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      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.
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        * * *

      

      Book 12: Unleashed

      

      When a Spectre attacks an ancient Asgardian ship, the Aegir One, a prisoner, Siegfried, who has been in cryo-sleep for thousands of years, is released by the ship’s captain, hoping he can help save the ship. The Spectre kills everyone on board. Even the ship’s captain is himself defeated by Siegfried, who didn’t have to deploy much of his power to terminate any threat.

      Thor learns of the event and asks Poseidon to help him recapture Siegfried, a Divine Asgardian Guard (super soldier) genetically created by Odin and Zeus at the end of the first Fury War. The Guards were designed to clean up the last few thousands of Furies scattered throughout the universe at the end of the war. Thor explains that once the Asgardian Guards finished what they were created for, they turned against their creators and were hunted down one by one. From the original seven, four were killed, and the other three were captured and put into cryo-sleep for all eternity.

      Meanwhile, Chris and Argos help Ka’Rij deal with multiple attacks from the Hellion Empire, apparently trying to find a specific location on New Kyria, which forces Chris and Argos to investigate what’s so special about the place. Menelas wakes up not knowing who he is or why he is imprisoned. With the help of another inmate, a female named Diaspira, he recovers some of his memories and they manage to escape their prison. But Diaspira double-crosses him in order to run experiments on his Fury DNA. Chris and Argos find the place the Hellion Empire were after and locate a facility with ancient technology protected by an Atlantian AI who gives Chris access to the technology before the AI is erased from existence. The facility contains an Atlantian cosmo gateway, or a gate allowing its users to travel to other worlds in the blink of an eye. While testing the technology, Chris detects Menelas’s life sign through an open gateway, and Chris and Argos go to rescue him.

      Ashra’Lur, a female Spectre, is sent to divert the Earth Alliance from the gateway the Spectres are creating in order to open a door between dimensions. Ashra’Lur attacks Alkyon One, the space station still being built that Daniel captains. Chase intervenes and saves the station, but during the attack, Ashra’Lur boards his ship, and they end up fighting. Ashra’Lur is about to snatch Chase’s soul when Nyx saves his life.

      Ryonna goes to help her husband, who she thought was long dead, only to learn that her son is now in the hands of the Spectres. Ryonna and Jax team up to rescue their son, while Talon and Tar’Lock are dispatched to find Ryonna. With the help of Talon and Tar’Lock, Ryonna and Jax manage to save their son and return to Earth Alliance space.

      Poseidon, Ares, and Thor try to recapture Siegfried but fail in their mission. They decide to try to secure the other two Asgardian Guards, but Thor’s obsession to keep his father’s wishes in not murdering the guards, allows one mistake after another until the worst possible scenario happens—all three Guards are released.

      Talon informs Chase that the Spectres are creating a giant space gateway that could potentially allow their enemy to bring reinforcements into their dimension.
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        * * *

      

      And now the continuation….

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Chase peered at the waves washing up on the sandy beach.

      The sound of the surf and the beautiful turquoise color of the water washed his soul with positive energy.

      Sarah approached and then sat next to him in the burning hot sand. Chase’s heart was warmed by her presence.

      “You seem pensive,” she said.

      “I am. There’s just too much going on at the same time lately.”

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      Chase considered but decided against it. There was little reason to do so, considering.

      “It’s okay, you don’t need to worry about any of this. Let’s enjoy this moment for what it is.”

      “And what would that be?” she asked with a smile.

      A fantasy, a dream, or something in between.

      Sarah came closer and kissed Chase passionately before using his bicep as a cushion.

      Chase could feel the heat from her body, smell her perfume, and if he allowed himself, he could probably ground himself in this moment. He had hoped the experience would help him deal with his sorrow, but he was quickly realizing that it had the opposite effect. It only made him long for her more.

      Chase sighed.

      “What’s up with you today?” asked Sarah.

      “Nothing’s up. This isn’t real. None of this, not this beach, not you. It’s all holograms.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Chase waved his hand around. “This, all this. It’s a projection; none of it is real. The sea, the beach, even you.”

      “I’ve been called a lot of things in my life but never a hologram.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude. I shouldn’t have tried this, it’s my fault.”

      Sarah’s eyes filled with tears.

      “If I am indeed a hologram, then why do I feel real, and why do your words hurt me?”

      “I guess because Spiros and Kvasir are really good at what they do. Not to mention they had enough brain scans on file to re-create a pretty good facsimile.”

      Sarah got up and kicked sand in Chase’s face.

      “You suck! You know that? Why can’t you enjoy the moment for what it is, regardless if I’m a hologram or not.”

      “Because deep down, I know it’s not real.”

      Sarah shook her head and ran away sobbing.

      He rose and stared at the horizon for a while.

      Was she right? After all, he was the one that came here to see her, knowing full well it was only a self-serving illusion. The holographic Sarah, even if she was nothing more than a computer program, didn’t really deserve to be the recipient of Chase’s sour mood.

      “Computer, switch to program Harbinger One.”

      The beach on which he was standing changed to a darker place, with red lightning illuminating large black clouds in the sky. The hot sand under his feet was replaced by black rock, and the only thing that remained about the same was the temperature because of the active volcano that replaced the previously beautiful landscape.

      Siegfried appeared in front of Chase.

      “Fury! You shouldn’t have come here.”

      Chase didn’t feel the need to interact verbally with the hologram, as he needed to blow off some steam, so he turned Ultra Fury and darted toward the enemy.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand,” said Spiros on the holo-screen.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” said Chase, “the tech is impressive and everything looked pretty real. It’s also a useful tool for when I want to train, especially paired with my graviton bracelets. I’m just not convinced about the usefulness of the Sarah program.”

      “Do you want me to take another crack at it?”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. You did a fantastic job, and I thank you for it. I just think it makes me even sadder to see her that way.”

      “I’m sorry, Chase. I’ve been using the tech to get over Gaia myself, and since it has helped me, I thought it could do the same for you. But I guess we all react differently to it.”

      “No apologies required, my friend. I’m glad it’s working for you.”

      Chase wondered if perhaps he should give it another try down the line, maybe when his mood was more suited to the experience.

      “Well,” said Spiros, “maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. I do spend all my free time in the holo-constructs now, not that I have that much free time, anyway. But sometimes bouncing ideas off of her helps me find workarounds for some of the tech we’re working on.”

      “I’m not judging, Spiros, and I’m grateful you took the time to craft a Sarah program for me. I guess it’s something I’ll have to figure out on my own, and right now, I can’t play house in a virtual world, not with everything going on. On the other hand, I’ve enjoyed the Harbinger One program. Though, sometimes, I wish the construct didn’t have safety protocols.”

      “You could die without them, Chase.”

      “I still struggle to get that one. It’s hard imagining getting killed by a hologram.”

      “The tech uses Asgardian technology, and trust me on this, if the safety protocols were off, you could be killed as if you fought in the real world.”

      “I see. Could you at least work on having the hologram inflict some damage? Nothing too crazy, but if I’m to use it as a training tool, it would help if it hurts when Siegfried wipes the floor with me. Otherwise, I’m having a hard time truly focusing on the fight.”

      “It’s a little tricky and a slippery slope. I suppose I could try to devise a smart algorithm that lets you sense some pain but with maximum tolerance so that if you do lose too badly, the system shuts down.”

      “That would be ideal. I think it would also let me know that I lost when in the fight, and I could try to adapt to different strategies and also monitor my progression by how long the program runs.”

      “As long as you understand that a single bug in the way this is implemented could be fatal. I don’t think Altair would be happy with me if he knew I was doing this.”

      “Then let’s not tell him, not to mention that I trust you to implement this, bug-free,” said Chase with a playful smirk.

      “Alright, for you…I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thank you, Spiros. I’d better try to get some sleep. Altair and Captain Epizon are due on the station in…” Chase looked at the hour on his holo-wrist device. “A little over two hours.”

      “That’s going to be a short night, then.”

      “You’d think so, but for me, not so much. Sorry I called so late, I think I lost track of time.”

      “That’s okay, I’m not exactly sleeping all that much either lately. I’ll talk to you soon, Chase.”

      “Talk soon, Spiros.”

      Chase swiped the holo-screen away and let himself crash on his bed. His body was tired from the virtual bout with the Asgardian Guard, but his mind was still racing. If he couldn’t even defeat the holographic version of that man, how would he fare when they met on a real battlefield?
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        * * *

      

      Aphroditis was running away as fast as she could, dodging trees and low-hanging branches. She could sense the Spectres after her were gaining ground. It was only a matter of time until they caught up to her.

      “You can’t run away forever. We’ll have your soul,” shouted one of them.

      She dared not look behind her, but instead, kept running, even though her entire body ached and she could barely breathe. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and her entire body was soaked with sweat.

      She had never been this terrified in her entire life, and it brought back painful memories of a similar situation where she and Athena had been running away from a group of Furies bent on assassinating them at the beginning of the first Fury War ten thousand years ago.

      Athena had risked her life and the life of her unborn children to protect them from a pack of Furies hunting them down. By taking a stand back then, against impossible odds, she altered the course of destiny. That single event had been a nexus point from which history would be forever changed.

      Aphroditis heard the pursuing footsteps grow louder with each passing moment. She was slowing down, running on fumes, but this time, Athena wasn’t there to save her. She was alone and it terrified her.

      But why? she wondered.

      It hadn’t been long ago that she would have welcomed the sweet release of death. In fact, what she had endured inside the Pandora device had been worse than dying. Way worse. In utter physical pain and mental despair, time lost its grasp. It may have been months on the outside, but from her perspective, she felt like she had been tortured at the molecular level for several lifetimes.

      Now she had been given another chance at life, and perhaps that was the reason she ran aimlessly in the dark forest, only illuminated by a bright-red full moon high above. It gave the ground on which she ran a river-of-blood mood cast by the crimson shadows of trees, branches, and leaves. That faint hope of life motivated her to keep running, even though she knew she’d never outrun her pursuers forever. They were powerful creatures, and she was already pushing past her limited physical abilities.

      There was light appearing up ahead and fewer trees around her with every step she took. Beads of sweat ran down her burning skin as if she’d been standing in the rain on a hot summer’s day. Her lungs were on fire, but she kept pushing, not willing to stop.

      From the moonlit sky, a shadow appeared in the clearing ahead. Aphroditis didn’t know if she should change her trajectory, but the shadow, even though still far, looked somewhat familiar.

      Is that Chase?

      In case it was, Aphroditis decided to keep running toward the shadow, and as she approached it, she stopped running and tried to catch her breath. She looked up and saw Argos standing in front of her, remaining silent.

      “Argos, I’m so glad to see you. Please help me, I’m being chased.”

      But Argos didn’t answer; instead, his eyes glowed red, increasing her anxiety even more.

      Argos raised his palm toward her, and before she could say anything, she felt her soul being siphoned out .

      She tried imploring him to stop, but her soul was mostly outside her body, and her mouth refused to move.

      What are you doing? said Aphroditis telepathically.

      What we should have done a long time ago—take out the seer to ensure victory.

      The voice in her mind wasn’t Argos’s, it was an overlay of multiple male and female voices that sounded both familiar and yet totally alien.

      What the hell did that mean, and why was Argos trying to rip away her soul?

      The voices continued.

      Our brother underestimated your importance. We thought trapping you inside the Pandora device would neutralize you. But we were wrong. We won’t repeat that mistake. Your soul will be ours.

      Aphroditis fought with all her might to stay in her body, but her efforts were in vain, and with every passing moment, her soul ripped from her body a little more, and she tried screaming, but her vocal cords no longer obeyed her.

      Eventually, her soul exited her body entirely and floated toward Argos. In the distance, she could hear a voice screaming.

      “Hold on! I’m coming!” It was Chase. But he sounded so far away.

      In soul form, Aphroditis turned around and looked at her body. It had lost all color, her skin was gray, her eyes livid, and her skin darkened little by little as if it had been infected by a black virus. The darkness spread rapidly and expanded around her body and spread all around her until only her dead-eye globes, devoid of pupils, floated in front of her.

      She looked around, and everything and everyone was gone. There was no trace of Argos, no ground under her feet, and her soul was floating in a void. She returned her gaze to where the eyes had been a moment ago, and they had increased in size considerably. Blood-tears formed under the globulous, unattached eyes, dripping blood into the unknown.

      The overlaid voices boomed all around her.

      “Your soul is ours, now and forever.”

      A massive mouth made of sharp teeth opened under the eyes and lurched toward her. Before she could scream, it swallowed her whole.

      Everything changed around her, and Aphroditis now screamed as loud as she could. She was soaking wet, panting heavily, and her pounding heart beat against her chest at a jackhammer rate.

      She felt a viscous liquid under her eyes and reached with her finger to touch it. She looked at her fingertips, which were covered in blood.

      “What in the heavens is going on?” she said before losing consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Grunhild’s mind woke up. Slowly.

      Where am I? Why am I awake?

      She tried moving, but she couldn’t. Her entire body was frozen cold, and she couldn’t even open her eyelids. It took a while for her memory to return and recall what the last thing was she remembered. She had been put in cryo-freeze after losing a fight against multiple Titans.

      I’m still inside the cryo-pod. But why is my mind active now? What has changed?

      She tried expanding her consciousness outward but was having a hard time detecting anything. Eventually, she managed to sense the void of space outside of her cryo-pod.

      She wondered how her pod could have ended up in space, but she quickly figured out why she was slowly but surely regaining control over her body. Her body was no longer kept at an absolute zero temperature, and, instead, was getting warmer, albeit by only fractions of degrees.

      Soon, she had enough control over her cells to actually activate a small part of her aura, which helped accelerate the thawing process, and within a minute or so, the temperature inside the pod came back to a positive value.

      She opened her eyes and blinked multiple times until she was able to adapt to the outside light. She could see stars in the distance as well as a blurry shape getting smaller. As her vision returned fully, she discerned an Asgardian ship in the distance.

      Why didn’t they fire on the pod? Did they think jettisoning me to space would be enough to kill me?

      She also wondered how long she had been in cryo-sleep.

      Questions piled up, but she decided to put them aside. She would get to the bottom of it once she got herself out of her current predicament, but not while she stayed inside her metallic prison. She raised a shield around her and pushed her aura to the maximum before unleashing a shockwave that destroyed the pod from the inside out.

      She expanded her consciousness toward the ship and felt every life sign inside the Asgardian ship.

      Time to get some answers.

      She flew toward the ship at subspace speeds and fired a powerful fireball, timed well enough so she could destabilize and penetrate the shield on the port side of the Asgardian prison ship. The speed at which she flew in the Aegir’s armor shook the ship and destroyed a large part of that deck upon impact. A few Asgardians around the area were either incinerated from the blast or spaced outside before the ship’s force field could activate to contain the breach.

      She expanded her consciousness further and found the bridge’s location and identified all the crew in her way. None had life forces to even rival with her still-diminished state. In fact, they would be easy prey, to be crushed like insects.

      She walked forward when the first Asgardian security guards showed up. They opened fire with their plasma lances. Her eyes flashed a deep blue as her long hair danced around her. She blocked the incoming plasma discharges with her mind, freezing them in midair as a wave of blue energy exploded all around her, sending a shockwave that bathed the enemy soldiers. Their veins turned a luminous blue as the expression on their faces first turned to fear, then unequivocal terror. They turned their weapons toward one another and fired multiple times before all collapsed dead on the ship’s blood-soaked floor.

      Her shockwave traveled through the ship while she headed toward the bridge, and she could hear the screams of hundreds and their weapons fire. By the time she reached the bridge doors, she had walked by countless corpses. Some had been killed by their shipmate’s weapons, some had turned their weapons against themselves.

      Not many living beings could resist the nightmarish vision she had infected upon their minds. Their unprepared brains were simply too weak to deal with that amount of psychic storm. The horrors they saw, while illusions, were the most horrific nightmares each victim’s brain could ever conjure. Whatever their deepest fears were, her mental powers amplified them to such levels that it caused instant insanity, activating the fight or flight part of their brain but amping it to the maximum. This way, they took care of themselves without Grunhild’s need to lift a single finger. She was an expert at such tactics, trapping weak minds in their own personal hell.

      She could sense one person behind the bridge was still alive, the captain. Probing his mind, she could feel he had resisted the urge to act on his inner demons, recognizing that what he was experiencing had to be an illusion. She sensed his struggle, but like many leaders, his brain was stronger than most.

      She smiled and raised her palm forward before blasting a hole in the blast doors with ease. She walked through the flames and scorched metal and stopped a few yards from the confused and terrified captain.

      “What…what the hell are you?” he mumbled.

      “As you may have gotten a glimpse already, I’m your worst nightmare.”

      He grabbed his service plasma blaster and charged her, firing madly.

      Grunhild moved so fast, it looked like she was teleporting, and the energy fire was passing through her as if she wasn’t there. Then multiple versions of herself were cast all around the bridge, and the captain didn’t know which one to target anymore, so he fired at each of them in quick succession. The blasts traveled through their targets as if they were ghosts.

      “You’re a witch!” he screamed as he kept firing, his blaster nearly overloading.

      Grunhild growled. She despised that word with every fiber of her being.

      “And yet you’re the one that’s going to burn,” she answered calmly, her voice steady and colder than the perma-frosted peaks of Asgard. “Even though that’s too kind a punishment for keeping me a prisoner for so long.”

      She reached with her mind as her eyes flashed blue once again.

      The captain’s skin burned, even though there were no flames, and he screamed in agony until his flesh turned black, and he crashed, head first, into the floor. Smoke rose from his corpse. Moments later, only a pile of ashes were all that was left of the Aegir’s captain.

      Grunhild then connected her mind with the computer, and in less than a second, she had all the information she needed. The current date, how much time had passed since she had been put in cryo-prison, which was a little over five thousand years, as well as the coordinates of every ship in the Asgard fleet. She identified one ship of interest that seemed to distance itself from the rest, the Balder, and set a course for the Aegir Three to rendezvous with it.

      “Hyperspace engines disabled,” said the computer.

      She growled for a second before calming her mind. She expanded her mind and detected a group of engineers still alive, barely, and instantly reverted the madness consuming them. She replaced their thoughts with another illusion. One where their captain requested they fix the engines for her, making sure their senses would be altered so that they wouldn’t see the plethora of dead bodies around them or smell the blood of their fallen comrades.

      After some time, the computer announced minimal jump capabilities. The engineering crew would have to keep fixing the ship to increase the speed, but patience wasn’t Grunhild’s strong suit, especially after five thousand years in cryo-prison.

      “They’ll pay for this, all of them—Asgardians, Olympians, every single one of them. Computer, engage hyperspace.”

      The Aegir Three opened a hyperspace window, and the ship entered it.
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      Ares appeared in front of Chase while he was training. In fact, Chase didn’t see him materialize until his foot missed the holographic Siegfried and slashed Ares’s energy form, passing through him.

      “Jeez!” exclaimed Chase before he got smashed by a white fireball and sent crashing against the nearby wall.

      Siegfried lunged at Chase.

      “Computer freeze holo-program!” he exclaimed as Siegfried disappeared in midair, inches from smashing Chase further into the wall.

      “Sorry,” said Ares. “Am I interrupting?”

      “Ya think!?”

      “Would you rather I come back later?”

      “No, that’s okay. I’m trying a new method of training,” said Chase, dusting himself off. “We fed the computer all the data from Thor’s and Poseidon’s fight with the Divine Guard. It’s probably not a very accurate emulation of what’s to come when I face him, but it’s better than nothing.”

      Ares gestured to the left side of his mouth, and Chase checked his own lip and swiped away blood.

      “Didn’t you say this is a simulation, how did you get hurt?”

      “I had Spiros lower the safety protocols to make it more real. There’s no point fighting a ghost if there’s no damage inflicted while I train.”

      “I see. Perhaps you should take it easy, though.”

      “Why is everyone always saying that?”

      “I guess because we worry about our friends.”

      “Fair enough. Is there something I can do for you, Ares?”

      Chase regretted the tone of his question, but he’d been beaten over and over by a holographic enemy, and his fuse had been shortened quite significantly.

      “Sorry,” Chase added. “Even in simulation form, Siegfried’s been kicking my ass all day, and I’m not exactly in the best of moods.”

      “That’s alright, Chase, it’s understandable. And, yes, we need to talk.”

      “Very well. What about?”

      “How to defeat Siegfried, in fact.”

      “That part seems clear enough to me: I train until I’m strong enough, with the help of Argos and Chris, and hopefully, Nyx, then together we can get the best of him and the other two Guards.”

      “Four Ultra Furies against a Divine Guard. I suppose that’s one way of seeing things, but, as you mentioned, they may not be alone at any one time. Speaking of Nyx, have you had the occasion to gauge her power?”

      “I did, indirectly. She saved my life when that female Spectre showed up. I hate to say it, but she may be more powerful than I am.”

      “Really?”

      “I sensed tremendous power in her when she intervened during the fight. She may not be in total control of her powers, though.”

      “Like you were when I started training you.”

      “Something like that, yes.”

      “Then perhaps training her to help her get a grasp on her powers should become a priority if she’s as strong as you suspect. After all, she is the only true blood Ultra Fury among you, perhaps that actually could be an advantage.”

      “Perhaps. As for pure blood, let’s not forget my father.”

      “Can he turn Ultra Fury, though?”

      “I never sensed that ability in him. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Nyx then, if properly trained, could become a powerful ally.”

      “Or a deadly enemy…She made it crystal clear that she’s just helping us to get rid of the Spectres as an act of revenge for what happened to the Furies. I don’t think she’ll hang around after that.”

      “You never know, look at Argos, once upon a time, he was our mortal enemy.”

      “I suppose…only time will tell. But Nyx is openly reluctant to even interact with me.”

      “Can you really blame her?”

      Chase shrugged. “I suppose not. We did destroy her world and everyone she knew. Not that we had any choice in the matter. Furies had to go.”

      “No, you didn’t have a choice. As for them having to go, that’s debatable, I suppose.”

      “You did not just say that!” Chase said sharply.

      “Hear me out for a second, Chase. Right now, with where we stand, wouldn’t you want on our side an entire planet of Furies fighting the Spectres?”

      “Perhaps, but I could never trust them. And I don’t think they’d ally themselves to us unless they felt it was a matter of survival.”

      “Yet, the human saying goes that the enemy of my enemy is my friend could have applied here.”

      “Why are we going on about hyperbolic what-ifs, Ares? The Fury are gone, and for better or worse, those are the cards we’ve dealt for ourselves. But for the sake of argument, if you’re asking me if I knew that a larger threat was right around the corner, would I have been so keen on finishing off the Furies? I can’t really answer that. Hindsight is always twenty-twenty, but that’s not how life works. First of all, if that had been an option, you would never have returned, and your sister wouldn’t have been saved. In my experience, rehashing the past is pretty useless, only pain and regret lingers there. We all wish we could do things differently, but that’s exactly what gives life its meaning. We are born, make choices, some good and some bad. It shapes who we are.”

      “I’m aware, though I’d argue that when your lifespan is longer, like us Olympians, it sometimes gives you a different outlook on life. So, I guess where I’m going with this is: we could use the past to our advantage in a situation like this.”

      Chase frowned. “I’m not sure I follow.”

      Ares proceeded to explain the discussion he had with his father and the Titan, as well as the possibility for Chronos to still be alive in the other dimension.

      Chase shook his head heavily. “So not only did Zeus sanction the creation of the Guard, but also he sanctioned time travel and deceiving the Titans a second time. The more I learn about it, the less I’m sure how that makes me feel being part of this family. Do you have any idea what you’ve just told me?”

      “I know, it’s heavy. But perhaps now is not the time to look at the family’s past from that angle.”

      “When then? The next time a family secret threatens to swallow the entire universe whole?”

      “I’m kind of hoping that’s the last of Zeus’s skeletons…how do the humans say it?”

      “Skeletons in the closet. And it better be. But I don’t think replicating a despicable act to fix the situation is the way to go.”

      “We may not have any choice, Chase.”

      “I refuse to believe that. And even if that were true, going to the Spectres dimension, besides being beyond our capabilities, would be suicidal. We have enough problems fighting the Spectres one by one here, trying to locate a Titan on their territory, without knowing what awaits us there, sounds like a recipe for disaster to me.”

      “I won’t deny that it could be very dangerous, but that’s where Nyx’s expertise could come in handy. She managed to evade them for a long time.”

      “If I remember well, she managed to evade arachnoids mostly, not Spectres themselves.”

      “But the Spectres had interest in her, that’s why they were trying to create hybrids from her DNA.”

      “Say what now?”

      “I’m sure I mentioned that before, haven’t I?”

      “I would remember something like this. What do you mean hybrids?”

      “Since she’s the last remaining Fury, they deployed a lot of resources to apprehend her, alive. I’ve witnessed that myself, in fact. Later, when we teamed up to escape their dimension, we came across a lab with cloning pods; it contained creatures that looked like her but also like arachnoids. Who knows, perhaps even with Spectre DNA mixed in. Some creepy monstrous experiment, really.”

      “What did you do about it?”

      “She destroyed them all, out of rage.”

      “I can understand her reaction. Are you sure that research died with the Spectre ship?”

      “It did on that ship. Unless they had samples somewhere else…”

      Chase passed his hand over his face. “So, basically, when the Spectres invade, they could be using these hybrids against us? Just once I’d like to get some good news when I see you, you know?”

      “Sorry about that. I think it’s probably better you talk with Nyx. I sensed she was pretty knowledgeable about the other dimension. She had to survive in it for quite a while, perhaps she can shed more light on these matters more than I ever could.”

      “Yeah, the difficulty will be starting a dialogue without killing each other. Trust me, talking to Nyx gives a whole new meaning to the expression ‘cutting tension with a knife.’”

      “I can probably help with that.”

      “Good. Because as far as Nyx goes, I’m really getting tired of trying.”

      “I know firsthand she can be a handful.”

      “For the time being, however, this farfetched idea of tricking Chronos one more time to help us create super Titans is out of the question. I’ll talk with Nyx to see if we can exploit a potential weakness in the Spectres, and maybe, just maybe, we could ask Chronos to fight on our side. That is, if we ever see him again.”

      “He hates us, he’ll try killing us on sight.”

      “Well, who do we have to thank for that? But, for a change, I’d really like it if we tried to undo the mistakes of the past, not blindly repeat them.”

      “I wish we had that option, believe me. But…very well…talk with Nyx first, and let’s see where we go from there.”

      Chase had no doubt that defeating the Guards might require them to go to dark places he didn’t want to go. But until he faced them in combat, after properly training, he wasn’t prepared to consider Ares’s proposal at face value. It was due time for the warriors of this dimension to stand on their own, face their demons and their creations, and try to fix problems without resorting to shady tactics.
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      On his way to conference room six, Chase saw multiple Gorgar flash past him. When he saw the first one, he thought it might have been Tar’Lock rushing to deliver yet more bad news. But that particular Gorgar never stopped, and shortly after, he saw another and another. While they were too fast for humans to see, the Gorgar were still slower than Furies, so where a human would just see a blur and feel a breeze, Chase saw their faces as they flashed past him.

      Chase stepped into the conference room, and both Altair and Talon stood up.

      “Gentlemen, sorry, I kinda lost track of time while training, then I got detained with Ares. I hope you haven’t been waiting for me too long.”

      “Good to see you, Chase,” said Altair. “Don’t worry about your tardiness, the captain and I had a lot to discuss, anyway.”

      “Lots of Gorgar hard at work out there,” said Chase pointing a thumb back.

      “Indeed, thanks to them, Alkyon One should be operational any day now.”

      Chase had wanted some good news, and while that wasn’t the kind he was referring to when he talked with Ares, it was good news, nonetheless. He turned his attention toward the man next to Altair. He had seen him the night before on the subspace holo-transmission.

      “Captain,” said Chase. “Nice to meet you in person.”

      Talon saluted. “Likewise, Admiral.”

      “At ease…I suppose.”

      Talon frowned.

      “Chase doesn’t really enjoy being called Admiral, nor any kind of formalities, really,” said Altair.

      The captain shifted his gaze from Altair back to Chase. “Alright…Then what should I call you?”

      “Chase will do fine. I didn’t catch your first name?”

      “Talon.”

      Chase sat opposite the two men as they returned to their chairs.

      “So, Talon, Altair, let’s talk about our situation. And how to get rid of this structure you’ve detected.”

      Talon activated a portable holo-projector, and the image filled most of the room. Chase looked at the holo-images with dread slowly creeping in. He didn’t like it. They had so many problems already, dealing with the Spectre forces already in this dimension, the Guards, and now a potential full-scale invasion. There were too many moving pieces, too many variables.

      At least with the Furies, they had a single enemy, even if they didn’t know they had been manipulated by a Spectre all along. But Chase had never been put in a position where he had to fight on so many fronts. That made him nervous.

      “This thing looks massive,” said Chase.

      “Yes. It’s tens of miles in diameter,” said Talon.

      “My god, that would allow massive ships to go through it. Bigger than anything we’ve fought so far in terms of size. And how certain are we this is a gateway between our dimensions?”

      “Not certain at all,” said Talon, “but before you arrived, we asked for Kvasir’s assessment based on the sensor data my ship took of the structure…to see if he could make sense of it.”

      “And?” asked Chase.

      “It could be a weapon of some kind, but there are no direct power sources we could identify, and its design is more like an amplifier, so he believes that it’s more likely an interdimensional gate.”

      Chase pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Perhaps they haven’t assembled the power source, yet.”

      “Yes, perhaps,” agreed Altair, “but no matter if it’s a gate or a weapon, it’s still of Spectre origin, and no good can come from it. It’s also possible the power source is on the other side. After all, we know the Spectres have the technology for interdimensional travel, otherwise neither Ares nor Nyx would have returned from the other side.”

      “Of that, I’m sure. Anything of Spectre origin is a threat to our dimension,” said Chase. “We’re all in agreement about it then. It has to go. Do we have any idea how long until it’s finished?”

      “I’m afraid not,” said Talon. “Could be weeks, days, hours as far as we know. My ship only managed to gather seconds worth of sensor data, there’s no way of knowing how long they’ve been working on it and how long it will take them to make it operational.”

      Chase sighed. “Could it already be operational?”

      Talon pointed toward the top of the structure. “As you see here, it’s missing a few of its…monoliths to complete a perfect circle.”

      Chase observed it, and from the looks of it, only two monoliths were missing to complete the structure.

      “There’s something else that Kvasir reported that has us worried,” said Altair.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Sensor data shows that these monoliths are made of alloys containing pentalium.”

      “I thought pentalium was only found on Asgard?”

      “It is, that we know of,” confirmed Altair.

      Chase’s face dropped. “Then that’s why they killed Odin, they were after pentalium to create it.”

      “We arrived at the same conclusion, yes.”

      “Alright, obviously we need to take out that array of monoliths, gate, whatever the hell this is. But we also need to acquire the information Ryonna’s husband almost gave back to them. If they were willing to go to such lengths as they did, it has to be a threat to them.”

      Altair rubbed his chin. “I’ve already assigned Spiros to that task. He says the amount of encryption around the data is not only massive but in a format that he’s never seen. Like a mutating algorithm.”

      Chase didn’t like the sound of that. “Could it be AI-based?”

      “Perhaps,” said Altair, “but it’s too soon to tell. He’s our foremost expert in these matters, and that’s why we tasked him to recover the data. To be on the safe side, he’s been instructed to take every measure possible to make sure that whatever is causing this encryption to mutate and repel our hacking attempts doesn’t infect our own system. Which means he had to build additional, non-networked processing farms, which is also slowing down the whole process.”

      “Better safe than sorry,” said Chase. “We definitely don’t want another evil Gaia scenario on our hands.”

      “No, we already have rogue Asgardian super warriors and what looks like an imminent Spectre invasion to deal with, and if you ask me, that’s already too many problems to deal with.”

      “Indeed,” reflected Chase. “We can’t really ignore any of these problems, but I think the gate takes precedent here, we have to shut it down as soon as humanly possible.”

      “I concur. That’s why I’ve asked all ships to meet a few hours jump from the gate, then throw everything we’ve got at it.”

      Chase’s instinct reacted. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something didn’t sit well with him. Was it the idea of going all-in? Could it be a trap? He didn’t know, but it didn’t seem they had much choice. An invasion by Spectre forces, especially now, would be disastrous. They needed to prevent that at all costs, or at the very least, delay it.

      “When are we leaving?”

      “In a few hours, and I’d like you to command the fleet,” said Altair.

      Chase thought about it. While he didn’t think of himself as a fleet admiral since the end of the Fury War, he couldn’t ignore the situation.

      “On one condition, Athena is number two on this one. I may have to engage Spectres or Guards or who knows what else at a moment’s notice. If that happens, I need an expert tactician to take over the fleet.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way, and yes, I agree your mother should be there as well and ready to take over the fleet if necessary.”

      “Alright, then, gentlemen, I have a few people I need to see before we get going.”

      They all rose from their seats and shook hands.

      “As do I,” said Altair who was the first to leave the room.
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      Altair took Ryonna in his arms. She embraced him back, but he could feel something was off.

      “You have no idea how worried I was,” he said.

      Ryonna took a step back. “I’m sure you were…” but she let the words hang.

      “I sent Tar’Lock and Talon after you the moment I realized you had been forcefully beamed out of the restaurant.”

      “I know…and I don’t think Ronan or myself would be alive if you hadn’t. So thank you for that.”

      “Of course. As well as your husband, I must admit that was…unexpected.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. I had grieved his passing, and these past few months, it finally felt like I had moved on with my life only for him to resurface. And now…”

      “Now what?” asked Altair with more emotions behind the words than he had wished.

      “Never mind, today might not be the best day for such a talk.”

      Altair, however, thought differently.

      “Look, when you went to take the call, I—I was preparing to tell you something. Something important.”

      “Oh…what were you gonna tell me?”

      “It’s been a while now that we’ve been,” Altair hesitated on the choice of words to employ, “an item, and with Ronan knowing, I…” Altair paused and reached inside a pocket and revealed a ring. “I wanted to give you this, well to…”

      Ryonna’s eyes widened. “Propose? You wanted to propose that night?”

      “Yeah…pretty much.”

      Ryonna looked down. “That’s very sweet, and if you had been given the chance to ask that night, well…I think I would have considered it. But…”

      “But now you’re not sure anymore.”

      “Try to put yourself in my shoes. The man I’ve loved most of my life is back, the father of my son.”

      “Are you going to get back with him?”

      Ryonna shrugged. “Frankly, I don’t know what I’m going to do, I just know this,” she said, waving her hand between them a couple of times, “can’t continue, at least not until I know where my heart stands. I’m really sorry about this, Altair, you’re an amazing man, but right now, I don’t know what to think anymore.”

      Altair nodded solemnly and put the ring back in his pocket.

      “I—I understand. You must do what you think is best.”

      Ryonna reached forward and wanted to caress Altair’s face, but she stopped inches away.

      “I’m sorry, I wish things were different, I—I gotta go.”

      Before Altair could say anything, Ryonna fled their quarters without looking back.
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      Chase had been watching Sarah in her cryo-pod for a while. He whispered to her telepathically, even though he couldn’t sense her in her body anymore. Chase wondered what had happened in that regard, why he couldn’t sense her or the baby’s life signs ever since he had gone into the unknown regions.

      He had come to med-bay directly after the meeting with Altair and Captain Epizon, and while there was still time, he wanted to spend it with Sarah. He heard the door open, and Chris entered the room.

      “Oh,” said Chris upon seeing his father. “I didn’t know anyone was here at this time of night.”

      “That’s okay, son, if you want to spend time with your mother alone, I can leave.”

      Chris walked next to his father. “No, I just wanted to see her, but I also wanted to talk to you afterward, especially since we haven’t had time to do so lately. So this works out well.”

      Chase smiled. It seemed the chasm that once separated the two of them was slowly mending and that made Chase happy. He knew that it would make Sarah happy as well. At least she hadn’t been conscious to see the tension and bad feelings that had unfolded between the two of them at the end of the war. She wouldn’t have like it, not one bit.

      “What would you like to talk about?”

      “I’d like to apologize for my behavior. I think I’ve been unfair to you.”

      “That’s alright, son, I understand where you’re coming from. But I appreciate you telling me this, much more than you can imagine, in fact.”

      Chris attempted a clumsy smile.

      “You know what’s more difficult lately?” asked Chase.

      Chris shook his head.

      “I can’t sense her in there anymore,” said Chase. “I used to at least be able to touch her soul, even if her body was in suspended animation, I could feel her and your unborn sister, too. Ever since we returned from the unknown regions, I can’t anymore, and that has me worried.”

      “I can’t sense her anymore either, but I know with all my heart she is still alive.”

      “She has to be, I don’t know what I would do without her.”

      “We’ll get her back…” Chris hesitated. “Dad. We will, together.”

      Chase threw his arm around his son and kissed the top of his head.

      “Yes, we will indeed, son.”

      Moments of happiness such as these had been rare for Chase. And even though his soul still ached for his wife, he remembered what his own mother once told him—that sometimes you have to allow yourself to feel happiness. Human nature and how one thinks is how one defines their reality and one’s perception of it. It’s easy to let one’s psyche fall into darkness and much harder to bring it back toward the light. And, today, Chase was more than happy to look at the world in a positive light.

      “I hear the Alliance is preparing for a massive assault?” said Chris, breaking the short silence.

      “Yeah, in a few hours the entire Alliance fleet will assemble and try to destroy what we suspect is a gate between our dimensions.”

      “What if the answer to mom’s predicament lay on the other side, though? Did you ever ask yourself that?”

      Chase’s eyes narrowed. “Did you speak with Ares?”

      “No, why?”

      “Never mind, forget I asked. As to your question, I don’t think risking being trapped in a dimension with infinitely more of these Spectres is a good idea. It took Ares and Nyx a great deal of effort and luck to return. So while I would consider it, I wouldn’t attempt a journey like this unless we had a solid plan, one that would ensure we have a way of returning safely.”

      “Doesn’t seem likely, does it?”

      “No, it doesn’t. And if we went there, got stuck in the other dimension, who would fight the Spectres here? Or the Asgardian Guards? No, unless we find a foolproof way of traveling between the dimensions, allowing us to retreat should things go wrong, I won’t risk it.”

      “I understand, and while I’m a little surprised to hear you say this, I think you’re right. Perhaps we could find some Atlantian technology to help us do this. After all, the portals are an amazing technology, there might be more technology in the unknown regions that could help us.”

      “I agree. And I think we need to investigate, but I suppose right now we have to focus on the immediate threat, and that’s the space portal.”

      “And the Divine Guards.”

      “Trust me, I’m actually hoping to test their might in combat, even though that sounds crazy.”

      “That’s who you are, if there’s someone more powerful than you are, you feel the need to see if you can defeat them. That’s the Fury in you.”

      “I suppose there’s some truth in that.”

      “As for exploring the unknown regions through the portals, since we’re needed here, what do you think about asking some of our friends to take on that mission?”

      “Who did you have in mind?”

      “Ryonna, for one, perhaps with Menelas and Ares. If they get stuck there, Ares should be able to teleport back and report.”

      “I like the idea of Ares going along. I don’t know if Ryonna is in the right frame of mind for a mission at the moment. As for Menelas, you’ve just brought him back from there, do you think he’s ready to return?”

      “He’s your father, you tell me?”

      “I have no idea, maybe I should ask him, but there are so many people to see and only a handful of hours left.”

      “Let me take care of it, then. I also think they need a technology expert along. Either Cedric or Yanis, since Spiros and Kvasir are occupied.”

      Chase felt a strong sense of pride right now. His son was growing fast and taking initiative, especially at a time when Chase was too distracted by the imminent threats to have a cool enough head to propose these solutions.

      “Thank you, and yeah, it would be a great help if you could take care of this.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Chase patted his son’s shoulder to express his appreciation.

      “There’s also something I want to talk over with you. I—I don’t know how to approach the subject.”

      Chris’s eyebrows rose. “I suppose the best way is not to worry and just tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “Easier said than done, we’ve had some rough patches lately.”

      “I know, but I don’t want you to feel like you can’t talk to me or need to hold back. Which is why I wanted to see you to apologize. Leave the past where it belongs and start fresh.”

      Chase nodded. “In that case, I’d like to talk to you about Nyx. I heard you two, well…”

      “We had sex.”

      Chase chuckled. “Yeah, that.”

      “I really like her, even though she can be quite cold. I can’t put my finger on why, it’s just an animalistic attraction, I guess.”

      “I can understand that, she’s also quite pretty. However…”

      “However what? Spit it out already.”

      “I get the feeling it didn’t mean anything to her, the fact that the two of you hooked up the way you did.”

      Chris sighed. “Is that your gut feeling or you talked with her?”

      “Both.”

      “I see. I don’t think now is the time to worry about such things; we have to worry about the threats. Would I want to spend more time with her? Sure. But she made it clear when we invited her to the unknown regions that she didn’t want to go with us. She declined and said she preferred staying here and to be ready to fight the Spectres. I was a little hurt she didn’t accept my offer.”

      “I, for one, am glad she didn’t. She saved my hide while you were away.”

      “No shit? I take it she’s powerful, then?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I have some idea, I did get a small taste of her powers, we did exchange a few attacks, before things became more…carnal.”

      Chase couldn’t believe how open his son was about the subject. He probably got that from Sarah, as Chase was more an introvert when it came to these matters. And what mattered to Chase and made him happy was that his son trusted him enough to talk about it and share his feelings.

      Chris was his own man; in fact, he had been since the moment he was in his mother’s womb. He saw the world differently than others. Like when he decided to accelerate his own physiology to mature at a fast pace to help with the war effort. What unborn child does that?

      “So,” Chris continued, “she basically saved your life?”

      “And my soul. That female Spectre had me dead to rights.”

      “I’m glad she was there for you, I wish I had been there for you as well.”

      “While I appreciate that, and I could have used the backup, obviously, but I wouldn’t have wanted you in that kind of danger. Even though I know that makes no sense, but with what happened to your mother, I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you too.”

      “While we both know that it wouldn’t have been your choice to make, I think I understand what you’re saying. In fact, Argos told me you wanted mom to stay behind when we went against Tanak’Vor.”

      “He did?”

      “Yes. At first, I discarded it, I think I needed someone to blame for mom…and it was unfair to blame you. But then I thought about it and realized you were right. She should have stayed behind. If she had, she’d be here with us right now.”

      “I’ve thought about this over and over, trust me, and while I appreciate what you’re saying, we both know it’s easier to arrive to conclusions after the fact. I think my mistake was to try to tell her what to do.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “Because nobody likes being told what to do. Say I said to you that you can’t come with us to destroy the Spectres gate, what would you say?”

      Chris smiled. “I’d say up yours. And that it’s my choice to make.”

      “Well, now you see why I shouldn’t have tried to convince your mother to sit the last battle out.”

      “Indeed. But you must not blame yourself for that. Those were crazy times.”

      “If you ask me, we’re right back where we started in that regard, at least with the Furies, we had a single enemy defeat. Now we’re being pulled every which way.”

      “But we’re more united now, the Alliance is stronger than ever before.”

