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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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        * * *

      

      BOOK 13: RECKONING

      

      The Alliance assembles the largest fleet to take down the dimensional super gate currently being assembled by the Spectres.

      Asrak’Vor is determined to get his revenge on Chase for killing his brother Tanak. With the help of Ashra’Lur, they set a trap for Chase. Before Chase is forcefully beamed out of the Hope, Argos grabs him, and together, they fight Asrak’Vor in an epic confrontation. During the battle, Ashra takes advantage of her superior and decides to kill Asrak on her own, assimilating his souls and powering up in the process.

      Argos is knocked out, and Chase has to face Ashra on his own. As the fight progresses, Chase realizes he won’t be able to defeat the Spectre female, and when she’s about to grab his soul, Argos awakens and sacrifices himself to save his brother. Chase does everything he can to save Argos’s soul and accidentally splits it in half.

      In his rage over losing his brother, Chase transforms and elevates his power. With this newfound power, he nearly obliterates Ashra, who is forced to reveal that she is, in fact, a Spectre inside his wife’s body. This revelation throws Chase off guard and prevents him from killing her. Taking advantage of his lowered guard, Ashra attempts to rip out Chase’s soul once more. This time, Nyx intervenes and sends Ashra running for her life.

      Meanwhile, the Alliance fleet struggles and fails to destroy the super gate before multiple Spectre ships can fly through. In an attempt to improve Alliance weapons, Kvasir creates a machine that requires Chris to take life-or-death risks in order to destroy the gate and close the rift between both dimensions. But just when the Alliance is about to destroy the gate, Thor learns the Asgardian Guards are attacking his planet, Asgard. He leaves the fleet, putting the Alliance in the direst of situations.

      As the Alliance is about to be defeated, a small Fury fleet jumps in, and against all odds, they join forces with the Alliance to destroy the super gate and close the rift.

      Argos wakes up in the Underworld, but quickly realize he’s not all there.

      

      And now the continuation….
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      Chase was observing Chris sleeping when his wrist holo-device buzzed. He quietly left his son’s room before answering the call.

      Kvasir’s face filled the small holo-screen hovering over Chase’s wrist.

      “What can I do for you, Kvasir?”

      “I wanted to ask, or more accurately, plead with you to help my world.”

      Chase thought about it, and his first thought was to refuse. After all, Thor had not kept his promise and left the fleet at a critical time, which could have cost countless lives throughout the universe.

      Chase didn’t want to hate Thor for his actions, and part of him understood why he did what he did. But that didn’t mean he was ready to forgive him for leaving. However, Chase had promised to help him defeat the Guards after the Asgardians helped the Alliance stop the Spectres. He couldn’t punish an entire civilization for the actions of one man, no matter how misguided those actions had been.

      And yet, the ones who managed to save the Alliance from the Spectres were enemies of old. The Furies. The irony wasn’t lost on Chase.

      “I’m not sure Thor deserves our help after what he’s pulled.”

      “I can’t defend my king’s actions. As a matter of fact, I’m ashamed of them, but I don’t want all of my people to pay for his foolishness, so I’m asking you as a personal favor.”

      “I know, Kvasir. You should also know that I’m quite displeased with you for what you’ve put my son through.”

      “I deserve that, and I’ll take responsibility for my actions. I didn’t see any other way for us to win the battle.”

      “And while you probably helped us achieve the win, my son’s heart stopped. I don’t know what I would have done to you if he didn’t survive. If it weren’t for Nyx, I would have lost him. Do you have any idea how that makes me feel?”

      “I do, but in my defense, he was the one who insisted on going back into the machine. I informed Chris it could kill him. In the end, it was his choice and the reason we’re all still alive.”

      “Well, that sounds like my son, alright…that doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it.”

      “Fair enough. I’m sorry for risking your son’s life.”

      “We have to meet with the Furies before we can go, see what they want, though, at this point, I can’t say I care. How ironic that they saved our lives. After I meet with them, I suppose we can help Asgard. Perhaps I can convince them to help us in that endeavor as well.”

      “But if we wait too long, Asgard may fall.”

      “We’ll do all we can to prevent that, but if Thor had stayed, we’d already be on our way to Asgard, together. There have to be some consequences for abandoning the Alliance in the middle of an intergalactic invasion. I’m sure you can, at the very least, agree with that.”

      “I just worry that every minute counts.”

      “And it may very well, but we’ve just been saved by our mortal enemies, I can’t brush it all away and tell them we’ll talk later. Without them, we’d all be in the Underworld right now.”

      “I guess I’ll have to hope we’re not too late.”

      “Thor must be halfway to Asgard by now. At the very least, he’ll engage the Guards and keep them busy until our arrival. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll send the Droxian ships ahead to provide some early support.”

      “Thank you, Chase.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Thor will have to bear the responsibilities of his action, your people’s standing with the Alliance may very well be at stake.”

      “I understand. Thor has not been the same since the Guards returned.”

      “On that, we can certainly agree. Though, if you ask me, he hasn’t been the same even before then.”

      Kvasir’s facial tattoos pulsed. “Correct, he’s been different since Odin was killed.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase stood by Chris’s bed until he opened his eyes.

      “D—Dad?”

      “Hey, son. How are you feeling?”

      “Okay…I think.”

      Tears filled Chris’s eyes. “Argos…”

      “I know, son. I’m so sorry I didn’t manage to save him. In fact, he’s the one who saved me. He sacrificed his life to save mine. But know that I didn’t want this to happen.”

      “I’m not surprised…I guess it’s in our family’s DNA to be willing to sacrifice ourselves for others. One could call it a genetic flaw.”

      “I had not thought of it that way, but I guess there’s some truth to that. After all, you were willing to deny your own life to help your mother and I beat the Furies. Were you not?”

      “Yes, I was ready to give up my life in a heartbeat.”

      “Your uncle made a similar choice. I just wish I had avenged his death.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “The answer to that question is going to be a shock. Are you sure you want us to talk about it now? Perhaps you should rest a bit before we have this conversation.”

      “No, I’m all right, dad. I need to know.”

      “It’s about that female Spectre.”

      “The one that beat you once before? Is she the one who ripped Argos’s soul?”

      “She is.”

      Chris growled. “I hate her!”

      “I know how you feel. I did too.”

      “Did?”

      “Oh boy…this is not going to be easy to say…but I better try and explain it. Ashra’Lur…”

      But Chase couldn’t fathom finishing the sentence.

      “Say it, dad. What?”

      Chase swallowed hard. “Ashra’Lur is Sarah.”

      “What? Our Sarah? That can’t be…it can’t be!”

      “I assure you, I even talked with your mother telepathically. She’s in that…monster, or she is now the monster, I don’t know how this works. I can tell you your mom isn’t in control, I think that Spectre’s blood poisoned her entire being and somehow turned her into this Spectre called Ashra.”

      “But what about the Sarah that’s back on Earth?”

      “I’m not sure, but probably a clone. They must have swapped her with our Sarah while we were searching for a cure in the unknown regions.”

      “That would explain why we couldn’t detect her soul anymore when we returned with the Dragonmen’s tears.”

      “Or why it didn’t work in the first place, even though the tears healed Aphroditis.”

      “Yes, that would make sense. What are we going to do to save mom? And what about Kharon?”

      “Yes, we need to find a way to save your sister as well.”

      “Dad, she appeared to me in one of my visions when I was inside Kvasir’s infernal machine. I also had a vision of Argos dying there. I didn’t understand the vision as it unfolded, it was unclear and confusing, but I could tell the culprit was that…female Spectre. I—I can’t bring myself to call her mom. That thing, Ashra, I could sense she was the one who killed Argos.”

      “She isn’t your mother, not anymore in this form. Whatever Ashra turned her into, she’s no longer human. That much is certain. And even if there is a small part of your mother still left in her, it’s being canceled by the Spectre.”

      “But you said you spoke to mom?”

      “For a brief moment, and it felt like her, but who knows if that wasn’t a trick to prevent me from finishing her off.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m still unsure, son. She and Kharon both asked me to kill them. Why would they ask this of me? Especially your mother, she knows I already went through something similar when I killed her clone. At the end of the day, no matter their wishes, I—I simply couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

      Tears filled Chase’s eyes this time.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think I could have either,” said Chris.

      “Moments before, when I lost Argos, I was ready to destroy her. In fact, I almost killed them. Of course, back in that moment of vengeful rage, I didn’t know they were inside Ashra.”

      “Makes sense, we do seem to get more powerful when angry in these moments, don’t we?”

      “Oh, yeah, no doubt about that. When she grabbed Argos’s soul, I lost it and let my anger take control, and in doing so, I reached a new level of power.”

      “You mean something beyond Ultra Fury?”

      “Yes, I guess you could say that, and in that state, Drakos returned as my aura, it’s difficult to explain. In fact, he’s the one who stopped me from obliterating Ashra. The amount of power, the speed, the clarity in channeling my power had reached levels I never thought possible.”

      “Wow. So you turned into what? Hyper Fury?”

      Chase smiled. “Mmm…I guess we could call it that.”

      “Will you teach me to reach that level of power too? Is Drakos still with you?”

      “No. In fact, he said goodbye. Apparently, my emotional distress in learning about Ashra’s true identity decreased my focus, and he said I may never reach it again.”

      “That’s bullshit, you and I both know you’ll train and fight as many opponents as needed until it comes back to you. No matter how long that takes, you’ll get there. In fact, now that I know we can reach another level of power, I’m going to do the same. I just…I just wish Argos was here so we can all train together.”

      “I know how you feel. At least I did bring back his body, so…if we can get a piece of his soul back…”

      Chris’s eyes widened. “You could reintegrate it into his body?”

      “Yes. That’s the idea. With a caveat.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “As Ashra was siphoning his soul, I tried to hold him and had to create a Perseus Mirror Shield to deflect one of her attacks. In doing so, I accidentally sectioned Argos’s soul in half. I was trying to stop his soul from being snatched away, and trust me, son, I never intended to slice it.”

      “I know you did your best, dad. What do you think it means, though, and where did the other half of his soul go?”

      “It turned into a bright light and shot down into the floor, disappearing.”

      “Perhaps he’s in the Underworld, then. At least, part of him.”

      “Or I damaged his soul forever and killed any chance we ever had to save my brother.”

      “I won’t accept that, and my heart tells me there’s a way to save him. Before we arrive at such dire conclusions, you’d better talk with Ares and see if you can visit the Underworld. Perhaps we’ll get more answers that way.”

      “That’s a good idea. I should probably ask Hades for his counsel too.”

      “Hades? What does he have to do with anything?”

      “Yes, Hades. He came to me in my thoughts during the battle; in fact, he helped me fight Asrak’Vor.”

      “Who’s Asrak’Vor?”

      “He was with Ashra, and, believe it or not, he was Tanak’s brother. As powerful as him, too, if not more.”

      “And is he…?”

      “Dead? Yes. Not by my hands, though, not for my lack of trying. I threw everything I had at him.”

      “So, if you didn’t kill Asrak, who did? Argos?”

      “Ashra did. First, she saved his life when I was about to finish him off, and a minute later, she decapitated him and drained him of all his souls. I guess she had planned that outcome all along. The only way we can ever hope to defeat her is to get to that Hyper Fury level. I can tell you that in Ultra Fury form…” Chase let the words trail for a moment. “I’m afraid we don’t stand a chance in hell.”

      “Then we’ll reach that higher level, together, and we’ll find a way to save Argos. Maybe mom and Kharon, too.”

      Chase wanted to tell his son that he didn’t know if that was even in the realm of possibilities, but after all Chris had been through today, crushing his spirits didn’t seem like the fatherly thing to do. His son was right, before jumping to any conclusions, he’d need to go to the Underworld and try to get some answers.

      “Yes, son, whatever happens next, we’ll do it together.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Argos,” said a familiar voice.

      Argos turned and saw a beautiful woman walking toward him.

      “Oryn! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      She smiled. “I could say the same thing about you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Though, I find it quite disturbing that I can partially see through you. What has happened to you? In fact, why the hell are you even here?”

      “I wish I knew. And if you think it’s disturbing looking at me, or in this case, through me, imagine how I feel about it.”

      “It must be tough. Are you solid or more like Ares?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let’s find out,” said Oryn, slapping Argos on the cheek.

      His face registered the impact and moved to the side.

      “Hey! Was that the best way to achieve your test?”

      She shrugged. “Well, it’s a fun way.”

      “For you, perhaps.”

      “Stop it, you sissy, at least now we know, and if you ask me, I think it’s good news.”

      “You and I have a very different view of what constitutes good news. But for the sake of argument, would you mind enlightening me?”

      “You see, when I died and came here, at first, I was really content redecorating this place,” she said, waving her hand around all the beautiful gardens reminiscent of Olympus, “with dad’s help, but now I’m bored out of my skull. I’ve tried asking him to spar with me, but he’s not into it. He said fighting for tens of thousands of years was enough and that he didn’t want to do it anymore, even just for fun. Now that you’re here, maybe we could train together.”

      “Train? For what purpose? I gotta go with Zeus on this one. If we’re dead, what’s the point?”

      “I may be dead…it’s true, my body was destroyed. But that’s my situation. Yours may be different. Chase might be able to bring you back if your body is still intact.”

      “Well, technically, he could bring you back as well. In fact, there are better chances for you than there is for me.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? How so?”

      “Well, if he can find some of your DNA, and I’m not saying it’s possible, but he could clone you a new body. As for me, the reason I’m here but not fully here is that my soul was ripped in two. I can’t tell exactly how, but I don’t feel like I’m all here, even in terms of my consciousness. It’s like some parts of me are missing. I know that must sound crazy.”

      “Not really, no. I would imagine having half a soul would do that to you. Though, if you ask me, it’s a miracle that you’re here at all.”

      “I suppose…”

      “No, Argos, think about it. Your soul was ripped in two, yet you endure. This is nothing short of miraculous.”

      “I’m not really into miracles.”

      “Says the walking one.”

      Argos smiled. “I’m not sure about the training, unless there are other activities around here.”

      “Planting more colorful flowers, tending to the trees over there, how does that sound?”

      Argos chuckled. “Training it is, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase turned on the holo-screen in his quarters. Keera was on the line.

      “Hey,” said Chase.

      “Hi, Chase. I’ve looked into what you asked me.”

      “And?”

      “And baby Shayna, cute little girl, by the way…she has Fury genes.”

      “That would explain a lot.”

      “You knew, didn’t you?”

      “Let’s just say I suspected.”

      “How the hell did you think of checking her for Fury genes?”

      “I hadn’t until Nyx said something to me. How the Spectres had experimented on her. Knowing now what I didn’t know back then when I saved her and her mother. Like the fact that Spectres bled through our dimension during the battle of Erevos. Then that last piece of information gave me a clearer vision of the puzzle.”

      “So, the Spectres want to acquire Fury DNA? And that’s why they were after the baby?”

      “I think they already have Fury DNA with Nyx, in the other dimension and through Shayna’s on our side. I didn’t understand at first what it was that the arachnoid wanted with the little girl, then Nyx told me that she had found a lab with monstrosities made of either Spectre or arachnoid mixed with her Fury DNA. Then it all clicked. That’s what they were after, and that’s why that Spectre agent sacrificed herself, but not before acquiring some of the baby’s blood.”

      “If I follow your logic correctly, and tell me if I’m wrong, but wouldn’t that mean that they’re also creating Fury hybrids here?”

      “I don’t know if they have the necessary equipment, but they certainly must be considering it. Now that numerous ships have made it to our side, I’m sure they’ll have the resources they need to finish their research.

      “Assuming they haven’t already, you mean?”

      “Yeah, but something tells me if they had viable hybrids already, we would have met some. Whatever the case is, we better stop them. I don’t like the idea of these Fury-clone hybrids. We have no idea what to expect from such a gene pairing.”

      “I can see why you’d want to get ahead of that.”

      “Thank you, Keera. You’ve been very helpful.”

      “Anytime, Chase.”
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        * * *

      

      Asgard Prime’s palace trembled all around Loki.

      “I won’t let you destroy my world!” he exclaimed out loud.

      Loki used all the trickery he was known for, and, up until now, it had mostly worked. Though creating a holographic illusion on a planet-wide scale had not been an easy feat. But for the time being, it seemed to have fooled the Guards. They were convinced most cities had been destroyed in their first bombardment wave.

      A subspace signal interrupted his focus. It was his brother.

      “Thor! When the hell are you getting here? I’m running out of tricks to repel the enemy.”

      “Repel them? Our sensors are reporting all our cities destroyed already!”

      “Well…sort of, more like delay them. I’ve used our holographic technology to simulate damage on most of our cities when, in fact, I had been working on defense shield domes for each major city on our planet for quite a while now. After what happened to our father, I expected the Spectres to come back one day, and I wanted us to be prepared.”

      “Why wasn’t I informed?”

      “I don’t think right now is the time to worry about it. I took the initiative, one that has saved millions of lives.”

      Thor’s tattoos flashed rapidly. “You’re right, I should be thanking you. So the images I’ve seen…of our cities in flames from orbit.”

      “An illusion. But if you don’t get here fast, the shields will fail, and the cities will fall. For real this time.”

      “You don’t realize because you couldn’t have known, but I’ve abandoned our allies at a crucial time during the Spectres’ invasion, and they may not look too kindly upon us because of that. I’m afraid we may be on our own to save Asgard.”

      “Our world is under attack, you only did what they would have done if it had been Earth.”

      “I’m not so sure about that, if I had known you were holding them off with this ingenious trick of yours, I might have given the Alliance the few minutes they needed to win the battle. You should have told me, brother.”

      “Well, it’s too late now, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry, but I’m not sorry to see our ships return. Like you said, though, I couldn’t have known.”

      “I suppose it doesn’t really matter now…we’ll deal with the fallout of my actions later.”

      “When are you expected to arrive?”

      “In under an hour. Can you hold them off?”

      “Other ships are approaching, and I think they’ll reach here before you. When they do, it may be difficult to hold them all off. But I’ll do my best.”

      “What other ships? Our long-range sensors aren’t detecting them.”

      “Well, that’s not surprising. The same happened to us here, we didn’t see the Balder until it was in orbit, firing at the planet. Not to mention it quickly took control of our own defenses, turning them against us.”

      “That would be Grunhild. She can affect weak minds.”

      “Not sure the captains of these ships would appreciate being called that.”

      “And yet, they’re firing at their own worlds, are they not?”

      “That’s a good point. Either way, I’ve managed to adapt our sensors to detect ships using the same scrambling algorithm that the Balder used in returning back home undetected. I’m already working on a fleet-scale patch so that it updates all our ships.”

      “Just make sure it doesn’t update theirs.”

      “Oh, really? Why didn’t I think of that? No offense, brother, but sometimes I get the impression you think I’m stupid.”

      “Loki, you know I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you did, I’ll keep doing my best here. You just make sure you get back here as quickly as you can.”

      “I’ll push the hyperspace engines to their utmost limit; we’ll be there shortly.”

      “Good. Even with abandoning them, do you think we can count on the Alliance for backup?”

      “I don’t know, if I were them, after what I pulled, I wouldn’t be in a hurry to help. That is if they survived. We diverted most of our power to the hyperspace engines, and our sensors were affected by the massive energy generated by the super gate. We’ve been flying mostly blind since we left the battle. I don’t know what happened to the Alliance.”

      “Let me check from here. Our interplanetary sensor array is more advanced than the Odin’s on any given day.”

      Loki keyed in some holo-commands, and his eyes grew wide.

      “What is it, Loki? What did you see?”

      “They survived all right, but I can’t believe what I’m seeing. It’s gotta be a sensor glitch.”

      “Loki!” Thor growled. “Mind sharing what it is you’re seeing?”

      “Sorry, brother. There are multiple Fury ships in the middle of the Alliance fleet.”

      “Are they fighting?”

      “No. That’s the strangest thing, I guess, they are not. The super gate is gone, and no trace of the Spectres enemy ship is in their vicinity either.”

      “I don’t understand. How can that be?”

      “I don’t know, and as far as not understanding, that makes two of us.”
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      Ares appeared in front of Chase.

      “Hello, Chase.”

      “Thanks for coming, Ares.”

      “It sounded urgent. Is everything all right?”

      “Not really. But we’re alive, and I suppose right now, that’s a blessing on its own, even though we didn’t all make it.”

      “What are you talking about? Who fell?”

      “Argos for one, and Sarah.”

      “I don’t understand. Wasn’t her body with you in the fleet?”

      Chase proceeded to catch Ares up on all the latest events.

      “That’s unbelievable. I—I don’t know what to say, Chase. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Well, I still have Argos’s body. What I need to know is what happened with his soul.”

      “And I take it you need my help for that, but how?”

      “We need to go to the Underworld. See if he’s there.”

      “Of course, if half his soul made it there, maybe we’ll be able to ask Zeus if he saw him anywhere.”

      “Exactly. Can you get us there?”

      “In a few minutes, I’ve been experiencing large dips in my energy levels, and teleporting from the unknown regions doesn’t help with that, either.”

      Ares’s golden energy form flickered into red tones a couple of times, and Ares fell to his knees.

      “Ares! What’s going on? Are you all right?”

      Ares struggled to get back to his feet. “That happened for the first time an hour ago, I thought it was just because I was tired, now I’m not so sure anymore.”

      “What else could it be?”

      “I would imagine it has something to do with what we found out in the unknown regions. I interfaced with the body of a dying Atlantian.”

      “I see. And you think this is somehow related?”

      “He did warn me to get out of there as the base was collapsing, but I wanted to get more answers from him. Now I wish I had listened.”

      “What can we do to help you? Has Yanis taken a look at you?”

      “Chase, I’m not from this plane of existence anymore. I don’t know that we can do anything at this point. As a matter of fact, I don’t even know how I even lasted in pure energy form for as long as I have. It shouldn’t have been possible.”

      “Putting that fact aside for the moment, the timing of this new symptom is too close to your experience with the Atlantian. It has to be related.”

      “I agree, I never went through the pit of souls and into Elysion, and deep down, I know that I may never go now. But that’s all right, you needed my help, and I’m glad to be of service any way I can.”

      “I’d say not if that kills you, but…”

      “That would be redundant, indeed.”

      “About your current state, though, is there any way you could grab some energy from me?”

      “I don’t think it works that way, but truth be told, we’ve never tried it.”

      “Then do it, enter my body, and try to take what you need from me.”

      “Is that wise? What if what ails me is transmitted to you?”

      “Somehow, as you’ve mentioned yourself, I don’t think it would jump from one plane of existence to another. So, if you ask me, it doesn’t matter now, I need to go to the Underworld, and I’m already late on things I need to do here, like meet with the Furies. This really can’t wait, so at the very least, we need to try it.”

      “What if you need your energy to fight them?”

      “I seriously doubt they’d try to destroy us right after saving our butts. Don’t worry about it, Nyx can defend us if it comes to that.”

      “You’re putting a whole lot of faith in someone who’s probably celebrating the return of her kind. Don’t you think?”

      “Perhaps, but what choice do we have? I need to know where Argos’s soul, or more precisely, what’s left of it went.”

      “Understood. This won’t be a fun experience for you, but you must not resist me. I can’t stress that enough, and you have the strongest mind there is.”

      Chase nodded and closed his eyes. He felt Ares’s consciousness invade his, and shortly after, he felt his pool of energy diminish at speeds he’d never experienced before. Not even when he turned Hyper Fury.

      Stop! exclaimed Chase mentally.

      Ares jumped out of Chase’s body, his golden aura glowing brighter than it had in months.

      “Sorry, did I take too much?”

      Chase panted before answering. “Ya think? What are you running on? And where can I find some? I feel like I barely have energy left to stay standing.”

      Ares smiled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think I took all that much. Will you be okay?”

      “I’ll need to rest and eat for a battalion, but I think I’ll be all right.”

      “Ready to go?”

      “You tell me.”

      Ares put his hand on Chase’s shoulder and they teleported away.
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        * * *

      

      Argos deflected Oryn’s fireball and countered with a trio of his own. She blocked the first two and slapped the third back toward Argos, who dodged it with ease.

      “You haven’t missed a beat,” said Argos.

      “And you’ve powered up quite a lot.”

      “Perhaps it feels that way to you, but unfortunately, I feel weaker than I have ever been. I can’t even transform into Ultra Fury anymore.”

      “I suppose it was to be expected.”

      Oryn’s head cocked to the side, and she smiled shortly after. “Looks like you have a visitor.”

      Argos turned just in time as Chase embraced him.

      “Hi, brother,” said Argos, taken a little by surprise.

      “It’s so good to see you,” said Chase and then he took a step back and looking at Oryn.

      “Hey Chase,” she said. “I’ll give you two some privacy.”

      “Thank you, Oryn,” answered Chase before turning his attention back to his brother.

      “I’m glad to see you here, though I must admit, I didn’t expect to see through you.”

      “It’s all the rage down here,” answered Argos with a chuckle.

      Chase did his best to smile. “I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor, and I’m relieved you’re here. I really feared the worst when your soul was severed. I mean—”

      “I know what you mean. It’s good to see you too, Chase, and please don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like hell.”

      “I know, Ares is having issues, and he needed to grab some of my energy. Let’s just say he took a lot more than I thought was required to make the trip down here.”

      “I’m surprised you can make this sort of energy exchange in the first place, but well, I’m translucent, so what do I know?”

      Chase waved his index finger. “Yeah, that’s gonna take some getting used to.”

      “I’d rather we, over time, find a way to course correct.”

      “So do I, Argos, so do I. And we’ll do anything we can to get you back in the land of the living. I give you my word.”

      “I appreciate that. I take it you killed that bitch, then?”

      “Not exactly. I—I couldn’t.”

      “Then why are you still alive? She didn’t seem like the kind of person to squander a soul she could devour. Especially one as valuable as yours.”

      “Yeah, she wouldn’t… “ Chase was pensive for a moment. “And since we’re talking about souls…I’m really sorry I cut yours in half.”

      “No apology needed, brother, if you hadn’t, I fear she would have gotten the whole thing.”

      Chase was a little surprised at how serene Argos was; it felt like something in him had changed, like he was calmer, and wiser too. Chase brushed the thought away. Now was not the time to worry about it, he only had minutes with his brother, and he intended to make them count.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t stay for long. I have a meeting with the Furies.”

      “Wait, what? What Furies? What have I missed?”

      Chase caught up Argos as quickly as he could.

      “Well, that’s heavy. They just came to your rescue, out of the blue? I thought we ended them over a year ago.”

      “The only thing I know is they must not have been around Erevos when we won the war. I guess I’ll get more precision on the matter when I talk with their leader in a few minutes.”

      “Interesting that they would choose this moment to reveal they’re still here. How many ships?”

      “Only a handful, but they seemed heavily armed. More so than even their best ships back at the end of the war.”

      “Well, I guess it’s good they showed up and helped you destroy the super gate, but I really hope you won’t have to fight a war on three fronts going forward.”

      “Trust me, the thought crossed my mind, but if they weren’t interested in talking, they wouldn’t wait for me to show up, they’d shoot first and asks questions later; at least, that’s what my instincts tell me.”

      “How’s Chris?”

      “He’s hanging in there…somehow. I don’t think he’s handling your…”

      “Death, you can say it.”

      “I don’t know, it makes it so final.”

      “I suppose us talking here and now nullifies that a little.”

      “At any rate, it certainly gives me hope. I can’t imagine you not being by our side. I don’t think I could deal with that.”

      “I love you too, brother. Who would have thought at the start of all of this that we’d be here today.”

      “That’s true, it wasn’t so long ago we were trying to kill each other. A lot has happened since then. And I, for one, am not ready for our story to be over.”

      “Well, don’t take this the wrong way, Chase, but sometimes we don’t get what we want. Life has a funny way of dealing you different cards than those you were expecting.”

      “I’m not gonna argue with you on that one, but what matters is that you’re here, so there’s hope.”

      “I used to think so too, and don’t misunderstand me here, but…

      “But what?”

      “I think we bit off more than we could chew going after them, even if we suspected a trap. We basically ran into the lion’s den.”

      “Yeah, we clearly aren’t to their levels just yet and perhaps it was foolish of us. I did reach a new level of transformation after your soul was gone, though.”

      “Have you now? It’s gonna be tricky with the superlatives, what comes after Ultra? Hyper?”

      Chase laughed. “That’s exactly what Chris suggested, so I guess it’s official, Hyper Fury it is. Unfortunately, I reached it from the grief and boiling hatred. And then I lost it. I tried returning to this form, but I’m unable to now.”

      “You’ll get there if it’s what’s needed to win, and if I’ve learned anything as your brother, is that you don’t know how to fail.”

      “And yet I failed you.”

      “No, you haven’t, Chase. It’s important you accept what I’m going to tell you now. I decided to give up my own life so that you could live, and I’m glad to see I made the right choice. You’ll master this Hyper Fury form because I know, as you know, that all our lives depend on it. You’re not the sort of man who gives up when the going gets tough.”

      Chase was surprised by what he was hearing. Touched, but surprised at how calm Argos was, considering his own situation.

      “What’s with you today?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Chase wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “Never mind, I’m just emotional, I guess. And I really wished I could stay, but I really need to get going. Tell Oryn I’m sorry I can’t stay any longer, but I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

      “Understood, I’ll let her know. Just make sure when you return that you don’t enter this realm through the front door, okay, brother?”

      Chase flashed Argos a thumbs up. “Roger that!”
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        * * *

      

      Ares walked toward Zeus. His father was meditating in a meadow made of shiny blue grass.

      “Ares, it’s good to see you,” said Zeus without opening his eyes.

      “If you say so,” answered Ares with a smile. “Am I interrupting?”

      Zeus opened his eyes and levitated upward, uncrossed his legs in midair, and levitated back down until his feet touched the ground.

      “Yes and no. There isn’t much to do down here but meditate. So, technically, that’s what I do with most of my time lately.”

      “I see; does it help with anything?”

      “It helps with accepting the situation. You know, being dead and all that.”

      “I would say I know, but I’m also not exactly finding the closure I thought would come with death if you catch my drift. In fact, that’s why I wanted to talk to you while I’m here.”

      “I see. What can I help you with?”

      “For starters, you could try to explain to me why I’m still able to roam the universe in my energy form?”

      “Truth be told, I’m not entirely sure myself.”

      “You must have a theory. I can see it in your eyes.”

      “There’s a legend among our people that when a soul is violently ripped from the world while it still needs to fulfill its purpose, a soulburn prevents the individual from coming to the Underworld. That’s the only thing that can explain your situation and how you’re still out there for so long.”

      “So is that what happened? A soulburn? Can such a soul ever rejoin Elysion?”

      “That I don’t know.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to see what happens going forward. Though, at this point, it feels like this state of being doesn’t seem all that temporary for me.”

      Ares’s aura blinked from golden to red, and he struggled to keep his balance.

      “Dammit! It’s accelerating.”

      “What’s going on? What’s happening to you?”

      “I wish I knew, hence my questions to you. Ever since I merged with that dying Atlantean, I feel like I’m leaking my energy at an alarming rate. I had to drain most of Chase’s energy just to get us here.”

      “Or perhaps the end you seem to have so many questions about is nearer than you’re willing to accept.”

      “Nah, I’m not ready. That much, I know.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works, Ares.”

      “Well, it better be, I gotta figure out what’s happening with me and fast. Speaking of, we need to go.”

      Chase, running, approached them. “Hi, Zeus, sorry to just drop by and leave, but we can’t stay.”

      “That’s all right, I’m sure we’ll have other occasions to speak to one another.”

      “Thanks for the chat, Father,” said Ares.

      “Anytime, son.”

      Chase and Ares teleported away.
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        * * *

      

      “Report!” asked Siegfried.

      “I’m on my way back,” answered Grunhild. “I have what we need.”

      “And you’re certain it will work?”

      “We can’t use this weapon against the Furies; their minds are too strong. But Droxians are a weak, pathetic race of mindless soldiers. It will work.”

      “Good, because the ship on its way to engage us happens to be Droxian.”

      “A perfect opportunity to test the weapon. When are they due to arrive in Asgard’s orbit?”

      “At your current velocity, you should just about beat them here.”

      “Perfect. Then what’s the plan? Even if only Droxian ships are on their way, you must know that the Alliance is going to send everything it has to defend Asgard.”

      “Yes, and now is not the time to thin whatever armada we’ll manage to acquire today, be it Asgardian or Droxian ships. With the workforce you’re bringing back with you, we should be able to build more ships. But there’s one thing that’s missing.”

      “Pentalium.”

      “Exactly. It’s good to see you understand why it was essential Asgard was our first stop, and, well, if we can leave a pile of rubble behind, then all the better. I’m almost done destroying their home world.”

      Grundhild’s expression darkened.

      “What is it?” asked Siegfried. “I don’t like that look.”

      “I’m near enough that I can sense Asgard. You haven’t killed as many people as you think.”

      “What are you talking about? I’ve leveled over ten cities already.”

      “No, Loki made you think you did. I’m updating your sensor array to display the real picture.”

      In front of Siegfried, the holo-display changed to show dome shields over the cities instead of the rubble his instruments were showing him.

      Siegfried growled. “I’m going to kill that fool myself.”

      “No, you’re not. I will take care of Loki. It’s the only way we’ll be sure he’s really dead.”

      Siegfried tightened his fist with such rage that he broke skin, and rivers of blood escaped between his fingers. But Grunhild was right, Loki was clearly a master of deception, and that wasn’t Siegfried’s forte. She was better equipped to take care of such a sneaky enemy.

      “I suppose there’s wisdom in what you say,” said Siegfried through gritted teeth. “Very well, I guess Loki is yours to eliminate.”
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      Chase was pacing in his ready room when Admiral Neeva beamed in.

      “Welcome aboard, Admiral,” said Chase.

      The admiral released a faint growl. “I’m not here for pleasantries. We need to talk.”

      Chase walked to his desk and gestured to an empty seat for the admiral.

      The Fury walked next to the chair and looked at it for a while.

      “Please sit…or not, it’s up to you,” said Chase as he sat down himself.

      The admiral sighed and reluctantly took the seat.

      “Thank you for coming to our rescue,” said Chase, “though I’m sure you can imagine that your ships were the last ones I imagined to see there.”

      “We didn’t rescue you out of the kindness of our hearts. If we didn’t have a larger goal in mind, I wouldn’t be here, and your treacherous Alliance would now be gone.”

      “Then why didn’t you let them destroy us? Or better yet, help them.”

      “I’ve been asking myself this very question ever since we intervened. Something told me we shouldn’t let the Alliance fall, at least not now. There was also the fact that more Spectres were getting into the dimension, so…”

      Charming fellow, then again, I don’t know why I expected anything different.

      “Well, the fact of the matter is you did rescue us and we are grateful. Even though you can imagine our surprise in seeing that any Fury ships survived the war.”

      “This is all there is left of my people, you murdered the rest.”

      “Technically, we just tried to repel an invasion you initiated. Granted, one that was orchestrated outside of even the supreme commander’s knowledge. If it wasn’t for the Spectres manipulation of Arakan, perhaps things would have turned out differently. I wonder, are you aware of that fact?”

      “The reason I’m here talking with you, no matter how repulsive an idea this is, should be answer enough. We’re aware of the Spectres. We understand they played my people like fools and used us as cannon fodder to eradicate the Alliance before they could invade it themselves and take the spoils of this dimension.”

      “At which point they’d have turned against you. But if you knew, then may I ask why you didn’t make contact with us any sooner?”

      “You may not.”

      “I see.”

      “Look, Admiral,” said Neeva with no effort to hide the disdain in his voice, “we’ve gathered a lot of intelligence on the Spectres since the day Erevos was destroyed. A day I can’t get out of my head, and I think it’s pretty much the same for every Fury survivor. In fact, I swore that I’d rip your heart out myself, come that day.”

      Chase swallowed hard, remembering that if the admiral decided that right now would be the day, he probably wouldn’t have enough energy to prevent it.

      “I can sympathize with that emotion, even though I’m sure you are aware of my status of Ultra Fury.”

      “Yes…you don’t seem very powerful at the moment, though.”

      Crap, he can sense that.

      “Well, let’s just say it’s been a trying few hours. Since you’re clearly not here to kill me today, why don’t you tell me why exactly we’re having this discussion.”

      “Vengeance. But not the kind I’ve been mentioning until now. We want to destroy the Spectres, every single last one of them…like they did to us, through you.”

      “I guess we do have some common ground after all. And I’m actually glad to hear it. It is true what the humans say after all, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’”

      Admiral Neeva’s eyes shone bright red. “We—are—not—friends.”

      “Didn’t mean to use the word literally here, but okay. I’ll rephrase, we have a common goal, to defeat the Spectres.”

      “Defeat won’t do, we demand total and utter extermination of every member of their race.”

      Chase faked a smile. “I think you made that pretty clear. And if winning the war against the Spectres is your goal, then I believe we should consider an alliance, albeit a temporary one.”

      “The shorter, the better.”

      Chase wanted to mention that once the Spectres were gone, there was no way a handful of rogue Fury ships would be permitted to threaten the Alliance, but sensing the palpable disgust the admiral was exuding toward Chase, this told him he’d better stick to the basics today and accept this fortunate turn of events while it lasted. No matter how determined the Furies would be to destroy them later on.

      “You mentioned intel you’ve gathered from the enemy; would you be willing to share that intel?”

      “All in good time, we’ll need a few things from you first. A gesture of goodwill, see if we can trust you.”

      “Such as?”

      “Resources mainly, a planet we can call our own, ideally with a space gate. It will allow us to construct a massive fleet, which we will need if we ever hope to win.”

      “Let me get this straight, you want me to give you the resources so that once we’ve defeated the Spectres, we’ll have equipped you with enough ships to wage war on us? You can’t be serious.”

      “We’re dead serious, the way we see it, you don’t have much choice in the matter. You lost more than half your fleet, your worlds are currently unprotected. As a matter of fact, Asgard is currently under attack.”

      “We’re aware, it’s also the reason we can’t prolong this meeting too much, we need to go help them.”

      “Why? They left you to die. You should repay them in kind.”

      “Strangely enough, the thought had crossed my mind, Admiral, but that’s not who we are.”

      The admiral’s next growl told Chase everything he needed to know as per his position on that particular topic.

      “I’ll consider your request,” Chase continued, “but you must know I can’t speak for the Alliance. I’m just trying to save my family here and make sure countless civilizations don’t become extinct because the enemy has decided they want to eradicate this dimension. But I’m not the one deciding for the Alliance. I will, however, present your proposal to the council.”

      “Admiral Athanatos, you’d better not make me waste my time or make me regret my decision to save your pathetic lives.”

      “I assure you that’s not what I’m doing, but I’ll tell you what, as a show of good faith, would you be willing to accompany us to Asgard?”

      “Why in the blazes would we do that?”

      “I couldn’t help but notice you’ve upgraded your weaponry, and if it’s good enough to take care of the super gate, it should be effective against the rogue Asgardian ships currently firing on their own home world. You see, it’s not just the Spectres, there’s another growing threat.”

      “The Asgardian Guards.”

      “So you’re aware of them too?”

      “I can’t speak for Arakan’s practices of power, or to be correct, his inability to do so, but I know how to lead my people. We know pretty much everything you know and then some. Which in my book makes us more valuable to you than the other way around.”

      “If that were true, you would have let us die and conquered what was left. Except, of course, there would be a lot more Spectre ships in this dimension, and you’d now be fighting them. Something I’m sure you’ve already considered being a task that you can’t take on your own. So, now that we’re all caught up with each other’s goals and agenda, let’s move forward, shall we?”

      “At least you learn fast, I’ll grant you that, Admiral Athanatos.”

      “Let’s drop the formal rank, you can call me Chase.”

      Neeva scoffed. “I don’t think I made myself clear, I’m not here to make friends. One day, you and I will cross paths on the battlefield.”

      “You don’t have to be my friend to call me by my first name, do you?”

      Neeva sighed. “If you insist, Admiral Chase.”

      “Just Chase, I don’t like that rank thing.”

      “You’re an insult to your rank, with all due respect.”

      Due respect? Yeah, because that’s what’s been going on here, us having a respectful and oh-so-polite talk…I don’t know why it bothers me, though? He’s as pompous a Fury caricature as I remember.

      Chase smiled. “I know it can rub the military type the wrong way, and perhaps that’s why I like defying conventions the way I do. But enough about protocol, ranks, and the pleasantries we agreed to skip, even though it feels like it’s all we’ve been doing up until now. I’m going to Asgard, and I will reiterate my request one more time before we jump: Are you coming or not?”

      “I will not endanger what little resources we have.”

