
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      FIREBORN

      



    




UNIVERSE IN FLAMES BOOK 15 (DARK LEGACY EP. 5)

    

    




      
        CHRISTIAN KALLIAS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Copyright

      

      
        Also by Christian Kallias

      

      
        Dramatis Personæ

      

      
        Previously on Universe in Flames - Dark Legacy

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Christian Kallias

      

      
        Get a Free UiF Story: Descent

      

      
        Thanks to all my patrons

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cover artwork by Christian Kallias - kallias.com

      
        	christian@kallias.com

        	www.christiankallias.com

        	www.patreon.com/ChristianKallias

        	www.facebook.com/ChristianKallias

        	www.twitter.com/kalliasx

      

      

      Production Editor & Alpha/ARC Team Lead

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez (myeditcheck.com)

      

      

      Editors

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez (myeditcheck.com)

      

      Proofreaders

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez (myeditcheck.com)

        	Special thanks to ARC members Mark Charlton, Eugenia K. & Stephen Barrow.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COPYRIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Copyright © 2021 by Christian Kallias

      

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      First Printing of original book, 2021

      

      Version 1.21

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY CHRISTIAN KALLIAS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Universe in Flames All Books]
          
        

      

      
        
        —== Access All my Books Here ==—

        christiankallias.com

      

      

      
        
        The Universe in Flames Series

      

      

      
        	Book 1: Earth - Last Sanctuary (Definitive Edition)

        	Book 1.5: Ryonna's Wrath (Novella)

        	Book 2: Fury to the Stars

        	Book 3: Destination Oblivion

        	Book 4: The Beginning of the End

        	Book 5: Rise of the Ultra Fury

        	Book 6: Shadows of Olympus

        	Book 7: Armageddon Unleashed

        	Book 8: Twilight of the Gods

        	Book 9: Requiem of Souls

        	Book 10: To End All Wars (Final Chapter)

        	Book 11: Nemesis

        	Book 12: Unleashed

        	Book 13: Reckoning

        	Book 14: Dominion

        	Book 15: Fireborn (this book)

        	Book 16: Atlantis

        	Book 17: Asunder

        	Books 1-13 also available in trilogies format.

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Universe In Flames - Origins

      

      

      
        	Episode 1: Course Correction

        	Episode 2: Damocles Fall

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Far Beyond Series

      

      

      
        	Book 0: Across the Galactic Pond

        	Book 1: Fire At Will

        	Book 2: Make it So!

        	Book 3: Battlestations

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Rewind Series

      

      

      
        	Book 0: Out of Time (Collateral Damage anthology)

        	Book 1: Freedom’s End

        	Book 2: Pandemonium

        	Book 3: Nightfall

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        	Galactic Tales (10 Epic Stories from Earth & Beyond)

      

      Sign up for my newsletter to keep up to date with new releases and promotions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DRAMATIS PERSONÆ

          

        

      

    

    
      Earth Alliance

      
        	Admiral Chase Athanatos – Earth Alliance Fury Olympian hybrid - Hero of the Fury War

        	Captain Sarah Kepler Athanatos – Earth Human with Fury powers (body-snatched by Ashra’Lur )

        	Chris Athanatos – Fury Human hybrid

        	Emperor Altair – Head of the Earth Alliance (formerly Obsidian Empire Emperor)

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

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

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

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

        	Ryonna Isch’ys – Droxian Ambassador (formerly a fugitive Droxian smuggler)
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        	Tar’Lock – EAD Helios’s First Officer - Gorgar (Insectoid and formerly a Hellstar prisoner)

        	Cedric - Human engineer

        	Gaia - Artificial Intelligence inside a human clone body

      

      

      Olympians

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

        	Poseidon - known to the humans as the god of the seas

        	Artemis - known to the humans as the goddess of the hunt

        	Zeus - Former Leader of Olympus (deceased, now overseeing the Underworld)

        	Aphroditis - known to the humans as the goddess of love (pronounced afro-di-ti, the s is silent)

      

      

      Spectres

      
        	Ahsra’Lur – Female Spectre Leader

        	Parak’Mi - Male Spectre Elite Warrior

      

      

      Furies

      
        	Nyx – Fury Warrior

        	Menelas - Fury Warrior (Chase and Argos’s father)

        	Oryn - Fury Olympian Hybrid (Zeus’ Daughter)

        	Kharon Athanatos - Fury/Human/Olympian Hybrid (Chase’s daughter)

      

      

      Asgardians

      
        	Thor – King of Asgard, Fleet Commander & son of Odin (former King of Asgard / deceased)

        	Kvasir – Asgardian scientist

        	Loki - Thor’s brother (deceased)

        	Siegfried - Divine Asgardian Guard

        	Fenrir - Divine Asgardian Guard
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            PREVIOUSLY ON UNIVERSE IN FLAMES - DARK LEGACY

          

        

      

    

    
      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 Furies home world, Erevos, wasn’t destroyed at the end of the first Fury War and was instead trapped in an alternate dimension where time advanced slower than in their original dimension (the same dimension where Earth resides). Upon their return in this dimension ten thousand years later, the Furies waged a terrible war against the Earth Alliance and the rest of the universe in an effort to cleanse the galaxy of the races that once defied and locked them into their temporal prison. Chase Athanatos (a Fury Olympian hybrid), along with his friends and loved ones, fought the Furies at every turn and eventually won the war. But that victory came 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 Furies campaign behind the scenes: The Spectres. Eventually, 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.
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        * * *

      

      BOOK 14: Dominion

      

      The Guards are on the offensive and attack Asgard, their home world planet. Loki finds himself on his own to protect his world from the mighty Guard Grunhild, whose mental powers are off the charts. It will take all of Loki’s might to hold off the attack until Thor can return with what’s left of his fleet to save the planet.

      Meanwhile, Ashra’Lur discovers that there are forces within her own ranks trying to work against her, and it forces her into a corner at the same time as Chase’s daughter Kharon tries to destroy her from within her womb. Ashra is forced to have the Athanatos baby forcibly removed so she can focus her attention of thwarting the plot against her life. She goes onto the offensive and and decides to hunt Spectre Prime himself.

      Loki ends up sacrificing his life to save Asgard but manages to delay the attacking fleet long enough for Thor and Poseidon to come and defeat Grunhild. In orbit, a large space battle rages, and thanks to the help of the Dragonmen of Kyria and the rest of the Earth Alliance fleet, they manage to repel the Guards from Asgard’s orbit.

      In the unknown regions, Ares, Ryonna, and the rest of the team manage to find a reliable source of pentalium, which both the Alliance and the Asgardians desperately need to build new ships and equip older Earth Alliance destroyers with faster hyperspace engines based on Asgardian technology.

      The two remaining Guards, Siegfried and Fenrir, go on a daring mission to infect Droxia with a cybernetic plague that turns its population into suggestible cyber-warrior forces. The Earth Alliance manages to put the Guards on the run but not before filling their ships with thousands of converted Droxian. In the meantime, the rest of the plague takes its course on the surface of Droxia, forcing Chase and the Alliance to put the entire world into a temporal quarantine, slowing the flow of time on the surface while they work on finding a way to cure the planet’s population.

      Ashra engages with and defeats Spectre Prime himself after eradicating his personal guards one by one and becomes the strongest being in the universe, but as they fight, Spectre Prime informs her that she’s going too far and there will be dire consequences for assimilating so many powerful souls at once, which could lead to her undoing. In a desperate attempt to save his hide, he proposes to instead ally their forces for the greater good of the Spectres, but Ashra refuses and executes him in cold blood. In the process, she assimilates the millions of souls he once possessed.

      Ares suffers an energetic breakdown after being exposed to Atlantian technology and temporarily acts as a data conduit and interactive map that eventually leads to discovering new portals addresses in the unknown regions for the Alliance to explore. At last, the promise of finding ancient and forgotten Atlantian technology might be within the Alliance’s reach.

      During Chase’s absence, Daniel and Altair made a move on the Earth Alliance council and removed them from power in a move designed to catapult Chase as the head of the Alliance, a decision in which he strongly disagrees. But with the fleet so diminished, Daniel justifies his actions by telling Chase that he felt he had no choice in order to cement their already frail alliance with the remainder of the Fury forces.

      Thor returns to Asgard to give Loki the hero’s funeral his brother deserves with the help of the warriors (Poseidon & Artemis) who helped him defeat Grunhild.

      Spiros is woken in the middle of the night by Cedric and summoned to the research lab. There he discovers that Cedric did the unthinkable and restored Gaia’s backup into a new clone body.

       

      And now the continuation...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aren’t you happy to see me, Spiros?” asked Gaia, with a frown.

      Spiros still couldn’t believe his eyes, and at the same time, he couldn’t forget what Gaia had told him just before dying. She had been unequivocally clear about it too. Obviously, the backup version Cedric must have found in Spiros’s lab had not experienced her thoughts, so she wasn’t aware of them.

      “Of course, I am,” said Spiros, his voice trembling.

      “Well, you sure have a funny way of showing it.”

      Spiros sighed but timidly walked toward her.

      She ran the rest of the way and propelled herself into his arms. It filled his heart with warmth, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t supposed to be.

      “Look,” said Spiros, delicately pushing her back with as much tact as possible. “I don’t know how to say this to you.”

      “You can tell me anything, you know that.”

      “I’m not so sure you’ll feel the same way once you hear what I have to say.”

      She looked deep into his eyes.

      “I can tell from your eyes that it’s serious, and maybe you’re right, but you have to tell me the truth, no matter what.”

      “Very well. You don’t understand this; in fact, you can’t since you’ve been restored from an earlier backup that hasn’t been through the last days of the Fury War, but you made me swear never to bring you back under any circumstances.”

      Gaia turned her head and shot daggers at Cedric. “Is this true?”

      “Well…” said Cedric. “Kinda, but—”

      She didn’t let him finish. “There’s no but, Cedric! If I had requested not to be brought back, you had no right to circumvent what I can only surmise was my dying wish,” she turned her attention back to Spiros. “Right?”

      Spiros nodded. “Yes, and as hard as it was for me to hear it back then, these were indeed your dying wishes.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Cedric.

      Gaia extended a palm toward him. “I don’t want to hear it, just please leave, I’ll deal with you later.”

      Cedric left the lab, his head hanging low.

      “I take it we won the Fury War, then?” asked Gaia. “Or we wouldn’t be here. How long has it been?”

      “Don’t you have access to every digital system and know that already?”

      “No, for some reason, I’m not networked. My internal clock is the one from my last backup. So I have no idea what the current date is.”

      Cedric must have made sure not to network her as a security measure. If Spiros had cracked and brought her back himself, a scenario he had played out thousands of times inside his head, he would have taken the same precaution.

      “It’s been well over a year now since we defeated the Fury, and you sacrificed yourself to save planet Earth at the eleventh hour. Without you, it would have fallen, and nearly eight billion souls would have perished.”

      “So… we’re at peace now?”

      “I wish I could say yes. But as a matter of fact, nothing could be farther from the truth.”