      Then why did Chase feel like they were not only unprepared for what was coming but also outclassed by their enemies.

      “I hope you’re right, son, with all my heart.”

      “We won’t let them win. As for Nyx, I’m surprised she helped you, she seems more like the lone wolf type than a team player.”

      “She sure is, and I was surprised, too. She never would admit she did it to help me, and truth be told, she may very well not have. Perhaps I was just lucky she was there.”

      “She’s something else, that one.”

      “She sure is.”
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        * * *

      

      When Chase exited med-bay, letting Chris have some alone time with his mother, he headed toward the cargo bay where he had parked his StarFury. On his way, Nyx ran toward him. Chase assumed she was probably just training, but she stopped in front of him.

      “We need to talk,” she said.

      “Hello to you too.”

      She tilted her head to the side slightly, which told Chase she didn’t understand his attempt at sarcasm. Not that others of her kind were any better, but this particular Fury was lacking some basic social skills.

      “What is it I can do for you?” Chase eventually conceded.

      “I talked to Ares.”

      “Of course you have.”

      “He tells me you’re not willing to consider going to the other dimension. Not that I’m surprised, cowards usually bail out when things get tough.”

      Chase felt anger and rage boil at the surface, but he just had a really nice time with his son and didn’t want to let Nyx spoil his mood. So much for Ares helping him have a real dialogue with her. But Chase neither had the time nor inclination for a fight right now.

      “Sure, I’m a coward. Anything else I can do for you?”

      “You’re an insult to your people.”

      Chase sighed heavily. “And what people would that be?”

      “You know!”

      “Look, Nyx, I’m grateful you saved my life, but that doesn’t mean I will tolerate your abrasive personality forever. I’m not a Fury, I never was, so better put that in your one-track mind once and for all! I have Fury blood, yes, but I also have Olympian blood. So, I’m not one of you and never will be.”

      She spat on his shoes. “That’s for sure. And how proud were you of your impure blood when your soul was being sucked from your puny body?”

      It was getting harder for Chase to dodge and ignore Nyx’s verbal assaults.

      “If that’s all you have to say, I think we’ll have to continue this conversation another time. I’d like to get to my starfighter now.”

      Chase tried to walk around her, but she moved in his way.

      “I’m not done. Not by a long shot. And I think you’ll want to listen to what I have to say.”

      “Somehow, I doubt it,” said Chase as he forced his way around Nyx and walked away.

      “I believe there’s a way to help your wife.”

      Chase stopped short and turned around. He pointed an accusing finger.

      “You better not be shitting me.”

      Nyx took a few steps toward Chase and stopped only inches from him.

      “Spectre blood.”

      “What? What about Spectre blood?”

      “In small doses, it has very powerful healing properties.”

      “Even if that were true, we can only get it in this dimension by capturing one.”

      “For someone who engaged more than one Spectre, would you say that this seems a likely outcome when fighting them?”

      “I suppose not. It wouldn’t be easy, but we never really tried capturing one until now.”

      “That’s beside the point, the blood needs to be processed or it becomes more toxic than good. The only alchemist I know who can do this safely is on the other side.”

      Chase thought about it. While he was glad to hear there might be a compound that could help Sarah, he still didn’t like the odds. And, right now, they needed to focus on the gate.

      “First of all, we don’t even know if what the Spectres are building is a portal to this dimension. Second, should it happen to be a gateway, we don’t know if this thing is bidirectional. And, last but not least, I’m not about to go in there blindly if we’re not sure we can even return. What good would it do to acquire a cure and not be able to bring it back?”

      “I had heard that you were an ‘all-in’ kind of guy, I guess this was just unfounded hearsay.”

      That comment hit Chase where it hurt. Like all truth. Was Chase holding back? Or was he being cautious with so many balls in the air. There were multiple threats ahead, which resulted in a sense of growing uncertainty inside Chase’s soul.

      Chase never hesitated whether he had to fight, no, he would give his life for others, that part of his DNA had not been affected by the latest events. He thought with the lack of a clear sign of which threat was the one to go all-in on, it was better to be sure which path to choose. Right now, destroying a potential doorway for the enemy to invade and crush everything he held dear was the priority.

      Chase’s face twitched. “I resent that oversimplification, but if that is what you believe, then so be it. I won’t try to stop you returning there on your own if that is your will.”

      But then Chase observed a change in Nyx’s eyes. She didn’t answer, but her look clearly shifted. Chase could sense a rising fear, one that Nyx had buried in the deepest chasm of her psyche, rise to the surface.

      He put his hand on her shoulder, which surprised her, and he smiled.

      “It’s not that simple, is it? In this moment, nothing is certain; we all have our fears, our demons. And it’s up to each one of us to decide how we face those fears and demons. I thank you for your council, and I give you my word I’ll think about it. But I’m not gonna rush toward anything unprepared. All I can promise is that I’ll act in accordance to what feels right in my heart, for me, for those I love.”

      Chase walked away and didn’t wait for a stunned Nyx to answer.
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        * * *

      

      Fenrir joined Siegfried by the viewport. The hyperspace streaked past on all sides, casting an ethereal dance of light and shadow around them. Fenrir opened and closed his fists a couple of times.

      “It’s been so long, I think my muscles need some practice,” said Fenrir.

      “I know the feeling. I experienced something similar when the captain on the Aegir freed me from cryo-sleep. I had to ignore the pain and flex mine immediately, though. A lot has happened while we were asleep. There’s a new threat to this universe it seems.”

      “Oh? Pray tell. But, before you do, what about the Furies? I was the first one to be put on lockdown, I didn’t even know we managed to exterminate their remnants.”

      “It was all for nothing, brother. We were hunting renegade Furies across the universe for absolutely nothing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Furies had not been destroyed in the first place. Instead, Zeus, Odin, and their allies had banished them into another dimension. And while we slept, they returned.”

      “Is that the threat you’ve mentioned? Are we going against Furies again?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “That’s a little too cryptic an answer, you’re going to have to give me more.”

      Siegfried turned his head toward his brother and smiled before returning his gaze forward. “I know…While we were asleep, the Furies resurfaced, and they waged war like only they know. That time, they were truly defeated by this new alliance. At the head of that alliance were Fury hybrids; they led the charge against the enemy. The Earth Alliance defeated the Fury and destroyed Erevos this time. But, in doing so, a new threat arose. They are called the Spectres.”

      “Why didn’t we ever hear of them before?”

      “Because they come from the dimension where Zeus and Odin sent Erevos at the end of the previous war. They leaked through, and, in fact, manipulated the Furies to cleanse our dimension for them.”

      “They sound like a proper enemy. Could they be our allies?”

      “I don’t think so. From what I’ve gathered, they’re even more obsessed with the purity of the race than the Furies. One day or another, I think we’ll have to fight them. If the one I fought is any indication, they make Furies look like child’s play.”

      “Was it a hard kill?”

      “Surprisingly, no, but my instinct tells me that this one was only a mere foot soldier, and that he has much more powerful brethren. These creatures nourish themselves with the souls of their victims. Every time they devour one, they get stronger. This one didn’t seem to hold many souls. From the information I’ve gathered through Asgardian intelligence, the one that the Fury hybrids killed had thousands of souls in him.”

      “I see. So what’s the plan?”

      “For now? We wait…”

      “You can’t be serious? We’ve been locked in prison for what feels like an eternity, and you want us to wait?!”

      “Don’t misunderstand me, brother. We will act soon enough. But, right now, it would be wise to wait for Grunhild to rejoin us and then use her mental abilities to grow our numbers. We’ll need a stronger force to take down our next targets.”

      “And what would those targets be?”

      “All in good time. I’m still evaluating the best strategy. There are many ways to achieve our goals, I haven’t decided on the path we have to walk just yet.”

      Fenrir shook his head and smirked. “Though five thousand years may have passed, you haven’t changed one bit.”
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      Chase didn’t immediately realize he was no longer heading toward his StarFury, so he stopped and looked around. He was in a dark swamp, his feet planted in a pond made of worms. A greenish fog plunged the vegetation around him into a dark mist, further accentuating the toxic vibe surrounding him.

      “What the hell is this place?” he asked out loud.

      But there was no answer.

      Was he sleeping? Was it a nightmare? Or was he having a vision?

      Chase tried to consciously wake up as he had in the past when he was trapped in nightmare loops. With repetition, his dreaming self could identify his presence in nightmares and step out of them easily. And he had had many of these after the Fury War.

      Nothing happened, and a strong sensation deep in his gut told him that this wasn’t a nightmare. He was either in a vision or he had lost some time and this was a reality he needed to adjust to and make sense of.

      Titanic-sized spider’s legs could be seen in the distance, their upper part disappeared into the massive purple clouds in the dark sky. With every step, everything around him trembled, and more spiders fell from the rotting trees and crept all around in a very disorganized fashion as if they were afraid of a threat they couldn’t see or sense.

      That sensation emerged from within Chase’s soul as well. The spiders in the distance were bigger and taller than the larger skyscrapers Chase had seen on Earth. His fear and anxiety levels shot through the roof with each new earth-shattering spider steps.

      He tried moving forward to get out of the worm pond, as it was starting to freak him out. But his feet refused to move.

      What is this?

      Chase looked at his shins where more worms where crawling up his legs. As soon as more of them covered all his skin at the base of his shins, he lost sensation in them. He grabbed one of the worms and looked at it closely. At first, they had looked like simple worms to him, albeit completely black, but upon closer inspection, he could see tiny mouths all over their bodies, with even tinier rows of teeth. Some of the tiny mouths bit his finger, forcing him to let it go.

      He lost feeling at the tip of the bitten finger almost instantly. That’s when Chase realized he couldn’t stay trapped in this fashion or he’d end up fully paralyzed. He brought his Fury aura to bear and tried consuming the worms with his burning aura, and the purple energy washed over the bugs without any effect on them.

      “That’s impossible!” he exclaimed.

      Chase then heard a screech pierce the otherwise silent night and resonate all around him. The screech was overwhelming, and he had to cover his ears when he realized that its intensity was making them bleed. He pushed his palms against his ears as strongly as he could, but the screech still managed to pierce through, invading his thoughts, his mind, and his very soul.

      Chase used his healing ability to mend his ears, hoping that fixing the damage would help him, but it made things worse. The screech felt like it was composed of a thousand agonizing voices, as if they were screaming in pain, trapped in eternal torment.

      The sheer pain of any of them would be hard to endure for someone like Chase, always willing to risk his life to fight for others. But the compounding and overlapping of what felt like millions of screeches was too much for Chase to bear.

      Without realizing, Chase was screeching in pain himself, adding his own agony to the mix. All his senses became overwhelmed, and soon, the pain was reaching proportions that were strange to him. In his multiple battles against the enemies, be it Furies or Spectres, the pain he felt against these foes seemed to pale in comparison.

      Suddenly, in the pandemonium of terror echoing in his mind and soul, Chase thought he heard a voice calling to him. There were too many overlapping screeching sounds happening to clearly make out the voice, but his soul vibrated at a certain frequency upon trying to focus on that one voice.

      Chase tried turning Ultra Fury and was shocked when he realized he couldn’t push his energy far enough to transform. The pain, mixed with his overloaded senses, prevented him from reaching the Ultra Fury level of focus.

      Resigned by this realization, he instead pushed his normal aura past levels he ever reached before, even though that would normally grant him his Ultra Fury transformation. It didn’t make sense to him as to why this was happening, but it at least allowed him to focus, and he recovered some of the sensations in the lower part of his body.

      The voice Chase was homing toward became clearer. Like a beacon in the night, the voice managed to pierce through the darkness. While Chase couldn’t tell if he was imagining it, he thought he heard a couple of words.

      “Help me,” said a soft female voice.

      Chase had never heard the voice of this person before, but its tone touched him to his core. It was as if his own body was telling him to trust the voice. Chase took a step forward with great difficulty. It felt like trying to walk through setting cement. But he kept at it until he managed to climb out of the worm pond.

      He continued intensifying his purple aura, which finally burned the pests around most of his legs. They fell on the ground and evaporated into small puffs of dark smoke, which formed themselves into spider shapes at first made of smoke but soon regained solid form in reality.

      Perhaps it is a nightmare after all, he thought. Nothing here makes any sense!

      Once all the smoke-worms became spiders, they crept around randomly, like the other ones Chase witnessed earlier. That’s when he heard her again, and this time, one more word struck his soul to the very core.

      “Help me, dad,” said the voice.

      Tears filled Chase’s eyes at the realization. But how could it be? His unborn daughter, was she really calling to him?

      “Hurry,” she added.

      Chase felt an inner explosion of feelings and energy rising from the deepest depths of his soul and expand outward. It gave him a similar sensation as the first time he turned Ultra Fury when fighting Argos on Damocles-3 but with even more intensity. His hair turned to a glowing purple while his aura detached from his body, morphing into gold and forming a dancing dragon all around him.

      Chase didn’t realize it but his eyes had been shut by the expanding of that devastating energy now flowing through his veins. He opened them wide.

      “I’ve missed you, Dragonheart,” said the dragon energy dancing around him faster and faster.

      “Drakos?”

      The dragon aura detached from around Chase and levitated in front of him. Its mouth moved as he spoke.

      “You didn’t think you’d get rid of me for good, did you?”

      “I saw the soul ships explode.”

      “So? Am I not worthy of having a soul, just like you?”

      “I thought you were an AI…”

      “These are terms, Chase. Life is life, be it animal, human, Fury, or…synthetic.”

      “What is this energy I sense inside of me?”

      “Your true power, your journey, has just begun, deep down you know it to be true. You will need this power to accomplish your destiny. Right now, you need to focus on why you were brought here. We’ll see each other again one day, my friend.”

      “Wait!” screamed Chase.

      Drakos didn’t wait, and he plunged himself inside Chase’s torso creating a warm feeling and making the sensation of power within him even stronger.

      Get to her…hurry, Chase, said Drakos, his voice farther away with every word spoken.

      Chase closed his eyes and focused on his daughter’s voice. He could hear her sobbing in his mind.

      He opened his eyes and locked his gaze upon a tiny golden sphere of energy glowing inside one of the massive spiders in the horizon, and before realizing it himself, he was flying toward it at speeds so fast that it unearthed every tree along his fly path.

      It took only a moment for Chase to arrive in front of the massive spider, and as he approached, he realized how massive it truly was. No other foe in Chase’s life had been nearly as titanic as this one. In fact, with every passing second of flight, the beast grew only slightly, having the illusion of its initial size fade away. It was larger than anything Chase had ever set eyes on, period.

      Chase stopped and levitated in midair about a few miles away from the head of the spider. Inside its belly, which was slightly translucent, shone a golden aura.

      Had the monster swallowed his daughter?

      Before Chase decided to take offensive action to get to where the aura was, the spider lowered its head to the ground, miles down, and Chase descended accordingly until his feet hit the ground. He no longer was in a swamp but in a large field with ankle-tall black grass blades.

      The aura inside the spider moved just behind the spider’s head, letting golden light bleed through its multiple eyes, each one bigger than Chase in size. The spider opened its mouth, and the light escaping it was so bright that he had to cover his eyes and let them adjust to the strong source.

      A svelte female silhouette appeared in its center and grew in size as it ran out of the spider’s mouth. Soon, she emerged, and the aura around her died down. She looked like an adolescent, perhaps fifteen or sixteen, which threw Chase off.

      She was tall, taller than Chris had been when he reached her age. She had big beautiful blue eyes and a long braid, which was a mixture of the black of Chase’s hair blended with the crimson-colored tones of her mother’s.

      She looked at Chase and her eyes watered. “Dad!” she exclaimed.

      She was still casting an aura of light around her but not in the form of energy. Several yards around her, the black grass turned from void black to a vibrant green. Her presence altered the entire physicality of this place as if she infused life into plants that previously were dead.

      Chase didn’t know her, but he could feel it inside his soul without a shadow of a doubt…she was his daughter.

      “I—I don’t even know your name,” he said clumsily.

      She wiped her forming tears and smiled. “If I’m ever born, you’ll name me Kharon.”

      “Don’t say this! You will be born, I’ll make sure you have the chance of coming into this world.”

      She nodded, but then her entire face darkened, and she looked back, startled.

      “What’s going on, Kharon? What is it?”

      When she turned back toward Chase, she was trembling like a falling feather.

      “She found me,” Kharon said. “I don’t have much time. In case things don’t work out, I wanted to meet you while I still could, I’m sorry I had to bring you into this horrible place for that. I had…I had to see you, at least once.”

      The words cut at Chase’s heart. Even though he had no doubt now that this was neither an illusion nor a nightmare. The last time he felt something similar was when Aphroditis had reached out to him from within the Pandora device. If Kharon had used a similar ability, it may mean that the darkness of the world Chase perceived with his senses here could be a representation of what Kharon felt where she was, in utero form.

      “We will meet again, Kharon. I’ll do everything in my power to make it happen, I promise!”

      “I know you will, but she might not let you. She’s so evil, you have no idea.”

      “Who’s the she you keep mentioning?”

      A tear fell down one of Kharon’s cheeks. “So you don’t know? It’s too painful to say, just know that I love you, dad. I hope one day I can meet you for real. And if I could, I’d stay here forever with you, in this moment, but I can’t…In fact, my time here is up.”

      “Wait!” said Chase. “Don’t go.”

      “I’d love nothing more than to stay with you. I also wish I had had enough energy to bring my brother in this place as well. Make sure you tell him about me,” Kharon said as dark tentacles emerged from behind her.

      Chase reacted instinctively and fired at them. But his fireballs went through them as if they weren’t there. Upon lacing around Kharon, the tentacles certainly seemed to feel real to her. She tried holding her ground and struggled, but the tentacles slowly but surely dragged her back toward the monster’s mouth.

      Chase darted forward, unwilling to let her go, but before he made it to Kharon, two bursts of light emerged on each side of Kharon and flashed a couple of red energy spheres that screamed past her head. Moments before the spheres were about to impact with Chase, they exploded into webs of red energy, trapping Chase in a burning spider web.

      “Noooooo!” he shouted. “Let—let me go!”

      Even though Chase was feeling more strength inside him than ever before, he was powerless to free himself from these webs of energy.

      Meanwhile, Kharon was still trying to resist the pull of the tentacles, but she was just as powerless as he was. She looked at him with innocent sadness gleaming in her eyes.

      “I’ll save you!” said Chase. “I promise you and your mom. Just hang on, I’m coming for the both of you.”

      Black tears fell down Kharon’s face.

      The more Chase tried to struggle, the more he felt his skin burn. “What is it, Kharon? Why are you crying?”

      “I don’t think we can save her anymore…Stay strong. I love you.”

      Chase struggled even more. “This can’t be happening!” he exclaimed in frustration.

      “Goodbye, dad,” added Kharon.

      Before Chase could ask his daughter what she meant, dozens of new tentacles wrapped themselves around Kharon’s body, and he caught a glimpse of terror in her eyes before she was snatched back inside the spider’s mouth.

      Chase unleashed an animalistic roar of frustration and anger. “NOOOOOOOOOOO!!!”

      Everything around him changed in a flash. He was on his knees, panting, with tears flowing and creating puddles near his hands.

      Hold on, Kharon. I’ll find a way to help you.

      Part of Chase’s anger also stemmed from not telling her he loved her too when he had the chance. So he closed his eyes and sent the message through the universe itself, hoping that wherever she was, she would hear or, at the very least, feel it.

      I love you.
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      Chase, can you hear me? said a female voice inside his mind.

      Aphroditis? Is that you?

      Yes. I need to talk to you.

      Not the best time. I have a lot of people to speak to before we leave, not to mention I’m not exactly in a good frame of mind at the moment.

      I’m sorry for the bad timing. But if you’re about to go on a mission, then it’s even more important that we talk first.

      Chase didn’t like the sound of that at all. He hesitated before answering. He had had enough bad news for the day.

      I’m listening.

      I had a vision. I don’t know what it was, but it felt different from the ability I once had.

      That’s interesting timing. I had a vision of my own minutes ago, in fact. Though, I believe it came from my unborn daughter. Just like Chris once touched his mother’s mind while I was in the underworld. She is in grave danger, but I don’t understand why, she should be safe in her cryo-pod with her mother.

      Perhaps she’s not there anymore.

      I’m not sure I follow. What do you mean?

      I can’t explain it, Chase, it’s just a gut feeling I’m having upon hearing your words.

      Chase didn’t like the implications, but he had to admit to himself that his aunt had premonitions and a gift for sensing the future. Whether or not her powers where returning, and perhaps in a different form than before her torment inside the Pandora device, whatever she had to say, Chase knew he had to keep an open mind about it.

      I see…What was your vision about?

      It’s hard to explain, and it didn’t make much sense…

      Chase definitely could empathize with that, seeing how strange his own vision had been.

      I was being pursued by Spectres, Aphroditis continued, and Argos was there too, but he wasn’t the same, he acted like a Spectre.

      What do you mean like a Spectre?

      Like he was one of them, he ripped my soul away from my body, it was terrifying.

      That doesn’t sound like him at all. Are you sure you didn’t have a nightmare? I mean, after all you’ve been through, I wouldn’t be surprised if your mind played tricks on you. Perhaps some sort of post-traumatic stress syndrome?

      Trust me when I say that I’ve had plenty of nightmares as of late, Chase, this didn’t feel like one.

      But it is possible?

      There was a long pause.

      If you’re asking me if I’m one hundred percent certain this was a vision, I can’t guarantee it. But I have had enough premonitions, glimpses of the future and other seer-related apparitions through my previous abilities, to tell you I believe with all my heart that it was a vision, not a nightmare.

      Chase took a deep breath. What do you suppose it means?

      I wish I knew. But I thought I should let you know. Whatever it is, I think it has something to do with Argos.

      How?

      That’s what I don’t know. His presence in the vision was ominous, and it scared the crap out of me, that much is certain. Is he coming with you on your mission?

      I was on my way to see him and Chris, ask them to come with me. I think we should all be there in case we need to engage the Spectres again.

      I have a bad feeling about this, Chase.

      I’m sorry, Aphroditis, I wish there was something I could do. Unfortunately, right now, we must do all we can to prevent the Spectres from entering our dimension in larger numbers.

      Is that what the mission is about?

      As far as the information we’ve gathered, yes. We believe they’re constructing a portal to send a fleet through. I’ll let Argos know about your vision, see if he thinks it’s best if he sits this one out.

      Fair enough. Be careful, Chase, I sense a great shroud of darkness is all around, and it’s threatening to swallow us all.

      Chase didn’t need his aunt’s warning about the events currently unfolding. His own instinct was already telling him the exact same thing. Whatever was ahead of them made his entire body vibrate in a very negative way.

      I agree with you, Aphroditis, and I’ll be careful.

      Chase sensed his aunt’s mind disconnect from his.

      As careful as one can be under the circumstances, thought Chase.

      But there was something else that bothered him, so he opened a channel using his wrist device.

      “Chase, it’s been a while,” Keera said with a yawn. “What can I do for you?”

      “Sorry if I woke you, but this couldn’t wait.”

      “It’s alright, don’t worry about me.”

      “I heard you’re on Earth these days, is that still the case?”

      “I’m taking the first transport out to Alkyon One tomorrow. I heard what happened to Ryonna, and I thought I’d come and see how everyone is doing. But, for the time being, yes, I’m still on Earth, why?”

      “Do you mind altering your plans and checking something out for me before coming? It may take a while, though, and I don’t think you’ll catch your transport.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll give Ryonna a call instead of visiting then. What is it you need me to do?”

      “I don’t want anyone else to know, at least for now, so listen carefully.”
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      Argos was already in Chris’s quarters when Chase entered.

      “Good, you’re both here,” said Chase.

      “Are you alright?” asked Argos. “You look kind of flushed.”

      “You should both sit down for this.”

      They did, and Chase proceeded to tell them about his vision as best he remembered.

      “That’s scary,” said Chris. “It’s weird that Kharon was already able to touch your mind, though. I was much further along in mom’s pregnancy when I gained consciousness inside her womb.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “What do you think it means?” asked Argos.

      “I don’t know,” said Chase. “But Kharon said she wanted to meet me in case she didn’t get the chance to do it later. She was very sad and terrified about the future. I don’t like the sound of this. Not one bit.”

      “I don’t either,” said Chris. “But we’ll figure out a way to help her the same way we’ll help mom. And we’ll do it together, as a family.”

      His sons’ words were the glimmer of hope Chase needed right now. Even though his body had reacted negatively to Chris mentioning helping his mother, Chase wondered why. But he couldn’t afford to focus on that right now.

      Chase nodded solemnly. “Speaking of family, there’s more.”

      He then told them about Aphroditis’s own vision.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” said Argos. “I would never hurt Aphroditis. I—I mean, nowadays.” His eyes lowered. “I’ve hurt her plenty already in the past.”

      “And then you helped save her,” said Chris, trying to alleviate his uncle’s guilt. “Never forget that!”

      Chase could sense Argos still harbored a tremendous amount of guilt, but he knew that in his place, he’d feel exactly the same.

      “She also said it may be best you don’t come on the mission,” said Chase. “Well, not in so many words, but I think that’s what she was implying.”

      Chris looked at Argos. “What do you think, uncle? Should you sit this one out? Just to be on the safe side.”

      Argos twitched and took a moment to take it all in before answering.

      “I can’t let you go against the Spectres on your own, you may both need my help.”

      “While I have no doubt about that, I’m sure we can manage,” said Chase, “but you should do what you think is best. What does your instinct tell you?”

      Argos let his fingers slide over his facial scar and breathed heavily. “Even if what Aphroditis experienced means there’s some sort of danger awaiting me, that doesn’t change how I feel about letting you go without me. Let’s face it, we’re all in danger, one way or another. No…I’ve made up my mind, and I’m coming with you. I simply wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if anything happened to any of you because I stayed behind.”

      One thing was certain, the more time passed, the more Argos reminded Chase of himself. Whatever evil had infected his heart in the past, Chase couldn’t sense any of it anymore. Instead, he was truly proud to feel compassion, empathy, and love be Argos’s new driving forces.

      “Fair enough,” said Chase. “I guess I’ll see you onboard the Hope in a little under two hours, then?”

      “Absolutely,” said Argos. “We’ll be there.”

      “And we’ll face what’s ahead together,” added Chris. “As it should be.”
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        * * *

      

      Thor’s face filled Chase’s holo-screen in his quarters on board Alkyon One.

      “Hello, Chase,” said Thor.

      “Thor, good to see you. Altair tells me you didn’t confirm your presence on our upcoming mission. Since time is running out, I thought I’d check with you.”

      Thor blinked a couple of times before answering. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “What is there to decide? We need to shut down this gate at all costs.”

      “While in principle I agree with you, I have other things on my mind at the moment, as you may know.”

      “If you’re referring to the Guards, I think it’s a mistake to focus on them now.”

      “It was a mistake not to listen to Poseidon. My mistake. One that cost lives, and I’m responsible for it. I need to fix my mess, Chase.”

      “Thor, trust me, I know very well how you feel. When it comes to self-blame, I have plenty of experience.”

      “Then you know I feel responsible for what has happened. Until I fix it, every person dying, every drop of blood, will be on my hands.”

      “I do and I can empathize, but we can’t split our forces right now. If we do, we risk failing on both fronts. And then things will get even worse.”

      “I won’t fail,” said Thor between gritted teeth. “I’ll find them and eliminate them.”

      “Look, Thor, and I’m only saying this because I consider you my friend, but right now, you’re letting your anger, your rage, as well as your guilt dictate your actions, and that is a very dangerous combination.”

      Thor’s facial tattoos blinked rapidly. “Be that as it may, I know what must be done.”

      “No! What must be done is for us to stay united, Thor. We deal with one problem first, then another. If we split our focus, we risk losing everything. We need the Asgardian fleet to succeed.”

      There was a long pause.

      “I’ve read the reports, and correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re not even sure what it is you’re targeting or if you can even destroy it. Seems to me the menace is not exactly tangible right now.”

      “I can’t believe I’m hearing this. What the hell is wrong with you, Thor?”

      “Nothing is wrong with me, I just know what kind of threat the Guards pose, not only for my people but also for the Alliance. Seems to me our target priorities aren’t aligned at the moment. The threat of the Guards is real, where you’re betting the entire Alliance fleet for something that may or may not be a dimensional gateway.”

      “I disagree with both the insinuation and your conclusion. And here’s why: If this is indeed a gateway from the other universe, the amount of Spectres that could bleed through could be infinitely more dangerous than three Guards, no matter how powerful the three of them are right now. I will help you deal with Siegfried and his brother and sister. I give you my word, Thor, but right now, I need you to help us destroy that gate.”

      Thor took a deep breath. “I can give you a third of the Asgardian fleet.”

      “No, we have to go all-in,” said Chase sharply, immediately regretting his tone.

      “And leave all our respective worlds unprotected? You can’t be serious? I can’t believe a tactician of your caliber could sign off on something like this. This is madness, we could lose it all!”

      “The reason for that is if the Spectres send an entire fleet, it may be too late to try to deal with them. If we’re unsuccessful in shutting down the gate itself, we’d better have the mother of all armadas to deal with what will emerge from the other side.”

      “And what if we can’t?”

      “That’s not a reason not to try it, Thor, and you know it. Let’s also not forget the building blocks of this gate, the monoliths, all contain pentalium. I thought that would resonate with you.”

      “What are you saying, Chase?”

      “I’m saying that we lost Odin to the Spectres, and the pentalium they stole from your world that night is most likely the reason why your father lost his life. We have to make sure his sacrifice wasn’t in vain.”

      Thor’s eyes glowed green. “If my father were here, he would tell me to deal with the Guards first.”

      “But he isn’t. And we both know that if Odin did prioritize the Guards versus the Spectres, it’s because, like you, he would want to undo his mistake. How long are you going to let ego drive your decision for your entire race, Thor?”

      Chase swallowed hard and hoped he didn’t go too far. The last thing they needed was to drive a wedge between the Alliance and the Asgardians.

      “How dare you?” spat Thor.

      “I’m sorry, Thor, but you’re not thinking straight at the moment, and I know, I’ve been there! But it’s passed time to see the big picture, my friend.”

      “And what would that picture be?”

      “We can’t afford to let the Spectre race invade our world. No matter what. If we do, then all is lost. They’ll start siphoning our souls and become even more powerful than they already are right now.”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “Thor, please. I think Odin would have agreed with me on the subject. Now is the time to unite, not divide our forces. I promise you, on my son’s life, that once this is dealt with, I’ll help you. In fact, my entire family: Argos, Chris, Menelas, everyone who can fight the Guards will help you do so, and we’ll stand a much better chance at fixing this problem than we do by dividing our efforts. You have to see this, Thor: Together we stand a better chance of neutralizing them, alone you take the risk of getting killed, and then, what? You’re the King of Asgard now, your people need their ruler to be coolheaded, but more importantly, they need him alive!”

      Thor’s tattoos glowed strongly and then died down. His eyes watered.

      Chase could sense Thor’s pain. He could tell Thor hadn’t grieved his father’s death fully, and he could sense the conflict he was struggling with. As a matter of fact, Chase could even empathize with him, as he’d been in a similar frame of mind all too often.

      “Ever since he met you, my father was fond of you.”

      “And I of him. I came to Asgard’s rescue once, and you know full well I would do it again in a heartbeat.”

      Thor swallowed hard. “Very well…because I believe we still owe you for saving my world, I’ll be there, and we’ll fight as one. But I’ll hold you to your promise. Once this is dealt with, I’ll ask the same of you, and I won’t take no for an answer.”

      “Thank you, Thor, and, yes, we’ll deal with the Guards together.”

      Thor nodded and the holo-communication ended.
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        * * *

      

      Chase entered command and control, aka Daniel’s quarters, only to find him sleeping at his desk. He was snoring quite loudly, which made Chase smile.

      He walked toward his friend and stood there, looking outside the large viewport behind Daniel’s desk. Multiple ships jumped in Alkyon’s space, in preparation for the takedown mission that would start shortly. The ships in the area were to converge here as one of the many rally points before they all jumped to their next destination points at different hours, all to arrive at the staging area at the same time and proceed with the assault in a synchronized fashion.

      It may have been Chase’s last time to talk with his friend for a while, so he hesitated between waking him up or just letting him sleep. He was well aware that Daniel had been pushing himself lately in order to get Alkyon One ready. Chase waited a few more minutes, but all he could hear was Daniel’s snoring either increase or decrease in frequency and intensity.

      Maybe he does need to sleep, thought Chase before deciding to head toward the exit.

      But then Daniel mumbled, and he blinked his eyes a few times.

      “Chase? Is…that you?”

      “Hey, buddy, sorry if I woke you.”

      Daniel yawned. “Th—that’s okay. You been here long?”

      “Long enough to tell you snore a lot,” said Chase with a smirk.

      “Nonsense, I don’t snore.”

      Chase reached with his mind inside Daniel’s desk terminal, accessed the security footage, and played it in front of Daniel, making sure the sound was amped up to eleven.

      “Alright, alright,” said Daniel, swiping the footage away. “I guess I do snore…sometimes.”

      “It’s only natural, you do seem like you gained a bit of weight lately, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      “Hey!” Daniel complained. “I’m barely awake, what’s with the critique-police treatment?”

      Chase smiled. “Sorry, I’m only teasing you.”

      Daniel couldn’t help but feel his belly with his hands, which made Chase chuckle.

      “I suppose I did overindulge in carbs lately and haven’t moved much either.”

      “And yet you seem exhausted.”

      “That’s because, smartass, I’m burning the midnight oil more often than not. It’s one thing having a workforce as fast as the Gorgar, it’s another to keep on top of it all and manage their workflow. I must have been out of my mind accepting this position. I miss my StarFury!”

      “Sorry about that. This doesn’t sound like engaging work.”

      “You can say that again. It’s an administrative nightmare, days like these I feel like I’ve been demoted instead of promoted.”

      “I suppose that’s the price to pay to be the commander of a station like this one, at least in its initial stages. Hopefully, it gets better once this place gets up and running.”

      “It better, or I may decide to resign and come with you on missions, just like old times. For instance, I’m frustrated with the idea of not being in a cockpit and helping you take down the enemy structure.”

      “I understand that, but depending on how things go, we may need to retreat here, and in that case, I believe you could see more action than you can handle.”

      “Well, if it comes to that, our new defense weapons, courtesy of Spiros and Yanis, will be there to greet the enemy. I hear that thanks to the mass of the station and how the power conduits have been designed, our cannons are immensely more efficient and powerful than our latest destroyer models.”

      Chase couldn’t help but smile. “That’s the spirit. Hopefully, though, with the entire fleet at our disposal, we should prevail and take out the target. I can’t imagine the shit we’d be in if we fail.”

      “Yeah, it’s a scary thing to imagine what would happen should the Spectres be allowed to enter our dimension en masse.”

      “It’d be better if we don’t find out, which is why we made sure every one in the Alliance is there to make sure it doesn’t happen.”

      “I’m sure you’ve thought of that, but are you sure it’s not a trap to get all the ships in one area and take us all down? That would suck.”

      “We’ve discussed the possibility, and I’ve implemented a fallback protocol that should minimize the loss of ships, should it be a trap. But my instincts are telling me that’s not what this is.”

      “Fair enough. When are you leaving?”

      “Shortly, which is why I wanted to say goodbye before it was time to board the Hope.”

      “I appreciate that,” said Daniel, getting up from behind his desk.

      Daniel came next to Chase and hugged him.

      “Be careful,” said Daniel.

      “Well, you know me.”

      “I do, indeed, which is why I’m telling you this.”

      Chase held his friends shoulder and squeezed affectionately.

      “You be careful, too.”

      “I will, and I’ll be expecting you back soon.”

      Chase took a step back, smiled broadly, and saluted. “Aye, aye, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      Chris was pacing nervously in the conference room. While he was happy to help his father with taking over the creation of a task force in the unknown regions, he had never taken the lead on such an initiative. He was surprised to feel the way he did, especially after going toe to toe with powerful enemies like Arakan or Tanak’Vor.

      But he recognized that fighting these terrible foes had been a different kind of fear. One triggered by survival instinct, no doubt one that was deeply anchored in his Fury DNA versus the anxiety about addressing people, friends, as a leader.

      Menelas entered the conference room. Chris had asked him to come a little earlier than the others, as he wanted to make sure he was okay returning to the unknown regions so soon.

      “Hey, Chris,” said Menelas.

      “Grandpa, good to see you. You seem better.”

      “Thanks to you and Argos, yes. Thanks again for getting me out of there.”

      “Anytime. You would have done the same for us, I’m sure.”

      Menelas nodded. “Of course. I thought there was supposed to be more people at the meeting, are the others coming?”

      “Any minute now, but I wanted to clear something with you first, so I asked you in a little early.”

      “Oh? Alright, what would that be?”

      “I selected you after talking with Chase to be the muscle of this operation we have in mind.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I’ll explain it to the group when the others arrive, but in a nutshell, it’s gonna require you returning to the unknown regions. I wanted to make sure you’re okay with that. Especially with Diaspira escaping. She could very well show up again during that mission. I know you had a hard time there, so if it were something you’d rather not do, I’d understand. But we feel it’s necessary that a strong warrior be part of this expedition. Ryonna will also be accompanying you, and she’s both a powerful and resourceful Droxian, but depending on the level of threat you could face, we’d rather have a powerful Fury in the group to stave off any encounter.”

      “I understand. And while I didn’t expect to return there anytime soon, if you need me there, that’s where I will go. As for Diaspira, if she does dare show her face again, I’ll shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, Chris. Don’t worry. I’ve been jailed and tortured before you were born, you know. It takes more than pain and fear to bring me down.”

      “I’d rather nothing brought you down, period.”

      “Your grandmother would certainly agree with that assessment, and I think she’ll be the one that may complain the most about this idea.”

      “Should I talk with Athena on your behalf?”

      “No, better leave that to me. I’m sure it won’t be the most pleasant conversation, but she’ll understand…hopefully.”

      “Alright, thank you for helping me with this, Grandpa.”

      Before Menelas could answer, the conference room doors split open, and the rest of the group, Ryonna, Ares, Yanis, all entered the room and joined them.

      “Hello, everyone. Thanks for coming. Please, take a seat,” Chris’s voiced cracked with nerves.

      Chris took a deep breath once everyone was seated.

      “After consulting with Chase, he’s asked me to convene you here for a mission of great importance. As you know,” Chris pointed toward Ryonna, “Ryonna here brought back sensitive information, which we believe will help us devise weapons that could mean the difference between victory and defeat against our fight with the Spectres.

      “Unfortunately, our efforts to decrypt the data has not bared fruits until now, and while Spiros is still trying to access the data, we decided that we should create a task force, starting with the four of you, whose goal is to use the network of portal transport device we’ve discovered in the unknown regions. You’ve all been selected for your specific set of skills.

      “Ryonna and Menelas are the muscle of the operation and will make sure that Yanis is protected while he helps identify and figure out any technology you come in contact with in the unknown regions. Ares is the failsafe in case you encounter too much opposition during your mission, he’ll use his teleportation abilities to get you out of trouble. Any questions?”

      Yanis stood. “I have a question. While I understand the principle behind the mission, do we at least know what kind of technology we’re suppose to look for?”

      “Yes,” said Chris, “at least we think we do. The lab where we discovered the portal was protected by an advanced AI of Atlantian origin, and we believe there may be similar technology in planets that the portal system interconnects with. So anything with the potential of getting us a better processing power, but not only that. Any potential technology that can help with power generation, as well as weapons and shields, should be investigated. Also, as you may know, pentalium is only found on Asgard, and the stockpile has been running out, so you’ll need to scan for pentalium at every destination on your travels, as well as any other source that could potentially replace it. It’s not common knowledge, but pentalium is a finite resource, one that is almost gone, and since it’s vital to the creation of so many of our ship’s systems as of late, we need to figure out a way to either find more or replace it with something else.”

      “That’s a tall order for a four person team,” said Ryonna.

      “True. And that’s why you four have been selected. You all bring something special to the group. Right now, we have a couple of urgent threats to deal with, which is why I’ve only selected one team for this maiden mission of yours. As you may or may not know, the AI protecting the portal asked me to vet everyone who steps through it with great care. It goes without saying that I trust every single one of you, and there may be a time in the near future where we create more teams to go through the portals, but under such short notice, I thought it would be best to assemble a strong core team for the first missions in such uncharted territory. If I could, I’d be part of that first group myself, but I’m needed elsewhere.”

      “Fair enough,” said Ares. “When are we leaving?”

      “As soon as you can. While we head out with the fleet to try to destroy the Spectres gateway, you’ll be heading to new Kyria.”

      “Who is leading this team?”

      Chris quickly sent a telepathic message to his grandfather. I hope you’re okay if I select Ryonna to be the lead, I don’t want them to think I’m giving preferential treatment, and she has more experience than you in dealing with the remaining two members.

      Perfectly fine, answered Menelas.

      “I think someone with a strong military background, even though she’s now an ambassador. Ryonna, are you okay with being the team lead? With Menelas being your second in command?”

      “That works for me, that is, if it does with Menelas,” said Ryonna.

      “Absolutely,” confirmed Menelas.

      “It’s settled then,” said Chris. “Good luck, and take good care of each other. I hope to see you soon with brand new technologies we can use to secure the Earth Alliance against all threats. Thanks each and every one of you for being part of this…” Chris let the words hang for a moment. “That will be all.”

      As the group began to leave, Chris asked Yanis to stay behind so he could teach him how to use the portals in order for Yanis to provide each team member with a fused access chip, allowing them safe travel through the portals.

      Chris also mentally transferred all the knowledge the Atlantian AI had given him before self-destructing. Yanis, the engineer expert of the mission, would require that knowledge not only to understand how the portal network worked but also how to scan each portal destination at a distance in order to more easily decide which worlds to visit first.
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      “How are you doing?” Kvasir asked.

      “I’m okay,” answered Spiros. “Just a little frustrated about not going with Chase and the others on board the Hope for the mission.”

      “You need to focus on recovering that data, and if you came with us, I think you’d be asked to work on the ship’s systems instead of focusing on the problem you’ve been tasked to solve. Under the circumstances, I think it’s only logical.”

      “What do you mean, us? You’re going?”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed a few times. “I am, indeed. In fact, I’ll be the main engineer on board the Hope for this one.”

      “What about Yanis?” asked Spiros.

      “Chris has tasked him with a mission to the unknown regions.”

      “Swell, so I’ll be the only engineer left on Alkyon One?”

      “Not exactly, I think Chase asked Cedric to give you a hand. He should arrive in a few days.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Is everything alright, Spiros? You seem agitated.”

      “I’m alright, I can’t seem to find a way to get into that data, and I’ve tried everything short of rebuilding a conscious AI to help me keep up with the mutating algorithm.”

      “I know it must be frustrating, but for the time being, I think trying to find a non-AI solution to the problem is probably a good and safe course of action.”

      “I suppose…unfortunately, a machine-learning AI learns by example, and we don’t know what we’re dealing with here, so it just won’t cut it.”

      Kvasir paused before he answered. “I know you miss her.”

      “I truly do, and trust me, if she were here, I think we’d have already accessed this data.”

