much about it at this time, know that I may start releasing chapters for free in my newsletter in 2020. So, if you don’t want to miss that part of the story, I recommend you subscribe to my newsletter here. While it will eventually make its way to Amazon, it will first be a newsletter exclusive story.

      You’ll also be glad to know that I’ve already started work on Book 13, and I want to reassure my readers that new Universe in Flames books are my top priority for the foreseeable future. I’ll only work on these prequel episodes when it doesn’t slow me down for the main books. Far Beyond is now done, I know some of my readers want more of Kevin’s adventures, and it may happen one day, but for 2020, my current goal is to release Book 13 in June, Book 14 in September, and Book 15 in December. If I can release them faster, then rest assured, I will, but these are the hard deadlines I’ve imposed for myself in the coming year and Universe in Flames, and I will do everything in my power to respect them.

      Splitting my attention between Universe in Flames and Far Beyond in 2019 was a mistake I’m not eager to repeat anytime soon.

      I’m also hoping to start translating my books in French this year, my main language (for those of you who didn’t know I’m not a native English author), probably just Earth - Last Sanctuary for now, but I really would like to see it published in my native tongue since 95% of my friends and family aren’t fluent enough in English to read my books, and I find that frustrating sometimes :).

      I hope you enjoyed Unleashed and are looking forward to Foothold (tentative title). I know I’m psyched about continuing the story, especially now with so many variables in the equation (Spectre, Asgardian Divine Guards, and adding some Atlantian mythos to my universe).

      Thank you for being one of my readers, I couldn’t do this awesome job without your help and support, and I’m truly grateful to count you as one of my readers.

      Till next time.

      Your friendly neighborhood writer,

      

      Cheers,

      

      -Christian Kallias
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