      “Nobody is asking you to; in fact, you can stay in reserve, fire only from afar, and we’ll even cover your ships should they come under fire. Your weaponry seems to have a better firing range, which should allow you to take no unnecessary risks. But it will send a message to the Guards, and that, I think, is worth it. How does that sound?”

      “Like a promise I’m unsure you can keep, Chase.”

      Chase realized it didn’t matter how the admiral addressed him since he was now putting all his disdain into his first name instead of his rank. But Chase wasn’t about to ask him to go back to calling him by his rank.

      “Well, Admiral, since we’re gonna try to be civil and, whether or not we like it, trust each other, you’ll quickly learn that I’m a man of my word.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      Neeva rose. “For now, yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase was resting in his quarters when the doorbell rang.

      “Come in.”

      Chris entered the room.

      “What the hell are you doing out of sickbay?”

      “Well, you weren’t coming, so…”

      “Son, you shouldn’t be up and about just yet.”

      “I’m okay, just very tired. Though looking at you actually makes me feel in great shape,” said Chris with a playful smile.

      “Long story, needed to give Ares some of my energy.”

      “And you didn’t think I would want to know everything about your visit to the Underworld.”

      Chase felt immensely ashamed. With everything happening so fast, he had completely forgotten to let his son know he’d seen Argos.

      “You’re right, that’s unforgivable of me. I’m really sorry.”

      “So? Did you see Argos?”

      “I did. He’s not all there, but he seemed in good spirits.”

      “For a dead guy, you mean? And what the hell does ‘not all there’ even mean?”

      “He’s in the Underworld, but he’s translucent.”

      Chris blinked a few times before Chase continued.

      “We think it has something to do with his soul not being complete.”

      “So there’s a chance to bring him back?”

      “I suppose if we find a way to get the other part of his soul, ideally without killing your mother and sister, then yes, maybe…”

      “That's a big if, dad.”

      “I know, but right now, that’s all we know, but at least there’s hope.”

      Chris came next to Chase’s bed and sat next to his father. He took his hand.

      “That’s good news, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, I was quite happy about—”

      But then Chase felt his energy levels rising and he jerked his hand away from Chris’s.

      “What the hell are you doing?” asked Chase.

      “Giving you back some of your power.”

      “At what cost? You’re barely standing.”

      Chris smiled. “Yeah, look who’s talking.”

      “I’m serious, Chris. Keep your strength, you’re just as weak as I am.”

      “I know, but I had some energy to spare. Don’t worry, Nyx pumped me full of it.”

      “So you can heal, not to give it back to me in turn.”

      “Stop worrying, will ya? I’ll just go into a regen tank.”

      Chase sighed. “I hate those things.”

      “So do I, but I have no other place to be right now, might as well use that time to heal faster. I take it you won’t be using one yourself?”

      Chase considered it, but with everything happening so quickly and their arrival on Asgard in a few hours, there was no way he could take the time.

      “I wish.”

      “Then do it. The ship won’t get to Asgard any faster while you’re in bed.”

      “I do have to make a call to Earth Central.”

      “Then make your call and get some energy back in the tank. Even if it’s for an hour or two.”

      “I’ll think about it, thanks. You go ahead, though.”

      Chris got up and stumbled right back down.

      “Let me give you some energy back.”

      “No, dad, right now, you need it more than I do. I just need a minute for my head to stop spinning.”

      Chase shook his head but couldn’t help be proud of his son’s actions. It felt so good that they weren’t estranged anymore. But deep down, he feared so much for his son’s life. He had lost almost everyone: Sarah, their unborn child, now Argos…Chase couldn’t fathom what he’d do if he ever lost Chris as well.

      Chris took a deep breath and got up. Chase transferred a tiny amount of energy to his son, hoping he wouldn’t sense it in his state.

      “You should probably go talk to Nyx soon,” said Chris.

      “Except, I don’t know what to tell her.”

      “She saved both our lives, I think you owe it to her to let her know there are more Furies alive. Even if it means she may want to leave us.”

      “When did you get so wise?”

      Chris winked. “I had not one but two father figures. And they both taught me well. ”
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        * * *

      

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t wait for Ares to return?” said Yanis. “We have work to do.”

      “What’s the rush?” asked Ryonna.

      “Well, if you want to know, I hate being away from the fleet. They barely survived the battle with the Spectres, they need me to analyze the logs and help them develop countermeasures.”

      “Right, you’re indispensable. Spiros, Cedric, Kvasir, they probably just are taking some R&R time.”

      Yanis had to admit his friend’s remark had cut deep into his ego. But he was big enough to admit when he was acting silly.

      “Ok, ok, let’s just say I’m homesick, the sooner we complete our mission, the sooner we can get back home.”

      “That I can believe. But going on missions without Ares would be just plain stupid if the previous one is anything to go by.”

      “I suppose we would be dead without his intervention.”

      “You can drop the suppose from your sentence.”

      “Well, aren’t you cranky?”

      “Look, we stand a better chance with Ares, he’ll come back soon enough.”

      As if an answer from the universe, Ares appeared nearby. But before he could talk, his aura flickered madly into a red color, and he stumbled into a nearby console.

      Ryonna reacted instinctively to try to help him, but she passed through him.

      “Yeah, you can’t help him,” said Yanis, “it only works the other way around and only for teleporting us.”

      Ryonna sent daggers at the scientist before returning her attention to Ares.

      “Are you all right?”

      Ares had tremendous difficulty speaking. “That’s—that’s a really stupid question. No, I’m not all right.”

      Yanis came on the other side of Ares and scanned him. “This is very peculiar. There’s seems to be foreign energy in your matrix, for the lack of a better word, that doesn’t belong there.”

      Ares screamed as his energy-based body flickered even faster. “Tell me something I don’t know. Like how to get it out of me. I think this is killing me.”

      “Well, technically you’re already—”

      But Ryonna never let him finish his sentence. “Yanis!”

      “Right, right,” said Yanis, “my bad, hang on.”

      Yanis entered a flurry of commands on his holo-device. He isolated the frequency of the foreign energy and found a pattern.

      “That can’t be right,” he said.

      “What is it?” asked Ryonna.

      “Well, if I’m reading this right, this is some sort of information stream.”

      “I—I don’t care what it is,” said Ares. “Can you get it out of me? I think I got this from the Atlantian I merged with.”

      “Which makes even more sense. I need a few minutes to interface the base’s computer equipment to interpret the data.”

      “Can’t you just help him so he doesn’t suffer?” asked Ryonna. “Who cares what’s contained inside of him; if it’s killing him, we should get it out of Ares now.”

      “Normally, I would agree, but seeing as we’ve been searching aimlessly for a while and that the symptoms appeared after Ares merged with the dying Atlantian, I’m inclined to think whatever Ares is carrying is of the utmost importance. Just stay with him until I get things ready.”

      “Plea—please Yanis,” said Ares. “Hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      Everything trembled around Loki when the lights in the room turned red.

      “Dammit! The shields are down!” he exclaimed.

      Loki brought up more holo-controls on his right side and worked at lightning speed trying to divert power from other parts of Asgard Prime. Walls cracked all around him as orbital plasma fire impacted the city and inflicted tremendous damage all around.

      Loki kept working even when a large piece of ceiling fell and broke just inches away from where he stood. Soon the lights returned to a pale-blue and the shields raised again.

      Loki sighed heavily. “That was too close.”

      When he heard screams in the distance, he knew something was wrong.

      “Intruder alert,” said the female computer voice.

      “What? Show me!”

      A holographic map of the temple appeared out of thin air, and a pulsating red dot was moving fast, heading his way.

      “No, no no no…NO!”

      Loki recorded a holo-message for his brother.

      “Thor, Grunhild is here, I’ll do my best to hold her off. But, please, hurry back home.”

      Loki sent the holo-transmission to the Odin battlegroup and ran toward the opposite wall. He presented his palm, which was promptly scanned from rays emerging from the wall, and a hidden door-wall slid open to reveal a secret room. In its center, a beautiful amethyst armor hovered in midair.

      Loki lifted his hands horizontally to his sides, and the pieces of the armor flew toward him and attached themselves to his body. The helmet was the last piece to fall into place, and a piece of green glass slid down in front of his face.

      A flurry of holo-sensor data appeared in his field of view. Loki walked back into the room and took a deep breath as more screams resonated in the vicinity. He could hear plasma lance fire and bodies falling to the ground intermixed with the scream of his fellow Asgardians.

      He made fists and the armor glowed green as a powerful force field enveloped him from head to toe.

      “Here goes nothing.”
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      “Chase!” exclaimed Altair. “You did what?”

      “Not much choice, I’m afraid. You need to convince the council that we need their help.”

      “Have you lost your mind? I’m not in good standing with the council at the moment, as you know.”

      “This is the sort of political bullshit you know very well I don’t care for.”

      “Well, whether or not you care about it doesn’t enter into the equation, Chase. I can’t just tell them we have to make peace with the Furies and give in to their demands.”

      “We’ve obliterated their species, and there are only a few thousand survivors. I’m sure we can find them a planet.”

      “That’s neither here nor there, Chase, and you know it. The moment it suits them, they will turn on us.”

      “Then lie.”

      “What?”

      “Just lie, tell them I turned them to our side for good.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s been the consensus from the start, hasn’t it?”

      “This is no laughing matter, Chase. The council will never go for it. Remember the grief they gave me just to get more Gorgars working on Alkyon One? And you think I can magically convince them of something I don’t believe myself is the right decision?”

      “I know, but I don’t care. Right now, we are going to Asgard, and the Furies are coming with us. I just hope we can salvage this already frail Alliance, and to achieve that, we need Asgard, even though they abandoned us at a critical time.”

      “That, too, isn’t going to fly with the council. They’ll demand your head. Do you understand?”

      Chase smirked. “Well, they can come and get it if they can. One problem at a time, though.”

      “This is reckless, even by your standards.”

      “Look, we can’t let Asgard fall, and we need the Furies going forward. We’re stretched thin as it is, and you may want to remind the council that there are Spectres’ mother ships in our dimension, the likes we’ve never seen or had to face before. Initial analysis of the super gate battle indicates they’re infinitely more powerful than anything we’ve faced. Think Gaia 2 monstrosity on steroids. Not to mention we still have genetically modified super warriors on the loose, whose intent they made clear. They want to kill us all, starting with Asgardians. Right now, I need to focus on the current emergency and that’s taking care of the Guards.”

      “But—”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Altair, I’m sorry to put you in this position, but that’s the cards we’ve been dealt. It doesn’t matter if we disagree on this, please, just do as I say.”

      Altair sighed for what felt like minutes. “What do I tell them about Ashra’Lur?”

      “Absolutely nothing! When the time comes, I will deal with her myself.”

      “I fear you may have lost perspective in that regard. You can’t be expected to detach from the emotional impact she now represents for you.”

      “Perhaps, but after all I’ve done for this Alliance, I believe this is within my right to ask of you, or am I mistaken?”

      “No, you’re not. I just worry that if we start keeping things from our own government so early after the Fury War, what does that tell about us and how fragile this Alliance is?”

      “I don’t care what it tells about us, and you know it. Politics has always been your forte. I put my life and my family’s lives on the line to fight and kill the enemy, and right now, one of them happens to be my pregnant wife, and I ask of you, as my friend, to give me time to try and diffuse that threat on my own terms. Can you please do this for me?”

      It took a few seconds for Altair to answer. “Yes, of course, I can. Be careful.”

      “Thank you. Chase out.”
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        * * *

      

      Nyx was destroying training bots at a rate that impressed Chase, though part of him wondered if he should tell her that these had a cost in terms of resources.

      “Easy there, you’re gonna run out of training bots,” said Chase.

      “They’re useless pieces of flying junk.”

      “Then use my holo-training room. You’ll find the Spectre’s simulation quite challenging.”

      She sent daggers at him. “Now he tells me!”

      “Sorry. Before you do, however, I…I need to talk to you.”

      “What about?”

      “Furies.”

      “What about them? I’m the last true blood.”

      “No, you’re not. Menelas, for one, is a true blood as well. But that’s not what I meant, there are more.”

      “What? Where?”

      “I should have told you this earlier, but I’ve been busy. They came to our rescue to destroy the gate.”

      “There are other Furies? Alive?”

      “Yeah, a bunch of them in a handful of super destroyer ships.”

      Nyx’s aura burst into life and danced like crimson fire. Her anger was palpable.

      “Then what the fuck am I still doing here? And, yes! You should have told me immediately.”

      “And now you know why I wasn’t looking forward to this discussion.”

      She made a fist. “You owe me! If I had known there was even a single Fury shuttle out there, I’d already be on it.”

      “Yeah, and I can understand why you would. I apologize, it’s been a very busy few hours, even though that’s no excuse.”

      “You’re damn right it’s no excuse, beam me into one of their ships, now!”

      “Yeah, we’re in hyperspace right now, so that’s not going to happen. But if you feel you need to join the Furies once we arrive at Asgard, then you’re free to do so.”

      “Why are we even discussing this? I should be with my people, end of story.”

      “I was kind of hoping we were, at least on some level, your people too.”

      “You have a strange sense of humor, you know that?”

      Chase scratched his head and grimaced. “Wasn’t exactly trying to be funny here, but all right.”

      “What could possibly compel me to choose you, the ones who committed genocide against my race, over my own people?”

      “That’s not all black and white, and you know it. We were defending ourselves, and the Furies had been manipulated by the Spectres all along. And for what it’s worth, we’re making an alliance with the Fury survivors; they too understand that the Spectres must be stopped.”

      “Yeah, except you want to use us to defend yourselves while they seek revenge. Or am I wrong?”

      “No, you’re not wrong.”

      “Are you starting to get it yet, Chase? We are a warrior race; those of us whose blood hasn’t been tainted, that is, understand that. It’s part of our DNA. We live to fight.”

      “That’s low, even for you mentioning the impurity of my Fury blood.”

      “And yet your Olympian genes make you weak.”

      I happen to think it makes me a better Fury, but whatever. We’ll never see eye to eye on that subject.

      “Well, I know my son would be sorry to see you go.”

      “He can always shag another female. Unlike true purebred Fury males, Earth females number in the billions.”

      “For gods sakes, do you even possess the ability to be diplomatic on any level of your personality?”

      When Chase noticed that his words weren’t registering with Nyx, he continued.

      “Never mind that. He’s not the only one who will be sorry to see you go. As much as I find you abrasive at times, you’re an incredible warrior, and I’d hate to lose you. Especially now that Argos is…”

      “Dead, the word you’re looking for is dead.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, I’ve joined souls with their lifeless bodies before.”

      “Have you now? Well, then, bring him back, and let me go. We both know I don’t belong here.”

      “It’s not that simple. Ashra has the other half of his soul.”

      “Oh, right, let me get this straight…your dead wife retains your dead brother’s half soul. Gotta say it must suck to be you right now.”

      Chase could see he wasn’t getting anywhere with Nyx. For a moment, when she saved him and his son earlier, he thought he was getting to her, but right now, his aversion for Nyx and her disrespecting ways of addressing him, or anyone else for that matter, was more than he could take. Nonetheless, he tried his best not to take the bait of her verbal aggression.

      “Sometimes I wonder if this is who you really are,” said Chase, “or if you’re using this venomous tongue of yours as a defense mechanism.”

      Chase regretted his words the moment they left his lips.

      “No, I just genuinely despise the lot of you. And while I hate the Spectres even more at the moment, now that there is better company for me to be with, I think it’s time we went our separate ways. It was only a matter of time, and I think you knew that.”

      “Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “You couldn’t offend me if you tried. As for your son, it’s been fun while it lasted, but I’m looking forward to having sex with a real Fury going forward.”

      Chase knew at this point with how strongly she was antagonizing him, that he could never say or do anything to de-escalate the situation. And even if she said she couldn’t be offended, Chase knew the moment he made that remark that it was a mistake and that he’d regret it.

      “I’ll be sorry to see you go.”

      Chase turned and walked away.

      “Yeah, right. You had nothing but disdain for me from the moment we met, don’t try to take the high road in order to make me feel like the problem.”

      Chase’s blood boiled. His inner voice kept screaming at him to just walk away, but his ego wanted him to defend his honor. And as it’s often the case when these forces clashed inside a man’s brain, the voice of reason is often lost.

      He turned back and pointed a finger inches away from Nyx’s face.

      “I’ve been nothing but courteous with you from day one, even when you insulted me over and over again, trying to make me react. Frankly, you’ve been trying to piss the hell out of me, and you know what, you succeeded, almost every single time in fact, but until now, I managed to keep that to myself.”

      She leaned forward and kissed him.

      What the flying fuck?!!

      Chase pushed her away. “What the hell is wrong with you!?”

      “Sex is much more pleasurable when we Furies are angry at one another; why do you think I’ve been insulting you every chance I got?”

      “Are you out of your mind? This entire time, you were trying to get me in the sack?”

      “Stop talking like a sissy and just fuck me already; you know you want to.”

      Chase lifted both his hands defensively. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. My son is in love with you!”

      “Well, that’s his problem. He’ll get over me.”

      “Yeah, but somehow I don’t think he’d get over you and I doing it. And no offense, but I prefer someone with a heart, compassion, and empathy. You know, that someone who saved my life, as well as my son’s, and for just a few moments was actually sweet and almost lovable…that’s the kind of person I could, should there be no one in my life, fall for. But this,” said Chase as he made wide circular movements with his finger, “this I would never even touch if you were the last person in the universe.”

      Chase could tell she made darn sure she wouldn’t register the emotions on her face, but he felt he had hit a chord. He also could feel genuine sadness and pain emanating from her. Right now, however, he was mad as hell at her. And if she really wanted to get off his ship, he’d be happy to space her himself.

      “This discussion is over,” added Chase. “You’re welcome to get the fuck out of my face, in fact, the sooner, the better. I feel obliged to thank you for helping us up until now and saving our lives, but gods know I’m not gonna miss you. Not one bit.”

      The sadness intensified, and it spoke volumes to the fact she hadn’t uttered a single word ever since Chase lashed at her.

      “I’m out of here,” said Chase as he stormed out of the training bay.
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        * * *

      

      Ares was screaming on the floor, and his aura was now fully red and only rarely blinking back to gold. Red lightning bolts sizzled all over his body.

      “That’s enough, Yanis!” yelled Ryonna. “Either do what you need to right now, or help Ares by deleting the information from him before it kills him for good.”

      “I’m ready. I just wanted to double-check my code.”

      “No!” she insisted. “Do it now!”

      Yanis activated a prominent control on his holo-console, and a ray of light shot from the console and hit Ares’s chest, dead center. His scream intensified for a second and the ray of light vanished. Ares was motionless on the ground, and his aura progressively returned to its usual gold color.

      “Did it work?” she asked. “He’s not moving? Why isn’t he moving?”

      “Give it a second…”

      “Ares?” inquired Ryonna. “Can you hear me? Are you okay?”

      Ares’s hand moved slowly up and morphed into a thumbs up.

      “Why aren’t you talking?”

      Ares slowly and painfully rose back to his feet. His voice was weak. “I—I’m okay. I think.”

      Yanis let out a long sigh of relief.

      “Did you get it?” asked Ares.

      Yanis checked his holo-controls and a giant holo-map filled the screen. The map zoomed on its own into a six planet system and a red glow filled the third planet from the dual star system.

      “I think the message that was in you is a set of coordinates,” said Yanis.

      “Very astute,” said Ryonna sarcastically. “The real question is, what will we find there?”

      “Pentalium,” said Ares.

      “How the hell do you know that?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, the answer just popped into my mind on its own.”

      “That’s good enough for me,” said Yanis.

      “For once, I’m forced to agree with you,” confirmed Ryonna. “Can we get there with the portal system?”

      “Let me check,” said Yanis as he entered more commands to superimpose portal exit points on the holo-map.

      A green triangle appeared on the sixth planet, the one farthest outside of the system.

      “Not directly, looks like we’ll need a ship.”

      “And how do you propose we get one through the portal exactly?” asked Ares. “I could teleport us there, perhaps?”

      “How do you propose to do that? Can you sense places you’ve never been to?” asked Ryonna.

      “No, but I could fly through space in energy form, and once there, teleport back to the portal planet and grab you.”

      “What if you have another seizure while you’re in space?” asked Ryonna.

      “Well, I feel perfectly fine now. I don’t think the chances of that happening are a problem.”

      Yanis brought a holo-window by Ares and opened his hands as far as he could in front of the Olympian.

      “What are you doing?” asked Ares.

      “Hang on…Yep, that’s what I thought, there is more data inside of you.”

      “Then get it out of me before we go.”

      “I wish it was that simple. I can’t.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “I had to magnify a scan of your energy matrix by millions of times. Right now, it’s just subatomic milliwatts of energy growing inside you slowly. It may take hours or days until the next message is ready to be extracted.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me? How many of these damn messages are stored inside of me?”

      “Until the next cycle is due, I have no way of knowing if there are more waiting.”

      “Then let’s hurry, we go through that portal, it shouldn’t take me more than a dozen hours to travel between these two planets through space.”

      “I’m afraid we can’t risk it,” said Ryonna.

      “Yet, I’m willing to risk it.”

      “But we are not,” added Yanis. “I have no way of knowing if you exposing yourself to the vacuum of space could accelerate the process.”

      “Well, if it’s electrical-based, wouldn’t space, being near absolute zero temperatures, slow down the process?”

      “Yeah, and it could accelerate it for all we know, like some sort of safety trigger. We simply can’t predict what would happen, so I think caution is the better strategy here.”

      “I concur,” said Ryonna. “Can we use one of our ships in orbit to travel there?”

      “I’m afraid it’s quite far, it would take many days to jump there. Not to mention if we find ourselves head to head with one of these space hydras, we won’t have Chase onboard to save our asses.”

      “We’d have Menelas,” argued Ryonna.

      “Right,” said Yanis. “But I still think it’s a slow and dangerous option.”

      “Okay, so if we dismiss that option, that only leaves us with two others. We either design a space-capable ship that fits through the portal, or we acquire one on the other side. Yanis, do we know if there’s intelligent life on that planet?”

      Yanis adjusted the holo-map to center on the sixth planet in order to display more information.

      “Yes, and I can tell they have a spaceport. The question now is, do we risk going through the gate, not being sure we can acquire what we need, or do we get a ship made to the specs we need?”

      “That could take days, right?” asked Ryonna.

      “We should request the Alliance to provide us with Gorgar workers, they’d have a ship this size built in hours.”

      “Well, it’s a moot point now. I’ll ask Altair to ship some Gorgar our way, but they won’t be here for a while. As much as I hate going into a mission with so many unknowns, we’re left with plan A. Let’s assemble the team and be ready to step through the portal in one hour.”
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      It had been over an hour since Chase had his argument with Nyx, and he could still sense her emotional despair. How come someone so toxic and so aggressive got so hurt by a few of his words? Chase just didn’t understand, but he hated being the reason for any suffering.

      What should I do?

      But there was nothing to do. In a bit, they’d arrive to Asgard, and he would need to keep his head in the game and, if possible, have recovered enough energy so he could fight if needed. So the trip to the regen tank that he wished he could avoid was no longer optional.

      Chase extended his consciousness to find Chris’s life sign in regen room three. He activated a beam-out sequence on his wrist holo-device and beamed himself there. He looked at Chris’s tank, his eyes were closed, and his energy levels were quite a way up already.

      He took all his clothes off and stepped into the regen tank next to Chris and activated it. The blue fluid filled up and entered in lungs, which was the part he hated the most about the process, as it gave the user of the tank the sensation of drowning, even if it only lasted a few seconds.

      I’m glad you decided to come after all, said Chris in his mind.

      Hey, I thought you were sleeping.

      Nope. And I don’t know what you told Nyx, but I can sense her disarray.

      Sorry about that, the discussion didn’t go as well as I’d hoped it would.

      That sounds like Nyx, all right. If she were a flower, she’d be made entirely of thorns.

      Chase chuckled, provoking bubbles in the tank. And then some.

      What is it, dad? I can feel you want to tell me something.

      I do, but please don’t hate me.

      Well, I can’t make that promise until you tell me what happened, but I promise I’ll do my best to keep a cool head.

      Fair enough. There’s really no easy way to say this, though.

      Then just do it.

      She came on to me.

      There was a long pause.

      I see.

      Nothing happened…well, she tried to kiss me, but I pushed her away immediately.

      Oooookay.

      I didn’t try anything, son. I love your mom, and I would never cheat on her. I’m not interested in Nyx. I give you my word.

      I don’t need your word, dad, I can sense you’re telling me the truth.

      Yet, I can tell you’re still saddened by it.

      Of course, I’m sad, but that has nothing to do with you in this case. I just happen to have feelings for her. I knew very well these feelings were unrequited, but you know, deep down, I kept hoping that could change over time. She’s the first woman I fell in love with.

      I’m sorry, son. Maybe these feelings can still develop.

      Somehow, I doubt it. Nyx only seems interested in releasing her sexual tension. What else did she say?

      That she wants off the ship the second she can transfer to the Fury ships. I’m sorry.

      As am I, but at the end of the day, that’s her decision to make and we have to respect it.

      I suppose we do.

      You better try to sleep for a bit, at least until we reach Asgard, you really need to regenerate and regain your strength.

      Okay. I’ll see you in a bit.
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        * * *

      

      Loki’s heartbeat was pounding rapidly as the screams and echoes of plasma lances firing could be heard outside the room he was in. He checked his armor’s HUD (Heads Up Display) for long-range sensors. His brother’s battlegroup was still several minutes away from arriving on Asgard.

      Meanwhile, two of the smaller Asgardian city’s shields had failed and were being leveled from orbit, and there was nothing more Loki could do for them. He had siphoned every bit of power he could to make them last that long, and it was only a matter of time until the ships in orbit destroyed every city and killed every Asgardian on the surface of the planet.

      Loki fixed the blast doors separating him from Grunhild, and while he was confident his power armor would allow him to fight the Guard, hopefully on equal ground, deep down, he knew that she had a genetic advantage that couldn’t be underestimated.

      He expected the blast doors to be breached any second now, but instead, they just split open. Grunhild must have bypassed his super-encryption security measures, and apparently, in a matter of seconds. Of all the Guards, she was known to be the one with a mind like no others, in both psychic powers and the ability to talk to machines with her thoughts.

      Grunhild walked through and entered the room at the same time as black smoke from the other side of the doors invaded the room’s atmosphere.

      Loki’s eyes didn’t allow him to see her, but the thermal sensors in his battle armor gave him her exact position. She threw something forward. Upon impact, it made a squishy sound and rolled to Loki’s feet.

      It was an Asgardian warrior’s head, its expression frozen in utter terror.

      “Loki, I presume?” she said as she finally emerged from a thick cloud of black smoke.

      “Grunhild. You may want to leave here while you still can.”

      She laughed out loud.

      “Right, the God of Mischief telling me to run for my life. How amusing. Except you’re not a god, neither is your brother Thor. And I’ll take great pleasure in removing both your beating hearts from your chests and feasting on them.”

      In her hand materialized a beating heart, and she took a bite out of it. For a second, Loki wondered if it was his. But he could still feel his own beating so hard in his chest that it threatened to burst through both rib cage and armor alike.

      Grunhild spat some blood on the side and smirked, a thin line of blood running down her chin.

      “You’re an abomination!” spat Loki.

      “You would know something about that since your father created us. That’s what happens when beings feel so superior that they think they can create life without consequences. They play gods, and it comes back to haunt them. That’s what I am, I am vengeance incarnate, risen from my thousand years cryo-sleep, and it’s time to pay the piper.”

      Loki mentally activated one of his defense systems, and two plasma turrets lowered on each side of Grunhild and opened fire, engulfing her in green flames. As the flames died out, she stood there, unscathed.

      “Is that how you intend to defeat a genetically superior being? With plasma? Oh, my poor Loki, your gadgets and advanced technology won’t save you. And from the ruckus your heart is making right this instant, I think you know that already.”

      Grunhild snapped her fingers and the plasma turrets exploded.

      Loki swallowed hard.

      “Your fear is absolutely delicious,” she said as she licked her upper lip. “I’m gonna savor every minute of this fight.”

      Loki didn’t even bother answering, the more she spoke, and the more theatrics she tried to use to intimidate him, some of which he was forced to admit was working, the more time it gave for Thor to get back home.

      “Loki!” she yelled. “Son of Odin, I sentence you to death for betraying your people.”

      That got Loki’s attention, as his conscience had been troubling him ever since the Spectres killed his father. And he knew very well this had been his fault, but how did she know that?

      “Loki, Loki, Loki, I can read you like an open book,” she added. “You let daddy die alone, didn’t you? And for what? To protect your world? You see, that’s what happens when one acts upon their fears, they make the wrong decisions. Just like every decision you’ll make next will be triggered by your fear, and that I will not only anticipate them but counter with even more terror.”

      “You talk too much, bitch,” spat Loki.

      “Such a foul mouth for royalty, I guess manners have gone awry while we were away. Oh well, we’ll cleanse this realm from such decadence.”

      “You’ll cleanse nothing, we will stop you. My father was foolish not to exterminate every last one of you like we did the rest of your brothers and sisters. We should have disintegrated you on the atomic level.”

      “Yes, that probably would have been a good idea, but guess what? You didn’t. And now you’re all gonna die for that mistake.”

      “Tell that to the Spectres. You think you’re so superior, but you don’t stand a chance against them.”

      “Well, for now, they’re no threat to us, you and your pathetic Alliance, however…”

      “So that’s what it is? That’s how you justify your heretic existence? By attacking those you deem weaker than yourself? With all your talk of superiority, you’re nothing but a bunch of angry children having an intergalactic tantrum.”

      “Children we may be, but then we are the children of your father’s hubris. And I find your tone despicable, after all, it was us who helped you kill your Fury enemies, was it not?”

      “Well, we created you for nothing! The Furies came back anyway, and we had to deal with them without you; proof that you are and always had been a mistake.”

      “Watch your tone…” but Grunhild stopped. “I see…Clever boy, you’re buying time for your big brother to come and save you from your cowardice. You do realize the futility of this, don’t you? I can kill both of you in my sleep.”

      “Then why don’t you shut the fuck up and fight already?”

      “What a wonderful suggestion, son of Odin. Where was I? Right, I believe I sentenced you for treason. Prepare to be judged.”

      Her eyes glowed blue and footsteps could be heard in the distance.

      Dozens upon dozens of Asgardian military forces entered, lined up in front of Grunhild, and took aim at Loki with their plasma lances.
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        * * *

      

      The team stepped out of the portal and into a forest near one of the planet’s largest cities. Ryonna was the first to walk through, followed by Yanis, Ares, and finally, Menelas.

      Yanis made a deep scan of the area on his wrist holo-device.

      “Where do we go from here?” asked Ryonna.

      “In town, that way,” answered Yanis, pointing east.

      “I’ll go ahead as I’m faster,” said Menelas, “that way Ares can teleport you all into town.”

      “Be careful,” said Ryonna.

      Menelas flashed a thumbs up before taking flight.

      “I still think I should go ahead and travel to the third planet,” said Ares.

      “It’s too dangerous,” said Yanis.

      “I concur,” added Ryonna. “We stick to the plan. If we do find pentalium on that planet, it’s going to be a major win for the Alliance. The Asgardian reserves are almost depleted and we lost half the fleet. We need it more than ever before.”

      “That’s assuming that this planet has enough of a stockpile,” said Yanis.

      “Well,” countered Ryonna, “I’m inclined to think that if the dying Atlantian felt it necessary to put Ares’s life in danger to give us clues, it’s not for nothing.”

      “I don’t know,” said Ares. “How could he know what’s going on in galaxies so far away while being kept in suspended animation? I believe you’re letting hope guide you because of the Alliance’s current needs instead of using critical thinking. But it’s a very Droxian thing to do, I guess.”

      “I don’t see what Droxians have anything to do with my comment,” protested Ryonna.

      “Sorry, Ryonna, I didn’t mean to offend. I’m just saying that Droxians are, from birth, conditioned to do what is good for Droxia, even if that goes against their own personal beliefs, wouldn’t you agree?”

      While Ryonna didn’t like when the essence of her people, which she still held in high regard, was questioned, she couldn’t deny that if she and Jax had been typical citizens of their planet, Ronan would never have been allowed to live. So perhaps, some more critical thinking inside their government and dogma wouldn’t have been such a bad thing.

      “I suppose there is some truth in what you say, Ares. There is one flaw in your logic, however.”

      “Is that so? Please enlighten me.”

      “I’m not your typical Droxian; in fact, I’ve been more of a rebel from my government’s rules and laws than any other of my kind. So I don’t think you can apply general Droxian traits to myself in particular.”

      “Fair enough, I guess we—” but Ares stopped short.

      “What’s going on?” asked Ryonna.

      “Menelas is in trouble.”

      “Are you certain?” asked Yanis.

      “I can sense his stress levels from here, I should go.”

      “No!” ordered Ryonna, “I’m coming with you.”

      “What about me?” complained Yanis.

      “Well, you’re not exactly a warrior, I don’t feel confident bringing you in the middle of a battle, you keep walking toward the destination. Ares will snag you the first chance he gets.”

      “And if he doesn’t and you get captured or worse?”

      “Then you return to base, ask Ka’Rij for his help.”

      “You’re not really going to leave me alone here, are you?”

      But Ryonna wasn’t listening anymore, and Ares teleported them both away.

      Yanis swallowed hard. The last thing he expected when he woke up this morning was to end up alone and defenseless on an alien world they knew nothing about.
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      Spiros paced inside his lab, trying to diffuse his nervousness. But no matter what beverage he took or food he ate, he still felt a large knot in his guts.

      He had been working on cracking the data chip’s encryption for so long now with little to no result to show for. It felt like the algorithm protecting the data was adapting to every single one of Spiros’s attempt, which made him grow frustrated with the process.

      The doors of his lab slid open and Cedric walked in.

      “Hey, Spiros. Long time no see.”

      “Cedric! It’s good to see you. When did you arrive? I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “I know, it doesn’t matter how many shows I see and how many times I smoke my weight in weed, eventually I’m faced with choices in life. Do nothing and be bored, or snap out of it and decide to make changes.”

      “You sound like you did some thinking, among other activities.”

      “Yeah, well, I got bored of that too. So I contacted Keera, see if she wanted to hook up.”

      “Is she here with you?”

      “No, she had some stuff to look into at Earth Central headquarters, something about reviewing video footage for Chase.”

      “I see. That still doesn’t answer why you’re here.”

      “Oh, right. She said you could use some help with an alien doohickey.”

      “I wish you had called first, it would have prevented you from making the trip for nothing.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because I’ve been working for a very long time, and I’ve hit a brick wall. Plus, weren’t you supposed to be on Alkyon One as the chief engineer?”

      “Yeah, about that, it didn’t go all too well.”

      “Cedric, what did you do?”

      “Apparently, I’m displaying an unhealthy attitude toward female officers there.”

      “You got fired already?”

      “More like suspended, really.”

      “So instead of harassing female officers on board Alkyon One, you thought you’d come here and see if you can what? Distract me from my work?”

      Cedric grabbed a joint and lit it up.

      “There’s no smoking in here,” said Spiros, annoyed.

      Cedric blew a big puff of smoke. “There is now.”

      Spiros buried his face in his hands and slid them through his thick head of hair. It was a strange feeling being an old soul inside a younger body. Gone were the aches in his joints, as were the multiple implants that once allowed him to get up from the bed in the morning.

      Though, lately, he had to admit that he was missing some of the implants that augmented his mental faculties. In fact, he was seriously considering surgery to put these back in, but with what had happened with evil Gaia, he couldn’t justify the risk of augmenting his body with anything that could be hacked.

      Not to mention the Earth Alliance had taken a complete one-eighty regarding such technologies. Anything that could present a risk for security was now subject to a gazillion rules and authorizations. The thought of the paperwork alone made him wince.

      “You’ve been silent for a while,” said Cedric. “What are you thinking about?”

      “That it’s not fun to be a scientist anymore.”

      “You’re the last person I expected would say that, though mind you, this,” said Cedric presenting the joint, “is some good shit, so maybe I’m already too high.”

      “No, you’re not. Or maybe you are, I wouldn’t know. I think I didn’t express myself clearly. Don’t misunderstand me, I love my job, I just don’t like that we have to walk on eggshells lately when it comes to tech, it feels like we’re limiting our ability to enhance our technology by fear of waking another AI monster. But if you ask me, we’re limiting ourselves when we need this tech the most.”

      “Makes sense, especially seeing your current predicament. Who better than an AI to crack up such a complex puzzle.”

      “Yeah, but it’s forbidden.”

      “So?”

      “What do you mean, so?”

      “Ok, let me ask you this question, it’s a very simple one too. Where would we be if Chase had followed every single rule set by either the Star or Earth Alliance?”

      “Dead, I suppose, I’m not even sure I would have met him on Damocles-3 if he would not have broken more rules than one can count.”

      “And so the conclusion here is?”

      “That sometimes one must break the rules?”

      Cedric took one long drag before answering with a cloud of smoke. “Riiiiiiight.”

      “Are you telling me to do what I think is necessary to get the data we need?”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because Chase himself, for one, told me not to. And because I have too much at stake in this conundrum. It could lead me to do things I regret.”

      “Right, you’d be trying to bring back Gaia, wouldn’t you? But for that, you’d need a backup. Which I hear you don’t— son of a bitch, you have one, don’t you?”

      “Don’t be daft, I wouldn’t hide something like that.”

      “I may be high but I can see it in your eyes, you could bring her back if it was permitted. Not only that but you actually think it would help us access the data.”

      “You’re right but only about being high. And I’m not in the mood to have a rational discussion with you when barely a fraction of your brain cells are able to string a coherent sentence together.”

      Spiros snagged Cedric’s joint from his mouth and stepped on it.

      “Hey! That was my last one.”

      “Well, that’s the first good news I’ve heard today.”
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        * * *

      

      When Ryonna rematerialized, dozens of blaster fire shots flew all around her. She reacted instinctively and jumped behind a wall for cover.

      “Menelas!” she shouted. “Are you all right?”

      “We shouldn’t have come here!” he answered. “They didn’t even ask questions, they opened fire the moment they saw me.”

      Ryonna peaked her head to try to locate Menelas, who was hovering thirty yards over the ground, dodging fire and firing small fireballs back.

      “What happened to trying to find a place without witnesses to call for Ares?”

      “I did, they beamed in immediately.”

      That meant they had advanced sensor technologies, so finding a ship in the area, once they dealt with their current predicament, should not be much of an issue.

      “Well, firing back at them won’t help us make friends. Especially if we kill any of them.”

      “Trust me, I’m spending a lot of energy making sure I don’t inflict any damage, but I kind of have to fire back or they’ll get us.”

      Ryonna grabbed her blasters and set them both to maximum stun.

      “Menelas, cover me, now!”

      Ryonna jumped out of cover and ran directly toward the incoming fire. Menelas blew multiple shots in front of her in order to keep her out of the visual range of the enemy.

      Soon the Droxian warrior entered a big cloud of smoke and unleashed her blasters at an alarming rate. A handful of seconds later, all firing stopped. As the smoke dissipated, Ryonna was holstering her weapons with dozens of unconscious bodies all around her.

      “All right, we can’t stay here,” said Ares, “Menelas, grab Ryonna and bring her back to Yanis. I’ll find us a ship, and then come and get you.”

      “I don’t like the idea of you going solo on this one,” said Ryonna.

      “Well, I’m the only one who can go invisible, so it doesn’t matter what you like, Ryonna. It’s the right thing to do. They can’t shoot what they can’t see, plus even if they could see me, they can’t shoot me anyway, it goes through me.”

      Ryonna bit her lip but eventually gave in and nodded. Menelas landed in front of her, and she rolled her arm around his waist before they flew out of the area.
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        * * *

      

      Loki braced, and with a single thought, boosted the power to his personal shields just when the battalion of Asgard military forces opened fire on him. Plasma lances weren’t a very powerful weapon, but dozens upon dozens of them put together, that was another story.

      His personal shield energy levels fluctuated and dropped rapidly. And while he hated retaliating against his own people, they were under the mental control of Grunhild now, and she would dispose of them the moment she was done using them as puppets.

      Therefore, it was time for Loki to protect himself and keep buying time, so he activated his next countermeasure. A large portion of the left wall disappeared to reveal a giant mech.

      The mech’s single yellow eye, positioned in the middle of its conic head, lit up, and the mech opened fire with the cannons embedded on its metallic forearms and cut through the Asgardians with ease, and soon, only Grunhild and Loki were left standing.

      “I despise you for having forced me to do this to my own people,” screamed Loki.

      “We both know they were dead already, but I’m surprised you think this tin can will help you in any way. Or have you forgotten that I can control any digital system or computer. Let’s see how you can defend yourself against your own weapons, shall we?”