      “Perhaps, but she’s not. You can always ask for my help any time, you know that? I may not be artificial, but I do like to think I possess some intelligence.”

      Spiros chuckled. “You certainly do, and I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. However, I believe you’ll have plenty to worry about with keeping the Hope’s systems at peak performance when the shit hits the fan.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos blinked madly. “When what?”

      “Right, you wouldn’t know that expression. It’s human, I’ve always liked it ever since I heard Cedric use it.”

      “Excuse me for saying so, but it doesn’t sound very sanitary.”

      Spiros laughed. “That’s why it’s just an expression, you don’t have to take it so literally. In the context here, it means once you get into the thick of it.”

      But that didn’t seem to make it clearer to the Asgardian.

      “When ships start firing at each other,” added Spiros, “and you scramble to hold the Hope together.”

      “Like any other battle, then. I just have a hard time picturing excrement hitting a fan.”

      “Yeah, I suppose I should watch which expression I use, and trust me, it’s best you don’t put too much stock into that particular mental picture. I only meant you’ll be busy taking good care of my ship.”

      “Your ship?” said Kvasir, raising an eyebrow.

      “Well, I designed most of her systems, so yeah, I call her my ship.”

      Kvasir smiled.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” complained Athena. “Absolutely not! You’re not going back there.”

      “Athena,” said Menelas, pleadingly.

      “Don’t Athena me, you just returned from the unknown regions, barely escaping with your life, and now you want to return?”

      “I don’t want to go there, I was asked to by my grandchild, as a personal favor. You have to understand it’s not the same situation this time. When I was there, I had lost my memories, and I was not in full capacity of my powers. I won’t be caught unprepared this time, and furthermore, I won’t go alone. Ares will be there to get us out of Dodge if necessary. Let’s not forget that if it weren’t for Chris, I may not have survived. I didn’t feel like telling him no.”

      “You do realize that almost every time we keep going our separate ways, something terrible happens?”

      “That won’t happen,” said Menelas with a confident smile, “and you don’t see me complaining about you being second in command in what could be the most dangerous fleet engagement of your own life.”

      “Only if a fleet shows up, otherwise it will hopefully just be a matter of adding our combined firepower and blow up a gate in space. I don’t expect it to be much more than that.”

      “And I don’t think Chase would have mobilized the entire Earth Alliance fleet if that’s all it is. Surely, he worries that the Alliance might have to fight.”

      “There’s always a chance we have to fight a Spectre armada, I suppose.”

      “I could argue that I don’t want you in that kind of danger,” said Menelas with a wink.

      “And I could kick your ass.”

      Menelas chuckled. “You could try.”

      Athena released a long sigh of resignation and approached her lover. They kissed for a long time.

      “Be careful, please,” she implored.

      “I will. That goes for you as well.”

      “Make sure you return to me this time.”

      “After everything that we’ve been through, trust me, I won’t let anything in the universe prevent me from holding you in my arms again soon.”

      “When did you get so romantic?”

      Menelas smiled. “I always was as far as you’re concerned, I guess I didn’t always voice it in the past. I’m sorry about that.”

      “No need, I appreciate that you do now.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryonna was walking on the blue deck when a Gorgar screamed passed her, blowing her hair backward as he did. But then shortly after, her hair blew back the opposite direction and Tar’Lock was standing in front of her.

      “Oh…hi, Tar’Lock. I thought you were a worker. It seems like they’ve been blurring past us every other second lately. I find it quite disconcerting, in fact.”

      “Hi, Ryonna. Sorry about that, I guess they’re busy making sure Alkyon One is fully operational before the fleet returns, and my kind isn’t concerned that it may seem unnatural for other races to see them run that fast. However, the station may have to defend itself sooner rather than later, so it’s good my people are here to help.”

      “Yeah, I understand the reason why they’re here, but as far as Alkyon One, so much for an ambassadorial station.”

      “I suppose things have changed enough in the last few weeks that it’s no longer a matter of just having a place for the Alliance to discuss its internal business and ways to keep the peace.”

      “Indeed. This station might, in fact, have to enforce a short-lived peace if things don’t go according to plan.”

      “It’s a scary thought, but that’s the world we live in. I hear you also had to drop your immediate ambassadorial duties for a more sensitive mission. How do you feel about that?”

      “Yes, and I’m not sure how I feel, but I think we both know by now that I can’t refuse Chase or the Alliance.”

      Tar’Lock nodded. “Fair enough, and I know the feeling. If it wasn’t for him, none of us would be alive. Anyway, I wasn’t going to stop, then I realized it was you in the hall and stopped to say hello since I don’t know how long it will be until we see each other again…or…”

      “Or what?”

      “Or if we’ll ever see each other again.”

      “Don’t be silly, the armada Chase has mounted is probably the largest fleet ever to grace the universe, even stronger than when we launched the final attack against the Furies.”

      “True, but if you remember, if it wasn’t for Gaia, even that fleet would have failed. Let’s hope the Alliance won’t miss these Atlantian super weapons upgrades.”

      “Not to mention her dedication to safeguard Earth and every living being. It’s truly a shame we lost her. She was more human than most, even as an artificial intelligence.”

      “I agree.”

      “That’s part of my mission though, you know, to try to locate some of these weapons, even though I hope we won’t need them. Sorry, I guess I’m rambling here…let’s not talk only about me. How is life onboard the Helios?”

      Tar’Lock scratched the back of his head. “It’s fine, I suppose. Not really sure why Talon thought I would make a good first officer. I’m still struggling to find logic within that decision if you ask me.”

      “I don’t, Tar’Lock. You’re a good man and a dependable friend.”

      “But I lack the proper training. Not to mention the memory capacity that’s needed with such a position. I can’t possibly memorize all the regulations that come with my duties.”

      “I think your captain recognizes that he can count on you no matter what, and that may be of greater value to him than these other skills.”

      “That’s—that’s pretty much what he said. I wish I had his confidence. I worry about my limitations screwing up things and getting people killed.”

      Ryonna smiled. “In my experience, you’re more the kind of person who saves people, especially with your speed and reflexes, which allows you to react faster than almost anybody else. Whether or not you give yourself credit for it. I sure am glad I met you on Hellstar and that we became friends.”

      Tar’Lock looked down. “So am I.”

      “And I’m sorry if I’ve been a little distant as of late. It’s not exactly been the easiest of times for me. In fact, it’s been…how do the humans put it? Batshit crazy.”

      Tar’Lock laughed. “Understandable, and you don’t need to justify your choices with me.”

      “Choices…” Ryonna let the words trail for a while. “Seems like every time I take a step forward, ten more damn choices drop in front of me.”

      Tar’Lock clicked multiple times. “How so?”

      “I don’t want to bore you with my personal problems.”

      Tar’Lock moved so fast by her side that it felt like he teleported. “Nonsense, what are friends for? You know you can tell me anything.”

      Can I? wondered Ryonna. She knew very well that Tar’Lock had been in love with her pretty much from the beginning of their friendship. In the past, it had been easy for her to ignore it, but things had changed after she had voluntarily taken the blame for his sister’s death in order to protect someone else she cared for deeply. Someone she had basically just broke up with.

      “Alright, but do you mind if we walk while we talk?”

      “Of course not.”

      For a few minutes, it felt good for Ryonna to open up about her problems with her friend, even though she was acutely aware that it probably didn’t help Tar’Lock with his own feelings in the matter. But she needed to talk with someone, and right now, she couldn’t think of a better or closer friend than Tar’Lock to share her woes with.

      “I’m sorry, sounds like you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place as the humans say.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly how it feels. Have you noticed how visual their expressions can be?”

      “I have, but I kinda like it. As for the situation, I think you made the right decision in giving yourself some space. Your world’s been turned upside down in a short amount of time, and you probably need time to figure out what to do next. Mind you, I wouldn’t want to be in your place.”

      “I wouldn’t wish my position on anyone, let alone a friend…but…why are you being so nice to me, Tar’Lock? I haven’t given you any reason to be lately.”

      “It’s something Talon once said, but it doesn’t really matter why. At the end of the day, you’re my friend, and we’ve shared a lot together. And I’m sure one day I’ll be the one who needs a shoulder to lean on.”

      Ryonna hesitated to answer to that comment. On some level, she felt like she still needed to walk on eggshells and not cross the boundaries she had imposed in that particular albeit rollercoaster of a friendship.

      “And when that day comes, I’ll be there for you…if that’s what you need.”
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        * * *

      

      Athena opened communications to New Olympus and the holo-screen filled with Artemis’s face.

      “Athena, it’s good to see you.”

      “Likewise. I wanted to inquire about the status on New Olympus.”

      “Everything is fine, there hasn’t been any suspicious movement in the area. In fact, I think we chose the right world to establish what little is left of our civilization. The cluster of nebula around our new world is most likely shielding us from anyone unless they know what to look for.”

      “Hopefully. However, we don’t know the Spectres scanning capabilities, their sensors might not be fooled as easily as other races in our dimension.”

      “I suppose that’s true. If they do know where we are, they don’t seem interested in locating us.”

      “For now, but let’s be thankful for that, I suppose.”

      “Is everything alright?”

      “Yes, why are you asking?”

      “You seem concerned.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I have a lot on my mind right now.”

      “Anything I can help you with?”

      “No, but thank you for asking.”

      “Of course. Was there anything else you wanted to talk about, then?”

      “There is. But first I wanted to thank you for taking over the day-to-day duties on the home world. I truly appreciate it.”

      “It is my pleasure to serve, as always.”

      Artemis was a kind soul, even though she could be ruthless in combat. And Athena wished she could spend more time training with her, but the fact of the matter was that she had no idea when she’d have time to return to New Olympus.

      “I hope you’re still training,” said Athena.

      “I try to, though I’ve had less time to devote to training lately, obviously. I also miss our sparing bouts, and when I do find time to train, I miss someone of your level.”

      “About that, I may have a fix for you. I’ve asked Poseidon to come and help you run operations.”

      Artemis winced. “Alright, but…do you mind if I ask why? I can manage my duties just fine.”

      “Sorry, Artemis, I wasn’t trying to imply that you couldn’t. Actually, it has nothing to do with you and everything to do with him.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I think it will do Poseidon some good to return home, at least for a little bit, and do something different than put his life in all sorts of danger like he has recently. I can tell his time with Thor has impacted his morale, and I thought perhaps the two of you could split your duties. That way you could both have more time to train together. While Poseidon is more powerful than he ever was, I believe you have enough cunning and technique to give him a good challenge.”

      “I won’t lie, training with Poseidon would be an honor. If you think that’s the best course of action, I won’t question your wisdom. But know that I don’t need his help to run New Olympus.”

      “I know you don’t, Artemis, but I think Poseidon does.”

      “How did he take the news?”

      “Reluctantly, to say the least. So don’t be surprised if he doesn’t warm up to the position at first.”

      “Understood. I’ll give him all the time he needs to adjust.”

      “There may come a time when the both of you need to fight the Spectres, and right now, we’re outclassed, which is why I think focusing on training as soon as you feel he’s ready is key. Poseidon is without a shadow of a doubt our best warrior.”

      “I see.”

      “Don’t take it the wrong way, Artemis, you’re one of our best as well, what I meant is that I think we’re lagging behind the Furies in terms of warrior skills. Which is why I asked the Alliance to provide us with the same gravity and time stretching technologies Chase and the others used to prepare for the final Fury showdown with Arakan. It will arrive with Poseidon, and you’ll need to supervise its installation. Make it a priority.”

      “I’m glad to hear we’re getting new ways to train and improve our fighting skills, and of course, I’ll make sure we deploy this technology the moment it gets here.”

      “Good. Any news on Hephaistos? I was kind of hoping he could take a look at it and help us improve it.”

      “I’m afraid there’s still no word about him, I keep sending search parties to the worlds around…” Artemis paused for a moment, “Olympus. I still have a hard time accepting our planet is gone.”

      “Trust me, you’re not the only one.”

      “As for Hephaistos, it’s possible he perished with our world.”

      “I understand that, but as far as we know, he wasn’t on the home world when the planet was destroyed by Arakan’s black hole. I think we should keep searching for him, at least for the time being. What about Hades?”

      “Same story, nobody has seen him since he was freed from the Underworld. My disciples know to look for him and report any sighting.”

      “Good. We could also use his help.”

      “I’m not sure he wants to help. If he did, he would have showed up by now.”

      “Perhaps, but with so many of our people lost when Olympus was destroyed, I think we need to try to unite every surviving Olympian on the new home world.”

      “We’ll keep looking for the both of them. Hopefully, in our search, we also locate other survivors.”

      “I hope so as well. Thank you. I should get going; we’re about to leave any minute. I’ll call you back after the mission.”

      “Be careful, Athena, and I hope to see you soon.”

      “As do I.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryonna returned to her quarters after her walk and after briefly talking with Ronan before he boarded his ship as part of the fleet move to destroy the Spectre gateway. When Ryonna entered her room, Jax was sound asleep. She packed some of her stuff for her upcoming mission, making sure not to make too much noise.

      She still had a hard time believing that her husband was still alive. Not to mention conflicted in her feelings, having accepted to open her heart to another man finally, only for her world to be turned upside down by the realization that Jax had been alive all these years.

      She still harbored a lot of anger in that regard, but she couldn’t bring herself to hate the father of their son. The thought that they could be a family again was too enticing to let her feelings on the subject ruin that possibility.

      But, then again, she still loved Altair, and she knew full well that even if she didn’t have to choose today, she would have to in the near future.

      A bleep on her wrist device took her out of her current train of thought.

      “Time to go,” said the holo-message.

      Part of her wanted to wake Jax and tell him goodbye, but she resigned herself against it. Instead, she caressed his hair and softly kissed his forehead before grabbing her stuff and heading out of their temporary quarters on Alkyon One.

      Perhaps the time apart would allow her to think a little more clearly about the delicate situation she found herself . Even though she knew in her heart that whatever she decided, a man she loved would suffer.
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        * * *

      

      Chris hesitated for a moment before knocking on Nyx’s quarter’s door and then decided against it and walked away. He heard the doors of her quarters split open a second after he did. Chris turned his head and saw the female Fury at the door, standing in her underwear. Chris had to force himself to keep his eyes from wandering.

      “Anything I can do for you?” she asked.

      “I—I wanted to talk…I guess.”

      “You guess? Or you want to talk?” she said coldly.

      Chris swallowed hard. “Talk.”

      “Come in, then.”

      Chris followed her inside.

      “What is it you want to talk to me about?” she asked.

      It was hard for Chris to stomach her detached tone. He clearly had strong feelings for the Fury warrior, which she didn’t seem to echo in the least. Or if she did have any feelings toward him, she was very good at hiding them. But because Chris’s empathic powers were quite strong, he knew the chances of that being true were little to nil.

      “I hear you’re not coming with the fleet.”

      “Correct.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “Because I think your father is missing the big picture.”

      “How so?”

      “He’s too afraid to go into the other dimension, and if this mission is about destroying the only way there, I don’t want anything to do with it.”

      “I’ve had that discussion with him. He thinks it’s foolish to take such a risk at this time.”

      “Like I said to him, your father is a coward.”

      “Hey!“ protested Chris. “Watch it!”

      She smiled. “What is it, daddy’s boy? You think I’m wrong?”

      “I know you’re wrong, and I think you hide yourself behind this cold attitude of yours, and as far as my father is concerned, he’s the most courageous man I have ever known.”

      “Let’s agree to disagree, then. If it wasn’t for me, your precious father would no longer be among the living.”

      Chris had to bite his tongue until he managed to voice his next words, almost reluctantly considering Nyx’s aggressive tone.

      “He told me. Thank you for saving his life.”

      She threw a dismissive hand in his direction. “Wasn’t exactly my intention, I was more interested in killing that bitch Spectre. Your father just happened to be in my way.”

      “I see…Well, thank you, nonetheless. It’s a shame you’re not willing to give us a chance to be allies. I think we’re stronger as a cohesive unit, after all, there aren’t many of us left.”

      “There is no us. I’m the only Fury left. At least, pure-blood.”

      “Wrong, my grandfather is also a pure-blood, but whatever.”

      She pointed an accusing finger under his nose. “Trust me when I say this, count yourself lucky that I’m willing to tolerate you and your family in the first place. You destroyed my kind! I don’t think I’ll ever forgive any of you for that.”

      Chris felt a wave of anger boiling deep within his soul, and he felt compelled to taunt her back. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, they had it coming!”

      Nyx growled and her eyes flashed purple.

      “I’ll let this one slide, this time,” barked Nyx.

      “Why? Because you think I can’t defend myself or because you’re afraid I’ll kick your ass?”

      Nyx laughed out loud. “That would be the day. You may have your father’s courage and some of his strength, but your blood is even more diluted with inferior races than his.”

      Chris didn’t realize that he turned Ultra Fury from the anger he felt because of her remark. She did the same, and before he knew it, they were exchanging hundreds of blows at impossible speeds.

      “Take it back!” Chris screamed.

      “Or what?” said Nyx in between blocking three of Chris’s attack combos flawlessly.

      Chris send three fireballs her way, which she countered, sending them exploding on the walls nearby, deforming the bulkhead and triggering the fire suppressants in her quarters.

      The cold water cooled both of their tempers and replaced it with something else. Before either of them consciously realized what had happened, they were soaking wet, making love on what was left of Nyx’s bunk bed.
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      When Chris exited Nyx’s quarters, Argos was outside, his arms crossed against his chest, smiling from ear to ear.

      “I didn’t expect to see you, what are you doing here?” asked Chris.

      “I could very well ask you the same thing, but I recognize the walk of shame when I see it.” Argos’s smile turned into a smirk. “I felt your energy,” continued Argos, “and for a moment, I thought you may be in trouble.”

      “And you felt like you needed to stay here afterward, even once you realized I wasn’t in danger?”

      “No, I didn’t feel the need, but someone had to tell the emergency repair crew to get lost and inform Daniel we weren’t under attack, wouldn’t you think so?”

      “Oh…thanks.”

      Argos smiled once more before putting his arm around his nephew’s shoulder.

      “Ready to go? We have to get on board the Hope in a few minutes.”

      “I suppose…”

      “What is it, Chris?”

      “It…it’s nothing.”

      “Then why the long face?”

      “I really hoped she would come with us. Even more so after…”

      “I think by now it’s clear that Nyx sees sex as something completely different than you do. Or am I misreading the situation?”

      “I don’t know, I guess so.”

      “The real question is, was it good?”

      Chris flushed and his face quickly turned as red as a tomato.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” said Argos as he rubbed his fist on the top of Chris’s head. “Look, at least you got it out of your system for now. It may not be all you wanted it to be, but in my experience, it’s better than nothing.”

      Chris sighed. “I suppose…I just don’t get her. She seems to hate us with a vengeance and then we have these intense moments. She’s a weird one, that’s for sure.”

      “And your basing that conclusion on your large experience with how many other women exactly?”

      “Touché.”

      “If I can tell you one thing, it is that men and women are very different.”

      “Please tell me they’re not all like her.”

      Argos laughed out loud. “No, they’re not…however…”

      “However what?”

      “Eeeeh…”

      “Come on! What did you want to say?”

      Argos’s holo-wrist device bleeped multiple times and flashed red.

      “Never mind that, looks like this conversation is relegated to later, we need to go or we’re gonna be late.”
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        * * *

      

      “What is it I can do for you?” asked Ashra’Lur, taking a bit of time and mental effort to end the second part of her sentence. “My master.”

      “I thought you said you could detect Chase with the part of your soul you left in him?” complained Asrak’Vor.

      “I did, within a reasonable distance,” she countered. “I may have miscalculated the amount needed to achieve an optimal distance detection. I apologize, Master.”

      “I don’t care for apologies, you should know by now I only care about results. And in that department, you seem to have failed me.”

      Ashra’Lur had to bite her tongue and force herself to remain calm. There was a fire burning deep inside her that wanted nothing more than to unleash its hatred toward this fool. Even if he was her commanding officer.

      It blew her mind that the Spectre council had chosen someone so weak to lead the mission. As far as she was concerned, he had no place leading her people, let alone any mission of significant importance. He was blinded by his thirst for revenge and clueless about how weak it truly made him.

      “With all due respect, I haven’t. We simply aren’t in range at the moment.”

      “I don’t want to hear excuses! My patience is running thin. How long am I supposed to wait until I’m given the chance to obliterate my brother’s murderer?”

      This fool is nothing if not transparent, thought Ashra’Lur. Then again, it’s one flaw I’m happy to exploit.

      “In my experience, vengeance isn’t the right frame of mind to be in to win battles.”

      Asrak’Vor growled. “And in mine,” he said as his eyes glowed a bright red, “it’s unwise to talk to your superior without the proper respect. Don’t make me regret having brought you into the fold and give you so many responsibilities.”

      Oh, believe me, you will regret it, and soon.

      “My apologies, I didn’t mean to speak out of place, that wasn’t my intention. I’ll be more careful in the future.”

      “Make sure you do. You’re lucky we’re alone. I may have had to decapitate you to make an example out of you otherwise. And while I’m displeased with you at the moment, you’ve proven your worth before, so it would really be a shame to lose a good asset.”

      Ashra’Lur’s patience was what truly was running thin, and this conversation just confirmed to her what needed to happen. She was under the impression that it could wait, but it looked like she would have to accelerate her timetable.

      “My skills are at your disposal, of course, Master. As always. And whether or not I agree with the motivations, I can accept that killing the one called Chase is the main priority. In which case, I believe I can deliver him to you.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “My spies informed me that the Alliance is about to launch a major attack on the gate.”

      “What? Why am I hearing of this only now!?”

      “For my defense, Master, you didn’t exactly receive me here with an open mind.”

      Asrak’Vor cleared his throat. “I suppose there is some truth in what you say.”

      Time to lead this fool to his inevitable downfall.

      “It’s understandable, though, if someone had killed a member of my family, I’d feel the same.”

      “Are you implying that my thirst for revenge is blinding me from what must be done?”

      “I wouldn’t dare, my master. In fact, it doesn’t matter what I think. It seems important for you to remove the one called Chase, and since he’s clearly the leader of the opposition, it makes him a logical target. If his death is what you want, then I believe we can make it happen, and soon.”

      “How?”

      “The Alliance should arrive here in a little over a day. Which makes moving the gate in time a risky proposition. But it also means that Chase will be part of the fleet tasked to destroy the gate.”

      “We can’t let them destroy it! Perhaps we should consider moving it to another location.”

      No, you fool, I need you to fail, otherwise, I may never take your place.

      “I do have what I believe is an elegant solution to the problem, one that allows us to defend the gate, as well as kill your target.”

      Ashra’Lur could tell from the sparkle in Asrak’Vor’s eyes that she now had his complete attention. Though when she woke up that morning, she never thought this was the direction things would be going. However, it felt like she had engaged herself on a path from which there would be no return.

      “So?” said Asrak’Vor, impatiently. “What are you waiting for? How do we accomplish this?”

      “While it would take too much time to pack the gate safely and move away, not to mention we’d cut it too close to activate it before the fleet arrives. In fact, even if we did managed that, it would be mere moments before the enemy came here, leaving the gate vulnerable. What I propose is a completely different course of action where we establish a connection earlier.”

      “I thought we needed the last two monoliths for that to happen?”

      “To open the gate at its designed diameter, yes.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “If we act quickly, we have just enough time to reposition the gate to create a smaller event horizon.”

      “Let’s for one minute assume this can be done, wouldn’t that mean we can’t have the entire fleet travel through? We need these mother ships, which is why it was necessary to have enough resources to construct that many monoliths.”

      “I agree, we need the mother ships, but we can live without them in phase one of my plan. If we don’t let smaller destroyers through before the Alliance gets here, what will we protect the gate with? Even worse, if the Alliance is even minutes in advance from our projections, they could be in a position to destroy the mother ships, which as we know, can only travel one by one through the event horizon. While normally the few ships we already have here could fare well against half a dozen destroyers, albeit with the right strategy, we’re talking about a fleet composed of hundreds of Alliance destroyers and even bigger ships on their way.”

      “And you think you can activate the dimensional gate to let part of the fleet in, destroy or hold off the fleet until we can open it again and let the mother ships pass through. Correct?”

      “With one caveat.”

      “And what would that be?” asked Asrak’Vor with no shortage of annoyance in his voice.

      “As I’m sure you know, there is a cooldown between establishing connections. At least two hours, perhaps more since we have no data on how using a smaller configuration of the monoliths will impact the cooldown.”

      “I don’t think that’s gonna cut it!”

      “Unfortunately, that’s as best an estimate I can give you. This gate configuration has never been tested; we only have rough simulation figures to work with. Once it’s activated and we receive detailed sensor data, we’ll have a better picture and more precise values. That’s not our only problem, though.”

      “What now?”

      “Because the event horizon will be smaller, the amount of energy powering the gate will also be diminished. It’s proportional to the size of the event horizon. Which means the total transfer mass will also be affected negatively.”

      “Skip the science and just tell it to me straight!”

      Well, if I were to tell it to you straight, I’d tell you, you are not only a fool but also incompetent.

      “Only a certain number of destroyers will be able to pass through, about a tenth of the fleet.”

      “Will that be enough?”

      “To defeat the fleet? Doubtful, but it should be more than sufficient to destroy a part of it and delay them from attacking the gate directly while we reconfigure it for its optimal operation, at which point, after the cooldown, we could reopen it again and have more ships add their firepower to the first wave.”

      “Why do I feel more bad news coming?”

      “Obviously, in doing so, we may lose most of these first wave ships, but I believe it’s the only way to manage to get the mother ships through to deploy a full invasion of this dimension. Once that happens, we’ll be unstoppable.”

      “Alright, you’ve laid down a strategy, one that doesn’t seem certain by any stretch. Now, convince me why we should take such a huge risk, and why it’s a better solution than packing and moving the gate?”

      “In simple terms: by the time we pack and go, we’ll leave enough trace energy signatures for the Alliance to hunt us down. With the gate disassembled, we’ll be a tempting target, and the gate will be easily destroyed.”

      “I thought you insured me they couldn’t detect our ships, that you fed them wrong data?”

      “Yes, and that has nothing to do with our stealth capabilities. Pentalium is the reason we’d be traceable. Because they have been seeking pentalium for generations, Asgard sensors are finely tuned to it. Which is why we constructed the gate here, far away from any of the Asgardian territories, trade routes, and outposts. If the gate were gone when they arrived, they’d be able to fine-tune their sensor to track us in less time than it would take us to find a suitable deployment site. In fact, I’m willing to bet my life that we can’t take this chance anymore. We need to take a stand, and we need to defend the gate.”

      “It’s a good thing you’re willing to bet your life on it, as it would be forfeited if we fail. You do realize that, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but I believe death would be more than certain if we tried to run now.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right. Now, what does that have to do with Chase? You did mention that it would allow me to finally kill him.”

      “I did, indeed, and that’s the beauty of my plan. He’ll be on board one of these ships, most likely commanding the fleet, in fact. At this range, not only will I be able to sense him, but we’ll be able to lock onto his life sign and beam him out of there, even through their shields.”

      “How?”

      “Let’s just say it’s technical, but in a nutshell, at this distance, I’ll be able to interact with that small piece of soul he’s carrying, which will allow me to acquire their shield’s frequency.”

      “And you guarantee that he will not die in the transport process? I not only want him dead, but I want his soul. To add his power to mine.”

      “Of course. His disappearance from the fleet will, in fact, ensure a better chance of victory against their fleet. Because he’s able to remote control fleets of ships with his mind, if we take him away from his comrades and engage him in combat, we’ll destabilize them more. Time and time again, he’s been the deciding factor during the Fury War. I do recommend that we transport him into a ship and then jump away.”

      “Be away from the battle? Have you lost your mind? How can we risk being away at a time like this?”

      “I’ll leave my best commander behind and in charge of the fleet. He’ll know to contact us if needed. But in the grand scheme of things, you and I won’t make a big difference in a fleet battle, where Chase, if he’s allowed to stay in range of his fleet, could very well fight us and at the same time remote control the ships and find tactics that could give the Earth Alliance the upper hand.”

      Asrak’Vor grinned. “These are powers I’ll rejoice in having once I assimilate his soul.”

      I bet you would. Grab a number and get in line, though.

      “And they will be yours, Master.”

      “I’m convinced. You have executive authority to put this plan in action. Once Chase is on the ship, beam me in, and I’ll show you how to kill the strongest of the Fury hybrids.”

      Ashra’Lur had to force herself to bow.

      “I’m looking forward to witnessing the killing of the Fury that’s been a thorn in our sides for so long.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, this is the place,” said Yanis.

      “I trust you have all you need,” asked Ka’Rij. “Not that I could help you if you didn’t. Chris and Argos had to leave in a hurry last time they were here. Chris didn’t have time to teach me any of these systems.”

      Yanis smiled. “Yes, Chris gave me all I needed to operate the place. Thank you for getting us here, Ka’Rij, much appreciated.”

      Ka’Rij bowed. “My pleasure. The friends of Dragonheart are my friends,” he said before leaving the lab in the center of the mountain.

      “Do we know what world we’re going to first?” asked Ryonna.

      Yanis went to the controls and installed a translation program he’d been working on while on their way to the unknown regions to help him make sense of the Atlantian controls. Chris had infused his brain with the knowledge he needed to understand the language, but it was one thing having a basic grasp of a foreign language and another to be able to translate all of it. This program should help him bridge that gap.

      “It will take me an hour or two to install everything we need, make sure the system is calibrated, and add extra security measures to the Atlantian tech.”

      “Such as?”

      “While Ares can beam us away from trouble, some of these worlds are way beyond his range. At least, I think so.”

      Ares materialized near Yanis and Ryonna. “I believe Yanis is correct. I can’t guarantee I can beam us away from some of these destinations all the way back to here.”

      “Which means,” said Yanis, “that I need to find a world somewhere in the center of them all, that appears safe, to be our retreat point in case of a problem. I’ll also start working on a portable portal generator.”

      “Is that even possible? To miniaturize something the size of this lab?” asked Ryonna.

      “If Diaspira managed to escape that way, it means it’s doable. Once I’ve gathered enough data through multiple travels, I hope I can devise an apparatus that allows us to use the portal network for point-to-point travel for a single person. At least, that’s the theory.”

      “I’m not sure I understood all of that,” said Ryonna, “but it doesn’t matter, do what you have to do to keep us safe during missions.”

      “Yep, that’s the idea.”

      “Where’s Menelas?” asked Ares.

      “I think he’s still outside, why?”
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        * * *

      

      Ka’Rij approached Menelas and bowed.

      “It’s an honor meeting you,” he said.

      It had been thousands of years since Menelas had seen a Dragonman of Kyria. He was taken by surprise at seeing one walk right to him, even though Chris had mentioned their presence on this world.

      “Uh? You too? Do you mind if I ask how you know me?”

      “In simple terms, I can sense who you are, Dragonheart’s father.”

      “If you mean Chase’s father, then yes, that would be me.”

      “Your son is legendary among my people. He’s saved what’s left of my people, we owe him a great debt of gratitude.”

      “That sounds like him alright, but it looks like in doing so, he allowed my family to locate and rescue me. So, I’m also grateful.”

      “The universe attends to itself. None of these encounters are coincidences, and it is my firm belief that if we all met the way we did, it’s because the universe’s infinite consciousness allowed it so.”

      “That’s an interesting way of looking at things. I’m not much of a spiritual being myself, so you’ll excuse me if I don’t share your faith in these beliefs.”

      “That’s the beauty of life, you can decide to believe or not, and you can decide how much you want to be part of the universe. Your son, Chase, while not there yet, seems to be slowly opening to this connection. Only then will he reach his full potential.”

      “I see, if you ask me, he has potential to spare already. I just hope we have the opportunity to make these choices going forward.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be the case?”

      “We’re at war with a powerful enemy. Which is the reason for my friends and my presence on your world today. To make sure we find a weapon or any sort of technology to help us defeat the Spectres.”

      “I am aware of the enemy that shrouds the stars. There is a great darkness ahead, I can feel it in my bones. Many sacrifices will be needed for the whole to survive, but I believe it can be done.”

      “Not sure I like the sound of that, but I’m forced to admit things don’t look very positive at the moment. In any case, Ka’Rij, thanks for the chat. Let us know if you need anything.”

      Ka’Rij bowed. “I will, thank you. Thanks to Chris and Argos, the Hellion Empire has stopped its attempts to invade this world again, but that could change at a moment’s notice. It’s good to know a Fury isn’t too far should we require to resume our fights with them.”

      While Menelas wasn’t exactly up to date with who the Hellion Empire was, he knew Chris trusted this man, and since Menelas had had positive experiences with other Dragonmen during the last Fury War, that meant he wouldn’t hesitate to help Ka’Rij’s people if and when they needed it.
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        * * *

      

      Chase fired multiple fireballs at the Tanak’Vor holo-simulation, his anger levels rising dangerously close to impacting his sanity. Perhaps that new holo-program had been another mistake. But in moments like these, Chase couldn’t stop obsessing about his recent defeat he had incurred at the hands of the female Spectre.

      If they met on the battlefield again, he had to be prepared.

      Chase’s fireball was absorbed by the Spectre with little to no effort on his part, and Tanak’Vor went on the offensive.

      While the simulation was not an accurate representation of what Chase had felt fighting the one that took Sarah away from him, it was still a good virtual sparing partner.

      Tanak’Vor sent his own volley of energy attacks his way, forcing Chase to roll and dodge, blocking only the ones he could anticipate in time.

      Having an enemy he hated as much as he did to train with, even if it was only a holo-simulation, helped Chase channel his excess aggression.

      Tanak’Vor changed tactics when he saw he couldn’t connect with Chase with the fireballs, and he decided for a more hands on approach. Chase was ready for him and blocked a dozen well-executed combos before retaliating with his own.

      The fact that the simulation couldn’t replicate the soul-snatching power of the Spectres was one of the reasons Chase doubted the efficiency of training against these holo-foes. He had asked Spiros to figure out a way to emulate that power, but since sensors had never scanned it, it would take time. Chase’s engineer friend was also quite busy working on other things at the moment.

      But since Chase couldn’t find sleep, even though there were still a few hours until the fleet arrived at the staging area, so, for better or for worse, training seemed a more efficient use of his time rather than toss and turn in his bed.

      Chase’s lapse in focus cost him in missing Tanak’Vor’s last combo, and Chase was pounded over and over with punches and kicks and sent flying against the wall.

      “Ouch,” he said as he spat some blood.

      Tanak’Vor launched at Chase to deliver more blows, but five fireballs hit him in the face and torso, and he was catapulted backward even though the Spectre managed to keep his balance and fall back onto his feet.

      “End program,” said Argos.

      Everything around Chase turned white as the holo-simulation turned off, revealing the large holo-room.

      “What the hell are you doing?” asked Argos.

      “What does it look like? I’m training.”

      Argos shook his head disapprovingly. “You should be resting, not wasting your energy against holographic particles! We have no idea what to expect tomorrow, but something tells me that if we’re taking the entire fleet, then you’re expecting serious trouble.”

      “I haven’t told a soul, but, indeed, my instinct is on high alert, as if my body knows something bad is going to happen.”

      Argos came by Chase’s side and extended his hand to help him get back on his feet. Chase grabbed it and Argos raised him back up.

      Chase then proceeded to heal himself.

      “And you didn’t think you should at least tell me or Chris any of this?” asked Argos.

      “Well, at first it was just a distant feeling, and I thought maybe I allowed my fears to play tricks on me.”

      “What changed?”

      “The more time passes and the more we approach our destination, the bigger that feeling of dread increases.”

      “I don’t like this, I don’t like this at all!”

      “I know.”

      “Well…whatever we have to fight against tomorrow, I think you’ll do that better if you get some sleep.”

      “Don’t you think I have tried?”

      “Well, that’s one thing I can help you with.”

      Argos’s eyes glowed red. “SLEEP!” he said with a reverberating voice.

      Chase felt lightheaded instantly, as if he had been struck by something, and before he knew it, he lost consciousness. Argos caught him before he hit the ground, then opened a channel to the bridge. “Two to beam to the captain’s quarters.”

      Streaks of light engulfed the brothers, and they vanished from the holo-room.
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      Ashra’Lur entered the command center of the station. The station would soon be swarmed by ships everywhere, but until that happened, she had to make sure everything was in place for her plan to unfold without a hitch.

      The sub-commander she put in charge to make the changes on the gate approached her the moment she entered the room.

      “My mistress, I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

      “What’s our ETA on opening the gate at thirty percent surface?”

      “We’re almost ready, I should be able to establish a link in a few minutes.”

      Ashra’Lur peeked through the viewport, and she could see that the monoliths where almost all in place. She smiled.

      “Have you told Asrak’Vor that we may not be able to reopen the full gate on time?”

      “I have, but I’ve also assured him that we’d do everything in your power to make it happen, ” Ashra’Lur said.

      “I wish you wouldn’t have, as I told you before, I can’t guarantee it,” protested her subordinate.

      “Look, Arkhon, we don’t have any choice. We either deliver or we both get executed. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Mistress. I’ll redouble my efforts to reposition the gate the moment the partial fleet makes it through.”

      “About that,” said Ashra’Lur, grabbing a crystal and handing it to Arkhon, “the Earth Alliance enemy fleet has the bad habit of winning engagements even against all odds. While we won’t have the numbers, we have a technological advantage. I need you to make sure my strategies for repelling the Alliance are sent to the captains of the ships emerging on this side. They are to follow these guidelines, or they’ll get wiped out before we have time to open the gate again.”

      “Thy will be done…”

      Ashra’Lur could sense there was doubt showing in her subordinate’s posture and sounding in his tone.

      “What is it? Is there anything else you’d like to add? Better do it now.”

      “I—I don’t want to overstep my position.”

      “Speak freely.”

      “The plan, while I can understand it now that we’ve been located, is the only chance we have to get ships and troops from the other side. That much I am forced to admit, but it seems to me we are gambling the entire invasion effort with the assumption this mission will work. If we fail to get the mother ships through and the gate gets destroyed, how are we going to defeat the Alliance?”

      That was a pertinent comment from Arkhon, even though, as he had admitted himself, it wasn’t his place to make.

      “It may look like the only way, but perhaps you’re not privy to all the information that goes with your station. Have you asked yourself that?”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to assume that I knew all there is to know.”

      “That’s alright, you have questions and I prefer you voice them freely. Try not to worry beyond your tasks, and let the rest fall into place, the way it should be.”

      After all, the Alliance had no idea they’d be facing advanced tactics, and Ashra’Lur wasn’t betting it all on a whim, she had a plan, one that she firmly believed would take everyone by surprise, including that fool Asrak’Vor.
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        * * *

      

      Argos left Chase’s quarters, and saw Chris was walking toward him.

      “What were you doing in my father’s room?” asked Chris. “Is everything alright?”

      “I had to force-put him to sleep,” said Argos. “He was wasting precious energy in the holo-room.”

      “And that worked? Just like that?”

      “Well, I have touched your father’s mind before, and I’ve had a sort of backdoor to it ever since.”

      “He may not be happy with you when he wakes up.”

      “Perhaps, but at least he will have rested for a few hours before we arrive at our destination. Your father has not been sleeping much lately, and he needs to rest.”

      “I won’t argue with you on that. What’s that about the mental backdoor, though? And is he aware of it?”

      “I don’t think he is, and I never had to use it before. Well, it’s not so much a backdoor all the time. When we were on opposite sides of the Fury conflict, I had no access to it.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because your dad was on his toes as far as my presence was concerned. Back when we were enemies, the simple danger of my presence blocked any mental access. Only weak or unprepared minds are susceptible, and because I had touched your dad’s mind before, it made it easier. But now that he trusts me implicitly, he can’t see my mental strike coming. In fact, I was surprised with how fast he went down.”

      “That’s an interesting explanation, but that doesn’t answer my question.”

      “Let’s just say that my story with your father is a long and sinuous one. Before even the Fury War, we had an altercation, one that prompted me to wipe his mind of all memory.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I—I don’t know if that’s a conversation we should have.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I haven’t even had it with your father.”

      “I don’t see why that would be a prerequisite.”

      “Look, Chris, I’m not proud of who I was back then. And I made a judgment call, for better or for worse. It was that or…”

      “Or what?”

      Argos’s face twitched. “I can’t bring myself to utter the words out loud. I’m sorry.”

      “Come on. After all we’ve been through, if you can’t tell me, who can you tell?”

      Who, indeed! thought Argos.

      “I blamed your father for killing someone that was dear to me.”

      “Are you saying my father murdered someone? I can’t believe that to be true.”

      “No, I suppose it wasn’t a murder per se. More like an unfortunate accident, really. The woman I loved intervened during our scuffle and tried to stop us from killing each other in a dispute that grew to proportions neither of us saw coming. A little like the first fights I had with your father at the beginning of the war, we both were very emotional and pretty much intent on killing each other. Well, he was, once he realized I was mostly using him to get to Aphroditis and the Pandora device.”

      Argos sighed before continuing. “I’m not really all too keen to revisit that part of my life, you know.”

      “I can empathize with that, but now that you’ve started, you can’t exactly stop the story here and leave me hanging.”

      “And yet, I’d rather that’s what we did.”

      “Uncle…please.”

      “Very well…but it may change your opinion of me, and truth be told, I’m more worried about that than I am having this same discussion with your father.”

      “It won’t. We all make mistakes in life. It’s how we own them that counts. So, I don’t really care who you were back then, only who you became. I think it’s because of these events that you are who you are today. You must know by now that nothing can impact my feelings for you.”

      “I sure hope so.”

      Argos’s heart started beating hard. For so long, he hadn’t allowed his mind to return to those painful events, and now he worried how it could affect him, especially sharing it with the person he cared for the most.

      “It’s okay, take your time,” said Chris.

      Argos took a deep breath. “Back then, your father didn’t go by the name Chase but by his birth name: Laiyos. I was working on the plan to free the Furies from the other dimension, and, well, I had told your father that we needed to help our people, but he didn’t know the backstory that came with the fall of the Furies after the events of the first war.”

      “You mean about the Olympians and their alliance of old sending them away?”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that. As far as the Alliance knew, the Fury had been destroyed in the final attack, only Zeus and a few others were privy to the whole truth. But, yes, basically I had convinced your father to help me acquire the Pandora device without letting him know we needed to capture Aphroditis to use her to bring them back to this dimension.”

      “I take it something went wrong?”

      “Yes. I don’t know how, but your father learned the truth about the Furies and did some extensive research on the Olympians, too. He discovered their true intentions and motivations, which was to rule the universe and cleanse it from what they considered lower races. Basically, every race but the Furies. I, on the other hand, didn’t care much for other races back then…and was just pissed that my race had been tricked the way it had.”

      Argos stopped and looked at his nephew as if to silently inquire whether to continue.

      “What happened next?”

      “We argued for days. I tried convincing him that we needed to complete our mission, but instead of finding common ground, it escalated, and eventually we said things to each other we both regretted. Anger and hatred developed into the mix. It became physical, and we literally tried killing each other. That’s when she tried to break us up, but your father was so focused on the battle that he never saw her coming, and one of his attacks…consumed her…” Argos paused, wiping a forming tear. “She never had a chance. In fact, I suspect your father back then had reached a level of power beyond anything any of us had seen.”