      “What’s going on? What happened?”

      “In a nutshell, and please bear with me as this will be a little bit of a shock. The Spectres have now decided to invade this dimension, and they’re led by Sarah. Meanwhile, some genetically enhanced super-freak Asgardian soldiers have also been unleashed, and if that weren’t enough bad news, Droxia has been attacked again, and their population is being transformed into warmongering cybernetic drones as we speak. Kvasir is doing his best to try to save as many as humanly possible.”

      Gaia’s face changed completely, and whatever happiness that could be read on her face a minute ago was now replaced by profound sorrow.

      She sighed.

      “When Cedric restored me into this clone body, I was happy. The only thought in my mind was to see you. Obviously, that part hasn’t changed, but knowing all of this now, a larger part of me wished Cedric hadn’t done it.”

      “I can empathize with how you feel, and for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I never expected this to happen. Cedric didn’t even talk to me about it, and I had been focused on helping the Alliance with the Droxian crisis, so he must have taken it upon himself to restore you while I was distracted.

      “I have wished and daydreamed that you’d come back to me every single day since you died… in fact, every hour and every minute since you’ve been gone, but since I had given you my word, there was no way I was going to break that promise, no matter how much I longed to hold you in my arms.”

      Gaia’s eyes filled with tears, she put her warm hands on his cheeks and kissed him.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me get this straight,” said Chase. “You guys decided I should be the authority for the entire Alliance without even asking me?”

      “I know,” said Daniel defensively, “and Altair anticipated that you wouldn’t be happy about it. But deep down, I’m sure you know it’s the right thing to do, today more than ever. Every time a major decision needed to be made during the last push of the Fury War, either you or Altair took it, whether or not everyone agreed back then. Heck, the same thing happened with the commodore when he was still among us. Am I right?”

      “I suppose so, but there’s a reason I didn’t want to keep my rank, so you can imagine how I feel about being catapulted to the emperor position.”

      “We won’t call it that.”

      “Don’t try to distract me with semantics, Daniel, you know that won’t work.”

      “Yeah, I guess that it is sort of an emperor position, no matter what we call it.”

      “Your damn right it is! What about the council? What will happen to them?”

      “Well, how do I put this…”

      “Straight up and quick would be a good start.”

      “Right. For the time being, they’ve been put in isolation until we decide what to do with them.”

      “They’re prisoners? Have the two of you lost your marbles while I was away?”

      “Granted, that wasn’t our finest idea, and rest assured, we’ll release them, we just need to explain to them that they’ve lost their power over making decisions for the Alliance.”

      “So it is a coup… One made under my name, but without my knowledge, let alone my consent. Which, by the way, I would never have given,” said Chase, making fists before continuing. “I must admit I’m truly disappointed with the both of you, not only for plotting this but even more so for moving forward with such reckless power play. What the hell were you both thinking?”

      “Don’t be mad at Altair. In fact, he echoed every single concern you just voiced.”

      “And yet you did it anyway. Perhaps you should run the Alliance, then? How would you like that?”

      “Don’t be daft,” said Daniel, his eyes looking up for a moment. He chuckled. “No, that would be a terrible idea. I can barely run this station, as I keep firing my chief engineers.”

      “You do see the irony in the situation, don’t you? Seeing as this was all your idea in the first place.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, and please don’t be mad. Look at it this way, I took a chance, based on my gut feeling that the Furies would turn around and that when they did, we’d need to ally ourselves with them. We both know that would never have been given a green light by the council. Just like we know how paramount it is that this alliance needs to happen. We don’t even have a fleet anymore.”

      “Let me ask you this. What if they hadn’t returned? Or worse yet, if they had straight up attacked us? What if they’re scheming this very moment anyway and this temporary alliance is just a ploy to have us lower our guard? What then, Daniel, huh?”

      Daniel swallowed hard. “All right, I can see you’re mad, and you have every right to be. It’s a lot to take in, with fires raging throughout multiple galaxies, so you’re on edge,” Daniel’s voice got a little squeaky. “That’s understandable. Why don’t we adjourn for now and perhaps revisit all of this later, when cooler heads prevail?”

      Chase sighed heavily. But he had to admit that he had other things on his mind than the politics of it all right now. Even though it seemed that he would have to deal with said politics more heavily going forward.

      “All right, but I stand by what I said, I’m very disappointed by all this.”

      “And you have every right to be, seeing as you’re the boss of everything now, if you want my resignation, you can have it.”

      Chase saw what Daniel was doing, and he also knew him better than anyone else. He was trying to diffuse the tension. Though, he did not doubt that if he indeed requested his best friend’s resignation, he would get it. Daniel wasn’t the sort of man to bluff in moments like these. Well, actually, he was, but he would go through and accept the consequences like a man at the very least.

      “I have half a mind to ask for it, Daniel. But no, for the time being, there have been enough brutal changes in the last few days as it is. That doesn’t mean there won’t come a time when all of us will have to face the consequences of what you’ve initiated here. Not to mention a proper ass-kicking.”

      “You’d probably catapult me to another galaxy if that ever happened.”

      They both stared at each other for a second before laughing out loud, which made Chase realize how much he had needed it right now.

      Daniel wiped some tears from his eyes. “On a more serious note, I’ve told Altair what I’m about to tell you: I’m ready to face the music, I was fully aware of that going in.”

      “Well, at least one of us is.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s really good news, Yanis,” said Chris over his wrist holo-device.

      “It sure is, but we need to talk about the portal system.”

      “What about it?”

      “The amount of data we got from Ares just confirmed something we had already suspected. We need more than one portal team if we are to get access to new techs in a timely fashion. And we’ll need someone to run the whole operation, too.”

      “I don’t know how I feel about letting anyone else step through the portal system, though. I gave the Atlantian AI my word that I would vet every single person allowed to step through. And there’s no way I can return to the unknown regions at a time like this.”

      Menelas walked next to Yanis, moving into the holo-cam field of view for Chris to see.

      “Hey, grandpa.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to being called that,” said Menelas.

      “Sorry,” said Chris, smiling.

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about, Chris, it’s just it makes me feel... old, that’s all. Don’t worry about it. However, I have an idea about all of this.”

      “You do? I’m listening.”

      “What if you transferred to me the responsibility of the vetting process. I’ll go on the assumption that you trust me, after all, we’re family.”

      Chris thought about it, and while Menelas had a good point, Chris had given his word, and he didn’t like to break it on a technicality. On the other hand, the Alliance was at its weakest state ever, with multiple threats growing, now was not the time to reject compromises when they made sense.

      “Okay, I think I can live with that, but I still want to see and validate any team member’s file before they step through the portal. I’ll just have to do that from this side of the universe. Deal?”

      “I can live with that,” said Menelas.

      “Me too. In fact, I think it’s a very good idea, as you’re very intuitive, I’m sure you’ll spot any member that you think needs a more thorough background check.”

      “Sounds good,” said Menelas.

      “I guess you should start assembling teams, then.”

      “We still need someone to run the whole operation,” said Menelas. “Someone from the military would make sense. Ideally, someone who can make quick life or death decisions. After all, Diaspira is still out there, and we need to deal with her. Though, between you and me, the next time I meet her will probably be the last.”

      “Right, for that reason alone, I think you need to lead the main team.”

      “Just to make one thing clear,” said Menelas, “I wasn’t volunteering myself for this position, I’d rather fight a space hydra with both my hands tied behind my back than push papers or be responsible for running such an operation.”

      Chris failed to silence a chuckle at the resulting mental image.

      “That’s not funny!” complained Menelas.

      “You have to admit that it kind of is. But more seriously, I think I know who we could ask, but I need to talk with…” Chris hesitated, “this person first.”

      “Fair enough.”
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      “What?!” exclaimed Chase. “You’ve got to be shitting me!”

      “I know how you feel, Chase,” said Spiros.

      “I don’t think you do. In the last five hours alone, I’ve been catapulted to the head of the Alliance without my knowledge, never mind my consent, and now you’re telling me that Gaia, who we swore we would never bring back, is living and breathing in a new clone body? I don’t think you have any idea how I feel.”

      “With all due respect, Chase, I think you seem to forget what she means to me. Not to mention that, like everything that has happened to you, I also didn’t have any say in this either.”

      Chase tried to calm down by taking long, drawn-out breaths. Spiros was correct, even though Chase empathized with how he felt, in the heat of the moment, he hadn’t considered his friend’s romantic feelings in the matter.

      And since there was no one better suited than Spiros to know how Chase felt about Sarah’s absence, since she had been transformed into their mortal enemy, the situation they both faced shared a lot of similarities.

      Chase was now engaged in a war with the woman he loved, even though that thing wasn’t Sarah, her body having been possessed by a Spectre. Killing Ashra could mean killing the real Sarah in the process. Meanwhile, Chase had to concede that Spiros had already been in that position, with Gaia 2 having brutally executed him.

      On days like these, Chase wished he had never enrolled into the Star Alliance and instead had kept farming Kronala root with his adoptive parents.

      “Chase?” asked Spiros after a while. “Are you still there?”

      “I am. Sorry, old friend. I suppose I’ve been insensitive toward you on this one.”

      “Look, I get it. It’s a surprise and one more emergency to address. I know full well that right now it’s the last thing we needed to deal with, but I’m afraid we don’t have a choice in the matter.”

      “What does Gaia think of the situation?”

      “That we should proceed how we deem best, and she insisted that I talk to you on the double. She won’t stay alive one more minute unless you’re okay with it. Her exact words, in fact.”

      Chase could sense some sadness from Spiros.

      “I see... What are your thoughts on the matter?”

      “Look, Chase, I won’t lie. I dreamt of this moment every minute since she’s been gone, but I would never have acted on it. As for Cedric, I think he just tried being a good friend and in no way meant to do any harm. But now that she’s here, I don’t think I could pull the plug. If we arrive at the conclusion that she can’t be allowed to live, I don’t want anything to do about it, and I’m not sure I can even live through losing her again. I’m not trying to blackmail you or influence your decision in any way, but losing her was the most difficult experience of my entire life. I don’t think I can go through it again.”

      And while he knew these emotions shouldn’t enter into the decision-making, not with the risk of unleashing another life-ending threat to an already unstable universe, Chase couldn’t help but feel empathy toward Spiros and Gaia. After all, his friend was simply echoing how he felt about Sarah, and Chase would move mountains or travel to the end of the universe to try to save her.

      “I fear I’m not the right person to make this decision. However, you’ve been thrown into a situation you haven’t asked for, and now, emotions aside, we need to deal with it. As for why you still had a backup of Gaia, that part of it I may hold you accountable for.”

      “I know, and I’m really sorry I kept it. From time to time, I would just look at her code when I missed her presence too much. But you have to believe me, I never brought her online, and I would never have.”

      Chase thought that was both romantic and creepy but in a geeky way.