      Yes, show me what frequencies you use to control my tech, please.

      The mech walked toward Grunhild and prepared to smash her with its metal fist but stopped as her eyes shone a bright blue.

      Sensor data inside the mech was immediately transmitted to Loki’s armor. It’s Artificial Intelligence went to work to analyze the data and figure out a counter frequency. The process only took a couple of seconds, while the mech moved toward Loki. Upon activating the jamming field, it stopped and turned back toward Grunhild.

      “That can’t be!” she exclaimed.

      “And yet,” smirked Loki.

      The mech tried to punch Grunhild, who had to physically get out of the way to avoid being crushed. She retaliated by firing five fireballs at the large mech. They were deflected by its strong pentalium-enhanced armor and exploded on walls all around them.

      The mech’s single eye shone brightly and a powerful sonic boom fired from the mech’s chest, sending Grunhild flying in the air. Before she could recover from the shock, the mech fired a large column of yellow plasma and sent her flying through wall after wall throughout the palace.
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        * * *

      

      Part of the Asgardian reserve fleet in orbit stopped firing at the planet and opened fire on the Balder.

      “What the hell is going on?” asked Fenrir.

      “Grunhild must be in trouble down there,” said Siegfried with a growl. “Return fire!”

      “But if we do, we’ll destroy our own ships,” protested Fenrir.

      “They no longer are our ships, but don’t worry, more are on the way. We can’t let the Balder be damaged; it holds the key to the next phase of our plan. Open fire, now!”

      “Returning fire,” said Fenrir as he targeted the ships currently firing on the Balder.

      The ship rocked a few times as torpedoes impacted with its shields.

      “Should one of us go down there to help Grunhild?” asked Fenrir.

      “Their city shields are up, and she’s the only one who can disable them, with the loss of firepower and being forced to defend ourselves, they’re already reloading to maximum power. I’m afraid Grunhild is on her own.”

      “Not to sound pessimistic, but so are we.”

      “It’s just an unfortunate inconvenience, don’t worry, Fenrir. Just make sure you beam out the nano implants into the Droxian ships the moment they exit hyperspace; we’ll have a very short window.”

      “I’m ahead of you on this one, I’ve already programmed a macro to the Balder’s computer to execute the beam out the moment sensors detect their hyperspace exit windows.”

      “Good, then we just need to hold off the Asgardians for a few moments, then everything will be fine. How long until the Droxian advanced fleet gets here?”

      “Another forty seconds.”

      Siegfried smirked. “Well, then it will all be over shortly.”

      The Balder shook as more torpedoes impacted its shields. Sparks flew around Fenrir’s console.

      “Dammit!” he exclaimed. “Shields down to thirty percent!”

      “Steady, we’ll make it.”

      “I wish I had your confidence, but if you kept me in the loop, it would be easier. What is it Grunhild did with these nano-implants? And what are all these life signs in our cargo bays?”

      “Everything is going according to plan, brother, don’t worry.”

      “That’s exactly what you said before they captured me on Therkan-6!”

      Siegfried growled. “Not now, Fenrir!”

      It’s always later with you, Siegfried, why the hell don’t you trust your own brother?

      Fenrir never understood why Siegfried never kept him apprised of his plans, and in moments like these, it really pissed him off to no end.

      “Droxian fleet exiting hyperspace. Beam out completed.”

      The Droxian destroyers vectored toward the Balder and entered firing range.

      “Broth—eeeer, they’re locking onto us!”

      “Steady, she said it could take a few seconds.”

      “I’m getting us out of here before you get us killed, I didn’t stay trapped in cryo for over five thousand years just so you can get us blown out of the sky the first chance you get.”

      “You will do no such thing. And grow a pair, Fenrir, even if the ship blew up, we’d still survive.”

      Siegfried grabbed Fenrir’s hand before it could execute the jump.

      “Don’t test me, Brother, not today.”

      Fenrir could tell from the rage in his brother’s eyes that he meant his threat. That thought alone scared him way more than the enemy ships approaching and opening fire.

      “You’ve gone mad!”

      “No, it is you who’s grown soft. And it’s your lack of faith in me and my plans that got you captured back then, when will you learn to trust me?”

      “Perhaps it would be easier to trust you if you shared your plans.”

      Siegfried grimaced and let Fenrir’s hand go, but he swiped the jump holo-control away.

      “Computer,” he said, “revoke Fenrir’s jump controls access until further notice.”

      “Confirmed,” said the computer voice.

      Siegfried pointed an accusing finger at Fenrir. “This discussion will have to wait, just obey my orders from now on, understood?”

      Fenrir swallowed hard. “Understood.”
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      “How are the preparations going?” asked Altair on Daniel’s holo-screen.

      “We’re ready to receive people to the station,” answered Daniel. “There’s nothing like thousands of Gorgar to speed up completion of such titanic work. The defense systems are up and running, and wow, can this station hold its own even against an armada.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t have to test these systems any time soon, especially if the enemy is of the Spectre kind. Somehow I doubt they’d fare as well.”

      “Spiros is already working on adapting the shields to be more efficient should that eventuality arise. In fact, thanks to the sensors logs he received from the super gate battle, it should allow him to develop new frequencies and optimization for all our weapons.”

      “It feels like the Fury War all over again, we get hit with a new superior firepower, and we rush to counter.”

      “That’s not something that can’t be avoided in times of war. Let’s just be thankful we have minds like Spiros, Yanis, and Kvasir.”

      “I guess. I just wish we weren’t always at war. It feels like it’s all I’ve known since I was born.”

      “I know the feeling, being that I was once at war with your people since I was a kid.”

      “I’m not even sure I remember why we started the war back then.”

      “In my experience, war has a mind of its own.”

      “That or there is simply no shortage of darkness in the hearts of people, and war is the ultimate expression of these emotional conflicts.”

      “That too, I suppose. But I’m sure you didn’t call me to have a philosophical discussion about war or their causes.”

      “No, I did not. I just had an unpleasant meeting with the council.”

      “I take it they didn’t respond very well to the idea of helping the Furies become our new ally.”

      “They were appalled that I would even consider it. Can’t say I blame them, though.”

      “I don’t like the idea of trusting any Fury on any day, but if Chase says that’s what we need to do for the time being, then I trust his judgment.”

      “And so do I, but the battle to convince the council of this may be a long and futile one.”

      “It shouldn’t have to be a battle with our government. How the hell are we supposed to run this Alliance if we can’t even agree on anything internally?”

      “That’s where Argos and his Zarlacks were smart when they presented us with an alliance back then. He had no intention of allying himself with us, it was a coup d’état, and a brilliant one at that, and by the time we realized what was unfolding, it was too late.”

      “But it turned out okay in the end, you saw through his game and you rejoined this Alliance. I, for one, am glad that that part of history happened the way it did.”

      “And now I have to figure out a way out of this mess, ideally without launching a coup d’état of my own.”

      “It can’t be that bad, can it?”

      “Daniel, they’ve thrown me out of the session and basically told me that if I ever returned with such crazy ideas, they’ll remove me from my position.”

      “I bet you wish you had kept your emperor’s position now.”

      “Democracy can’t be run as a dictatorship Daniel, these two principles don’t mix. I was only emperor in title, I didn’t really have control over the Alliance.”

      “You did at the height of the Fury War, but maybe not these days. At least before the previous war reached its conclusion, everyone listened and obeyed you without question. Now we’ve appointed a bunch of people who didn’t risk their lives to save every living being in the universe, and yet, they have the power to overrule us on matters we can’t afford to waste time on.”

      “I know. I wish there was a way to bypass them, or Chase may have to break his word with the Furies. I just don’t see what else we can do.”

      “Believe it or not, but I may have an idea.”

      “Really? I’m listening.”
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        * * *

      

      Loki checked his instruments to locate Grunhild and saw that she had been catapulted through three-dozen walls. But he knew very well that a warrior of her class wouldn’t have suffered major damage as a result of a technological weapon blast, no matter how optimized Loki had made the mech’s weaponry.

      He heard a terrifying scream in the distance, followed by a massive shockwave that took out a good third of the palace. Grunhild was pissed off, and she was letting him know.

      The dot representing her on his sensor map moved incredibly fast. Loki reacquired control of the blast doors and closed them back, and even though he doubted the move would slow her down much, he re-encrypted the controls on a rotating algorithm using a large amount of the city’s supercomputer processing power.

      She burst through the door without trying to hack its system. The pieces of the blast door impacted the mech, making it lose its balance, and it unceremoniously crashed on the ground. It was still in the process of trying to get itself back up when Grunhild calmly walked the rest of the way.

      There were madness and pure hatred in her bloodshot eyes. She had multiple cuts and bruises all over her body.

      “You’re going to pay for this with your life.”

      “You talk too much, bitch.”

      She screamed as she unleashed a powerful fireball toward Loki, but the mech’s giant hand moved in front of him to deflect the attack.

      “Hiding behind a hunk of metal? Fine, I’m tired of that thing, anyway.”

      She raised a hand forward and the mech levitated from the ground, her eyes glowed, and she dismembered the mech. She waved her hand to the side and the pieces of the mech crashed against the walls, cracking them heavily.

      “Now, where were we?” she said with an evil smirk. “Oh! That’s right, I was about to kill you.”

      Loki raised two fingers up and flexed them twice in a taunting move.

      “I’m right here, come and get me.”

      The moment she took her first step, one of the mech’s hands grabbed her entire body, and she screamed. The metal made grinding noises as the hand tried to crush the Asgardian Guard into a pulp, but she was resisting its engines.

      “ENOUGH!” she roared as the hand exploded into a million pieces from a shockwave she unleashed.

      Her skin was even more bloody now, and her eyes burned with the fires of all evil. She raised a palm toward Loki and a powerful crimson fireball cracked to life. As it grew in size, black lightning bolts sizzled all around it. The ground shook, and Loki’s instrument displayed a warning informing him that the shields would not sustain that much power, even though she wasn’t done making the fireball even more powerful.

      In fact, if Loki read his instruments right, such an attack would take out most of Asgard Prime.

      I can’t let that happen.

      Loki’s hands moved quickly in the air, and a holographic rune appeared out of thin air. All the pieces of the mech plating exploded and two-dozen small cylindrical pieces flew around and attached to Grunhild’s skin.

      That got her attention, and before she could react, Loki teleported away from the room and into the sky.

      “Say hello to my pentalium bomb, Grunhild.”

      He was hovering a good ten miles over the palace when he activated a holo-control. Two-thirds of the palace was incinerated by the large blast, leaving only one of the sky-high towers still standing. The shields, only yards away from Loki’s position, flickered madly at the resulting shockwave, but they held.

      Loki released a long sigh of relief.

      Boy, am I glad I buried the power sources for the shields so deep underground.

      But before he had finished his train of thought, a heavily burnt Grunhild appeared in front of him and smashed him with incredible force. Loki shot down toward the ground like a shooting star and crashed through one of the city’s high-towering building, cracking its top half. It collapsed on the lower floors and tipped over, falling toward the ground. Half a second later, Loki crashed into the city’s streets, leveling three-dozen buildings upon impact, leaving a crater miles wide.
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        * * *

      

      The Droxian destroyers unleashed thousands of energy blasts via their heavy batteries, draining the Balder’s shields down to less than ten percent.

      Siegfried’s growl was now constant as he watched the battle through the ship’s large viewport.

      Fenrir hesitated to speak but eventually felt compelled.

      “Brother…”

      “Just watch,” answered Siegfried.

      A second later, all enemy fire stopped, and the Droxian changed their target priorities and engaged the other Asgardian ships.

      “How?” exclaimed Fenrir.

      “These Droxians are now under our control, their cortexes have been hacked by the nanites you’ve beamed on board their ship. From now on, in fact, they will risk their lives to protect us. And we won’t stop at just these. Soon, the entire Droxian race will bow to my reign. Once we’re done here, we’ll pay their world a visit so they can meet their new master.”

      Fenrir didn’t know what scared him the most: the fact that they had nearly been obliterated from Siegfried’s unshakable faith in himself and his intellect or that he wanted to be the master of entire civilizations. He feared Siegfried’s thirst for power was reaching worrying levels. Fenrir shared his brother’s wishes to punish those who had created and then imprisoned them for all eternity, had Siegfried not been released by accident. But taking on races that had done them no wrong, he didn’t like it.

      “You see, brother,” gloated Siegfried, “that’s why I don’t feel the need to inform you of my plans because I know what I’m doing and I don’t need external input. Grunhild has learned to trust me, and you’d be advised to do the same. There’s only one man that can bring this universe to its knees for what they’ve done to us, and that is me.”

      Except, it’s not the whole universe that’s responsible for our predicament, just the Asgardians and Olympians.

      But Fenrir knew full well he would be wise not to voice that type of comment, especially not today. Instead, he’d need to show his support to Siegfried in order to avoid his wrath.

      “I’ll try to be optimistic going forward.”

      “Don’t try, just do what I say and everything will be fine.”

      Fenrir took a deep calming breath. “Understood.”

      His console lit up red and an alarm resonated.

      “What is it now?” inquired Siegfried.

      “Thor’s battlegroup is minutes away.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing we have Droxian ships to repel them, then, is it not?”

      Fenrir had to exert an abundance of self-control to prevent voicing his thoughts out loud.

      Last I checked, Droxians don’t stand much of a chance against top-of-the-line Asgardian ships.
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        * * *

      

      “What is Ares doing?” asked Menelas impatiently. “He should have finished locating a ship by now. I don’t like this.”

      “It’s been less than an hour,” said Ryonna. “Let’s give him some more time.”

      “I’m with Menelas on that one,” added Yanis. “That should have been more than enough time for a being with his abilities, I hope nothing happened to him.”

      “You two worry too much,” said Ryonna dismissively.

      “Maybe I should go back and try to locate him?” asked Menelas.

      “No, we all wait for him here. If he’s not back in ten minutes, we’ll reconsider our options.”

      Ryonna was also feeling nervous, but somehow she didn’t think it had anything to do with Ares. Something else was going on, far away, and she worried about Ronan. They really needed to find a way to establish subspace connections between the unknown regions and the Earth Alliance outside of the portal base. She hated being so far away from her son, not knowing what he was going through.

      She recognized the feeling deep in her stomach all too well; she had had similar symptoms every time someone she loved had been in danger.

      The rumble of engines in the distance snatched Ryonna from her thoughts.

      “A ship is approaching,” said Yanis.

      “I thought he was supposed to get us to the ship, and not the other way around,” said Menelas.

      “We don’t know if this is Ares, yet,” said Ryonna. “Take cover for now, and let’s see what happens.”

      The trio went into hiding behind a few trees while the large ship landed a few hundred yards away. Leaves and dust blew all around them as the ship finished its landing. When it touched down, the ground shook around them.

      Menelas walked toward it.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” asked Ryonna.

      “It’s him, I can sense him.”

      Before Ryonna could argue and order Menelas to stand fast, a being teleported in front of them. It was a species none of them had ever seen, with long tentacles protruding from the back of its purple, hairless head.

      “What are you waiting for?” asked the alien.

      “Ares?” inquired Yanis.

      “Who else? Sorry for the delay, finding a mind weak enough to invade without damaging its owner took me longer than I expected.”

      “And why exactly are you staying inside this person’s body?” asked Ryonna.

      “His ship’s systems are quite complex and nothing I’ve ever seen before, I’d feel better keeping him around for a little longer until I can teach you how to operate the ship.”

      The purple man extended his hand. “Let’s go, shall we?”

      The trio touched his arm, and they were beamed inside the ship’s bridge.

      Ares walked the borrowed body to a central chair. “This is a single station that controls the entire ship,” he said before sitting in it.

      It made a squishing sound as multiple gooey tentacles enveloped the body almost entirely, and a couple of them entered his mouth.

      “I think I speak for everyone when I say good call on keeping the pilot’s body,” said Yanis, as he tried retaining his breakfast.

      “You are correct,” confirmed Ryonna. “I’m not sitting in that thing, even if all our lives depended on it.”

      Ares’s voice resounded through the bridge’s speakers.

      “I’m not surprised, to tell you the truth, I’m not sure any of you is even biologically compatible with the systems anyway.”

      “And we’re not eager to find out,” said Menelas covering his mouth. “What’s the smell?”

      “The bio-organic compound used to establish the pilot to the computer link,” answered Ares’s disembodied voice.

      “Well, this is going to be a long trip,” complained Yanis. “Let’s take off and go. This better be a short trip, or there will soon be other unpleasant odors,” he said as he gagged, covering his mouth.

      “Don’t you dare vomit on the bridge,” warned Ryonna.

      “I’ll do my best,” said Yanis, his voice muffled by his hand still covering his mouth.
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      Ashra’Lur opened her eyes. Every bone in her body ached tremendously. It took a moment to get her bearings. She felt the viscous liquid all over her bruised skin, and she felt cold.

      A regeneration chamber. I guess I was more wounded than I thought. Damn that female Fury, she’s even stronger than Chase.

      She wondered how long she’d been in a coma; she couldn’t remember anything after the fight with the Furies. But at least she acquired part of Argos’s soul, and perhaps that’s what saved her in the end.

      She searched for the controls with her hand to get out of the regeneration chamber but couldn’t find any. Unlike the Alliance regen tanks, the Arachnoid ones filled with a thick black and opaque liquid, preventing her from seeing anything, even with eyes open.

      “Mistress,” said a muffled female voice from outside the pod. “Stay in the chamber, you’re nowhere near healed just yet. It’s too dangerous to exit the chamber.”

      “Get me out of here, now!”

      “I must insist you do not exit the regeneration chamber. It’s for your own good.”

      She expanded her consciousness and found two arachnoid life forces right outside of her chamber.

      “I said let me out, now, or this will be the last time you speak.”

      There was a small pause before the draining of the chamber began. After a minute, she walked out of the chamber naked, with viscous black liquid still dripping down her cold skin.

      One of the arachnoids, the female, walked toward her with a warm towel and enveloped her body with it.

      “You shouldn’t have gotten out, Mistress, we had orders.”

      Ashra’s eyes glowed red and the arachnoid skull collapsed on its self. Thick black blood was expelled from every facial orifice, and she was dead before what was left of her head hit the floor.

      “You!” shouted Ashra. “What orders was she talking about? Start talking!”

      “We’ve received orders from one of the motherships that traveled through the super gate. They asked that you are kept in the regeneration chamber until we meet with them later today.”

      Ashra growled and the arachnoid took a trembling step back.

      “It’s not for my reinforcements to dictate what happens in this dimension. I’m in command of these new ships, or don’t they know that? Who’s the fool who gave those orders?”

      “The Spectre Prime himself.”

      Ashra’s eyes grew wide and there was more hesitation in her next words than she had thought would be there.

      “The Spectre Prime is here? In this dimension?”

      “Yes. He was onboard one of the ships that made it through. We’re heading toward them now.”

      “Were there any other decisions made behind my back while I was in the chamber?”

      “I’m not sure I should be the one to say. Perhaps it’s best you have your meeting with Spectre Prime first.”

      “You either answer the question or die, how about that?”

      The arachnoid trembled like a leaf before answering. “Apparently, they’ve activated a new weapon that disturbs hyperspace travel. They’re testing its use as we speak.”

      “What?! What does the weapon do?”

      “I don’t know, I—I’m not sure. Perhaps your second in command knows more.”

      The arachnoid’s head exploded, and his lifeless body hit the ground like a piece of wood.

      “Thank you for your service,” said Ashra as she limped out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Loki was barely back on his feet when Grunhild launched her next attack. Three fireballs, two of which he dodged and then used the energy siphon option from his armor, located in the center of each of his palms, to inject the attack’s energy into the suit, powering back some of the shields that had taken a huge hit upon impact.

      The move pissed off Grunhild even more, and she redoubled her efforts to attack him more fiercely. But anger made her less precise, and Loki actually managed to siphon even more of her attacks, restoring his armor power cells to nearly one hundred percent.

      It was now time for Loki to switch to the offensive, and he activated chimera mode. A dozen more Loki holograms flew away from him, and he made sure to move away at the same time so that Grunhild wouldn’t be able to figure out which of them was the real one.

      After two-dozen fireballs, she stopped firing and looked at each of the Loki’s.

      “You’re not as pathetic as I thought you’d be, but that only means I’ll take more pleasure from defeating you.”

      Loki mentally activated the echo option so all of the Loki’s would speak at the same time.

      “You’ve promised my demise for a while now, seems to me you’ve overestimated your own powers.”

      “I have not,” whispered a voice behind him, while she appeared to not have moved from her position.

      Loki felt the brunt of a knee kick before he could turn. He flew through another nearby building and it took some mental effort to kill the first of his copies and redeploy more of them around him.

      The tactic worked as Grunhild slashed through a hologram with her next combo. That gave Loki the time he needed to launch his counter attack. He deployed a lasso of energy that enveloped the Guard a few times, preventing her from moving her arms.

      To make sure he had not lassoed an illusion, he fired three amethyst fireballs at her face and watched as each impacted and sent blood flying through the air.

      Grunhild was screaming while trying to break free of the energy-based lasso, so Loki sent four more to add to their strength, just in time, too, as the first one was flickering madly.

      Loki quickly checked the orbital sensors to see if Thor had arrived. Not that he felt like he needed his brother anymore to win this fight.
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        * * *

      

      Thor’s battlegroup exited hyperspace only to be met with Droxian ships firing at them.

      “What the hell is going on? Why are they firing on us?” asked Thor.

      “Unknown,” answered his officer.

      “Return fire!”

      “But my king, they’re our allies!”

      “Not today, it would seem. I need to get to Loki, prepare to beam me down to the palace.”

      “There isn’t much to beam down to, my king.”

      “What? Explain.”

      “Only a few parts of the palace seem to have survived.”

      “Are the city’s shields down?”

      “They’re still up. I’m receiving an encrypted message on a subspace channel. The message contains a frequency, my king.”

      “That’s Loki letting us know how to adapt our transporters so I can beam through the shields. How long to modify the transporter?”

      “A minute tops.”

      “Then don’t waste time speaking to me and do the modifications, beam me down the moment you’re ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase exited the regen tank about ten minutes before he knew the Hope would exit hyperspace. Chris was still inside his tank.

      Are you all right, son? He asked.

      I’m okay, answered Chris, but I’ll need many more hours in here before I’m of use to anyone.

      That’s all right, you just rest.

      Okay, be careful, okay?

      As much as one can be.

      When Chase beamed into the bridge, Nyx was waiting for him there. She didn’t even turn her head to acknowledge his presence.

      Chase reached her with his mind, trying to mend whatever was left of the relationship.

      I’m sorry, Nyx, I shouldn’t have lost my temper the way I did.

      She didn’t answer. Though Chase didn’t really expect her to. Perhaps Chris was right, if she was to leave them and rejoin the Furies, it was ultimately her choice, and Chase would have to accept it. He just hated losing their best warrior. She had displayed power levels that not only rivaled his but also bested them at times.

      “ETA to Asgard?” asked Chase.

      “Any second now,” said the tactical officer.

      “The moment we exit hyperspace, raise shields and go to condition red. Prepare to fire at any enemy ship.”

      “Understood, Captain.”

      Light flashed through the viewport and the ships exited hyperspace, but there was no Asgard to be found and no ships in sight.

      “What is this?” asked Chase. “Where’s the planet?”

      “Scanning now,” there was a short pause until the officer resumed, “we’re…I—I don’t understand, Captain.”

      “What is it?”

      “We’re thousands of light-years off course.”

      “What? That can’t be. Run a diagnostic, and display our position on the star map.”

      “Aye, Captain. Right away.”

      The holographic star map appeared in the middle of the bridge. The ship’s computer was still calculating. Soon, Asgard appeared at the far side of the map at current zoom levels. If this wasn’t a sensor glitch, then the ships had traveled opposite to where they were supposed to go.

      “How’s that diagnostic coming?” insisted Chase.

      “Hyperspace systems appear to be fully operational, Captain.”

      “Then why are we on the other side of the galaxy?”

      “I—I’m sorry, Captain, I don’t know. There’s more, the Furies are hailing us.”

      “On screen.”

      The holo-star map vanished and was replaced with a large holo-screen filled with an angry Admiral Neeva.

      “What is this treachery, Cha—Admiral?” Neeva corrected himself. “You said we were going to Asgard, how did you manage to trick our navigational systems?”

      “I assure you, Admiral, we’ve suffered the exact same problem, we’re trying to get to the bottom of this. This was not our doing.”

      “How do I know you’re not lying?”

      Nyx walked in front of Chase and into the holo-cam’s field of view.

      “My name is Nyx, Admiral. I’m a Fury survivor, like you. I can vouch that the hybrid didn’t try to deceive you. These people may have the blood of our people on their hands, but Chase is not a liar. If he says he didn’t do, you can trust him.”

      Thank you, said Chase telepathically.

      Again there was no answer.

      “I see,” said the admiral, his tone slightly less on the aggressive side. “Thank you, Fury Nyx.”

      “Admiral,” she added. “I’d like to request permission to rejoin my people on board your ship, if you’d do me the honor that is,” she turned her head toward Chase before continuing. “Now that you’ve arrived, I—I’m afraid I don’t belong here anymore.”

      The Fury admiral took a few seconds to consider his next words. “Request granted. Admiral Athanatos, would you be so kind as to lower your shields so we can proceed with the transport.”

      Chase nodded toward his tactical officer.

      “Shields down,” said the officer.

      Nyx solemnly nodded at Chase as streaks of red light engulfed her body. As she was disappearing, he heard her in his mind.

      So long, Chase. Say goodbye to Chris for me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Loki grabbed Grunhild from behind and locked his hands across her waist.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” she complained. “Let me go!”

      “I will, but first, you and I are going somewhere.”

      “What? Where?”

      Loki smirked. “You’ll see soon enough. I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      Loki and Grunhild took off straight up, and he adjusted his armor power levels to boost his speed and compensate for the fact that he was dragging the Guard with him. He soon reached ballistic speeds, and he arched their trajectory.

      “Are you insane!?” complained Grunhild. “If we hit these shields, we’ll be history!”

      “That’s the idea, but there’s no we here.”

      She head-butted him with the back of her skull, which he didn’t expect, but Loki miraculously managed not to let go of her.

      “Let me go, I’ll leave this world right now. I give you my word!” she screamed.

      “I’m not falling for that one.”

      “You’re dead, Loki, you just don’t know it.”

      “Look who’s talking. I think you have things in reverse. I expected more from the legendary Guards. I guess that’s what happens when one builds up expectations.”

      “Since I only have a few seconds to live, it seems, I’ll let you in on a little secret. I, too, expected more from the God of Mischief.”

      It wasn’t so much the words that worried Loki, but the calm in which Grunhild had spoken. Loki decided that she was just messing with his mind, hoping he’d make a mistake. Unfortunately for Grunhild, there was no way she could get out of this certain death. She had to be bluffing.
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      Ronan had been running for so long, his lungs burned inside his chest. He still tried to figure out what had happened, why his shipmates turned on him and tried to take him out.

      He glanced behind him, and when he saw there wasn’t anyone still running after him, he opened a panel in the wall, climbed in, and closed the panel back. Now Ronan could breathe a little and wait until his lungs stopped burning.

      He wouldn’t be able to rest for too long, however. He would need to find a way to contact the Alliance next. And going back to the bridge wasn’t an option; they’d kill him on sight.

      What he didn’t understand was why he hadn’t been infected with what had taken control over the rest of his crew. Though, right now, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was to figure out a way off the ship. Since he could hear and even feel the battle raging outside, an escape pod would be too precarious.

      A starfighter, maybe?

      While it would still pose a significant risk, it did increase his odds of survival over an escape pod. Part of him wanted to use his comms to try and see if others like him roamed the ship, but Ronan knew very well he could reveal his position, and he preferred not taking that risk.

      There was only one option to try to get safely off the ship, and that was to get to engineering, from there, he could either find a way to beam off the ship or send a distress call.

      And if that should fail, he’d beam to the launch bays and try to make a run for it aboard a starfighter.

      Without realizing it, his eyes closed, and Ronan fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Loki boosted the shields around his arms; he couldn’t afford to release Grunhild until they had impacted with the city’s shields. Failing to do so would provide her with the opportunity to fly away from his grasp.

      They approached the shield at an arched trajectory in order for her body to skid through it. There was a risk for Loki to perish as well if anything went wrong, but he was ready to take that chance if it meant ridding the world of such a dangerous enemy.

      Grunhild had cost thousands of lives already, and her mind powers were too strong, even if she wasn’t the most powerful of the Guard, her insanely strong psychic abilities more than compensated for her lack of pure strength.

      The moment they impacted with the shields, Loki’s shields drained at crazy speeds, and the armor fused with his arms from the heat even though there still were some shields protecting them. That’s when Loki decided to let go of her. He still needed to make sure Grunhild stayed in contact with the shields, and so he used his heavily burnt arms and hands to push her against them, keeping his flight parallel to the shield for as long as it took to burn Grunhild out of existence.

      Her scream was the most horrifying thing he’d ever heard in his entire life. He could only imagine the amount of pain she was going through as the energy field burned through her skin, flesh, and bones.

      After a few seconds, more than half her body was consumed by the energy of the shield, and her screams were a distant memory. Loki pushed away from the shields when it became too dangerous for his own safety. He flew down and hovered a mile below the city’s shields and watched as the rest of her body disintegrated, looking like a fiery shooting star surfing on the bright blue shields.

      He released a long sigh of relief as he flew down toward the palace.

      He landed in what was left of the throne room. His heart filled with a sudden but violent wave of regret. It was here, in this room, that his father had fallen because of his misguided deal with the Spectres.

      I’m so sorry, Father. I wish I could take it all back. Please forgive me.

      “He won’t!” said a familiar voice.

      Loki turned and saw Thor walk toward him.

      “Brother, am I glad to see—”

      But before Loki could finish his sentence, Thor’s arm pierced through his chest. He could feel his insides burning as he looked down to his chest, he saw his brother’s arm engulfed in blue-fiery energy.

      Loki tried to speak but spat large quantities of coagulated blood instead. He looked back up, and the image of Thor progressively morphed into a female one. There stood Grunhild, with an evil smirk across her face.

      More blood spat from the Asgardian’s mouth as he managed to utter a single word.

      “How?”

      “You forget you’re not the only one who can spell illusions into the mind of your enemies. In fact, the last few minutes we haven’t moved, you and I. You’ve been battling me in your mind, except in the real world, only a few seconds really passed, and I must say that your plan was quite ingenious. As a matter of fact, if I hadn’t managed to invade your mind when I did, you probably would have killed me. But I’m a woman of my word, and I did promise you this outcome, didn’t I?”

      Yards behind Grunhild, blue streaks of light shone briefly in the darkness. Loki didn’t know if his eyes played one last trick on him, but before he closed them forever, he thought he saw and heard his brother.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean we’re missing a ship?” asked Chase.

      “The Helios didn’t make the hyperspace exit with the rest of the fleet, Captain,” said the officer.

      “Then where the hell are they?”

      The officer worked on his console for a while.

      “She’s still en route to reaching Asgard. She should get there momentarily.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, what makes her different from the rest of the fleet?”

      “I don’t know, Captain.”

      Chase knew that wasn’t a question his bridge officers would be able to answer, but there one person on board that could. He opened a channel to engineering, and Kvasir’s face filled the holo-screen.

      “Kvasir, any idea why we ended up here and why the Helios is still en route to Asgard?”

      “I’ve been checking the sensor logs as well as the Helios’s schematics. The only thing that can explain why she is the only ship that went to Asgard, undisturbed, is because she’s the latest out of the docks. As such, she has upgraded navigational systems over the rest of the ships.”

      “How so?”

      “The Helios is equipped with the latest Asgardian navigational systems, unlike the Hope. We still rely on the Earth Alliance’s design dating back from the Fury War for our hyperspace calculations.”

      “So what’s your conclusion? Why did we end up in the middle of nowhere, in the opposite direction from where we were heading?”

      “I need more time to analyze our system logs before I can figure out why or how, but something clearly interfered with our navigation, and I don’t think it was either an accident or a system’s malfunction.”

      “A new type of weapon?”

      “That would be my hypothesis at this point, yes.”

      “How the hell are we supposed to defend our worlds and fight the enemy if we can’t even jump where we’re supposed to?”

      “Exactly. That’s an ingenious countermeasure to prevent us from reacting to attacks. I don’t have any sort of proof yet, but the timing is too suspect if you ask me.”

      “The Spectre ships that made it to this side.”

      “That would be my assumption, yes.”

      “Can we upgrade our navigational systems with the latest Asgardian code and jump back to Asgard?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not only a matter of software, Chase. These systems require pentalium-enhanced hardware as well, so until we get these from my people, we’re shit out of luck if you’ll excuse my Terran.”

      “Asgard could very well fall today, Kvasir, and then what?”

      “Without pentalium, we’d be reduced to a mixture of sub-light speeds and hyperspace gates only when it comes to FTL (Faster than Light) travel speeds.”

      Chase swore. Dealing with fewer Spectre ships, even though massive ones, was something he thought the Alliance could do with their current forces and the right plan of attack, but if they couldn’t track them or travel to intercept them, that changed the odds entirely in the enemy’s favor.

      “Did you finish your analysis of the Spectres’ ships capabilities yet?”

      “Partially, but I can tell you a single one of these ships can take on what’s left of our fleet, or at the very least, hold its own if we outsmart them. They have enough firepower to destroy any planet in their way as well. Spiros is working on new weapons designs, but just like our navigation, it won’t just be a software update. We’ll have to get back into the shipyards to effect the upgrades.”

      Planet-killing ships? That’s all we needed.

      “Thank you, Kvasir, please keep working on figuring how exactly this new tech affects our systems, maybe we can find a countermeasure without needing the Asgard’s upgrade.”

      “Aye, Chase, I’ll get right on that. I’ll keep you posted. Kvasir out.”

      The holo-screen turned off.

      “Helm, set a course at maximum sub-light speed toward the nearest hyperspace gate. And give me an ETA.”

      “Setting course now. Engaging sub-light engines. ETA is six hours to the nearest gate, Captain.”

      “Contact the Helios and tell them to provide Thor with any support they can.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Damn it! By the time we reach Asgard, the battle will surely be over. Looks like Thor is on his own to save his world, after all.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re receiving a subspace message from the Hope,” said Tar’Lock. “What in the blazes?”

      “What does the message say, Tar’Lock,” asked Talon, his tone a little sharper than he’d wanted.

      “There’s been a deliberate manipulation of the fleet’s navigational systems, they’re no longer with us but exited hyperspace thousands of light-years off course. It will take them the better part of a day to return with the hyperspace gates system.”

      “What the hell happened? And why are we still on course, then?”

      “Apparently something to do with our latest Asgardian navigation systems that only the Helios is equipped with throughout the fleet, and the Asgardian ships, obviously. As per Chase’s orders, we are to provide support to Thor’s fleet upon arrival.”

      “Is Chase aware that one ship is hardly what I would call support?”

      “I guess there’s not much choice at this point, Captain. Speaking of, we’re about to exit hyperspace in ten seconds.”

      “Get ready to raise the shields the second we exit the hyperspace window.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Talon looked at his tactical officer for his next order. “And divert jump engines power to the weapons and shields as soon as we’re back at sub-light speeds.”

      “Setting up a macro-command now,” said the tactical officer.

      Talon looked with intent at the viewport.

      Today is going to be a long day.

      Streaks of light shrunk from long lines into dotted stars, followed by a brief flash of light, and the viewport filled with ships and chaotic energy fire exchange.

      “Shields up, diverting power in progress,” said the tactical officer.

      “Lock onto the enemies’ ships and start firing,” said Talon.

      “Captain,” answered the tactical officer. “Thor’s ships are firing at the Balder but also the Droxian destroyers.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Unknown, but I’ve just received an update from the Odin’s targeting systems, and all Droxians ships are tagged foes.”

      “What the hell is going on? All right, for the time being, accept the update but concentrate fire on the Balder, do not under any circumstances take killing shots toward the Droxians, even if Thor’s ships do. The last thing we need is to be part of what could turn into a civil war within the Alliance.”

      “Aye, Captain. Maneuvering the Helios into position and locking onto the Balder.”

      Tar’Lock left his station and sat next to Talon.

      “This is bad,” he whispered into his captain’s ear.

      “Yes, my friend, we need to figure out what the hell happened to the Droxians, too. See if you can get some intel from the Asgardians about it. We also need to try to locate Ronan. Imagine Ryonna’s reaction if he’s killed by friendly fire.”

      Tar’Lock nervously clicked multiple times. “Holy shit, yeah, we can’t let that happen.”

      “Let’s hope it hasn’t happened already. Do you think you can try to hack into his ship’s systems?”

      As an answer, Tar’Lock disappeared from his seat and was back in front of his console in a split second.
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      After having dozed off, Ronan awoke when he heard multiple sets of heavy footsteps on the other side of the panel. He held his breath until the footsteps vanished into the distance.

      Damn it, what a time to fall asleep. I need to get to engineering.

      At least his lungs weren’t in pain anymore. He brought up a miniature holo-map on his wrist device, but not before ensuring all external communications with the ship’s systems were disabled.

      Hopefully, he wouldn’t be detected. There was no way for him to figure out a way to the engineering from his position without a map, not unless he was willing to use the ships corridors, which his instincts told him would be a very bad idea.

      He memorized as much of the way as he could and crawled down the bulkhead tube system.

      It took a significant amount of time for him to reach engineering, but then the next problem presented itself. He scanned the room and saw a couple of guards on each side of the blast doors on top of the engineering crew itself. That was a lot of his crewmates he’d have to deal with, especially with just a sidearm.

      The odds of him neutralizing the dozen people inside engineering were low, but Ronan grabbed his weapon nonetheless and set it on maximum stun. He took a deep breath, but then he hesitated.

      There has to be a better way.

      Ronan crawled back to the last panel junction and delicately removed its cover. He was relieved to find a respirator mask, and he put it on. He reprogrammed the terminal to replace the oxygen mix on this deck with the intruder countermeasure. That should put the crew to sleep for long enough for him to try to make contact with outside the ship.

      He wondered if he should then deploy it to the rest of the ship as well, which he could do from the engineering terminals, but with a battle raging outside, he risked the destruction of his ship, forfeiting his own life in the process. Whatever affected the crew, Ronan hoped it could still be reversed, so he decided against that strategy.

      Ronan activated the atmospheric control systems, and soon after, he heard multiple thuds of bodies collapsing to the ground. He crawled back at the end of the tube and waited for another minute to be sure before kicking the panel leading to engineering.

      He jumped down and headed toward the terminal, but he felt a burn in his shoulder before he actually heard the shot of the weapon that had fired upon him.

      Before he knew it, Ronan had lost all sensation in his right arm, and his weapon fell to the ground, his body following shortly after. His face pressed against the cold floor, he saw one of the guards wearing a respirator mask running toward him.

      The man screamed as he fired more shots. “Must protect Siegfried and the Guards!”
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        * * *

      

      “NOOOOOOOOOO!!” screamed Thor as he saw Loki fall to the ground.

      Loki’s chest looked burnt to a crisp and smoke still emanated from his corpse.

      Thor brought Mjölnir to bear and threw it at Grunhild, who didn’t have time to dodge the legendary weapon, and she was catapulted through the nearest wall, bursting through it with her body.

      He then incinerated whatever was left of the wall and everything beyond the initial hole with dozens upon dozens of fireballs. Inside his soul, he felt an unquenchable rage threatening to turn him mad.

      He rushed to Loki’s side.

      “Brother! Please, no, stay with me! Medic!” he shouted.

      But there was no one around to hear his call for help.

      He gently shook Loki, trying to get a response out of his brother, but all it did was displace more blood from his brother’s mouth. Loki had longed stopped breathing.

      Thor delicately rested Loki back on the floor and smashed both his fists into the marble floor, turning it into millions of small stony debris.

      Uncontrollable rage invaded the Asgardian’s heart. A veritable tsunami of hatred boiled up within his soul, and green lightning bolts sizzled all around his body armor.

      Thor got back to his feet and raised his hand, Mjölnir returned to him as Grunhild stepped through the wall she had forcefully burst through a minute earlier.

      “Two brothers for the price of one,” she smirked, “this truly is my lucky day.”

      Thor roared and every piece of marble and wall around the entire room cracked. His eyes filled with dancing amethyst-colored flames. His facial and body tattoos all radiated like a green supernova.

      “This place…will become your tomb!” uttered Thor through gritted teeth.

      “Where have I heard such empty promises before? I wonder…Right, from your dead brother.”