      “Ultra Fury?”

      “I’m not sure, I don’t recall his aura changing from purple to orange, but perhaps something similar. His attack impacted her and consumed her at the molecular level. Witnessing that I just lost it. Chase was shocked by what had happened, he had never killed anyone in that fashion before, and the attack had never been meant for her. It wouldn’t have had the same effect on me. I could have deflected some or all of its power, at the very least.

      “Then I really lost it, rage infected my soul, and all I wanted was to avenge her death. So, I attacked him with everything I had. Up until the tipping point, I had been aware I was fighting my blood, my brother. But after witnessing my beloved get disintegrated, gone forever, I was in a frighteningly mad rage, and all I cared about was killing my own brother.”

      “That’s really heavy, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I don’t deserve your kindness, not after what happened next.”

      “What happened?”

      “Your father was still in shock, and I didn’t even let him breathe, I went all-in and pounded all my rage and anger into him, breaking all his bones and leaving him an inch from death. I…I looked into his eyes, and I was ready for the kill. I saw tears, and somehow it snapped me from my thirst for revenge. I was left with a simple choice. Quench that thirst and finish him off, or swallow that rage, delay gratification, and stack the deck against him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After stopping myself and calming down, I realized that if I ever wanted to bring back the Furies, I’d need the Pandora stone, for the device to work and reopen the dimensional portal between us and the place where the Furies had been trapped. I had researched all that was needed to achieve that goal for months on end, and I knew a powerful Titan protected the stone. I was also aware that it was impossible for one person to defeat the Titan. So I wiped your father’s memories and left him on Alpha Prime as an adult with no past, no roots. I knew that eventually I’d have to enlist his help, with or without his consent. The rest you probably know.”

      Chris stayed silent, which worried Argos.

      “There isn’t a day,” said Argos, “that I don’t regret it, all of it.”

      “I can see why you’d feel this way, but I think you shouldn’t. You’re a different man today. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve redeemed yourself.”

      “I wish it were that simple, Chris…when I came with the Zarlack’s fleet to attack Earth, millions of innocents died; I can never achieve redemption for this and so many other horrible things I’ve done in my life.”

      “Perhaps there’s some truth in that, but I choose to see the good in you, not the bad. And so does Chase. It speaks volumes for someone so lost, in so much darkness as you were, to find his way back toward the light. If you ask me, it takes more than sheer courage, it requires a shift in how your soul vibrates,to shift from that state to who you are now. That’s no small feat, of that I’m certain. Also…look at it this way: if you hadn’t done all this, perhaps I would never have been born.”

      “I must admit that I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “And yet, that would be the very probable outcome. If Chase had been killed that day, there wouldn’t have been anyone to challenge and fight you in order to bring you back to the light. He wouldn’t have met my mother, and things today would be very different. Maybe the Furies would have wiped out all forms of life in this dimension. So that one small act of mercy may have been the catalyst for a lot of good to follow.”

      “I’m both surprised and glad you see it this way. I, unfortunately, can never look at it from that angle.”

      “I can understand why it would feel hard for you from your point of view. But that’s alright, I can see it, and my father can as well.”

      “Please don’t talk to him about any of what I’ve shared with you before I have the chance to do it myself. It’s a burden I have lived with for so many years, and I’ve shied away from doing it for too long. One day soon, I have to do this. I certainly don’t want him to learn it from anyone else. It needs to be from me.”

      “I give you my word.”

      “Thank you for understanding, Chris. Are you sure you don’t think less of me?”

      Chris smiled. “I actually think I admire you even more.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would you ever say that?”

      “Because I have a different perspective on that story. You focus on your faults, your mistakes, and the pain that followed your life choices. I guess that runs in your family, since dad has that bad habit as well. I, on the other hand, see someone who turned his life around, helped save trillions of lives, and is the reason I stand here living and breathing.”

      Tears filled Argos’s eyes as a colossal weight was somewhat lifted from his shoulders.

      “I want you to know that I wouldn’t trade the relationship I have with you and your father for anything in this life, no matter the cost. The two of you mean everything to me.”

      Chris hugged Argos. “We love you too, uncle.”
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        * * *

      

      When Chase woke, his mind was foggy, and it took a few minutes for his memory to return. Had Argos struck him with a mental command? That was the only thing that made sense. If that was the case, though, Chase should be pissed off, but he had to admit that now that he was awake, he felt like a million bucks. Whatever had happened, he had had a deep and regenerative sleep. Something that he had been lacking for quite a while.

      That being said, Chase decided to send a telepathic message to his brother.

      How the hell did you put me to sleep with such ease? he asked.

      Good morning, sunshine. Does it really matter?

      Perhaps not, but still…

      Then let’s agree that what matters is that you got some good rest, which we both know you needed.

      Chase wanted to argue that even if that were true, it should have been his choice, but it didn’t really matter after all.

      Alright, next time, a little heads up would be nice.

      It wouldn’t have worked if you were aware of my intentions.

      Fair enough. Thanks…I guess.

      Chase could hear Argos chuckle in his mind. Sure thing, brother.

      Chase got up, turned on his holo-screen, and checked the position of the fleet. They still had about an hour before reaching the staging area. Plenty of time for him to take a nice shower and get ready before it would be time to go to the bridge.

      While most quarters on Alliance ships were equipped with sonic showers, the captain of a ship this size had access to water, albeit with a quota. Every droplet of hot water helped Chase’s body both relax and reinvigorate, which was exactly what he needed. He knew that he would probably use his entire quota if he stayed in much longer, but he didn’t care. In that moment, the hot water was blissful, and he would cherish every second of it.

      After ten minutes, the water turned off and a holo-screen came to life, prompting him if he wanted to continue the shower, but in sonic mode. Chase declined and used a tiny portion of his aura to evaporate the water off his skin before returning to the main room of his quarters.

      The captain’s quarters on board this new iteration of the Hope was the largest one he ever had on any ship he had captained. Chase made a mental note to thank Spiros, which he was sure was to thank for the ample and luxurious accommodations.

      Chase dressed, and while normally he should be wearing his admiral uniform on a day like this one, he preferred his battle armor. Kvasir had worked on an even lighter alloy that felt as light as normal clothes but with heightened resistance to heat, cold, and energy attacks. It wasn’t a great protection for someone as strong as a Spectre or an Asgardian Guard, but it would still deflect some energy from these foes, which was better than nothing.

      Not that Chase could see himself go into battle with an Alliance uniform anyway. The clothes would rip and burn within minutes, and he’d end up either fighting in rags, or worse.

      Chase brushed the silly thought away and checked the time, he still had twenty minutes and change before he needed to be to the bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      “I didn’t expect you here,” said Kvasir. “You could have asked me to come see you directly, you didn’t need to come to see me in Engineering.”

      “That’s alright,” said Chase. “I had a little bit of time to kill, and I wanted to check with you if the project we talked about was ready.”

      “It is, but since we had to rush out of Alkyon One, I only managed to finish about two squadrons of StarFury X prototypes.”

      “That’s more than expected. So…they’re ready to go?”

      “Indeed, to the specifications we’ve validated with Yanis and yourself. But, if I may say so, these drone fighters, while tougher and more armed than they’re pilot-ready counterparts, are too few to really tip the balance in a fight this large-scale. That is, if we expect that many ships.”

      “I think if we’ve learned anything by now, it is that I’ll take any edge I can get, especially today, and not knowing what we’ll find at the end of our journey. I’d rather be over prepared than caught with my pants down.”

      “Fair enough. When it comes to battle strategy, I don’t even pretend to know what I’m talking about. I’m just happy to provide you with the tools you think will help give you an edge.”

      “I’m thankful for you and the other engineers for helping me with this pilotless drone project.”

      “My pleasure. I’ve loaded them with all your pre-programmed fighting maneuvers, though, obviously, they’ll be more efficient if remote controlled individually. Perhaps this time that advantage might also be a flaw if you ask me.”

      “And why would that be?”

      “Because there are only two people in our fleet that can remote control them with their mind, you and your son. Unless Argos is able to now?”

      “I don’t think so. Chris has tried to teach him, but that’s one skill he’s either reluctant to learn, or his mind simply doesn’t have the necessary pathways to master it with the same precision that Chris and I have. As for controlling them, I thought we’d agreed on giving them an optional neuronal link interface so standard pilots could use them as well?”

      “That’s the plan, yes, and if we manage to make it work, we may then deploy a whole fleet of them, ensuring we don’t lose as many pilots in future engagements, but for the time being, that part isn’t ready, yet.”

      “Do you mind if I ask why that is?”

      “Of course not. The neuronal interface onboard the current Mark IIs and the few upgraded Mark IIIs we have is secure because the connection is short-range between the device and the brain, so we’re talking low power, short-range. In order to replicate this with pilotless ships for people not gifted like you, a subspace link is then required, one with extremely low latency, or the delay in commands would nullify the advance of the technology.

      “But that leaves the ships vulnerable to security hacks. We know from experience that the Spectres technology is far superior to our own, so we have to assume that they’d be able to intercept and hack these subspace signals and possibly turn our own ships against us.”

      “That would suck.”

      “Indeed, so I’ve been working with Spiros on a secure encryption, but we’re not there yet.”

      “I understand. Well, perhaps when we figure out how the Atlantian encryption works, we can become inspired by it.”

      “That would be ideal, to use a different technology, since the Spectres haven’t been exposed to it, it would make it harder to crack.”

      Chase nodded. “I’d better be heading to the bridge. I have no doubt we’ll get in contact later should a battle ensue.”

      “About that, do you mind if I ask you something?”

      “Not at all.”

      “It seems we prepared for battle with a large fleet, but we’re not even sure what the monoliths are for, though their position in space certainly seems to point to a gateway of some kind. Is there something you know that we don’t?”

      “Just a feeling, a really bad one, in fact.”

      “I see. Now I wish I hadn’t asked.”

      Chase smiled. “Who knows, perhaps I’ve overreacted and there’s nothing to worry about.”

      Kvasir’s facial tattoos shone brightly. “That would be the day.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Argos, Chris, and the Hope’s bridge crew were all waiting for Chase to arrive. Upon entering the bridge, Chase clapped his hand on his son’s back a couple of times and nodded toward Argos.

      “Are you guys ready for this?” he asked.

      “As we’ll ever be,” said Argos.

      “Unless we meet Spectres in person,” said Chris, “I think this is mostly going to be your show. Though I can always help you remote fly ships if you need me to.”

      “It may come to that, yes.”

      “Count me out,” said Argos. “The last time I tried, I damaged both the starfighter and the cargo bay, before even making it to space. Not my finest moment.”

      Chase chuckled. “That’s alright. We have plenty of pilots, and even with our combined mental powers, I don’t think Chris and I could remote control the entire fleet.”

      “Not unless we have to,” said Chris. “I believe Altair mentioned something about some member races complaining, something about their captain’s frustration being overridden in the middle of their battle plan.”

      “It’s arguable if you ask me. I usually don’t take control of ships unless I think I can do a better job than their captains, but I suppose it’s best to try not to ruffle too many feathers.”

      “Or egos in this case,” said Argos.

      “Indeed,” said Chase, “so it’s probably better we only send mental orders with our powers if needed to most alien races, but Earth-based ships, like the Hope battlegroup, are aware that we may override their captains if we think it’s vital to the strategy. Sometimes I need to make split-second decisions.”

      “It’s a shame that we have to curtain a tactical advantage like this one,” complained Chris.

      “It is what it is.”

      Argos shook his head. “How the two of you can talk to machines like you would send a telepathic message is beyond me, let alone do that with multiple ships simultaneously.”

      “I could say the same about your ability to send someone to sleep with a simple command,” said Chase with a smirk.

      Argos smiled. “Fair enough.”

      “I know I don’t say this enough,” said Chase, “but I truly enjoy these moments, when we stand together as a family. Even though…” but he let the words trail.

      “Mom is here too, in spirit, at least,” continued Chris. “That much I’m certain of.”
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        * * *

      

      Grunhild was surprised to be greeted by only Fenrir when she boarded the Balder.

      “Where’s Siegfried?” she asked.

      “It’s good to see you too, sister,” said Fenrir.

      She smiled. “Sorry, Fenrir, I—I just expected to see the both of you, especially after all this time.”

      “I suppose that’s relative.”

      “What is?”

      “Time. It may have been five thousand years, but we weren’t exactly conscious for it, so to me it feels only like a few days since I last saw you, being the first of us survivors to have been caught and put in the freezer.”

      “Interesting. Unfortunately for me, that wasn’t my experience…at all. It’s hard to explain, though, it felt like being trapped in a night’s sleep that never really ends. And I, for one, hated it.”

      “We, indeed, seem to have had different experiences. I basically thought my capture and cryo-freeze process had only happened moments ago.”

      “Well, I don’t say this often, but I envy you.”

      “You never say this,” said Fenrir with a smile.

      “So…are you accompanying me to the bridge, or should I find my own way there?”

      Fenrir graciously waved his hand forward. “If you’ll follow me.”

      Grunhild shook her head, but eventually let a small smile emerge through her cold demeanor.

      It took only a moment for them to reach the bridge, where Siegfried stood, his back turned, gazing into the darkness of space through the massive viewport of the Asgardian destroyer.

      Fenrir whispered in her ear. “He’s been like this for days, I don’t know what’s gotten into him, but now that you’re here, maybe you can snap him out of his thoughts and convince him to go on the offensive. Because I give up, he’s not listening to me.”

      Grunhild stared at her brother-in-arms and used a slight mental power, allowing her to read Fenrir’s thoughts and access the visual record inside his cortex to add an additional layer of images and emotions to Fenrir’s words.

      “Did you just scan me?” said Fenrir.

      “I’m surprised you felt it.”

      “I didn’t, you just had that look. I know it all too well.”

      “Don’t worry, it was a surface scan only.”

      “Not that I could stop you if you decided to go deeper.”

      She smirked. “Indeed. I’ll take it from here. Thank you, Fenrir.”

      “Sure. When the two of you decide it’s time to kill Asgardians, Olympians, or both, let me know. I’m anxious to flex my muscles as I am aching to deliver payback for what they have done to us.”

      Grunhild answered with an absent nod as she walked toward Siegfried.
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        * * *

      

      When the Hope exited hyperspace, Chase was so impressed by the scene unfolding in the viewport that he felt compelled to get up from his captain’s chair. Outside, hundreds of destroyers, dreadnoughts, and other large war machine vessels where packed as far as the eye could see.

      “That’s…that’s amazing,” said Chris, voicing his father’s feeling as well as Chase could voice them.

      “Impressive,” added Argos.

      “It sure is,” said Chase. “The largest fleet ever assembled most likely. Now that we’re here, I suppose I should address the troops.”

      Chase took two steps forward and signaled his comms officer.

      “Open a channel to the fleet.”

      “Channel opened, Admiral,” said the comms officer.

      “This is Admiral Athanatos to the fleet. By now you must have reviewed your mission briefings. I thought it would be appropriate for me to remind you of what’s at stake here. I know we barely survived one war not that long ago, and it seems like another one may begin, though I hope that our effort today either prevents that or curbs its progression. It is our belief that a massive gateway connecting two dimensions is about to be opened, and through it could travel the vilest and most dangerous enemy we ever faced. We’re here today to make sure they don’t invade our worlds.

      “We have to make sure this doesn’t happen, no matter the cost. I can’t stress enough that we can’t let the Spectres enter our dimension. It took incredible effort and sacrifice to eliminate just one of their kind at the end of the Fury War, and so we must be vigilant and do everything in our power to not allow these monsters into our universe.

      “Trust me when I tell you that they are without mercy, and they want our souls. You heard me right, these…things, feed by snatching souls, siphoning them inside, and imprisoning our essence for all eternity. In doing so, with every soul they snatch, they also become stronger. Today, we all stand here to make sure this doesn’t happen to us or our loved ones.

      “I’m proud of the Alliance we’ve built together, and it’s an honor to command such a fleet into combat. But make no mistake, we may very well be standing at a precipice. We shall not allow ourselves to fall, as the consequences would be catastrophic. I trust each and every one of you to fight not only for our lives but also for our freedom. With all your heart, with the courage I know you were born with, and with all our might, we all will make sure that today we achieve victory. For all that is good, but more importantly, for our rights to live. We cannot permit this darkness to enter our midst.

      “It’s time, time to defend what’s ours and protect a peace that was already paid with plenty of blood. We’re ready to enter hyperspace to reach our final destination any minute now. Be ready to fight the moment we arrive there. May the Gods of Olympus shine on us all.”

      The crew on board the bridge applauded Chase’s short but powerful speech.

      “Nice one, brother,” said Argos.

      “Thanks, now let’s make sure these aren’t just words.” Chase turned toward his nav officer. “Enter the final jump coordinates into the hyperspace engines and slave with the rest of the fleet.”

      “Coordinates entered, slave complete.”

      Chase gestured two fingers forward. “Time to kick the hornet’s nest. Jump!”

      Waves of ships flashed one after the other with the synchronicity of a well-orchestrated fireworks display, and soon, all ships had entered hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Siegfried,” Grunhild said as she stepped next to him.

      “Grunhild, I’m glad you’re here.”

      “What is it? Why are we here looking at stars and standing still while we could be attacking our enemies?”

      “All in good time,” said Siegfried. “Right now, there’s an opportunity that’s been given to us, one that I believe wouldn’t have presented itself if I had rushed us forward without thinking.”

      “And what opportunity would that be?”

      Siegfried turned and activated the Balder’s main holo-screen.

      “See these,” he said as he pointed to dozens of blue dots on a starmap.

      “What about them?”

      “That’s pretty much the entire Asgardian fleet. All in one place.”

      “Where are they going and why?”

      “They’ve changed their encryption codes, so I lost access to Asgardian security bulletins a few hours ago. I managed to hack myself back into the fleet’s tracking system, though, without them noticing. Now that you’re here, you could answer the question for the both of us, even though I believe I have a theory as to what’s going on.”

      “Very well,” said Grunhild, her eyes flashing and rapidly blinking purple as she accessed the Balder’s computer.

      It didn’t take very long for her to crack the new encryption codes and reconfigure and redirect subspace transmissions to acquire the information Siegfried was looking for. It displayed on the holo-screen.

      “They’re making a run at a Spectre structure, not just the Asgardians, but the entire Earth Alliance,” said Grunhild.

      “Which confirms what I suspected.”

      “But that means the home world is defenseless, what are we waiting for, Siegfried? We may never get such a golden opportunity to strike hard at Asgard.”

      “I’m aware, and believe me, I have no intention of missing our window, but there’s still time.”

      “Could you at least explain your thinking here?”

      “Why permit the entire Asgardian fleet to fall down on us full force when we do decide to attack Asgard? Instead, we could diminish them by engaging the Spectres. In fact, my instincts tell me that there’s a good chance the entire Asgardian fleet could be decimated, and then we’d have a clear and unchallenged path to conquer Asgard.”

      Grunhild smiled. “I almost forgot how much you enjoy planning your actions to a T.”

      “I’ve had good plans before, and we still ended up in cryo-freeze. Only a perfect plan will separate victory from defeat. And mark my words, this time around, I’ll make sure that defeat is not an option. ”

      “Mind sharing that perfect plan of yours with the rest of us?”

      “Sure, but first I’ll need you to do something, which means you’ll have to return to the Aegir Three and run an errand for us while we head toward Asgard. But before we do that, I’ll need you to use your powers to make sure they don’t see us coming.”

      Grunhild’s eyes blinked rapidly for a few seconds. “Done. Their sensors won’t see you coming until they see your ship in orbit.”

      Siegfried smiled. “Good.”

      “About that errand you want me to do? Where am I going?”

      “To a planet filled with insignificant insectoid beings. It’s funny how puny beings on their own pose no threat whatsoever, but use enough of them, and you can turn an ant into a Titan.”

      “What are these creatures called?”

      “Gorgars. You’ll love them, they’re highly susceptible to mental control. But I need you to do exactly as I tell you.”

      Once Siegfried had explained his plan, Grunhild beamed back to the Aegir Three, and her ship entered hyperspace. Siegfried fed the coordinates of Asgard into the jump engines, and soon, the Balder entered hyperspace as well.

      Siegfried let his mind relax at the view of the hyperspace lines streaking all around the ship.

      It has begun.
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      Ashra’Lur smiled from ear to ear as the first destroyers emerged from the event horizon of the reconfigured gate. First, only a couple of ships emerged, but then about two-dozen ships followed. The Spectre destroyers were magnificent war machines.

      “You’ve done it…you’ve truly done it!” exclaimed Asrak’Vor. “You’re to be commended.”

      “I’m glad it pleases my master,” said Ashra’Lur.

      She couldn’t stand the fact that she had to bow to this man and even pretend to crawl under him like a slave. What made the situation bearable was the fact that she would soon be able to drop the act and reveal her true self. In fact, it was only a matter of hours now, and that made her happy. So, she swallowed her pride one last time.

      Another dozen ships exited the gate before the blue event horizon flashed and blinked madly.

      “What’s happening?” asked Asrak’Vor.

      “As expected, the smaller gate’s critical mass is reaching its peak. The gate will turn off any second now.”

      The event horizon flickered madly while the last destroyer was still passing through it. When the gate’s connection turned off, it sliced the last ship in half. Without engines, it drifted a little before it became engulfed in a large explosion.

      “What? That shouldn’t have been allowed to happen!” barked Asrak’Vor.

      “It was always a possibility, I’m afraid. It’s only one ship. I’m sure we’ll manage without it.”

      “You better pray that no friend of the Spectre council was aboard that ship, or there will be hell to pay.”

      Ashra’Lur suppressed a smile. Trust me, I’m not the one that should be praying right now.

      “Yes, Master, if that’s the case, I’ll, of course, take full responsibility.”

      As I should, being the one that’s truly fighting for our people, unlike a certain mission commander driven only by petty revenge.

      Outside, the monoliths were already redeploying toward their initial position, and it took a good ten minutes for them to be repositioned perfectly. Meanwhile, the ship bringing the last missing monolith to complete the gate was jumping out of hyperspace.

      “What’s that?” asked Asrak’Vor.

      “The last piece of the puzzle. Right on time.”

      “If that’s the case, I have to question your decision about opening a smaller connection to home. What’s the ETA on the enemy fleet arriving?”

      “They’ll be here any second now, and the power build-up time to establish a larger connection would have left the gate open to attack with little to defend it. Trust me, Master, this was the only way to make this work.”

      The space around them flashed hundreds of times as enemy fleet exited hyperspace.

      “Time’s up. Now we let them engage our newly arrived fleet while you and I prepare a warm welcome for the one called Chase.”

      Asrak’Vor smiled broadly and cracked his knuckles over and over.

      “The time has finally come for me to avenge my brother.”
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        * * *

      

      Yanis entered commands on the terminal in the lab. He needed to double-check everything or their first travel through the portal could turn into their last. But Chris had truly given him all the information he needed to make sure that didn’t happen.

      “Alright, I think we’re almost ready. Just need to give you your implants now,” he said before entering one more command on his terminal, which opened to reveal a sliding hidden compartment under the terminal. In the compartment were four small round gel-looking devices.

      Yanis put the device just under the palm of his hand, and even though he knew what to expect, the experience of seeing the device melt into his skin was still somewhat surreal. He was now in the system and could travel through the portal. The next step was to give that to the other members of the team.

      “Please come near,” asked Yanis to the team.

      He proceeded to tag them with the portal-traveling secure device. To say Ryonna had an adverse reaction to it was an understatement of epic proportions.

      “Nope, I don’t like it!” she protested, scratching the area where the device had fused with her blue skin.

      Yanis handed Menelas his device, which he promptly refused.

      “I have one already.”

      “Right, Chris would have given you one, or you wouldn’t have been able to return.”

      “Exactly.”

      Meanwhile, Ryonna was still trying to scratch hers off, so Yanis took Ryonna to the side.

      “Stop scratching it, it’s already diffused under your skin,” said Yanis. “All you’ll do is give yourself a rash, or worse, an infection.”

      “Are we certain this device is innocuous?” she asked.

      “Of course, Chris would have let me know otherwise. I’m surprised a badass warrior like yourself is scared of something so small and can’t even see or feel.”

      She growled. “You don’t understand, I’ve seen similar devices in the past.”

      Yanis furrowed his eyebrows. “Really? Where?”

      “On Droxia, around the time my son was born. The Droxian government said it was a medical device, and that for the good of everyone, we all needed to wear one. The delivery method was different, through injection, but I fear its purpose could be the same.”

      “I take it that wasn’t its real use?”

      “No, it was a tracking device, plain and simple. It also scanned the wearer’s vital signs and reported back to the government in real time. Which turned my family’s lives into a living hell.”

      “I don’t understand? If the device was just monitoring your life signs, why would it be such a problem?”

      “Droxia used to have a rather barbaric law when it came to health, especially in relation to sick children. And my Ronan was born ill, though we didn’t realize it at first. Until they sent people to try to take him away from us.”

      “Because of the tracking device?”

      “Exactly. The device reported my son’s birth defect. My husband and I had to run from authorities, which let me tell you, isn’t easy when a tracking device is imbedded inside your body with no way of removing it.”

      “I could see why this would be problematic. What did you end up doing?”

      “Fortunately, my husband had connections…” but Ryonna stopped and chuckled.

      “What? What’s so funny?”

      She shook her head. “Never mind…I just realized why and what kind of connections he had back then, that’s all. It’s not important to the story, I guess…”

      But it was. And Ryonna knew it. She really hated that Jax had been an undercover agent for Section Alpha, not letting her know his true job, but she realized that, at least in this specific case, it probably saved Ronan’s life.

      “So, we met with an engineer, “ she continued, “and he was able to hack into the devices. He changed our reported ID so they would stop chasing us, and the one on Ronan was hacked to report him being in perfect health. Mind you, we had enough trouble as it was hiding his condition. He often had seizures, so until we finally isolated what was wrong with him around adolescence, Jax and I were living in a state of constant fear regarding his future.”

      “I can see why you’d be reluctant toward subdermal devices then. But there’s one thing I don’t understand, why did it matter that your son was sick?”

      “Right, I started to tell you earlier, but I didn’t finish my explanation. You see back then, the Droxian government didn’t take kindly to sick children, to them it was a waste of resources. A sick child in their eyes meant a diminished adult, who was not worth their time, effort, and resources needed to create a productive member of our society.”

      “That’s pretty cold. No offense.”

      “None taken, fortunately, I managed to reverse that law not too long ago. The advantage of being an ambassador, I suppose. That and the Star Alliance frowned upon these practices. It actually led my people to be expelled from the Star Alliance.”

      “Right, now that you mention it, I believe there was something about this in one of my classes at the academy.”

      “Chase and Altair made sure that Droxia accepted putting some of these customs on hold as a prerequisite to joining the Earth Alliance. I then made sure to bring about their utter dissolution once and for all. So, yeah, if this is a tracking device, you’d better find a way to remove it the moment we’re done with our mission.”

      “Not to worry, it’s not a…well…I guess it’s a tracker of some kind, but just between you and the gates.”

      “So you say, but can we be sure? In any case, as I said before: I don’t like it!”

      “Duly noted, and I understand. I’ll do more research on it, but I can guarantee you it’s not designed as a Trojan horse.”

      “A what?”

      “Oh, sorry, that’s what the humans call a deception, like a secret thing or device in this case, like that tracker implanted into you and your family. You were told it was a health benefit to your society, when, in fact, it could and was used in a completely different and nefarious way: to track you and report back to your government about any sick people. But truth be told, that applies to almost all new technologies.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that people like me, we invent things all the time, and we think they’re good ideas that will help our civilization, so we implement them without seeing the potential for these inventions to be used in a negative or even maleficent way.”

      Ryonna gave Yanis a look that told him he would need to develop his explanation a little more.

      “Take Gaia for example. She happened as a side effect from a project Cedric and I worked on. We never meant for her to be created as a result of beaming a nuke onto a Zarlack ship. The target was teleportation, but it bore an AI.”

      “Your example doesn’t make sense.”

      “And why the heck not?”

      “Because Gaia was a wonderful person.”

      “Once Spiros convinced her to give humanity a chance, yes. But what about her evil twin?”

      “Oh, I guess you’re right about that. That makes more sense.”

      “Anyway, we should get going, I give you my word I’ll research that technology and test it thoroughly when we return. For now, if you don’t wear it, you’d be disintegrated the moment you step through the portal.”

      “Charming.”

      “Let’s say the Atlantians wanted to make sure only authorized people could use this technology, and seeing as it allows instantaneous travel over long distances, it makes sense. If that safeguard weren’t there, it could be used by anyone taking control of this lab, and if they were willing to invade any planet of their choice, who would stop them?”

      “I see your point.”

      A golden glow shone on both of them, and Yanis realized Ares was standing next to them.

      “Sorry to interrupt, I couldn’t help but overhear, well…truth be told, I was more like eavesdropping really. I was wondering what the two of you had to discuss for so long. And having done so, don’t we have a problem with the fact that I don’t have a body?”

      “Come on, Ares,” said Yanis, “give me some credit. Don’t you think I would have thought of that?”

      “I’m glad to hear it, but since you mentioned disintegration, I think I’d feel better if I knew what you had in mind.”

      “Well…I guess that brings another question. Can you ever be disintegrated? You have, after all, survived the explosion of an entire planet.”

      “That’s a good point, still, this is Atlantian technology, potentially older and more powerful than our own, so, I’d rather we erred on the side of caution.”

      “As I said, I’m one step ahead of you on this one. I’ve managed to add an exception to the portal security algorithm, having command codes helps with that sort of thing. I also made sure to replicate the change throughout the entire portal network. Each portal will know to scan for your energy signature instead of looking for that device us mortals had to fuse into our skins. It will let you travel through just the same as us.”

      “Alright then, should we get going? Have you selected a world?”

      “I have. I didn’t really have time to go through all the archives in the database, but I’ve selected a trio of planets that may potentially help us find some Atlantian technologies.”

      “Then I suggest we get going,” said Menelas, who joined the rest of the group.

      “Right,” confirmed Yanis.

      He approached the center of the room and waved his hand at the only control there, a long trap door split open and the triangular portal rose. He then entered commands on his wrist device, and the portal came to life.

      After a brief flashing, it showed through to another world with luscious blue-purple vegetation, and two-headed animals stopped in their tracks, staring intensely at them.

      “Let’s go,” said Yanis, waving the rest of the group to step through the portal.

      Menelas was the first to approach the portal, while Yanis checked his reading, making sure one last time that everything was working nominally. Before he could tell Menelas to hang on, the Fury stepped through.

      The moment he did, the animals on the other side growled. Menelas flashed his aura for a quick moment, and the two-headed quadrupeds made strange yelps and ran away.

      “How does it feel?” asked Ryonna. “Stepping through that…thing.”

      “I didn’t feel a thing,” Menelas said casually.

      The rest of the party stepped through the portal, and once they walked a few yards away from it, the portal closed.
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        * * *

      

      “Admiral! I’m detecting a strange reading at our destination!” exclaimed the tactical officer.

      “What strange reading?” asked Chase.

      “Multiple energy signatures are popping up on our scanners.”

      Chase dreaded asking. “Ships?”

      “Running them through our database. The signatures are unknown, but the computer has found a partial energy signature match. Spider ships.”

      “Are we too late?” asked Argos.

      “I don’t know, I guess they’ve activated the gateway.”

      “At least it confirms what we thought it was,” said Chris. “A gateway between dimensions.”

      “I, for one, would have liked it just fine if that assumption had been wrong,” countered Argos.

      “You and me both, brother,” said Chase. “Commander,” he said, turning his attention back to his officer. “ETA on our arrival?”

      “About seven minutes and change.”

      “And how many signatures are you detecting?”

      “About two dozen, but the number is growing.”

      “I guess we’ll have to shut that gate down the moment we arrive,” said Chase.

      “Except now, we’ll have Spectre warships to contend with, and something tells me they’re not gonna look too kindly on us firing at the gate,” said Argos.

      “It was always going to be a possibility, which is why I wanted the entire fleet with us. I had hoped we’d arrive before its activation.”

      “Well, that scenario is out the window,” said Chris, “so to speak.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Admiral,” said the comms officer. “I have Thor on the line, he’s requesting to speak to you.”

      “On screen,” said Chase.

      Thor’s face filled the main holo-screen, his facial tattoos’ blinking patterns were quite complex.

      “Chase, we have a problem.”

      “I’m aware. It looks like the gateway has been activated.”

      “It has, but let me share our sensor data with you. Asgardian sensors are still more superior than yours. There’s something interesting about our readings.”

      Thor’s face faded away from the holo-screen and was replaced with a distorted video feed. It showed the gateway activated, but there was something slightly odd about it. Some of the monoliths were outside of its circumference, and the gateway appeared much smaller than Chase had seen on the previous footage provided by Captain Epizon. It resulted in a much smaller event horizon.

      “The gateway is smaller, and while it can accommodate these ships, which from the looks of it seem equivalent to our destroyer class, it obviously can’t let bigger ones pass, which we can assume might be coming next.”

      “Yes,” said Thor, a smaller version of his face reappeared on the top right side of the holo-screen. “We arrived at the same conclusion. My engineers tell me that the energy is already fluctuating. Though, it seems they will have to shut it down before we arrive.”

      “Do we know why?”

      “No, they’re still analyzing the data, which I’m also transferring to Kvasir, so he can analyze them as well. Their initial theory is that because the gate is working at less than half its capacity, and seems to be a receiver of some kind, meaning the energy needed to open a gateway could be coming from the other side, and, therefore, it can’t sustain the same energy levels.”

      “If that’s the case,” said Chase, “at least it’s some good news. Though, I don’t like the idea of fighting two dozen or more Spectre destroyers, since we have no idea of their capabilities.”

      “From our sensor data,” said Thor with a concerned facial expression, “they’re more powerful than any of our ships, even my own. Let’s hope that our numerical advantage can somewhat offset that. That and some of your crazy tactics. Looks like if we want to avoid Ragnarok today, we may need them.”

      While Chase appreciated the compliment, he wasn’t so sure it applied here. Fighting a new enemy force always required some time for tactics to reveal themselves to Chase, no matter whether these tactics were sane or crazy.

      “We’ll all have to be on our toes for this engagement. Looks like it’s going to be a long, hard day after all. Thanks for the head’s up, Thor.”

      “See you on the battlefield. And if it must come to it, then we’ll get drunk on ale and feast in Valhalla.”

      “As enticing as this sounds,” said Chase sarcastically, “let’s try to postpone that party if at all possible.”

      “Understood. Thor out.”

      “Is it only me?” asked Argos. “Or did Thor look worried?”

      Chase’s facial features turned somber. “Trust me on this, brother, we all should be.”
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      When the fleet jumped out of hyperspace, all hell broke loose. The Spectre destroyers were waiting for the Alliance and immediately opened fire. Some of the ships needed a few seconds for their shields to activate fully, and among those, some of the smaller Droxian ships as well as a couple of Obsidian corvettes were the first to fall.

      Chase mentally focused his efforts to transmit his orders to the fleet in order not to let chaos instill in the ranks at the very beginning of the engagement. Their first priority was to evaluate the enemy’s capabilities, starting with how strong their shields were. Having never faced them in battle before, his engineers would need as much sensor data to calibrate their fire for better shield penetration.

      The first test was to focus the entire fleet’s firepower onto a single target, which seemed to work well. The enemy destroyer’s shields went down relatively fast, and the Alliance had scored its first kill. Unfortunately, the enemy had the same idea and focused their combined fire on single targets as well.

      A discrepancy was quickly made apparent. For the time it took the Earth Alliance fleet to kill its first enemy destroyer, they had lost three ships.

      Witnessing the Spectres destroyer split in half and explode meant, at the very least, that they were susceptible to Alliance weaponry. No doubt thanks to Spiros’s and Yanis’s weapons upgrades, which they had deployed through the fleet based on the data acquired from the encounters with the spider ships.

      Chase knew, however, that it took a fairly long time for the enemy ship to fall, considering how much firepower had been aimed at it, which wasn’t good news, even if on some level he expected it to be the case. Spider ships, which were smaller, more stealthy craft, had given the Alliance enough trouble in the past, and Chase had expected the Spectres’ destroyers to be a much tougher ship, which they were certainly proving to be.

      He opened a channel to Engineering.

      “Kvasir, what can you tell me about these shields?” asked Chase.

      “They’re very strong, by my calculation, we’ll need around ten to fifteen ships’ combined firepower to bring them down. And that’s at a minimum, meaning that bringing the shields down in a ten to one ratio would still take a fairly long time.”

      “What if we keep going all-in on one ship and thin the herd this way?”

      “In theory, it’s possible, and I still need to crunch the new data I’m getting, but my prediction is that they’d destroy our fleet way before we destroy theirs.”

      Chase had sensed that as well; they needed another tactic.

      “I guess it’s time to add fighters to the mix, including the new StarFury X’s.”

      “Understood, they’re at your disposal, let’s just hope the Spectres’ fighters, which I assume they haven’t deployed yet, aren’t more advanced than our own StarFuries.”

      Before Chase could answer, he saw hundreds of fighters launch from the enemy ships.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      He opened a channel to the fleet.

      “Admiral Athanatos to the fleet, concentrate your fire on targets painted by the Hope, and deploy all your squadrons. Because we’re losing ships faster than we’re taking theirs out, try to micro jump every time your shields are too low, if you can’t jump, then present different angles of your ship toward enemy fire, and try to recharge your shields that way. Try to keep your destroyers in the fight as long as you can, but do whatever you have to to avoid destruction, even if that means you must disengage from the fight or micro jump away before you can return with charged shields. This is going to be a long and hard fight, every second of it will count, so do not push your ships too far too soon.”

      Chase switched back his comms to Kvasir.

      “Tell me that you’re already working on a way to adjust our batteries fire and torpedoes to these shields.”

      “I am, but it’s going to take a while, their shields frequency rotation mechanisms are even more complex than ours.”

      “Understood, keep me posted.”

      Chase returned his attention to the mini holo-screen hovering in front of his captain’s chair, trying to find a pattern of attack or a weakness in the enemy’s tactics. But then, out of nowhere, he heard her.

      Dad, you shouldn’t be here, it’s a trap!

      His daughter’s words sent a shiver down his spine.

      Kharon? Where are you?

      But there was no answer.

      “What’s going on, dad?” asked Chris, who must have sensed his emotional distress.

      “I think…” Chase shook his head in disbelief. “No…it can’t be.”

      “What is it?” Chris insisted.

      Before Chase could finish his sentence, red light streaks engulfed him. Argos reacted instinctively and grabbed his brother’s arm. A split second later, they were both gone from the bridge.

      “NOOOO!!!!” screamed Chris.
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      Chris’s blood was boiling with equal parts anger and fear. Both his father and uncle had been forcefully beamed out of the ship, and he had no idea where. Chris’s heart was beating so hard, he thought it had a will of its own and was trying to punch through his chest.

      Chris felt the captain’s chair with his hand, it was still warm. He sat down.

      “What do we do now?” asked an officer on the bridge.

      “Inform Athena of the situation and that she’s now in command of the fleet.”

      “Aye…yes, sir,” the officer corrected.

      Chris could have sent the telepathic message to his grandmother himself, but he had someone else he needed to talk to first.

      Kvasir, both my father and uncle have been beamed out of the ship!

      What? When?

      Just now. Please tell me you can track them?

      I’m on it, I’ll get back to you ASAP. Your father was about to take control of the new pilotless starfighters, though. I guess you’ll have to do that in his place. They’re in cargo bay three.

      Understood.

      Chris took a deep breath and focused on the remote fighters. Soon, they rejoined the rest of the squadrons in space. As they approached multiple waves of enemy fighters, Chris familiarized himself with the StarFury X’s systems.

      Because so much of the system dedicated to the cockpit and pilot had been stripped down, they felt even more maneuverable and powerful than the new Mark IIIs. Within seconds, Chris had taken down five enemy craft. The other StarFuries, however, were struggling with the fighter’s shields. They had a rapid recharge time and that meant it took some pretty accurate firing to bring down the craft.

      Instead of focusing only on his targets, Chris split the fighters into two groups, one that he used to kill the enemy, and one that would provide shield-depleting assist to the rest of the pilots.

      The captain’s holo-screen filled with Kvasir’s face, his facial tattoos were blinking all over the place.

      “Didn’t expect to hear from you so soon,” said Chris.

      “I have bad news. I tried every trick I know, and I still can’t locate your father or Argos. Whatever beaming tech the Spectres used, it’s impervious to our sensors.”

      This can’t be happening! thought Chris, his anxiety rising at light speed.

      “What now?”

      “I don’t know, I can keep scanning, but I also have to figure out how to defeat the enemy shields or the fleet won’t last very long. And that’s not the worst of it…I’m detecting a slowly growing power signature.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “The gateway’s monoliths have repositioned themselves and are now in perfect circular alignment, and I’m detecting a massive energy increase, dead center of the gate. I don’t think I need to tell you what that means.”

      “The enemy is powering up the gate again, how long until they’re ready to reestablish a link?”

      There was a small pause, during which Chris diverted his focus back to the remote fighters and engaged more enemy starfighters. From now on, he would have to split his focus in order to multitask while making sure he wasn’t distracted too much or risk losing precious ships.

      For the time being, his mind had no problem dealing with the enemy fighters while interacting with Kvasir.

      “If my calculations are correct,” said Kvasir, “and I must stress the if here, I think we have maybe two hours. Could be a little more, could be a little less.”

      “And by your estimation, at the current rate, how much time will the battle last?”

      “If nothing changes, and we don’t find a better tactic or a technological edge by upgrading either our weapons or shields…the battle would be over before two hours, and the Spectres would have an open lane to our universe. Which is why I need you to decide where I have to put my focus, find your father or upgrade our systems?”

      As soon as that choice presented itself in the forefront of Chris’s mind, he had a harder time remote piloting the ships. He wanted to find his uncle and father more than anything else, but he knew that Chase would never have sacrificed tens of thousands of men, as well as the future of an entire universe, in order to save a family member. Or would he? But it didn’t matter what Chase would do, Chris was the one who needed to make this decision.

      “I need an answer,” insisted Kvasir.

      It mattered not what his personal feelings were, the outcome of this battle could very well define everyone’s future. There simply was too much at stake, and Chris knew it. Tears formed in his eyes.

      “Do whatever it takes so that we can win this fight before the gateway is ready to reestablish a connection with the other dimension. We can’t let that happen, I can’t stress that enough! Leave no stone unturned, even if it means we have to sacrifice all our lives, we can’t let them through!”
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        * * *

      

      On board the spider ship Nubia, Ashra’Lur was interacting with the terminal in front of her. She smiled.

      “We’ve got him,” she said. “Jumping the ship now.”

      Asrak’Vor remained silent.

      “They’re on deck five,” added Ashra’Lur.

      “They?”

      “Yes, I don’t know how it happened, probably someone grabbed him during transport. Let me bring in visuals.”