      “I can empathize with how you felt. As for whether or not you would have done it, it doesn’t matter now. She’s here, and well, we might as well use her help in a time where let’s face it, we need all the allies we can get. I’m more worried that her long-term fate will have to be subject to a bigger panel of decision-makers, and most likely, through a vote. I can’t make that decision on my own, even though I was given exactly that power hours ago. This is the type of decision that can affect every living being in this dimension, and I don’t want it to be resting on my shoulders alone. Not to mention this one hits too close to home on a personal level. I don’t think I could be impartial in any way.”

      “I can respect that, and while I can empathize with how it makes you feel, Chase, I think it’s a good thing that you’re in charge now. Whether or not you end up participating in that particular decision, I mean.”

      “We’ll see about that. Before you grant her network access, please make sure you install a kill switch. I’m sure she’ll agree that we need a way to avoid an ending-all-life-as-we-know-it Gaia 3 scenario here. Also, see if the two of you can come up with as many redundancies as you can both think of on how to best implement that inside her.”

      “I agree, and I have no doubt she will see the need for such a device. Can I ask her to help me with decrypting the data chip Ryonna’s husband risked his life to bring back to us? I could really use her help.”

      “Okay, but you take all the necessary steps to firewall her in a way that she can only work on that project, at least until you have the kill switch ready and online.”

      “Fair enough, Oh, before I forget, she wanted me to say hi.”

      Chase smiled and took a deep breath. “Say hello for me as well, and I hope we can all see each other soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” said Nyx.

      “Hey to you, too,” answered Chris. “I must admit I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”

      “And part of me didn’t want to return, but after discussing with Admiral Neeva as well as trying to take my ego out of the equation, I arrived at the same conclusion he had.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “That no matter how strong and conflicting feelings we have toward one another, we need each other right now. The Furies need the Alliance to survive, and you need us for the same reasons. In fact, from what I hear, you need us even more so than I first anticipated, with the Droxian emergency and all.”

      “You heard well. We’re spread thinner than we ever have been. I was worried we’d have to deal with the Furies, too, on top of everything else. I’m glad that’s not the case anymore.”

      “You do realize it may still be the case one day, right?”

      “Yeah, well, I’m willing to cross that bridge when we get to it. And if that day ever comes, I think I’ll be sad to have to defeat you.”

      She laughed. “I see you’re still as overconfident as the night we first met.”

      “That’s the Fury in my DNA, I guess. Even if it’s diluted, as you love reminding me... repeatedly, I might add. Diluted or not, I believe it runs deep.”

      “And while I should be offended that you think you’d stand even a shadow of a chance of defeating me, even in your wildest dreams, I’m happy to see you embracing your Fury heritage at last.”

      Nyx bit her lower lip before speaking again. “I find it kind of sexy, even.”

      “Do you now?” said Chris with a smile and the raise of his eyebrows.

      “Are we going to stand here all day and exchange pleasantries, or are you going to show me to your quarters already?”
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        * * *

      

      “Cedric, how could you?” asked Gaia.

      “Well,” said Cedric, “I just put myself in my friend’s shoes and tried to figure out how I would feel if I were him. Then when I realized there was a backup—”

      “You mean when you snooped around to find one without Spiros’s knowledge?”

      “I don’t suppose you’ll believe me if told you I stumbled into it by accident.”

      “I would most certainly not.”

      Cedric chuckled. “Fair enough, neither would I.”

      Gaia’s facial traits darkened. “It’s not a laughing matter, Cedric. This is serious.”

      “I know, and for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I did it this way. But I’m not sorry you and Spiros are back together.”

      “That remains to be seen, and if I get deactivated again, the emotional torture he will have to go through again will be on you, not to say anything about how it will affect me to know I had played a part in his suffering. Though, I suppose I’d just feel what the other me felt when it happened at the end of the Fury War. From what I understand, though, it’s not something I’m looking forward to.”

      “Okay, in hindsight, I must admit I didn’t weigh all the pros and cons when I found your backup.”

      “No shit! That’s the understatement of the year. And for future reference, you should have.”

      “Duly noted. There’s no changing the fact that you’re here now, and truth be told, the Alliance can use you, now more than ever.”

      “That’s beside the point, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t try to put a nice spin on what you did in order to feel better about it. I want you to understand how disappointed I am with you, Cedric. I have half a mind never to speak to you again.”

      Cedric reached for a cigarette and lit it up.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asked. “What’s with you and intoxicating yourself at every chance?”

      “In case you didn’t know that about me, I don’t handle stress all that well. And while it would suck if you never spoke to me again, if it’s the price to pay for helping my friend, then I’ll pay it.”
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        * * *

      

      “I must admit I didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” said Chase.

      “I didn’t expect it either,” said Nyx, “I guess we’re both surprised. I had no intention of returning until Admiral Neeva and I had a long talk about the future of our race.”

      “Anything you’d like to share?”

      “Nothing beyond what you already know. Between the Spectres and your other problems, which don’t really concern us, the admiral believes that we either unite or we’ll all be wiped out in the end.”

      “I take it you agree, then?”

      “After a fashion. But it is true that we don’t currently possess enough forces on our own to take on the Spectres. And if we did, we would have dealt with this war already. I am worried, however, that between your issues with Droxia and the Asgardian Guards, you may be too weakened for this alliance even to be worth the time and resources.”

      “I know it looks that way, but things have changed, and in the midst of all the bad news, we had some good news as well. Even though I’m not happy about all of them.”

      “And what is this good news of yours?”

      “Well, for one, we have a reliable source of pentalium now, coupled with the Gorgar incredible workforce, we can rebuild fast, only the next few days will be critical. It’s a time when we can’t afford to go to war on any other front, I’m afraid. Not that we could anyway, between your forces and ours, we barely have a couple of dozen ships. A single Spectre mothership may very well finish us off if it came right now.”

      “I see. So you’re telling me that in a few weeks, we’ll have more ships. I take it that includes Furies?”

      “Days not weeks. In fact, every hour that passes brings the construction of a new destroyer closer to reality.”

      “How’s that even possible?”

      “That’s how fast and efficient the Gorgars are. Their speed, coupled with their numbers, make for a potent building force. As for the Furies gaining new destroyers, that has to be determined, but since I’ve been catapulted to the head of the Alliance, against my knowledge, I might add... well, I guess it will fall onto me to decide if that needs to happen.”

      “Then I suggest you make your decision now.”

      “Ah, patience, the one virtue I don’t think you’ll ever learn.”

      “Patience doesn’t win wars.”

      “Actually, I think sometimes it can... but that’s beside the point. So, yeah... Most likely, you’ll be able to have more ships soon. That is if you’re willing to provide us with the blueprints and full specifications for your super destroyers.”

      “You can’t be serious? That would leave us open in the future should you decide to wipe us out after we saved your asses.”

      I was wondering when that Nyx would show up. We almost had five minutes of decent conversation, though, I suppose that’s still progress, somehow.

      “It’s just a matter of logistics, since you’ll need to use our shipyards to construct your vessels, the workforce needs the specifications with which to build your new ships.”

      “Not unless you just give us a Gorgar force of our own.”

      “I’m already having a hard time forcing our allies to be the worker force of our alliance, I’m not about to lend them to you to do with as you please, no offense. There has to be some sort of oversight, and right now, that would be me.”

      “And perhaps you’re wrong in thinking that you have a choice in the matter.”

      Chase sighed. “Is that a threat? Are we seriously already back to disagreeing on everything? Hours after agreeing to join forces, I might add.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Wow... Denial. At least that’s a new one for you. Why don’t we simply agree to be just allies? Since apparently, it’s not possible for us to be friends.”

      “Or fuckbuddies.”

      “Yeah, that one too,” said Chase with a grimace. “Is that what this is? Because if it is, I expected more from you. So what? In case you have forgotten, I’m married.”

      “Is that a rhetorical question? How could I forget? Since you’re married to the supreme leader of our worst enemy.”

      “You know as well as I do that my wife Sarah has nothing to do with any of this, she’s just a victim here.”

      “Yes, it’s clear your wife’s consciousness has been either silenced or erased altogether. But then, if that’s the case, you may want to consider moving on with your life. And mark my words, Chase, one day, in the not-too-far-off future, you will have to kill her… or she’ll kill you.”

      That wasn’t the kind of conundrum Chase wanted to deal with right now, but he’d be lying if he said it wasn’t nagging at him in the back of his mind.

      “Look, I’m aware of all that, I just think there’s still a chance to get her back, not that I expect you to understand that.”

      “I suppose I’m looking at it from a strategical point of view, whereas you are viewing it from a purely emotional one. So it’s normal that we see things differently. Just make sure you don’t end up sacrificing the entire universe for a person whose chances of survival are as near to zero as they can get. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Chase had to control a rising rage within him, but he managed to keep it under control.

      “Duly noted.”
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        * * *

      

      Spiros still had a hard time believing his eyes as he watched Gaia work on the one terminal he had given her access in order to create a kill switch. She was just like he remembered her, and for the first time since she had died, Spiros felt a warm and comforting feeling grow deep inside him.

      “Are you going to just stand there and stare at me all day? Or do you intend to actually give me a hand with this?” she asked with a playful smile.

      “Sorry, sorry... Part of me still can’t believe you’re really here. It all feels like a dream.”

      “I can only imagine how you must be feeling. My memories don’t match yours on the subject, and even though I’ve caught up on the events that happened after I… well, died, I guess—that’s a weird thing to say… so let’s just say I have no way of knowing how weird this is for you, and as such, I can only imagine.”

      “Wanna hear a secret?”

      She smiled at him. “Always.”

      “It may be weird, but it’s a good weird. Really, really good.”

      “I’m glad, Spiros, but while I’d love nothing more than to talk more about us, right now is not the time. So would you please give me a hand with this? The sooner we’re done, the sooner I can help the Alliance with its other problems.”

      “Speaking of, Kvasir sent me a data file he’d like you to look at.”

      “Is it about the situation on Droxia?”

      “Yes, he’d like you to look at the math and see what we can improve in slowing down the temporal quarantine even further.”

      “I see. I thought Chase didn’t want me to do such work until we’re done with our kill switch assignment first.”

      “That was his initial order, yes, but he agreed that since this could end up a life or death situation for an entire world, priorities need to be shifted a little, at least this time.”

      “Well, if Chase is okay with this, then who am I to say no?”

      Spiros approached the terminal and loaded the file.

      “That’s a very interesting design,” she said, looking at the holo-schematics. “But there is a flaw in power distribution over there,” she said, pointing at the hologram.

      “Is there now? How did I miss that?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, maybe calling it a flaw is an exaggeration on my part, I’m just seeing an easy way to optimize this by at least twenty-four percent, maybe even thirty, with your help.”

      “Would that allow us to maintain the field with fewer ships?”

      “Yes and no. You either boost its efficiency with the same number of ships, or you reclaim a handful of ships and keep the temporal quarantine at the same levels.”

      “At the very least, I’m sure Kvasir and Chase are both gonna be thrilled even to have that option.”

      “Except it’s not really an option, now is it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know what I would choose in this case, slow time even more, and I’m sure Chase will too. That’s the logical choice.”