      Thor raised Mjölnir up high and tens of thousands of lightning strikes hit the weapon, loading the hammer with such energy that it blinded Grunhild with enough time for Thor to unleash a wave of lightning strikes toward the Guard.

      Her body flew in the air as lightning bolts engulfed her body like a pack of famished electric snakes.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra limped all the way to her quarters. Something was feeling terribly wrong, as she shouldn’t have been feeling this weak, not after spending so many hours in the regeneration chamber. She reached within to try to locate her souls. It didn’t take long for her to realize that she was missing a large amount of them.

      “What the fuck is going on? What did they do to me?”

      She summoned her first officer to her room.

      When the officer beamed in, she didn’t even speak to her, but she grabbed her by the throat and smashed her to the wall.

      “Where—are—my—souls!? Speak now or die!”

      The arachnoid officer’s legs were madly flailing as she tried to speak, but only painful noises escaped her spidery mouth.

      Ashra tried to get her hatred under control to slightly release the amount of pressure she was applying to her slave’s throat.

      “N—not my…de—decision. Prime.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what Spectre Prime told you, you obey my orders, do you hear me?”

      The arachnoid tried her best to nod.

      “Where are they? Where are my souls?”

      “S—sick—bay.”

      Ashra snapped her officer’s neck and stormed out of her quarters. She had to act fast, soon she’d have to meet with Spectre Prime. She couldn’t allow him to assimilate the souls she had fought so hard to acquire. If that happened, she would never manage to retain operational control in this dimension.

      She now understood why she had been even weaker than she’d been at the end of her fight with the Furies. They never tried to heal her; instead, they’d been siphoning the very life force that kept her alive.

      She opened a channel to the bridge to request a beam out to sickbay, but the bridge didn’t answer to her hails.

      “I’m gonna burn these rebellious insects one by one!” she screamed for no one to hear.

      She resumed her limping when an intense pain in her womb made her trip forward.

      Black blood dripped from between her legs.

      “What the fuck is going on now?”

      Time to take you out of the equation, said a young female voice.

      In her weakened state, the fetus was radiating strongly inside her, trying to burn her from within.

      You stupid bitch! answered Ashra, you’ll die too.

      Better that than the alternative, said Kharon.

      “Raaaaaahh!” screamed Ashra in frustration.

      She punched her own stomach multiple times, and the burning sensation stopped. But the Spectre knew that was only a temporary fix, so she struggled to get back up and decided to permanently consume a handful of the souls within her to reload her energy pool. That measure was her last resort as it eliminated the eternal source of energy from these souls, and while she would never even consider squandering power that way, the hour was dire.

      As soon as she felt slightly better, she stopped the process and flew through the corridors of her ship at great speeds.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me you have some good news for me,” said Chase as he entered engineering.

      “I’m afraid not,” answered Kvasir.

      “We need to find a way to return to Asgard faster than via the gates, Kvasir.”

      “Chase, don’t you think I’m more aware of that fact than anyone else on this ship?”

      “Right, sorry. Of course, you’d do anything to help your people right now. Where are you in the process?”

      “I’m afraid I haven’t figured out how to correct the navigational issues with our current systems. And, as you know, we lack the pentalium necessary for me even to create my own version of the Asgard systems.”

      “Can’t we cannibalize some of our systems containing pentalium in order to do so?”

      “Not in a timely fashion, I’m afraid. Not to mention I’m the only one with the know-how to create this piece of tech. So that would leave the rest of the ships in the fleet in the same position. What would we do then?”

      Chase expressed his frustration with a throaty noise.

      “I hate to say this,” said Chase, “but it seems Thor might be on his own, the Helios should be there by now, but I’m unsure if that will be enough to tip the balance of power. She’s only but one ship. Did we manage to get a picture of what’s going on over there?”

      “Long-range sensor data is affected by the strong energy emanating from this system’s neutron star.”

      “I suppose you’re also trying to compensate.”

      “Yes, Chase, but right now, I could use some help. I’m only one Asgardian engineer, trying to solve a flurry of problems at the same time. Like everyone else, I have my limits.”

      “I know, Kvasir, do your best and keep me—”

      “Oh no!” said Kvasir, interrupting Chase.

      “What now?”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed rapidly. “The Furies ships are breaking formation.”

      “What? Hail them!”

      “They’re not answering. What do we do?”

      “There’s nothing we can do. That’s probably another parting gift from Nyx. Damn it! Why did I have to antagonize her?”

      “What are you talking about, Chase?”

      “It’s nothing you should concern yourself with, but let’s just say we had a rather heated argument. I never expected for it to get so out of hand. I could tell I had hurt her, but I never expected the consequences. I guess we’ll have to worry about the Furies another day.”

      “You do realize what that means, though, right?”

      “That we may have to fight a three-front war? Believe me, my friend, I’m painfully aware.”

      “And if my world falls, we’ll lose our only source of pentalium, not that Thor had enough of it as it is. I don’t like this, Chase. I don’t like it at all.”

      “You and me both, Kvasir.”
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      Ronan reached for the blaster with his left hand and barely managed to catch it from the tip of his fingers before rolling out of the way and behind the terminal, barely missing getting his head blown off.

      He looked at the burnt hole in his shoulder. He’d need a regen tank sooner rather than later. But first, he had to survive. One thing was sure, piloting a starfighter in his current condition was no longer a viable option.

      “Crewman, I’m your captain, I’m ordering you to stop firing now!” shouted Ronan behind cover.

      “Traitor!” screamed the guard with a new salvo of blasts impacting the back of the terminal.

      Well…that was worth a shot, I guess.

      Ronan turned back the weapon setting to maximum power, now was not the time to give even a chance at the Droxian that was intent on killing him. He took a deep breath and rolled on the other side of the terminal and lined up his sights as best he could. He opened fire.

      The shot grazed the Droxian’s face, which responded in kind quickly and shot Ronan in the left leg.

      Ronan fired a second and third shot. The second one ricocheted onto the blast door and screamed past his left ear while the third one burnt a large hole in the middle of the guard’s face.

      The Droxian fell to his knees, and his head smashed into the floor with a satisfying bone-cracking thump, not that he had any chance of surviving in the first place. Ronan had no doubt whatsoever that his crewmate had been dead long before what was left of his skull cracked open.

      Ronan tried to get up but his new wound made him stumble and trip back to the floor face first. His blaster slipped away from his left hand.

      “Dammit!” he screamed in frustration.

      I need to hurry, they’re probably sending more men my way, and this time, I’ll be easy pickings.

      Ronan painfully crawled back to the console and used his left arm to lift himself up onto a chair. He took three deep breaths and opened the holo-controls. Even though it could mean his own demise, Ronan tried releasing the intruder gas throughout the rest of the ship, but the computer had marked the systems as disabled now. Ronan could hear the air being recycled all around him.

      He tried accessing the subspace communication array, but his access was refused. No doubt his own crew was making sure he couldn’t escape.

      There has to be a way, what would you do, uncle?

      His uncle was the family’s wizard when it came to hacking systems. Ronan was no slouch either with technology, thanks to Ryonna showing him the basics his entire life, but he was a far cry from being a full-blown hacker. And right now, he needed to bypass the computer. Fortunately for him, the computer core was located in engineering. He tried bringing up the schematics for the room on the holo-map, but he was denied again.

      “Thorough bastards!”

      Ronan tried to calm his thoughts that were slowly but surely heading toward giving up. After taking a few more calming breaths, he remembered that he had disconnected his wrist device from the internal network before falling asleep. He brought up the information on the small holo-device and located the computer core that way.

      But first, he had to make sure he had enough time to get to the core. He limped the best he could back to where his blaster had fallen and tried to grab the weapon. Pain in his leg made him lose his balance and hit the floor face first.

      He saw stars for a moment and fought hard not to lose consciousness. The blaster had slid a few yards away when he fell, and Ronan had to crawl to reach it. Once the blaster was back in his hand, he steadied his arm as best as he could and aimed for the center of the blast door where the seams joined. He fired at max power and kept his aim as steady as possible, starting at the top of the doors and slowly lowering his aim, soldering the doors together.

      Before he was done with his work, he heard more heavy footsteps approaching. He then located the teleporter array in engineering and destroyed it. But that would only stop them for a few minutes until one of the crew found a way to teleport more troops in manually. Ronan knew he’d better be gone when that happened.

      He crawled toward the panel where the computer core resided and struggled to open the panel. Taking out the core should also disable the transporters system, at least he hoped it would.

      He could now hear heavy plasma fire impacting the blast doors. He had to hurry. After struggling with the panel, Ronan finally managed to expose the computer core.

      The next part would be tricky. And he wasn’t sure he would survive it, but he didn’t have any other choice. He reprogrammed his wrist device to emit a subspace distress call, knowing full well that the only ships in close proximity would be able to pick that up. But if they did, they would at least have his location.

      A new noise got his attention, and he glanced at the blast door. The Droxians on the other side had stopped firing and were now cutting through the doors. Time was running out.

      Trying to disconnect the computer core in his current state would take too long, so he set his blaster to overload and placed it next to the core. He then did his best to limp away from the core, but he wasn’t gaining distance fast enough, barely moving faster than he would have if he had been crawling.

      His heartbeat accelerated, knowing full well that the blast about to happen any second would certainly injure him further.

      The blaster exploded and flames engulfed and propelled Ronan forward as he felt a large piece of metal bury itself into his back and pierce one of his lungs. Ronan tried to fight the pain, but everything turned black.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m detecting a subspace distress beacon from the Phoenix!” exclaimed Tar’Lock.

      “Let’s hope it’s Ronan. Helm,” ordered Talon, “bring us about to transport range.”

      “We can’t beam anyone in with the shields up,” complained the officer.

      “I’m very well aware of that, thank you. Tactical, all batteries, all torpedo tubes, ready to fire, maximum spread.”

      “They’re going to destroy the ship if we lower the shields,” argued the tactical officer.

      “Now is not the time to argue, Lieutenant Commander, you have your orders. Transporters, lock onto the distress call signal and beam the Droxian directly to the bridge. Get ready to drop the shields on my mark. The moment transport is complete, don’t wait for my order, just bring the shields back up and micro-jump to six by five by eight.”

      “This is suicide!” complained the officer.

      Talon got up from his chair and pointed a finger. “Lieutenant Commander Garnis, you’re relieved. Tar’Lock, take his station.”

      The officer got up and left the bridge as Tar’Lock took his place at tactical.

      “I’m ready when you are, Captain,” confirmed Tar’Lock.

      The barrage of heavy fire unleashed all around them and made the view through the viewport an orchestra of chaotic fire and flames.

      “Steady…not yet. Now, Tar’Lock!”

      The Helios dropped its shields, and the ship rocked heavily, sending crewman crashing on the floor, sparks flew all around, and the bridge lights flickered madly.

      Streaks of blue light appeared in front of Talon, and a heavily injured and motionless Ronan beamed in.

      “Raising shields, micro-jumping,” said Tar’Lock before looking toward Ronan with horror in his eyes. “Ronan!”

      Talon was already by Ronan’s side. “Tar’Lock, beam us directly to med-bay one. You have the bridge.”

      Ronan and the captain vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Grunhild crashed back into the floor, smoke emanating from her motionless body. Thor darted toward her, grabbing his trusty hammer with both hands as he leaped the last yards for the killing blow. Upon impact, it left a massive crater but didn’t hit the Guard, who had vanished a split second before.

      Thor growled as he witnessed the resulting shockwave dislodge more pieces from the walls and ceiling. He frantically turned around, trying to locate Grunhild visually. He saw her, and then he saw her again and again.

      Multiple copies of Grunhild were encircling him.

      “A little trick I picked up from your brother,” said the echoing Grunhild voices.

      Thor swung his hammer at the nearest one and hit nothing but air. He threw Mjölnir to the next target, but the hammer flew through yet another illusion.

      He called his weapon back, but before it could reach his hand, he felt a foot lodge itself deep into his back and it sent Thor flying and crashing to the ground.

      As he got back to his feet, Grunhild jumped toward Mjölnir, only for the hammer to catapult her away with a lightning strike.

      “You fool,” shouted Thor, “this weapon can only be wielded by its one and only master.”

      Grunhild recovered in midair and landed somewhat gracefully.

      “It ain’t no thing, I don’t need your hammer to kill you.”

      Thor called Mjölnir back to his hand. His eyes shone a deep green.

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Grunhild smiled as her body morphed into Loki.

      “There, there, Brother. You wouldn’t want to murder your own blood.”

      She was able to imitate everything about Loki, his voice inflections, his facial traits, and Thor’s heart ached for a moment until rage reinvaded his soul with a vengeance.

      “You killed my brother! And I won’t fall for your stupid mind games,” screamed Thor.

      Thor smashed Mjölnir into the ground, and a green column of energy burst from under Loki and sent him flying and ricocheting against the ceiling before falling back to the ground. He disappeared again before hitting the ground.

      A different yet familiar voice resounded all around Thor.

      “I’m really disappointed with you, my son.”

      When Thor turned around, he was horrified to see Odin walking toward him.

      “Enough!” screamed Thor. “This isn’t real!”

      “My son, the reality is that your brother was a traitor.”

      “I’m not listening to your lies!” said Thor throwing Mjölnir toward Odin.

      Odin grabbed the hammer and smiled.

      “Then why did Mjölnir let me touch it?”

      Thor closed his eyes and took a deep breath, upon reopening them, Mjölnir was back in his hand, and Odin had morphed back into Grunhild.

      “I won’t let you trick me anymore.”

      Grunhild adorned an evil smile. “I have to admit that your mind is stronger than your treacherous brother’s.”

      “My brother was not a traitor!”

      “And, yet, I’ve been inside his mind, and I saw what he did. Did you know he sold pentalium to the Spectres in exchange for them leaving Asgard alone? He never expected Odin to interfere, though, but then what? Didn’t his action result in your father’s death nonetheless? Still a treacherous act if you ask me. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “The only thing I agree to is to rip out your snake’s tongue and feed you to a Titan.”

      “You’re too angry to keep your mind leveled enough even to hope to defeat me.”

      Thor growled. “Less talking, more killing.”
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        * * *

      

      “This will never work,” complained Altair.

      “Well,” said Daniel. “The only way to find out is to try it.”

      “We could both burn for this, did you even think of that?”

      “As an alternative to what? Defeat and our souls being food for the Spectres for all eternity? I’ll take my chances, thank you very much.”

      “So that’s it, we’re doing this?”

      “Well, we’re not doing anything we wouldn’t have done anyway going forward.”

      “I don’t think the council will see it that way. We’re basically bypassing them and recreating a new government.”

      “I don’t see that we have any choice. If my plan came from anyone else, it would fail. I’m persuaded that if this is initiated by you, this will work.”

      “I still don’t like the ethics of this.”

      “Fuck ethics! It won’t save us from the Spectres.”

      “I’ve been emperor before, Daniel, I’ve been in this position of unilaterally making decisions that impacted billons of souls. I would never want to turn back to it, I much prefer democracy.”

      “And we’ll use your experience retransitioning from one system to the other to make sure we don’t abuse power. I believe in you, I know you won’t turn your back on the gazillion lives that are at stake. Lives that are, now more than ever before, in utter jeopardy. And you know it.”

      “We’ll need to be careful who we trust and how we proceed forward. The only thing is that now that the Furies seceded their forces from our own, I just wonder if we’ll not be too late?”

      “They have, yes, but Chase believes it’s not a final posture, just a negative influence resulting from Nyx rejoining their ranks.”

      “I don’t know, Daniel. This seems awfully risky if we can’t get them back to the negotiating table.”

      “Well, at the end of the day, this won’t ever work without your intervention. I know Chase will bring them back, he’s relentless if anything else.”

      “That’s true. He doesn’t seem to know how to quit.”

      “And we’re all alive thanks to that virtue of his.”

      “I’m in agreement with you on that one. All right then…it will take a while to get things in place, and you also have quite the preparations to make on your side of things.”

      “Yeah, now I wished I hadn’t asked Cedric to take a leave of absence, but the Gorgar are very good at following directions, so we should be fine.”

      “Very well…I guess we’re doing this. Good luck, Daniel.”

      “To both of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t registering her presence and refused to open, so Ashra blasted the sickbay door with a powerful shockwave. The reinforced metal door bent as easily as if it had been made of foil.

      She walked in as six arachnoids took a few steps back, clearly horrified by her presence.

      She stared at each and every one of them for a minute before executing three of them in a gruesome fashion. She then pointed to the three that still stood standing.

      “You!” she shouted. “You get my fetus out of me now and transfer her into an accelerated growth chamber, you!” She pointed at the next arachnoid. “You’ll reinject my stolen souls while I’m getting this rebellious baby out of my womb, and finally, you,” she said pointing toward the last doctor, “you finish the work I asked you to do on the DNA reversal serum, and you’re also in charge of the fetus’s mental reprogramming. I don’t want to hear objections, comments, or arguments. The words ‘can’t’, ‘problematic’, or ‘impossible’ will result in immediate termination.”

      The trembling doctors stayed silent for a very long time.

      “What the fuck are you waiting for?” threatened Ashra.

      The first doctor stepped forward, “Let’s take the fetus out of you, come with me.”

      “I’ll get the souls ready for reimplantation, right away,” said the second one.

      “Stop,” said the third one. “Spectre Prime’s orders overrule—”

      He never finished his sentence and the arachnoid’s head exploded like a rotten watermelon, throwing dark goo all over the room and on the remaining two doctors.

      “Any more objections?” asked Ashra.

      Both arachnoid doctors shook their heads vehemently.

      “You,” said Ashra to the second doctor, “I guess you’re inheriting that fool’s tasks now. I suggest you do a good job.”

      The arachnoid’s voice was trembling and weak. “Yes, Mistress.”

      Multiple approaching footsteps could be heard outside in the corridor.

      “Keep working and ignore them,” said Ashra as she closed her fist, and three popping sounds resounded.

      One security guard’s headless body fell right in front of the sickbay while the other two, also missing their heads, kept running aimlessly and crashed into walls before collapsing to the floor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Talon waited for the doctors to remove the large shrapnel from Ronan before they put him in a regen tank.

      “How is he doing?” asked Talon.

      “I won’t lie, Captain, he’s in critical condition. I’m surprised he’s still breathing.”

      “Ronan is like his mother, he’s a warrior, and warriors don’t give up.”

      “Well, in this case, he has a chance, albeit a small one. I can’t give you a better prognosis at this point.”

      “I understand, doc, thank you.”

      The ship rocked heavily, and Talon had to grab the doctor so he wouldn’t fall.

      “Thanks, Captain.”

      Talon nodded. “I guess I should return to the bridge.”

      “Before you do, something is blinking on Ronan’s wrist device,” said the doctor as he walked to a nearby table, grabbed the device, and handed it to Talon.

      “Thanks. I’ll look into it. Take good care of your patient, doc.”

      “You know I will.”

      Talon walked out of med-bay one, though he wondered if he shouldn’t beam back to the bridge to get there faster. On the other hand, walking would give him the necessary time to take a look at the wrist device.

      The Droxian wrist device model, while very similar to the Earth Alliance one, still had a few differences. Talon didn’t take long to figure out why the device was blinking. There was an unread message marked, “To the people who find this.”

      Talon highlighted the holo-message. It was a log entry. He played it on his way back to the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Thor brought up Mjölnir in front of his face and grabbed it with both hands. A flux of energy connected his eyes and the weapon, which glowed stronger with every passing second. Thor was transferring some of his life force directly into the legendary hammer.

      He aimed it at Grunhild, and multiple hammers made of green energy shot from Mjölnir at incredible speeds and hit the female Guard full force, sending her madly flying into the air with each impact.

      With every new attack, Grunhild spat blood and bruises covered her body at alarming rates. When Mjölnir regained its original form and stopped glowing, the attacks ended.

      Thor was panting, the attack had taken a lot out of him. But he was confident that he had ended his enemy, or at the very least, incapacitated her enough so that he could deliver the killing blow. He walked toward her motionless body and gave her a couple of kicks. She didn’t register any movement.

      It wasn’t in his character to finish off a helpless enemy, but she had killed his brother, and Thor recognized that the abomination that she represented should never have been allowed to see the light of day in the first place. Odin’s mistakes needed to be corrected, whether or not that broke some of his own rules of engagement.

      Thor lifted his hammer and let thunder charge it to its maximum power. He aimed for her head, definitely that particular guard’s biggest asset, and he swung the hammer down.

      Halfway through his strike, Grunhild spun on herself and shot a large column of blue energy that pierced through the King of Asgard’s chest and impaled him.

      His eyes filled with shock as he was catapulted into the air and crashed yards away, a large hole in his chest, just like his brother, who lay dead not too far from his position. Thor felt his heartbeat slow down, and a veil of darkness threatened to swallow his soul.

      He heard Grunhild laugh as she walked by his side.

      “Didn’t I tell you I’d get two for the price of one, so-called King of Asgard?”

      Thor didn’t have the strength to answer with his blood-filled mouth, so he sent a telepathic message instead.

      Stop gloating and finish me off already; I’ll keep watching over my people from Valhalla.

      She gave him the evilest smile. “If believing in mindless superstition helps you, I’m happy to grant you your last wish, Thor. Go be with your father and brother now, your fight is over. Though, I guess in your case, death is more a release than a punishment. Mind you, I’ll still enjoy cutting your head off all the same and parade it as my trophy. Who knows, maybe I’ll stuff it as a keepsake, reminding me of the day I destroyed the mighty Asgard civilization.”

      Grunhild lifted her arm toward the sky, and it filled with blue energy, turning into a sword.

      “Time’s up,” she said, “or should I say head’s up.”

      “I don’t think so!” screamed a voice behind her as a golden trident burst through from her stomach.

      Poseidon lifted his trident in the air as Grunhild screamed in pain. He looked to his side at Artemis, who had just beamed in. He nodded to her, and Artemis brought her energy bow to bear and nodded back to him.

      Poseidon spun Grunhild, still impaled at the end of his trident, and threw her against a nearby wall. Before the Asgardian Guard could fall to the decimated marble floor, four golden arrows crucified her to the wall.

      Poseidon rushed next to Thor and reached for a small satchel on his belt. He grabbed something brown and spongy and gave it to Thor to swallow. Thor was near-death and his friend had to lift his head up and help him swallow the contraption.

      Tendrils of flesh and muscles started filling the hole in Thor’s chest as his life force returned to him.

      Artemis walked next to them. “Will he make it?”

      “Certainly looks like it,” said Poseidon. “Finish her off for me, would you?”

      “With pleasure.”

      Artemis aimed her bow at a bleeding Grunhild and focused on creating an energy-based arrow with so much power that it filled the entire area with bright-golden energy.

      Meanwhile, Thor had recovered more than enough forces to speak.

      “Thank you, my friend, I thought my time had come.”

      “I have no doubt it will one day, but as long as I’m around, I’ll always make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      Thor tried to smile as best he could. “What the hell was that? It’s the most disgusting thing I ever put in my mouth.”

      “You’re welcome. It’s the gland of an animal, curated for generations until it reaches maturity, at which point it can then be harvested and delivers its incredible healing potency. And yes, I’ve been told before that it’s an acquired taste.”

      Thor was recovering more color every passing moment now.

      “Do you have more? Can you give Loki one too?”

      “I have another one, yes. But I’m afraid it doesn’t bring people back from the dead. I’m sorry, Thor.”

      Thor hadn’t really dealt with the emotional loss of his brother, let a few tears escape his eyes as Poseidon helped him to get back on his feet.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” said Poseidon to Artemis. “She’s done enough damage.”

      “I’m just trying to make sure that the arrow has enough energy to consum—”

      But Artemis stopped talking and turned the bow toward Poseidon and fired.

      Thor reacted instinctively and pushed his friend out of the path of the deadly attack.
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        * * *

      

      “Report,” asked Ryonna.

      “We’re approaching the planet,” said Ares, still in possession of the alien pilot.

      “About time,” said Yanis. “If we can find a less smelly ship next time, I’d vote for that.”

      “It’s just bad odor,” complained Menelas. “Get a grip on yourself.”

      “Says the Fury who puked twice already,” countered Yanis.

      “Because you’ve fared better?”

      “Enough,” interrupted Ryonna, “we get it, it stinks in here, get over it already, we have a mission to complete.”

      Yanis felt compelled to mumble a complaint anyway. “I’m just saying it wouldn’t hurt to complete the mission on another ship, that’s all.”

      Ryonna gave Yanis an angry look, and he raised both his hands. “Okay, I’ll shut up, now.”

      “That will be the day,” said Menelas.

      The ship rocked and spun, sending them all crashing around, except for Ares, who was securely attached to the pilot’s seat. Even though the pilot looked fully merged with the organic chair by now.

      “We’re under attack,” said Ares.

      “No shit,” said Yanis as he got back up, holding his bruised head. “Either that or the ship farted a really big one.”

      “There,” said Menelas, pointing toward the dirty viewport. “Looks like an orbital defense system of some kind.”

      “Ares,” asked Ryonna. “Do we have any weapons on board?”

      “Limited, this is mostly a cargo vessel. Nothing that can take down an installation of this type.”

      “Great, just great,” said Yanis.

      “Stop complaining,” ordered Ryonna, “and try to see if you can hack it.”

      “With this computer? My wrist device ain’t gonna cut it as far as range is concerned.”

      Ryonna was still growling when Ares spoke.

      “There are all the computers you need on the terminal to your left.”

      Yanis looked at it and only saw a couple of organic pools of goo.

      “I don’t speak puke-liquid, Ares.”

      “Come here, Yanis,” said Ares.

      Yanis walked next to the pilot’s chair.

      “Now put your hand through and make contact with the pilot’s body.”

      “What?”

      “Just do as he says,” ordered Ryonna.

      Yanis grimaced as he slowly plunged his hand into the organic material. It made a squishy sound.

      “This is disgusting, I think I’m gonna puke again,” said Yanis.

      “Don’t you dare,” warned Ares.

      “Why do you care? You’re made of energy.”

      “My pilot has a nose too, and you’re standing right over me.”

      “Right…” said Yanis, swallowing hard and covering his mouth with his free hand. “Now what?”

      “Keep going…there. Now close your eyes.”

      Yanis did as instructed and felt new information fill his brain. Memories that weren’t his, instructions on how to control the ship’s computer with the terminal.

      He then removed his hand from the pilot’s chair and went to work, plunging his hands into the gooey pools. Holographic screens popped out all around him in an alien language.

      “Try to disable its shield,” proposed Ares.

      “Working on it,” said Yanis. “A good thing I’m fluent in Objective C.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” asked Menelas.

      “Never mind, I guess you have to be both a coder and from Earth to understand that one.”

      Menelas annoyingly glanced at Ryonna, and she shrugged.

      “So?” said Menelas impatiently.

      “Hold on, I’m hacking an alien system, in a language I apparently know now, through a pool of goo, I’d appreciate a little patience.”

      The ship rocked again.

      “I don’t think this defense platform gives a crap about any of that,” said Ryonna.

      “Unfortunately,” said Yanis clenching his teeth, “we have to stay at the limit of this thing’s firing range for me to get enough signal to hack its shields. I’m almost there…shields are…down.”

      “Firing at the structure,” said Ares.

      Six salvos of orange energy discharged and flew forward and impacted with the orbital defense weapon. The ship rocked some more.

      “No damage,” said Ares.

      “Beam me out to space,” said Menelas.

      “What?” argued Ryonna. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “I’ll take care of it myself,” insisted Menelas.

      “You can’t use your powers,” Ares argued. “You could create a black hole and swallow both the planet and the pentalium we came to get.”

      “Who said anything about using my powers, just do as I say.”

      “Ryonna?” asked Ares.

      “Not sure we have a choice, do as he says.”

      “Very well,” said Ares, “beaming you out in three seconds, Menelas. Do not use a fireball in space, though.”

      Menelas stayed silent and brought a force field around him before vanishing from the bridge. He flew past the viewport, and half a second later, he did it again and soon he flew in circles around the ship so fast that the ship trembled heavily as multiple lines of blue trail could be seen through the viewport.

      “He’s aware he has to take out the weapon’s platform and not us, right?” asked Yanis.

      “Hang on,” said Ares. “He’s acquiring the necessary velocity. I’m compensating in real time.”

      Right after Ares answered, Menelas abruptly changed his trajectory and flew away from the ship like a shooting star. In the distance, a large explosion could be seen in orbit of the planet.
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      Chase couldn’t sleep and decided his time would best be served back in the regen tank. He beamed back in the regen room and stepped into the tank next to Chris’s, who was about seventy percent healed.

      Welcome back, said Chris. I wasn’t expecting you back here any time soon, and definitely not before I finished my own cycle.

      Chase telepathically caught his son up on the latest events.

      That sucks, said Chris.

      That it does, son. We should soon arrive at the hyperspace gate, though, but it will be a long way until we reach Asgard.

      I hope Thor managed to deal with the Guards on his own.

      Somehow, I find that doubtful. With help from the Olympians, he barely survived the encounter with only one of them the last time he had to engage one.

      Yes, but isn’t Siegfried the strongest one?

      I guess, but I don’t think the odds are in Thor’s favor now that there are three of them to deal with.

      I can sense your frustration, dad.

      I know, I’m not exactly trying to hide it from you.

      It’s okay, we have to accept that there is nothing we can do now except hope that the Asgardians and the Droxians can defend the planet against Siegfried and the others.

      I know, son. That doesn’t mean I have to be okay being stuck on the sidelines, you know?

      I can understand that. I also sense your guilt. You should let that emotion go as well. Nyx never liked us, she just didn’t have anywhere else to go…until now. I don’t think your argument weighed in the balance of her decision.

      When did you get so wise?

      Believe it or not, but Argos is wiser than he looks…or looked.

      We’ll get him back, I’m not gonna rest until he’s back with us, you know that.

      I know…I just worry at what cost. I’m sure you have thought about that too.

      I have, son.

      If it comes to that, how do we choose between mom and Kharon versus Argos? What if the only way to bring him back is for us to make that choice?

      Chase was all too aware that this could very well be the only possibility, to either save Sarah, perhaps even Kharon, at the price of having Argos stay to roam in the Underworld forever with half a soul. But he couldn’t fathom any of these options. There had to be a solution, a third option, one they simply weren’t aware of yet. Chase knew he needed to save them all, and he’d strive to figure it out.

      We’ll find a way, said Chase. I suggest we don’t obsess over it now, though.

      Easier said than done.

      Yeah, tell me about it.

      A holo-screen turned on in front of both their tanks. It was Kvasir.

      Chase mentally activated the tank’s communication systems for the both of them.

      “What is it, Kvasir?”

      “I just got off with Talon on the Helios. And I’m afraid I have even more bad news.”

      “Of course, you do. Let’s hear it anyway,” said Chase.

      “Ronan was badly injured, but he’s recovering in a regen tank on board the Helios. But that’s actually almost good news compared to…” but Kvasir didn’t finish his sentence.

      “Well, if that’s good news, I can see why you’re reluctant to get to the bad, but Kvasir, just tell us what’s wrong,” said Chris.

      “Very well,” said Kvasir. “It seems the entire Droxian force is aligned with the Guards somehow, which makes the battle over Asgard’s orbit a tricky one to win. Thor’s battlegroup has already destroyed two of the Droxian destroyers, but Talon is trying to avoid destroying Droxians ships, and with good reason.”

      “What’s going on?” asked Chase. “Why are the Droxians fighting against us all of a sudden? That doesn’t make any sense, they’ve always been one of our most reliable allies.”

      “They’re not doing it by choice,” said Chris, “they’re being forced somehow, like some sort of mind control.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flickered. “Yes, that’s exactly what’s been going on, but how did you know that?”

      “Just a gut feeling,” said Chris, “as well as some deduction on my part. There’s no way proud warriors like the Droxians would betray us unless they were forced to.”

      “That’s what we think happened,” said Kvasir. “Talon sent some preliminary logs from the Helios and Ronan’s personal wrist device, and while I would need more data, I think we’re dealing with nanites infesting their brains and taking over.”

      “That’s a really big problem,” said Chase. “I would have thought Grunhild was controlling their minds with her psychic powers; I hear she can do that. But if they have a technological weapon capable of turning friends to foes, then this is not going to end well for us. Anything you can do?”

      “Not until I can inspect the tech some more, I’m afraid. And that’s only happening once we reach Asgard.”

      “Very well, thanks for the head’s up, Kvasir.”

      “Sure thing, Chase. Kvasir out.”

      “There goes any chance I had to try to reach a meditative state during this regen cycle,” said Chase.

      “I hear you, dad. Do you think Thor will prevail?”

      “It’s not over yet, son, while things look grim, there’s still a chance.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “It should be about time for the last piece of the puzzle to enter the battle in Asgard. It’s frustrating because I fully intended to be there when it happened.”

      “What aren’t you telling me, dad?”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t stay on the line for long,” said Altair.

      “I’m listening,” said Daniel.

      “It’s official, the council categorically refused the idea of finding any common ground with the Furies. Most of the council representatives have incurred massive loss in their respective systems during the war, so I can’t say I blame them for rejecting my proposal.”

      “Except, they shouldn’t put their own feelings into the equation. It’s a matter of life or death for the entire Alliance going forward. In fact, it’s bigger than the Alliance, this fight concerns every soul in our dimension.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir, Daniel.”

      “Sorry, I’m so pissed off right now.”

      “I know how that feels all too well, trust me.”

      “All right then, that settles it.”

      “As much as I wish there were another way, I suppose we have to proceed with your idea. The blowback will be massive.”

      “Not really, Chase is already controlling the military.”

      “You know what I mean, Daniel.”

      “I know. We do what we must.”

      “Very well, I’ll be taking the first transport out to Alkyon One. I guess I’ll see you soon.”

      “I’ll have everything ready by then. Safe travels.”

      “It’s going to be a long one through the gate’s network.”

      “I know, but right now, it’s the only safe way to make sure you arrive at your destination.”

      “See you soon, Daniel.”

      “Indeed.”

      Daniel terminated the holo-channel, rose from his chair, walked to the large viewport in his office, and gazed at the stars.

      Why can’t things ever be simple for a change?
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        * * *

      

      Thor’s quick reflexes saved both of them. They got back to their feet just in time to see Artemis’s next volley fly their way.

      “Artemis!” ordered Poseidon. “What the hell are you doing? Stand down now!”

      “She’s no longer in control of her mind,” said Thor.

      “This doesn’t look very appetizing,” said Grunhild behind them.

      They turned around just in time to see her put something in her mouth and chew it.

      Poseidon reached for his satchel only to find it missing.

      “Dammit!” he exclaimed.

      “That’s very bad,” said Thor.

      Grunhild’s wounds healed themselves, and it didn’t take long for her to recover both her energy and smugness.

      “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do about it now,” countered Poseidon. “We do need to wake Artemis, though. She’s too strong a warrior for us to have to wage battle on two fronts.”

      Thor deflected an energy arrow with Mjölnir before answering. “Not sure we’ll have a choice. But if we kill this bitch, Artemis should come back to her senses.”

      Poseidon walked in front of Thor as a dozen more energy arrows flew their way, he kicked his trident back into his hand and spun it fast in order for his weapon to act as a shield, deflecting Artemis’s energy arrows.

      “That’s gonna be tricky, we may have to incapacitate Artemis first, but please try to avoid killing blows if you can.”

      “Understood,” said Thor. “Cover me.”

      Poseidon fired fireballs from his bionic arm toward Grunhild while firing waves of energy toward Artemis with the tip of his trident.

      Asgardian starfighters made a fly-by above them and opened fire on both Thor and Poseidon. They managed to dodge the shots, but it was getting too chaotic for them to form any kind of strategy while being attacked from all sides.

      “What the hell are they doing?” asked Poseidon.

      “I guess a fully healed Grunhild allows her to control a lot more than just your pupil.”

      “Now I wish I only brought one healing gland. What’s the plan here? We can’t fight efficiently with all this distraction.”

      Thor grimaced and sighed. “I know. Desperate measures, I guess.”

      Thor jumped high in the sky and charged Mjölnir with lightning, he roared and unleashed it all back in every direction in the sky. Many of the starfighters exploded, and those who didn’t went crashing into the plains around the city at the very edge of the shields.

      Grunhild, meanwhile, was staring at Poseidon with a grin across her face.
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        * * *

      

      Menelas flew back in front of the viewport, and Ares beamed him back in.

      “Well, that was reckless,” said Ryonna.

      “It worked, didn’t it?” countered Menelas.

      “I can confirm I’m not detecting any anomaly forming in the area, and I’ve run scans on the surface of the planet. There’s a lot of pentalium in multiple mines scattered through the entire surface of the planet, as well as a refined stockpile.”

      “But if there’s refined pentalium,” said Yanis, “doesn’t that mean that there is intelligent life down there and that we’d be stealing it from them?”

      “Doesn’t matter what it means,” said Ryonna, “we’ll do what we have to in order to acquire what we need. Let’s head toward the stockpile and see what’s what before reaching any premature conclusions.”

      “I agree,” confirmed Ares, “setting up a course.”

      The ship entered the atmosphere with some turbulence, and soon the cloudy viewport became clearer as they exited the lower clouds cover and approached the planet’s surface.

      “That’s peculiar,” said Ares.

      “What is?” asked Ryonna.

      “I’m detecting a lot of craters around the area we’re heading toward.”

      “Any idea what happened?” asked Yanis.

      “If I had to take a guess, I’d say the platform we just destroyed is responsible for the craters.”

      “It was firing at the planet? Why would it do that?” asked Ryonna.

      “Unknown at this point, perhaps we’ll get more answers from the locals.”

      “I take it you detected life forms then?”

      “Yes, but they seem rather primitive. I’d say they lack the technology to build starships.”

      “Or they were prevented from doing so,” commented Menelas.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, just take a look,” said Menelas, pointing toward the viewport. “I find it peculiar that the craters are mostly circular around the mine and refinery area. Seems to me the locals might have tried to either move the pentalium or simply leave the area, which was prevented by the orbital satellite.”

      “That would also explain why there was only one of them in orbit, right on top of the refinery,” added Yanis.

      “Indeed,” said Menelas.

      “Commencing landing procedure,” said Ares.

      Soon, the ship touched down, and the chair released Ares’s possessed pilot from it. The process was as disgusting and pungent as it had been when he first stepped into it.

      “I can’t wait to ditch this poor guy’s body once we’re done here,” said Ares.

      “Will he be okay?” asked Ryonna. “Not that we had any other choice in the matter.”

      “I predict having his consciousness suppressed for this long will result in the mother of all headaches, but I think he’ll be fine otherwise. He didn’t really fight me for the control of his mind, which should prevent lasting damages.”

      Once Ares was fully released from the pilot’s chair, a process that took way more time than it had any right to, they all beamed outside the ship.
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      “Hard left,” ordered Talon. “Protect our port shields.”

      “That would be easier to achieve if we could make more damage to the Droxian ships,” complained Tar’Lock.

      “We have to think about how we would like to be treated if it was us who had our brains hacked without either our knowledge or consent. Would we be okay to get killed by our so-called friends?”

      “I understand that, Captain, but if we get destroyed, then what?”

      “Hold the line, we’ll figure this out…we have to.”

      A series of loud bleeps resonated from Tar’Lock’s holo-console.

      “What’s that?” inquired Talon.

      “What the hell is this!” exclaimed Tar’Lock.

      “Tar’Lock, if you’d be so kind as to clue us in.”

      “I’m sending the data on screen, I’m afraid you wouldn’t believe me otherwise. This a sensor image from the other side of the planet.”

      The holo-screen turned on and showed a giant space whale, five times the size of Asgard’s smallest moon.

      “What in the blazes is that thing?” said a baffled Talon.

      “I don’t know, Captain,” said Tar’Lock, “but it just exited hyperspace.”

      “A hyperspace-capable mega whale? That has to be a sensor mistake.”

      Meanwhile, the space whale opened its gigantic mouth and two dragons flew out of it.

      “Are these?” asked Talon.

      “Space dragons? I would say so. One of them is hailing us.”

      “Come again?”

      “One of them is hailing us, opening the channel.”

      “Ka’Rij to the Helios, we’re sorry for not arriving sooner. Chase requested that we meet with him here, but I don’t see the Hope anywhere.”

      It took a moment for Talon to put two and two together, but then he remembered the name Ka’Rij from one of Chase’s reports from his mission to the unknown regions.

      “That’s correct, Ka’Rij,” said Talon, “the fleet won’t arrive for pretty much in a day, so believe me when I say that we’re really glad to see you.”

      “We’re here to help, but can you explain why the Droxians are firing on both you and the other Asgardian ships?”

      “They’ve been manipulated by the enemy’s technology. They’re no longer in control of their actions. We’re trying not to destroy them, but Thor’s forces don’t care and they’ve already destroyed three of their ships.”