      A holo-screen stream of the ship’s cargo bay came to life. Asrak’Vor changed his stance as he looked at the stream.

      “They look like each other, a lot,” said Asrak’Vor.

      “Then the second Fury would be Argos, Chase’s twin brother.”

      “This day keeps getting better.”

      “Don’t you think you may need my help to fight them?”

      “No! You can come with, but I’m the only one tearing that family to shreds, is that understood?”

      “Absolutely. But what if they get the upper hand?”

      Asrak’Vor growled and his eyes shone a bright red.

      “That…will not happen. It took these two and many more to kill my brother. And I was always the better fighter.”

      Whatever you say, thought Ashra’Lur. Overconfidence sure seems to run in your family tree.

      “I’m looking forward to witnessing how you kill these two Furies. Speaking of which, they’re currently in the cargo bay. We should get there sooner rather than later, or they could decide to burst out of the ship, and there wouldn’t be much we could do about it.”

      “While in hyperspace?” asked Asrak’Vor. “They’d be killed.”

      “And so would we, as the resulting decompression would implode this ship while still in hyperspace, and take us out.”

      “Let’s not give them that opportunity, then. Beam us there, now!”

      Ashra’Lur pressed a command on a small device on her armor, and they beamed away from the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      When Chase rematerialized, Argos was holding his wrist.

      “Wow, what the hell happened?” asked Chase.

      “Do I really need to spell it out for you?” asked Argos, looking around and getting his bearings.

      “Let me rephrase it, how the hell did that happen? Our shields were up,” said Chase.

      “Apparently not a deal breaker for these people. I suppose we are on board one of their ships, then?”

      “That’s definitely the vibe I’m getting.”

      “The question is, where’s the welcoming committee? Maybe we should get out of here before finding out,” said Argos, pointing an open palm toward the cargo bay’s large door.

      Chase grabbed Argos’s wrist. “Don’t!”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Expand your mind outside the ship, we’re in hyperspace.”

      “And?”

      “While I have never tried flying in hyperspace without a ship, my instinct tells me that it would be bad. As in deadly.”

      Argos smiled. “Far be it for me to question your instincts. So…what now?”

      Chase’s expression of surprise froze in place. “She’s here.”

      “She who?”

      “The Spectre female I fought before.”

      “You mean the one that kicked your ass and almost ripped your soul away from you? The mad bitch that’s stronger than Tanak’Vor?”

      “The one and only, yes.”

      Chase could sense Argos expanding his mind to scan for her as well. “And she’s not alone.”

      “I’ve noticed. There’s something about that other Spectre’s energy signature, though. Can you sense it?”

      “If you ask me, a Spectre is a Spectre. They just need to die.”

      “Yet, they’re vibrating very differently from one another.”

      “So?”

      “I don’t know, maybe I’m just worrying too much.”

      “Well, looks like we’ll have to fight not one but two powerful Spectres, and the last time we engaged just the one, we almost all got killed, and that was with Chris and Menelas in the group. I’d say the worry is warranted here.”

      Before Chase could answer, the two Spectres beamed in front of them.

      “Finally,” said the male Spectre. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this day, for the opportunity to kill the both of you.”

      “And who the fuck would you be?” barked Argos.

      The male Spectre gestured his female counterpart to stay put while he took a couple steps forward.

      “My name is Asrak’Vor. You,” he said, pointing an accusing finger toward Chase, “killed my brother, Tanak. And, today, I’ll avenge him.”

      Oh, shit, thought Chase.

      Looks like you were right about the familiarity of this asshole’s energy signature, said Argos.

      Except, for once, I really wish I hadn’t been.

      Doesn’t matter now, we need to kill him, and fast, gods only know what’s happening in the fleet right now.

      Chase couldn’t agree more, but something told him it wouldn’t be an easy task.
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      Athena redeployed the fleet to a new formation and dispatched part of it toward their next targets. The battle wasn’t going well, for each of the ships they disabled or destroyed, the Alliance lost two or three ships of their own, making each successive kill all the much harder to achieve with the decreased firepower. She could feel it in her bones that this equation, while still positive for the Alliance, would invert itself soon, and the Spectres would then not only repel the Alliance but annihilate them entirely.

      Who then would stop these ships from obliterating the Alliance worlds, including New Olympus?

      Chase, Argos? Can you hear me? She tried reaching them telepathically.

      The fact that she couldn’t contact them worried her just as much if not more than the way the battle was unfolding outside. Why couldn’t she connect with them telepathically?

      She had a pretty good idea why the Spectres took Chase out of the equation, though. While she was a great tactician, Chase was even better. He had an uncanny ability to quickly adapt to an enemy’s tactic and come up with out-of-the-box though somewhat crazy tactics that would tip the balance. Removing him from the board so early in the fight had been a masterstroke on the enemy’s part.

      It only made things worse that both her sons had been taken away from her, and while she trusted their ability to defend themselves, there was no denying that it made her very anxious. Today felt like a day where she and the rest of the family could lose it all, though she obviously would fight until her dying breath to prevent that from happening.

      Athena was doing everything in her power to try to conjure her son’s ability to come up with a crazy tactic to tip the balance, but the reality was she couldn’t see any at the moment.

      Grandma, said Chris in her mind.

      Chris, how are you? Have you been able to contact your father?

      I haven’t, I tried multiple times, in vain. I’m feeling like crap, it’s frustrating knowing the two men that matter the most in my life have been taken away, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I empathize, trust me, they’re my children. That being said, Chase and Argos are very powerful and able to take care of themselves, we have to trust that whatever situation they’ve been thrust into, they’ll figure a way out of it. As they always have before.

      Yeah, that’s what I’m trying to tell myself, but it’s easier said than done.

      I know. But for the time being, we have to help them win this battle, that’s also why we’re here.

      Well, in fact, that’s the reason I’m contacting you. I have an idea on how to throw the enemy fleet a curveball, but I’ll need your help.

      I’m listening.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going?” asked Ryonna. “It feels like we’ve been walking forever.”

      “There’s a structure with faint energy emissions about seventy minutes from our current position,” answered Yanis.

      “What good is it to travel thousands of light years in an instant to then trek for hours?”

      “I realize that, but we don’t have vehicles small enough to go through the portal, and we don’t know for sure if they’d be allowed. After all, the Atlantians designed these portals with strong security features preventing any race from launching a surprise attack on these worlds.”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” said Menelas. “But if we need to go somewhere faster, may I remind you that I can fly, and quickly? Faster than any vehicle you could have brought along with you.”

      “We, however,” said Yanis, “can’t. Unless we can hitch a ride on your back, and while I can see one person holding you while you fly, two, especially someone built like Ryonna, seems a little less practical.”

      “There’s an easier way,” said Ares. “Menelas goes to where we need to be, I lock onto his energy, and then beam us all there.”

      “Why didn’t we just plan it this way from the start?” asked Ryonna. “And why are the two of you only mentioning this now?”

      Ares and Menelas exchanged looks.

      “For our defense, you didn’t exactly tell us what we had to do beside stepping through the gate,” said Menelas.

      “And I assumed Yanis was using this time to run more scans,” said Ares. “After all, he’s been staring at his holo-screens the entire time.”

      “I—I always am,” admitted Yanis. “Call it an occupational hazard, whenever I can multitask on anything, I’ll grab that chance to do so.”

      “So, basically,” said Ryonna, “I’m in command of a bunch of morons.”

      “That’s a little cold,” countered Yanis.

      “Hey,” protested Menelas, “let’s not point fingers, this portal-hopping team is new for all of us, we can’t expect to know each other’s rhythms and be a cohesive unit with the snap of a finger. On a personal note, I’ve enjoyed this walk with my thoughts. It’s been a while since that has happened. But, if time is a factor, then show me where that structure is, and I’ll fly there now.”

      Yanis made his personal holo-screen larger and tapped his finger on an image. “This is where we are, and this,” he said, pointing toward a green triangle on a map, “is where we need to go.”

      Menelas levitated upward before rapidly flying away.

      Everything okay? asked Ares inside Ryonna’s mind.

      Why? What is it to you?

      You’re our team leader, and as part of this team, I have a right to know that you’re not letting external problems distract you from our mission. I happen to sense that you’re on edge, hence my question.

      It has nothing to do with the mission, and it’s a personal matter, so keep out of it.

      I’ll agree to that if you, in turn, agree to put whatever’s troubling you on the back burner, at least for the time being.

      Ryonna was not too keen on having a dead Olympian dictate what she should or shouldn’t be thinking at any point in time. But she had to admit that too much of her internal chatter was currently dwelling on her situation with Altair and Jax. She was also big enough to admit when she was wrong, and as much as she didn’t like his patronizing tone, Ares was right. Whatever she was currently feeling was counterproductive to their goals.

      Understood, however, if you ever have any concerns in the future, don’t hide it from the rest of the team, just speak frankly.

      I didn’t mean anything by it. I was only trying to be discreet.

      I know what you were trying, but I’m telling you not to do it again.

      Fair enough.

      Yanis’s comms came to life. “Menelas here. I arrived at the destination.”

      “Ares,” said Yanis, “I guess you’re up.”

      “Grab my hands,” said Ares.

      Ryonna and Yanis obeyed, and then they were gone.
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        * * *

      

      After exposing his plan to Athena and ironing out the details on how to most effectively use the StarFury X’s, it was now time to put it to the test by doing an attack run and seeing if Chris’s tactic was a viable one.

      They needed to find out quickly, as the speed at which Alliance ships were being destroyed meant that unless they tipped the balance, the Alliance would not only lose this engagement but also leave their dimension unprotected from a full-fledged Spectre invasion fleet.

      Get ready to fire the moment I tell you, said Chris telepathically.

      Understood, Chris, replied Athena. Good luck. I hope your plan works.

      Chris took half a dozen StarFury X’s and vectored them toward the ship he had selected as the target, one that had almost suffered no damage until now. He wanted to test the efficiency of the method in the worst possible conditions.

      The Spectres’ destroyers were formidable war machines, and it took a large amount of firepower to bring their entire shields down, which is why the Alliance was losing so many ships, even with the hit and run tactics they were currently employing.

      Unfortunately, the time it took for the Alliance ship to bring their shields back to a fair level was proving too long, and with the current trend of losing more ships than they were destroying, their task became harder with each passing minute.

      Once Chris’s squadron entered firing range, he lit up the shields of the enemy ship with low-power high-frequency beams with pinpoint accuracy, making sure every single beam hit at the exact same position in the shields. Applying that to the entire squadron almost turned the plethora of weapons fire into a constant-forming beam that illuminated the shields.

      It didn’t take long for the destroyer to notice, and they changed their targeting priorities. That’s when Athena’s squadrons from the Aegis made their pass, unleashed a significant portion of their ordnance around the same area on the enemy shields, and then proceeded to fire upon the ship’s batteries, making sure they received the aggro and not those from the StarFury X’s. The overall shields were still quite high, but where Chris kept pounding them, they were starting to buckle. It was now time to execute the second phase of the plan.

      Chris selected one of his drone StarFuries and accessed its hyperspace engine controls. He waited until the shields began flickering around the targeted area they were hitting, which was with far more precision than any living pilot could achieve.

      Now! said Chris telepathically.

      Athena’s flagship opened fire with a hyper-concentrated beam of golden plasma at the same point in the shields, bursting through and impaling the Spectres destroyer on its broadside. The beam intensified in modulation before shutting down, leaving a large cylindrical hole in the guts of the ship.

      Time to finish it, thought Chris.

      Chris set one of the drone’s engines to overload and micro jumped it in the center of the hole, just milliseconds before the StarFury X exploded inside the destroyer. The result was even better than he had expected, and the enemy warship split in half before exploding into a million pieces.

      Chris pumped a victory fist from the bridge of the Hope. “Yes!”

      It works, he said.

      Impressive, said Athena. We’ll have to make sure we protect your drone fighters going forward. We’ll need them to take out more destroyers.

      If we run out of drone StarFuries, we can eject pilots, and I can take control of their craft.

      But will it work with a standard StarFury?

      I’m not sure until we try it, but we’ll jump them in pairs if we have to. Whatever it takes—right?

      Whatever it takes, indeed.

      For now, let’s point me toward the next target and obliterate the next destroyer.
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        * * *

      

      Chase’s heartbeat went into overdrive. Fear had rarely been an issue for him in the last few weeks, but he couldn’t ignore the amount of power he sensed emanating from Asrak’Vor. It gave Chase little doubt that Asrak’Vor was even more powerful than his brother.

      “What do you want to do?” whispered Argos.

      “Whatever we have to, I guess, but we’ll have to be very careful.”

      “What else is new?”

      Argos’s lighthearted tone did help diffuse some tension even though Chase’s instincts were screaming bloody murder, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something terribly wrong loomed on the horizon of this day.

      Asrak’Vor cracked his knuckles multiple times while he slowly walked toward them. The female Spectre, however, didn’t seem to be preparing for battle.

      Chase couldn’t help think what Kharon had told him right before they were forcefully beamed out. “It’s a trap,” she had said. And it sure felt like one. The question brewing in Chase’s mind was how could she have known?

      “I’m going to take great pleasure in killing both of you,” said Asrak’Vor. “Not to mention adding your Ultra Fury powers to my own. Then, I’ll be the most powerful Spectre that ever lived.”

      Chase and Argos both took a defensive stance.

      “You’re not getting our souls!” shouted Argos.

      “I’m afraid that’s not up to you, and it’s exactly what’s going to happen,” smirked Asrak’Vor. “But I’ll have my fun with the both of you first.”

      “We’re not easy marks, ask your brother,” taunted Chase.

      Asrak’Vor’s eyes glowed an intense crimson as he growled.

      “I’m going to make you regret those words,” he said.

      Chase and Argos both turned Ultra Fury at the same time and launched themselves at the Spectre. Argos threw multiple fireballs, forcing the Spectre to deflect them until Chase was upon him and attacked him with a flurry of powerful combos.

      Asrak’Vor blocked and deflected them with ease until Argos added his own blows to the mix, forcing the Spectre to step back little by little while still blocking every one of the blows from his attackers.

      Chase infused both his fists with orange energy and increased both the strength and velocity of his blows while Argos dropped and went for a sweeping kick.

      Both sets of attacks went through the Spectre as if he wasn’t there, and Asrak’Vor’s retaliation was both swift and decisive. Argos went flying sideways as his face was introduced with Asrak’s knee, while Chase was catapulted backward by the Spectre’s elbow, which cracked his jaw in the process.

      Chase tumbled and rolled on the ground multiple times before he pushed himself back to his feet about the same time as Argos was shaking his head and struggling to get back up.

      Asrak’Vor fired a black fireball at Argos, forcing Chase to react instinctively and fire one of his own, deflecting the Spectre’s attack away from his brother.

      Thanks for the assist, said Argos in his mind.

      Chase’s hyper-focused gaze met with Argos, and he nodded slightly.
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      The group materialized near Menelas in what felt like a split second. They were a few yards away from a small entrance with a descending stairway made of stone. It looked old, decrepit, and blue plants grew between the stone’s interstices.

      “How the hell did you spot this entrance from the air?” asked Yanis.

      “I almost missed it,” answered Menelas.

      “Is that a subterranean complex?” asked Ryonna.

      “Sure looks that way,” answered Menelas.

      Yanis brought up his holo-screen on his wrist device and scanned the area.

      “There is a massive underground facility with miles worth of tunnels down here. We’ll need to explore them and see if anything useful can be found in them.”

      “Do we know if this is of Atlantian origin?” asked Ryonna.

      “It’s too soon to tell,” said Yanis. “If there is technology down there, it’s mostly powered down; I’ll only be able to make that determination once we get a closer look.”

      Ares frantically looked around. “Anyone else hearing that noise?”

      The group kept silent as they listened toward the horizon. There was a small but increasing whir in the distance.

      “Over there!” pointed Ryonna and with her other hand gripped the top of her holstered weapon..

      A spherical metallic object whirred in the distance at high speeds, flying toward them as the sun reflected over its spinning surface.

      “What the hell is that?” asked Ares.

      “There were automated defense systems in the portal room when Chris and Argos discovered it,” said Yanis, “so if this is an Atlantian facility, there’s a good chance there would be similar security around.”

      “What if it’s hostile?” asked Menelas. “I can shoot it down from here before it gets to us.”

      Ryonna unholstered her blaster and aimed at the sphere. “So can I.”

      “Please, don’t!” exclaimed Yanis.

      “Why the hell not?” asked Ryonna.

      “Because we are wearing security tags, and if this is an Atlantian security drone, it may have the ability to detect the tags and let us be.”

      “And if it starts shooting?” asked Ares.

      “Well, then, we’ll take all necessary measures,” said Yanis.

      The spherical drone stopped ten yards from them, hovering in place while still rotating on itself and fast-hopping in different directions every few seconds. Upon closer inspection, the sphere was made of different layers and slices that were rotating while its center core remained static, revealing a small glass eye that turned red as it hovered around them.

      “What is it doing?” asked Ryonna.

      “My guess would be it’s scanning and evaluating us. If you could lower your weapon, I think that wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world,” said Yanis.

      Ryonna gutturally disapproved but lowered her weapon, nonetheless, which was instantly detected by the sphere as it moved closer to her, hovering and hopping from one position to another. The frequency and pitch from its whirring sound changed with each rotation of its surface slices.

      Eventually, it moved away from Ryonna and repeated the process with Yanis and then Menelas. Its center eye turned from red to purple, and it flew away.

      “I take it your theory was correct, in which case the chances of this being an Atlantian facility is pretty high,” said Menelas.

      “Or it evaluated us and arrived at the conclusion that it couldn’t take on all four of us, and instead, it made a tactical decision to retreat until it could come back with reinforcements,” countered Ryonna.

      “Always the optimist, Ryonna,” said Yanis.

      “I prefer to think of myself as a realist, but it doesn’t matter which it is, we’ll know soon enough. For the time being, however, we’d better get down there and see if we can find what we’re looking for.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s the status of the fleet?” asked Daniel.

      “They’ve engaged an enemy fleet and a massive battle is raging,” said Altair.

      “So the Spectres have activated their gateway already?”

      “A partial activation, yes.”

      “What does that mean? How can it be partial?”

      “It means they redeployed their monoliths to create a smaller gate, probably in order to make sure they placed some ships in our dimension to fight our fleet.”

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t have waited to get the entire fleet ready. Instead, we should have attacked it immediately with whatever forces we had on hand at the moment we received the intel.”

      “Doesn’t matter now, Daniel, hindsight is always twenty-twenty, all that matters is we manage to neutralize these ships and destroy that gate.”

      “And how is that looking?”

      “Not very good at the moment, and it doesn’t help that we’ve lost Chase.”

      Daniel’s heart skipped a beat. “What? What do you mean we’ve lost Chase?”

      “He was forcefully beamed away from the Hope the moment the engagement started, Argos is missing, too.”

      “How the hell was that allowed to happen?”

      “Calm down, Daniel, nobody saw it coming. They beamed him out with shields up, I guess they have a way to do that.”

      “Or there’s something special about Chase.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it, if they could beam anyone out of our ships through active shields, then why just beam out Chase? Why not beam away all the crew into space and then…”

      “Game over.”

      “Exactly. If you ask me, it must have had something to do with Chase. Though that doesn’t explain Argos.”

      “From the reports I’ve received, Argos actually grabbed Chase, and that’s why he was beamed away as well.”

      “Then that would kind of confirm my theory.”

      “Mind sharing what that theory is exactly? What’s so different about Chase that he could be beamed out and not anyone else?”

      “Well, for one, he’s the one who killed Tanak’Vor, so as far as the enemy is concerned, that makes him a person of interest—”

      But Daniel stopped short.

      “And what? Why do you have that look in your eyes?”

      “I’m not sure, it’s mostly conjecture at this point.”

      “Well, finish your train of thought, anyway.”

      “When the spider ship came to attack Alkyon One, Chase fought a female Spectre. From his recounting of the fight, it seemed to have rattled him. She almost ripped his soul away from him. Maybe at that time she did something to him.”

      “Like tagging him? That seems unlikely. To use a human expression, I think you’re grasping at straws here.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. We’ve seen weirder things happen.”

      “Name one.”

      “AI-based beings fusing with Fury warriors, Chase returning Spiros’s soul to a clone body, Ares being able to return from the other dimension after exploding with Erevos.”

      “I said one.”

      Daniel attempted a smile. “Whatever is happening, I sure hate being stuck here and not being able to help my friend!”

      “I know how you feel, Daniel, but we can at least take some small comfort that as of this morning, the station is ready for them to use it as a fallback position, and they may very well need it.”

      “Maybe you can, but that doesn’t comfort me whatsoever. It’s killing me being thousands of light years away from my friends when they need me the most.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why didn’t we take Grunhild with us?” complained Fenrir.

      “Because I have a mission that is a perfect fit for her mental abilities,” said Siegfried. “We can’t rush things. The last time we did, we ended up in cryo-sleep for over five thousand years. This time around, I intend to be one step ahead of our enemies.”

      “Seems to me that we’re letting them breathe instead of teaching them a lesson.”

      Siegfried smiled. “Rest assured, brother, a painful lesson will be taught, one they won’t soon forget.”

      “In that case, mind clueing me in as to what’s the plan? You’ve done a lot of introspection lately, and that’s your choice, but I don’t appreciate being kept in the dark.”

      “Not to mention patience was never your thing. Which is why, I might add, you were the first of us to get captured.”

      Fenrir flashed a tight fist in front of Siegfried. “That was uncalled for! I was the first one because they sent so many Titans to apprehend me, two of which I killed with my bare hands. In doing so, I prevented them from going after you next. But you seem to have forgotten that.”

      “Fair enough, I’ll grant you that one. Now grant me this, did you listen to me back then? And if you had, do you think you would have been caught the way you were? Our enemies were keenly aware they needed to divide us to get to us. They knew that together we were unstoppable, but separated it made their task easier. And do you remember me imploring you to stay with us?”

      “I needed to see with my own eyes if they had killed Hildr. You know how much she meant to me. I didn’t believe she could be defeated no matter how many Titans they sent. She was so powerful. I always thought she was the best of us.”

      Siegfried put a sympathetic hand on Fenrir’s shoulder. “I know, brother. Did you ever see her corpse?”

      Fenrir shook his head. “By the time I got there, someone had buried her, and on the runic tombstone stood the necklace I had given her, drenched in dried blood.”

      “I’m sorry. If we could do it all over again, I wouldn’t let you go on your own.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “That even though I strongly objected with your decision to go, we should have come with you. If we had, maybe things would have been different.”

      “Is that why you’re isolating yourself and seem so focused on your thoughts lately?”

      “I’m not sure, perhaps. All I know is that I don’t want us to make any premature moves, and instead, when we do make our moves, I’d prefer we plan them well this time around. They may not have Titans with them anymore, but these Fury hybrids, and from what I’ve been able to gather, are equally formidable foes.”

      “I somehow doubt that, unless you have forgotten, they are the reason for our existence. We were engineered to kill their kind, and they had to engineer stronger Titans to, in turn, stop us. If Furies were all that was needed to bring us down, that’s what they’d have engineered in their lab instead of Titans, don’t you think?”

      “Look, it doesn’t matter what I think. What does matter is that we don’t give them any opportunities to recapture us this time. Odin is dead, and I can tell from Thor’s recent actions that he’s now content with killing us instead of just reacquiring us.”

      “That’s one thing I never understood, why did they keep us alive?”

      “I wish I could tell you. It’s better I don’t.”

      “What kind of answer is that?”

      “The only kind you’ll get from me today, brother.”
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        * * *

      

      “Is that all you can do?” taunted Asrak. “I expected more from Ultra Furies, maybe your reputation is unwarranted.”

      Chase could sense his anger boiling, but he decided to not let it overtake him. For the time being, especially this early in the fight against a new enemy, Chase knew he needed to maintain a cool head. That didn’t mean he couldn’t give the Spectre a taste of his own medicine, see if that opened up some options.

      “May I suggest that underestimating your enemies and overconfidence in one’s abilities might be a fatal genetic flaw that affects the Vor bloodline?”

      Is there a reason you’re trying to piss him off? asked Argos.

      Just want to see what the enemy is truly capable of.

      I think we’re going to find out either way.

      Of that Chase had very little doubt.

      Asrak growled and his black aura grew exponentially around him, engulfing him in a kind of dark void.

      Well, you wanted him pissed; he’s pissed alright, said Argos.

      I wonder why the female isn’t entering the fight.

      Oh, I can answer that one for you, this Spectre is hell-bent on avenging his brother, and so he wants no one else to take care of it. If you ask me, that’s a blessing in disguise.

      Having fought her, I’d have to agree. And though I think it’s a little early to arrive at this conclusion, I believe she’s at least as powerful as he is.

      “I was content just killing the two of you today,” said Asrak, “but now I look forward to making sure you suffer first.”

      “Less talking, more fighting,” said Chase. “Put your money where your mouth is.”

      That did it, and Asrak went on the offensive at speeds that surprised both Chase and Argos. Argos was hit first, a powerful right jab smashed his entire body onto the cold hard floor. Chase reacted immediately and darted toward Asrak with energy-infused fists, but he never even made it halfway there. Asrak unleashed a shockwave that stopped Chase cold in his tracks.

      Chase managed to keep upright despite the enormous amount of telekinetic energy his body received, but then a dozen black fireballs impacted with him and sent him flying and crashing onto a far off bulkhead. Upon impact, the metallic-based wall bent and cracked, revealing electric cables, and those severed by his impact were sparking near his face.

      By then, Argos had jumped back onto his feet and lit up the Spectre with dozens upon dozens of red fireballs, engulfing the Spectre into an ever-growing inferno of attacks and explosions.

      That gave Chase time to free himself from the human-shaped bulkhead mark that his impact had left, and he healed his inner injuries, including some internal bleeding.

      Meanwhile, Argos kept firing dozens of attacks, draining his energy pool faster than Chase thought he should. While that was unwise for longevity, perhaps it gave Chase a window to add a much more powerful attack to the mix, and so he focused a large amount of energy into a crackling energy fireball hovering over his palm. He was forced to use his other hand to stabilize his wrist as the amount of concentrated energy made it hard to keep control over the fireball.

      The golden energy sphere crackled with white lightning bolts sizzling all around its surface while spinning on itself faster and faster. He was pushing toward the limits of physics in terms of how much energy could be concentrated into such a small volume. That, of course, was on purpose, as he needed this attack to inflict massive amounts of damage, preferably with a small delay.

      Asrak eventually walked out of the inferno generated by Argos’s incessant attacking patterns. His Spectre skin was only slightly charred with smoke emanating from it. That was Chase’s cue to hurry. He pushed his aura to the maximum and infused as much energy to the attack as he could without having it blowing up in his face.

      I need you to divert his attention, said Chase.

      What has it looked like I’ve been doing up until now? Ordering a pizza?

      Chase had to suppress a chuckle. I know, but I need him fully focused on you.

      Understood.

      Argos pushed his aura even more and intensified the power of his attacks, and for good measure, added some taunting to the mix.

      “You’re not even a tenth of the warrior your brother was, and boy oh boy, did he make a satisfying screech when we disintegrated his ass.”

      The fully rage-infused roar Asrak unleashed made the entire ship tremble, and every source of light around them flickered. As a result from this taunt, Argos knew that he now had the Spectre’s full attention for better or for worse.

      Instead of letting Argos’s attacks impact his dark skin, the Spectre deflected them away, lowering the intensity of the furnace he was walking through, which in turn gave Chase a better view of his target, not that he needed it. He could and would fire through the flames and smoke just fine, aiming at the enemy’s life energy in his mind and not what his eyes showed him.

      Chase’s mind was so focused it felt as if time slowed to a crawl. It allowed him to choose the precise point where he wanted his devastating attack to impact and propelled it toward Asrak with all his might.
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      The terminal next to Tar’Lock exploded and engulfed the tactical officer in flames. Tar’Lock reacted instinctively and ran through the flames, emerging with the unconscious crewman and delicately laying her body on the floor.

      He activated his comm unit. “Medic to the bridge, now!”

      He then returned to his console.

      “Status report?” asked Talon.

      “We have fire on decks three, five and seven,” one of the bridge officer’s answered. “Total decompression on deck fifteen, we’ve lost dozens of men there. Shields are down to eleven percent, we can’t take much more of this.”

      Talon swore. “Emergency repair teams and bots to these decks, what was on deck fifteen?”

      “Hydroponics, water processing, and holo-rooms.”

      All things considered, their systems could have been hit a lot harder. These were essentials for longer missions, but should they survive this day, and, if needed, they could return to the dry docks for repairs.

      “Prepare to micro jump,” said Talon.

      “Jump engines are offline,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Captain Epizon to Engineering, what’s the ETA on jump engines? Engineering, please come in.”

      Talon waited for a few seconds before repeating.

      “Engineering, please come in.”

      The comms crackled. “There—There was an explosion…ruptured p—power conduit,” said a weak voice.

      “What’s your name, son?”

      “Lieutenant Bards, Captain.”

      “Lieutenant, what’s the status down there?”

      “I can’t tell for sure, but I think everyone else is dead.”

      Talon’s face twitched. That was not the news he was looking for.

      “Can you fix the engines on your own?”

      “That’s—that’s a negative. I can’t move. I’m trapped under debris.”

      “Understood, Lieutenant, hang on, help is on the way.”

      “I—I don’t think I’m gonna make it. I’m losing a lot of blood, and I can’t reach my leg to stop the bleeding.”

      “We’re going to beam a medical team to your location.”

      Talon gestured one of his officers to execute his order, but it didn’t take long for the captain to receive the next set of bad news.

      “What is it, Commander?” he asked preemptively when he noticed the officer’s expression change.

      “Transport systems were damaged on deck seven. We’ve lost most of our medical team as well.”

      While the Helios was a new ship, and Talon hadn’t yet memorized its entire schematics, he did remember the main med-bay was on deck three. Perhaps he had been a little too optimistic regarding the damage endured in the last attack pass.

      “Hang on, soldier,” continued Talon, “someone will be there shortly.”

      He turned to Tar’Lock and told him all he needed to know with just a look.

      Tar’Lock was off the bridge so fast that he looked like a brief blur.

      Would his insectoid friend be able to save the lieutenant? Or restore jump engines? Talon didn’t know, but he knew Tar’Lock would do everything in his power to help.

      The ship rocked as multiple enemy torpedoes hit the starboard side of the ship.

      “Shields down to four percent!” exclaimed the tactical officer.

      “Inform the nearest ship to provide cover to allow our shields to recharge, and get us away from the fight, best sub-light speed,” said Talon as his eyelids slightly flickered.
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        * * *

      

      The team was advancing in the dark underground tunnels, using mounted flashlights to get their bearings. Eventually, they arrived at an intersection.

      “Which way?” asked Ryonna.

      Yanis glanced at his holo-map. “Left…I think.”

      “You think?”

      “Give me a break, we can’t see shit down here, and the map isn’t exactly foolproof, as we’ve seen.”

      Yanis, of course, was referring to an incident that had happened earlier, where his scans had failed to provide info on a collapsed corridor, forcing them to backtrack for almost fifteen minutes.

      “I could go ahead and scout faster by flying through the tunnels,” proposed Menelas.

      “I prefer we stay as a group until we know this place is secure,” said Ryonna.

      While playing it safe was not her usual pace, they were in uncharted territory here, and the last thing she needed was to lose a member of her team, especially during her first command with this new group, which hadn’t found their rhythm yet. Not to mention that both Menelas and Yanis meant a lot to Chase, and while that was probably part of the reason behind her caution, her instinct told her that it was the right move. At least for the time being, and since her instincts hadn’t failed her too much throughout her life, she was inclined to listen to them.

      “As you wish,” said Menelas.

      “What the hell is that smell?” asked Yanis as Ryonna stepped into something.

      She looked down, the flashlight on her tactical glasses illuminating her foot. She had stepped into a large pile of excrement.

      “That doesn’t bode well,” she said. “This is excrement.”

      “A crap load,” added Yanis as he covered his nose. “What size animal shits that much?”

      “It seems fresh too,” continued Ryonna, “so it’s best we be on our toes.”

      A roar coming from ahead pierced the silence in the corridor and echoed along the walls.

      “I guess it knows we’re here,” said Menelas, passing in front of Ryonna.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting in front of the line, making sure that I’m the first one that…thing, whatever it is, has to fight.”

      Ryonna wanted to complain that as the team leader, she had to lead the group and taking point was her responsibility, but she knew very well that Menelas was the stronger warrior among them, so she swallowed her pride and simply nodded him to go ahead.

      Another roar resounded from behind them this time.

      “There’s more than one,” commented Ares.

      “Apparently, and they’re on the move,” said Menelas. “Get ready to defend yourselves.”

      Ryonna grabbed her magnetically attached blaster rifle from her back, checked its charge, and set it to maximum kill setting.

      “I’m gonna go check the rear,” said Ares. “See if I can prevent us having to fight on two fronts.”

      “What is it you think you can do about it?” asked Yanis. “You’re not exactly corporeal.”

      “I’m gonna assume that thing won’t be aware of that fact, which should provide you with a diversion. Until we evaluate their strength, better we don’t try to engage two of them at once.”

      “Alright,” said Ryonna.

      Since Ares could teleport at any time, she knew she didn’t have to worry about getting separated.

      Ares teleported away. Seconds later, a red glow illuminated in the dark tunnel ahead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Daniel was returning from the mess hall when he crossed paths with Nyx in the corridor on the green deck.

      “Mind if we have a talk?” he asked.

      But the Fury walked passed Daniel without saying a word.

      “Hey!” Daniel screamed. “I’m talking to you!”

      Nyx stopped and turned around.

      “I don’t answer to you.”

      Daniel walked toward the Fury with determination.

      “As long as you’re on my space station, you, in fact, answer to me whether or not you realize it.”

      “Careful, human, I can snap you in half with a sneeze. You do realize that, don’t you?”

      “I don’t think that would be received very well, though.”

      “Just you and me here,” countered Nyx with a shrug.

      Daniel pointed at a green line of lights.

      “See these,” said Daniel, pointing at thin strips of light running along the walls and matching the color of the deck, “they record everything.”

      “What do you want from me?” asked Nyx.

      “I want to know why you didn’t go with the fleet to fight alongside my friends. I would give anything to be there, but I have a reason to be here, you, on the other hand, do not. Chase is now missing, and I’m thinking he could have used the backup.”

      “He may be your friend, but I’m not his.”

      “Then why the hell are you sticking around? Why do you stay here if you’re not going to help?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “Not good enough, I’m afraid. You either make yourself useful or go somewhere else.”

      Nyx sighed heavily. “If you must know, the only reason I am around, as you so well put it, is to provide payback to the race that has brought about the demise of the Furies.”

      “And who exactly are you referring to here? The Earth Alliance? Or the Spectres?”

      “I suppose on some level I hold you both responsible for my race’s extinction. Because Ares saved my life, I suppose I mostly am happy with hunting the Spectres…for the time being.”

      “Is that what you’re calling your present attitude? Hunting the enemy?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Understand what? Cowardice? Oh, trust me, I understand that just fine!”

      Nyx created a fireball in her palm, aimed straight at Daniel’s head.

      “Sure, go ahead,” he said. “Take me down, attack a defenseless ally. Is that how you demonstrate your courage? Silencing anyone who says something that not only hurts to hear but also happens to be the truth?”

      The fireball died away.

      “Leave me alone.”

      “Why should I? I need to understand. I need to know why a powerful warrior like yourself stayed behind in what could very well be your one chance to achieve what you’re claiming is your goal. If it’s really payback against the Spectres that you’re after.”

      “I don’t have to explain my actions to you.”

      “Still deflecting the issue…very well. Let me tell you what I think it going on here. I think you’re afraid or you would have gone with Chase, Argos, and Chris.”

      Nyx answered with a growl.

      “Up yours, too.”

      “How…”

      “How what? Spit it out!”

      “How’s Chris, is he…also missing?”

      “I’m surprised you give a shit. Do you actually care about anyone other than yourself?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “What is he to you?”

      “A good fuck, I suppose.”

      Daniel’s eyes grew wide. “He’s what now?”

      Nyx took one long breath. “A sexual relief if you prefer.”

      Daniel tried not to let the mental image of Nyx and Chris having sex distract him from the conversation.

      “I understood you right the first time, just didn’t expect you to be so blunt, though considering how this conversation is going, I wonder why it surprised me. If you must know…he took command of the Hope when Chase and Argos were forcefully beamed out.”

      “Then I’m afraid these two are as good as dead.”

      “Why would you say such a thing?!”

      “That’s how the enemy operates. Trust me, I have some experience with their methods. They divide and conquer. Right now, Chase and those around him are the biggest threat to the Spectres. Not only has he managed to kill one of theirs but also he’s not afraid to face them. Do you think it’s an accident that out of an entire fleet, they’d grab your strongest warrior? Think about it.”

      “Which brings me right back to my initial question.”

      Nyx sighed again. “And what would that be?”

      Daniel pointed an accusing finger right under her nose.

      “In what language do I have to say it so it gets through that thick skull of yours? Let’s try this one more time, shall we…What in the flying fuck are you doing standing here? While you could be out there fighting the enemy you claim to despise!”

      Daniel didn’t wait for an answer, and, instead, he shook his head in disbelief and stormed away.
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        * * *

      

      Chase’s concentrated attack screamed toward Asrak as Argos kept attacking him, making sure his attention was diverted until the last second. The Spectre sensed the incoming fireball and shifted his priorities.

      By the time he extended his hand to block Chase’s super fireball, he was one step behind.

      The moment Asrak’s left hand connected with Chase’s attack, it started disintegrating on the molecular level. The Spectre screamed in agony as the energy ate through his flesh, muscles, and bones. The fireball slowed down around his elbow and then exploded, taking with it the rest of the arm and most of the shoulder.

      Argos’s next three-dozen fireballs impacted with Asrak, triggering yet another set of explosions, engulfing Asrak in crimson flames.

      Chase could tell from the female’s change in demeanor that she hadn’t expected that to happen, and she briefly gazed at the two of them before smiling and returning to her spectator stance with both hands crossed against her chest.

      Asrak stumbled through the now-dying flames, his eyes shooting out of his sockets from the pain. He was panting and screaming. He was missing an entire arm and shoulder, as well as part of his ribcage on the left side. Black, thick, and gooey blood sprayed from an artery and splattered a pool of black blood all around him.

      Soon, dozens of black tendrils shot from the wounds, growing fast and flailing around madly.

      We have to finish him off, said Argos, before his limb regenerates.

      Agreed. Together, let’s unleash everything we can!

      Argos and Chase extended their palms forward and unleashed a plethora of fireballs. None of them hit their target. Instead, they held in the air a few inches away from Asrak as his eyes glowed red and he roared. The attacks shot back toward their senders all at once. Both Chase and Argos had a hard time deflecting or dodging their own attacks while more tendrils were forming a sketchy, pulsating black limb on the left side of Asrak’s body, regrowing his lost shoulder and arm.

      Before Argos could deflect the last of his own fireballs and return to the offensive, multiple new tendrils shot from Asrak and grabbed Argos by the throat.

      “Argos!” shouted Chase.

      In a swift motion, Asrak’s tendrils snatched Argos toward him. He pivoted and fired a powerful dark-purple fireball toward Chase, who tried blocking it with both his hands, but the attack shot through his defenses and hit him dead center in the chest, sending him tumbling and crashing yards away.

      Argos tried grabbing the tendrils cutting into his respiration, but he struggled to rip them away from his neck. They wouldn’t budge, so in a desperate attempt, he fired three weak fireballs at Asrak’s face. They hit their target but barely inflicted any damage.

      The Spectre smiled as his eyes glowed red. “Pathetic. I’m afraid it’s time for you to die.”

      At a high speed, Asrak retracted the tendrils snatching Argos toward him. When Argos was right in front of the Spectre’s ugly and pungent face, Argos felt a strong pain in his stomach. He looked down to see the Spectre arm had impaled him.

      Argos tried speaking, but instead of words, he spat large amounts of blood on the tendrils still holding him by the throat. Asrak forcefully removed his arm from Argos’s stomach, spilling more of Argos’s blood on the ground.

      “That should teach you puny insects not to mess with forces you don’t understand or fight a warrior way outside of your class.”

      Argos spat more blood as he spoke and managed to utter two words, nonetheless.

      “Fuck you,” he spat through blood-ridden, clenched teeth.

      The Spectre flailed away his tendrils and sent Argos crashing onto the nearest bulkhead face first. Argos lost consciousness upon impact.

      “Noooooooooo!” screamed Chase as his aura grew tenfold. Rage filled his soul as his eyes burned like supernovas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      When Tar’Lock reached Engineering, he witnessed several dismembered and burned bodies. It didn’t take long for him to locate the lieutenant. The officer was in bad shape, his upper hip as well as the top part of his legs crushed under debris from an apparent power conduit explosion. The same one Tar’Lock assumed had taken out most of the men in Engineering.

      He looked at the gushing wound just over the lieutenant’s knee. It was bleeding heavily, and Lieutenant Bards’s skin color was quite pale. Tar’Lock looked around and tore the shirt off the nearest dead engineer to tie a tourniquet around Bards leg to stop the bleeding. He then looked for a long metallic bar in order to move the debris off the lieutenant.

      “Don’t,” said Bards.

      “Why not? I gotta get you out from under here.”

      “If there’s more internal bleeding, lifting the debris could make me bleed from more places. I think.”

      “Are you an engineer or a doctor?”

      “Kind of both. Well, not really, but I have some medical knowledge.”

      “What’s your first name?”

      “Alec.”

      “Our transporters are offline, Alec, but there are medics on the way. Until they get here, I need your help to restore the jump engines. Do you think you can tell me what to do?”

      “Are you an engineer?”

      “No, I’m the first officer.”

      “I need an engineer’s wrist control device, mine was shattered.”

      Tar’Lock peered around, located a device that looked okay, and brought it to Alec.

      Alec tried removing the broken one but had trouble doing so. “I’ll need your help swapping these out.”

      “Sure,” said Tar’Lock as he helped him switch the devices.

      Alec interacted as best he could with the new device to bring in the schematics of the engines on the small holo-screen projected above the wrist device. Alec coughed and some blood droplets exited his mouth.

      Tar’Lock felt bad asking Alec, who was probably dying, to help him perform his duties in moments like these. Then, again, everyone was in the line of fire in a day like this, and Tar’Lock knew that was part of the job. Even knowing that, it didn’t help quell Tar’Lock’s feelings.

      “How are we looking, do you think you can guide me to fix what’s wrong with our engines?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “Perhaps…Our best bet, I believe, is if you redirect power here,” said Alec, showing him a point on the holo-screen. “By turning these controls in the correct order, it should bypass the damaged power conduit and send enough power to where it needs to go.”

      Tar’Lock scratched his head and clicked multiple times looking at the holo-screen, not sure he could translate what Alec was pointing at in relation to the mess he saw all around him.

      “I’m not sure I know where that is.”

      “Get up, look behind you.”

      “Okay, now what?”

      “See the small hatch on the bulkhead that says X003-04B?”

      “I do.”