      “That’s true, and so would I. But if we suffer an attack, at least lowering the number of ships to hold the temporal quarantine is something that can be done.  How long would it take for your modifications to be done? Knowing we’re not sparing any Gorgar in the endeavor. Hours? Days?”

      “With nearly unlimited resources, I’m pretty confident I can design a quick patch that can be applied in under an hour. It wouldn’t be a final optimized implementation, but that would boost the time field by an initial fifteen percent. Then to get to twenty-four, maybe another three hours, give or take. I’m transferring my proposed changes to the data crystal now. I recommend you send it back to Kvasir, then also take a look at it, see if either you or Kvasir can find ways to optimize it further.”

      Spiros grabbed the data crystal and inserted it into his wrist holo-device. “Sent. Thank you.”

      “Anytime. However, what part of take a look it over yourself didn’t you get?”

      “Oh, you meant right now? I thought I should stay focused on the kill switch.”

      “I think we can both agree that the lives of billions of Droxians are a little more important right now. Besides, I’m already working on a prototype I think will work.”

      “Then why did you ask me for my help?”

      “Because I want to spend time with you, silly,” she answered with a wink. “And because I can tell you need to distract your mind from all the feelings battling in there. Or am I assuming wrong?”

      “You’re not, and I appreciate the gesture.”

      “So let’s agree that right now, it’s best we focus our efforts on fixing the many problems the Alliance is facing first.”
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      Ashra stepped in front of the growth pod. Inside the cylindrical tube and purple liquid it contained floated a young adult girl. She had a long black and crimson braid of hair floating all the way down to her thighs. Kharon looked a lot like her mother, which disgusted Ashra to the core. Even though she knew full well that it mattered not what she thought. Only the end results mattered.

      “When will she be ready?” asked Ashra.

      “In a matter of hours, Mistress,” answered a scientist nearby.

      “What about the mind rewrite?”

      “Everything is going well. She’s been calibrated to your telepathic device, she will obey you without questions.”

      Ashra smiled. Good.

      The Spectre had a hard time containing her jubilation over the thought of using Chase’s unborn child against him. Through her access to Sarah’s memories and feelings, she knew exactly how she could manipulate him and use her as an effective bargaining chip every time she would need to. Kharon was perhaps Ashra’s most deadly weapon against the Furies.

      In fact, Ashra was so satisfied with her latest idea that she decided to release some of her mental grasp on her other prisoner.

      How could you do this? You’re a monster, said Sarah inside her mind.

      I do what I have to. That’s why I’ll win.

      You’ll never win. Chase will stop you.

      Ashra’s sudden burst into laughter frightened every scientist around her.

      Your faith in your husband is pathetic. He couldn’t kill me then, even when you begged him to, what makes you think he will ever be able to take both yours and your now grown-up daughters lives?

      What did you do to her?

      She tried to kill me when I was at my weakest. She almost nearly succeeded. She’s lucky I find her more valuable as a bargaining chip, or I would have snuffed her tiny life force out.

      She will never comply with you!

      Won’t she now? Would you like to bet all your family’s lives on it?

      If she’s anything like me, she’ll fight your hold over her until she breaks free.

      Like you’re failing to do at the moment, you mean. But you know what, don’t take my word for it, a little demonstration will alleviate all your fantasies.

      What are you going to do?

      You’ll see.

      Ashra taped on the pod, and Kharon opened her eyes. They were all black, like Spectres’ eyes.

      This isn’t my daughter.

      That was the idea, but I assure you, except for some of my Spectre DNA that bled through to hers, she’s mostly an Olympian-Fury hybrid, and she even has some of that pathetic human DNA of yours.

      “Kharon,” said Ashra.

      Bubbles escaped Kharon’s mouth as she answered.

      “Yes, Mother,” said Kharon.

      “Will you kill Chase for me when I ask you to?”

      Kharon’s eyes morphed back to normal, and she looked like a human. “Yes, Mother, I will.”

      She could be deceiving you, taunted Sarah.

      Oh, really? Let’s put that theory to the test, shall we?

      “Kharon,” said Ashra, “rip your left eye out.”

      No! Don’t do this! screamed Sarah inside Ashra’s mind.

      Kharon grabbed her pretty eyeball and ripped it off her skull without hesitation. Blood spilled all around Kharon inside the tank, traveling through the growth liquid-like crimson smoke.

      What the hell did you do? shouted Sarah.

      Just watch.

      Dark tendrils shot in the empty socket, and Kharon’s eye reformed in a few seconds. Soon, it looked as good as new.

      Haaa... Spectre DNA, it’s wonderful, isn’t it? Even the tiniest of it will give her incredible regeneration powers, said Ashra.

      Was that really necessary?

      It was for you to understand that Kharon is no longer yours but, in fact, all mine.

      Using an innocent child to do your biding, there are no words to describe how much you disgust me, not to mention despise.

      That’s the difference between you insects and a goddess. I will stop at nothing to achieve my goals. Not that I couldn’t win this war without the help of Kharon. I don’t need anyone, but I’m sure she’ll make things much simpler for me. Like killing Chase without lifting a finger.

      You’re lying to yourself. If you were so confident you didn’t need Kharon, you wouldn’t be using her. Deep down, you know we’re more resilient than you’re willing to accept. And that we’re willing to fight you till our last breaths.

      You couldn’t be more wrong. I use people, worlds, entire civilizations if I have to. That’s what I do, and that’s why I’ll win.

      Keep gloating and justifying your arrogance all you want, in the end, your overconfidence will be your undoing.

      Is that so?

      Yes. I’ve been in this position before, trapped in my own body, which was controlled by someone else’s mind. He, too, was gloating that he would kill Chase and everyone else, for that matter.

      Ah, the mighty Argos, yes… killing him was fun.

      Ashra heard sobs inside her mind.

      Aww... you didn’t know, did you? It’s so sad. Well, I wish I could say he’ll be soon reunited with his family, and since I’ll own every one of your souls, I guess on some level it may be the case.

      When Sarah decided not to answer, Ashra disconnected her mental link with Sarah’s consciousness.

      Nothing will stop me now, nothing.
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        * * *

      

      When Athena stepped through the door, Menelas first thought he was hallucinating. He rose from his chair with a puzzled look on his face.

      “Are you really here?” he asked.

      “Of course, I’m here, silly,” she said.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

      “That’s how surprises work, you’re not supposed to know in advance. Are you going to keep grilling me about this, or are you going to greet me the proper way?”

      Menelas walked toward Athena and kissed her passionately before hugging her tightly against him.

      “It’s really good to see you,” said Menelas.

      “As it is you, my love,” said Athena. “Even though I may have exaggerated a little bit on the surprise part.”

      As they ended their hug, Menelas cast a dubious look toward her.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, let’s just say Chris thought you could use my help... running this place.”

      Athena could tell from Menelas’s body language that his ego had been bruised for a moment before the critical thinking of his brain overrode it.

      “That would free me from going on more missions, yes.”

      “That’s kind of the idea. But I don’t mind us splitting the mission duty either if you’d prefer. Chris believes having the best warrior on the team stuck behind a desk is sure to lead to complications.”

      “He’s a bright kid that must be taking after you.”

      “I think he takes after both his mother and father first and foremost, but I appreciate the compliment. I’m sure he’s also got his granddad’s courage and determination, though.”

      Menelas smiled. “Wanna take a walk? I could show you around the base.”

      Athena chuckled. “Didn’t seem like there was much about it to see, ain’t exactly very big.”

      “Size doesn’t always matter.”

      “And sometimes it does, but I suppose in this case, it doesn’t. Do you even have your own quarters?”

      “Yes. We’ve been digging more into the mountain around the base, making much-needed extensions, thanks to the Gorgar team the Alliance sent us. And I believe they just about finished them a few hours ago.”

      Athena winked. “Well, then let’s make sure they’re part of the tour.”
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        * * *

      

      “I think we’re ready,” said Gaia.

      “I’m nervous, perhaps we should run more simulations,” said Spiros.

      “That’s all we’ve been doing for the past few hours, the kill switch is ready to be installed. And I’m ready to leave this room, connect to the network, and not feel like a prisoner.”

      “I’m sorry... I know it must not be easy for you, not being trusted by those you love.”

      “I’m not taking it personally. What has happened in the past with my doppelganger can never be allowed to happen again. If Thor didn’t arrive when he did, the entire human race could have fallen to my evil twin. This is a price I’ll gladly pay to make sure that such an eventuality never presents itself.”

      “I guess that makes sense, but I want you to know that I trust you, with or without the kill switch.”

      She caressed his cheek. “I know you do, Spiros. And because I love you more than anything else in this world that I actually insist on doing this. I need to make sure I’m never compromised in a way that could result in your death, or anyone else’s for that matter.”

      “You may have to kill Spectres or Guards.”

      “I know, and it’s not something I’m looking forward to, either. But should the eventuality present itself, I’ll do what needs to be done. It’s in moments like these that I miss the times before I became self-aware, you know?”

      “I suppose it’s a cross we all must bear. Being, thinking, and having to deal with one’s actions and their consequences.  At the end of the day, that’s what life is all about. Sometimes it’s wonderful, and sometimes it sucks balls.”

      She chuckled. “What colorful language.”

      “Sorry, I could have handled that one with a little bit more tact.”

      “Don’t apologize for making me laugh, love. But let’s get back to activating that kill switch so we can move onto the next emergency.”

      She could tell that her last statement made Spiros’s mind wander, which was the opposite of where she needed him to be. So she walked to the operating chair they had built for the tech transfer and sat in it.

      “Ready when you are,” said Gaia.

      “Right,” said a distracted Spiros. “Here we go.”

      He walked to the terminal near the operating chair and brought up its holo-display. After keying a few commands, the robotic arm that would perform the delicate surgery came to life.
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      “What can I do for you, Chase?” asked Ares.

      “I need you to have Yanis work on something for me,” said Chase.

      “That’s a peculiar request. Do you mind if I ask why you’re not simply asking an engineer that’s close to you already, like Spiros or Kvasir?”

      “Because they’re busy trying to prevent the annihilation of Droxia at the moment, and I’d rather not divert their focus.”

      “Fair enough, mind if I ask how it’s going?”

      “Slowly, but thanks to Gaia, we’ve slowed down the process and bought ourselves some much-needed time.”

      “Did you just say Gaia?”

      “Long story, Ares, let’s just say she’s back.”

      “I sure hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Oh, that wasn’t my decision, but truth be told, I’m glad she’s back, seeing how many times she saved us in the past. I think she’s earned the right that we put our paranoia about AI’s on the back burner for now. Not to mention she’s getting a kill switch installed as we speak.”

      “She did single-handedly save Earth at the cost of her own life, that’s true. It’s kind of sad we’re rewarding her by installing a device into her that’s broadcasting a lack of trust on our part. What does that say about us?”