      “All right, we’ll only engage with the targets you tag for us. I see other Asgardian ships are firing in between them.”

      “Thank you Ka’Rij, there’s one ship in particular that we can’t seem to target, the Balder, since they’re using the rest of their fleet as their own personal shield.”

      “Understood, we have much better maneuverability than any space vessel, so it won’t be a problem for us to attack this ship without firing on the Droxians.”

      “I think I speak for everyone here when I say that this is the best news I’ve heard all day.”
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      “Two dragons on approach,” said Fenrir.

      “What?” said Siegfried.

      That was the first time that Fenrir actually saw doubt in his brother’s eyes ever since they were released from their cryo prison.

      “They’re coming about.”

      “Shoot them down! Every ship is to fire on these dragons.”

      “Retargeting, but they’re moving too fast, our weapons can’t seem to get a lock on them.”

      “That’s because targeting systems are supposed to lock on power signatures, not organic matter.”

      “What should we do?”

      “Keep firing, blindly if you have to, let’s give Grunhild a little more time.”

      The ship rocked heavily as the dragons made their first pass at its shields.

      “Shields down to forty-two percent,” exclaimed Fenrir.

      “Tighten the escort shield around us, I don’t want any hits coming from Thor’s forces or the Helios.”

      “Speaking of the Helios, they’re disengaging, but I’m detecting a massive power-up of their weapon systems.”

      Siegfried left his battle view of the viewport for the first time in hours and walked to a console, he brought up a holo-display and opened up a database of the Earth Alliance ships. He located the Helios inside their database and zoomed in on their weapons schematics.

      “Damn, that’s what I was afraid of,” said Siegfried.

      “What is it?”

      “They’re powering up their Damocles Plasma Cannon. It’s that ship secondary firing solution.”

      “And?”

      “And that could finish off our shields with a single shot. In order to fire, they’ll be disabled for sixty seconds after using the weapon and easy pickings.”

      “Yeah, except so will we!”

      Siegfried’s eyes shone brightly for a second. “I’m very well aware of that, Fenrir; watch your tone.”

      “I know you don’t want to hear it, brother, but perhaps now would be a good time to jump away.”

      “Not yet, but program the navigational computer for a jump toward Droxia.”

      “Except, you removed my privilege to do so.”

      “Computer,” said Siegfried, “restore all admin access to Fenrir.”

      “Administrative access restore,” cooed the computer.

      “Make sure the Droxian ships don’t use their own navigational systems,” said Siegfried, “or they could jump anywhere randomly. They have to slave their systems to our own.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “Let me show you,” said Siegfried, replacing the Helios’s schematics with a holo-star map. See these ships,” said Siegfried pointing at ships thousands of light-years away from Asgard. “It’s now clear why Chase and his fleet aren’t coming, or they would have been here in hours. They’re over a day away from our position now at FTL speeds. But they’re currently at sub-light speed, going toward a hyperspace gate. That can only mean one thing, their navigational computers have been compromised, but Thor’s haven’t, so my guess is Asgardian tech is the only one not affected by this.”

      “That’s a big assumption, no offense.”

      “Is it? Bring up Asgardian intelligence feed.”

      Fenrir entered a few commands. “I’ve been denied access.”

      “I guess Thor ordered his crew to fix the backdoor Grunhild had opened in their security systems. But that’s okay, just comb the Droxians log instead, I’m sure you’ll find a piece of information confirming my theory.”

      Fenrir did as instructed. It didn’t take long to find the Earth Alliance bulleting in the subject. Whether or not he agreed with his brother’s plan and actions over the last few years, he had to recognize his brother’s mental superiority.

      “You’re right, the Alliance suspects Spectres’ intervention, and the Asgard navigational systems aren’t affected.”

      “Have you plotted the course to Droxia?”

      “Yes, but I still think we should jump now.”

      “We owe it to Grunhild to give her a little more time. After all, she got us what we came here for, the least we can do is not abandon her until we absolutely have to.”
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      “Aren’t we risking being destroyed, powering up the Damocles Cannon?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “If the dragons weren’t here,” answered Talon, “I wouldn’t risk it. But with their presence, we can count on them to cover us during the sixty-second power reboot. That should also be more than enough time for them to destroy the Balder.”

      “That’s still a gamble, but you’re the captain, so I’ll do what you think is best for the ship and the crew.”

      “I believe this is bigger than the lives of the Helios, my friend. If Siegfried is allowed to destroy Asgard, we’re losing our strongest war allies. As well as access to advanced technologies.”

      “You mean the same people who let us die instead of staying and destroying the super gate in our hour of need?”

      “That is a decision that’s well over my head as a ship’s captain. What I see is that, even though Thor made a mistake, if he hadn’t, we would have already lost Asgard.”

      “I suppose there’s some logic there.”

      “The fact of the matter is that we’re all-in now, and thanks to the Dragonmen, we actually stand a shadow of a chance, and I’m not gonna let it slip away from our hands by avoiding taking risks.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “ETA to weapons charge?”

      “Another thirty seconds, then we can fire.”

      “Open up a channel with Ka’Rij, we’ll only make this work if we synchronize our efforts.”

      “Opening channel.”
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      “Stop it!” screamed Poseidon toward Artemis. “Please, don’t force us to kill you. Listen to my voice, and wake up!”

      Artemis kept firing energy arrows at Thor, ignoring Poseidon’s plea.

      Grunhild fired a salvo of fireballs toward Poseidon, and he spun his trident to try to deflect the attacks, but one passed through his defenses and sent the Olympian down.

      My friend, said Thor telepathically, I don’t think we can win unless we take Artemis out of the equation.

      As much as he hated the idea of even injuring his niece, he had to admit that as it stood, they were fighting a losing battle. Grunhild kept using her psychic powers to bring in more reinforcements, preventing them to ever join forces to mount a frontal assault against the female Guard.

      Poseidon needed a diversion in order to try and save his niece one more time.

      Can you engage Grunhild on your own for a minute or two? I need to try to get through to her one more time, I owe my niece that much.

      Of course, I’d be dead without your intervention. I owe both of you my life.

      Thank you. I’m going to create a diversion, when it happens, just engage Grunhild and I’ll try to get through to Artemis.

      What kind of diversion?

      Just watch, you can’t miss it.

      Poseidon reached with his consciousness and located all the water running in Asgard Prime and summoned it. Water shot from the floor and formed a water wall climbing to the sky, in between Thor, Poseidon, and Grunhild.

      Pass through it while you still can, and please, electrify the water-wall once you’re through, asked Poseidon.

      Understood, answered Thor.

      Thor punched through the water-wall and electrified Mjölnir from the other side before firing a veritable barrage of thunderbolts at it. He turned back in midair and landed near Grunhild.

      Poseidon dodged more of Artemis’s attacks and sent his trident flying to the surface of the water-wall, electrifying it in the process. He then used telekinetic power to direct the trident toward Artemis, which unleashed all the accumulated electricity upon her.

      The lightning bolts engulfed Artemis, and she screamed as her energy bow vanished from her hands, and she fell to her knees.

      On the other side, Thor transferred more of his life force into his hammer and spun Mjölnir. A large column of green energy shot toward the female Guard. She extended both her arms to block the attack but was surprised by its intensity, forcing her to skid on what was left of the palace floor.

      She clenched her teeth as she deployed all her strength to try and contain Thor’s attack.

      Poseidon reached Artemis with his mind.

      Artemis! Wake up, we need you! Fight Grunhild’s hold on your mind. Fight it with all your might.

      Poseidon heard her reply. I can’t! She’s too strong!

      Yes, you can! Dig deep within your soul and find the strength to set your spirit free.

      Artemis rose back to her feet, her movement uncoordinated, like two minds were trying to give her body opposing orders. Eventually, her golden aura grew and filled her eyes. Poseidon felt her spirit reborn from the ashes, like a phoenix, accompanied by a tremendous amount of anger and hate.

      “I’m going to kill that bitch!” she exclaimed through grinding teeth.

      “That’s much better,” said Poseidon with a smile.

      Thor burst through the water-wall and crashed near Poseidon. The Olympian reacted instinctively and used his bionic arm to freeze the water into a giant wall of ice, but he knew it wouldn’t stop Grunhild for long.

      “We only have one shot at this,” said Poseidon as he gave Thor his hand to help him back on his feet.

      “What’s the plan?” asked Thor.

      “We unite all our energies, and we strike a decisive blow. Just follow my lead.”

      Poseidon turned around and stared at Artemis. “You remember the joint attack we trained for?”

      Artemis nodded.

      “Well, now is the time,” said Poseidon before turning his attention back to Thor. “Your hammer is the only weapon capable of assimilating the amount of energy necessary to make this happen, so you’ll have to strike the final blow.”

      “Oh, believe me, I’m good with that!”

      “Charge up Mjölnir as much as you can until I send you our combined energy; when that happens, supercharge Mjölnir and finish her.”

      Thor transferred most of his own life force into his hammer and raised it to the sky. Thunderbolts shot through the city’s shield, thousands at a time, while the sky turned black. Mjölnir was already holding so much energy that its harmonic vibrations shook the entire city.

      Poseidon’s aura exploded in the form of blue-green hydras dancing all around him, they all went into his trident, making it shine pure gold.

      “Artemis, now!” shouted Poseidon.

      Artemis brought up her bow, aimed it at Poseidon, and hundreds of energy arrows accumulated around her; she pulled on her bow’s energetic string as much as she could, and all arrows pulsated like a ballet of stars. She released the string the moment Poseidon spun his trident as fast as he could, so much so that it captured wind and even cracked pieces from the ice wall in the process.

      The ice wall burst into a million pieces as a mad Grunhild punched through it, her eyes infused with all the hatred of her kind.

      The hundreds of arrows were siphoned by the rapid movement of Poseidon’s trident, and the God of the Seas managed to deflect the biblical amount of energy contained within his weapon toward Thor’s hammer just before Grunhild headbutted Poseidon in the center of his chest with her skull, cracking his Olympian armor and sending him crashing through multiple walls of the palace.

      “Poseidon!” screamed Artemis.

      Grunhild aimed both her hands at the Goddess of the Hunt and incinerated her under a flurry of fireballs.

      Upon assimilating all the energy into Mjölnir, Thor felt so much energy in the weapon that it traveled through his entire body and blew most of his armor into a million pieces, burning most of his clothes. He fought through the pain threatening to obliterate his body into a million pieces and threw himself in the air.

      Grunhild was still firing at Artemis when Poseidon returned, flying, and fired fireballs at her with his bionic arm, forcing her to change targets and fire at him instead.

      When Grunhild sensed Thor’s presence overhead, it was too late. She looked up, and the last thing she saw was the Asgardian’s weapon, now shining like a miniature hammer-shaped radiating sun smashing into her skull.

      The hammer cut through her body in a split second, and thousands upon thousands of golden lightning bolts shot from every direction and disintegrated the two halves of the Guard’s body at the molecular level, leaving not even ashes behind.
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      There was no one to be seen on the surface of the planet.

      “Are we sure there are life forms here?” asked Ryonna.

      Yanis scanned the area. “Yep, many, in fact. They’re just hiding from us at the moment.”

      “The question is why,” said Menelas.

      “Well, seeing the craters all around the area, I would think it’s easy to understand that their lives are driven by fear. And that fear, as far as they’re concerned, comes from above,” said Ryonna pointing up to the sky.

      “Which is where we came from,” added Yanis.

      “I think I can get someone to meet with us,” said Ares.

      “How?” asked Menelas.

      The pilot’s body emitted a vocal sound that sounded like nothing any of them had ever heard. A kind of alien birdcall.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Yanis, trying to unblock one of his ears.

      “Unless I’m mistaken, it’s part of their language,” answered Ares.

      “What did you tell them?” asked Ryonna.

      “We come in peace.”

      “Classic,” said Yanis.

      A couple of biped humanoids with two sets of arms on each shoulder timidly advanced forward. They had pinkish-grey skins and large blue eyes, all three of them. Two on each side of the face and a third one hanging at the end of a small, articulated antenna on their foreheads.

      They emitted similar sounds than Ares had made before.

      “Obviously, this language isn’t in our universal translators,” said Yanis. “What are they saying?”

      The bird-like sounds continued.

      “They’re asking us what we want and if we came from the masters. They say they saw fire in the sky earlier, and they are afraid they’ll be punished.”

      “Rule by fear, as expected,” commented Ryonna. “Tell them the masters are no more.”

      “Are you sure that’s the best approach?” asked Menelas.

      “Depends if we’re trying to establish a relationship based on honesty,” answered Ryonna, “or if we want to manipulate them like they have been their entire lives. I much prefer the former way.”

      “So do I,” said Yanis. “These people clearly look terrified.”

      “All right then,” said Ares before speaking a very long message in the alien tongue.

      The two aliens looked at each other and murmured something, not realizing that besides Ares, none of them could understand them anyway.

      One of them started bobbing his head multiple times as if he was dancing.

      “It’s possible their language extends to signs and physical accentuation of certain emotions,” said Yanis.

      “Stop making stuff up,” said Menelas.

      “No,” added Ares. “Yanis is right, that head thing indicates he’s considering what I’ve told him.”

      “Mind clueing us in?” asked Ryonna.

      “Basically, the truth, we destroyed the eye in the sky, that’s what they call it, and that we would like to be friends with them and would be really grateful if we could get access to pentalium. Except, they call it the magical ore of the gods.”

      “Well, that sounds about right,” said Yanis. “Anything that can’t be explained by a civilization understanding of technology would indeed appear as magic. And, well, any entity foreign that wields such technology would appear as a god.”

      “Never mind that,” said Ryonna, “what’s their answer?”

      “Well,” added Menelas, “since his head is still bobbing ridiculously, I think it’s safe to say he’s still thinking about it.”

      “Menelas is correct,” confirmed Ares.

      Eventually, the alien’s head stopped bobbing, and he spoke again.

      “He’s saying if we can prove the eye in the sky is gone for good, we can take as much as the ore as we need, and if we can provide protection from the gods’ return in the future, they could get us more, much more.”

      “That would be awesome,” said Yanis. “We wouldn’t even need our own workforce to get access to refined pentalium.”

      “Yet, we’ll have to discuss the ethics of such a decision,” corrected Ryonna, “and that’s a decision the Alliance will have to make for us. We also need to make sure that the race that enslaved them as their miner slaves doesn’t return. And something tells me they will. We should probably ask them how the eye gathered the pentalium and at which intervals.”

      Ares relayed the question and got the answer.

      “They say a silvery thing similar to ours but smaller, comes here every one hundred and twenty rotations of their planet.”

      “Okay, so with luck, we have time to mount some sort of defense,” said Ryonna.

      “Not necessarily,” said Yanis, “the race who created the defense platform was clearly advanced. Like us, they’d have sensors, most likely subspace communications as well, and they may already be on their way to see why their orbital station isn’t answering anymore.”

      “I concur,” said Menelas.

      “Well,” said Ryonna, “it’s not like we have any choice, right now, we need to grab as much pentalium as we can and return as soon as possible with a defense force in orbit. Maybe we can get a few of the ships patrolling New Kyria here.”

      “Remind me why didn’t we use one of these ships in the first place?” asked Yanis.

      “Because that’s a very long multiple days jump,” said Ryonna, “and the unknown regions are full of surprises, like gigantic space hydras for one. Until we establish safe travel routes for ourselves, it’s risky to just fly from point A to B.”

      “Fair enough,” said Yanis.

      “What do I tell them?” asked Ares.

      “That right now we need their help to load as much pentalium as our ship can carry and that we’ll return shortly.”

      Ares relayed the message, and the alien got agitated.

      “What’s going on?” asked Menelas.

      “They want one of us to stay, to make sure the eye doesn’t return while we’re away.”

      Menelas sighed. “Of course, they do. I guess I’ll volunteer before you volunteer me.”

      “What makes you say that?” asked Yanis.

      “Which of the four of us has any chance of fighting an advanced alien race should they come here?”

      “Point taken,” said Yanis.

      “I don’t like the idea of leaving you behind,” said Ryonna.

      “I’ll be fine, they seem like lovely people,” said Menelas.

      “I can’t tell if you’re being serious or sarcastic,” said Yanis.

      “The second one,” said Menelas stoically as he crossed his arms on his chest.
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      “The Damocles Plasma Cannon is fully charged,” said Tar’Lock.

      Talon lifted his right arm. “On my mark, stand-by to fire.”

      Talon sent the signal to Ka’Rij, counted to three in his mind, and flicked his hand down. “Now!”

      Lights flickered throughout the Helios as a deafening rumbling noise shook the entire ship. A second later, a massive column of yellow plasma shot from the ship’s nose toward the Balder.

      Before it impacted, the couple of dragons lodged their claws into the Droxian ship that was directly in front of the incoming discharge of plasma, and threw the ship out of the way, and flew away to avoid being in range of the impact from the powerful weapon.

      At the very last seconds, one of the enemy ships micro-jumped into position and was vaporized by the plasma beam. The beam continued its route, albeit diminished in power, and it impacted and shook the Balder. Its shields illuminated a bright green and flickered madly. Once the cannon stopped firing, all lights onboard the Helios turned off and were replaced by weak red emergency lighting.

      “Now what?” said Tar’Lock. “Did that finish off their shields?”

      “What part of ‘we won’t have access to any of our systems for sixty seconds’ didn’t you understand? We have no idea if it worked, if their shields are down, or if they’re preparing to retaliate against us.”

      “Well, I’d like the record to show that I find this course of action highly reckless,” said Tar’Lock with clicks that sounded more like scared chirps than his usual tongue clicking sounds.

      “Duly noted, but right now, it’s up to the dragons to finish the job,” said Talon.

      “I thought you said they would protect us.”

      “Maybe they will, maybe they won’t. I have no way of predicting what actions they’ll take in response to the Balder’s actions. It’s out of our hands.”

      Tar’Lock clicks had never been so fast, perhaps as a reflex to cover another high-pitched noise that escaped from another orifice from the Gorgar bodies when under stress.

      Talon gently pinched his nose. “Here we go again.”

      I really need to ask Spiros to create an implant for Tar’Lock.
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      The dragons came about and fired large fireballs from their mouth, draining the Balder shields even more.

      “Shields down to three percent!” exclaimed Fenrir, unable to hide fear from his tone.

      “Target the Helios,” said Siegfried, “they’ve miscalculated their strategy terribly, it’s time to show them what that will cost them.”

      The next volley of fireballs from the dragons shook the ship, and Fenrir’s console exploded in his face. He got back up and moved to another station.

      “Weapons are inoperable.”

      Siegfried punched the viewport, and the reinforced pentalium-rich glass cracked a little. The crack grew in larger increments a couple more times.

      “Structure integrity failing on the bridge,” said the computer, “raising emergency force field.”

      A wave of green energy passed in front of the viewport as the glass shattered even more and pieces of it dislodged and flew away the next time the dragons hit the ship.

      “Shields to one percent. We gotta go!”

      Siegfried fell on his knees.

      “She’s dead,” he said, solemnly, “I can’t believe it…but she’s dead.”

      “Then I’m jumping us out of here while we still can.”

      Fenrir activated the jump engines and the Balder as well as the remaining Droxian destroyers all entered hyperspace windows and were gone from Asgard’s orbit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “They’re gone!” exclaimed Tar’Lock as the lights returned to the bridge and the computer systems rebooted. “We’ve won!”

      “We haven’t won,” said Talon, his fingers still pinching his nose, making his vocal intonation slightly less serious than usual. “And I’m getting you a butt implant.”

      A female officer nearby Tar’Lock couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “Sorry,” said Tar’Lock. “I can’t—”

      “I know you can’t help it. We’ve not won; we’ve just forced them to flee and regroup. They’ll be back soon enough.”

      Another high-pitched sound resounded through the bridge, this time for everyone to hear. The officer that chuckled earlier burst into laughter, but her joy was short-lived when she realized her eyes were now burning.

      Talon’s face grew red, he got up, and he pointed toward the lift’s door. “Out of my bridge! Why don’t you go check on the status of Ronan?”

      Tar’Lock was out of the bridge in a split second, which made Talon feel ashamed for overreacting to a biological function Tar’Lock had no control over. He made a mental note to apologize to his friend later.

      Talon returned to his chair and opened up a channel. “Thank you, Ka’Rij, are you all right?”

      “We’re undamaged, thank you. Seems like your plan worked.”

      “More or less. If it had worked how I intended it, the Balder would be space dust by now.”

      “I’m not sure that would have been better, considering how powerful the Guards are.”

      Talon hadn’t thought about that, Siegfried had already displayed the ability not only to survive in space but also take out multiple ships on his own. Perhaps Ka’Rij was correct in his assessment, and maybe they had obtained the best outcome they could have wished for under the circumstances.

      “Right, at least Asgard is no longer under attack, I suppose we should count our blessings.”

      “If you don’t mind, my colleague and I need to hibernate for a few hours, recharge our energy levels.”

      “You can change size, right? Would you like us to dedicate one of our cargo bays so you can rest on board?”

      “That’s generous of you, Captain, but we’ll just hibernate inside the Zorgot, she can get us back home at the same time. Unless you’d rather we stay in the area?”

      “If it’s not too much trouble, can you hibernate a few hours in orbit before leaving?”

      “Of course, Captain, that’s what we’ll do.”

      “Thanks again, Ka’Rij, you saved our asses.”

      “You’re perfectly welcome, the friends of Dragonheart are our friends.”
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      “I don’t feel right having left Menelas on the planet,” said Yanis.

      “Me neither,” added Ryonna, “but he seemed okay with it.”

      “He’s an elite Fury warrior,” Ares chimed in, “if anyone can defend himself and these poor people, it’s Menelas, we all know that. We’ll hurry back to New Kyria and get the pentalium the Alliance so direly needs. We’ve lost more than half the fleet destroying the super gate; at least we have more than enough pentalium to replace the lost ships with the top of the line designs. Right, Yanis?”

      “Yeah,” confirmed Yanis. “Pentalium is an extremely dense material, we probably are bringing back more than Asgard currently has in stock. That ship may be lacking in weapons, but its cargo hold sure didn’t disappoint. Not only that, but we’ll finally be able to integrate way more Asgardian systems to our new ships going forward, as the lack of pentalium was always the reason we couldn’t get, for example, their incredible weapons or faster hyperspace drives.”

      “Now all that is left is to make sure we arrive back in one piece,” said Ares. “Perhaps I should quickly teleport one of you back to the portal, and you can check with the Alliance to send some sort of escort.”

      “I don’t like the idea all that much,” said Ryonna, “but do you think this ship can fare okay on autopilot while you’re gone?”

      “Yes, we just need to drop out of hyperspace, I put the ship on auto-pilot, teleport one of you back to a portal, and return here. Should only take a few minutes.”

      “Who should go?” asked Yanis.

      “I’m the only one who can protect this ship in case we get boarded,” said Ryonna.

      “And I’m the only one who can fly it should something happen to Ares,” said Yanis.

      “Well, then perhaps you should both stay. I can go back to the planet, use the portal, and let Ka’Rij know that we need ships sent to us for an escort. What do you think?”

      Yanis looked at Ryonna. “It’s your call, you’re our mission commander. By the way, we may want to create more teams in the future. Look what we’ve accomplished in just a few days. Imagine if we ran multiple teams through the portal systems, how much faster we could bring back new tech.”

      “I don’t think Chris will permit that,” said Ares. “He gave his word to the Atlantian AI that he would only let people he trusts through the gate.”

      “And we’re at war,” said Ryonna. “I’m sure we can figure out a middle ground, even if that means Chris has to be in charge of the operation.”

      “Good luck selling that to Chase,” Yanis countered.

      “One problem at a time, people,” said Ares.

      Ares initiated the organic ejection system from the pilot ship with all the squishiness and odor that it implied.

      “When this is over, we may want to find this poor soul a shrink. Something tells me he’ll need one. I never intended to invade him for longer than a few hours.”

      “Isn’t it tiring?” asked Yanis.

      “I’m surprised it hasn’t taken much of a toll on my energy levels, perhaps because it was so easy to bypass his consciousness. Like he didn’t mind the process. Anyway, let’s not waste time we don’t have, you two wait for me here, I shouldn’t be long, half an hour tops.”

      “Good luck, Ares,” said Ryonna.

      Ares nodded and the alien vanished from the bridge.

      “That was funny,” said Yanis with a chuckle.

      “What was?”

      “The fact that he told us to wait for him here as if we could possibly go anywhere else.”

      “I guess that’s a good point.”

      “On another subject, I was thinking…we should call ourselves PT-1,” said Yanis.

      “What are you mumbling about?” asked Ryonna.

      “Well, we’re a team traveling through portals, and we’re the first one of its kind, so Portal Team One.”

      “We can name things later,” she said.

      “What’s with everybody always questioning my naming schemes? I mean really?”

      Ryonna smiled. “If you have to ask the question, I think you know the answer already.”

      “What? That I suck at naming things?”

      Ryonna didn’t answer and turned away to look at the hyperspace streaks of light through the viewport. She was still smiling.
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      “Everybody okay?” asked Thor.

      Poseidon was holding his chest over his cracked armor. “I’ll live. Artemis?”

      “I’m okay, just a few burns and bruises, she kinda went all-out on that last attack of hers, if it wasn’t for Olympian steel, I’m not sure I would have survived. But as it stands, a few hours in a regen tank, and I’ll be as good as new.”

      Thor walked to them and put his hands on their shoulders. “I can’t tell you how thankful I am to you for saving my life, and it seems, my world too.”

      “Isn’t it a little early to declare that victory?” asked Poseidon.

      “Are you hearing any impacts on the city shields for the last few minutes? And furthermore, shortly after we killed Grunhild, I saw multiple flashes in the sky, and Siegfried fled, I’m sure of it.”

      “Well, in that case, you’re perfectly welcome, my friend,” said Poseidon.

      “I wish I could say the same,” said Artemis, lowering her gaze. “I’m ashamed of myself. I—I’m so sorry I put both your lives in jeopardy.”

      “There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” said Thor. “Grunhild’s psychic powers were like nothing your mind could ever have been prepared for.”

      “And yet, neither of you were affected,” she added.

      “That’s not true; she tricked Loki, and that’s how she managed to defeat my brother,” said Thor, fighting really hard not to show tears. “She also tried tricking me before you came in, taking Loki’s form and then even Odin’s.”

      “I’m really sorry for your loss, Thor. I wish we arrived earlier. As for Grunhild, I sensed as well her trying to grab a hold on my mind the entire time,” said Poseidon.

      Thor nodded solemnly. He hadn’t yet started processing the grief and the emotions he was feeling about Loki’s death. It would require some introspection and perhaps a visit to the Valhalla Temple, as he needed to plead with the gods for one last meeting with his brother’s soul.

      “But see, that’s exactly my point, neither of you caved in like I did,” said Artemis.

      “You’re still young,” answered Poseidon with a smile, “don’t worry about it, what matters is that in the end, we prevailed.”

      “I agree,” said Thor. “I don’t think the two of you realize how miraculous a feat we’ve just accomplished. Legions of Titans perished trying to capture a single Guard.”

      “Did the two of you,” said Poseidon, “feel our aura’s link together as we executed this last attack? As if we were acting as one. I never felt anything so powerful.”

      “I felt it too, yes,” said Artemis.

      “So did I,” added Thor, “and I think that’s why we succeeded. We managed to make our auras vibrate in sync with one another, which increased our overall power, acting as one force instead of three.”

      “Something tells me,” added Poseidon, “that’s it’s going to be the only way we’ll win this war, by uniting our forces in that fashion.”

      “I think you may be right there, my friend,” confirmed Thor, ”and I think there will be stories about what we did today sung in Valhalla for all eternity.”
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      Ashra fought to remain conscious as they removed the fetus from her womb. She had refused any sort of sedation, even though her doctor had insisted upon it. They had already tried to trick her by removing half her souls; she wasn’t about to give them another opportunity for betrayal. They’d probably try to end her if she lost consciousness.

      Time was running out, and Ashra was fully aware that in a few hours, she’d have to report to Spectre Prime. She needed to figure out a game plan. She had always known that this moment would come, but she never expected it to happen so soon.

      Spectre Prime had taken a huge risk going through the super gate, though from his side, he probably never expected the Alliance to be waiting on the other side, ready to destroy emerging ships. Too bad he hadn’t been in one of the ships that got destroyed. That would have made her job easier.

      That didn’t matter anymore, though, she had to move forward and do what was necessary to continue her dominion over this dimension. She certainly could use the few motherships that had made it here, as they would provide her with a major firepower advantage over the Alliance. Especially since they were running out of precious resources now and were in a weakened position. Something Ashra knew she had to take advantage of as soon as possible.

      “Are we done yet?” she asked.

      “Last incision and we can close you up,” said the doctor.

      “Make sure the fetus survives, or I’m not only going to punish you if you catch my drift.”

      “Y—yes, Mistress,” said the doctor. “We’ll transfer her to the growing chamber right now and make sure she gets all the nutrients and attention she needs.”

      Ashra knew that this premature baby was her way to get back at Chase and what was left of his family. They had proven more resilient than Sarah’s memories had hinted. She still had access to the human’s mind and it would prove a useful asset to figure out the best way to trick Chase going forward. Even though that other female Fury, the one called Nyx had become the clearest threat in terms of power, it was Chase’s unbreakable spirit that worried her the most.

      Fortunately, she held what he valued the most hostage, and that would allow her to stay one step ahead of Chase at every turn. After all, it was that very fact that had kept Ashra alive. It was a tactical advantage she didn’t intend to waste, but rather, nurture it to bring her enemies to their knees.

      “Done,” said the doctor. “You should rest now.”

      Ashra growled as she got off the operation table.

      “I must object to you moving so soon.”

      Ashra pointed a finger at the arachnoid’s face. “Don’t you dare test my patience.”

      The arachnoid bowed and took a few steps back.

      “Just do your job and put the fetus into accelerated growth right away.”

      “Yes, Mistress, we will do as you say.”

      The sickbay’s door opened and the second arachnoid doctor entered with a large container, which radiated so much blue light that Ashra had to cover her eyes for a moment.

      “Are those my souls? What the hell took you so long?” she asked.

      “Yes, they are. I’m sorry it took more time to transfer them than I anticipated, there are so many of them. If you’ll please install yourself into the transfer pod over there, I’ll reinject them into you now.”

      “And how long will that process take?”

      “For a safe transfer, about six, maybe seven hours.”

      “I don’t have that kind of time.”

      “I’m afraid it’s the only way.”

      Ashra walked toward her.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      Ashra grabbed the container and smashed it to the ground. Thousands of blue lights tried to flee, but Ashra created three powerful siphons with both her palms and her mouth. The souls struggled to gain any distance from her and appeared to be stuck in midair for a few seconds before being sucked back inside Ashra, hundreds at a time, while high-pitched resonating tiny screams filled the room.

      It took less than a minute for Ashra to reabsorb all the souls save a few dozens that managed to escape through the walls and into the next plane of existence.

      Ashra’s wounds mended themselves almost instantly, and she felt her immense power come back to her. She released a roar of satisfaction that made the entire room tremble.

      “You were saying?” said Ashra as her eyes shone red.

      The second arachnoid doctor exploded from the inside out, spilling black goo all around, some of it landed on Ashra’s face. She licked some of it with her tongue and spat it out.

      “What vile tasting creatures you are.”

      She turned to the first doctor, who was hiding behind a chair.

      “Get back to work, now! You’ve just inherited that fool’s responsibilities. When I come back here in a few hours, you’d better be done with all of it.”

      “That’s too much work for just one doctor, I want to help, but I’m all alone now.”

      “Then delegate, but I don’t have to tell you what will happen to you if I have to take over myself.”

      “Understood, Mistress, I will take care of everything.”

      Ashra stormed out of the sickbay with renewed determination and power levels the kind she never felt before.

      You’d better! thought Ashra. These treacherous insectoids have taken the most powerful of my souls, if I hadn’t woken up when I did, I would probably be dead by now. Once I get what I want, I’ll have to extinguish their entire pathetic race.
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        * * *

      

      Talon entered med-bay and walked toward Tar’Lock.

      “I’m sorry, my friend, I shouldn’t have lost my nerves on the bridge.”

      “It’s okay,” said Tar’Lock without looking at Talon.

      Talon put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      “No, it’s not. So what if you have flatulence when you’re nervous, did you know some humans actually shit their pants when they’re afraid?”

      “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

      “I assure you, I’m not. It’s a biological thing for many species, in fact. Death is not something every one of us is truly equipped to face without flinching. We’re mortals after all, and it’s hard to accept, sometimes, that one day life as we know it must end.”

      “I suppose, I think for the Gorgars it’s not something my species keeps in their heads, we already have so little memory capacity, I think we deemed these type of thoughts a waste of memory space, so to speak.”

      “And believe me or not, but I’m actually jealous about that.”

      Tar’Lock gazed at Talon. “You are?”

      Talon smiled. “You have no idea. Hell, yes. I wish I didn’t have the mental storage to think about my own death, my life and many of the decisions I make on a day-to-day basis would be very different. So, yes, I’m truly jealous of this.”

      “I guess that makes me feel better.”

      “Again, Tar’Lock, I’m truly sorry for my behavior.”

      Tar’Lock’s entire face lit up. “Apology accepted.”

      “How’s Ronan doing?”

      “He’s hanging in there…I wish I could get in contact with Ryonna, but she isn’t on New Kyria at the moment. From what I gathered though, they got a really good clue on where to find pentalium, and they’re on a mission to achieve just that.”

      “That’s great news, Tar’Lock, we need it now more than ever.”

      The sound system activated. “Captain to the bridge, we’re receiving a subspace transmission from Chase.”

      “I see,” said Talon before turning to Tar’Lock. “Are you coming to the bridge with me, First Officer?”

      “That reminds me of a show I once saw on Earth’s TV,” said Tar’Lock, “where the captain called his first officer number one. I liked that.”

      Talon smiled. “That you remember.” Talon activated his comms. “Two to transport directly to the bridge.”

      Upon arriving, Talon’s officer spoke. “I’m sorry, Captain, I should have been more precise in my message to you. Chase requested a private call.”

      “That’s all right, Lieutenant, I’ll take it in my ready room.”

      Talon then turned to Tar’Lock. “You have the bridge, Number One.”

      Tar’Lock smiled wider than Talon have ever seen him smile.
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      “Talk to me, Siegfried,” said Fenrir.

      But Siegfried was still on the floor, and for the first time since Fenrir could remember, he saw Siegfried being emotionally compromised.

      “I’m sorry about Grunhild,” said Fenrir. “I—I wasn’t aware the two of you were that close.”

      But Siegfried remained silent. Fenrir tapped his brother’s shoulder with compassion and returned to his terminal.

      “We should be arriving at Droxia in a few hours. I take it we’ll wipe them off the map?”

      “No,” said Siegfried, slowly getting back to his feet.

      His aura shone brightly, and Fenrir worried that he would lose control. He could sense the amount of hatred emanating from his brother’s formidable energy. Part of him was jealous, as deep down, he knew he could never match Siegfried’s superiority as a warrior, not to mention his intellect.

      “I love all of you,” said Siegfried. “Not just Grunhild. But it is true that she and I had a deeper, psychic connection with one another.”

      “I understand…I think. I’m really sorry. I miss her too.”

      Siegfried turned toward Fenrir. “I know you do, Brother. And no, we’re not destroying Droxia, we’re claiming it for ourselves.”

      “Is that even doable without Grunhild?”

      “Fortunately, when she grabbed thousands of Gorgars before joining us, she found something interesting in some of their memories. They’re highly malleable, and Grunhild would never leave anything to chance, so she equipped them with the same nanites that we used on the Droxians, they’re already building a large psychic control device to affect the entire planet, it should be ready by the time we reach there.”

      Fenrir still hated being informed of the plan as it unfolded; to him, that only meant that he would never be able to anticipate what would come next. But it was clear that Siegfried had a precise plan in mind like he always did. Fenrir just wondered how much of that plan could work now that Grunhild was gone. Siegfried seemed utterly uninterested in what Fenrir had to contribute to the plan.

      “I see…”

      “I promise I’ll try to be more forthcoming with you going forward, after all, it’s just you and me now.”

      I don’t know if I should feel honored or insulted by that statement.

      “I have faith that you’ll lead us to victory,” said Fenrir, knowing full well he only partially agreed with his own statement.

      At the end of the day, Fenrir didn’t have any other choice. While he had no doubt he could kill many of their enemies on the battlefield, he lacked the foresight for long-term strategy that Siegfried seemed to possess naturally.

      “I just have one question?” said Fenrir.

      “And you may ask it.”

      “Since we’re using technology to control an entire race, can’t the Alliance just counter it with a tech of their own?”

      “You’ll be happy to hear that your sister asked me the exact same question; I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, we all share DNA after all. This is the reason why we decided that what we’ll do to the Droxians won’t just be to control them with nanites. It will only work for a short time, as they’re much more resilient than the Gorgars. That’s why we’ve tasked those in the cargo bay to work on a set of implants that will make Droxian a stronger warrior race, it will literally transform them from the inside out and reprogram their brains to serve us. They’ll, in turn, will be linked to one another thanks to these implants. Acting like a hive mind, if you will, but reporting to me via an implant in my brain.”

      “Am I right in assuming that this implant of yours was never meant to be used the way it will now?”

      Siegfried smiled. “I’m glad to see you’re using your brain more, brother. You’re correct, it was always considered as a backup solution, in case we ever got separated from Grunhild for longer periods, so that I can take over for her. She always intended to be the queen of that future hive. I guess I will have to take on that role now.”

      “Well…at least the plan can move forward, thanks to both your foresight.”
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        * * *

      

      Thor stood in front of the Valhalla Temple and stared at the massive stairway going to the temple’s entrance. His heart ached.

      He climbed to the top and took a knee. A green light illuminated the seams between the large wooden gate, and they opened.

      Thor walked through and entered the temple. Torches on each side of the walls came to life, illuminating his way. The large gate closed behind him.

      On the way to the Altar of the Gods, he solemnly stared at the giant statues of the heroes of Asgard, immortalized through the ages. Once at the altar, he made an incision in his palm and offered some of his blood.

      The altar came to life with a large dancing green flame.

      Thor took a knee, bowing his head.

      “Spirits of Valhalla, please listen to my plight.”

      The flame detached from the altar and morphed into a flame spirit.

      “Rise, Thor, son of Odin.”

      Thor got on his feet and bowed. “Thank you for granting me an audience.”

      “You’ve fought valiantly today, and we recognize your might. You’re a true Warrior of Asgard.”

      “I—I was wondering if…” but Thor let the words trail as his eyes filled with burning tears.

      “Speak your mind, Thor,” said the flaming spirit.

      “I’d like to talk to the spirit of my fallen brother, Loki, if I may be granted that wish.”

      “This is highly irregular, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “I know, but I was hoping that under the circumstances, with him sacrificing his life to save our world, he’d be allowed to talk to me one last time.”

      “You haven’t yet proceeded with the rites of passage for his soul. You shouldn’t have come so early, King of Asgard.”

      “I apologize for my impatience, it’s just…I didn’t get to say goodbye.”

      “We both know this isn’t why you are here.”

      Thor should have known better than try to deceive the spirits.

      “I apologize, and you are correct, that isn’t why I’m here. I want to know if what Grunhild said about his role in mighty Odin’s death was true. It’s been eating at my soul.”

      “What does your heart tell you?”

      “It’s having a hard time accepting it, but there is doubt, hence my presence here today.”

      “Mighty Thor…you may return once your brother receives the hero’s funeral he deserves. Perhaps, then, you can talk to him.”

      That wasn’t what Thor had hoped from his visit.

      “Walk with the Gods, Thor, son of Odin.”

      “Please, wait,” Thor insisted.

      The spirit floated around Thor.

      “Young King, this is not the way,” said the spirit.

      “I’m aware of that, and you can take the necessary sanctions. But I really need to know.”

      “Why does it matter, Thor? Aren’t you proud of your brother’s last actions in this realm?”

      “Of course, I am.”

      “Then whatever he did before then, you should find it in your heart to forgive.”

      “That’s why I’m here, to know if there is something to forgive.”

      The temple trembled, and Thor swallowed hard.

      “Please,” Thor pleaded.

      “I can tell you, but then you’ll forfeit your right to talk to your brother after his funeral, is that really what you want?”

      Thor didn’t like the sound of not seeing Loki’s spirit for one last time until he joined him and his father in Valhalla, but Grunhild had planted the seeds of doubt about the real circumstances around the death of Odin. A death that had already emotionally compromised Thor as he blamed himself for the passing of his father. Because of that, Thor had made multiple decisions he would never have before, and he worried that as long as the doubts remained, he may again make such mistakes. His soul needed to know the truth, no matter the cost.