      “Go in there, take a left at the first junction, then a right at the second one. Open the control panel there to your right, and flip switches three, four, and six from the left.”

      “I guess I can do that.”

      “Just don’t mess up these switches.”

      “What would happen if I do?”

      “Let’s just say I’m not sure there would still be a ship left to enter hyperspace.”

      Tar’Lock’s heart felt like it skipped a beat and his anxiety rose. Of course, it had to be something that required him to remember something precisely, an ability his entire race had limitations with on a biological level.

      “I’m sorry to ask you this again, but my species isn’t the best at memorizing, can you please repeat the instructions again?”

      Alec coughed up more blood. “Left, then second right, three, four, and six switches from the left.”

      This time, Tar’Lock made sure to memorize the information and was on his way. He opened the hatch and immediately there was a choice that didn’t match the instructions. Instead, he came face-to-face with a ladder, but he could only go up or down.

      “Up or down the ladder?” he shouted so that Alec could hear.

      Alec was struggling to stay awake now and tried to speak but ended coughing more. Instead, he gestured up with his thumb.

      “Here goes nothing,” said Tar’Lock to himself.

      He climbed up, then at the first intersection went left. Crawling past the next intersection straight, then right. There was a panel on the side, he pressed the control to open it and saw eight switches. He flipped number three, four, and six.

      A humming sound resonated inside the crawl space, and Tar’Lock hoped that meant good news. He opened a channel to the bridge.

      “Talon, not really sure, but I think you can now jump.”

      There was a short silence. “Confirmed, jump engines are back online. Great job, Tar’Lock.”

      “Lieutenant Bards is really the one to be congratulated, so I’ll let him know.”

      When Tar’Lock crawled out of the hatch, two medics had arrived and were working on Alec. Tar’Lock approached them.

      “He’s gone,” said the first medic with frustration. “I’m calling it.”

      “Hey, there’s nothing we could have done for him, simply too much internal bleeding,” answered the other one.

      Tar’Lock hadn’t known the man for very long, but he felt sad, nonetheless.

      Thank you, Alec.
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      After taking down a second ship with the same tactic, Chris directed another drone StarFury onto the next target for a third run. He checked Athena’s ships status and saw that the Aegis’s shields were low.

      “Athena, perhaps you should micro jump away and recharge your shields before our next run?”

      “Don’t worry about my ship, Chris, I know what I’m doing. We need to thin the herd, so I’ll make it work.”

      Chris didn’t like the idea of Athena putting her ship in excessive danger, but she was now in command of the entire fleet, so he had to trust her instincts on the matter.

      “Very well, let’s get another one of these destroyers off the battlefield.”

      “That’s the spirit. I’ll be ready to fire on your mark.”

      Chris repeated the manoeuver to a T, and once it was ready for the kill, he sent the mental command to Athena.

      Her ship fired through the weakened spot in the shields, and, as before, pierced a hole in the destroyer, which prompted Chris to micro jump the overloading StarFury X, but then something went wrong. At the exact same moment his drone StarFury jumped, so did the enemy’s destroyer.

      Chris tried canceling the engines overload of the drone, now hovering in space instead of inside the enemy ship. Unfortunately, it was too late, and the StarFury X exploded.

      “Damnit!”

      “They have adapted to your strategy.”

      “That was fast,” complained Chris.

      “We’ll have to figure out another way to achieve the same result.”

      “Easier said then done, this was a very unique tactic.”

      “I know, Chris, but we can’t give u—”

      There was a strong static burst over the comms.

      Chris opened his eyes and looked at his tactical holo-map from the captain’s chair, only to see all sorts of red warnings overlaid on Athena’s ship.

      “Athena, come in?”

      There was no answer, so Chris decided to switch to telepathic communication.

      Grandma, can you hear me? Athena, please answer me.

      The result was the same, and there was no answer no matter how many times Chris tried to reach her mentally, which raised his anxiety levels. Fear invaded his thoughts and threatened his sanity. It was already hard for him not to know what had happened to Argos and Chase, and, at least, working with his grandmother on how to defeat the enemy had kept his dark thoughts at bay. If she had been wounded and no longer was in command, then Chris was two inches away from losing control over his fragile calm.

      He hyperventilated as he tried contacting the Aegis once more, without success.

      That’s when he saw them. Three enemy torpedoes were on their way toward the Olympian ship. With their shields down, these bogeys had the potential to take them out for good.

      Chris took a long deep breath to calm himself and did the only thing he could think of under the circumstances—take out the torpedoes by micro jumping three of his remote StarFuries in front of their path.

      He looked at the tactical holo-map in terror. With Athena’s ship out of the battle and vulnerable, it also meant that the Alliance fleet had no one to coordinate the fight with. The enemy fleet redirected more ships toward hers. Had they identified it was now the flagship, in command of the Alliance fleet? And, if they did, they certainly would deploy sufficient resources to take it out.

      That’s something Chris couldn’t let happen. He reached with his mind and tried to get control of the Olympian ship’s computer. It didn’t take too long, and Chris found the hyperspace controls, but they refused to activate. The engines were damaged and would take a while to be repaired.

      Damn!

      Chris redirected power to the sub-light engines and shield generators and vectored it away from the incoming Spectre destroyers.

      “Open a channel to the fleet,” said Chris.

      “Channel opened,” answered the comms officer.

      “I’m taking command of the fleet, Athena’s ship is in distress. I’ve taken remote control of the Aegis. I need the following ships to provide cover to the Aegis and guard its retreat until the necessary repairs can be made. Medusa, Phoenix, and Valhalla, I’m counting on you, don’t let the enemy fire at the Aegis, no matter what.”

      It was now up to Chris to orchestrate the rest of this fight, and that scared the crap out of him.
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      The creature approaching Menelas was clearly organic and like nothing he’d ever seen throughout his entire life when traveling to countless systems.

      It was an imperfect spherical creature with orange skin. It was slowly flying toward Menelas with no apparent limbs. Its surface was covered with randomly inflating and deflating bulbous bumps. It roared once more, revealing a large mouth and sharp brown teeth. On top of it stood a central large glassy eye with dark-purple veins and a large blue pupil the size of a human head. Around it was a plethora of smaller eyes arranged in a circle around the main one as if they were orbiting it.

      “What the hell is that thing?” asked Menelas.

      “I have no idea,” said Yanis, his voice slightly trembling. “Whatever it is, it’s sure to give me nightmares for years to come.”

      And while Menelas was not as easily frightened, he had to admit that this creature looked like it came straight from the deepest abysses of the underworld.

      “One thing is certain, it doesn’t look friendly,” said Menelas, aiming an open palm at it.

      He launched a fireball, which illuminated the tunnel around it as it shot toward the creature.

      The creature’s mouth opened wide and then swallowed the fireball. Its eyes glowed blue, and two puffs of smoke appeared on each of its sides.

      “Not what I expected to happen,” said Menelas in disbelief.

      Ryonna pushed through Yanis and past Menelas, steadied herself with one knee planted on the ground, and took a second to aim the blaster rifle at the creature before lighting it up.

      The blaster fire hit the surface of the creature and dissipated with energy waves similar to a rock hitting the surface of still water.

      The creature unleashed a sound between a cross of a roar and a screech, which made the entire tunnel shake heavily.

      “Well, if our goal was to piss it off,” said Yanis, “I’d say we succeeded.”

      Menelas fired five fireballs toward it, but the creature swallowed them all with ease while Ryonna kept firing her blaster rifle at full power with zero effect.

      The creature slowly hovered in their direction, its eyes turning from a deep blue to a bright red, turning an already frightening creature into an even bigger vision of a nightmare.

      Yanis, meanwhile, was interacting madly with his holo-screen.

      Ares teleported back into the middle of the group.

      “Did you distract the other creature?” asked Ryonna between firing spells.

      “I don’t know, it didn’t seem to care much about my presence,” said Ares. “I’m not sure it could see me.”

      Another roar could be heard from behind the group, this time much nearer, and Ryonna turned around in horror, only to see the second creature was also advancing around them, its eyes red as well.

      “I think it’s time to get us the hell out of here,” said Menelas.

      “Grab me and I’ll teleport us out.”

      “No!” said Yanis.

      “Why the hell not?” asked Ryonna. “We’re outgunned here, we have to retreat and figure out another plan.”

      Yanis smiled. “No, we don’t.”
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      Argos! thought Chase as his rage fed his inner energy and felt like it recharged his soul.

      Hang on, brother, I got you.

      Chase let his inner fury invade his body and mind. On his way toward Asrak, Chase created a large white healing fireball and shot it toward Argos. Upon impact, the fireball mended most of the damage done to his brother, but Argos remained unconscious.

      Chase then slashed through the Spectre with an energy-infused kick, and hit nothing but air. Chase sensed his enemy attack coming from behind and somersaulted backward, giving him a good vantage point on Asrak in midair. He fired three small fireballs at his enemy’s neck while finishing his acrobatic move. It sent the Spectre tumbling forward, but the Spectre managed to stay on his feet.

      As Chase landed and skidded backward, he continued to light up the enemy. Asrak blocked and deflected the attacks with his good hand while the tentacles finished reconstructing his limb. Even though Chase was worried about his brother’s condition, he needed to use his inner rage to try to take out the Spectre.

      That’s when time seemed to freeze, and Chase heard a voice in his mind that sent shivers down his spine.

      It takes him a lot of time to regenerate his limbs, so you shouldn’t focus on energy attacks that he can easily counter and deflect.

      He knew this voice, even though he hadn’t heard it in what seemed like forever.

      Hades?

      Yes, Chase. Remember what I taught you, sometimes brute-force is counterproductive. When overpowered, use your wits instead.

      How can you be talking to me right now?

      It doesn’t matter how, Chase, all that matters is that you don’t keep spending what’s left of your energy in vain. These fireballs, no matter how concentrated you’re making them, aren’t going to take out Asrak as long as he’s in one piece. You need to hack and slash this enemy, and in doing so, you’ll force him to expend more energy on regeneration than you.

      Hades had been Chase’s latest mentor. Ares’s teachings had made a warrior out of Chase, but during his brief time in the Underworld, Hades was the one that had forged him into an Ultra Fury and taught him to use his brain over his muscles.

      That’s good advice. Thank you, Hades.

      You can do it, Chase, I know you can.

      Time resumed its normal pace and an enraged Asrak, with eyes nearly bursting out of their sockets, was launching himself toward Chase, who got a moment of clarity. Chase closed his eyes and focused all his energy to form in his right arm.

      When he reopened his eyes, his gaze was calm and his will was as hard as steel. Chase saw his move unfold in his mind before it happened and allowed himself a smile.

      Asrak’s arm had completely healed by then, each of his fists was engulfed in crackling dark energy as he flew forward with hatred shining through his entire aura.

      Chase could sense the power emanating from Asrak’s fists and knew that if they hit him, they would inflict major damage. But he had no intention of letting that happen.

      When Asrak swung at Chase, he saw the trajectory of the Spectre’s blow with a clarity he had rarely achieved in combat, and it was easy for him to dodge. At this point, Chase moved faster than the speed of light and slashed his arm, now turned energy sword, and sliced Asrak in two.

      The Spectre’s body split in half from crotch to forehead, and even though it all happened quickly, the look of terror in the Spectre’s spacing eyes was priceless. For the first time since the beginning of the fight, Chase saw fear in them.
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        * * *

      

      Chris’s face appeared on Kvasir’s holo-screen.

      “Tell me you’ve found a way to help us tip the balance here.”

      “I may have something, yes.”

      “Good, because I tried a new strategy which at first seemed to work really well, but they’ve already adapted.”

      “I know. I’ve been monitoring your attack runs closely. They are actually what gave me the idea.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, so do you have a way to get through their shields any faster?”

      “No, I’m still working on that, but I have devised a propagation algorithm that will make it a lot harder for them to drain our shields.”

      “How so?”

      “Basically, I’ve written a machine-learning algorithm that anticipates where our ships will receive impacts on their shields and will boost their strength precisely on these parts. The good news is that it can be adapted to most of the newer ships in our fleet, the Earth Alliance ones, the Asgardians and Olympians, and some of the latest Droxian models as well. The older ones, though, like the older Droxian ships and whatever is left from the Obsidian are a no-go.”

      “Not sure I understand how everything in your technology works, but as long as it makes our shields stronger, I’ll take it.”

      “There’s a caveat.”

      Chris sighed. “Of course, there is. What is it?”

      “It’s a little out there, but keep an open mind. Because of the restriction we’ve put on the use of truly sentient artificial intelligence, I’ll need a better and more reactive central processing unit.”

      “And where are you going to find that?”

      “I need someone that is sentient to run the machine. The solution will still be mostly machine-based, but using an organic mind that has feelings, instincts, and every other thing that makes us sentient will greatly improve the efficiency of the algorithm. As in by a factor of twenty or more.”

      “I don’t understand, what is it you need exactly?”

      “To say it bluntly, I need that device to be connected to your brain.”

      “My brain?”

      “Yes, yours can already talk to machines and make split-second decisions, it makes you the ideal candidate to run it. In fact, you’re the only candidate since Chase isn’t here.”

      “Will I still be able to command the fleet?”

      “Doubtful, you’ll have to elect a new commander, and the experience might not be pleasant either. I’ll basically turn your mind into the central processing system in charge of doing minute and precise power distribution of shields for the entire fleet. I don’t think even a mind like yours will be able to do anything else while this process happens.”

      Swell…
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        * * *

      

      Chris took a moment to digest Kvasir’s words. He would be lying if he didn’t admit that part of him thought that the idea was, for lack of a better word—crazy. But with the way things were unfolding around the super gate, Chris understood that crazy or not, any option had to be considered.

      “How long until the super gate powers up fully?”

      “The power generation has slowed down, so that has bought us a little more time, although not that much. Maybe seventy minutes give or take five. But I don’t think I have to tell you that unless something changes sooner rather than later, we’ll lose the entire fleet before then.”

      “Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice here, do we?”

      “I’m afraid not. There’s also something else I’d like to point out.”

      “Is there now?”

      “Yes, and I want you to think really hard about this one.”

      Oh, boy.

      “Lay it on me.”

      “In order for this to work on the scale we need it to, I had to program the interface between my algorithm and the organic brain and use it with some serious overriding chops.”

      “I don’t understand. What does that mean?”

      “It means that the device will try to squeeze every drop of juice it can from your brain. It also means it won’t be a pleasant experience. You’ll feel like you’re being overtaken by the machine, which on some level, is exactly what would be happening.”

      “It will be painful, then?”

      “That and I would imagine quite frightening. Most of the brain will feel like it’s under attack, and it may actually have some unpleasant side effects.”

      “Just tell me there’s no way for this technology to create another evil Gaia fiasco.”

      “I can guarantee that, yes, but I can’t guarantee that you won’t be psychologically affected from the experience. In fact, I don’t think you should use it for more than an hour, maybe push it to seventy minutes if we have to, but if you do, I fear your brain may endure irreversible damage.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine, I can heal. How exactly did my attack runs give you such a wacky idea?”

      “It’s the precision of the attacks, trying to pierce a tiny exploitable hole through a tough sheet of protection, which sparked the idea. What if we can actually do the opposite? Make sure that even if a small part of the shields is under heavy attack, then we could redistribute a surgical power boost where it needs to be in order to deflect the energy.”

      Chris didn’t like the idea of giving over control of his brain, but he liked the idea of them losing this battle, and potentially the war, even less. There was no real choice here, if he needed to put his life and mind on the line to win the fight, that’s what he would do. He also knew without a shadow of a doubt that if his father had been here, he wouldn’t hesitate either.

      “Alright, let’s do it, but so I’m not fully taken by surprise, what sort of side effects do you think I’ll be experiencing?”

      “I wish I knew, I just finished building my prototype two minutes ago, I can’t run a simulation since it’s missing the main component.”

      “In this case, my brain.”

      “Correct.”

      “Okay, but can you at least theorize?”

      “I think it will suppress most of your senses, and primal emotions and deep…and I mean really deep parts of your subconscious might be accessible then.”

      “I’m no neurobiologist and I don’t know what all you’ve just said means, can you explain it more simply? Pretend I’m not an engineer.”

      “Again, I have no way of knowing what you’ll experience, but if I had to guess, I’d say visions, nightmares, powerful sensations that you wouldn’t usually feel during your waking life. Those sorts of things. But because you have more powers than most, especially mental ones, I can’t predict what other things might come to the surface during the experience.”

      Well, I suppose it will have to be a surprise, then.

      The nearest Droxian ship on the port bow exploded and shook the Hope.

      “It’s not like we have a choice. What do I do?”

      “I’m gonna need you here, to plug you in as well as monitor you. I suggest you relinquish command of the fleet and then beam directly to Engineering.”

      Chris took a deep breath. “Understood. I’ll be there shortly.”
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell do you mean we don’t have to teleport out of here? Explain, but talk fast,” asked Ryonna.

      “This isn’t real,” said Yanis. “It’s an impressive use of holograms. In fact, they are way more advanced than our own holo-room tech. But still holograms.”

      “And you’re certain of that?” said Menelas, keeping an eye on the approaching creatures.

      “Fairly certain, yes.”

      “Fairly isn’t going to be good enough if you’re wrong,” protested Ryonna. “Then what?”

      “In the unlikely event I’m wrong, then Ares can still teleport us away.”

      “What’s left of us,” added Menelas. “Ryonna, since you’re in charge, it’s your call.”

      Ryonna gazed into Yanis’s eyes. What she saw in them was conviction.

      “Alright, then, let’s give Yanis’s idea a try. Ares, in case our resident genius is wrong, be ready to teleport us away.”

      “Understood,” said Ares.

      The creatures approached them slowly, and now that Menelas and Ryonna had stopped attacking the one that came from the front of the group, its main eye had turned back to a deep blue coloring.

      “There’s something that bothers me with the theory,” said Ares.

      You could cut the tension with a knife as everyone was pacing to see what would happen next.

      “What’s that?” asked Yanis.

      “If the first drone outside identified us as a non-threat, why are we facing this now? Especially if its holographic in nature.”

      “I have to admit…I don’t know. Maybe it’s a secondary security system in case someone runs underground when the drones approach?”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” protested Ryonna. “If that was the case, then why would these things not use the same scanning of our subcutaneous ID? And, in this case, they shouldn’t keep coming at us.”

      “Except that they may be detecting my presence after all,” said Ares. “Remember, I don’t have an ID. The portals may have been upgraded to let me through but not the rest of the tech we encountered beyond them. Even if it’s of Atlantian design.”

      “Doesn’t seem likely,” said Yanis. “Plus, you left the area and the creature was still approaching us. And why is it coming at us so slowly? That doesn’t make any sense, I maintain that we’re not in danger, my readings tell me this is holographic in nature.”

      “Can’t holograms hurt?” asked Ryonna. “If Chase is using the technology to train, it means there’s an exchange of matter and energy at work.”

      “Correct, you can emulate matter with holograms.”

      “So why in gods name,” said Ryonna, “would you conclude that because they’re holograms, there’s no danger?”

      There was an uncomfortable silence until Yanis answered.

      “Screw this, Ares, get us the hell out of here.”

      At that moment, the creatures darted forward at a high speed, and before Ares could do anything, they passed through the entire group from both sides. Ryonna, Yanis, and Menelas all fell to the ground, losing consciousness.

      “Ahhh, shit!!” exclaimed Ares.
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      After slashing through the Spectre, Chase turned around to see tendrils shooting between the equal halves, trying to mend Asrak.

      “Oh, hell no!” screamed Chase.

      He infused his other arm with energy, effectively doubling the number of slashing energy swords. He then darted toward the mending Spectre and hacked and slashed Asrak over and over, cutting the Spectre into multiple pieces.

      It happened so fast that the pieces of dark flesh stayed in the air with thousands of tendrils shooting around rapidly, trying to maintain some sort of cohesion. Chase kept slashing, increasing speed and energy levels, but more tendrils were created the moment his arms-turned-energy-swords went through flesh and bone.

      Now would be a good time to let it burn, said Hades in his mind.

      Chase levitated away from the tendril and flesh-blob, aimed his left palm toward the reconstructing Spectre body, and unleashed multiple fireballs. Upon exploding, the tendril chunks were blown away only for them to get caught by more shooting tendrils, bringing them back. It felt like a race to see who would be the fastest, Chase with his attacks or Asrak with his regeneration.

      While still firing attacks by the dozens with one hand, Chase created another super-concentrated fireball in the other. A similar attack as he had used earlier when he had taken the Spectre’s arm and shoulder clean off. It was taking more time, however, as half of his energy was focused on keeping ahead of the Spectre’s fast regenerative powers.

      These things are incredibly hard to kill, thought Chase. But I can feel…I’m almost there.

      It took another minute and then the super-charged fireball was ready.

      Chase smiled. “Time for you to rejoin your brother, motherfucker!”

      Chase stopped firing the smaller attacks long enough for him to use both his hands to manipulate the stronger energy attack. He held the crackling super-charged energy fireball between his hands and then aimed both of them forward, increasing his aura to the maximum. He fired dead center at the blob that was still trying to retake a humanoid form.

      Dad! Watch out! screamed Kharon in his mind.

      A yellow fireball impacted with his attack, altering its trajectory by mere inches, but that was enough for it to impact on the head of the reforming blob and not the center of gravity that Chase had aimed for in order to inflict maximum damage.

      Upon impact, the fireball consumed the entire upper body of the humanoid Spectre blob, leaving only legs and part of its hips. At that moment, Chase felt another attack hit him in the chest, and it sent him crashing to the ground.

      The attack knocked the wind out of him, and Chase gasped for air. He fought through the radiating pain around his solar plexus and looked up toward the source of the attack that had brought him down.

      The female Spectre was sauntering toward Asrak, a wide smile across her face.
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        * * *

      

      “Thor, I need you to take over the fleet,” said Chris.

      “Why? Is everything alright?” asked Thor.

      “Yes, don’t worry, but Kvasir needs my help to boost all of our shields, which I’m sure you have noticed is something we could use right about now.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Well, long story short, the deployment of that technology will pretty much paralyze me from doing anything else.”

      Thor growled. “I see Kvasir is back to his old tricks in deploying questionable research.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. But I don’t think we have a choice under the circumstances.”

      “I suppose we don’t. Good luck with whatever crazy invention Kvasir has devised for you. I’d rather not know the specifics, as I fear I’d convince you against using it. I’ll take care of the battle during your absence. I just pray it’s not a permanent handover.”

      Chris swallowed hard. “So do I.”

      The holo-screen turned off, and Chris brought up the transporter controls on his holo-screen and paused.

      Athena? Can you hear me?

      Chris was getting worried about his grandmother. But like all the other times he had tried contacting her since the Aegis had become disabled, there was no answer.

      The ships he had sent to provide cover to the Aegis had managed to tractor her ship away from the middle of the battle, but he worried she could be mortally wounded. He extended his consciousness and could sense her life force, but it was faint and dwindling.

      Chris opened a channel to the Phoenix and Ronan’s face soon filled the holo-screen.

      “What can I do for you?” said Ronan as nearby flashes and sparks flew in front of him.

      “Looks like you’re already busy.”

      “Not more than any other ship in the fleet.”

      “Right…I have a favor to ask of you.”

      “I’m listening.”
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        * * *

      

      “What took you so long?” asked Kvasir the moment Chris beamed into Engineering.

      “Sorry about that. Had a couple of calls to make before relinquishing my position.”

      Chris noticed a chair with hundreds of wires converging into its base from all over the Engineering room.

      “I take it,” added Chris, “that this is the device?”

      “Correct, if you’ll be so kind as to take a seat. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      While he decided not to voice his concerns, Chris didn’t exactly feel comfortable getting his mind squeezed to lemon juice by a machine, but with no news from Chase and Argos, and the battle not looking good outside, he had accepted that a crazy experiment was perhaps the only option available.

      “You’re sure this is gonna work?” asked Chris.

      “Fairly sure, yes. But with every tech, especially untested ones, there’s always a risk.”

      Chris grimaced. “Right.”

      Chris sat in the contraption, and wires shot from around his temples and connected with his skin before piercing it.

      “Ouch,” he complained.

      “Sorry, but that’s necessary. Try to relax. Well…I guess that probably wasn’t the best choice of words here.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re about to find out.”

      “I have to say I’m not brimming with confidence on this one.”

      “Networking complete. All capable ships to interpret the shield boost technology algorithm are ready to receive. We’re good to go.”

      “Huh…okay, but did you hear what I just said?”

      Kvasir looked straight at Chris. “I have, my friend. I’m really, really, sorry for the discomfort you’ll experience next.”

      Chris was about to ask for details on what Kvasir meant, but then it felt as if millions of volts shot in between his eyes. He lost his sight immediately, and the rest of his senses were gone shortly after.

      The amount of mental pressure he felt was like nothing he had ever experienced. It quickly shot past what Chris had considered his threshold for pain. And he felt like he was in the center of a black hole, unable to get his bearings, barely remembering who he was or why he even existed.
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        * * *

      

      “Report!” ordered Thor.

      “The new shields optimization is coming online,” answered his tactical officer. “You have to see it to believe it!”

      “How so?”

      “It’s hard to explain, but energy drain from enemy fire has dropped sixty-seven percent, and I think it’s still improving.”

      “Very well, we don’t know how long Kvasir will be able to run this and for the fleet to maintain this advantage, so we’d better use that window of opportunity while it’s there. Instruct the upgraded ships to follow my targeting orders to the letter, and since our ships are now less prone to damage, let’s use the power efficiently. Redirect thirty percent of the shields and all of the hyperspace engines power to the weapons.”

      “That will force us to take the hyperspace capabilities of our ships offline, which means we won’t be able to jump for at least sixty seconds in these conditions.”

      “I’m very well aware of that, we don’t need to micro jump anymore with these upgraded shields. We do, however, need to obliterate the enemy quickly so we can destroy the gate before it can reestablish a multidimensional bridge and allow the enemy to send reinforcements.”

      Time, thought Thor, very much like pentalium, is now a rare resource in limited quantity, and we must make sure we don’t squander any.

      “Understood, my king. Message relayed, power modifications online.”

      “Fire at will, let’s see how tough the enemy vessels last under these new conditions.”

      The Odin increased its rate of fire, and soon, all the upgraded destroyers in the fleet combined their firepower toward Thor’s designated target.

      After a minute of pounding the first Spectre destroyer, its shields gave in and hundreds of plasma discharges and dozens of torpedoes impacted with its armor and multiple explosions threw off hull-plating pieces of the ship. A few seconds later, the entire Spectre destroyer cracked into pieces before exploding in a bright white light, illuminating the Odin’s panoramic viewport.

      “Now we’re talking,” said Thor.
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      Chase coughed hard and spat large amounts of blood onto the cold floor of the enemy ship. The female Spectre attack had not only taken him by surprise but also had inflicted some major internal bleeding on top of breaking part of his ribcage, which Chase was now healing.

      Meanwhile, thousands of flailing black tendrils had shot from the lower body of Asrak in order to begin the relentless reconstruction of his upper body.

      Once healed, Chase stood back on his feet and watched in horror as Asrak’s body mended itself. He had missed his window of opportunity to finish off the Spectre, and now there would be two of them to fight while Argos was still lying unconscious nearby.

      After expending so much energy trying to take down Asrak, Chase didn’t see how he could take care of both of them. Doubt and fear spread through his psyche like a deadly poison.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Chase asked. “That was cowardly of you to intervene in such a fashion. Don’t you have any warrior pride?”

      Ashra’Lur smiled. “Pride doesn’t win wars as you’ll soon discover. As per your initial question, my name is Ashra’Lur. And today is the day you and your brother die.”

      Asrak’s body was almost fully regenerated. His face morphed into shape, his eyes being the last to be reconstructed. They glowed red as he growled.

      “You’re going to pay for this,” he spat, pointing at Chase.

      “You’re welcome,” said Ashra’Lur.

      He barely acknowledged her and walked toward Chase.

      “That was quite impressive, especially for a Fury.”

      “You’ll find I’m full of surprises.”

      “Unfortunately for you, now that I know what you’re capable of, I won’t give you another chance. I believe you’ve figured that one out already.”

      Chase had. He was as furious about the situation as he was afraid that the battle was probably over. It was only a matter of how and when, but with Asrak fully recovered and Ashra’Lur now at his side and entering the fight, there was little to no hope left.

      “Thank you for your assist,” said Asrak, “but you stay out of what comes next,” he added without even deigning to look at Ashra’Lur.

      “Understood,” she grunted coldly.

      “This has been a very different day than I imagined,” said Asrak with a grin as he stopped at arms length from Chase. “But like all good things, it must come to an end.”

      “You can gloat all you want, and maybe this fight will soon be over, but at least I can tell that I beat you! If your friend had not intervened, you’d be dead meat by now, like your fucking brother.”

      Asrak’s eyes flashed red as he unleashed a crushing jab at Chase’s face, sending him stumbling back. Chase straightened himself and spat blood on the ground.

      “The truth hurts, doesn’t it? You’re lucky you’re not dead.”

      Asrak flashed a fist forward and screamed. “But I’m not dead, and you will be soon!”

      Then Asrak’s head detached from his body and spun in the air. There was as much surprise in the Spectre’s eyes as there was in Chase’s as he witnessed Ashra’Lur decapitate him.

      Asrak’s head rolled near Chase’s feet. It still spoke. “How dare yo—”

      But then a dark purple fireball incinerated it on the spot. Tendrils shot from Asrak’s neck, but Ashra’Lur cut them in a swift move and kicked the headless body down. She opened her hand and a siphon Chase immediately recognized created in the center of her palm.

      “The day has finally come,” said Ashra’Lur, “for me to become the strongest Spectre that ever lived.”

      Chase took a defensive stance, readying himself and his soul, but he soon realized that he wasn’t the target of the soul-siphoning process, Asrak was. Soul after soul exited the Spectre’s body from his neck and flew into her palm, one by one getting swallowed by the mini black hole.

      With every soul she swallowed, her eyes glowed red, and Chase could sense the power-up in energy within her as she did. Some souls only marginally enhanced her energy levels as others gave her massive amounts of power.

      “That’s it,” she exclaimed. “Give them to me…give me all your souls!”

      Chase swallowed hard at the realization that she would soon be stronger than anything he had ever faced.
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      Ares looked around and noticed the creatures had disappeared. He quickly checked the rest of the team. They were still breathing, but even after calling their names, none of them would wake up.

      Ares decided he needed a way to affect matter, so he took control over Yanis’s body since he was the least likely to have the mental power to fight him. Though Ares suspected that none of them where in a state to prevent him from using his body-snatching power.

      He rose as Yanis and checked the pulse of the other two members. He used Yanis’s wrist device and brought the medical scanner online. He read the scan’s prognosis on the holo-screen.

      Comatose.

      That didn’t bode well. But there wasn’t much he could do about it, and he made a mental note to ask Chris to consider assigning a field doctor for future missions. That was, if they managed to get out of this one alive. If anyone on this team died, something told Ares that Chase might not allow more portal-hopping activities any time soon.

      Fortunately, their life signs didn’t seem to be at further risk, so Ares had a decision to make.

      Either grab them and go back through the portal, which he was pretty sure would be standard procedure in such a situation, but then again, he now knew he was impervious to the effect of the holograms, or he could use his non-corporeal form to try to see if he could find anything useful, which, after all, had been the reason why they had come here.

      He checked the map on Yanis’s holo-device and took a minute to memorize the map as best he could. He could teleport back here at any time simply by focusing on any of their life forces. At the same time, he would be able to sense if they fluctuated.

      When Ares thought he had a good mental picture of the underground tunnels, he released his hold on Yanis, who fell to the ground with an unceremonious thump.

      Oops, I’d better lie down on the ground next time I do that.

      Ares hoped he wasn’t making a big mistake in trying to continue the mission on his own. Hopefully, his teammates would emerge from their coma soon enough, and if that wasn’t the case by the time he returned, then he’d have to bring them back to the Earth Alliance.

      He could also have used Yanis’s body to continue, but he decided it would be better to continue in his invisible form in order to avoid anymore booby traps. The next one could prove lethal, and he couldn’t risk the life of his teammate.
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        * * *

      

      Chris’s mind felt like a trillion voices screamed inside his head, which in turn, felt like they were devouring it. He had never felt anything remotely like it ever before.

      This is horrible. If I survive, I’ll kick Kvasir’s ass.

      At least Chris hoped that his current predicament, which was pretty much the most intense form of torture he had ever been subjected to, was helping the fleet outside. With his senses completely overloaded, he had no way of knowing.

      One of the things he also lost the moment he interfaced with the chair was any notion of time. Had it been a minute, an hour, or a day? He couldn’t tell. Kvasir had mentioned sixty minutes as an approximate limit, but in this convoluted state of consciousness, Chris felt like it had been much longer, which didn’t bode well per how long he’d have to endure this.

      He hated being in total darkness regarding what was happening in the battle or knowing anything about his surroundings. He tried focusing on lowering the amount of screaming voices he heard in his mind, and that had an unexpected result.

      All of a sudden, he could see again. But what he saw made very little sense. He was on a small path made of translucent light in the middle of the universe. Looking around, he saw that there were intersections ahead, and some paths disappeared into the unknown, too far for his sight to see, while others led to nearby planets. He could see two clear paths from his current position, including the one he was currently on, that led to two different worlds.

      One of the worlds was a yellow-orange planet, not too different from Erevos in terms of looks, and the other one at the end of his current light path led to a blue-purple planet.

      I wonder if these are the sorts of hallucinations that Kvasir had mentioned.

      He much preferred this sensory experience over the previous one, so he decided to see where the paths led. That was until he took his first step toward the blue-purple world. His body was siphoned into the light pathway as if he had been demolecularized one atom at a time, and he traveled toward that planet at incredible speeds. He was now a bodiless stream of energy, albeit one that he was aware of, and felt the feedback for every one of the atoms in the stream.

      The sensation was too alien for Chris to understand, he just knew he didn’t enjoy it one bit. Still, at that moment, he wondered if this was somewhat similar to how Ares felt since he had lost his body.

      Once he approached the planet, he felt his atoms reform into a corporeal body as he stared at the planet below, floating in space. It didn’t take long for the planet’s gravity to grasp him, and he began freefalling toward the surface.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      As more and more souls traveled from Asrak to Ashra’Lur, the male Spectre body was atrophying and collapsing in on itself as if its life force was being sucked away from its flesh and bones, which Chase suspected was exactly what was happening.

      It made sense since Spectres thrived on living souls for their primary source of energy. That’s probably why it was so hard to kill them with normal means such as energy-based attacks. That would only weaken the flesh part of their body while their primal source of energy—souls—were still able to provide the fuel to recreate and regenerate the body’s building blocks.

      Perhaps a good tactic, if Chase and Argos survived the day, would be to figure out a way to attack their primal source of energy, the souls themselves. Chase wondered if Section Alpha’s intel had something to do with that.

      Hopefully, his father and Ryonna’s team would figure out a way to help Spiros access that research. Because, as far as Chase could tell, fighting the Spectres the way they were going at it was not only incredibly difficult but also, what if, gods forbid, the Spectres opened the super gate and millions more of their kind bled through to their dimension.

      When the last soul detached from whatever thin blob of incohesive black flesh was left on the ground and assimilated by Ashra’Lur, the skin flash-turned into a gray and dry carbon mass for a moment before collapsing into a pile of ash.

      Asrak’Vor was no more.

      “Thank you for your assistance,” said Ashra’Lur as she cracked her neck multiple times on each side. “All that power, it’s intoxicating.”

      Chase could sense the amount of power she was referring to, and that scared the hell out of him. She had already bested him before, which meant after spending more than half his energy pool fighting Asrak’Vor for what seemed to amount to nothing, how was he supposed to defeat such a monster?

      “Then, again,” she continued with greed in her eyes, “the two most powerful souls that will truly turn me into a Spectre-god still remain.”

      “I would think you would be full after eating so many.”

      “It’s a Spectre thing, you never really run out of an appetite for souls.”

      “I guess I’ll have to trust you on that, but I have no intention of being added to the menu, no offense.”

      She laughed out loud. “I don’t know what’s funnier. Whether you think you have a chance to save your pathetic life, or that you think I would be stupid enough to even give you a choice.”

      Chase quickly glanced at Argos and realized that in his state, his brother would be easy prey. He would have to send a strong signal to the Spectre that if he were to fall today, he wouldn’t do it without a fight.

      Chase concentrated as much energy as he could from within to make his aura burn brighter than it had all day. His muscles doubled in size, his veins throbbed, and he unleashed a deafening war cry before launching himself toward Ashra’Lur.
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        * * *

      

      Grunhild arrived around the Gorgar planet’s orbit and stepped near the viewport of the Aegir Three, crossing her arms over her chest. Her eyes filled with blue energy as her color-matched aura danced all around.

      Pulsating waves of blue energy expanded beyond the limits of the ships and bathed the northern hemisphere of the planet, radiating in slow but steady waves.

      Siegfried had been right, Gorgar truly had frail minds, and it was child’s play for her to invade them. So much so, in fact, that she could affect thousands of them simultaneously with almost no effort on her part.

      A few minutes later, her aura died down and she smiled. She opened a subspace link to the Balder.

      “I’ve done as you requested,” she said.

      “Very good. And you’re certain you can control them all in the way I’ve instructed?”

      “I said it’s done, haven’t I?”

      “Then once you’ve set the plan in motion, you should join us.”

      “Where?”

      “Well, where else, Asgard, of course. It’s time to teach our forefathers a lesson they soon won’t forget.”

      “Understood. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Grunhild waited until the first ships left orbit and joined the position next to the Aegir Three. Once she was satisfied with the numbers forming the small fleet, she ordered the computer to set a course to Asgard.
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        * * *

      

      The ground was approaching fast, and Chris didn’t understand why he couldn’t fly or stop his descent in any way. If nothing changed, he would crash at terminal velocity after a free fall from orbit. It was doubtful even his Fury body would make it no matter how strong he was.

      Even though he had lost all external sensory capacities, Chris still remembered the talk he had with Kvasir before all of this began. None of this was real, and he was still in the chair, improving the fleet’s shields efficiency, and what he was experiencing was just a side effect.

      But Chris couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever he saw and felt was no mere hallucination. In fact, no matter how faint it was, he did feel something similar to this experience once before in his life. Chris remembered that day down to every last detail. Even though he hadn’t been born back then.

      The day he had communicated with his mother from within her womb to try to get a vision from the future. Back then, he had proposed to sacrifice his life to save Chase in order to win the Fury War, but Sarah had refused to let him do it.

      Moments before Chris was about to crash head first into the ground in the middle of a rocky mountain area, his body stabilized on its own. He slowed down and flipped before his feet gently made contact with the ground.

      Two shadows could be seen in the distance, they were fighting and firing fireballs at each other in what looked like a fight to the death. Chris was too far away to distinguish anything but blurry shadows, but he could sense the ferocity and power they each possessed. While they had very different energies, they also felt complementary.

      Before Chris could try to move forward to shorten the distance that separated him from the fierce battle, he was instantly teleported closer as if in answer to his need to see the participants clearly.

      They were still shadows, and their voices were muffled, which didn’t give Chris any information as per their identities or what they were saying. They fought like Furies, though, even if Chris knew he couldn’t make that leap in deduction with only what he was seeing. However, something deep within told him that it was more than just a hunch on his part.

      The shadows fought each other fiercely as if they were intent on killing each other, and while Chris couldn’t see their faces or hear their arguments, he could sense some of their emotions. That’s when a third shadow, a female, tried to intervene and was hit by one of the attacks. Her body disintegrated.

      That’s…that’s Chase and Argos, that’s the scene my uncle told me about!

      What did that mean? Chris wondered. Was he seeing the past? But then the sun shot through the sky and night came quickly, and before Chris could get his bearings, the sun shot past again and again. In fact, the night and day cycle accelerated to such speeds that the result was one blinding strobe light that made Chris’s head spin.

      He fell on all fours and puked.

      The impossibly fast spinning of the planet slowed down progressively, and eventually, time resumed its pace. It was late at night and the sky was beautiful. A distant galaxy, unmistakable to Chris, was the star of the nightly sky spectacle—the Milky Way. This told Chris that this vision, if this was indeed one, had a link with either Earth or the Earth Alliance.

      There were three moons in the sky, a purple one, a red one, and a yellow one. They were pretty close to one another and had similar surfaces. The first two were close together and, from what Chris could tell, were the exact same sizes. The third moon, the yellow one, was slightly larger and at a distance. The two shadows reappeared in front of Chris, standing next to each other just under the sky with the three moons shining in the night. They weren’t moving anymore, just standing there and facing him.

      A comet shot through the yellow moon and was on its way toward Chris.

      What the hell does this all mean?

      “Who are you?” asked Chris to the two shadows.

      But there was no answer. Chris felt a knot form in his stomach, he didn’t know why, but he could sense something terrible was happening, even though he didn’t know what it was.

      “Please talk to me?” insisted Chris. “Who are you? What is this place? And what do you want from me?”

      Nothing happened.

      The only thing Chris could feel through this entire experience was that it felt familiar to that moment back in his mother’s womb. Could it be that his power of foresight was still buried deep within him? Chris had not received any visions of possible future timelines or even hints that he still had access to his prenatal power of foresight.

      But Kvasir had mentioned that whatever he would experience could be related to deep-buried parts of his subconscious.

      Was that what was going on? Was he somehow tapping into his power of foresight buried deep within his mind? And if that were the case, what was it trying to tell him?

      Chris didn’t know, but he could sense that it was important. Even though he didn’t understand the imagery presented to him, he could only hope that as the vision unfolded, he would receive more clues.

      What struck Chris was the shadows looked identical. That was another clue that perhaps whatever he was seeing had a link with Chase and Argos being twin brothers. After all, Chris was now pretty certain that the previous scene involving them had been the scene his uncle had recounted to him before the mission. Perhaps that meant that anything he saw in these visions wasn’t to be trusted, and his subconscious was just drawing a mental picture of things that were still fresh in his mind.

      The ground shook so hard that it felt as if the entire planet was trembling as a result of a planet-wide earthquake, which threatened to break it to pieces. The ground cracked all around Chris, and he had a hard time keeping his balance.

      The two shadows moved toward one another, but they weren’t walking, they moved like cardboard cutouts, which looked truly bizarre, considering that minutes earlier they were fighting and moving like normal beings.

      They eventually merged into a single shadow, which triggered something in the night sky. Chris looked up and witnessed the red moon disintegrate into a flux of small particles being siphoned by the yellow moon as the flow of particles transferred to it, and it grew larger in size. Meanwhile, the comet was also growing in size as it approached Chris’s position.

      What did that comet represent? Why is it hurtling toward me?

      It wouldn’t be long before it arrived to where Chris stood, and perhaps then, he would get some answers.
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      Ares had visited four rooms up until now, all of them labs of some kind, but nothing stood out to him, even though he wasn’t an engineer, and he’d probably need Yanis to take a closer look to be sure.

      He couldn’t sense any fluctuation in his teammates life signs, which he didn’t know what to make of that. On the one hand, things hadn’t worsened, but they hadn’t improved either. Ares had already tried contacting Menelas telepathically multiple times, but so far, without success.