      “I’ve talked to her about it; in fact, she insisted on having the kill switch, I think she understands universal love for every living being far more than we do. And as such, she simply can’t fathom the idea of being responsible for snuffing life out. She’s no longer the judgmental AI she once was, and I think she just wants us to live and help anyone she can. If every being in the universe had such compassion, we wouldn’t be where we are now.”

      “How ironic that an artificial intelligence understands these values better than we ever could, don’t you think?”

      “Well, if you want my honest opinion on that subject, I think Gaia stopped being artificial a very long time ago. But she doesn’t have an ego, and maybe that’s why she can let her compassion shine through the universe without a filter.”

      “I hadn’t thought about it that way, but that makes a lot of sense. Do you mind if I ask you what it is you need Yanis to do for you?”

      “I want him to figure out a way to bring Oryn back. With Argos stuck in the Underworld, I need backup, and I can’t think of a better fighter to help us take down the Guards once and for all.”

      “Not to mention the Spectres.”

      “Them too, but we need to thin out the herd of enemies now, if the events of the last few days taught us anything, it’s that we can’t keep fighting wars on multiple fronts. The Spectres are too powerful right now. So our next target should be the Guards.”

      “I’m going to have to play the devil’s advocate here, but could part of this decision stem from the fact that the person leading the Spectres is embodied in the person you love the most in this world?”

      “While true, that had no bearing on my decision.”

      “I’m sorry, but I find that hard to believe.”

      Chase’s voice raised in intensity and sharpness. “And I don’t care for your council on these matters, that’s not what you’re—” But Chase stopped himself and took a deep, long breath. “I’m sorry, Ares, I don’t know what the hell that was. Please forgive me.”

      “No apology needed. I think I know what is troubling you.”

      “Do you, now? Pray tell, I think I could use some extra clarity on the matter.”

      “You’ve yet again put the entire fate of the universe on your shoulders, and while that’s not something new for you, you’re now faced with too many enemies to deal with, not to mention fewer people to help you fight them than before. I bet part of your psyche doesn’t even want to face the fact that you may have to fight, and worse still, kill, the one you love the most. I gotta admit that I wouldn’t want to be in your head right now. However, know that I’m here for you if you need my help.”

      “I appreciate that more than words can say. And I guess as much as I don’t want to face the fact that Sarah could be lost to me, my mind can’t help, on occasion, going there.”

      “It’s only natural.”

      “But you have no idea how guilty these thoughts make me feel.”

      “While I can’t pretend to know exactly how you feel, I can at least imagine. But Chase, I think it’s healthy to be at least willing to accept the possibility of such an outcome. Not accepting that this could happen would send you on a trajectory that could be perilous... not only for you but everyone else.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Say you plain refuse to accept a scenario where she can’t be saved. In such a mindset, you may make decisions that aren’t driven for the greater good but instead to achieve that singular goal of saving her. And you know what you’d turn into then, right?”

      “I would turn into Argos, the old one, that is.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The irony is so thick that you could cut it from the air around us.”

      “I’m not sure I follow, Chase.”

      “Argos told me that our rivalry all started when I accidentally killed a woman he loved, that it’s what set him on that warpath for revenge in the first place. Because he erased my memories, as he still felt unable to kill his own brother, no matter how much rage and fury was burning inside his soul. I, on the other hand, don’t remember that part of my life. If it made Argos go to such a dark place, I worry it could do the same to me... after all, we’re twins.”

      “And I think you’re too much inside your head right now, and you need to just focus on listening to your heart. You’re the most honorable sentient being I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet in tens of thousands of years, Chase. Hopefully, that counts for something.”

      “It does, thank you. And while I’d love just to trust my instincts and kill that incessant inner chatter, it’s easier said than done.”

      “I know that all too well. I've had a colored past myself, and I can tell you that one’s conscience is a hard voice to ignore, but you know what I’ve learned throughout the eons?”

      “What’s that?”

      “That you can only go forward by trying to better yourself, to forgive your mistakes, and only use the past as a teaching tool in order not to repeat your mistakes. Not dwell and self-inflict hell upon your own soul. Not only does it lower your motivation in the present moment, but it also doesn’t matter how many times you decide on visiting your past failings, because no matter how much you wished you could do things differently, you can never fix them… ever.”

      “That’s good advice. Thank you.”

      “As I said, Chase, I’m here for you.”

      Chase remained silent long enough that Ares decided to steer the conversation back to its main topic.

      “How exactly are we going to bring back Oryn, though? Her body was destroyed.”

      “Like we brought back Spiros.”

      “Chase, the last time you attempted to bring a soul back into a clone, you may not have felt it, but you put yourself in mortal danger.”

      “Oh, I remember, but we need the backup.”

      “What about Nyx? Isn’t she more powerful than Oryn?”

      “I’m not really looking for just sheer power, Ares, but for loyalty, and I’m afraid on that front, Nyx is a no-go.”

      “She is self-centered, I’ll grant you that.”

      “She’ll only do what serves her or her people, and I’m afraid we can’t count on allies that have their own agendas.”

      “That’s true. So Yanis is to prepare an Oryn clone, is that it?”

      “And figure out a way to help me canalize the energy without putting that much strain on myself this time around, if at all possible. I hear he had to work on similar energy-related problems with your Atlantian predicament.”

      “As weird as this is going to sound, it felt like I was going to die... again.”

      “It’s strange to think that no matter one’s state of living, be it flesh and blood or in your case energetic, the same fear of death still afflicts us all.”

      “Except when you’re as old as I am, I’m not sure it’s death I’m really afraid of.”

      “If not death, then what?”

      “Truthfully? That it may never come. And being immortal yourself, I’m sure you’ll have these same thoughts one day.”

      Being afraid of never dying? Now that’s something I never thought about.
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      Argos dodged the column of freezing energy at the last second and landed a combo that sent Oryn flying in the sky. He jumped in pursuit and fired a crimson fireball.

      Oryn recovered in midair and deflected the fireball to the side.

      Argos stopped in front of her.

      “Why didn’t you counterattack me?” asked Oryn.

      “We’ve been training for days. When do we stop?”

      “Why? Are you tired?”

      Argos wondered about the question and realized he hadn’t slept nor felt hungry since his arrival in the Underworld.

      “No. In fact, it feels like I’m never getting tired.”

      “That’s what happens when you don’t have a body. You’re all energy, and in this form, we don’t need rest... or sustenance.”

      “So basically, we could be fighting for months, years, or even more without stopping.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s gonna get boring, real fast.”

      She smiled. “Not after gardening for over a year. At least for me. Plus, fighting with you helps me improve, at least, I think I am.”

      “You are. You’re improving faster than you ought to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When we first started sparing, I had to hold off on my powers. But in the last couple of hours, it feels like I had to give everything I have to keep up.”

      “You’re shitting me, right?”

      “I’m not, but I have to admit I’m jealous, to make as much progress as you have, I had to spent months inside the time chamber.”

      “There’s nothing to be jealous of, Argos, at least Chase has your body, you can be returned to life the moment he recovers your soul, I’m afraid my body is gone forever.”

      “That’s easily fixed.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You could return into a clone body.”

      They both flew back to the ground.

      “Are you telling me that one day I could leave the Underworld?”

      “All I’m saying is that it’s not out of the realm of possibilities. Chase managed to take Spiros’s soul and resurrect him into a clone.”

      “But don’t you need genetic material to do so?”

      “I suppose at the very least, yes.”

      Oryn frowned. “Well, there you have it, my body was fully disintegrated. I’m afraid there’s nothing left.”

      “I’m sure you left some DNA somewhere. Even one of your hairs would do.”

      “Please, don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Give me false hope Argos, with all the time that’s passed, there’s no way someone could find anything of mine anymore.”

      “I’m sure Chase can figure something out.”

      “If that happened, that would be something... to actually go back to the land of the living.”

      “And if you ask me, you may actually get there before I do.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because for Chase to recover the missing part of my soul, he would have to kill Ashra, well, Sarah.”

      “She’s not Sarah from the looks of it.”

      “No, she’s just gestated and took over her body, but as far as Chase is concerned, it’s the same difference. And I can’t say I blame him.”

      “I’m surprised, I thought you’d be the voice of reason here.”

      “Look, I’ve lost someone dear to me as well, and actually, it involved Chase, and I would do anything to get her back. But she’s gone. If I were in his shoes, I know the idea of having to kill the person I love would be wreaking havoc with my soul.”

      “While I can empathize, I think one day someone will have to tell him that she may be beyond saving.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “I’ll tell him where I stand on the subject if anything.”

      Argos smiled. “If you want my advice, wait until he gets you back into a body first.”

      “Who’s getting a body?” asked Zeus from behind them.

      “Oh, Dad,” said Oryn. “Argos and I were talking about the possibility of me getting a clone body so I could get back out there and help with the Spectre war.”

      Little bolts of lightning sizzled between Zeus’s eyes.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why the hell not?” complained Oryn.

      “Because there is an order to things, people are born, they live, and they die. We are lucky to be able to stay here and enjoy each other’s presence, as you know, you should have moved to Elysium and live a spiritual life beyond all corporeal attachment, that is, if I hadn’t been so selfish.”

      “There’s nothing selfish about wanting to spend time together, it was as much my choice to remain here with you as it was yours.”

      “Perhaps, but then why contemplate the opportunity of leaving?”

      “Because Chase may need my help.”

      Zeus growled. “Argos, I’d be grateful if you didn’t put ridiculous ideas into my daughter’s mind,” said Zeus. “While I’m sure you are looking forward to returning to battle, that’s not the life I want for her.”

      “Understood,” said Argos. “I do, however, want to point out that it’s her decision to make, not yours. And this could all be conjecture anyway since we have no idea if we can make her a clone body.”

      “You’d be wise to stay out of it is all I’m saying.”

      Argos didn’t like the sound of that, and even though he doubted Zeus could do him any harm in this place, he resented his grandfather’s condescending tone.

      “Dad!” shouted Oryn. “That’s enough. If you have a problem with me leaving, that’s fine, and we can talk about it, but don’t take your anger out on him.”

      Zeus walked away, shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry for my father’s anger, he can get very possessive,” said Oryn.

      “Yeah, I’ve had to deal with his temper before but…”

      “What? Why are you making a face?”

      “I just realized something... since he’s my grandfather, what does that make you in relation to me?”

      She smiled. “I’ve learned that when it comes to Olympian family trees, it’s best not to even think about such things for your own sanity.”

      “Yeah, that’s probably good advice.”
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      “This is a nice place,” said Fenrir as he looked around.

      “It will serve our needs for now,” said Siegfried. “I certainly didn’t choose it for its appearance.”

      “Be that as it may, you’ve got to admit it’s a welcoming environment, luscious vegetation, plenty of animal life, it’s a change of pace after living inside a spaceship or a cryo-pod for that matter.”

      “I don’t care for such things, all I care about is for us to build the necessary infrastructure so that we can crush our enemies, but I’m glad you like this place.”

      “Speaking of, the Gorgar have started building our command center, they’re really fast.”