      “I accept your terms, Spirits of Valhalla.”

      “We are saddened by your answer, Thor, but we recognize it is your sacrifice to make. For your heroism on this day, we grant you one question, choose it wisely.”

      Thor took a deep breath.

      “Is it true that Loki made a deal with the Spectres, resulting in my father’s death?”

      “It is true, yes.”

      The spirit flame vanished, and Thor heard the gate open behind him.

      Thor walked away, uncertain if he had made the right decision, but a weight had been lifted from his heart and soul. At least he could let go of the guilt he had been feeling toward Odin, even though other negative emotions still troubled his soul.
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        * * *

      

      Thor was sitting on what was left of his throne when Poseidon came for a visit.

      “I can sense the turmoil in you from miles away,” said Poseidon. “Want to talk about it?”

      “I’ve visited the Spirits of Valhalla. They told me things I hoped weren’t true.”

      “Such as?”

      “Loki betrayed my people by secretly making a deal with the Spectres, and that’s the reason why Odin perished at the hands of the Spectres.”

      Poseidon’s face dropped as the words hit him.

      “I—I’m sorry. It must not be easy to hear.”

      “I’ve been carrying the guilt of Odin’s passing ever since he died. I thought I had done something wrong, I thought it was my fault. All that time Loki was the one responsible.”

      “I can sense your anger toward your brother, but I’m sure he had a reason he deemed a good one, just as I’m sure he never intended for Odin to pay the ultimate price.”

      “That’s what Grunhild said, and that’s what I’ve been trying to convince myself of as well, so I can forgive him. But my thoughts are troubled.”

      “I can understand that. I’ve been there with my own brother. I wonder if there wasn’t anything I could have done differently so that Zeus had survived, and I had taken his place when we fought Arakan.”

      “Except in your case, no matter the outcome, it didn’t make any of you a traitor.”

      “That’s open for interpretation, Thor.”

      Thor finally lifted his gaze and gazed deeply into his friend’s eyes.

      “How so?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I love my brother, but Zeus acted recklessly, he played a major role in bringing the second Fury War upon us, and that action alone has cost countless millions their lives.”

      “And you’ve forgiven him?”

      “I have, and you should forgive Loki as well. Life isn’t all black or white, Thor. We make choices, sometimes thinking they’re rational ones, and without knowing what the consequences might be. This is something we all bear.”

      “You’re wiser and have a bigger heart than me, Poseidon.”

      “That’s not true. You know it deep inside your own heart that Loki fought valiantly and did so until the very end. He did everything he could to make sure Asgard didn’t fall, which is probably why he made that deal with the Spectres as well, to protect his people. And if it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t be having this conversation on the surface of your world. Am I right?”

      Thor nodded.

      “So…” Poseidon continued, “deep down, you know you have to forgive him. One day you’ll join him and Odin in Valhalla, and I don’t think you want to hold all that resentment in your heart until that day. I’ve seen what the guilt you’ve harbored about Odin’s death has done to you. It’s important you let go of these emotions, as otherwise I fear they could consume you.”

      Thor sighed heavily.

      “I’m proud of your brother,” added Poseidon. “He fought until his last breath. Even if he made a mistake earlier, that says a lot about how much he loved this world and his people. As well as how much he loved you. Of that, I have not a single doubt.”

      Tears fell down Thor’s eyes. “You’re right, of course. I should forgive him.”

      “I’m not the one you have to tell this to, my friend.”

      Thor nodded, stood up, and took a deep breath. “I forgive you, brother. Thank you for saving Asgard, your sacrifice shall never be forgotten.”
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      “Have we managed to figure out the hyperspace vector of Siegfried?” asked Chase.

      “I’m afraid not,” answered Talon on the holo-screen. “They were actively jamming before the jump.”

      “That’s unfortunate, right now, Siegfried is in a weakened state if he gets his hands on other—”

      But Chase stopped short.

      “What is it, Admiral? Sorry, I mean Chase.”

      Chase smiled. “That’s all right. Force of habit, I know. Since he’s already figured out a way to turn the Droxians, why would he start over with another race?”

      “That does make sense, which means they’ll probably go to Droxia to get more troops.”

      “We can’t let that happen, I’ll ask the fleet to head to Droxia instead of Asgard, it doesn’t seem like we’re needed there anymore anyway.”

      “Not unless the enemy returns.”

      “I don’t think Siegfried would, not unless he got enough forces to win this time. And right now, if he fled, it means he doesn’t have them.”

      “So a pit-stop to Droxia, then return back to Asgard?”

      “No, because he could only return with foot soldiers; he already has every one of the Droxian destroyers that were left from the super gate battle and that survived the battle for Asgard.”

      “Makes sense. Then he’s going to want to find out the fastest way to get more ships.”

      “There aren’t any more ships, at least none that are powerful enough.”

      “I’m not sure I agree with you there, Chase, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      “I don’t, please tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “As you probably know, I’ve been running a ragtag crew after I left the Star Alliance. There are a lot of ships out there, smaller ones, yes, like smugglers, transports, some heavily armed bounty hunters. Even if ten of these ships aren’t as powerful as a destroyer, what about thousands of them?”

      “That’s a troubling thought. And while I agree that it could be a problem, you’re assuming that he can get control of all these different minds one way or another.”

      “Unless he finds a way to hack these ships, after all, Asgardian tech is very advanced. He can then use the Droxians as crew for these ships.”

      “If Grunhild was still alive, I would say you’re correct, she was the psychic, she was the one that had the strong mental abilities to get into machines like my son and I can do. Still, I suppose we can’t dismiss this potential threat moving forward.”

      “Except, we also have Spectres on the loose, and now Furies.”

      “Yes, Talon, it seems we can’t catch our breaths at the moment. Right now, I still think the most logical planet for Siegfried to go to is Droxia, and we can’t let that happen. They’re formidable warriors, while I’m not worried about the handful of ships he has left, I wouldn’t want to rage a war against millions of them on the battlefield.”

      “With all due respect, if it comes to that, I think you and Chris, as well as the other warriors, could probably handle it. After all, Thor, Poseidon, and Artemis managed to kill Grunhild. I think we have enough courageous warriors in our ranks.”

      “Perhaps, but how would we live with ourselves if it came to that?”

      “Yeah, the ethics of such a decision wouldn’t look good.”

      “I don’t think our souls could bear the weight of killing our allies by the millions just because they were brainwashed by our enemies. I sure hope this scenario never presents itself.”

      “And yet, that’s why you want to go to Droxia.”

      “Yes, to prevent it if we’re not too late.”

      “Since the Helios and the Asgardian ships aren’t affected from the hyperspace field distortion, or whatever you want to call it—”

      “We haven’t called it anything just yet, so hyperspace field distortion is as accurate as I understand it.”

      “Well, then shouldn’t I try to get Thor to join his ships to the Helios and jump to Droxia?”

      Chase thought about it.

      “It’s already been a few hours, so I would imagine that Siegfried has had enough of a head start, no matter what. Fortunately, Droxia is a much shorter travel time for us from our position; you’d basically be meeting with us there if you left this instant, which we both know is not going to happen. Furthermore, we need a stronghold to receive and secure the pentalium, and I think, right now, that place should be Asgard. They are the experts when it comes to that stuff.”

      “What about Alkyon One?”

      “I think that will be a good secondary place where we need to consider stockpiling pentalium, that’s a good idea, Talon. We should also consider moving our ship assembly docks in the vicinity of the station.”

      “Or build new ones there, since Gorgar are such fast workers. Dismantling and moving shipyards surely will take more time than building new ones where we need them.”

      “That’s another good point, Talon. I’ll arrange that with Daniel, directly, with the help of the Gorgar— Dammit, we also need to protect the Gorgar. If Siegfried wants to rebuild a fleet fast, that’s his best bet.”

      “So which is it, Droxia or Gorgar?”

      “We’ll go to Droxia first, but let’s repurpose your idea a little bit. See if Thor is willing to give you a ship or two to patrol the Gorgar border. I’m sure Tar’Lock won’t have any objections in the matter.”

      “I’m sure he’ll appreciate being back home, even for a bit.”

      “I have to go work on a strategy in case we do meet Siegfried in battle soon. But Kvasir requested if there were any disabled Droxian ships in orbit on Asgard. Or…and I’m aware of what I’m asking here, if we can find any Droxian corpse he could get access to, directly or through some deep sensor scans he could use. He wants to try to figure out what happened with them and if we can come up with a countermeasure.”

      “I’ll get a team working on that task ASAP.”

      “Good, keep me posted. Thank you, Talon.”

      “Anytime, Chase. Talk to you soon, and good luck on Droxia.”
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        * * *

      

      Talon entered the bridge and walked to his chair. Tar’Lock got up from the captain’s seat and gestured toward it.

      “Chair is yours,” said Tar’Lock as he moved away.

      “Number One?”

      Tar’Lock stopped and turned.

      “I believe your place is by my side,” said Talon, pointing to the first officer’s chair.

      “What about tactical?”

      “When ships start firing at us, I may ask you to go there, but right now, it’s fine if you take care of tactical from here.”

      Tar’Lock smiled and gladly sat next to Talon.

      “Comms,” said Talon. “I understand we have New Kyria on the line?”

      “Yes, Captain,” said his comms officer, “they tried getting a hold of you earlier, but you were already on the line.”

      “Understood. On screen, please.”

      The holo-screen filled with an Earth Alliance officer’s face.

      “I’m Captain Sakouras, from the Earth Alliance ship Starlancer.”

      “Hello, Captain,” said Talon. “First, let me apologize for not taking your call any earlier, I was already engaged with the admiral.”

      “That’s all right, Captain Epizon, I appreciate you getting back to me as soon as you did, I understand it’s been a busy day for the Earth Alliance.”

      “That’s putting it mildly. What can we do for you?”

      “I have a message from Ares, they’ve found pentalium in the unknown regions. We’ve sent two ships to meet with them for escort. He wanted you to know that in a few days, we’ll be able to ship large quantities to the Alliance.”

      “Can I speak with Ares?”

      “Initially, that’s what was planned, but he said he couldn’t stay, something about having left his ship in autopilot, so I’m afraid he already left. We had to halve our presence around New Kyria, so if you could spare any reinforcements, we sure could use them, since two Dragonmen came to your area of space, we hoped you could send a few ships back with them.”

      “We’re also stretched pretty thin, the rest of the Alliance is far away, I’m afraid. Though I suppose I could always ask Thor to dispatch a ship or two.”

      “That would be much appreciated, we don’t know if the Hellion Empire will return, they seemed to have stopped their raids lately, but I don’t think it’s going to last forever.”

      “Understood, Captain, I will see if Thor can dispatch a ship or two to help defend New Kyria.”

      “Thank you, Captain Epizon. Sakouras out.”

      “That’s really good news about the pentalium,” said Tar’Lock.

      “That it is, my friend. And I’m glad I asked Ka’Rij to stay in the vicinity. Can you get him on the line?”

      “Channel opened.”

      “What can I do for you?” asked Ka’Rij.

      “We’ve got news from New Kyria, they’re requesting we send some ships.”

      “What? Why? Is my planet under attack?”

      “No, don’t worry, nothing of the sort, but they had to send some of the ships in orbit to escort Ares and the rest of the team back to New Kyria, and Captain Sakouras worries that if the Hellion decided to return now, they’d be stretched thin to mount a proper defense.”

      “That’s unfortunate, I take it we should return at once.”

      “That’s not what I meant, I actually wanted to ask you something first.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “That space whale thingy that brought you here.”

      Ka’Rij smiled. “The Zorgot, yes. What about her?”

      “Do you think it—she could also transport Asgardian ships back with you? I take it is a faster way of traveling than even the Asgardian hyperspace systems, or you’d never have made it here when you did.”

      “It’s going to be tricky, as this particular life form takes a while to trust the people it transports, but I think we can give it a try. I’ve developed a particular rapport with her, so it may be doable. As for your second question, you’re correct, Captain, it’s about twice as fast as the fastest hyperspace drive.”

      “Then, can I please ask that you wait a little longer while I converse with Thor to request if he could send a ship or two back with you?”

      “Understood. We’ll be waiting to hear from you, but I’d feel better if we made the return trip soon, seeing as New Kyria is currently vulnerable.”

      “Absolutely, I’ll get back to you ASAP. Thank you, Ka’Rij.”

      The holo-channel turned off.

      “Get me Thor on the line,” ordered Talon.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you certain?” asked Poseidon.

      “I am,” said Thor. “Whatever was left of our stockpile of pentalium has been stolen. I guess Grunhild used her attack of the palace as a diversion. Our logs show a single transport during the battle, from the surface to the Balder. They have the last of our pentalium.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “I don’t know, but going forward, it’s entirely possible that we’ll have to adopt weaker Earth Alliance technology for our needs.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Thor. You’ll have the resources of the Olympians at your disposal for anything you need.”

      “I appreciate that, my friend. But I worry that now what’s left of my fleet has become a lot more precious. For all intents and purposes, it’s all that stands between Siegfried and my world.”

      “I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that. There are now full-blown Spectre motherships in our dimension.”

      “Yes…and Furies too,” said Thor pensively.

      “Yes, though they only have a handful of ships. At least for the time being.”

      “It feels like we’ve never been stretched so thin as we are now.”

      “Fighting a multi-fronted war in these conditions, I don’t like it, Thor.”

      “I don’t either, but what other choices do we have? We need to reduce the number of enemies, and fast.”

      “Logic would dictate we go after the Furies, but we’re not sure they’re our enemies just yet. Chase thinks they could be a valuable ally in our fight against the Spectres.”

      “We both know they would only be a temporary one. Then we’d have to fight them all over again; I say we exterminate them if the chance presents itself.”

      “I don’t see Chase giving that order.”

      “In any case, if it’s put to a vote, you know where I stand.”

      “Yes, and even though I somewhat share Chase’s enthusiasm in the matter, letting the Furies regrow is not something to be taken lightly.”

      An Asgardian officer ran to the throne. “My king, we’ve received a message from the Helios, it’s Captain Epizon requesting to speak with you urgently.”

      “Ask him to beam down here, lower the shields so he can do that safely.”

      “Very well, my king,” said the officer, as he ran back from where he’d come a minute earlier.

      “What’s wrong with using your wrist device?” asked Poseidon.

      “It’s broken, and until I review every security measure we have in place, I won’t trust any other line of communications but face-to-face, at least whenever possible.”

      “I’d say you’re a little paranoid, but after what happened here, one can’t be too careful.”

      “Yes, as far as we know, Siegfried might be listening to every Asgard communications, even though I had the security codes replaced the moment we jumped back here. Grunhild could have updated her hack of our systems while she fought Loki and then us. I just think being extra cautious can’t be a bad thing right now.”

      “I concur. But you could have used mine, it’s not based on your tech.”

      “That’s true, I didn’t think of that. Oh, well, at least it will give me the opportunity to meet this Captain Epizon in person.”
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      Talon beamed onto Asgard, in what was left of the throne room.

      “Wow,” he exclaimed. “That must have been one hell of a battle.”

      “Captain Epizon,” said Thor from his throne.

      “Hello, Captain,” said Poseidon, who was standing behind the throne.

      Talon nodded. “Hello…”

      “Poseidon,” said the Olympian.

      “Right, hello, Poseidon, Thor.”

      “First, let me thank you for coming to Asgard, I understand you played a pivotal role in saving my world. You have my thanks and those of my people.”

      “Of course, I’m just glad we were able to, unlike the rest of the fleet.”

      Thor nodded. “You needed to talk to me? Sorry to have asked you down here, I just didn’t feel like leaving my city at the moment, and well, there’s no working holo-screen in the area. In a time like this, I also would like for my people to know where to find me, after all, we have Loki’s funeral to plan.”

      “My condolences on the passing of your brother.”

      “Thank you. What can I do for you, Captain?”

      “I had a couple of calls, one from Chase, one from the unknown regions, and I would like to know if you could spare some ships.”

      Thor grimaced. “Ships? What for?”

      “We need a couple to secure New Kyria, just in case the Hellion Empire shows up. We could also use them for escorting the pentalium.”

      Thor’s eyes grew wide. “What did you just say? Have you found pentalium? How much?”

      “Yes, sir. Ryonna and her crew are bringing thousands of metric tons to the Alliance as we speak.”

      “Thousands of metric tons?”

      “Yes, is that a lot?”

      “That’s more than the reserves that were stolen from us, we were down to only dozens of tons. This is truly great news, Captain. Under the circumstances, I’ll be more than happy to provide you with two of my destroyers.”

      “Chase asked me to relay another request. He’d also like you to send a few ships to Gorgar with us so we can secure the planet. The last thing we need is for Siegfried to get access to a workforce of this magnitude.”

      “I see. Him or the Furies, really. I have to agree we need to make sure that doesn’t happen. However, that wouldn’t leave many ships to defend Asgard. Where have you decided to bring the pentalium?”

      “Chase suggested we first bring it here, since Asgardians are the experts in the matter, and since Asgardian hyperdrives are the only working ones, we’ll need to build many of these, and fast. He also suggested we then move a secondary stockpile to Alkyon One.”

      “Makes sense,” commented Poseidon. “Not to keep all our stock in one place.”

      “Indeed,” said Thor. “But that makes protecting Asgard more important than protecting Gorgar, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “With all due respect, Thor,” said Talon. “Chase thinks Asgard is unlikely to get attacked again anytime soon, and I tend to agree with his assessment. If we bring some of your engineers with us, we could ask the Gorgar people to create all the navigational systems we need to update the fleet as fast as possible, that way we won’t be tied down with slow hyperspace travel like we are now via the gate network.”

      “Very well, I’ll send two ships with you, but unfortunately, since we no longer have pentalium, we’ll have to wait until the new stock arrives to send some back with you to the Gorgar home world on a third ship, would that be satisfactory?”

      “Yes, I believe it would, thank you,” said Talon.

      Poseidon whispered something in Thor’s ear. Thor gave Poseidon a puzzled look in return.

      “It makes sense, time isn’t on our side,” said Poseidon.

      “Very well,” said Thor. “Captain Epizon, we’ll send three ships now with our scientists. They’ll direct the Gorgar people on how to cannibalize the pentalium from one of my ships so you can start retrofitting new navigational systems for the fleet even before the stockpile reaches Asgard, which would be…when exactly?”

      “In a matter of days.”

      “Good,” said Thor. “That gives me the time I need to attend to the funeral arrangements.”

      “It could be faster if the space whale on the other side of Asgard accepts to transport your ships back here faster, which Ka’Rij thinks he can convince the creature to do.”

      “I beg your pardon, Captain? What space whale?”

      “Apparently, it’s called a Zorgot. It came here to bring in the dragons that helped us repel the Balder and its escort, I thought you knew.”

      “Sorry, Captain, I’ve been a little bit out of touch for the last few hours. But that’s okay, we already have the fastest hyperspace engines of the entire fleet, we won’t need that…Zorgot.”

      “As I understand it, it’s actually capable of traveling through hyperspace twice as fast as the Asgardian destroyers.”

      “Is it, now? Very well then, I leave the details in your capable hands, Captain. Thank you for this great news, we can certainly use some of that right now.”

      “Thank you for receiving me, Thor, as well as for agreeing to help us. And again, let me reiterate my deepest condolences about your brother.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      Talon activated his transporter and beamed away.

      “Do you believe what he said?” asked Thor. “A space whale faster than my own ships?”

      “I do…I believe there are many creatures older than both our races in the unknown regions. Perhaps they’ll even provide us with an edge in the coming wars.”

      “Wars? Plural?”

      “Well, we at least are waging two of them right now, aren’t we?”

      “I suppose you’re right. Still, I think we’d be better off dissecting that whale, see what makes it tick faster than my hyperdrives.”

      Poseidon chuckled. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase was back in his quarters and finally managed to fall asleep.

      He dreamt of a family outing where everyone was present, Argos, Sarah, Chris, and even Kharon. Chris and Kharon joined forces to train with Argos, while Chase spent some quality time with Sarah by a beautiful waterfall back on Earth.

      Chase felt happier than he ever had. After passionately kissing his wife, he let himself fall back first in the tall grass. His gaze fell to the waterfall, filling the area with a refreshing breeze.

      Before Chase could enjoy the moment, the clear blue water turned as red as blood, and the sky turned black.

      Chase sighed. Why couldn’t he just get a single nice dream for once? But he’d been through the motions before and expected what would come next.

      His aunt Aphroditis was all dressed in black as she walked toward him and sat in the grass next to him, her legs crossed.

      “Here we go again,” said Chase.

      “I’m sorry to spoil such a lovely dream,” she said, “but you should really try to hang on to these moments and envision them more often, you’d have a better chance to make them become a reality if you do.”

      “You do see the irony in this, don’t you?” asked Chase. “How am I supposed to hold onto these even lovely dreams if I’m never allowed to finish them.”

      “I’m sorry, but someone needs to talk to you.”

      “What do you mean, someone?”

      Sarah, Argos, and Chris had all vanished from the dream, but Kharon remained and she walked toward them.

      “Is she the one that initiated this?”

      “Indirectly, she tried reaching out, but you’re too far away. I happened to be in range, so I’m simply amplifying the signal, so to speak.”

      “I see,” said Chase. “In that case, disregard what I said, and thank you.”

      Aphroditis smiled as she vanished from the vision.

      Kharon stood there as Chase got up and took her in his arms. She burst into tears.

      “Hey,” said Chase, “it’s going to be okay, I’m going to save you, you know that.”

      “I know that it’s what you intend to do, dad, but I’m afraid I don’t believe anything can be done anymore.”

      Chase grabbed his adolescent daughter by the shoulders and looked horrified as he saw the beautiful red in her hair turn black at an alarming rate.

      “What’s going on, Kharon?”

      “I’m not sure, but I can sense it’s nothing good. I’ve lost contact with mom.”

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “I sensed Ashra was weak, near death even, and so I asked mom if I could finish her off.”

      “But you’re not born yet.”

      “You have to understand that Ashra was really weak, and I had more than enough life force to at least give it a try.”

      “Why would you even consider this? If you had succeeded, it would have killed both you and your mom.”

      “Mom agreed it was worth a shot, so I tried.”

      “I take it it failed; otherwise, you wouldn’t be here, talking to me.”

      “Yes, and I lost contact with mom. Everything around me is a veil of darkness. I’m utterly alone.”

      “Never alone, Kharon, Chris and I will always be there for you.”

      “That’s why I came, to say goodbye, daddy.”

      The horizon was replaced with a dark void, and it was retracting around them.

      “No, no…no! What’s going on, Kharon?”

      “I’m losing all my energy, I don’t know why, but dad…I think I’m dying.”

      Tears filled Chase’s eyes, and his heartbeat accelerated. His mind raced, not knowing what to do. What could he do from within a vision? If only he could teleport to his daughter’s location. He tried with all his might, but nothing happened.

      “We don’t have long, I wish Chris were here,” said Kharon. “I wish I had met my brother and spent some time with him, even in this way.”

      Chase closed his eyes and reached for his son’s mind.

      Chris materialized in the vision.

      “Dad? Kharon? Am I dreaming?” asked Chris.

      “I brought you into the vision,” said Chase.

      Chris looked around and pointed at the approaching void. “What the hell is this thing?”

      “Brother,” said Kharon. “I came to say goodbye.”

      “What?” exclaimed Chris. “No!”

      “My soul is being crushed without my ability to do anything about it, but I’m really happy I can be with the both of you in this last moment,” she said, crying rivers.

      “Dad! We have to do something,” shouted Chris.

      “I know, but what can we do? We don’t even know where your sister is at the moment.”

      “Then let’s split the fleet to all corners of the universe,” protested Chris. “Siegfried can wait!”

      “We can’t do that, son, and you know it. Look at it, it will consume her in a matter of minutes.”

      “She’s family, dad!”

      “Don’t you think I know that?”

      “Please,” pleaded Kharon. “Don’t argue on my behalf, that’s not the last memory I want to take with me. Chase is right, Chris, you can’t sacrifice the lives of millions to try to save one soul, even if I’m family. If you look deep inside your heart, you know it to be true. It’s too late, anyway.”

      Chris’s green aura exploded all around him as he unleashed the rage inside his soul.

      Lighting bolts shot from the growing aura, sending his hair dancing wildly in the air. The lightning bolts hit the void and slowed down their progression.

      “What are you doing?” asked Kharon.

      “I don’t know, but it seems to be working,” said Chris. “Dad, I could use some help.”

      Chase didn’t hesitate and closed his eyes. He pushed his own purple aura to its maximum, and soon both of their auras turned orange as they reached Ultra Fury levels of power.

      Kharon’s eyes were drowning in tears.

      “Thank you, both of you, but you can’t possibly do this forever.”

      “Perhaps we don’t have to,” said Chris.

      “What’s on your mind, son?”

      “We have to reach that Hyper Fury level you told me about, maybe it will allow us to repel the void, protect Kharon.”

      “Son, I’ve told you, I only reached that out of desperation, I don’t master this power.”

      “These are desperate times, dad, we can’t let Kharon die! If Thor, Poseidon, and Artemis managed to harmonize their power to kill Grunhild, we have to be able to do the same. Let’s focus on each other’s energies. Instead of trying to grow individually, let’s try to grow them together, in sync.”

      Kharon stayed silent as her father and brother roared, trying to push themselves to the ultimate levels either of them had ever reached.

      Then something miraculous happened, the auras started to join via orange filaments of energy. Then both their auras grew exponentially, reaching the void and pushing it back.

      Two distinct roars resonated around them as both Chris’s and Chase’s hair turned a glowing red. The auras morphed into a dragon and a tiger, fighting against the void with all their might, pushing it back further.

      “I can’t believe what I’m feeling,” said Kharon. “My energy…it’s returning to me. I—I feel stronger than ever before.”

      “Good,” said Chris.

      “But you can’t keep this up forever,” protested Kharon, “eventually, you’ll both run out of energy.”

      “Not if you link with us,” said Chris. “Try to harmonize your own power with our own.”

      Kharon nodded and closed her eyes. Her golden aura grew fast, and after a few minutes, her hair regained its natural black and crimson tones. She kept pushing her inner power to its maximum, and then her hair turned glowing red as well. Her aura morphed into a magnificent golden phoenix. Its screams unleashed shockwaves that pushed the void even further.

      “It’s working,” said Chase.

      “But how long can we keep this up,” said Kharon through clenched teeth.

      “Dad,” said Chris, “we need to transfer some of our energy to Kharon so she can have it when she needs it.”

      “How?” answered Chase. “We’re thousands of light-years away?”

      “And yet we’re connected here and now. I don’t think this is just a vision, we’ve connected on an energetic level even through the distances that separate us,” said Chris.

      “Chris is right,” added Kharon. “I can sense your power, it’s not just an illusion. But you need this power to fight your enemies, why give some of it to me?”

      “I would think it’s obvious,” said Chris.

      “Your brother is correct,” said Chase. “We love you more than anything in this world. We won’t let the darkness swallow you. No matter what.”

      Tears flowed from Kharon’s eyes like waterfalls.

      “Let’s give her our power,” said Chris.

      Chase nodded, and the phoenix screamed even louder, pulsating shockwave after shockwave, keeping the void at bay. The tiger and dragon both changed course and jumped into the screaming phoenix.

      “I love you both,” said Kharon as the phoenix exploded, and a golden barrier of energy permanently installed around them and stopped the void from advancing even a single inch like shields would stop incoming fire during a space battle.

      Chase woke in his quarters, screaming and lost consciousness.
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      Ashra arrived at engineering, bursting through the doors, like all the others in the rest of the ship, all refusing to open to her.

      Three armed guards opened fire upon her the moment she stepped in, she reached out with her hand and stopped the blaster fire in midair. She then ripped all three guards’ souls through a siphon in her palm. They weren’t very strong souls, but it gave her an idea, nonetheless. To make sure she was ready for the meeting with Spectre Prime, she needed to power up, but first, she had to regain control of her own ship.

      She looked at the terrified half dozen scientists and chose one at random and ripped her soul as well. She took her time to get it through her mouth this time, all the while the soul screeched, which played well for dramatic effect.

      “If I don’t get control of this ship in two minutes, you’ll all suffer the same fate,” she said. “What are you waiting for? Give me control of my ship, now!”

      The scientists all went to work on their respective terminals as Ashra looked at them, her arms crossed against her chest. Time was running out, and she knew she couldn’t allow her ship to rejoin Prime’s mothership until she first figured out a way to gain more power.

      “It is done,” said one of the arachnoids.

      He went toward a matter generator and entered commands on the organic interface. A column of red light shot upward for a few seconds and died out. A device hovered over the emitter. The arachnoid delicately grabbed it.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “An implant that will allow you to bypass manual controls.”

      The implant, which was shaped like a spider, moved its legs as if it protested being handled. The scientist approached Ashra.

      “I need one of your forearms,” he said.

      “This better not be a trick or every member of your family will suffer a fate way worse than death.”

      “I assure you, Mistress, I’m not trying to deceive you, this will give you mental control of the entire ship. We’ve also encrypted all the controls for you via this neurolink, you’ll be the only one who can make it work once this implant fuses with your skin.”

      Ashra presented her left arm, and the scientist dropped the spider onto it. The legged-implant walked all around Ashra’s forearm, stopping in certain places longer than others, and eventually returned to the top, center forearm and dug itself into Ashra’s skin.

      The pain was intense, but Ashra didn’t vocalize it. It didn’t last long, and soon, most of the contraption was fused inside her dark skin, only the top of the head protruded. It glowed red through her thick skin, displaying even its legs through. It looked like a pulsating luminous tattoo.

      A flurry of information invaded Ashra’s mind, and she could sense all the systems inside the ship from the corner of her consciousness. With very little effort on her part, she could mentally access subsystems and enter commands with her mind.

      She tested it by flickering the light in engineering.

      “Good, good work, you shall be rewarded,” said Ashra.

      The scientists all kneeled before her.

      She then reached the hyperspace controls with her mind and took the ship back to sub-light speeds. Through the sensors across the entire ship, she could sense the panic of the crew, not understanding why the controls of the ship wouldn’t respond to their commands anymore.

      She grinned from ear to ear.

      She then brought up a star map inside her mind, analyzed a bunch of worlds in the vicinity and located one with billions of souls. She plotted the coordinates into the ship and it jumped back into hyperspace.
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      Chase and Chris both arrived at the regen tanks together.

      “I’ve never felt so tired,” said Chris.

      “Me neither. I guess we’re spending more time in these after all.”

      They both removed their clothes and stepped into adjacent tanks. The blue fluid filled their lungs, and they closed their eyes.

      I think it worked, said Chris.

      I think so too, or we wouldn’t be in here with barely enough energy to walk.

      Do you think we’ll recover enough energy to fight Siegfried before we arrive at Droxia?

      Let’s not worry about that for now.

      What else is there to think about?

      Chris…you and I just reached Hyper Fury together, and something tells me we’ll be able to do it again.
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        * * *

      

      “Exiting hyperspace,” said Fenrir.

      Siegfried gazed at Droxia from his favorite spot, in front of the cracked viewport, with intermittent green waves of energy traveling through the force field now separating the Guard from the void of space.

      “Have the Gorgar install the mental wave modification to our emitter dish. I’d like you to supervise their work personally. I know Grunhild reprogrammed every single one of their tiny minds, but we can never be too sure.”

      “Understood, Brother, I’ll take care of it.”

      Fenrir entered a couple of commands on his holo-terminal and beamed away from the bridge.

      Siegfried’s heart still ached from the loss of his soul mate. Even though they had never really consumed the ties that bound them, he felt like he had lost a piece of himself.

      The result of that loss filled Siegfried’s heart with even more hatred than he thought possible. His mind was now entirely focused on revenge. He would make his enemies pay. While he still calculated thousands upon thousands of strategies inside his mind on how to proceed next, all of which were guided by one thought. Kill Thor.

      “I’ll avenge you, my dear, even if it’s the last thing I do.”

      He thought he heard her answer in his mind.

      You need to remember your mission.

      I must be hallucinating, thought Siegfried, from the grief.

      Grunhild walked next to him, turned to look at him, and smiled. She was there without being there, like a translucent hologram or perhaps even a ghost.

      And now I’m even seeing her through a full-blown hallucination.

      The hologram spoke.

      “No, you’re not, I’m here, in your heart, in your mind. I’ve left a piece of my soul with you, so you’re never alone. I’ll always be by your side.”

      Siegfried didn’t know if he could believe her or if his mind was creating a hallucination that he needed to keep going. But it didn’t matter as either way, her presence helped calm his soul, and he felt love inside his heart. And in this perfect moment, that’s all he cared about.

      For the first time since her passing, he allowed himself to smile.
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        * * *

      

      As Ashra’s ship, the Oblivion, exited hyperspace, it was hailed. She ignored it.

      Soon, a few weakly armed ships rose from the atmosphere as they tried to hail her more.

      She smiled and reached with an open palm forward. Hundreds of small blue lights escaped the multiple ships and traversed the Oblivion’s walls and bulkheads and were siphoned through her palm.

      The ships outside stopped working and just floated aimlessly in space. A couple of them bounced into one another.

      She licked her lips, smiling.

      “That’s barely a snack, now it’s time for the real feast.”

      She used her implant to beam to the surface of the planet, and she began devouring souls by the thousands, moving from one area to the next, her thirst for more energy growing with each new soul she assimilated.

      Cities fell in a matter of minutes, continents hours, and it took less than a day and billions of screams until she had devoured every single soul on this now-dead world.

      Even if each of these souls weren’t powerful on their own, together, they allowed her power to grow exponentially. She could feel it in every fiber of her being; she now wielded more power than anyone ever had before. Not even a Prime.

      As she returned to the Oblivion, she received an emergency call from the mothership. She tried to block it, but it overrode the computer and appeared inside her mind. Ashra had no doubt that it was currently broadcasting through every single holo-screen on the ship.

      It was Spectre Prime.

      “Why isn’t the Oblivion at the rendezvous point? We’ve been waiting for hours. Ashra’Lur, you better have a good reason.”

      She opened her eyes and grabbed the nearest holo-screen, centering it in front of her.

      “Hello, Master, we had some technical issues, but they’ve just been fixed.”

      “What kind of issues?”

      “I’m no engineer, I’m afraid, but know that I executed the culprits responsible for this unacceptable delay. Rest assured, we’ll be there shortly. I’m looking forward to seeing you again, Master.”

      Spectre Prime growled deeply. He was the most formidable of all the Spectres, and his stature alone would plunge the strongest warrior’s heart into a state of terror. But today, she didn’t fear him. Not even a bit. Ashra was aware that she needed to keep appearances and did her best through both her manners and gestures to appear like any of the Prime’s groveling weaklings.

      “I apologize again for the delay, Master, I’m looking forward to presenting more formal apologies in person soon,” she said, adding a respectful bow.

      “Make sure you do just that. Prime out.”

      The holo-screen turned off.

      Oh, trust me, Prime, you won’t be disappointed by my apology.

      Ashra started laughing, and her increasingly frenzied laughter could soon be heard throughout the ship.
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        * * *

      

      “Shouldn’t they have arrived by now?” complained Yanis. “I’m famished.”

      Ryonna’s stomach made strong noises. “You’re not the only one in that position. It will take the time it takes, and I’m getting tired of your incessant fussing.”

      “There has to be food in this ship, though,” argued Yanis.

      “There is,” said Ares, who had stayed silent almost ever since he had returned to the cargo ship. “But somehow, I don’t think it’s going to be to your taste.”

      “I don’t care,” protested Yanis, holding his stomach. “I’ll eat anything at this point.”

      “Very well,” said Ares.

      A black organic tube lowered from the ceiling of the semi-organic bridge and stopped in front of Yanis. He tentatively arched his hand to form a bowl, and the tube spewed a brownish-green gooey paste into them.

      It didn’t take long for the putrid smell to reach Yanis’s nostrils. He turned whiter than he had been this whole trip and hurled bile on top of the paste before shaking his hands in disgust.

      “I told you that you wouldn’t like it,” said Ares.

      “I need to take a shower,” said Yanis as he tried in vain to get rid of the goo, wiping it on everything he could get his hands on. “Oh, and next time we go on any mission, we have to make sure we take ample rations with us.”

      “Duly noted,” said Ryonna.

      “Ryonna?” asked Ares. “I don’t suppose you want to give the local cuisine a try, either.”

      “I’ll pass, I can smell it from here,” she answered. “Droxian warriors are trained to go without food for six weeks from an early age. The first week is always the worst, then we adapt.”

      “Talk for yourself,” said Yanis.

      “You’ll live. Just try to envision the feast you’ll get in a few hours.”

      “Or days,” corrected Ares through the bridge speakers.

      “Why?” complained Yanis. “Why would you tell me that? I’m even more hungry now.”

      The ship exited hyperspace.

      “Why did we get out of hyperspace?” asked Ryonna.

      “Unknown,” said Ares.

      Yanis plunged his still soiled hands of organic goo pools on his terminal.

      “Some sort of field interfered with our jump engines. I’m trying to reroute power.”

      “I’m detecting something large heading toward us,” added Ares.

      Yanis tweaked his hands some more and a holo-screen came to life. A large floating whale was approaching. Its mouth was opening slowly.

      “Uh-oh,” said Yanis. “Looks like someone is about to get fed, but we’re the ones on the menu.”

      “Can we fire at it?” asked Ryonna.

      “Hang on,” said Ares. “We’re being hailed by something inside the space whale.”

      The image of the large whale was replaced by an Asgardian captain’s face.

      “I’m Captain Kor. Thor sent me to assist. Do not fire at the Zorgot, it’s going to help us travel faster and protect us from the other large biological life forms roaming this area.”

      “It’s good to see a friendly face, Captain Kor,” said Ryonna.

      “Glad to be of assistance, just let the space whale swallow your ship, then it will take us back to New Kyria in a matter of hours.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” said Yanis. “Is there any chance you could beam us some food before we return to hyperspace?”

      “I’ll make sure my men beam you some military rations. Kor out.”

      The holo-screen turned off, and a minute later, cylindrical bars of discolored food appeared on a plate.

      Yanis grabbed one, put it in his mouth, and grimaced. “Yum, some Asgardian play-doh,” he said, unable to contain his sarcasm.

      “At least you seem to be keeping it down,” said Ryonna as she grabbed a piece and sampled it. “I’ve had worse, these will do.”

      Yanis had a hard time chewing and swallowing the rations. “Speak for yourself.”
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      “Sorry to bother you, Chase,” said Kvasir.

      Chase mentally activated the tank’s communicators.

      “Not a problem, what’s up?” asked Chase.

      “I’ve just got off the link with Poseidon. I told him about your weakened state and he proposed we make a stop at New Olympus so the both of you can recover all your strength.”

      “How?”

      “Something about the gland of an animal that apparently is supercharged with energy on New Olympus. There are only a few available, but he thinks it’s safer for you to consume those than go unprepared and lack the necessary power to face the Guards. Apparently, one of these saved Thor’s life during the fight with Grunhild.”

      “How much of a detour will that make?” asked Chase.

      “About two hours, give or take.”

      Chase didn’t like the idea of adding two hours on their trip, but he knew full well that no regen tank could restore them even to a third of their energy levels until they reached Droxia.

      “Chris?” asked Chase. “What does your instinct tell you? Can we afford the detour?”

      “I think we have to,” said Chris. “We won’t be good to anyone in our current state.”

      “I concur. Very well, Kvasir, take us to New Olympus. Anything else?”

      “Yes, I received a deep scan of a dead Droxian, and I think I understand what happened to them. But it’s not all good news.”

      “Tell us, anyway.”

      “It’s nanites technology, just as we suspected, and it fused the Droxian’s neurons a certain way. Without boring you with the details, it’s basically bypassing their ability to access their critical thinking, and instead, links their warrior impulses to the part of their brain wired for survival.”

      “Why don’t I like the sound of this?”

      “Because doing that to any brain would be pretty bad, Chase. From my preliminary investigation, I haven’t found a way to reverse the procedure in my simulations. In that state, the Droxian brains will react to a simple order it receives through the nanites. And act accordingly, without questioning the orders whatsoever, and what’s even worse…they will do it as if their very lives depended on it.”

      “Do we know what the order that compromised the Droxians around Asgard was?”

      “Protect Siegfried at all costs.”

      “That’s a simple order, indeed,” said Chris.

      “What about Ronan?” asked Chase.

      “He’s getting better, but he’s still in a regen tank.”

      “How come he wasn’t impacted by the technology?”

      “His scans show that he suffered an injury, probably early in his life, that lodged a little piece of rock inside his brain, it’s preventing the nanites from creating the bypass.”