      Ares was now heading toward the last room from the memorized schematics. If that one didn’t yield any results, it would be time to head back to New Kyria, and from there, possibly back to Alkyon One or the nearest Alliance Starbase to have a doctor check the team.

      The Olympian felt remorse about leaving them unconscious in the tunnels, but it seemed like whatever this place was, it had to hold some importance, seeing as they had triggered not one but two automated defense systems.

      Ares entered the last remaining lab, and this time, something different happened. Lights turned on as his consciousness stepped in, which didn’t make any sense. He was non-corporeal as well as invisible at the moment.

      How could the lab have detected his presence? The only thing that made sense to him would be that whoever had built this place had knowledge of non-corporeal beings and the ability to detect them. If that were the case, then he would have to investigate thoroughly.

      As the light turned on fully, it revealed a mostly empty lab, similar to the previous ones, but there was one thing that set it apart. At the very far end of the room was a pod connected to large tubes and numerous cables running on the ground and disappearing inside the wall behind the pod.

      Ares approached the pod, still without revealing his energy form, and peeked through the small round window. It was covered with condensation, but Ares managed to see an elderly man inside the pod.

      What did that mean? It looked like he was in suspended animation, but the question that really tickled Ares’s mind was whether or not he could be an Atlantian.

      If that were the case, then that man could potentially hold many answers. It crossed Ares’s mind that the fact he was in suspended animation had to be for a reason. Not that Ares could do much about it since he couldn’t interact with the pods control even if he wanted to.

      His instincts, though, told him that even if he could activate the sequence to unfreeze the man, he shouldn’t do it. He couldn’t really say why, but the suggestion was strong.

      I do need to know for sure if he’s an Atlantian, though.

      And there was a way for Ares to try to make contact with that man’s brain, or at the very least, his subconscious. When taking control of unconscious bodies in the past, Ares had sometimes felt their subconscious trying to communicate with him, it usually was a weak reflex from the mind to try to protect the body from his invasions, but the attempts, when they presented themselves, had been easily repelled by Ares’s mental strength.

      Of course, Ares had never tried the process on someone who was in suspended animation. And while he had no idea if it would work or even be dangerous for him to attempt it, he felt compelled to try.

      Perhaps if Ares actually tried to enter and connect with the man’s subconscious, he could get some answers. He didn’t like the idea of attempting that without at least one member of the team present to monitor what would happen, but because this wasn’t an option, Ares decided to proceed anyway.

      Here goes nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Ronan stepped onto the bridge of the Olympian destroyer Aegis, or more accurately, what was left of it.

      The damage to the bridge was extensive. Parts of the ceiling had collapsed inside the large command room, and considering the state of the room, it was pure luck that the life support was still working.

      Through the partially blocked viewport, Ronan could see the battle raging outside. While he didn’t know what had changed since Chris had asked him to locate and help Athena, a major change had tipped the balance of power in favor of the Alliance.

      Ronan gestured toward the two officers he had taken with him on his away team.

      “Try to locate any survivors, but Athena is the priority. We’ll try to save others if we can, but we may have to wait until the battle is over.”

      “Understood,” said one of his officers.

      “Aye, Captain,” added the other.

      “Athena?” shouted Ronan. “If you can hear us, please let us know where you are.”

      No one answered. If she was still alive, as Chris believed her to be, she probably was unconscious.

      Ronan had a hard time making his way to the center of the room, where he presumed the captain’s chair would be located unless the Olympians’ bridges weren’t similar to Droxian ships. It was, after all, the first time he stepped foot onto one of these mythical ships.

      Until the Fury War, there had been so few sightings of presumed Olympian ships, that for most people, their existence had reversed back into myth and legends. It was only when they made contact with Chase and revealed themselves that they resumed roaming the stars freely, like they had thousands of years ago.

      That had cost their people nearly everything: their world, most of their population, and Zeus himself had ultimately been killed by Fury Supreme Commander Arakan. Ronan, like all Droxians, could empathize with the fate of the Olympians, since Arakan, whether or not a puppet for the Spectres back then, had also been responsible for the near destruction of his home world and the extermination of millions of Droxian lives.

      Ronan found a terminal that while still damaged had a mostly working holo-screen, albeit flickering wildly. There was an Earth Alliance icon inside the Olympian HUI (Holographic User Interface), and Ronan touched it. A login screen displayed, and Ronan entered his credentials.

      “I—Iden—Identity Cooooon—firmed,” said a very laggy and stuttering computer voice.

      “Show Athena’s location.”

      The 3D holo-map was so blurry and flickering that it took Ronan a little bit of time to pinpoint the position of the dot on the map. According to the sensors, she wasn’t on the bridge but the nearby captain’s ready room.

      After climbing multiple obstacles, Ronan walked toward the door and stopped abruptly when he realized that the door didn’t open automatically, preventing him from smashing into it.

      “Computer, emergency override of the captain’s ready room.”

      “You—y—you—are—are—no—not—aut—horized,” stuttered the computer voice, which kept modulating at different frequencies and pitch.

      “It’s a medical emergency, override now.”

      “N—ne—negative.”

      Ronan brought his own portable holo-screen online and opened a link to the Hope.

      “I need to speak to Kvasir, it’s urgent.”

      The Asgardian appeared on his hovering holo-screen but Kvasir wasn’t looking directly at the holo-cam.

      “I don’t exactly have time to take any calls right now,” said Kvasir. “But what can I do for you, Captain…”

      “Isch’ys,” said Ronan.

      That seemed to get the Asgardian’s attention.

      “That name’s familiar. Are you by any chance Ryonna’s son?”

      “I am indeed, and I need your help. Chris asked me to rescue Athena, but I can’t get past the security locks on her ready room, and the computer is pretty useless at the moment.”

      “I see. Did you happen to bring a universal subspace transmitter with you?”

      “Yes as it’s standard procedure.”

      “Very well, place it near the door controls and transmit its subspace frequency to me, please.”

      Ronan placed the small round transmitter as instructed and scanned its quantum code, which contained the serial number, subspace frequency, and a flurry of other data. Ronan embedded them into the holo-transmission.

      “Thank you, Ronan. It will just be a minute.”

      “What’s going on outside? Something seems to have changed.”

      “Thanks to Chris and an invention I devised, we’ve managed to make our shields much more resilient to the Spectres weaponry, and that, indeed, has given us an edge.”

      “I see.”

      Until now, Ronan hadn’t noticed the young man in a chair behind Kvasir. He looked in a tremendous amount of pain and distress. Ronan zoomed his feed and saw it was Chris.

      “What the hell are you doing to him?” exclaimed Ronan. “He looks like he’s being tortured.”

      “I suppose on some level that’s exactly what’s happening, but don’t worry, Chris has volunteered for this, he knows what’s expected of him.”

      “I sure hope for your sake he doesn’t get hurt, I don’t think his father would forgive you if he did.”

      “And while I have similar concerns, if we all died today, I don’t think that would be received any better, not to mention with pretty much ninety-five percent of our destroyers present in this assault, if we lose today’s fight, we may very well lose the war altogether. Hang on, I’m just about done, the door should open right…about…”

      The doors of Athena’s ready room split open slightly but jammed.

      “Now.”

      “They’ve jammed.”

      “There’s not much I can do about that from here, it’s probably debris preventing the mechanism from working, you’ll have to force your way in.”

      “Stay on the line.”

      “I thought I had conveyed how busy I am at the moment, perhaps you can call me back if the need arises?”

      “You stay on the line!” insisted Ronan.

      “You’re definitely your mother’s son. Very well.”

      Ronan called the two officers for more muscle, but the door wouldn’t budge.

      “Kvasir, can you use the transmitter to check if the Aegis’s transporters are still operational?”

      “Hang on…”

      There was a short pause.

      “I suppose calling them operational is a bit of a stretch, but a short transport should be achievable.”

      Ronan looked inside the room between the small opening of the doors and evaluated the distance as best he could.

      “Can you beam me thirteen feet to the right and nine feet forward from my current position?”

      “I can, but if you rematerialize in the middle of a bulkhead, don’t come complaining to me.”

      “Understood. Do you mind if I ask you something, though?”

      “Not at all, what?”

      “Are you always this charming? Or is this a special occasion?”

      “Sorry, I guess the amount of focus required not to fry Chris’s brain makes me a little cranky.”

      Fry his brain? I really don’t like the sound of that, and I think neither will Chase.

      “Do your best. I’ll probably also need you to beam us out from the ship.”

      “The Aegis’s transporter doesn’t have that kind of power at the moment. I’m afraid you’ll have to find another way out of there. At best, I can transport you and perhaps another person out of the room and back to the bridge.”

      “Understood, ready for transport.”

      Ronan’s body was engulfed in golden light streaks, and he rematerialized on the other side of the doors. That’s when he saw her, or more precisely, her arm dangling under debris from the collapsed ceiling. Blood dripped from her hand into a sizeable pool on the floor.

      Ronan proceeded to climb over the obstacles between him and her desk and looked through the debris to see if Athena had been crushed or impaled by the wreckage. He took her pulse on her dangling arm and was relieved to find a pulse, however faint.

      “Athena, can you hear me?”

      But she was probably unconscious.

      Ronan scanned the buried desk with his holo-device and couldn’t see any debris going through her body, but that didn’t mean she was safe to transport. If his reading of her life signs was any indication, he couldn’t afford to wait. If they didn’t get her into a regen tank within minutes, she would die.

      “I’ve located her, she’s in really bad shape. Can you get a lock on her and beam her back to where I was on the bridge?”

      “I can’t seem to get a lock, do you have the ability to make physical contact with her?”

      “Yes, her arm is within reach.”

      “Then grab it, and I’ll beam the two of you back.”

      Ronan grabbed Athena’s hand, it was colder than he expected. “Ready.”

      When Ronan rematerialized on the bridge, Athena lay on the floor and was losing a lot of blood.

      “Quick!” he shouted at his officers. “Help me get her back to the Phoenix.”
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      Chase unleashed a flurry of fireballs at Ashra’Lur, who in turn didn’t even move to dodge or deflect the attacks. Instead, the fireballs froze in place an inch away from impacting with her skin.

      Her eyes glowed red, and the attack returned toward Chase, albeit at faster velocities. At least two-dozen fireballs hit his body and sent him crashing to the floor.

      His entire body ached, and his head throbbed so much he had a hard time keeping his eyes open.

      Son of a bitch! How the hell did she do that?

      Chase struggled to get back up, but before he could, he felt a large amount of telekinetic energy lift his entire body, his feet dangling a few inches from the floor. He tried to break the telekinetic hold, but he was too weak to break free.

      “I’m afraid that even on your best day, and with the help of all your friends, you would have struggled to defeat me. However, in your current state, and with the influx of power I’ve just assimilated, you don’t stand a chance in hell to even scratch me.”

      Even if she was telling the truth, Chase couldn’t accept defeat. How could he? With Argos still unconscious, if he didn’t dig deep and find the strength to defeat her, both he and his brother’s life would be forfeited.

      Worse still, if Ashra’Lur acquired their souls, she’d truly become unstoppable. There was no way Chris or Menelas, heck even an entire army of warriors, could stop someone that had as much power as she would yield if she succeeded in adding their souls to the equation.

      That’s when it became clear to Chase what he had to do. Even if he didn’t survive the day, he couldn’t let Ashra’Lur steal their souls. Argos had mentioned earlier that if they breached the ship’s armor while in hyperspace, they might all die from the resulting explosion. But, first, Chase needed to break free of her telekinetic hold.

      “Very well, if you’re going to rip my soul from me, can you at least grant me the dignity of letting me stand on my feet when that happens.”

      Ashra’Lur cocked her head to the side while considering his request.

      “I suppose there’s no harm in that. After all, you helped me kill that fool Asrak. I suppose I owe you that much. It’s not like you are in any position to do any damage, anyway. I do, however, suggest that you pray to whichever deity you believe in, as I’m sure you’ve realized by now, you’re taking your last breath as a flesh and blood Fury.”

      Trust me, I’m all too aware of that but what you don’t realize just yet is that we both have that in common.

      Chase concentrated as much energy as he could in the fingers of his right hand, but to make sure it didn’t show, he kept the energy focused just under his skin. He would only get one shot at this, and he couldn’t afford to waste the last and only chance he had to take her out, even if that meant they would all perish in the process.

      I don’t think you can hear me, brother. I’m sorry…I don’t see any other way out of this. Chris, Sarah, and Kharon, from the bottom of my heart I love you all. It’s up to you now, Chris, to save your mother and sister.

      Chase felt his body being lowered to the ground while he focused most of whatever energy he could muster into his right hand. The moment she released her telekinetic grasp, Chase was ready to commit suicide as long as he took her out with him.

      His feet touched the ground, and he felt the hold on his body subside.

      Chase had one last thought toward his best friend before the end.

      Goodbye, Daniel. Thank you for your friendship as well as being like a brother to me.
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      Ares stepped into the pod and forced himself inside the cryo-frozen elderly man. To say the sensation was strange was an understatement. He had taken over dead bodies as well as unconscious beings before, but this felt significantly different.

      It probably had to do with the fact that the temperature in the pod was about as near to absolute zero as possible. If that was the case, the chances he could establish a contact with his host were astronomically low. However, since they had come all this way, the very least Ares could do was give it a try.

      After a few moments, Ares felt a presence, but it seemed so far away.

      “Is there anyone here?” he asked.

      There was no answer.

      “Hello? I mean you no harm. I need to ask you some questions.”

      Again, no answer, at least no verbal one, but there was faint feedback, which told him that he was being heard. Whether he’d get an answer in the forms of words remained to be seen.

      Ares wondered if this man’s subconscious couldn’t form full sentences, especially at these low temperatures. It gave him an idea.

      “If you can, try simple answers,” said Ares. “Yes or no. Do you think you can manage that?”

      There was a long pause during which Ares sensed some feedback again.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I guess I should only ask yes or no questions, then. Are you an Atlantian?”

      “Yes.”

      That was the first good news of the day.

      “Can I release you from this pod?”

      “No.”

      Ares was compelled to ask why not, but he knew that wouldn’t work. Instead, he tried guessing as to the reasons why.

      “Are you at risk of dying if I do so?”

      “Yes.”

      Alright, at least he was getting somewhere.

      “We’re looking for technology to help us fight a terrible threat. They’re called the Spectres, have you heard of them?”

      The feedback Ares received before the verbal response was greater than anything he had sensed from the Atlantian before.

      “Yes.”

      That one surprised Ares. He didn’t expect the Atlantians to be aware of the Spectres.

      “Has your kind in the past ever fought the Spectres?”

      “No.”

      Maybe they knew of them without having had any contact.

      “The Spectres are in our dimension as we speak.”

      This time, Ares didn’t need words from the man to feel the negative feedback his last words had provoked in the Atlantian.

      “Are you aware of the danger they pose to life in this dimension?”

      “Yes, yes, yes!”

      That was more than Ares expected, and, in turn, it also confirmed the Olympian’s suspicion that his earlier mention of the Spectres had generated a fearful reaction.

      “Very well. Would you and your kind be open to helping us defeat them?”

      There was a pause. “Yes.”

      “We believe we’ve found critical intel on how to do that, but, unfortunately, we are unable to crack the encryption around the data. Because we’ve had trouble of our own when using sentient artificial intelligence, we were hoping to find a powerful processing unit, or, failing that, a safer AI technology that your kind may have developed for us to access that intel. We’re aware of your advancements in AI since we’ve used soul ships in defeating the Furies. Do you possess such technology here?”

      “No.”

      Well, there’s that.

      “Do you know of the existence or potential location of technology that could help us achieve what we need?”

      “M…m…”

      “Maybe?”

      “Yes.”

      “Could the healing powers of a Fury heal what’s ailing you?”

      “No.”

      “If we lowered the temperature in this pod, just slightly, do you think we could have a more direct line of communication?”

      “No.”

      The question was worth a try.

      Still, Ares wondered why that was.

      “We’re also looking for pentalium, do you know what this element is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Until now, it’s only been native as far as we know to Asgard.”

      “No.”

      What did the man mean by that? It wasn’t even a question.

      “Are you telling me you know where to find pentalium?”

      “Yes.”

      “In the unknown regions?”

      There was no answer. Then Ares realized that what he called the unknown regions wouldn’t make any sense to the man.

      “Let me rephrase my question. Is there any pentalium to be found within the portal network?”

      “Yes.”

      Another piece of good news. It was now time to see if he could help his teammates.

      “My team has been hit by the holographic defense system in this base. Do you know if they’ll recover?”

      “Yes.”

      Ares wanted to ask how long, but he knew better by now.

      “Will they recover within…an hour?”

      “No.”

      “A day?”

      “Yes.”

      Ares was glad to hear that.

      “Will they have permanent damage from their comas?”

      “No.”

      “Is there pentalium in this facility?”

      “No.”

      “On this planet?”

      “No.”

      “Are there more Atlantian survivors that you know of?”

      “M…m…”

      “Maybe?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know where they could be? On which worlds?”

      “No.”

      Ares sensed troubling emotions under the surface, an aching feeling to fear.

      “You seem agitated, is something wrong?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does it concern your health?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you…I’m sorry to ask the next question so bluntly, but are you dying, perhaps soon?”

      There was great sadness in his one word. “Yes.”

      “Is there anything that can be done to prevent it?”

      “No.”

      The entire base trembled.

      “Is this another security system?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did my presence trigger it?”

      “Yes.”

      The trembling increased, and the walls around the pod cracked.

      “I’m really sorry about that. Do I have enough time to ask a few more questions?”

      “No.”

      That was probably Ares’s cue to get the hell out of here and make sure he could teleport the rest of the team away.

      “I have to ask anyway. Now that the Spectres are in our dimension, do you think we can defeat them?”

      “No.”

      The next set of tremors was so strong that part of the room’s ceiling collapsed. Ares was running out of time.

      “Have the Atlantians created weapons that match the Spectres’ technology?”

      “Yes…Go!”

      Ares was shocked that the man had found the strength to add another word, and he could sense that the man truly believed there was no more time.

      “I’m truly sorry if I precipitated your demise.”

      “Go…now!”

      Ares shot out of the Atlantian a split second before the ceiling collapsed on top of the pod and smashed it in the process.

      I’m sorry.

      The lights in the room flickered madly before turning off completely. Ares teleported back to where his team was moments before the ceiling over their head cracked and collapsed. He retook his energy form, made contact, and teleported them out of the facility.
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      The shadow standing in front of him morphed and turned into black smoke mere seconds before the comet flew through it, dissipating the smoke all around. The moment it did, the tremors stopped.

      The comet stopped inches away from Chris and was now a sphere of bright light shining in front of him. The energy morphed into a humanoid shape and from it emerged an adolescent girl with a long braid of red and black hair.

      “Chris,” she said.

      “Who? Who are you? How do you know my name?”

      “I’m Kharon—your sister.”

      Chris couldn’t believe his eyes or his ears.

      “Kh—Karon? How can it be? This must be a dream.”

      “I suppose from your perspective that’s how it would feel.”

      “You’re too young inside my mother’s womb to be talking to me right now. Not to mention my mind is being ground to a pulp, which makes your presence here even less plausible.”

      “And yet I’m here. Does it matter why we can talk?”

      “I suppose not if it is real. I’m afraid I’m having hallucinations.”

      “I don’t think you are, I think you’re accessing powers that you have forgotten you possess.”

      Could it be? Could Chris, in this tormented state, be able to access the powers of foresight he once possessed? Ever since he was born, he didn’t feel like they were a part of him anymore.

      “For the sake of argument, can you prove you’re you?”

      She smiled. “That’s an interesting question. I met with our father not long ago.”

      Chris had to admit only she would know that, but maybe all of this was his mind creating random imagery based on his own knowledge, showing him what he wanted to see.

      “I can see you have doubts,” she continued. “That’s okay. I’m glad I got the chance to see you, even if we never meet in the future.”

      “Why would we not meet?”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be born. In fact, I don’t think I want to.”

      “What? Why would you even say that!? Chase and I will save our mother, and in doing so, we will save you as well!”

      Tears filled her beautiful eyes and ran down her innocent cheeks.

      “If only that could be true.”

      The planet started shaking again. Lava exploded and shot to the sky all around them.

      “Believe it, Kharon! We’ll save you both.”

      “I wish I could stay here, with you, and talk some more. But our connection is about to be broken. You have no idea what it means to me to have had the chance to see you.”

      “Wait, don’t go!”

      “Goodbye, Chris. I’m really sorry for your loss,” said Kharon.

      The planet on which Chris and his sister stood exploded and sent Chris hurtling through space at such speeds that everything in his mind turned to darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Target the last two enemy ships,” ordered Thor. “Let’s finish this up. ETA on the super gate’s activation?”

      “Power readings are off the scale, my king. I fear it’s about to reopen any second now.”

      That was not what Thor had hoped to hear. They finally had the advantage in the fight, and while over sixty percent of the ships in the fleet had either been destroyed or disabled, they were inches away from victory.

      But if that gate opened and larger ships were allowed to emerge, all their efforts, the thousands of people who had sacrificed their lives today, would all have been for nothing.

      “Instruct the entire fleet to divert all power to their weapons and have these last two destroyers obliterated, now!”

      “Orders relayed.”

      The first ship, which already had fluctuating shields, fell prey to the massive amount of firepower directed at it and exploded in a bright flash of light.

      “Let’s finish this.”

      With every single ship in the Alliance now pounding on their shields, the shields of the last destroyer were about to fail. Before that could happen, the ship blinked out of existence.

      “Enemy ship has jumped away!”

      Thor swore.

      “We’ll hunt them down later, for now, we have a gate to destroy.”

      “It and the others,” commented his tactical officer.

      “What do you mean the others?”

      “I’ve reviewed the sensor logs against the hyperspace jump signature of that departing ship, thinking I should save it so we can analyze it later. The computer automatically found three more matches for that event in the last thirty minutes.”

      “What are you telling me?”

      Thor’s question was mostly rhetorical.

      “That it’s possible three other destroyers decided to flee during the battle.”

      If that were true, it meant there would be four Spectre destroyers on the loose, which would no doubt wreck havoc in the near future. Right now, however, the Alliance had bigger problems.

      “Massive power spike detected in the center of the super gate!” exclaimed the tactical officer.

      “Get Kvasir on the line.”

      Kvasir’s face filled the holo-screen. He looked worried.

      “How much time do we have?”

      “I’m afraid,” said Kvasir, “that our time is up. The gate will establish a connection any second now.”

      “Can it be stopped?”

      “I don’t know, perhaps if we focused what’s left of the fleet on destroying one of these monoliths, we could collapse the gate. What worries me is that we may have missed our window of opportunity. If it connects before then, I don’t think destroying even one monolith will take the entire structure down nor would it be enough to terminate the interdimensional portal.”

      “We can’t let that happen.”

      “I’m not sure it’s within our power anymore. I’ve run every calculation I could think of, and I don’t see how we can destroy the monoliths with what’s left of the fleet, especially with all that power being generated around them. It’s basically creating an energy shield.”

      “What if we killed every other system on every ship? What if we pushed all we had to our weapons?”

      “At this point, it’s worth a try.”

      Thor swiftly turned to his officer. “Relay these priority orders to the fleet, now!”
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        * * *

      

      Chase increased his focus to the maximum, and time seemed to slow to a crawl, which allowed him to expand his mind outside the ship, confirming they were still in hyperspace. It also allowed him to determine the best possible spot in the cargo bay’s door to make sure the decompression of the ship was optimal. He detected a small fissure in the door’s alloy on a molecular level.

      Normally, such weakness wouldn’t be a problem, but if he hit that exact point with his attack, it would shatter faster, hopefully taking down the ship in the process.

      While Furies, and he had no doubt Spectres as well, could survive in the void of space, in theory, no living being could survive being exposed to a hyperspace tunnel.

      He would find out soon enough.

      Chase managed to finalize the powerful, hull-piercing attack in a split second, and before Ashra’Lur noticed his deception, he fired it toward the cargo bay’s door.

      “Die, bitch!” exclaimed Chase as the fireball screamed past her.

      He could see from the surprise in her eyes that she had first thought he was attacking her, and she never even considered that he was willing to kill everyone in order to make sure she didn’t assimilate their souls.

      But Chase’s satisfaction was short-lived when the attack slowed down considerably, arched back, and returned toward him.

      Chase decided to dodge the attack instead of trying to block it. Perhaps it had enough energy to burst through the other side of the ship and still achieve the same result. That was his only chance.

      Ashra’Lur pressed a control on her upper armor, and Chase felt the ship slow down and exit hyperspace, a mere millisecond before his attack burst through the ship’s hull.

      The ship rocked and lights all around them flashed red. A message could be heard over the blaring sound of an alarm but in a tongue that Chase didn’t understand and his universal translator implant wasn’t able to interpret in real time.

      Damn it! It’s all over.

      Ashra’Lur clapped. “I must admit I didn’t see that one coming. I didn’t think you had it in you to try to find a way to take me out, even if that meant you wouldn’t survive, especially that you would be willing to sacrifice your brother in doing so. Though, I suppose that was a mistake on my part. I should have known you were capable of something like this.”

      Chase could feel rage boil inside him, and even though he knew it was utterly pointless, if he was going to die, he wouldn’t go down without a fight. Chase pushed his Ultra Fury aura as far as he could and darted forward.

      Ashra’Lur smiled and snapped her fingers, which paralyzed Chase in midair, unable to advance any further. The amount of telekinetic energy now holding him was at least ten times stronger than it had been before.

      “That’s enough!” she screamed. “This fight no longer amuses me, and all I care about is your soul. Then I’ll grab your brother’s, too. Let’s finish this once and for all.”

      Ashra’Lur opened her hand and the dreaded soul-sucking mini black hole appeared in its center. She was grinning from ear to ear.

      “If it’s any consolation,” she added, “you never stood a chance in surviving this day. In fact, ever since I was reborn as Ashra’Lur, your days were always numbered.”

      Reborn? wondered Chase. What the hell does she mean by that?
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        * * *

      

      Menelas was the first to regain consciousness, and he quickly held his head in his hands.

      “Oww…what the hell happened?” he asked.

      “As far as I can tell, the holograms went through all of you,” answered Ares, “and rendered you unconscious. I was starting to worry you’d never come out of your comas.”

      Menelas had such a splitting headache that it forced him to squint his eyes. “Comas? How long ago was that?”

      “Several hours, I haven’t been counting.”

      “I take it you weren’t affected?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Anything interesting happen while we were out?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. I—I made limited contact with an Atlantian.”

      That seemed to snap Menelas out of his dizzied state. “What? So they are still around?”

      “I believe so, though that one was pretty much dying already.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That’s a long story, for the time being, do you think you can use your healing abilities to wake the rest of the team?”

      “I could try.”

      Soon enough, they were all back on their feet, and Ares told them what he’d found out.

      “And the facility is gone?” asked Ryonna.

      “I’m afraid so, but you’re welcome to double-check it.”

      Ryonna’s head gestured toward Yanis.

      “On it,” he said as he ran scans from his wrist device. “There’s nothing left, looks like the entire facility has collapsed under so much rubble, we’ll never get anything useful from this place.”

      “At least we know there might be Atlantians out there as well as pentalium.”

      “What do we do next?” asked Menelas.

      Ryonna dusted herself off before answering. “Let’s go back to base, get something to eat, and get a good night’s sleep. Then we choose another destination and keep at it until we find something of use.”
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      The entire fleet had concentrated all their fire toward a single monolith when a blinding flash of blue light lit up the void of space.

      “Report!” shouted Thor.

      “The super gate…” said his tactical officer, “is online.”

      But now that the blinding light had receded, Thor, as well as anyone else, could see that with his own eyes.

      “Instruct the fleet to keep firing for as long as it takes to destroy one of these monoliths, and get me Kvasir again.”

      The Asgardian engineer’s face appeared on the holo-screen, his facial tattoos were flashing madly.

      “It’s too late,” said Kvasir.

      “We have to shut it down before ships emerge again.”

      “You don’t understand, Thor. The readings I’m getting are worse than any of my most pessimistic projections. At this point, we lack the firepower to make a dent in it, and the gate will shut down when they decide to shut it down, and not a second before.”

      “That’s unacceptable, there has to be a way.”

      “If there is, I’m sorry to have to tell you that I don’t see it. I’m detecting large displacements of mass fluctuations. In other words, a large ship, larger than anything we’ve ever seen, is about to emerge from the gate.”

      “What do you suggest we do about it?”

      “My theory is that ships can’t pass through the gate with their shields up. So there’s a slight chance, if we concentrate all our fire on the emerging ships, that we could destroy them or at least cripple them as they exit the gate, one by one.”

      “My king,” said one of Thor’s officers.

      Thor looked through the viewport at where his officer was pointing. Terror filled the eyes of the Asgardian King.

      A large object, which looked like the nose of a massive starship, was emerging from the oscillating blue energy of the event horizon of the super gate.

      “Tell the fleet to target the ship with everything they’ve got,” Thor said absently, unable to break eye contact with the massive ship slowly advancing out of the gate.

      Eventually, Thor returned his gaze toward the holo-screen.

      “Why is it traveling so slowly?”

      “Math. I think the gate’s design prevents that much mass from going through one dimension to the other any faster. Which could be our only saving grace if my theory is correct, that is.”

      The first plasma bolts, beams, and torpedoes all impacted with the growing nose of the ship as it emerged, and no shield impacts were detected, and instead, every battery, canon or, torpedo impact resulted in an explosion on its surface.

      Because the size of the ship was so massive, however, the explosions appeared small and localized only on the surface.

      “We need to figure out a way to hit a part of the ship that allows them to be destroyed before they emerge fully.”

      “I know, but I will only get such sensor data once most, if not the entire ship, has emerged. There’s a chance I can identify a location that would generate enough secondary explosions, which could provoke a chain reaction inside the mother ship resulting in its destruction. But truth be told, we’ll be lucky if we disable them, I can’t see our current fleet yielding enough firepower to destroy everything that goes through.”

      “And yet,” growled Thor, “it seems we have no other choice.”

      “I know this will feel very counterproductive to common sense, but for this first ship, I think it would be beneficial if the fleet spread their fire equally over the entirety of its hull surface, allowing me to gather data faster.”

      “Won’t we run the risk of having that first ship survive the journey to our dimension?”

      “I’m afraid, at this point in time, I think we have to take that risk, or we, in turn, risk lacking vital sensor data to destroy the next ones.”

      “What about Chris? Can you reprogram your device to do to our weapons what you did to our shields?”

      “I don’t think so, but I’ll try to work on that angle. Also, as long as the enemy ship isn’t returning fire, we probably should divert most of our shields power to our weapons. I have to unhook Chris from the machine anyway, or he could die.”

      “Are you seriously gonna take away the only advantage we’ve had all day?”

      “At the very least, he needs a few minutes break while we gather the right data from that first attack, and after that, it should be his choice if he wants to plug himself back into the machine. My machine-learning model, however, has already benefited greatly from Chris’s experience while being linked to it, so while we’ll lose some of its efficiency, I believe our respective shields will still be stronger than they were pre-battle. That is if this new enemy ship fire has anything to do with the previous firepower of the destroyers that preceded them.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “I’d rather not speculate. For now, you should redeploy the fleet and tell them to spread their fire widely to try to hit every single inch of that ship. The more data I get, the better our chances of finding weak spots.”

      “Understood,” said Thor through gritted teeth and intense frustration.
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        * * *

      

      When Kvasir turned the chair offline, Chris plunged forward and puked all over the floor for what felt like an eternity.

      “I vaguely remember something about the need to kick your ass,” said Chris, panting heavily. “That experience was properly horrible.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what? Confusing the word discomfort with torture? I would be too if I were you.”

      “I had no way of knowing exactly how you would feel, though I suppose I may have underestimated or even downplayed the effects my technology would have on your biology.”

      “Your apologies suck as much as your bedside manner. They are both in need of major practice. But never mind that, did it at least help?”

      “Oh, yes, tremendously. We’ve defeated the fleet.”

      Chris wiped the rest of the vomit from the side of his mouth. “Finally, some good news.”

      “I’m afraid you may want to look at this first before jumping to that premature conclusion.”

      Chris rose to his feet before looking at the holo-screen. His expression turned from exhaustion to shock in a heartbeat.

      “Is…that an enemy ship emerging from the super gate? This thing is beyond massive.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid we’re not, as humans say, out of the woods just yet.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year, Kvasir, please tell me you realize that?”

      “Yes, I believe you are correct.”

      “What are we going to do now?”

      “We’re trying to find weak spots on the surface of the emerging mother ships. This is the first one trying to make it through.”

      “It sure seems like it can take a massive amount of damage and keep smiling. Why hasn’t it fired at our forces yet?”

      “I’m not sure. In fact, I was wondering about that myself. Either it can and has elected not to, or its main weapons are situated toward the back of the ship. I’m aware that seems illogical or unlikely.”

      “I concur, I think it’s more likely they’re sending this one to see what’s waiting on the other side and if it can emerge in one piece, even without shields or firing a single shot.”

      “What good would that achieve to hold off on firing back?”

      “Well, if I were them, and I didn’t know what was awaiting me, I’d send a ship, perhaps even one I was willing to sacrifice, and while it was going through the gate, I’d have a skeleton crew report on the rest of the fleet. I wouldn’t be surprised if the next vessels that are sent are again destroyers to even things out.”

      “That would be catastrophic.”

      “Even if we catch a break and it’s another mother ship, this one will know where our ships are, which are the main threat, and where to concentrate their fire.”

      “All good points. We also don’t know if my algorithm learned enough from you yet. Because the new ships coming are a completely original class and design, the upgrade to the shields’ efficiency might only be minimal against this new foe.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? And are you freaking kidding me?”

      “That depends, what do you think I’m saying?”

      “That it would be best to plug me back into this infernal machine of yours, just in case.”

      “Please understand something, Chris, I don’t want to. While you seem to have emerged from it without any apparent brain damage, sending you back so soon could…”

      “Spit it out.”

      “Well, quite frankly, this time it could kill you.”

      Chris used his energy to heal himself, and in doing so, he found he could think clearer almost instantly.

      “Whatever damage was done to my brain, I just healed it. And, yes, I can say with a fair bit of confidence that my brain was damaged, I can’t tell you where and by how much, but I feel much better now that I healed myself.”

      “That could be the key to sending you back, your healing ability.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re welcome.”

      “Do you think you’re up to going back for a second time?”

      “Yes, unless I messed up my healing, I feel as healthy as I was before you hooked that thing to my brain an hour ago. But let me tell you something, it felt a hell of a lot longer on the inside. I guess that’s one more side effect. Before you hook me up again, however, do we have any news from my father or Argos?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “What about Athena?”

      “Ronan has successfully transferred her back to his ship. She was in bad shape, but she’s healing inside a regen tank.”

      “Tell me the Phoenix is one of the ships that benefits from the shields upgrade.”

      “Most Droxian ships weren’t designed to take advantage of this upgrade, but the Phoenix is one of these newer retrofits, so, yes, it now has stronger shields.”

      “Shields won’t help us destroy these ships any faster, though. At best, it may only delay the onslaught.”

      “I’ve thought about that as well. Unless we had a second you, I don’t think there’s much we can do about it.”

      “I don’t understand? What would that change?”

      “Well, after talking with Thor, I’m working on a similar algorithm to improve fire rate, frequency, and the shield penetration ratio, but it would require another mind such as yours to get good and as swift results as we have gotten on the shield front.”

      “Unless…”

      “Unless what? What are you thinking about?”

      “Well, I’m no scientist, but because I speak to machines so much, I kind of know how they work intrinsically if that makes any sense.”

      “It does. I’ve observed that ability in your father as well.”

      “Is it safe to assume that you ran a lot of scans of my brain the entire time I was plugged in?”

      “Correct, but machine learning is a very lengthy process, the machine has only enough data to guess patterns at this point as opposed to when you were plugged in, your brain was able to make split-second changes on-the-fly, constantly adjusting and improving the results the longer you were in.”

      “Hang on one second,” said Chris as he connected his mind to the chair to check the logs. “Yes, as I suspected.”

      “What did you just do?”

      “I checked the logs and ran a simulation. I believe you can use your algorithm at five percent power by feeding only partial data to the algorithm from now on. The machine would only need my brain to decide what to do when it has less than sixty percent probability of making the right decision based on its current model.

      “That means it would allow me to retain the rest of my brain for another activity. In the simulation I ran, we’d lose about ten to fifteen percent accuracy, but I think it’s a worthy tradeoff if it frees up ninety-five percent of my brain power, wouldn’t you think so?”

      “I’m not sure how to program these modifications without analyzing the logs and writing new code, two tasks which I’m afraid we don’t have time for, the first mother ship is almost completely out of the gate.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve already made the modifications to the machine. You only need to plug in that new algorithm of yours and instruct the machine to use it to get the data it needs to improve our weapon’s accuracy, power, and targeting.”

      “If it was dangerous running one task on your brain, I have to object about asking you to run two of them at once. Even more so now that you’ve admitted you detected brain damage after using it the first time. If we push you too far—”

      “Your objections have been duly noted, Kvasir, but I’ll be fine, and we don’t really have a choice.”

      “What if you injure the part of your brain that allows you to heal yourself?”

      “Then either a member of my family returns and heals me, or we’ll meet again to drink ale in Valhalla, either way, we’ve discussed the issue long enough.”

      “I don’t know. Your father wouldn’t approve.”

      “My father isn’t here, unfortunately, and so in his absence, I’m still in command of the Hope, so let me make it really simple for you Kvasir, this is a direct order.”

      A minute later, Chris was back in the machine, and just like before, the activation of the chair felt like a one-way express trip to hell.
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      Chase felt his soul being dragged out of him, and no matter how much he struggled, he couldn’t prevent it from emerging outside his body, inch by inch.

      “You’ve gotten better at delaying the inevitable, I’ll give you that much,” taunted Ashra’Lur.

      Chase wanted to tell the Spectre to go insert something where the sun didn’t shine, but his soul had already been ripped far enough outside of his body for him to lose the ability to speak.

      He fought with every ounce of will and hope still left in him, but the pull was too strong, and while he was managing to delay the process, once he had given her an inch, he was never able to recover it back.

      It was only a matter of time before she snapped his soul and killed him.

      There has to be a way out of this! If she gets my soul, it’s all over, and nobody will be able to stop her.

      When Chase tried to force his way back, and managed to stop the advance of his soul forward, Ashra’Lur simply increased the intensity of the miniature black hole in her palm.

      “I can do this all day, Fury. It doesn’t matter if it takes me a minute or ten, in the end, your soul will be mine!”

      Chase fought with everything he had, and by sheer force of his will, he managed to stop the advance of his soul once more. For the first time ever, he even managed to bring it back a couple of inches inside his body.

      “Impressive,” said Ashra’Lur, “but ultimately futile.”

      The ship rocked heavily, and Chase felt his soul snap back into his body all at once with so much force that the momentum carried him away and sent him crashing onto his back.

      Ashra’Lur growled as she checked her portable holo-screen.

      “One of your friends has found us!”

      Chase wondered who it could be and sent a telepathic message around the ship.

      Who’s there? We need help!

      Hang on, answered Nyx. I’m coming as soon as we manage to get these damn shields down.

      Multiple impacts that felt like quantum torpedoes rocked the ship so hard that Ashra’Lur stumbled and fell to the floor. She was back to her feet almost instantly.

      “Get us out of here, now!” she screamed into her wrist.

      “Hyperspace engines are damaged, shields are failing. We’re not going anywhere,” said a voice on the other side of the communication.

      Ashra’Lur growled and screeched like a rabid animal.

      Thank you, Nyx, you have no idea how good your timing is. But please hurry.

      We’re almost done bringing the shields down. Hang on just a little longer.

      “Looks like I’m running out of time,” said Ashra’Lur.

      She extended both her hands with black holes at their center and opened her mouth wide where a third and even bigger siphoning black hole formed quickly. Chase heard her scream, sounding properly demonic, resonating deep in his mind.

      GIVE ME YOUR SOUL…NOOOOW!
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        * * *

      

      Once Chris adjusted to a whole new level of pain and torture, he was back in the part of his mind that transported him toward the light paths across the cosmos. The blue-purple planet was no longer there, but the yellow-orange one that looked somewhat similar to Erevos, was still in sight. Before he knew it, he was siphoned toward it.

      Just as it had happened before, he missed splashing against the surface of this desert-like planet and instead slowed down. His feet touched down on the surface like a feather delicately falling to the ground.

      The planet’s surface conditions where less than ideal, and Chris couldn’t imagine any living thing being able to survive on the surface of this world. Chain-lightning strikes hit the ground around him, making the whole planet tremble every other second, accompanied by multiple supervolcanoes erupting all around.

      There was an entire network of lava riverbeds flowing all around him.

      In the distance, Chris could hear massive impacts and shockwaves, each sending a razor-sharp sandstorm his way. He was too far to distinguish any details, but he sensed a fight of titanic proportions was unfolding not too far from where he stood.

      The moment he decided to investigate, he was teleported inside the eye of a superstorm. All around him, massive winds and moving walls of sand provided for the most dramatic battle arena he had ever witnessed.

      Multiple men and women were fighting, and just as before, he couldn’t see anyone’s face, they were mere shadows with powers that Chris had trouble even understanding. Every time a punch was thrown, lightning, rocks, and even chunks of the planet detached from below and were swallowed up by the storm.

      The superstorm was destroying the planet with every passing minute, but the men and women fighting didn’t seem to care. Focusing more on the shadows fighting than the dramatic battlefield, Chris noticed that multiple warriors were all ganging up on one single target, a female.

      Chris wondered if that was the female Spectre his father had told him about, and if that was the case, did that mean he was looking at a possible future of him and his family fighting her at some end-of-days battle worthy of biblical tales?

      Suddenly, Chris felt more pain and agony than he thought possible, and he fell on his knees, holding his head. He screamed out loud. In the distance, he thought he heard Kvasir’s voice resonating as if it was spoken from within the atmosphere of the planet itself.
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        * * *

      

      The first mother ship was through the event horizon when the first set of weapons upgrades replicated throughout the fleet. The mother ship was almost fully engulfed in flames, but it wouldn’t explode or even crack despite the amount of firepower that had been thrown at it.

      Once the Odin’s upgraded weapons optimization came online, the ship’s computer took over the targeting systems and started firing at different targets on the ship’s hull, provoking multiple secondary explosions.

      “Looks like Kvasir did it. We may have a chance after all.”

      But as if a blatant answer by the universe to his timid optimism, a red bubble of energy formed around the mother ship.

      “Enemy ship shields have activated,” said the Asgardian tactical officer.

      “What!? How can a ship that damaged still raise their shields? That’s not possible!”

      “Unknown, my king, and that’s not all: I’m detecting a massive power build-up on our sensor.”

      “Care to take a guess as what that could b—”

      But what unfolded through the viewport was answer enough to the question from the King of Asgard.

      A wave of red energy traveled through the mother ship and it was gone.

      “Enemy mother ship has entered hyperspace.”

      Another mother ship began emerging from the super gate’s event horizon.