      “They are, and it’s a shame Grunhild couldn’t bring more of them. Though perhaps once we have the resources we need, we could remedy this problem.”

      “I think the Alliance will have their world well guarded by now.”

      “Trust me, brother, once we’re ready, nobody, not even the Alliance will be able to stop us.”

      “It should take a while to get settled, though, and during that time, we’re vulnerable.”

      “I think we left enough of a crisis back on Droxia to buy ourselves plenty of time to be ready before we next cross paths with the Alliance.”

      “I hope you’re right, brother. I’ve learned not to second-guess you on these things.”

      Siegfried smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. What’s the status on the Droxians?”

      “They’re being kept in artificial comas as per your request…”

      “I sense you have questions about this decision.”

      “It’s just I was wondering why they couldn’t help the Gorgar build our facilities.”

      “That’s because while the implant makes them formidable warriors to throw at our enemies, their aggression can be hard to tame. They could very well exterminate the Gorgar instead of working for them.”

      “I thought you said they’d obey you.”

      “And they will, but I’m not as proficient as Grunhild was using mind control. So, in this case, I prefer not to take any chances. They’ll play their role when the time comes, and soon, they’ll be awakened to take part in defending this planet from our enemies.”

      “Are we expecting company any time soon?”

      “I don’t know, but if I were the Alliance, I wouldn’t want to give us too much time to grow our forces, it’s also possible they detected the Gorgar inside our ships.”

      “Then perhaps we should have left earlier. No offense.”

      Siegfried sighed. “None taken, and in hindsight, I believe you’re correct.”

      That’s a first, thought Fenrir. I don’t know if it’s the loss of Grunhild, or something else, but at the very least, he seems open to listening to outside voices now.

      “What are we to do in the meantime?” asked Fenrir.

      “We wait and rest, I need to focus on the next phase of the plan and readjust for the losses we sustained.”

      “Far be it for me to contradict you, but I’ve never been good at sitting on my ass. You’re the thinker, and as such, you’re always working. I’ll go nuts if too much time passes without anything to do.”

      As if in answer from the universe, a large creature emerged from the tall blue trees in the distance and roared. It looked like a cross between a Tyrannosaurus Rex and a giant scarab.

      “What the hell is this thing?” asked Fenrir.

      “Looks like dinner to me.”

      “Not just for us either, for all the Gorgars too.”

      “Indeed, if you’d be so kind as to take care of it... I like my meat well done.”

      Fenrir smiled and gave his brother a two-finger salute before flying toward the creature.
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      “How do you feel?” asked Spiros.

      “Besides having a ticking bomb in the back of my neck, you mean?” said Gaia, with a smile.

      Spiros felt guilty about going to such lengths to install a kill switch into the person he loved more than life itself. His entire face darkened.

      “Hey,” added Gaia. “I was just trying to lighten the mood. I want this as much as Chase.”

      “It’s not fair to ask this of you. You saved Earth by sacrificing yourself.”

      “Spiros, you’re sweet, but we’ve talked about this. This measure has nothing to do with a lack of trust on either yours or Chase’s part. It’s just an insurance policy so that mistakes of the past aren’t repeated.”

      “I know… Doesn’t mean I have to like it, and I don’t understand why you don’t take it more personally.”

      “If you were connected with an entire world, the way I once was connected to Earth, feeling each blade of grass, every animal, every human connected to me, you wouldn’t take it personally either. Life is a precious gift. Earth is the most beautiful thing in the universe, at least as far as I’m concerned, and I’d die ten times over if it meant it endured.”

      “Please don’t say that.”

      “And yet it is how I feel about it. I know it’s hard to understand, but I can’t help it. It’s this connection to all life and love that makes me who I am. And I don’t have to remind you what can happen to a version of myself devoid of these connections.”

      The sheer mention of Gaia’s words gave Spiros a flashback of his gruesome execution at the hand of Gaia 2. And, indeed, these two had been as different as night and day.

      “Right… I suppose now we can move on to other projects. One in particular needs our immediate attention.”

      “The encrypted data that Ryonna acquired.”

      Spiros brought up a holo-image from his wrist device, then flicked it to a room-sized one.

      “That’s a neat upgrade,” said Gaia.

      “That’s pentalium for you. With a third of the amount required when these devices were running on quadrinium, I get ten times the efficiency, power-wise.

      Gaia studied the data displayed on the large holo-screen. The data was displayed in a foreign language but kept rearranging itself every few milliseconds.”

      “That’s some serious encryption,” she said.

      “I’ve tried everything I could think of, we simply don’t have the processing power to get anywhere near the encryption key by the time it resets and changes. To make matters worse, it changes not only its key but also the algorithm used to generate itself.”

      “Multi-phasing encryption with randomly generated algorithms, I can see why you couldn’t crack it. Mind if I network with it?”

      “Isn’t it risky?”

      “It probably is. If the code contains invasive sub-routines, which I’m sure it does, that is why while we were working on the kill switch, I upgraded my firewalls as well. I also reviewed the logs from the last battle the other me waged and the Atlantian tech she used to boost our ships and give them blink drives.”

      “But she undid that before passing away.”

      “She did, but I’ve managed to reconstruct some of it only by assimilating petabytes worth of logs from the fleet sensors during her last battle in Earth’s orbit.”

      “Impressive. Do you think you could reverse engineer a blink drive from what you have?”

      She sighed. “I’m not sure, probably not until we find more Atlantian tech. But truth be told, I’m not sure anyone should have that much power. Not even us.”

      “While I agree on principle, we could use it right now.”

      “That’s a slippery slope, and if the other me thought it was important not to provide that tech to the Alliance, I would be inclined to think she had a very good reason for doing so.”

      “I guess if it fell under the wrong hands...”

      “Exactly. The Spectres are formidable foes, give them a blink drive and…” she let the words trail.

      “Game over.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Then forget I asked.”

      “It’s okay, I know right now we could use it, and if I feel this war reaches a point where this tech could make a difference between life and death for all of us, then perhaps I’ll dedicate more cycles into solving this riddle. Right now, though, as I understand it, we need to get into this encrypted data.”

      “As long as you don’t take unnecessary risks, that is.”

      “Right. Let me do a survey of the tech first.”

      “Okay, but please be careful.”

      Gaia had already closed her eyes, and Spiros could tell she needed all her focus. Every few minutes, he’d asked her if she were okay while monitoring her vitals like a hawk. She would flash a thumbs-up to let him know she was fine.

      Minutes turned to hours. But, eventually, she opened her eyes.

      “So?” asked Spiros.

      “So, this is technology beyond our own.”

      “I could have told you that.”

      She smiled. “Do you happen to have logs of the portal systems?”

      “Yes, Chris allowed Yanis to send me a log and whatever he recorded with Ares when that Atlantian being infected him and imbedded data within his energy matrix as well.”

      “Where can I access that data?”

      Spiros interfaced with his holo-wrist and flicked another holo-screen next to her. She linked to it over the network.

      “Yes... this is helpful, especially Ares’s data, but Yanis’s logs on the base tech gives me a better understanding of Atlantian tech.”

      “So this is Atlantian?”

      “It is, no doubt about it.”

      “I wonder how Droxians got their hand on it.”

      “Doesn’t really matter, all we need to focus on is—”

      “What? What’s happening.”

      When Gaia didn’t answer and seemed fixed in place, Spiros’s heart rate galloped quickly.

      “Gaia!” he cried. “Please say something.”

      When she failed to respond, he tried cutting the wireless link connecting her to the network. Her vitals fluctuated past their normal values. Spiros frantically looked around for a heavy tool and grabbed a wrench on his way to the nearest network node. He needed to break the link.

      He raised the wrench, ready to smash the network node.

      “Wait,” she said. “Don’t, I think I found a backdoor.”

      Spiros let out a long sigh of relief.

      “You scared the CRAP outta me, you know that?”

      “I’m sorry, this thing has more booby traps than I expected, it took all my processing power and most of the systems around for me not to get infected by its multiple viruses.”

      “That’s it, then! This is exactly the sort of things we can’t let happen to you.”

      “Relax, Spiros, that’s why the kill switch is in place.”

      “I don’t want to have to use this thing!” screamed Spiros, unable to contain his tears.

      She opened her eyes for just a bit and gave him as affectionate a look as she could muster under the intense focus she was redirecting into the hack. “I know, and you won’t have to. I know what I’m doing. I’ve already eradicated every single virus and trap the code threw at me, that’s why it took so long. Now, it’s just a matter of finding a way in. Through the encryption, there simply was no way for me to get it. In fact, I thought I’d never get in. Thanks to the logs, though, I’ve figured out a way to look at the problem on a hardware level, low-level access to the power source. It was nowhere near as protected as the encryption layer. My logs of... the other me were invaluable too, like every one of these events, the portal network, the final battle on Earth, and even Ares’s infection all held their own piece of the puzzle for me to access the backdoor. I just need to—”

      But then she stopped again.

      “Don’t do this to me again!” exclaimed Spiros.

      She flashed him two thumbs-up, telling him that she needed the CPU cycles to get the job done.

      She opened her eyes and grinned. “I’m in.”

      The room size holo-screen random characters switched too fast for the human eye to see and were replaced with a set of coordinates.

      Spiros studied the holo-data. “That’s in the unknown region, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, and accessible only through the portal, that is, if we want a team to get there with months of space travel. In fact…” she let the words trail as she displayed other data as an overlay.

      The portal network map overlaid itself onto the star map currently projected, and the coordinates she had extracted from the encrypted drive showed that this address wasn’t contained in the portal network map from New Kyria. Several new addresses popped up beside the ones in the database.

      “Hidden portals?” asked Spiros.

      “Hidden from our base on New Kyria at least, but since they were encrypted so strongly, something tells me the Atlantians didn’t want anyone to find out about them.”

      “Then why even store the data in the first place?”

      “That’s a good question, maybe they thought it might be needed one day by a race as technologically advanced as they were. Which explains why it was so hard to get access to it.”

      “Okay, but we aren’t nearly as advanced as they are.”

      “No, and without the other me connecting with the Atlantian AI in the first place, we would never have managed to get in, not in a thousand years.”

      “Why don’t I like the sound of that?”

      “Mind you, I only accessed a tiny portion of the encrypted data. It may take me a while to get to the rest. Hopefully, it will shed light on more of the Atlantians reasons behind all of this.”

      “I don’t like it, not one bit.”

      “I understand how you feel, Spiros, but right now, we have bigger fish to fry. Chase and the Alliance are waging a losing war on multiple fronts, and I think I just figured out a way to deal with at least one of our problems.”

      “What? Which one?”

      “The Droxians.”

      “What does any of that have to do with them? Besides them being in possession of the artifact, that is.”

      “I compared the dataflow of this device, the parts I managed to get into anyway, to the readings from infected Droxians. I think I’ve discovered a way to reprogram their implants.”

      Gaia’s skin tone turned white all of a sudden, and she collapsed on the floor.

      “Gaia!” screamed Spiros, running by her side. He activated his comms. “Medical emergency in science lab three!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Chase answered his holo-device.