      “Can’t we use that to our advantage?”

      “The thing is, the reason the rock was left alone and not surgically removed is that it’s near vital brain functions, his doctors must have deemed the procedure too risky even to attempt it.”

      “I see. Still, we may want to figure out a way to use what we’re learned from Ronan to try to mount a sort of defense for the rest of the Droxian population, even if that means beaming rocks inside their skulls.”

      “I’ll work on that, but Chase, you need to understand that even if we could somehow figure out a way to replicate this, many of the Droxians could die from us even attempting it, and that’s not all.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “It won’t reverse the already infected Droxians, perhaps it will disturb the order, but they’d still be in fight or flight mode, and I don’t have to tell you what that would make a Droxian do.”

      “Pretty much act like a rabid animal, I would imagine.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Do the best you can.”

      “I will, Kvasir out.”

      I can’t imagine how Ryonna will react to this news, said Chris.

      I can, said Chase, and I’m not looking forward to it.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra cracked her knuckles and neck as the Oblivion headed toward a large bay on the side of the mothership. Her implant detected that the mothership was scanning every cubic inch of her ship.

      She did the same, trying to get acquainted with all the parts of the massive Spectre mothership. She located the Prime’s altar hall, from where he gave all his orders, a massive temple-like structure inside the ship.

      The Spectres had never spared such frivolous display of class and power, that only impressed the higher caste of an already highly fragmented Spectre hierarchy. A three system class. The council leaders, twelve self-proclaimed gods. Next was the warrior caste, which enforced the council’s laws with an iron fist. And finally, the working class last, basically an unlimited slave force, which built the Spectre empire.

      An empire which cared very little about its people and member nations, as long as they obeyed, mindlessly, to the orders of the god-elect who took turns in sharing that power, making sure nothing ever changed in the political climate, and that the powerful stayed powerful for all eternity. Even if that meant stepping on trillions of slaves, who had grown too stupid even to realize they had more than enough numbers to affect a revolution, should they decide to unite.

      However, a revolution was coming, and her name was Ashra. A Spectre not born with pure blood, and an indirect spawn of the man the leaders despised for his failure to deliver this dimension to them on a silver platter.

      Obviously, Ashra had managed to reach higher echelons of power by keeping the secret regarding her origin. Everyone who ever threatened that position had been eliminated swiftly, and now only Chase and the rest of her enemies knew who she really was and where she came from. She was just supposed to be Asrak’Vor’s second in command and was never supposed to be put in command.

      Even the current Prime wasn’t new to this system of governance, it was, in fact, his third term, the first Prime ever to reach such endurance and lifespan over the eons, as they each agreed to rule for two thousand years before releasing power to the next Prime in line.

      That made Spectre Prime at the very least forty thousand years old, though he was probably older since it took quite the millennia to elevate to a Prime position. Spectres rights, however, down the echelons, had eroded over the millennia, it wasn’t a big surprise that such an event when a Prime would yield power for a third time took place.

      Ashra was an outsider, and as such, had only managed to get to where she was by delivering fast results and seizing power from Asrak’Vor, an even bigger fool than his brother Tanak. Ashra’s biological father of sorts. Even though he had been one of the most respected of the warrior caste, he had been declared a treacherous loser by his own kind. As a result of his failure, his direct family had been wiped out to remind the others of his caste, as well as the lower castes, of the cost of failure in the Spectres ranks.

      Ashra had no doubt that by now, Prime had learned that she had proclaimed herself the leader of the Spectres in this dimension, following the fall of Asrak. She had eliminated those who knew how exactly he had fallen.

      None of that mattered for Ashra, though. No female would ever be allowed to rule, and this meeting, she suspected, was either an execution for her failure to let all the ships safely through the super gate or, at the very least, her demotion from any kind of significant power.

      Neither option was acceptable to her, so she’d have to create a third one.

      Her implant allowed for the hacking of any Spectre systems, which she decided to use in order to check internal communication at the highest levels. As she sifted through the logs, something caught her eye.

      The stars really must be aligned in my favor, she thought.

      Prime, as was his habit, had traveled with his personal bodyguards, the most elite of all Spectre warriors, which usually weren’t chosen for their intelligence, in order to avoid them becoming the tip of the spear of any potential revolution. Instead, they were mindless muscles with a tremendous amount of strength, having assimilated tens of millions of souls over the course of their existence.

      Better yet, they weren’t currently located in the altar hall, save for one, and that gave Ashra a unique chance to grow her power even more.

      The moment the Oblivion hit the launch bay, she mentally entered a set of coordinates at the other side of the mothership and beamed away.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean Droxians are being manipulated by nanites?” asked Ryonna.

      “We don’t know much beyond that,” said Poseidon, “just that all of your peoples’ ships have fallen prey to that Guard’s tactic and are now under the influence of Siegfried.”

      “What is the Alliance doing about it? What about my son?”

      “Ronan has been transferred to a medical facility here, on Asgard, as Talon and the Helios are on their way to secure Gorgar.”

      “I want to see him now, and why didn’t the Helios go to Droxia instead?”

      “Chase and the rest of the fleet are on their way to Droxia, but they don’t think they’ll beat Siegfried there due to the fact that they’re using the hyperspace gate network and there’s no direct route from their position to Droxia. They’re forced to travel longer, unfortunately.”

      “So much for the gate system if it’s that slow.”

      “While I can understand your frustration, without the network, there simply would not be any way for Chase and the fleet to get to your world but with sub-light speeds, which would take centuries.

      “Yes, the gate system isn’t perfect, new gates are still being deployed by the Alliance, and while it’s far from perfect, at least it’s an alternative we’re lucky to have at the moment.”

      Ryonna was fuming with anger and rage. To think that her world was left defenseless and at the mercy of Siegfried made her head spin and threatened her sanity. At least Ronan was alive, and that was probably the only reason she managed to keep a semblance of calm and decorum.

      “Can you beam me to the medical facility?”

      “Of course,” said Poseidon as he gestured to one of Thor’s people.

      “Please transport Ambassador Isch’ys to the medical center where her son is being treated.”

      “Thank you, Poseidon,” said Ryonna. “Please keep me posted as soon as you hear any news from Droxia.”

      “Of course.”

      The Asgardian officer gestured for Ryonna to follow him, and soon, she was transported to the Asgardian hospital.

      When Ryonna arrived in the room where her son was being treated in a regen tank, her heart skipped a beat. Ronan looked really weak, floating in the regeneration liquid.

      “How is my son doing?” she asked a nearby doctor.

      “He’s lucky to be alive but no longer in critical condition. Another few days and he’ll be as good as new.”

      That’s the kind of news Ryonna needed right now, and it somehow helped bring her stress level down.

      “Thank you, doctor.”

      “Of course.”

      “Can he talk?”

      “He may be sleeping, but you can try, even if you wake him, it won’t impair his recovery.”

      Ryonna nodded and walked closer to the glass. Her fingers stopped an inch away from the glass as she considered if it was worth waking him or not.

      Eventually, she decided against it, but Ronan opened his eyes on his own.

      She smiled at him, and he smiled back. He reached for a control inside the tank.

      “Hey,” he said, his voice very weak.

      “Hey, to you too,” said Ryonna. “You’ve got to stop putting yourself in these positions, son, or you’ll be the death of me.”

      “I’m sorry, but this is war, I can’t just stay on the sidelines. I’m the ship’s captain, and as such, I’ll always be confronted with imminent danger, at least as long as we’re at war.”

      “I know, and I’m proud of you, son. I just wish you were a painter, or writer, anything that doesn’t involve the military.”

      Ronan chuckled, which resulted in bubbles forming. “Sure, now you want me to paint.”

      She smiled. She was well aware of the irony, as Ronan never really took to warrior training as a child and was more of a gentle soul. Because he had been sick so early in his life, Ryonna had worried about his ability to defend himself and had trained him personally. And more likely harder than other kids.

      In hindsight, she wondered if that had been the right call, but she was proud of the warrior he became, whether or not it was the path he would have chosen on his own.

      “Perhaps I should have let you choose your own path,” she said.

      “I don’t know, mom, if it weren’t for your insistence on me taking on the family tradition, I don’t think I would have survived HellStar, or anything after it. I guess nothing happens by accident, and we learn the things we need to know in this incarnation.”

      Ryonna didn’t believe in the eternal soul concept, even though Chase had traveled to the underworld himself and talked with the dead on several occasions. She and Jax had argued over the concept countless times, where he argued with no shortage of certainty that the soul perpetually reincarnated into a new body, Droxian or otherwise, and she thought life had a beginning at birth, a life lived through hardship and war, and a permanent end came once one died.

      But she wasn’t about to argue with her son while he was in this state and, if anything, being exposed to so many different cultures ever since allying herself with Chase and Sarah, she had tamed her radical views quite a bit. Even if she didn’t believe in something, at the very least now, she respected everyone’s right to their own beliefs.

      “It doesn’t matter now, all that matters is that you made it.”

      “I still don’t understand why, though.”

      “They haven’t told you?”

      Ronan shook his head.

      “Some small piece of rock that lodged into your brain. Do you remember that time you fell from the waterfall and cracked your head open?”

      “Yeah, that rings a bell.”

      “Well, apparently, that fall saved your life today.”

      “Like I said, I don’t think anything happens by accident.”

      “Maybe you’re right, son. For now, try to rest. I’ll be here when you get out.”

      “Are you sure? Don’t you have to return to the unknown regions?”

      “They can go without me.”

      “Don’t do this, mom. You’re their team leader, they need you.”

      “And you need me as well.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m out of danger, I just need to stay put for a few days. You, on the other hand, can help the Alliance find technology to help us win this war. If our positions were reversed, I would be going back to my position.”

      Half of Ryonna’s heart felt sad hearing her son’s words, and the other half beamed with pride. Her son was a man, with empathy, integrity, and no shortage of courage.

      “Okay, but I’d like to stay by your side for a few more hours if that’s okay?”

      “Of course, I’d really like that.”
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      Siegfried looked as the psychic wave fired toward the planet. He looked at Grunhild and smiled.

      “Thank you for taking care of it personally,” said Siegfried.

      “You’re welcome, brother,” said Fenrir.

      “The Gorgar have already been loaded to the transport ships for phase two of the plan. It’s incredible how fast they work.”

      “Yes, they are an invaluable resource. Soon, they’ll help us build more ships too.”

      “Won’t we need a lot more?”

      “They happen to breed like locust. In a few weeks, those we already have will have tripled their population. After that, it won’t take but months to be to a million strong. Thanks to Grunhild making sure they use every chance they get to reproduce.”

      “So, that explains some of the things I wished I hadn’t seen down in the cargo bay.”

      “Yes, normally they wait for an entire cycle of their planet to reproduce; otherwise, their world couldn’t sustain them, and even then, they have strict quotas on pairing, not all of them can do it every cycle. Thanks to our sister that is about to change. She erased this imperative from their brain function.”

      “Why didn’t we take more of them in the first place, though?”

      “I didn’t want the Alliance to know we had any at all, so it was important that we took only a few and only those who didn’t have family bonds. The rejects, the outcasts of their society.”

      “Another ingenious move there.”

      “I’m glad you agree. Thanks to them and what they’ll help us achieve today, we’ll have a gigantic army of warriors to do our bidding and a strong workforce to build us more ships.”

      “And we’re sure the Droxians won’t turn on us?”

      “No, the change is permanent, and they’ll die to protect us. Better yet, they’ll run into danger without question and without fear. The perfect army for us to do as we wish.”

      “Still, it’s going to be difficult to take many of them with us, we don’t have enough ships.”

      “You’re correct, but once the Gorgar are done distributing the implants, which should only take a few hours, they’ll all be turned within a few days. That’s the ingenuity of Grunhild’s vision. Each Gorgar only has to change a few of them and leave more implants to the turned soldier, which in turn will be the first to wake up before the rest, leaving them ample time to infect more of their kind.”

      “Won’t some of them, say in remote areas, wake up before being implanted?”

      “Yes, maybe ten, fifteen percent.”

      “What about them?”

      “Who cares. They’ll either be killed if they resist or submit in order to live. Some might escape, but they’ll be insignificant. For all intents and purposes, the Droxian civilization is now ours.”

      “How long are we staying here, I suppose the Alliance will send more ships?”

      “They can’t jump out of their own devices, thanks to the Spectres intervention, which I’m happy to take advantage of. So, I would imagine they’ll get here eventually, but hopefully, we’ll be done by then.”

      “What if they arrive before we have loaded enough Droxians to suit the next phase of your plan?”

      “Then, we’ll fight if we can, retreat if we must. I’m not worried about either scenario, and neither should you be.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashra hacked the mothership’s main computer to gain administrative access and located a room where five of the six Prime bodyguards were. Which happened to be a training room. She activated the holo-cams and saw that they were indeed sparing and exchanging blows.

      Perfect.

      There were two ways of going about it, one was brute force, which ran the risk of one of them sending a distress call to the other bodyguard currently in the altar room. She couldn’t take that chance, even though defeating them in single combat would have been a sweet bonus.

      Since she had computer access, it was better to go for the stealth option, even though she didn’t like the sneakiness of the manoeuver and even though she didn’t doubt she could take them on without breaking a sweat.

      She turned off any holo-cam monitoring in the room, then released a sleeping gas, progressively, hoping they wouldn’t notice until they were already too weakened since they were already exerting physical energy sparing with great focus. When the first bodyguard fell to the ground, she beamed in and sprung into action, making sure she came from behind all but one of them.

      She snatched that bodyguard’s soul so fast, he probably never saw her coming. Before she could finish off the others, they needed to be incapacitated fast, so she moved with the agility of a feline and the precision of a bird.

      She cut all three remaining bodyguards’ vocal cords before they even saw her and then unleashed a mega soul-siphon from her hands. She couldn’t use her mouth as she wasn’t breathing for the entire operation.

      The two bodyguards she focused on put up more of a fight than she expected, but eventually, their souls snapped and she assimilated them, their enormous power adding even more strength to her own.

      The last remaining bodyguard ran toward a device on a nearby bench, trying to trigger an alarm, but she moved in front of him, ripped his head as well as his spine in one fluid ripping motion, making sure she caught his soul before it escaped.

      The amount of power boost that gave her was intoxicating, but she couldn’t waste time for risk of being detected.

      She used her implant to recycle the air and get rid of the contaminant, and when that process was done, she took a deep breath of satisfaction. She walked toward the first bodyguard who had succumbed to the gas, he was slowly coming out of it. She snatched his soul before he even realized it.

      Ashra then grew her aura and burnt any trace of the bodyguards at the molecular level, making sure not even a single drop of blood could be found.

      She couldn’t contain her excitement and grinned. To think over a day ago she was at death’s door, she simply couldn’t believe how immense a power she had acquired in so little time.

      I guess it’s time to pay Prime a visit, then. I believe my presence is anticipated.
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        * * *

      

      When Ryonna beamed to the surface of New Kyria, Yanis and Ares, who was still inhabiting the alien, were in the mess hall. Lots of plates with still large amounts of food were scattered all over the table. The smells of the different flavors reminded her that she hadn’t eaten anything since the tasteless Asgardian rations.

      “Hey, Ryonna,” said a cheerful Yanis, “welcome back, take a seat.”

      She sat down. “You seem in a better mood.”

      “Sorry if I was cranky back on the ship, I was really hungry.”

      She smiled. “I hadn’t noticed. What smells so good?”

      “Take your pick, pizza, Chinese, marinated lamb, the works. I thought I’d be able to finish it all, but if you’re hungry, at least some of it won’t go to waste.”

      “I take it you had a food synthesizer installed, then?”

      “Yeah, after what we went through food-wise, I wanted a feast. And I think it could become a cool debrief ritual we go through after each successful mission.”

      “I see,” said Ryonna as she grabbed a slice of pizza and took a big bite. “Interesting flavors.”

      “That’s one of Chase’s favorites and slowly winning me over as well,” said Yanis.

      “What about you, Ares? Have you fed your host?”

      “Yes, but from the pain I’m feeling in his lower bowels, something tells me his digestive system isn’t agreeing with all the spice.”

      “Well, at least your host’s stomach noises stopped,” commented Yanis.

      “Ares,” asked Ryonna, “any more issues with those weird convulsions you had before? And when do you intend to let that poor man go?”

      “No, no more of those…yet. And I let him go earlier. He just didn’t like how it made him feel, so until we bring him back home, he requested that I keep suppressing his consciousness.”

      “That’s peculiar,” said Ryonna.

      “I thought so too, but he was very agitated, so perhaps it’s best to heed his request.”

      “Fair enough, I guess.”

      “Where do we go next, boss?” asked Yanis.

      “Well, unless Ares’s matrix bursts into a new revelation, I guess we have to kind of pick randomly. Not that I want you to have another breakdown, Ares.”

      Ares nodded.

      “Maybe not,” said Yanis. “I could try to run a deep scan on Ares’s energy matrix, see if the message amplified enough in the last few days. Perhaps I could at least figure out a clue before his side effects show up again.”

      “I thought you said the amount of energy was too small and undetectable?”

      “It was, but my theory is that it will keep growing over time until it needs to be extracted. If we could leverage a way to read it before it reaches that point, like an energy magnifying glass, if you will, we could maybe even prevent the strokes.”

      “I would be really like that,” said Ares, “if it’s possible.”

      “I think,” said Yanis, “it’s worth working on it to try to figure this out, since otherwise, we’d just be roaming randomly, anyway. What do you say, boss?”

      “I concur,” said Ryonna. “That will also give me some time to connect with Ronan and think about some operating procedures for us and the next teams. That is if we get the approval for that going forward. I think a manual and some mission protocols need to be established.”

      “Like taking sufficient rations with us,” said Yanis with a chuckle.

      “Yes, Yanis, just like that.”

      Ryonna grabbed another plate and tasted more of the Earth dishes. Unlike Ares’s host, she actually thought that the meals didn’t have enough spice for her taste.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re detecting incoming hyperspace vessels,” said Fenrir.

      “Probably the Alliance,” said Siegfried. “How long until they get here?”

      “Under an hour. Do you think that will be enough time?”

      “Probably not, but the Gorgar did a pretty good job at fixing some of the damage on our ships, we could hold them off for a while.”

      “Is it really necessary to engage the enemy? Wouldn’t it be more effective to load our ships with as many dronified Droxians as we can?”

      “Dronified?”

      “Unless you have a better name for them, we basically turned them into warrior drones, haven’t we?”

      “I suppose…As for leaving, I don’t want to give them the wrong idea.”

      “And what idea would that be?”

      “That we’re afraid of them.”

      “I don’t think ego should factor into your decisions, but I also know it’s your plan and you get to decide how best to unfold it.”

      Siegfried sighed, and Fenrir could tell he was thinking about possibilities.

      “I could spring a trap and get rid of Chase and some of his allies. I’m pretty sure I can take them all on at once.”

      “What about me? I can fight too; in fact, that’s kind of my main skill.”

      “That’s true, would you want to take care of Chase and his friends?”

      “I’m game if you are.”

      “We could lure them in under false pretenses, once they’re onboard the Balder, you can fight them, and if it looks like you need help, I’ll be your backup.”

      “I won’t need help, but at the very least, we’re sure not to get any bad surprises. What kind of false pretense would you use?”

      “That we’re open to talking with them about an alliance to defeat the Spectres. After all, that’s their thing, trying to negotiate with their enemies. In my experience, they’ll always try it before fighting becomes an option.”

      “Might be different this time, after all, Grunhild eliminated Loki.”

      “Any Asgardian signatures in the approaching ships?”

      “None.”

      “Then I think it’s safe to assume that Chase won’t carry vengeance-baggage like Thor would.”

      “Am I correct in assuming he’s not the only one with such feelings?”

      “Absolutely, and I’m not denying it. I’m mad, I’m angry, and I will rip Thor’s heart out given the chance. He must pay for Grunhild. But today isn’t about Thor, that doesn’t mean we can’t kill his friends, though.”

      “I know, I just think revenge is a dangerous emotion to have and can sometimes cloud one’s judgment.”

      “If you have something to say, brother, why don’t you say it.”

      “I don’t. Like you said, I’m just glad this isn’t something that we need to deal with today, that’s all.”
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      “We should be arriving shortly,” said Chase. “How do you feel?”

      “Never felt better,” said Chris. “These glands tasted like ass, but man, are they effective.”

      Chase laughed. “They were pretty disgusting, I’ll grant you that.”

      “What did that Olympian say about how long they take to be ready?”

      “Decades. And they don’t have too many of these. They found this new life form on their new home world and only managed to find a few from which the gland could be harvested.”

      “I’m not sure I like the idea of removing parts of an animal, though.”

      “I had similar concerns, but apparently, it doesn’t play a vital role and they regrow it. The Olympians are studying the species with more interest to see if there’s a way to either get the glands to mature faster or synthesize a similar compound.”

      “If we could get these in volume, it would certainly help us. Still, I’m glad we have a couple more just in case.”

      “So do I, but let’s try to save them if we can. They did tell us it will be a while until new ones can be harvested. So right now, they’re a very rare resource, one we shouldn’t squander.”

      “Wait a minute…I just thought of a way to get more faster.”

      “What are you talking about? How?”

      “If we could provide the Olympians with a time chamber.”

      “That’s actually not a bad idea at all.”

      “Thanks, I do have some from time to time.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      Chris chuckled. “I know, I’m just teasing you.”

      Seeing his relationship with his son mended really warmed Chase’s heart. He could only imagine how he’d feel otherwise. Especially with Sarah and Argos gone, even if he would do anything in his power to save them, having Chris by his side really helped him stay grounded.

      “If we do have to fight the Guards, I really want you to be careful. I can’t imagine losing you, Chris. If you weren’t here, I’m not sure how I would keep my sanity.”

      “Don’t worry, I have no intention to die until Argos, mom, and Kharon come back to us.”

      “Preferably even after that, son.”

      Chris laughed. “Right, I didn’t mean it that way. I just can’t afford not to be there to save our family.”

      “I understand how you feel, though, we’re the last line of defense, and now that Nyx is gone, our ranks are thinning.”

      “I really hoped she’d stay with us.”

      “So did I, son. Unfortunately, it looks like we can’t count on her help going forward. Which really is unfortunate as it would have been nice to have her on our side fighting the Guards. She may be the most abrasive personality I ever met, but she’s still one of the most fearless warriors I have ever met.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashra entered the massive altar hall. Hundreds of Spectres and arachnoids were waiting, neatly lined up on both sides, forming a clear path to the throne. They all looked at her with a mixture of disdain and sadistic content in their eyes.

      Don’t you worry, I’ll be more than happy to deal with you as well.

      Ashra purposefully walked until she reached the massive throne made of the skulls of hundreds of different alien races with a black finish paint job unless it was Spectre’s leather, she couldn’t tell for sure. The Primes had never been very subtle with their display of power, always sending one simple yet effective message: fear.

      Ashra took a knee and bowed her head down.

      “Spectre Prime,” she said simply.

      “Rise,” said Prime.

      Ashra got back to her feet as she discreetly scanned around the throne and located the last bodyguard.

      “Would you mind explaining,” said Prime, his voice deep and as cold as ice, ”why I couldn’t contact anyone on the Oblivion?”

      “The ship must still be experiencing technical issues, I’m sorry about that, I’ll see to it that my crew fixes them ASAP.”

      “You wouldn’t be lying to your master, now would you, Ashra?”

      Ashra had to suppress a smile. “I wouldn’t dream of it, my Master. I am, however, surprised to see you here in person.”

      “And I’m surprised having to summon you instead of Asrak’Vor. Would you mind telling me how he was defeated?”

      “I’m afraid we’ve underestimated our foes. The Ultra Furies are way more formidable than Asrak thought they would be, and just like his brother before him, figuring it out cost him his life. It may not have helped that his main motivation was revenge, in my experience, that tends to cloud a warrior’s mind.”

      “I see. Then perhaps it’s a good thing I came after all. Unless you’re telling me that these Furies are a threat to me?”

      “No one is a threat to you, Spectre Prime. As I’m sure you already know.”

      “And yet I don’t sense even a semblance of fear from you, why’s that?”

      Perhaps because I have more balls than all of you...Combined.

      “There comes a time to a warrior’s life, where you meet death so many times that it no longer scares you. As I’m sure you have as well, Master,” said Ashra accentuating her manners with a polite bow.

      “Is that so? Are you comparing yourself, a warrior from a bloodline without any Prime legacy, as my equal?”

      No, I’m saying that I’m better than you, plain and simple. Perhaps fucking within your own family for eons has softened the bloodlines you seem so proud of. The time for new blood in power is now.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, Prime.”

      “Now, as for the reason I summoned you here.”

      Here we go.

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Since Asrak isn’t present to receive his punishment, I’m afraid it falls onto you. And I’m sure you’ll agree you also share the blame of failure.”

      “Failure, my Master?”

      “Yes, you’ve failed, epically, I might add, your mission to successfully open a doorway between both our dimensions.”

      “With all due respect, I disagree, you’re here, aren’t you? If I hadn’t come up with ingenious ways of repelling the enemy, none of you would have made it through. Obviously, the loss of a few ships is regrettable, but it is, if I may, be better than the alternative.”

      Prime’s eyes flashed red, and his dark red aura expended over the hundreds of alien skulls around and above his head. It was, however, the opposite of a luminous aura, instead of shining outward, it engulfed everything around it in a dark void that seemed to swallow all other light sources. Ashra felt a tremendous amount of power emanating from him.

      Perhaps this won’t be as easy as I thought, but it doesn’t matter, I like challenges.

      “Silence!” screamed Prime. “Because of you, I have less than a tenth of my fleet. What would have happened if my ship had been destroyed? You better explain yourself!?

      Ashra bowed before answering. “We weren’t informed you intended to come along yourself. If we had, another strategy would have been chosen. And even if your ship had been destroyed, we both know that wouldn’t have stopped a God of your caliber from stepping through this dimension and swallowing it whole.”

      Prime stared deep into Ashra’s eyes.

      “I can’t tell if you’re sincere or if you’re masterfully using flattery to try to get out of your sentence.”

      Neither…I do want to kill you, however.

      “I’ve done everything I could to fulfill my mission, Master, but if you think that I deserve a punishment for my efforts, then I accept it gracefully.”

      A panting arachnoid burst from the shadows behind the throne and whispered something into the Prime’s ears.

      Prime’s facial traits darkened more than Ashra had thought possible. He turned to his bodyguard and uttered a two-word order.

      “Kill her!”
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        * * *

      

      “Now I wish I hadn’t left,” said Ryonna.

      On the holo-screen in front of her, her son smiled.

      “It’s okay,” said Ronan. “I spent most of my time sleeping in the regen tank until now.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Pretty good and looking forward to returning home. I hope Droxian High Command will give me a new ship, though.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that.”

      “I did lose my ship, mom, it’s usually a big deal for a captain.”

      “There was nothing you could do, and if the High Command doesn’t see that, I’m sure Chase or Altair will. You’ll get a new command either way.”

      “Perhaps, but I don’t want it to be a favor, and I’d like my performance at my job to be judged by my own kind. Preferably, that is. Then again, I have to admit that getting command of one of the new ships off the Alliance assembly line would be a welcome change.”

      “What’s wrong with good old Droxian ships?”

      “I think you’ve answered your own question, mom. They’re old. To put it bluntly, they’re starting to feel more like flying museums, compared to ships like the Hope or the Helios.”

      “The Alliance has been facing resource issues that prevented them from giving every race the latest ships. Not to mention that High Command, in their usual display of Droxian pride, said they didn’t need any help in building new ships.”

      “I see. Droxian ego at its best.”

      “Exactly. Our leaders need to accept that we’re part of a bigger entity now. I’m afraid that all the pride in the world won’t make our technology fare any better on the battlefield.”

      “Well, I still don’t want any preferential treatment, but if the opportunity arises, I wouldn’t mind captaining a brand new Earth Alliance ship.”

      “And I know you will, if not right away, then in good time.”

      “Somehow, I doubt they’d give the responsibility to someone so young. A captain is, after all, defined by his experience.”

      “As well as courage and gallantry in the face of certain death. Qualities you’ve shown in troves even before being elevated to the rank of captain. It took incredible courage to crash that ship onto a Fury.”

      “Little good came out of that since Miseo survived.”

      “That’s not what matters, you were willing to risk your life to try to bring the enemy down. In fact, it’s probably the reason you were given your first command so soon.”

      “I guess. Did we hear from Chase and Droxia?”

      “I’m afraid not, we haven’t received any updates since I left.”

      “Doesn’t that worry you?”

      “More than you can imagine, but I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do about it. If the enemy went to Droxia, all we can do is hope that Chase will do whatever it takes to save our people.”

      “Like there’s any doubt about that. You know he’ll go above and beyond to try to save our people.”

      “That I know he will, Ronan, I just have a bad feeling about this one.”

      “What kind of bad feeling?”

      “That by the time Chase arrives, there may be nothing left to save.”
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        * * *

      

      Siegfried kept staring at Grunhild, still wondering if part of her was real or if she was a figment of his imagination.

      “It’s time to decide what we’ll do,” said Fenrir. “The Alliance fleet just exited the hyperspace gate. They’ll be here in ten minutes.”

      “How many Droxians have been converted?”

      “Ninety percent of our target. Transporters are working at full capacity, and we should reach ninety-six percent by the time the Earth Alliance fleet gets here.”

      “Any way to get to one hundred percent in that time?”

      “I don’t think so, we’re already pushing every system to their limits. Not to mention we’d have to drop shields to transport the last batch of troops, which we can’t risk.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll decide what we can or cannot risk.”

      “And that’s your prerogative, but many of these Alliance ships are equipped with Damocles Cannons as well, with more than enough ships to take turns and obliterate us one by one. While we are currently outgunned, we know they can’t follow us into hyperspace. I know you’d rather make a stand and not show weakness, just as I know that I don’t have a say in the matter either way. I just think we have what we came for.”

      “Look,” said Siegfried before stopping himself.

      Grunhild joined Siegfried, but Fenrir’s attitude didn’t betray any hints of him detecting her presence.

      He can’t see me, only you can, she whispered in his mind.

      Or I’m going mad.

      “Look what?” asked Fenrir. “Why did you stop mid-sentence? And why are you staring to your side?”

      Clearly, Fenrir couldn’t see her.

      “Never mind that. Please give me a moment to think.”

      “Ooo-kay.”

      So what do you think I should do? asked Siegfried telepathically.

      Fenrir is right, answered Grunhild, and it wouldn’t hurt for him to hear you say that from time to time. You have what you came for, and risking everything in an open conflict with the Alliance is reckless, even for you. Right now, you’re holding all the cards, and the enemy is playing catch-up. But if your ego puts you and the mission at risk, then what? Take it from me, once you’re dead, it’s too late to change your mind.

      Was Siegfried letting his ego and thirst for revenge alter his usual instincts in the matter. Even if she wasn’t real, he needed to listen to her this one time. At the very least, he owed her that much.

      “You’re right, Fenrir, we have what we need. Wait until the last Droxians have been transported back on board, and get us the hell out of this place. Let the Alliance deal with the downfall of what we’ve accomplished here today.”

      Siegfried could tell just by looking in Fenrir’s eyes that his decision surprised him.

      “Very well, I think that’s the right call, obviously,” said Fenrir. “Where to next?”

      “I’ve already uploaded the coordinates into the ship’s computer, when ready, all we need to do is jump.”
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      “You wanted to see me?” asked Ares.

      “Yes,” said Yanis. “I need to run a scan of your energy matrix, see if we can figure out the next clue.”

      “I should have listened to that damn Atlantian and gotten out of his pod when he told me to.”

      “I don’t know, Ares, and we have no way of knowing if he transmitted this data into you near the end of your conversation or the moment you invaded his body.”

      “I suppose that’s right. But it took a while to get him talking.”

      “Perhaps because he was busy encoding his answers on a subatomic level. Not bad for a dying old fart. Wouldn’t you agree? Not to mention that without it, we wouldn’t have found the pentalium.”

      “That’s true, but I just don’t like how it makes me feel when it happens.”

      “That’s why you’re here, to see if we can do something about fixing that. I’ve reworked the Atlantians systems in this facility to try to boost the precision of the scans. If my calculations are correct, we should be able to extract the next clues way before they become painful to you or disturb your energy levels. Of course, the real question is, do you even feel pain? Logic would dictate you’d need nerves for that.”

      “In this particular instance, I do, strangely enough. It’s not similar to the physical pain I endured when Argos cut my limbs before killing me, though…but it’s still something I’d have to call pain, yes.”

      “That’s more of a mental vision than I needed, but, okay.”

      “What do I need to do?” asked Ares.

      “Just sit on that chair over here.”

      The contraption looked like something Jerry-Rigged in a hurry.

      “That doesn’t look like Atlantian technology, at all.”

      “It’s still using their core tech, with some of my modifications.“

      “Crude ones at that.”

      “Ares, do you want me to help you get the data out or not?”

      Ares raised the alien hands apologetically. “Angry much, are we?”

      Yanis chuckled. “Sorry, it’s been a very long day, I guess I’m a little on edge.”

      “Why are you the one on edge is all I’m saying here.”

      “Cause I’m not really sure of what I’m doing will work, and that tends to stress me.”

      “Then shouldn’t I be the one on edge?” asked Ares as he sat down. “Anyway, the sooner we get through this the better. Should we do this without my host?”

      “I’ve isolated your energy matrix the first time I extracted the first message, I don’t think his presence will interfere with the process in any way. But let me run a couple of tests just to make sure.”

      Yanis interacted with his holo-interface for a while.

      “Boy, I can barely detect any mental activity from him, you’re sure he’s not dead?”

      “Yes, I think that’s because he really didn’t want to be awake or retain too much memories from this…experience. At least until it’s time I leave him for good. Taking back his mind this time was instantaneous, and I didn’t feel any resistance.”

      “Maybe you should keep him,” said Yanis with a chuckle.

      “That wouldn’t be right, and you know it. What if it was you I invaded, you wouldn’t want me to keep your body, now would you?”

      “True, but you’ve been able to do a lot more than usual on our last mission. Maybe you can ask him what he thinks of it when we’re done.”

      Ares sighed. “Why don’t we focus on what I came here for?”

      “Right…hang on, I just need to make sure all systems are a…go. Ready when you are.”
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        * * *

      

      I guess they’ve figured out about the missing bodyguards, thought Ashra.

      The last bodyguard stepped from his position next to Prime’s throne and darted toward Ashra without hesitation. He unleashed a series of combos at her, which she dodged with ease. She caught and blocked his last punch toward her and broke his wrist easily.

      He growled as he took two steps back and fired a powerful black fireball at her. She let the attack hit her in the face, but it didn’t budge.

      “That tickled,” said Ashra. “Can I tickle you too?”

      Ashra aimed an open palm at the bodyguard’s chest, and a column of crimson energy burst through it, spewing crisp blood and black flesh on its way out. The bodyguard stood there, with smoke escaping the massive gooey wound as Ashra stepped calmly toward the Spectre and delicately swiped his soul from him with her hand and showed it to Spectre Prime.

      The translucent soul flailed about, trying to return to its body, but Ashra opened her mouth wide and siphoned it whole before licking her upper lip.

      “Traitor!” screamed Prime as he jumped from his throne.

      As he did, the entire room got on their knees.

      “You’ll pay for this. On your knees, Ashra!” he ordered.

      She laughed out loud. “I don’t think so, you fool.”

      The amount of hatred invading Prime’s face was a pure delight for Ashra’s eyes to feast on.

      “Who do you think you are?” he screamed. “You’re nothing!”

      “Nah…he,” said Ashra pointing at the bodyguard’s corpse, “was nothing. And I think it’s time to discuss a change of leadership around here.”

      “You’re as insane as you are stupid,” said Prime. “Attention everyone! Kill that traitor, but leave me her souls. I’ll promote the one who brings her down.”

      The hundreds of arachnoids and Spectres present in the large hall hesitated, looking at each other as if to confirm that they had heard their master’s order well.

      “NOW!!” screamed the Spectre.

      That did it, and everyone rushed toward Ashra like a pack of rabid wolves. Ashra moved faster than any of their eyes could see, and went for the weaklings of the pack first, simply flying through them as if they weren’t here, stealing their souls in one swift move.

      A good hundred arachnoids fell lifeless to the ground almost simultaneously, which made the others of their kind stop short in their tracks. Soon, they fled the altar hall, running away like the insects they truly were. The three-dozen Spectres still present weren’t swayed, and they moved in groups, encircling Ashra.

      Ashra’s feet disconnected from the cold black floor as she levitated, her crimson aura growing stronger with every passing second.

      “You can’t hope to defeat that many Spectres at once with your parlor tricks,” taunted Prime.

      She turned her head to him and smiled. “Watch me.”

      What followed was the most horrifying display of cruelty that anyone in either dimension had ever witnessed. Ashra dismembered, disembodied, impaled, and straight forward decapitated one enemy after another with incredible ease, making sure to grab as many souls as she could in the process, but there were so many enemies to kill in such a short amount of time that she missed a few.

      Moments later, the room was turned into a pile of corpses and limbs. Ashra casually cracked her neck. She was fully unscathed from the battle.

      She turned toward Prime. “About that change in leadership.”

      She threw a Spectre’s head toward Prime, and it rolled until it hit his massive foot.

      “NEVER!” screamed Prime before punching both of his fists together. “I’ll just have to kill you myself.”

      Ashra smiled as she taunted him, gesturing him to come close with two of her fingers.

      “You’re welcome to try, Prime.”
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        * * *

      

      Chris was on the bridge with his father, acting as his first officer.

      “I’m detecting an energy spike,” said Chris. “The enemy is spooling their hyperspace engines.”

      “Can we micro-jump to Droxia?” asked Chase.

      “The chances we actually jump where we’d want to are very low.”

      “Yeah, the last thing we want is to rematerialize inside a planet or a star.”

      “Exactly. As long as our navigational systems are compromised, I’m afraid we can’t take that risk.”

      “ETA to the firing range with the Damocles Cannon?”

      “Two minutes. I don’t think we’ll reach them on time.”

      “But perhaps it’s not the worst of outcomes. At least they’ll be leaving Droxia alone. Can we scan their ships?”

      “Let me check. Holy crap!”

      “What it is, Chris?”

      “There are hundreds of thousands of Droxians on board the Balder and Droxian ships under his control, they’re still transporting more from the surface of the planet.”

      “What? Get me Kvasir on the line.”

      Kvasir appeared on the holo-screen.

      “Kvasir, can you extend the range of the Damocles Cannon? Even if we lose some of it’s efficiency. The tricky bit is that it would need to be done within sixty seconds, max. And before you ask, I don’t care what happens to the ship, short of blowing up, obviously. But you can bypass anything else to achieve a good shot.”

      “I’ll get back to you within the minute.”

      The holo-screen turned off.

      “What are you doing, dad?”

      “We can’t let them go with so many Droxians, we need to stop them.”

      “Yeah, but the Droxians are on board, firing the Damocles Cannon could kill them, how would that be any better?”

      “I’m well aware of that, Chris, but we both know they’re already as good as dead. Can we agree on that?”

      Chris took a second or two to think it over. “Yeah, I guess with what we know, how they manipulated them earlier and turned them against us, but I still don’t think we can justify killing so many of our allies.”

      “Any other day I would agree with you, son, but Siegfried really needs these Droxians. For what nefarious purpose, I don’t know, except that I can pretty much guarantee that we’ll regret it later when we find out. Right now they’re transporting more of them off planet still, simply because they know we can’t risk a jump, and they know we’re out of range. I don’t have to like it, Chris, but the window of opportunity to derail Siegfried’s plan is about to close.”

      “I have no tangible proof besides what my instincts tell me, but I also think Siegfried wanted us to see this. Like he’s taunting us and letting us know he’s not afraid of us.”

      “Since your instincts have been extremely on point lately, I’m inclined to agree with you.”

      Kvasir returned to the holo-screen. “Modifications done, you can fire on the Balder, but at this distance, I’m unsure you can destroy them or even touch them for that matter, we could easily miss them and hit Droxia instead.”

      Chase swore. “Chris?”

      “Under the circumstances, I think you’re right. My instincts tell me we have to take that shot.”

      “Gut feelings aside,” said Kvasir, “I recommend you fire manually with your mental abilities. I’d also like to point out their rate of transport has diminished considerably in the last few seconds, which means they’re about to raise their shield any moment now.”

      Chase closed his eyes, linked with the computer, and targeted the Balder manually. He opened fire with the Hope’s Damocles Cannon.

      The ship rumbled and shook heavily as the column of supercharged yellow plasma shot from the ship’s nose. All lights on the bridge turned off, consoles exploded all around them, and more explosions inside the ship could be felt as the ship rocked heavily.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re firing on us!” exclaimed Fenrir.