      “Gods of Valhalla, have mercy on all our souls,” said Thor out loud.

      He opened a channel to Engineering from his command chair.

      “Please tell me your sensor data will allow these new upgrades to make a difference on this second ship, or I’m afraid today might very well be the end of this war.”

      “I’m feeding the data into the algorithm, then Chris’s mind should be able to make on-the-fly changes to improve their efficiency, stand by.”

      An agonizing scream pierced through the holo-communication.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Thor.

      “Gotta go,” said Kvasir. “Chris is in trouble.”
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        * * *

      

      Chris’s screams of agony resonated throughout Engineering, freezing Kvasir’s blood cold as he ran to his side, only to watch in horror as blood flowed from Chris’s ears.

      “That can’t be good,” he exclaimed. “Chris, if you can hear, I have to unplug you from the system, something is terribly wrong.”

      Chris grabbed the Asgardian’s wrist. “NOOO! You can’t, just try…lower…link.”

      Chris was clearly in agony and unable to form full sentences. He gritted his teeth so hard, his chin became drenched in blood.

      “This is insane, Chris, this will kill you!”

      Chris tried opening his eyes, but blood-tears formed and forced him to shut them.

      “D—d—don’t disconnect.”

      Kvasir couldn’t believe that Chris would ask him to leave him in this state, but he had to do something, so he brought up Chris’s modifications to the code and started debugging the boy’s new subroutines faster than he had ever used a holo-terminal in his entire life.

      Lines of code scrolled by his eyes as he entered fixes to the code on pure instinct, like his own life depended on it.
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        * * *

      

      Now that Ashra’Lur had increased the pull almost tenfold, Chase’s soul was again being sucked away from his body, and he lost ground at a faster pace. More than half of his soul was now outside his body.

      The Spectre’s pull was relentless and beyond any hope for Chase to counter no matter how hard he fought with every fiber of his being.

      I’m so sorry, dad, said Kharon’s voice in his mind.

      Kharon? Is that you? Where are you?

      Yes, it’s me. I’m here. I’m watching you, and I’m horrified.

      What? How are you here?

      But all Chase received as an answer was hearing his unborn daughter sob and cry.

      It boosted Chase’s resolve, and he pushed far beyond what he ever thought possible, stopping the advance of his soul and managing with great agony to get it back just a bit.

      Ashra’Lur simply increased the siphoning power of her miniature black holes, yet again to shatter any hope Chase ever had of resisting the pull.

      I’m so sorry I failed you. I love you, Kharon; never forget that!

      I love you too, daddy, I don’t want you to die.

      “HE WON’T!” screamed Argos as he hurled his body between Chase’s soul and Ashra’Lur, interrupting the soul siphoning current that had almost completely snatched Chase’s soul away.

      Chase felt his soul return to his body with incredible force, but this time he braced for it and managed to keep his balance, only to watch in horror as Argos’s soul started to be ripped out instead.

      “Nooooo!” Chase screamed.

      Please, tell Chris how much I love him, said Argos. Thank you for bringing me back toward the light and helping me redeem myself. I’m counting on you to win this war.

      Chase reacted instinctively and launched forward, not sure what he could possibly do, but he instinctively grabbed his brother’s soul and pulled as hard as he could as more impacts rocked the ship. Chase’s muscles tripled in volume as he held to his brother’s soul for dear life.

      Argos’s soul blinked and flickered madly, its face deformed from pain and agony.

      You can’t save me, Chase. It’s okay, let go and save yourself. Please.

      “No! I can’t let you die!”

      I don’t think anything can prevent it now.

      Don’t, Argos. Don’t you dare leave me!

      Chase’s eyes filled with tears of despair as he kept pulling.

      Let go, Chase, please, and get the hell out of here. You can fly through the hull of the ship. You can save yourself.

      Ashra’Lur increased the size of the black hole inside her mouth to free one of her hands. She aimed at Chase and opened fire with powerful black fireballs.

      Chase couldn’t do anything but let the attack impact him, burning his skin at first, then ripping large chunks of flesh around his muscles. The Spectre was methodically trying to destroy his muscle tissue in an attempt to force him to let go of his brother’s soul.

      Chase tried healing the tissue, but he was losing muscle mass faster than he was rebuilding it. When the attacks stopped, he glanced at Ashra’Lur and saw she had raised her hand over her head, preparing a larger fireball.

      Chase knew if he let that attack touch him, it would rip his arms off his body, and he would release his brother’s soul. He had to think fast and find a way to save his brother.

      Ashra’Lur’s eyes flashed red, and the attack fired from over her head, hurtling toward Chase as time seemed to freeze. Chase could hear and feel his heartbeat as if he experienced it in slow motion, and he knew there was only one thing he could do.

      He released one of his hands holding Argos’s soul and drew a circle in the air.

      “Perseus Mirror Shield!” he screamed a split second before the Spectre’s attack impacted the forming shield and bounced back toward Ashra’Lur. Because Chase had created the shield with only one hand while holding Argos’s soul with the other, he hadn’t managed to align the mirror perfectly and so the returning fireball screamed past Ashra’s face and pierced through the hull of the ship.

      Decompression of the cargo bay almost made Chase lose his balance, but the emergency force field activated nearly instantly and the air repressurized.

      What Chase saw next broke his spirit to the core. The mirror shield had accidentally sectioned Argos’s soul in two parts, and his upper body soul was already hurling toward the Spectre’s mouth.

      Never lose faith, brother, said Argos, and keep fighting…I believe in you. Goodbye, Chase.

      The other half of Argos’s soul turned into a blue glowing light and shot down through the floor, disappearing. Argos lost all color in his skin, and his soulless body fell on its knees, tears crystallized in his eyes before falling face first against the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Chris was holding his head in agony on the burning hot surface of the hellish planet as he could hear the shockwaves earth-shattering sand impacts of the battle still unfolding nearby, dead center inside the eye of the superstorm.

      The pain receded little by little, allowing him to get back to his feet, albeit with great effort.

      The shadows were still fighting the female warrior in front of him, when one of the shadows suddenly became crystal clear and stopped moving.

      It was Argos, and he looked straight at Chris as if he could see him. But how could he?

      Argos had tears in his eyes.

      Goodbye, Chris. I love you.

      Argos fell on his knees and then head first in the whirling desert sand. Upon impact with the ground, a lightning bolt impacted Argos and his body exploded into a thousand shards of glass.

      “NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!” screamed Chris, his roar unleashing a powerful shockwave that smashed threw the superstorm, cancelling it.

      All the shadows except the female one disappeared one by one and Chris felt deep within his soul that Argos had died. Not only in the vision but also in real life. He had never felt so certain about anything in his entire life, and the black hole that formed in the center of his heart threatened to swallow his sanity for all eternity.

      Tears of blood flooded from his eyes as the female warrior laughed out loud while walking toward him.

      Rage and fury boiled inside every fiber of Chris’s being, and he felt more hatred inside his soul than he ever thought possible. By the time the shadow of the female warrior was in front of him, he concentrated every molecule of that growing hate-storm and unleashed it forward.

      A column of green energy pierced through the ribcage of the female warrior, leaving a crater-sized hole in her chest as two eyes glowed red and flickered before they died forever. Thousands of spheres of light exited the hole Chris had carved through her chest, and the wind blew through the female warrior as she disintegrated into black ash.

      Chris let himself fall to the ground and curled into a fetal position, his crying echoing throughout the barren lands.
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      A chain reaction of cataclysmic proportions exploded inside Chase’s soul, and it felt as if a big bang exploded from within him. Chase’s hair flashed white multiple times before coloring a glowing purple.

      His aura formed into a dragon around him, and the spirit of Drakos was as hungry for revenge as Chase. In this moment, he had lost the ability to think straight. All he saw was a target to be killed, destroyed, and utterly obliterated. And that’s exactly what Chase intended to do.

      She had taken his brother from him, now he would take everything from her! There was nowhere to run, and today, Chase would kill that monster with extreme prejudice.

      Ashra’Lur’s eyes grew wide, and Chase saw something beyond fear in them. She extended her palm forward, creating a wormhole in its center, but Chase’s soul wasn’t going anywhere. Instead, with a single mental command, he snapped the bones in each of her fingers a hundred times over.

      Ashra’Lur fell to her knees and screeched in agony.

      “I’m going to kill you!” he roared. “Bit by bit, molecule by molecule!”

      “Get me out of here,” she screamed into her wrist.

      “ETA five minutes,” said another voice.

      “I don’t have five minutes!” she yelled.

      “That’s correct,” said Chase, “you don’t have them, you’ll be dead in half that time, but I’ll make sure that these are the longest most agonizing moments of your entire pathetic life.”

      Chase moved so fast he looked as if there were twenty-five of him punching and ripping the Spectre with blows that felt like they could destroy planets and immolate entire galaxies.

      Ashra’Lur was unable to block let alone dodge any of his attacks, and he kept pounding her over and over.

      There’s something weird about this one, whispered Drakos, Chase’s dragon aura, who was dancing all around him as Chase delivered the punishment of the century.

      I don’t give a shit. I used to feel this as well, now I only want to obliterate that creature into particles smaller than stardust.

      I understand how you feel, but something’s wrong, nonetheless. I feel compelled to ask you to stop or you may regret it.

      Are you kidding me? Never! I’m going to kill her and recover my brother’s soul.

      Drakos whirled around Chase’s arm and paralyzed him.

      What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Let me go! Let me kill her!

      I feel that if I do, something even worse will happen and swallow the light away from your soul. Let her speak, then if you’re still inclined to afterward, you can end her.

      Ashra’Lur stumbled back, multiple fist-sized craters all over her body and liters of black blood spilled to the floor. She tried speaking but she vomited blood instead.

      “S—stop,” she implored.

      “Why should I? You killed my brother. Now I’m going to kill you.”

      She chuckled large quantities of blood. “If—If you kill me, you kill them.”

      “What are you talking about? Who’s them?”

      Ashra’Lur’s bloody chuckles turned into evil laughter. “Well, who else, Chase? Your wife and your unborn daughter, which you almost killed with your attacks just now.”

      Chase flashed a fireball-infused throbbing fist forward. “You’re lying!”

      Ashra’Lur laughed as more black blood flowed from her mouth. “You still haven’t figured it out, have you?”

      “Figured what out?”

      What happened next scarred Chase’s soul so deeply that he knew he would never recover from the wound.

      Ashra’Lur’s face morphed into something else, something human. Chase knew that face very well.

      When Ashra spoke, her voice had changed as well. “That I am Sarah.”
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        * * *

      

      Noooooooooo! screamed Sarah inside Ashra’Lur’s mind. Stop it! Let him kill me!

      I have no doubt that you desire to die, said Ashra, my dear, but I, on the other hand, very much wish to live. I’ll do whatever it takes to achieve that goal. If that means reveal the truth, then so be it. And I would think you would want your daughter to survive this day as well.

      Not at this price. You already took Argos. I don’t want Chase to die.

      And, yet, if I assimilate his soul at least the two of you will be reunited.

      We both know that’s a lie. The only reason I’m able to talk inside your mind is because you’ve used my own body for your transformation!

      Clever girl. It doesn’t matter. I have already won.

      No, Chase has to kill you! Right now he’s stronger than you.

      Yes…and I didn’t think that was even possible, but once I get his soul, I’ll wield that power myself. As for him killing me now that he knows the truth, we both know from your memories that he will never do that again. Thinking he killed you once was enough. He’s not going to find the strength to do it again.

      He killed a clone!

      Yes, but he had no idea that was the case when he did. So, from his perspective, on that day, when he destroyed your StarFury, he thought he’d killed you and your son, and he felt every emotion that came with that choice. And what did you do when the two of you were reunited? You hated him for it. I really don’t see what he sees in you.

      Shut up, bitch!

      The truth hurts, doesn’t it? Even more so now because you realize that you’ve missed your chance to say what you had in your heart. And we both know that it will never happen. Chase will either kill your daughter and me in the next two minutes, or I will kill him. My money is on the latter, though.

      Nooooo! Don’t you dare!

      As much fun as this little mind chat has been, I have a Fury’s heart to crush and a soul to manipulate so he’ll let me, voluntarily, I might add, devour his soul.

      You’re a monster!

      On that we can agree.
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        * * *

      

      The Odin shook hard as the enemy’s thousands of plasma turrets unleashed their firepower on Thor’s ship as well as the rest of the fleet.

      This time around, the new mother ship began firing upon the fleet the moment it was emerging from the event horizon of the super gate. Fortunately, with the enhanced shields and so many targets to fire upon, very few ships had succumbed from the enemy fire.

      Thor ordered the fleet to cut that second mother ship in half by concentrating all fire upon a virtual meridian line he had given them as a target upon which to focus their fire. The new upgraded weapons were making a difference, but the second mother ship was almost through the gate, and it needed to be destroyed before it could jump away.

      They couldn’t let any more of the enemy’s ships escape this position. Whatever the cost, they had to stop the enemy cold, here and now.

      “Divert power from life support; get more juice to the weapons!” screamed Thor.

      “Without life support, we’ll be dead in minutes!” protested his officer.

      “We’re all dead if we don’t stop them. Instruct the rest of the fleet to do the same. That’s an order!”

      “Very well, my king. Orders relayed.”

      The combined firepower boost allowed the Alliance fleet to cut the ship in half the moment its tail had fully emerged from the super gate. The large city-sized parts floated forward on their current momentum but didn’t explode.

      A third mother ship emerged from the super gate.

      “How many of these things do they have!?” screamed Thor in frustration. “Same tactic, let’s cut this ship in half.”

      “We’re receiving a distress call,” said the comms officer.

      “I don’t give a shit! What could possibly be more important than this battle?”

      “It’s coming from Asgard. Priority Crimson Five.”

      Crimson Five meant an orbital attack. It took Thor a few seconds for that piece of information to sink into his conscious mind.

      “On screen.”

      The holo-screen filled with images of the Balder and the few other corvette-sized Asgardian ships Thor had left in orbit as a skeleton defense grid. The fleet was bombarding Asgard from orbit. Cities were in flames, and nuclear shockwaves expanded concentrically on the surface of Thor’s beloved planet.

      The holo-communication scrambled and died down.

      “That—that can’t be happening,” said Thor.

      “We’re being hailed by the Balder,” said the comms officer.

      “On…screen.”

      Siegfried’s grinning face filled the holo-screen.

      “Hello, Thor. I wanted you to see Asgard for one last time. Have a nice day.”

      The holo-communication turned off as Thor’s heartbeat pounded like a trapped and wounded animal’s would, trying to escape for dear life.

      For a moment, he thought he would faint, but he recovered his balance. The air on the bridge was already getting thin from the lack of life support.

      “Restore life support, and slave all Asgardian ships to our hyperspace engines.”

      “It will take sixty seconds for the hyperspace engines to come back online.”

      “Then stop wasting time and have them restored on every one of our ships.”

      “My king,” protested his second in command, “you’re not thinking of leaving now, are you?”

      Thor sent daggers at his subordinate. “What other choice do we have? We can’t let our world burn!”

      There was a long silence and thick tension in the air on the bridge.

      “Inform the Hope of our departure, but do not respond to hails. Relinquish fleet command to them.”

      “Aye, my king,” said the tactical officer. “Hyperspace engines restored.”

      “Get us to Asgard, maximum hyperdrive.”

      All fifteen Asgardian destroyers jumped away from the battle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With the Asgardians gone, the remaining fleets’ combined firepower wasn’t powerful enough to cut the next mother ship in half before it fully emerged. As with the very first one, a red bubble appeared around it as it raised its shields.

      Seconds later, it jumped away.

      “This can’t be happening!” shouted Ronan. “Open a channel to med-bay one.”

      “Channel opened,” said his first officer.

      “Doc, how’s Athena doing?”

      “Her regen cycle is only thirty-five percent complete. She’s not ready to be taken out of the tank.”

      “I don’t care about her being ready. Can she survive an emergency exit?”

      “I—I’m not sure. Probably for an hour or two, but she’ll have to return to a regen tank immediately or she could die.”

      “Thank you for your analysis, doc, get her out, now. Inform her she’s needed onboard the Hope.”

      “What for?” asked the doc.

      “To salvage what’s left of this battle and fleet.”

      “Understood, Captain.”

      “Do you mind clueing me in to what you are doing?” asked his first officer.

      “The only thing that makes sense, put the only capable tactician back in command of the fleet. We’ve already allowed two Spectre mother ships into our dimension, perhaps she can figure out a way to stop more from going through. I sure can’t think of a way to do it. Let’s pray she can.”

      “We were barely managing with the Asgardian force. It’s pure math, Athena or not, we simply lack the necessary firepower.”

      “Be that as it may, I think she deserves to be in charge.”

      “Even if it kills her?”

      “The way I see it, my friend, we’re all dead anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell was Thor thinking!?” exclaimed Talon.

      “Looks like today is a good day to die,” said Tar’Lock with multiple nervous clicking sounds.

      “I can’t believe they left. We were finally finding a way to prevent these ships from making their way through. Damn you, Thor!”

      “I know, bad timing. I’ve intercepted the communication they received. Apparently, their world is under attack by Siegfried.”

      “So what? All of a sudden the future of our entire dimension isn’t in the balance anymore?”

      “I—I don’t know, Talon. The real kicker is even if Thor’s ships make it back to Asgard on time, there won’t be much left of his world.”

      Talon buried his head in his hands.

      “This can’t be happening. Try hailing them again.”

      “I’ve tried twenty times already, if Thor was interested in justifying his actions, I think he would have picked up by now.”
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        * * *

      

      When Athena beamed to the bridge of the Hope, whatever rags were left on her torso ripped, and she unintentionally flashed the bridge crew with her perfect looking breasts.

      “Not a word,” she warned, lifting a finger. “Eyes forward!”

      She staggered and let herself crash into the captain’s chair.

      “Damn you, Thor,” she spat as she brought her tactical display online. “Get me Kvasir.”

      “Yes, Athena, how can I help?” asked Kvasir.

      “I need Chris on the bridge, right now!”

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to be possible.”

      “And why the hell not? Where’s my grandson?”

      Kvasir swallowed hard as he moved the holo-cam to the side to show a bleeding Chris on a chair, his face deformed from intense pain.

      “What in the seventh hell is this? Are you fucking kidding me?! What are you doing to my grandson?”

      “Long story short, he’s the reason why we still have ships with more powerful weapons and shields. If I disconnect him now, which he has ordered me not to do, we lose at least fifty-percent efficiency on shields and seventy-five on weapons. Basically, if Chris disconnects from the chair, we all die.”

      She pointed an accusing finger at Kvasir. “If we survive this unholiest of days, you and I are going to have a very long conversation.”

      “Can’t say I’m looking forward to that, but fair enough.”

      She forcefully swiped the holo-communication away.

      “Here are my new targeting priorities, transmit them to the rest of the fleet.”

      “This is a completely different tactic than the one Thor had put in place,” commented the Hope’s tactical officer.

      “I’m very well aware of that, his tactic only worked while he graced us with his presence and his ships, now that they’re both gone, we’re forced to adapt. Just carry out my orders and don’t have me repeat myself in the future.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      Athena coughed blood into her hand. She looked at it for a moment and wiped it against her bare chest with a sigh.

      “While you’re at it, have someone bring me a freaking uniform.”
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      “Sarah!” exclaimed Chase. “It can’t be! It’s not possible. This is a trick!”

      “I’m afraid not, reach inside me with your mind, I’ll let you talk with her, just this once.”

      Sarah? Are you there?

      There was a pause followed by a sob.

      Yes, Chase, I’m here.

      This can’t be happening. What about Kharon?

      Who’s Kharon?

      Our unborn daughter.

      She’s in that thing’s womb. Well, in what used to be my body now morphed into this monster. Chase, you need to finish what you started and kill us.

      What? You can’t be serious?

      “That’s enough with the chitchat,” said Ashra’Lur.

      Chase reached with his mind but couldn’t find Sarah anymore. He reached for Kharon and found her.

      Dad, mom is right, you need to kill Ashra’Lur. Don’t worry about us.

      I—I can’t kill either of you.

      If you don’t, she’ll kill you, and it won’t do anyone any good. Mom and I are ready to make this sacrifice.

      But I’m not, Kharon.

      Chase’s dragon aura stopped swirling around him.

      What are you going to do? asked Drakos.

      I can’t—I can’t kill them.

      Which is why I stopped you. Now I wish I hadn’t.

      Why would you say something like that?

      Because both your wife and child are imploring you to do what I stopped you from doing. Your current emotional state is also fracturing the power flowing through you, and I’m afraid you may never reach this level of power ever again. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, Dragonheart.

      Chase’s glowing hair returned to black, and Drakos’s face was filled with sadness as his aura vanished into nothingness.

      Chase fell on his knees, tears filling his eyes.

      Sarah’s face receded inside the thick dark Spectre’s skin to reveal Ashra’Lur’s face, grinning with pure evil. She glanced at a rapidly decreasing holo-counter on her wrist.

      “Looks like I’m getting your soul after all, but I’m on the clock here, so I’ll make this quick and painless.”

      The female Spectre created a massive siphoning black hole between her hands.

      Chase’s heart turned to stone as his psyche shattered into a million pieces. How did it come to this? He no longer had the mental power to even try to form a theory. Instead, his mind filled with darkness.

      His soul traveled away from his body, and he didn’t even try to prevent it. Nearby, something exploded, sending Chase’s soul to snap back into his body.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’m really getting tired of your ugly mug,” said Nyx as she turned Ultra Fury.

      “You can’t hurt me, Chase won’t allow it,” taunted Ashra’Lur.

      “That’s very unlucky for you then that I don’t answer to him. I never have.”

      Nyx unleashed a powerful shockwave that knocked Ashra’Lur off her feet. In a swift and fluid motion, Nyx darted forward and grabbed Ashra’Lur’s wrist and spun her around her so fast that the Spectre’s arm snapped and ripped from her body. The female Spectre smashed into the bulkhead and cracked her head.

      Nyx looked at the black arm where multiple tendrils shot toward the rest of the body. She slashed through them and incinerated the limb. She then dusted the black ash from her hands.

      Ashra’Lur was getting back to her feet as tendrils shot from her shoulder, rebuilding an arm.

      Nyx fired multiple golden fireballs toward the Spectre, who dodged the first wave and deflected the next one.

      Ashra’Lur glanced at her good wrist and smiled.

      “Laugh it up all you want, bitch, I’m coming for you,” said Nyx.

      “Perhaps, but not today,” said Ashra’Lur with a two-finger salute.

      Red streaks of light engulfed the Spectre, and she beamed away. At the same time, a blaring alarm resounded through the speakers. It kept accelerating.

      “I think that’s our queue. That bitch triggered the auto destruct sequence, we gotta go.”

      Chase was still on his knees, his gaze empty.

      “Hey, wake up!” she insisted. “This ship is about to blow up! We gotta go, now!”

      Chase didn’t react. She went to him, grabbed him, and threw him on her shoulder.

      “Wait,” said Chase.

      “What now?”

      “We need to take my brother’s body too.”

      “Sorry to tell you this, but it looks like he’s dead.”

      “I know. We can’t leave without his body. Please.”

      Nyx growled but she used telekinetic energy to lift Argos’s corpse and bring him on her other shoulder. She created a force field around them at the same time the ship burst into flames.

      She emerged from the flames and headed toward the Earth Alliance warship that waited nearby.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe she took my wife and child,” said Chase.

      “Well, technically, she is your wife. Well, somehow.”

      “This Spectre is nothing like my wife.”

      “Now you know why you couldn’t detect her soul inside her body back on Earth,” said Nyx. “They must have replaced her with some sort of dummy clone.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening. And Argos…”

      Tears flowed on Chase’s face.

      Nyx walked toward Chase and hesitated a moment before putting her hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Chase nodded.

      “Was Drakos right? Should I have killed them?”

      “Who’s Drakos and who should you have killed?”

      “My wife and kid, by finishing Ashra’Lur when I had the chance.”

      “Well, I can tell you what I would have done, but somehow I don’t think that will help you right now. Truth be told, it’s not an easy question to answer.”

      “She begged me to.”

      “Who? Your wife?”

      “The both of them, I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

      “Look. I won’t insult your intelligence by telling you I know what you must be feeling right now. Because the truth of the matter is, I don’t. Would I have killed them if I were in your shoes? Probably, because I can’t stand Spectres, and if members of my family had been…assimilated the way your family has been, I think I would have preferred sacrificing them rather than letting them live this way. But you and I are two different people.”

      “Today I wish I would have had your determination.”

      “We’ll meet them again, if at that time you think you need to correct today’s decision, I’m sure the opportunity will present itself.”

      Will it though? Chase wondered.

      “I—I couldn’t break my promise to my daughter. She appeared to me a while back in a vision, and I promised her that I would save them both.”

      Nyx grimaced. “Look, even I have to admit you were put in an impossible position.”

      “Not according to you. Perhaps you’re right, perhaps I should have honored their sacrifice. After all, that’s what they asked me to do, and I failed them once again.”

      “I wouldn’t look at it this way, and right now you’re in pain, so I wouldn’t put much stock in what I’m telling you. I’m sure tomorrow you’ll hate me for even trying to give you my opinion…you and I are, like I said before, very different. Also, let’s not discount the fact that I’ve never had a husband or a child, so I can’t pretend to even remotely understand what was going through your mind. The fact of the matter is, I can’t imagine how hard that decision must have been. As per keeping your promise, I don’t know if that’s even possible. Maybe your daughter, if she is born in a few months, but your wife…seems to me she’s already fully morphed into a full Spectre.”

      “I didn’t even know such things were possible. Were you?”

      “Not exactly, no.”

      Chase raised his head and looked straight at Nyx. “What does that mean?”

      “Only that I know that the Spectres have been experimenting with genetic engineering and cross-species. That’s why they kept me alive.”

      “Right. Ares mentioned that.”

      “I don’t want to be rude or tell you what to do, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Shouldn’t you let your son know you’re still alive?”

      “I know…I don’t know how to tell him that I couldn’t save his uncle.”

      “Did you try saving your brother?”

      Chase’s anger rose. “What the hell is wrong with you? Of course I did! With every fiber of my being!”

      “Then you don’t have to blame yourself for his passing, and while he may resent you today, your son will eventually understand.”

      Chase sighed. “I—I need to place that call, if you wouldn’t mind…”

      Nyx got up and walked out of the quarters without saying another word.
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        * * *

      

      The battle wasn’t going well around the super gate. With the Asgardians gone, the remaining fleet simply didn’t have the necessary firepower to bring down the mother ships.

      Athena swore.

      Was all of this for nothing?

      When the next mother ship fully emerged from the gate and jumped away, she considered if it even made sense to stay and fight. With each passing minute, they were losing more ships, lowering their chances of finding a way to either destroy these ships or destroy the gate.

      She opened a channel to Engineering.

      “How’s my grandson doing?” she asked.

      “He’s hanging in there, but that won’t last forever.”

      “I’m afraid that goes for the rest of us as well. We either need to shut down this super gate or retreat.”

      “I know. I’ve tried all the simulations I could think of, we simply can’t crack the firepower. If only Thor had stayed, there could have been a way.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We can’t destroy enough monoliths to shut down the gate. Now that a connection is open, it makes destroying it all that much harder. It would require at least five of them to be destroyed for the connection to be severed, but if Thor had stayed, I think I had figured out another way to shut it down and create a catastrophic chain reaction that would take out the gate.”

      “How?”

      “If we had managed to detonate one of the mother ships while it’s still partly inside the event horizon, I believe that the resulting shockwave would destroy the gate.”

      “What if we jumped all the ships in the fleet into one of these emerging ships? Would that do the trick?”

      “I thought of that, the math doesn’t look good. Their mass is simply too big, I doubt we’d even make a dent.”

      “There has to be a way, Kvasir.”

      “I did identify a part of the enemy mother ship that, if targeted with enough power, could trigger a chain reaction.”

      “Then let’s try it.”

      “We’re missing at least twenty-five percent power. There’s no way we can squeeze out that much power, even if we turned off all other systems. If Chase was here, maybe with using what’s left of the StarFury X’s, that is if enough of them survived, maybe, just maybe…if the gods of chance decided to shine on us today, which between you and me is way past time, then I would give us a ten percent chance of pulling it off.”

      A bleep next to Athena’s holo-screen diverted her attention.

      “Speak of the devil. Send me those coordinates. Chase is on the line.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s wrong, Chase?” asked Athena.

      “I didn’t expect you to be on the other end of this call. I—I was looking for Chris.”

      “What’s going on, son? What happened?”

      Chase couldn’t bring himself to look into his mother’s eyes.

      “Where’s Argos?” she asked.

      “He…he’s gone. I have his body, but his soul was snatched by a Spectre.”

      Chase didn’t have to look at his mother to sense the scar his words had on her soul upon hearing his words.

      Tears ran down his face. “I’m sorry.”

      “Chase. Look at me!”

      Chase had to muster all his courage to lift his gaze and look into his mother’s eyes.

      “There you go,” added Athena. “If that Spectre has taken your brother’s soul, but his body is still intact, then not all hope is lost. I, for one, refuse to accept your brother is gone, you hear me? You saved Poseidon from this fate once, you can save your brother as well.”

      “Except the Spectre that took Poseidon’s soul wasn’t my wife.”

      “What? What are you saying, Chase?”

      “Ashra’Lur, the Spectre that grabbed Argos’s soul…is Sarah, some monster transformation of her.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “That right there is about the exact same reaction I had when I learned the truth. And if Nyx hadn’t intervened, you probably would have lost both your sons today, and that Spectre would be more powerful than ever. I need to tell Chris about his uncle as much as I dread the idea.”

      “That’s gonna be tricky right now. How far are you?”

      “I don’t know, a few minutes away, I believe. You need our ship?”

      “Realistically, we’d need an entire fleet of them, but Kvasir thinks we may have a shadow of a chance if you help us remote fly some ships.”

      “Why can’t Chris do that? Is he okay?”

      “That’s a very good question. One I can’t really answer.”

      “What are you talking about? What’s wrong with my son?”

      Athena sighed. “He’s hooked into a contraption that Kvasir devised in the middle of the battle to improve our shields and weapons. I’m not really sure I understand it, nor do I wish to, but it’s hurting Chris, badly.”

      “Then get him off that thing!”

      “He doesn’t want to, and I can’t blame him. If we do, whatever slim chance we have of shutting that damn gate dies with the rest of us today. To make matters worse, Thor left for Asgard, the planet is under attack, we suspect from the Divine Guards.”

      “None of this sounds good…Since I’m probably near enough to the fleet by now, I think I can help you remote control the ships. Just tell me what to do, and please keep an eye on Chris.”
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      Chase had to focus harder than usual to compensate for the fact that he was trying to control the ships while traveling in hyperspace. It made his ability to remote control ships from a distance a little trickier than he was used to.

      Eventually, he found the StarFury X’s that had survived, which were only five, and to make matters worse, all their missiles were gone. Once Chris stepped into that chair, the drone fighters had continued fighting on autopilot and were using Chase’s pre-recorded macros to fly themselves against the enemy.

      Chase had to hurry, the longer it took to take down the gate, the more Chris was at risk of suffering irreversible damage. What allowed Chase to keep his sanity under the circumstances was the hope he could help heal his son if it came to that. The thought of losing both Argos and Chris on the same day was simply too much to bear.

      “I’m in position,” said Chase over the comms.

      “The fleet has received the firing coordinates,” said Kvasir. “The latest emerging mother ship is about thirty percent out of the event horizon, in ten more seconds our target will be in sight on this side of the gate. We have to make sure we blow the ship before it’s fully emerged or the gate will survive, and the enemy will send more ships.”

      “I suppose if that happens, we’ll try again, right?”

      “We can, but with each successive mother ship going through the gate, the enemy destroys some of our own. We already lack firepower, so this may very well be our last shot.”

      No pressure, then, thought Chase.

      “Fire sequence has begun,” said Kvasir.

      Through his mental access to the StarFury X’s, Chase witnessed the fleet combine all their firepower onto a single point on the mother ship’s hull while the enemy’s city-sized fortress fired back at them.

      Chris’s presence in the chair meant that the enemy’s weapon impacts on the Alliance’s ships were largely diminished, but the enemy decided to change targets, making sure to find the weakest ships attacking them and focusing all their aggro on those ships.

      “Should I jump a StarFury now? Before they pick our ships off one by one?” asked Chase.

      “Yes, I suppose we need the sensor data from it, hoping I’ll be able to ascertain if this is even a viable tactic.”

      “What if we bypassed the testing? And simply jump all five of the ones left? That way we get the maximum firepower out of the only drone StarFuries we have left.”

      “Going all-in, then?”

      “Might as well.”

      Chase set the drone StarFuries’ engines to overload and jumped them in sequence toward the center point where the fleet was hitting the mother ship with everything they had.

      The starfighters exploded on the surface one by one, and when the fifth one hit, a major cascade of smaller explosions happened all around the impact.

      “Is it working?” asked Chase.

      Before Kvasir could answer, the cascade stopped propagating.

      “I’m afraid not, we still need more power.”

      “What if we jumped a larger ship?”

      “Because our weapons are so much more efficient now, trading one ship’s weapons for a single boom has very little chance of working.”

      “We need to try something! What about power optimization?”

      “Most ships are already running with their hyperspace engines down, lower shields power, at least those who can afford that, and minimum life support.”

      “I’m sure we can squeeze more power if I interface directly with their computers.”

      “We have less than three minutes left until that ship passes through and no doubt jumps away, so at this point, do what you have to.”

      Chase interfaced with all the computers in each ship left in the fleet and redistributed every single percent of power he could squeeze from the different systems. The firing rate increased as did the power.

      It was, however, taking a lot of mental strain for Chase to do so, especially after the battles he had fought today and how dark he felt inside his soul after Argos had fallen.

      But he pushed through the pain, sadness, and fear as he was aware how close the universe was to the brink of total annihilation.

      “Whatever you did,” said Kvasir, “I must say it’s impressive. Unfortunately, we’re still lacking a good ten percent power, even if we did turn off all our shields and redirected power, the enemy would wipe us out of the sky before we managed to do the necessary damage. I’m afraid we simply don’t have enough ships.”

      Chase swore in his mind. After everything that had unfolded today, after all the sacrifices, they still couldn’t get the job done. That’s when he thought of a solution, the same kind he had thought about when all hope seemed lost onboard the spider ship.

      He checked his ship’s systems on how long until he could join the fight. It would be a tight window, but he would still have a forty-second window to tip the balance.

      The ship he was currently on was a corvette-class, so its firepower wouldn’t give them the firepower boost they needed. However, Chase could risk his life to give the fleet the missing power. If he flew through the mother ship, in Ultra Fury mode, perhaps that would give the Alliance the edge they needed. It would most likely be a one-way trip, especially in his current state since his own body was already running on fumes.
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        * * *

      

      Chris hadn’t moved from the fetal position, and the sand was burning his skin, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t move; he didn’t want to move. The pain growing in every fiber of his being was simply too much to bear.

      Argos was gone…

      How would Chris go on without his uncle?

      Argos had been his mentor, his best friend, and quite honestly, his father figure.

      Chris wished with all his heart that it was a hallucination, that it was this place showing him a possible future and that none of it were true or hadn’t even happened yet. That it was only a nightmare and he would soon wake up and be able to hold Argos in his arms.

      But he couldn’t shake the feeling that what he had sensed had nothing to do with the visions he was experiencing from his body in the chair.

      He had to be sure, though, even though deep down, he was nearly certain.

      Chris slowly moved and forced himself to his feet, he closed his eyes and focused intensely in trying to expand his consciousness outside of the chair, outside of the Hope itself, searching for Argos’s and Chase’s life forces.

      The amount of pain he received from doing this while his brain was under tremendous amount of pressure from Kvasir’s machine was beyond torture, but Chris pushed through, nonetheless.

      After a while, he located his father’s energy.

      Dad? Can you hear me?

      Chris! Yes, how are…

      But Chase let the words trail.

      Argos is dead, isn’t he?

      There was a long pause.

      Yes, I’m sorry. I tried to save him, but Ashra’Lur got his soul.

      New tears flowed onto the sand-dried ones already smudged all over Chris’s face.

      He hated that woman! And that hatred materialized on the planet where he was standing, turning the sky dark into thick black clouds discharging tremendous thunderbolts toward the surface, some hitting Chris himself.

      With each thunderbolt striking him, Chris’s thirst for vengeance grew stronger, chipping away at the kindness in his heart.

      In the distance, Chris could hear his father’s voice, but it was muffled. Chris was no longer able to hear him, or he simply didn’t care about hearing anything anymore.

      That’s when, under the pressure of the surrounding elements and Chris’s growing thirst for revenge, the planet exploded.
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        * * *

      

      Chris was seizing in the chair, blood flowing from his eyes, ears, and mouth.

      Kvasir’s heart skipped a beat as the chair cracked and sparks flew around and scalding hot fluids sprayed from it like geysers.

      “What’s happening?” asked Chase. “Every ship is losing power!”

      “Chris is having a seizure, and it’s taking the chair with him. It’s over, we’ve lost.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chase had moved to the bridge by the time the ship he was on exited hyperspace and added its meager firepower to the mix. He had less than a minute to make a decision, but already the enemy had taken advantage of the weakened shields as the firepower of the fleet was fading with every passing second.

      Chase knew he had to make a decision quickly. He could only do one of two things. Throw himself with everything he had in the center of the mother ship or beam to the Hope and save his son’s life. He didn’t need Kvasir to tell him how bad Chris was. Chase could sense his son’s life energy dwindling with each passing moment.

      Chase’s fingers hovered near the transporter controls in the captain’s chair. All he needed to do was pick a set of coordinates, and choose between the space outside or the Hope’s engineering room.

      Even if Chase went after the mother ship and somehow survived, it would be too late to save Chris.

      Was he prepared to lose his son and his brother on the same day?

      That thought paralyzed him from making the decision, and so the universe presented its own.

      “Multiple hyperspace windows forming!” exclaimed a bridge officer.

      That snapped Chase’s mind from its infinite loop.

      “What? Are they friend or foe?”

      “That’s—that’s impossible,” said the officer, his voice trembling.

      Chase swiped the transporter controls away and brought up the tactical display. Eight Fury Super Destroyers had jumped out of hyperspace.

      “The enemy ships are powering their weapons! Brace for impact!” exclaimed the tactical officer.

      What the hell is going on? Did we miss some Fury ships at the end of the war? Have they now come to exert revenge by finishing us off, when we’re most vulnerable?

      “They’re targeting the Spectres mother ship!” shouted the officer.

      What?!?

      The Fury Super Destroyers joined their plasma canons firing power and focused everything at their disposal into a single and combined plasma beam of tremendous power, targeting the exact same point where the rest of the fleet had been firing upon.

      The mother ship was almost fully through the gate when the Fury beam of red plasma impacted with it. The overall combined firepower burst through the hull of the mother ship and a cascade of explosions took the city-sized fortress out.

      The event horizon destabilized, sending a flurry of shockwaves and giant lightning bolt sizzles on the surface of the monoliths, which began blowing up one by one. When enough of them were taken out, the interdimensional connection was severed as the explosions continued until no other monoliths were spared.

      “I’ll be damned,” said Chase.
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      Chase beamed next to Chris, who was lying on the floor in a pool of his own blood.

      “Chris!” he exclaimed as he rushed to his side.

      Chase put his hands on his son’s chest and started healing him.

      Chris’s heartbeat was almost gone, it only beat every few seconds, and Chase had a hard time healing him fast enough with the minute amounts of energy left at his disposal.

      Don’t die, son, I beg you, please don’t die!

      Chase transferred all the energy he had left, pushing himself past safe levels regardless of his own life, but then his son’s heart stopped.

      “Noooooo!” he screamed.

      Chase used an electric discharge to try to restart Chris’s heart over and over, but it wasn’t working.

      Nyx, I need you here, now!

      A few seconds later, Nyx materialized and rushed to Chris’s side.

      She added her own healing powers to Chase’s and hit the boy’s heart with a powerful trio of blows before resuming the healing.

      That’s when Chase felt it. Chris’s faint heartbeat.

      Nyx had her eyes closed, and Chase could sense the immense amount of healing power she was transferring to his son.

      Chris’s mouth opened and gasped for air as Chase’s face became covered in tears.

      “Thank you, I…I thought I had lost him too,” said Chase.

      Nyx nodded as she continued to pour healing energy into Chris’s body.

      “He’ll be fine, he’s no longer in danger.”

      She removed one of her hands from Chris’s chest and put it on Chase’s shoulder, transferring some of her energy into him as well.

      Chris blinked his eyes open a few times.

      “Dad, Nyx? What—what happened?”

      “Just relax, son, it’s over.”
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        * * *

      

      When Argos resumed consciousness, he was in a beautiful, lush place.

      He got up from the ground and looked at his hands. They were translucent. In fact, his entire body was translucent and didn’t feel solid.

      What the hell is this? Am I dead?

      Argos looked around and saw a long line of people walking like zombies toward the horizon.

      “What is this place?” he said out loud.

      “I think you know,” said a familiar voice behind him.

      Argos turned and saw Zeus.

      “I can’t exactly say I’m happy to see you here,” said Zeus. “As we both know what that entails, but I suppose it’s good to see you.”

      “I’m dead.”

      “Sort of, that would be my guess.”

      “What do you mean, sort of? Am I dead or am I not?”

      “I wish I knew, Argos. But you see, when someone dies, they usually are part of this group,” he said pointing toward the long line of people. “Today, thousands of them arrived, but you aren’t walking toward the void like they are, not to mention you look like you’re here without being here.”

      “But why? What makes me different?”

      “I’m afraid I have no idea, but if I had to take a guess, something must have happened to your soul.”

      That’s when Argos had a flashback of his last moments with Chase trying to prevent his soul from being swallowed by the Spectre. And as Chase tried repelling the Spectre’s attack with a Perseus shield, Chase involuntary sectioned Argos’s soul in half.

      “I think my soul has been cut in half.”

      “That would explain why you don’t appear fully solid.”

      Argos looked at his translucent arm once more. “Now what?”

      “For as long as I can remember, this has never happened before, but mind you I haven’t been the keeper of the Underworld for all that long. There might be someone who could tell us more about your condition, if we can find him.”

      “Who?”

      “If anyone knows what’s happening to you and how to fix it, that would be Hades.”
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        * * *

      

      On the bridge of the Hope, Athena, speechless, gazed at the fireworks of the exploding super gate.

      Why had the Furies helped them? And, for that matter, where the hell had they come from?

      Part of her didn’t really care as to why and was just grateful.

      Without their intervention, none of them would be alive, and the Spectres would have managed to gain more than a foothold situation they were left with. Instead, today would have been remembered as the day the Spectres invaded their dimension in full force. With no one left alive to stop them.

      The Alliance would still have to track down and destroy the few ships that had managed to make it through to this side, but at least, now, there was still hope.

      Hope, even in short supply, was a tremendous force to be reckoned with.

      “Captain,” said the comms officer.

      “What is it?” answered Athena.

      “The lead Fury ship is hailing us.”
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