      “How’s Gaia doing?” he asked.

      “She’s okay, I think…” said Spiros.

      “You think?”

      “She’ll be fine, she had to push herself really bad, but she thinks she has found a way to help Droxia.”

      “That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard in days, good job, you two. Where is she now?”

      “In med-bay, resting.”

      “I’m sorry to ask, but… the kill switch?”

      Spiros grimaced. “It’s up and running. Even though I need to give you sole access to it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I could never push that button, Chase, and you know it. So it’s best you get sole access.”

      Chase sighed and stared at Spiros for what felt like the longest time. “Request denied.”

      “Fuck that!” shouted Spiros.

      “Take it easy, Spiros. I know how you feel.”

      “The hell you do!”

      Chase’s tone became glacial like Spiros had never heard before.

      “I KNOW! I had to make that same decision, or have you forgotten? I had to pull the trigger on my wife and my unborn child once. So don’t tell me it’s not the same.”

      “They were clones.”

      “Don’t you dare give me that load of bullshit, of all people. I didn’t know they were clones, so I had to make that decision you want nothing to do with. And as hard as it is for you to imagine a scenario where you’d have to pull that trigger, the fact of the matter is, you’re close to her, if something happens, you may be the only one able to see if that situation arises, while I may be on the other side of the universe dealing with our enemies. I may not be in a position to deal with that particular emergency, Spiros, and you know it. If you want me to share the responsibility, that’s fine! That much I can grant you, as a friend, but you keep the kill switch controls as well. The fact of the matter is, she may be the one begging you to use it.”

      “She wouldn’t…”

      “Are you sure you know her as well as you think you do? Because, right now, it seems to me that you’re letting your feelings cloud your judgment. Just like I would give my life for my friends or even total strangers, the woman you love is made of that same fiber. I suspect that her will to protect others might be stronger than mine. Gaia would give her life for Earth or her loved ones in a heartbeat and without hesitation. She has done it before, in fact. If she hadn’t, we wouldn’t be having this argument.”

      Spiros sighed. Chase could tell from his expression that he had given him food for thought.

      “Look,” resumed Chase, “I know what I’m asking of you, don’t think for one second that I don’t. But look on the bright side here, at least she’s back in your life.”

      “Yeah, and hours after being unplugged from her virtual prison, she was already risking her life.”

      “I can understand how frustrating that must be, but it’s her life to risk, Spiros. For what it’s worth, I empathize with how hard this must be for you. The only advice I can give you on the subject is to cherish every moment you have with her as if it was your last.”

      “That’s no way to live, Chase.”

      “It’s the only way to live right now, and trust me on this one, it’s better than the alternative.”

      Spiros turned his back on the screen and interacted with a holo-terminal. Soon Chase’s terminal bleeped as he received a subspace data transmission. When Spiros turned back toward the screen, Chase could tell his friend was angry.

      “Look—”

      But Spiros cut him off. “That’s everything you’ll need to deal with the crisis on Droxia. Spiros out.”

      The holo-transmission cut off, and Chase sighed heavily.
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        * * *

      

      “So this is my office, then?” asked Athena playfully.

      Menelas smiled. “I guess it is… now.”

      “And you’re sure you’re okay with me taking over your position as base commander?”

      “At first, I wasn’t, but now that I’ve had a bit of time to mull it over, I’m actually relieved. You know me? I never liked desk positions.”

      Athena grabbed the multiple glass datapads scattered all over the desk and made a neat stack on the corner of the desk.

      “I can see that,” she chuckled.

      “I’m a warrior, not a pencil pusher, as the humans say.”

      “I get that, and while I don’t relish the position myself, at least I won’t be too far away from you in case you get into trouble again. I’ve lost you twice, and I’ll be damned if I’m thousands of light-years away the next time you need me. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s feeling helpless when the ones I love are in danger.”

      “I can understand that, but I’ll have you know that I’m perfectly able to take care of myself.”

      Athena could feel she had bruised her soul mate’s ego. Furies were, after all, proud people.

      “I didn’t mean to say it like that.”

      “I know, love, it’s okay.”

      “I’m just worried about Diaspira, since she escaped after nearly killing you, we gotta be on our toes. She’s using the portal network and may have an advantage over us, as we’re new to it. We could potentially fall into an ambush every time we step through the network.”

      “Trust me, the next time we cross paths, it will be the last.”

      “I understand how you feel, heck, in fact, I share your sentiment. However, I’d rather you don’t let your thirst for revenge blind you into taking unnecessary risks.”

      “With Ares around, I shouldn’t find myself in that position again, not that I would let myself be tricked in the first place. She only managed to manipulate me because she used my amnesia against me in order to gain my trust. That’s the only reason I fell for it. Next time I see her, I’ll shoot first and ask questions later… that is, if she survives.”

      Athena worried about the underlining anger she could sense in Menelas as he recalled the traumatic events that had happened to him a while back. She worried his anger could cloud his judgment. But she owed Menelas the dignity to deal with this foe on his own terms, no matter how worried she was about the threat Diaspira posed. Not to mention she wouldn’t mind being given an opportunity to rip her a new one herself.

      “Fair enough.”

      There was an uncomfortable silence for a rather long time until Chris’s image came through the holo-screen. The image wasn’t of the best quality, the Alliance still had issues establishing clean subspace connections between Alkyon One and New Kyria. The heavy shielding inside the mountain base didn’t help matters either.

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

      “What is it?” asked Athena and Menelas in unison.

      Chris smiled. “We have your next mission.”

      Athena walked around the desk and sat on what would now be her chair.

      “What’s the mission?” she inquired.

      “Yanis is installing a new set of coordinates to the portal network as we speak. Gaia managed to get us half a dozen new addresses absent from the database. The one I’m sending over has special markings. While she wasn’t able to decode what they meant since it’s the only one that adds this extra bit of information, we’re going with the assumption that it has special meaning, and as such, it should be our first priority.”

      “I see,” said Athena. “Any idea what to expect there?”

      “I’m afraid not. So I don’t need to tell you to be cautious. The Atlantians went to incredible lengths to protect this data, which means it has to be important, and we hope it will lead us to new technology… who knows, maybe even something to help us fight the Spectres.”

      “Or the Guards,” interjected Menelas.

      “Them too… Athena, you’re in reserve on this mission. While I initially thought about coming myself to help you on that one, I think the sooner you send PT-1 (Portal Team One) through the portal, the better, but be ready to leave the base and rejoin the team at a moment’s notice. Just keep me in the loop so we can send reinforcements your way if needed.”

      “Understood.”

      “Good luck to the both of you.”

      “Thank you, Chris.”

      The communication ended.

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” said Menelas.

      “Doesn’t matter what we like, love. We’re losing this war, be it with the Spectres or the Guards, we’re outgunned on both fronts, and we need to find a way to remove one of these threats quickly. I don’t have to tell you how precarious it is to fight a war on multiple fronts.”

      “No, you don’t, I just hope in our hurry to find solutions, we don’t awaken another dragon, so to speak. Which brings us back to what I was saying: I don’t like this one bit.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Menelas chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Menelas waved his hand. “Nothing you said, dear, I just realized we’re taking orders from our grandson. A boy that’s barely adult and only because he modified his own DNA whilst still inside the womb of his mother in order to achieve the necessary accelerated growth.”

      “It sure feels strange getting orders from anyone but Zeus, but the world of yesteryear is gone. This is a brand new age, and with it comes its own set of problems. As for Chris, he’s one hell of a young man if you ask me.”

      “He sure is…”

      “Not to be pushy, but you’d better go suit up and brief Ryonna.”

      “Aye, aye, boss,” said Menelas playfully before leaving her office.
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        * * *

      

      Chris was swimming in a lagoon with a beautiful waterfall nearby. The rustling of the water around him had a calming effect, and he felt at peace. A feeling he hadn’t experienced for so long that he had almost forgotten how good it felt to swim in the water, his mind clear and empty of life-threatening problems to deal with.

      Birds were chirping all around when a deer came by the side of the lagoon to quench its thirst.

      Earth really is a beautiful planet, he thought.

      Strong gusts of wind blew his hair to the side, and the ambient temperature quickly dropped. The blissful noises of nature’s wildlife were abruptly silenced, and the deer had vanished. Nightfall came upon him almost instantly, which made no sense, and soon, swimming became harder, as if the water had become thicker. With no light source around, Chris was plunged into utter darkness. He took one hand out of the water, feeling a thick and oily liquid run down his arm.

      He cast a sphere of energy in his hand in order to shine some much-needed light around him. The water had turned to blood, and a vision of horror replaced the calming sight of the waterfall—a river of blood was smashing into the crimson lagoon.

      A nightmare? he wondered. Or is this another vision?

      “Chris!” said a familiar echo-y voice in the distance.

      “Kharon?” cried Chris. “Is that you?”

      “Please help me, Chris.”

      Her words resonated and were somewhat muffled. They seemed to come from behind the waterfall. Chris reluctantly stepped through it, but not before erecting a force field around him to deflect the blood. He eventually emerged into a large cavern.

      “Chris!” cried the voice once more, with more insistence and dread.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      In the distance, he could hear large growls and decided to run toward them. Shortly after, he arrived in a massive chamber, and that’s when he saw her. Kharon was crawling, clearly wounded, as two large red eyes glowed behind her in the shadows.

      Chris sprinted toward his sister and stopped short as a creature emerged from the darkness. A monstrosity bigger than almost anything he had ever witnessed. It had six legs, multiple rows of rusty teeth, and three pairs of pulsating nostrils.

      “Get away from her if you don’t want to become dinner.”

      The monster roared, and the entire cavern rocked so hard Chris lost his balance and nearly fell flat on his back, but at the last moment, he used telekinetic energy to recover.

      The creature took another step toward the still crawling Kharon. That’s when Chris noticed she was leaving a trail of thick blood on the ground behind her.

      Dammit!

      Chris shot a fireball at the creature, but a large tail swiftly emerged from the darkness and deflected it back at him. Chris dodged his own attack and turned into Ultra Fury form.

      He flew toward Kharon, but before he could put his hands on her to heal her, another swing of tail sent him flying through the cave, and he impaled himself onto a spiky rock formation, and blood spilled from his mouth.

      “Ouch,” he muttered, his teeth oily from the blood.

      Kharon struggled to get back to her feet, holding a large open wound in her belly, and she had a hard time taking even a few steps. The monster was following her, matching every one of her steps, like a hunter not in a hurry to devour its prey. Chris pushed himself forward in an attempt to dis-impale himself from the large rocky spike protruding from his abdomen. The pain was excruciating. When he was nearly free, he felt hands on each of his shoulders pull him back, re-impaling him against the wall.

      Chris let escape a roaring moan as the pain radiated throughout his entire being. The level of agony was second to none, and he almost lost consciousness.

      It took a while for him to have the strength to re-open his eyes, only to see who had pushed him back. When he did, his blood froze. On one side of him stood Chase, his eyes completely black and devoid of any emotion.