      Micro-jump a couple of the Droxian ships to diffuse the blast and protect the Balder, said Grunhild.

      Siegfried flew to a console and entered the commands quickly, bypassing the captains of the ships he selected. The manoeuver would cost him tens of thousands of Droxian slaves, and for just but a fleeting moment, Siegfried regretted not listening to Fenrir and just go a minute earlier.

      The escort ships both micro-jumped in front of the column of plasma. They both exploded as the column of plasma pushed through their hulls, but they diffused enough of the energy from the Damocles Cannon that the Balder’s armor managed to diffuse most of the impact.

      A couple of small explosions appeared on the Balder’s surface, and a couple of decks were exposed to space for a few seconds until the computer automatically raised emergency force fields. But not before the decompression sent many Droxian drones to their deaths, floating away from the ship.

      “Both transporters and weapons are down!!” exclaimed Fenrir.

      Siegfried growled. “Get us the hell out of here, now.”

      “Jumping now.”

      Siegfried’s small fleet jumped away.
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        * * *

      

      Chase and Chris healed the wounded bridge crew from their heavy burns due to the terminals exploding in their faces. The rest of the crew scrambled all around them, trying to extinguish multiple fires.

      “Did we get them?” asked Chris.

      “I don’t know,” said Chase, glancing through the cracking viewport.

      “But we have another problem,” added Chase. “Everyone out of the bridge, NOW!”

      The crew ran out, some of the wounded dragged as best as they could by their crewmates. Soon, Chase and Chris were the only ones left, and the moment the bridge’s blast doors closed, the viewport cracked more.

      “It’s gonna blow before the computer reboots,” said Chris.

      “I know,” said Chase as he created a force field around himself.

      Chris did the same, barely a second before the viewport’s reinforced glass gave in, and the bridge depressurized violently. Equipment all around them was sucked out in space, but both Chris and Chase stood fast, unaffected by the explosive decompression.

      “Let’s just hope this didn’t happen in too many places throughout the ship,” said Chris.

      “Not sure there’s anything we can do about it now, we may have casualties, and I’ll take full responsibility for them.”

      “Either way, go easy on yourself. You took a split-second decision that needed to be taken. Whatever happens, don’t second guess yourself. Sometimes, it’s those types of decisions that make the difference between victory or defeat in wars.”

      Chase knew what his son was doing, and he appreciated it. Still, he hoped his decision, whether it ended up being the right one or not, would not have disastrous consequences.

      The bridge’s lights flickered back on, shining a light on the massive damage all around them. The bridge was nearly entirely destroyed

      “Structural integrity lost on deck one,” said the computer, “activating emergency force field.”

      A blue wave of energy flashed in front of them and acted as a new viewport. Air blew in large quantities from the life support systems as the computer repressurized the bridge.

      “Bridge life support restored,” said a glitchy computer voice.

      Chris and Chase both dropped their personal force field at the same time.

      Chase mentally linked with the computer and hailed engineering.

      “Holo-screen offline,” added the distorted computer voice, “establishing audio connection only.”

      “Everyone alive up there?” asked Kvasir.

      “Yes, we evacuated the bridge in time, Chris and I are fine. We are, however, worried other parts of the ship might have been depressurized, though.”

      “No, only the bridge from what I can tell.”

      Chase released a sigh of relief. “At least there’s that. Did we hit our target?”

      Chris shook his head, which told Chase that he linked with the computer to find the information for himself.

      “I’m afraid the Balder was only marginally damaged before they jumped away,” said Kvasir. “They micro-jumped two of their Droxian ships and sacrificed them to make sure the Damocles Cannon lost enough power for them to survive.”

      “Was there any Droxian on board their ships?”

      “About twenty-five thousand, give or take..”

      Chase momentarily buried his face into his hands.

      “You said it yourself, dad, they were lost anyway,” commented Chris. “If the Balder had been destroyed, the body count would be in the hundreds of thousands.”

      “I concur,” said Kvasir. “Whatever Siegfried needed those Droxians for, at the very least, he won’t have access to all of them for his evil doings.”

      Chase knew both Chris and Kvasir were right, but it didn’t mean that his heart didn’t ache at the knowledge that his actions had extinguished their souls.
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      Chase walked to what was left of engineering. The damage suffered in this section of the ship was even worse than on the bridge.

      “What part of don’t let the ship blow up, didn’t you get?” asked Chase with a smile.

      “To my credit, it didn’t blow up,” countered Kvasir, “though it did suffer more damage than I had initially anticipated. Let’s not forget, I was only given a sixty-second window to implement my solution.”

      “I know, Kvasir, I’m just teasing. In fact, it’s amazing you managed to do this at all.”

      “Well…technically, I kinda cheated.”

      Chase slightly cocked his head to the side. He was intrigued.

      “How so?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve become accustomed to your captaining style by now. While we were traveling through the gate system, I asked myself what crazy thing you may ask me to do in a pinch, and I had some work done in advance, bypassing systems safety to distribute power faster to critical systems, knowing full well the ship would incur massive power relay damage. The sixty seconds was barely enough time for me to put some secondary protocols in place on the relays I knew I couldn’t allow blowing for fear of catastrophic failure.”

      “Cheeky move there, Kvasir, but I’m glad you did.”

      “Are you now? You didn’t seem so sure right after we fired.”

      “I know. But Chris reminded me this is a war, and there will be casualties. No matter what. We couldn’t have won the Fury War without making similar decisions. We’re just trying to do the best we can with the cards we’ve been dealt. Even though I doubt Ryonna will see it that way.”

      “Speaking of Droxians, we really need to beam to the Courage ASAP.”

      “Why?”

      “Our sensor array is mostly fried, as are seventy percent of the relays on board. This ship isn’t moving anytime soon, I’m afraid. I wonder if it’s even worth salvaging now that Ryonna brought back some pentalium.”

      “It’s that bad, huh?”

      “For the Hope, yes. We may be better served salvaging what systems we can and upgrade older ships with the spare parts while we start building ourselves a new ship. With more pentalium, we’ll be able to include better systems from the ground up, including more resilient Asgardian power relays. Something that was never on the table in the past as Asgard simply couldn’t spare it.”

      “Well. I guess something good came out of it.”

      “Yes, but right now, I’m afraid we can’t think about that. I’ve just reviewed the preliminary sensor data from the Courage. Chase, the situation on Droxia is dire. And that is putting it mildly.”

      “What’s happening on Droxia? I thought Siegfried left with the soldiers he needed. Isn’t it over on that front?”

      “Far from over, I’m afraid. He literally poison-pilled the entire planet.”

      “Why don’t I like the sound of that? What did he do?”

      “I’ve managed to help the Courage’s chief engineer to beam a Droxian subject for study into a secure enclave onboard their ships. I think it would be best if we went to visit that fellow.”

      “All right, let’s do that now, then.”

      Kvasir hailed the Courage. “Two to transport to the Courage. Cargo bay six, please.”

      Streaks of blue light engulfed them both, and they appeared in a large cargo bay, similar in design to the Hope’s.

      “What am I looking at?” asked Chase.

      Kvasir turned, and Chase did the same, and when his mind actually registered what he was looking at, his heart felt like it stopped for a moment.

      In a large pod, probably five times the size of a regen tank, floated what seemed to be a Droxian, but he had been so altered with tubes and implants all over his body that Chase barely recognized it as a Droxian if it weren’t for the blue tint of their skins, which was a lot grayer now then it used to be. A massive array of force field generators kept the subject levitating and prevented him from moving.

      “What the hell is this, Kvasir? What am I looking at?”

      “This is what Siegfried did to the Droxians, and it’s still happening on the surface of the planet as we speak. He turned Droxians into some sort of cybernetic drones. Trust me when I say they are vicious and will fire on sight. Unless your name is Siegfried, I would imagine, though, I need to run more tests on him and deeper scans on the surface of the planet.”

      “Are you telling me there are more of these things on the surface of the planet?”

      “Hundreds of thousands and more are being changed with every passing minute.”

      “By the Gods of Olympus, Kvasir. How is this even possible?”

      “I’ve managed to hack into a heavily fortified Droxian military structure and obtain sensor logs. They allowed me to get a clearer picture of what’s happening down there. You’re not going to like this, Chase.”

      Chase grimaced. “Tell me, anyway.”

      “Siegfried got his hands on Gorgars, and they were the ones that developed the self-replicating implants. They infected as many Droxians as they could before we arrived, and I don’t have to tell you how efficient Gorgars are at any given task.

      “But there is more, the rest of the Droxian drones, for the lack of a better term, are now replicating on their own. From what I have managed to piece together from their transmutation once infected, aggressive nanites quickly flood their bloodstreams, and then harvest organic parts as well as whatever non-organic elements in their surroundings to feed them the necessary materials to grow more implants at the atomic level. One of the first implants created during the process is a detachable autonomous drone capable of flight. It runs on a very simple program.”

      “Infect the next victim.”

      “Exactly, and it only takes about thirty minutes or so on average, depending on local conditions, for a new infected subject to create that drone. What’s worse, it seems, is that in overpopulated areas, the entire autonomous system seems to create more than one drone per subject before finishing its own transformation and enhancements via more implants..”

      “This is a nightmare. How long do we have until the entire population is infected?”

      “A day, maybe two.”

      “We have to stop it, Kvasir.”

      “I know we do, but this technology is just not something I fully understand yet, and while this particular subject will help me figure it out, I fear that by the time I do…” Kvasir let the words trail.

      “All of Droxia would have been entirely transformed…Can we beam those uninfected to the fleet?”

      “We’ve started that already, but it’s a slow process, we can’t just beam them willy-nelly as the humans say, or we risk introducing newly infected people into our own population. I don’t have to tell you what would happen then.”

      “Can we also be turned into these things?”

      “I don’t know yet, I just know it’s a chance we can’t afford to take. What if the tech is adaptive?”

      “I’m starting to understand a little better why you’ve put so many safety systems in place to hold that one subject.”

      “It’s even more than it looks like. It’s actually taking a lot of power to keep that one under control. I can’t understate how powerful these Droxian drones become once infected. Part of the system powering this pod is spread on two decks below this level, we didn’t have time to build the necessary power requirements from scratch, and we rerouted power from redundant circuitry.

      “And, so, I’ve instructed every ship to do the same and screen the subjects one-by-one before quarantining them into a secondary location on their respective ships, but Chase, we’re only processing twenty Droxians an hour. And it’s getting harder and longer to find these people with our scanners.”

      “Why’s that? And what can we do to speed up the process?”

      “We need Gorgars ourselves to create larger processing facilities, and fast. I’ve asked the Helios to haul-ass back here and bring us as many as they can. I’ve instructed their engineers on how to redirect power from every single system to boost their hyperspace drive to one hundred forty percent. But they’d better not encounter any enemy ships on the way as my mods have basically turned them into a helpless hyperspace bullet. I know I should have asked you first, but with time against us…For the sake of the Droxian people, I thought it better to give that order quickly.”

      “You were right in doing so. When are they expected to arrive?”

      “In five hours, give or take, hoping my rough mods have been implemented correctly.”

      “What else can we do? Can we slow down the…”

      “Dronification,” said Kvasir. “I know it’s not a word, but at least it’s self-explanatory. I’ve been working on a modification of Asgard transporter tech to boost its efficiency.”

      “What good will it do if the bottleneck is here on our ships and processing the Droxians to make sure they’re implant free?”

      “We’re not using the transporter for that purpose, instead, we’re beaming the infected from one populated area to deserts and other barely livable locations on Droxia.”

      “That’s pretty smart, Kvasir. How is it working?”

      “It’s a stop-gap solution at best. And a temporary one at that. These drones are ten times faster and stronger than a normal Droxian, so they run fast. And when they reach obstacles, they adapt, some of them have grown rocket-like implants allowing them to fly over difficult terrain.”

      “Should Chris and I beam to the surface and try to stop or at least slow them down?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Chase, if a Fury gets infected, imagine what would happen?”

      “We have to do something.”

      “Trust me, short of Yanis currently busy with Ares at the moment, every single engineer in the Alliance is now working on helping solve this problem. We’re having hourly holo-meetings, brainstorming new ideas, and trying to optimize current solutions. In fact, that’s how we came up with the stop-gap of beaming the infected Droxians in the far-away solution.”

      “Spiros?”

      “Yeah, he came up with that idea. And he’s working on the implants at the moment.”

      “What about Cedric?”

      “I tried getting in touch with him, but he’s not answering, considering the urgency, I didn’t insist.”

      “That’s a good call. Any other ideas on to slow down the process? We can’t afford to let the entire Droxian civilization be turned into a warrior slave race. If they ever expanded beyond Droxia, they could become even more dangerous than our other enemies.”

      “I know and that’s exactly why you’re not gonna like the ideas being thrown around in our meetings.”

      “What ideas?”

      “Well…there’s a growing consensus among the engineers that this is a race we can’t win and a risk even greater than Gaia 2 was to us back then. They’re considering, pushing even, toward destroying Droxia while we still can.”

      “Out of the question!” exclaimed Chase.

      “I know, and I feel the same, Chase. And not only because Ryonna is our friend. I’m using the argument that hundreds of thousands of these warriors are on board Siegfried’s fleet already. So destroying Droxia wouldn’t stop the threat anyway, just slow it down. Not to mention it would cut us off from studying the infected, their patterns, their rate of technological advance. It would plunge us into even more darkness, not to mention the ethic optics of all of this.”

      “We can’t destroy their world in the hopes it’s going to buy us some time. If we do, we’re no better than the Spectres or Siegfried.”

      “I agree.”

      “That being said, I’m aware that we do have to figure out a way to slow the process down even more so that you can have enough time to figure out a way to heal these people.”

      “Chase, I need to be honest with you here, from what I’ve learned so far, the implants are so deeply fused into the biological functions of the Droxian anatomy that I’m not sure that’s even an option. Obviously, I’ll try not to rest until we find solutions, but it’s more a race to save as many as we can at this point in time.”

      “Dammit! This can’t be happening!”

      But then Chase remembered something Chris said, and it gave him an idea.

      “What about slowing time? Like what we’ve done for the Time Chamber.”

      “That’s an interesting idea, but how are we going to figure out a way to put an entire planet into temporal quarantine? I don’t see how this is possible with what we know.”

      “That’s because we’ve never asked ourselves the question, perhaps you should discuss this in your next holo-meeting. Maybe someone will figure out something. Or I could…no that would be insane.”

      “What were you about to say, Chase. I’m afraid at this point in time, we can’t afford to dismiss any idea, no matter how far-fetched it sounds.”

      “I can create a black hole nearby. But that would result in the destruction of the system over time.”

      “Then we’ll call that the worst-case scenario, but I think it’s a solution we can’t just dismiss.”

      “Perhaps you can’t, but killing not only Droxians but also entire worlds is not something I’m prepared to take on.”

      “I understand that, Chase, but we need to figure out some sort of solution, and fast.”
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      Ashra and Prime had been fighting for what seemed like hours without anyone really taking the advantage over their adversary.

      “You can’t win,” said Prime.

      “Seems to me,” answered Ashra, “that you can’t either. Except for one little detail.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I haven’t really deployed more than ten percent of my power. I was curious as to how much weaker you are compared to me, and now you’ve answered that question. What a shocker, the mighty Prime is actually nothing more than a weakling.”

      Prime roared. “You insufferable insect! You’re lying!”

      “If that makes you feel better about your own inadequacies, please feel free to keep thinking that way. But as far as I’m concerned: you’re already dead.”

      Prime roared and boosted his light-swallowing aura to the maximum.

      “I am a God!” screamed Prime. “And I will crush you like the bug that you are.”

      Ashra brought her own aura to bear and eclipsed Prime’s by a large factor.

      “This is forty percent of my power, and it will be more than enough for me to shut you up, forever.”

      Before Prime could argue, multiple impacts devastated his armor, but he never saw them coming. From his perspective, Ashra hadn’t moved a finger and still stood where she had been before. The massive impacts on his armor, however, told another story. He felt the internal bleeding inside his own body, which left no space for doubts.

      “You were saying?” gloated Ashra, an evil smirk now permanently drawn on her face.

      Prime unleashed three-dozen fireballs toward Ashra, who still didn’t move. Her eyes shone bright red, and the fireballs stopped in midair and returned toward Prime three times faster, preventing him from dodging them.

      They finished up consuming what was left of his armor and dealt significant damage with a trio of the fireballs even ripping off one of Prime’s arms.

      “By now,” said Ashra, “you must feel this inside your very being, it’s over for you.”

      Hundreds of tiny dark tentacles shot from Prime’s shoulder and quickly reconstructed the missing limb.

      “You can’t kill me.”

      “Oh, yes, I can, and I can read the fear in your eyes. In fact, I can smell the putrid fear from your own pores. It tells me what I already knew. Your reign ends today.”

      “The Spectre council will hunt you down!”

      “Right now, they’re in another dimension where time runs significantly slower, which means it would take years here until they figured out a way to reopen a rift on their own. Which bodes really badly for you as I have no intention of building another super gate. That is, until I’m ready to hunt and kill every one of them as well.”

      “You’re assuming we didn’t have a backup plan.”

      “No, I’m not. If you stepped on one of the motherships to come here, I think it’s more than just an assumption. In fact, it’s simple deduction. If you had another way to get your sorry ass here, you would have used it already.”

      “You think you are so smart.”

      “Not really, no, just smarter than you.”

      “What is it you want?”

      “I’m getting what I want, your death, and in doing so, getting your souls.”

      “Are you aware that it takes a certain physiology for your body and mind to assimilate trillions of souls? It will consume you if you try. So even if you kill me, it will bring you to your knees and will be your end as well. It may be better for us to come to some sort of an arrangement.”

      “And now you’re using lies to try to save your hide. I’m afraid that won’t work.”

      “I’m not lying. If you attempt to assimilate that many souls, it will be your undoing.”

      “I’ll take my chances, thank you for your concern, though.”

      Two dark spikes shot from under Ashra and burst through the floor. They penetrated through her stomach and chest. They continued rising and growing until they enveloped Ashra and started squeezing her.

      “You’re mine now!” said Prime with an evil grin.

      He aimed his palm forward and dozens of more spiky tentacles shot forward from his hand toward Ashra.

      Ashra disintegrated them with lasers firing from her eyes, consuming them faster than Prime was creating new ones. She then flexed every one of her muscles and broke the tentacles that were squeezing her into bits of large smelly flesh. She reached and ripped the remainder of the tentacles inside her stomach and chest and threw them dismissively on the ground.

      Her wounds healed themselves in just a handful of seconds.

      “This has been fun,” said Ashra, “and I thank you for providing me with the distraction, but I have things to do now. So, it’s time to say goodbye.”
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      Yanis was working the terminal holo-controls, keeping an eye on Ares from time to time.

      “I’m feeling something,” said Ares.

      “That’s strange,” said Yanis. “I didn’t expect you to feel anything at this point. I’m only scanning you. I suppose the modifications I’ve made to enhance precision could provide some sort of discomfort, though.”

      “Hopefully, that’s what it is. But I’ll feel better when you’re done finding what you’re looking for. Any luck yet?”

      “The magnifying process is still running, it shouldn’t take much longer. A couple of minutes, maybe.”

      “The sooner the better, I don’t like how I’m feeling at all.”

      “I’m sorry, but it’s probably better we figure out this now rather than living as a walking time bomb.”

      “I suppose. Just hurry, please.”

      Yanis worked his controls, trying to accelerate the process when his terminal short-circuited.

      “What the hell?” he exclaimed. “Ares, you’re all right?”

      Ares jumped out of the chair, screaming and holding his host’s head as his energy matrix ejected from the alien body. The alien ran out of the lab screaming.

      “Uh-oh,” said Yanis. “Ares? Are you all right? Can you hear me?”

      But Ares didn’t answer, his golden energy form fluctuating severely.

      Yanis ran to another terminal and tried to turn it on, but it had short-circuited as well. The lights flickered madly all around as Ryonna darted into the lab.

      “What the hell is going on?” she asked. “All systems in the base are going mad. I was almost ripped in two by a malfunctioning door.”

      “That’s not good,” said Yanis.

      “No shit!” she shouted. “What the hell did you do to Ares?”

      Ares was on the floor, screaming.

      “Help him!” she ordered.

      “I—I don’t know what’s wrong with him, and I’ve lost access to the base’s systems. There—there’s nothing I can do.”

      Ares’s body levitated and electric bolts shot from equipment all around the lab and held him in place. He opened his mouth, which stopped his screams, and a beam shot from it. It projected a holographic map in the room. Triangles popped up on certain planets and systems.

      “What the hell is this?” asked Ryonna

      “The portal network map, I think.”

      “Is that what was inside of Ares? Another map?”

      “I don’t know, I suppose. I don’t even understand how this is even possible.”

      “Never mind that now, we need to turn it off and help Ares.”

      “I think whatever it is, it needs to get out of him. It could explain why it only came to the surface of his matrix slowly because this time it’s just not a set of coordinates, it’s a full map.”

      “What good is a star map to us? Unless we know where to find the Atlantian installations.”

      Red dots started popping up throughout the map.

      “I think we just got an answer to your question”

      “What? If that’s true, tell me you’re recording this?”

      “I can’t, the systems are fri—”

      However, Yanis stopped talking and turned to his own holo-device and was relieved it was still working. He started recording.

      “We’re looking for technologies that can help us fight the Spectres,” said Yanis.

      The holo-map zoomed into a planet at the farthest edge of the map, it pinged and glowed stronger than the other red dots.

      “I don’t understand, why is this thing answering our vocal commands?

      “At this point, it’s just conjecture on my part,” answered Yanis, “but I think whatever was in Ares is a program allowing his matrix to be used as an interface between the data and his body’s ability to manifest it into something we can decrypt. In this case, an interactive holo-map.”

      “What if it’s killing him? Have you thought about that?”

      “Then we may need to ask questions quickly, but I’m drawing a blank here. You?”

      “Just turn the damn thing—”

      But Yanis leaped and muffled Ryonna’s mouth with his hand.

      “Where can we find a blink drive?” said Yanis, remembering Gaia had used that tech to save Earth in the last hours of the Fury War.

      Purple dots popped onto more planets.

      Ryonna bit Yanis’s hand.

      “Hey!” he protested. “You didn’t have to bite me.”

      “I don’t like being muzzled, I’m not a farm animal.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Why are the new points purple. And are you done asking questions?”

      Ares’s energy matrix flickered madly.

      “Because I think,” said Ryonna, “Ares is running out of time.”

      Yanis felt frustrated, on the one hand he had access to exactly what they needed, Atlantian information, which could prove invaluable, but on the other hand, his friend Ares could very well be killed. His mind raced to form the most efficient question he could think of.

      “Show us the Atlantian planets that hold the most advanced technological advancement of their civilization as well as the best resources to use with said technology, then wait 3 seconds and shut down,” said Yanis.

      More planets and systems lit up, and three seconds later, the holo-star map turned off.

      Ares fell to the floor. He wasn’t moving.

      “Ares!” asked Ryonna. “Are you all right?”

      Lights stopped flickering around them, and the holo-terminals shot back to life.

      “Ares?” asked Yanis, timidly.

      Had he just killed his friend in order to get that last bit of information? A massive wave of guilt filled his heart.

      “Ares?” insisted Ryonna. “Please say something!”

      Ares’s energetic form moved slightly. “Would—would the two of…you…please stop screaming?”
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      “Any news?” asked Chase.

      “Your temporal quarantine ideas had babies, it was a good call.”

      “So you have a solution?”

      “A better stop-gap one, at least. But it will cost us.”

      “Cost us how?”

      “Well, the moment the Gorgar arrive, I believe we found a way to create a temporal net using a grid of ships around the planet. That way it’s a non-destructive way of implementing your idea, unlike the use of a black hole, which could devour half the galaxy in these parts, and gods know what other side effects that would bring in the eons to come.”

      “How many ships are we talking about here?”

      “Twenty-six.”

      “What? That’s most of what we have left.”

      “I know, but it won’t work with fewer ships than this, and trust me, we all worked on the math three times.”

      Chase had a hard time digesting the news, they were already outgunned in taking out the Spectres and going after Siegfried; this solution would prevent the Alliance even further from having a significant impact in trying to slow down their enemies. But Chase wasn’t ready to condemn an entire civilization of people.

      “I’m sure you did the best you could. When are the Gorgar arriving?”

      “Any minute now, every ship is preparing their systems ahead of time, trying to spare some precious minutes. Once the Gorgar beam throughout the fleet, it should take another hour to build the necessary tech.”

      “Okay, we’ll have to bring in more Gorgars to create ships at speeds we never before achieved, it’s our only hope, assuming it’s not too late already.”

      “If I’ve learned anything serving by your side, Chase, is that it’s never too late. Where there is hope, there is always a way.”

      “Very well, do what you need to do to help the Droxians, we’ll have to figure out our next steps.”

      “I didn’t want to say anything, seeing how dire our position is, but I think you should board the Helios and go to Alkyon One?”

      “Why?”

      “The way I understand it, the council categorically refused even to consider an alliance with the Furies, even a temporary one. There’s a very good chance they’ll refuse the use of more Gorgars as well.”

      “Politics. That’s all we need.”

      “Altair and Daniel share your sentiment, and I believe they are working hard, implementing a work-around as we speak. Before you came by, Daniel requested that I let you know that he’d like your presence there, whenever you can get away from things here, I briefed them on our predicament.”

      “I see. Then I guess I should start running toward the next fire.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashra smiled, her hand aimed at Spectre Prime.

      “Any last words?” she asked.

      “You’re signing your own death sentence, Ashra,” said Prime.

      “Look at it this way, Prime, if you had it your way, I’d already be dead. You probably woke up this morning thinking you’d rid this dimension of little-ol’-me. I hope you can appreciate the irony.”

      Before Spectre Prime could answer, Ashra unleashed a massive column of red energy from her palm. Upon impact, it consumed Prime’s tissues, muscles, and bones at a rapid pace.

      He screamed as thousands of his souls leaked into the air. Ashra siphoned most of them with her mouth, adjusting the attack’s strength in power to make sure she didn’t waste too many souls.

      The more souls she assimilated, the easier it became to continue the process. It lasted a good ten minutes, and by then, there was little more than black goo atop Prime’s skeleton.

      When no more souls escaped from what was left of him, Ashra stopped firing at the Spectre. The skeleton fell to its knees, and all his bones fractured into thousands of small shards, which then turned to ashes.

      A small pool of bubbling black goo remained where he once stood. She vaporized it with a fireball for good measure.

      She grinned widely. “Thank you, Prime, for my new kingdom.”

      The ship rocked heavily, and Ashra got knocked off balance. She steadied her feet and ran to the throne. She contemplated for a moment until the ship rocked more. She took a seat and looked at the embedded control.

      First, she needed to announce to all the ships that she was back in command. So she sent a holo-recording of her killing Prime on every holo-screen simultaneously.

      “I’m now in command of the fleet. And you shall address me as Spectress Prime.”

      She then hailed the bridge of the mothership.

      A scared arachnoid’s face filled the gigantic holo-screen in the altar room.

      “Report? Why is the mothership rocking? Are we under attack?”

      “We are, Mis—Spectress Prime,” corrected her new officer. “Fury ships have engaged us, and they’ve dealt significant damage to deck thirty-seven to forty-four.”

      That didn’t mean anything for her just yet as she wasn’t aware of the schematics of her new home, but she would use her implant later to figure out what sort of damages the Furies had inflicted on her new toy. She also wasn’t interested in dealing with the Furies right now, she had more pressing issues.

      “Get us out of here, now! We’ll deal with the Furies another day.”

      The Spectre fleet jumped away.
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        * * *

      

      “I never thought I’d have to worry about dying a second time,” said Ares. “But that’s exactly what I experienced.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know this was going to happen,” said Yanis apologetically.

      “Did we at least get what we were looking for?”

      “And then some. You don’t remember anything from the experience?”

      “No, my last memory is of sitting in the chair, then everything after that is just a blur.”

      “Well, I can’t say that I’m all that surprised. You were basically turned into an interactive holo-interface,” said Yanis, unable to hide his excitement.

      “I’m glad you find that fascinating, but Yanis, that was not what I signed up for.”

      “I know,” said Yanis, presenting his hands in an apologetic way. “I’m really, really sorry about that, but we’ve hit the jackpot.”

      “How so?”

      “We now have the location of every Atlantian lab of interest. It will require us to implement multiple teams to check them all out, and this will undoubtedly take some time, but I think we’ll be able to harvest their technologies and make a leap forward ourselves.”

      “Well, if this is what you say it is, then I guess it was worth the trouble.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I guess that explains why the old dying Atlantian had so much trouble speaking. Cheeky bastard.”

      “Yes, I figured that he was using a lot of his own energy to embed all that information in you.”

      “And can we use the data going forward? That is if you find a less painful way to harvest it?”

      “No, but I don’t think it matters, we’ve recorded all the locations to explore. I’m no longer detecting any residual stream of data in your matrix. From now on, we have to hope we got all we needed to discover new technologies. But I’m confident now that we know where to look that we’ll figure out new avenues to enhance our own tech with the Atlantian’s knowledge.”
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      When Chase stepped out of the shuttle and inside Alkyon One, he immediately saw massive changes. There were thousands of people, from various races, working and interacting all around.

      Daniel approached. “Welcome to Alkyon One, the Alliance’s new headquarters.”

      Chase took his friend into his arms and squeezed him hard.

      “It’s good to see you,” said Chase.

      “Likewise, brother.”

      Chase looked around him one more time and waved toward the busy room and corridors.

      “What’s all this?”

      “Well, since it became clear that the council would not cooperate, I proposed to Altair that we do without them.”

      “A coup?”

      “That’s such an ugly word. Look, they’ve done nothing but block us at every turn. And it’s my understanding that right now, more than ever, we can’t afford to have bureaucratic paper-mongers decide what’s best to help win this war.”

      “Wait until they hear what’s going on with Droxia. Especially the Droxian representative on the council.”

      “I’ve been very busy, and while I realize there is a planetary emergency on Droxia, I didn’t have time to get all the details. Kvasir said it was bad, though. But he was in a hurry as well.”

      “You have no idea, Daniel. This could be the biggest thorn in our side, at least short-term. But looking at what you guys have managed to do here, at least it gives me hope. Tell me more about this place.”

      “Well, Alkyon One is now fully armed with the best R&D defense systems, with a few more upgrades to be added soon now that we have a viable and rich source of pentalium. We should be able to upgrade our defense grid to the point where we could repel even a Spectre mothership if we have to.”

      “Let’s hope that day doesn’t come too soon as they have more than one of those out there. We lost the Furies too, which is really bad timing if you ask me. And now eighty percent of the fleet is blocked on Droxia for gods know how long.”

      “I see. I think the new council session, which will happen shortly, should be open to our ideas on how to allow us to move forward and rebuild our forces. Altair did an incredible job getting open-minded ambassadors on board. They are people who understand how close we came to extinction during the Fury War, and they’re not about to look at their own petty agendas going forward. They were all handpicked for their understanding that the multiple threats we currently face makes the Fury War child’s play in comparison.”

      “If they do indeed understand that, then maybe we stand a chance. Albeit a small one.”

      “There’s more, they want a supreme leader to speak for the entire restructured Alliance. That person wouldn’t be an emperor per se but would guide the Alliance through difficult times with executive powers of decision.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a return to an empire model? Rather than democracy. Daniel, it wasn’t so long ago you and I were fighting on board the Destiny to prevent just that from happening on a large scale.”

      “We’ve structured it in a way that the new council will vote on pretty much everything, but the person in charge can overrule the council if it’s needed and during those times where we waste time through committee. Altair and I agree that’s the only way we can act fast enough in these troubled times. With more enemies popping up than we can count, if we’re taking days or even weeks to argue on every decision, it’s not the Spectres or the Guards that will be the end of us. It will be the politics.”

      “I do have to admit that the current system is flawed. Still, we’re walking into dangerous territory, setting a rather major precedent.”

      “Altair feared that as well, but I think we can all agree that there is one person who can take on this role.”

      “I’m surprised he accepted the position, seeing as he was the one who didn’t want the Alliance to be run as an empire in the first place.”

      “He’s not going to take the position. In fact, he doesn’t even want to hear about it. But he’s agreed on the candidate.”

      “Then who would be crazy enough to take on such a massive responsibility and willingly?”

      “I’m so glad you phrased it that way, Chase,” said Daniel with a playful smile.

      “No…you’ve got to be shitting me!”
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      Thor watched with a heavy heart as the late-night ceremony was about to begin.

      Even under the state of heavy destruction all around the planet, as well as the damage inflicted upon Asgard Prime, his people had come through to honor Loki’s heroic death.

      Thor’s brother may have had his faults, but Thor had had a while to process both part of his grief as well as the resentment he felt when the Asgardian spirits confirmed to him what he had learned from the female Guard.

      Poseidon came and stayed behind on the last standing tower of the palace.

      “You can come closer?” said Thor.

      “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to offend an entire planet.”

      “And I allow who I want on the King’s balcony. Not to mention I could use your presence and friendship right now.”

      Poseidon walked from the shadows and stepped next to Thor.

      The millions of souls below and throughout the city clapped and cheered when they saw Poseidon.

      “See. They already know the face of the Olympian who saved their lives, you’re as much a hero as Loki and me here, and your name will be remembered for eons to come.”

      “Not exactly why I did it, but I have to admit it feels good to receive such an ovation.”

      “You deserve it.”

      Thor turned to face Poseidon and stared deeply into his eyes.

      “I may have lost a brother,” said Thor. “But today, I also feel like I’ve gained one.”

      Thor and Poseidon locked their forearms together, and the ovation grew.

      “I am honored by your words, Thor. I think you know already that I feel that same way about you.”

      “I do. Thank you again for saving my life, and my world.”

      “We did that together.”

      “Perhaps, but without you, it never would have happened. Asgard will never forget that. I’ll never forget that.”

      Poseidon tapped both their interlocked forearms with his bionic arm and nodded solemnly.

      “It’s about to begin,” said Thor. “Let’s give Loki the farewell he deserves.”

      They both turned their attention forward. Large spotlights aimed their beams on a holographic river passing by the tower, on it traveled Loki’s body inside a wooden barge with intricate hand-carved runes on eons-old barks of premium wood.

      Loki’s eyes were closed and both his hands rested on his chest as the barge reached the top of the holographic river, plunging into a magnificent holo-waterfall, all the way down toward the city levels. But the barge continued its path forward, flying in the sky.

      Poseidon put a hand on his newfound brother Thor with affection. Thor, in turn, put his palm on his friend’s hand.

      The barge continued advancing in the sky, floating gracefully for all to see below, as well as retransmitted via subspace for those Asgardians who couldn’t be present for the ceremony.

      “Come forward,” said Thor, his voice amplified throughout all of Asgard. Light steps could be heard at their backs as Artemis stepped and took place next to Thor, on the opposite side of where Poseidon stood.

      The public below gave her a similar standing ovation until Thor lifted his hand to request the silence needed for the next part of the funeral. He turned his gaze toward Artemis, smiled at her, and gave her a nod.

      Artemis brought her golden energy bow into life and aimed toward the barge with a golden flaming arrow. There was now absolute silence throughout the entire planet while Artemis took her shot.

      The energetic arrow hit the side of the barge and started the funeral fire. As the barge burned, millions upon millions of thin rays of light shot from the city below and upward, sending Loki’s ashes flying toward the heavens in a ballet of multi-colored lights.

      Soon, Loki and the barge were no more, and he was one with the stars.

      The funeral concluded in a beautiful and massive fireworks display that recounted Loki’s deeds until his ultimate demise. The fireworks ended with a long and magnificent final bouquet of green and gold colors that took the shape of Loki’s smiling effigy.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel was showing Chase around the station when he received an alert from the command and control officer in charge.

      “Captain to the bridge, we have approaching ships.”

      “Oh, man,” said Daniel, “I didn’t expect to have visitors today, you?”

      Chase shook his head in response.

      Daniel activated his comms. “Two to beam directly to C&C (command and control).”

      Streaks of blue light engulfed Chase and Daniel, and they stood in the newly finished command center for the entire station. It looked like nothing Chase remembered.

      Daniel walked to the center of the room. “Report?”

      “We’re detecting hyperspace windows.”

      “That’s peculiar,” said Chase, “since our navigational systems are currently disabled.”

      “Unless it’s Asgardians…or Spectres,” said Daniel. “Are we waiting for any Asgardian ships?” he asked his communications officer.

      “Not for hours,” said the young female officer.

      “That doesn’t bode well, does it?” said Chase.

      “Yellow alert, raise shields, ready all weapons,” said Daniel. “Scramble all StarFury pilots as well.”

      “Raising shields, weapons charged,” answered the C&C tactical officer. “Five ships on approach, they’re signatures match Fury destroyers. The lead ship is hailing us.”

      “On screen,” said both Daniel and Chase.

      “Sorry,” added Chase, “force of habit.”

      “That’s all right,” said Daniel, “don’t worry about it.”

      The holo-screen filled with a familiar face.

      “Hello, I hope we haven’t startled you,” said Nyx. “Oh, you’re here Chase, good, that’s an unexpected surprise.”

      “Are we to assume your intentions are peaceful,” asked Daniel.

      “Yes, Daniel, you can stop targeting our ships. In fact, if you check your instruments, you’ll see we haven’t powered neither our weapons nor our shields.”

      Daniel quickly glanced at his tactical officer, who nodded back to him.

      “Stand down, yellow alert,” said Daniel.

      “Nyx,” said Chase. “How did you manage to jump here? I thought the Fury ships were also affected by whatever prevents us from going into hyperspace.”

      “They were until we located the source of the disruption and took it out.”

      “What? Are you telling me?”

      “Yes, Chase, as of two hours ago, your ships can now resume jumping normally.”

      “Are we certain the technology is fully destroyed?” asked Daniel.

      “It’s history, I can guarantee it. In fact, I supervised the mission to take it out myself. Our fleet engaged with the Spectre mothership that was responsible for the jamming. We took out their installation, and shortly after we did, they decided to run.”

      “The Spectres ran from a fight?” asked Chase. “That doesn’t sound like them.”

      “That’s because they had other things on their minds.”

      “Such as?” asked Daniel.

      “As we made our way through the ship with my team, locating our target,” said Nyx, “my team had to split up into two groups. The first one went to locate and tag the technology we came to destroy, but we had to make sure we sabotaged their shields so that when the fleet attacked, they’d have a clear path at the installation. Meanwhile, a second group was to secure the area, and one of our Furies witnessed something I think you’ll find of interest.”

      “And what would that be?” asked Chase.

      “This mothership was under the command of Spectre Prime himself.”

      “Was?”

      “Yes, Spectre Prime has been killed by the one called Ashra. She’s now in command of the Spectres.”

      Chase’s blood flash froze upon hearing Nyx’s revelations.
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        * * *

      

      Spiros was sleeping when an incoming transmission blared through the speakers and ripped him from a pleasant dream.

      He shook his head to speed up the waking process and looked at his holo-clock. It was five in the morning. Who would bother him at such an ungodly hour?

      “All right, all right,” exclaimed Spiros, highly frustrated. “What is it?” he said as he activated the audio channel.

      “Hey, Spiros,” said Cedric.

      “Are you out of your damn mind? Why would you call me so late, Cedric? The one time I actually managed to find some sleep, you had to pick that night.”

      “I’m so sorry, Spiros, then again, since you said you were hardly sleeping, I didn’t think the odds of waking you up were all that high. I apologize.”

      Fair enough, I guess.

      “That’s okay. What is it I can do for you, Cedric?”

      “I think you better come down to the lab, there’s someone who really wants to see you.”

      “At this hour? Who is it?”

      “It’s probably best if you come and see for yourself. Trust me on this one, my friend.”

      Spiros sighed. “Very well…give me five minutes to get dressed; I’ll be right there. Spiros out.”

      Spiros got out of bed as best he could, even though he wanted nothing more than to go back under the covers and sleep some more. He dressed quickly, grabbed a triple shot of strong coffee from the synthesizer, and walked to the lab. He probably could have beamed in, but he decided the short walk would allow him to drink his coffee, which he hoped would help his mind to wake up fully.

      When he stepped into the lab, he dropped his coffee cup, which broke upon impact. He first thought he had a vision. He rubbed his eyes a couple of times, but there she still stood, smiling at him.

      “Hello, Spiros,” said Gaia.

      His heart filled with warmth, but his mind had trouble computing what his eyes were showing him. As he held his head with both hands, he turned to Cedric.

      “Cedric! What the hell did you just do?”
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