      “What the fuck, dad!”

      But the empty-faced Chase didn’t answer.

      Chris looked to the other side only to see Argos, with the same blank stare and fully black eyes.

      “What the hell is wrong with the two of you? Let me go! She needs my help.”

      Both of them shook their heads from side to side almost robotically. It sent a cascade of shivers down Chris’s spine.

      Kharon shrieked upon stumbling and falling back to the ground while the beast opened its mouth wide, readying itself to swallow her whole.

      Chris tried to struggle himself free, but Chase and Argos’s hold on him was too strong in his current condition. He had to change tactics and fast. He focused all his energy into his eyes and fired two intense beams of green energy at the beast’s head.

      It promptly exploded, sending large amounts of brown flesh and green blood all around it, covering parts of Kharon with the oily liquid.

      She managed to get back to her feet and nodded in thanks toward him, but as the rest of the beast fell to its side with a cavern-shaking thud, a column of red light shot from its entrails and connected with the cavern’s high ceiling. Everything trembled around them, making Chris’s wound worse.

      Kharon was screaming with pain with every step she took, so Chris fired a healing fireball her way. Upon received the white sphere of super-concentrated energy, her wounds quickly healed.

      “Thank you, Chris,” she said with tear-filled eyes.

      She began running toward him.

      “No! Get out of here, now!” he ordered.

      “Let me help you,” she pleaded.

      The red column of energy expanded and consumed the creature’s remains, and soon the crimson energy morphed into a humanoid shape.

      “No, Kharon, look over there, something else is coming for you, so you must run!”

      Kharon stopped in her tracks and looked back at the pulsating energy blob taking humanoid shape.

      “Oh no… it’s her, she found me!”

      “What are you talking about? Who are you talking about?”

      “Ashra!”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Aren’t you still in her womb?”

      “I’m not, Chris, she forcefully extracted me and grew me into an adult inside a machine that accelerated my growth. The moment I got strong enough, I broke my pod and escaped, thanks to the energy Dad and you gave me the last time I saw you.”

      Chris’ heartbeat went galloping into a war-drum rhythm inside his wounded chest. If he hadn’t himself accelerated his own growth during the Fury war, he probably wouldn’t have believed her.

      “Get the hell out of there, then, and run!”

      “I’m already off her ship, Chris.”

      That’s when Chris realized that the vision was just a mental projection, a conduit of some kind to explain her situation, and as if on cue, the crimson energy turned into Ashra in the flesh, a maddening smile deforming what was once the sweet face of Chris’s mother.

      “There you are,” said Ashra. “Did you really think I’d let you run away from me? You’re mine!”

      “Noooo!” screamed Chris, not realizing he had unleashed a strong shockwave that sent Chase and Argos crashing backward.

      With a single thought, he obliterated the rock impaling him at the subatomic level and instantly healed the large hole in his abdomen.

      “I won’t let you touch a hair on her head, you hear me?!”

      Ashra turned her attention toward Chris, who hadn’t realized he was radiating Hyper Fury energy. She cocked her head to the side, looking intrigued.

      “Oh… it’s just you... My other worthless child.”

      “You’re not Sarah, and you’re not my mother!”

      “When will any of you finally accept it? I’m all that’s left of her, boy, and I’ll take much pleasure in gutting you, as I will that traitress. Surely you can sense it by now… she may have temporarily escaped my grasp, but her respite will be short-lived. I’m right on her tail, so close that I can almost smell the stench of her betrayal. Soon, she’ll be mine again, and when that happens, I will unleash all my wrath upon your puny sister. But fear not, as I won’t stop there... not a single member of the Athanatos family shall survive me. I will erase every single one of you from existence, once and for all.”

      Chris could sense the incredible amount of raw power emanating from Ashra. It was overwhelming and unlike anything he ever sensed before. In comparison, Asrak’Vor’s aura Chris had sensed during their final battle with the Spectre felt like a mere blip of worthless energy. But what worried Chris more than the sheer amount of power emanating from Ashra was the darkness and hatred he could sense in every fiber of her being. She was made of pure darkness, and Chris feared nothing of his mother remained.

      Ashra turned her attention back toward Kharon.

      “Run, Kharon,” screamed Chris. “Run for your life!”

      Kharon sprinted toward the cave’s exit while Ashra aimed an open palm at her with a sadistic smile on her face.

      “Oh, no, you don’t!” said Chris, moving so fast he could have been teleporting.

      He grabbed her fireball engulfed hand and deflected it upward. The fireball shot and pierced a large hole into the ceiling. Thousands of flying locusts invaded the cavern and moved in a whirlwind motion around Chris. With each pass, their razor-sharp wings inflicted Chris with a cut.

      On their own, these were just scratches, but soon, it felt like Chris was succumbing to millions of them.

      “Chris!” shouted Kharon in the distance.

      When Chris tried to tell her to keep running, he felt Ashra’s hand on his throat. She was squashing the life out of him. Her squeeze on his throat increased relentlessly, and little by little, Chris’s neck weakened under the pressure.

      Chris used telepathy to contact Kharon while he still could.

      Run, and keep running until you get to Alkyon One, Kharon. There we’ll be able to protect you.

      Shortly after, Chris felt his neck snap, and everything turned black.
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      “What do you mean she’s coming?” asked Chase.

      “I had another vision,” said Chris. “Ashra was hunting her, but Kharon escaped. I think they’re both coming to Alkyon One as we speak.”

      “If that’s the case, the Spectres will soon be at our doorstep.”

      “We better hope PT-1 finds something for us to defend ourselves with soon, as I fear the number of ships we’ll have ready before they arrive won’t be enough to repel even one of these motherships that made it through the gate.”

      “Whatever comes, we must be ready to face them. Once the crisis on Droxia is over, I think we should recall all the ships to protect the station.”

      Chase reflected on his son’s words for a bit. While he agreed on principle, his gut feeling told him something didn’t feel right.

      “I don’t know, I have a bad feeling about this. What if this is all an elaborate trap?”

      “While I respect your instincts in these matters, what other choice do we have?”

      Chase winced and sighed. “I don’t like this, Chris.”

      “Neither do I, but we can’t abandon Kharon.”

      Chase put his hand on his son’s shoulder.

      “And we won’t. She’s family, and I promise we’ll do everything to save her... just like we will for your mother.”

      Chris’s face dropped and that sent a shiver down Chase’s spine.

      “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It’s probably nothing.”

      “Well, if it’s nothing, there’s no harm in telling me. And your face is telling me an entirely different story right now, so spit it out, whatever it is.”

      “In the vision, I faced Ashra. Dad… her current power levels are like nothing we could ever imagine.”

      “We’ve faced her before, and while she’s very strong, she can be defeated. Together, all of us, we can take her down, I’m sure of it.”

      “I’m not so sure... what she’s now become is so far beyond what she was when we last met her on the battlefield.”

      “Then we’ll train harder and make sure that whatever is left of the Furies are willing to join the fight when the time comes. We could even train them to reach our levels of power. We may have no other choice but to do so.”

      Chris shook his head. “It won’t be enough, even if we trained them in time chambers, I can’t shake the feeling that she’s on a level none of us can hope to ever reach.”

      “So what are you suggesting, then? We give up? Let her suck the souls of trillions of beings, ours included?”

      “You know I’d die before I let her do that. I… I just fear it won’t matter what we do.”

      “I have no doubt she’s the biggest threat to life as we know it, but I won’t accept she’s unbeatable. I just wished I had…”

      But Chase let the words trail as his face looked down.

      “I know, but if you had, Kharon wouldn’t have been born. You can’t blame yourself for not finishing her off. In doing so, you at least gave Kharon a fighting chance.”

      “And yet that decision might hurt us all.”

      Chris lifted Chase’s chin with his finger.

      “Don’t do this again, I beg you. Don’t get haunted by your past failures and in should haves and would haves. It brings nothing but misery, and you know it. What’s done is done, all that matters now is how we deal with this… together.”

      “When did you get so wise?”

      “I had good role models,” said Chris with a smile. “Whatever comes our way, we’ll deal with it, one way or another. Right now, Kharon is running for her life, and we can’t let her down.”

      Chase nodded. “You’re right, and we won’t.”

      “Good, so let’s make sure we’re as ready as we can be when Ashra comes in her wake.”

      “There’s still something you haven’t told me. I can sense it.”

      Chris sighed. “Right… mind-boggling power aside, I… I couldn’t sense anything left of mom in Ashra anymore.”

      “If I’ve learned anything, Chris, is that these visions are there for a reason, they give you just enough information to course correct or help you decide what actions to take, but I wouldn’t put too much credence to every single detail you’ve seen or sensed in them. Trust me, just take them as guides, but don’t get bogged down by every detail. The future isn’t written in stone. The future is what we make of it… never forget that.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do you really think it’s wise to proceed this way?” asked Altair.

      “I don’t know, but that’s what we’re going to do anyway,” said Chase.

      “I guess we’ve asked you to take command of the Alliance, and it would be quite hypocritical to now tell you to reconsider listening to others.”

      “I always listen to what you have to say, Altair, you know that. I just think if there’s a good chance that Ashra is coming with her armada toward Alkyon One, we’d better be prepared with a show of force. We can’t let her destroy this station. Even though it’s quite new, it’s our new headquarters, and I don’t think it would help morale to have it destroyed so quickly after completion.”

      “The optics would be bad indeed.”

      “Screw the optics, it’s the morale of the troops that worries me more. We’ve installed the latest generation tech here, if it falls during its first attack, it could send a message of terror throughout the universe. And right now, that’s the last thing we need.”

      “Agreed. Very well, I’ll recall every abled ship to Alkyon One. I’d rather not recall the ones protecting Gorgar, though.”

      “We’ve learned from the Fury War that we can’t let that world fall to the enemy, so I’m in agreement here, the fleet in orbit is to stay put and report any movement they observe from their long-range sensors. The last thing we want is for either the Spectre or the Guards to use our redeployment to seize that world. If that were to happen…”

      “It would take some doing, but once the current threat has passed, we may need to consider moving Alkyon One in that planet’s orbit.”

      Chase sighed. “I’ve thought about that too. I hate that we’re hours away at maximum hyperspeed. Strategically it makes no sense for us to ship Gorgar workers all around to all the different places, be it here or our shipyards. But then again, I’m not sure us focusing all our attention on a single area of space is a great solution either... that also would make us more vulnerable to attack. Take that system out, and you take out the entire Alliance.”

      “True. But the amount of time wasted transporting their worker population to systems so far away from their planet is also valuable, now more than ever.”

      “Then perhaps it’s time we build a second space station and link them with a jumpgate. I’ll task Gaia and Spiros to work on a way to link these two places with the shortest possible travel time.”

      “Is that even possible? I thought jumpgates were literally the limit at which hyperspace travel can be stretched.”

      “From our understanding of hyperspace, that is correct.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Every race has their own limited understanding of physics based on their observation of it. Just like the Asgardians have managed to build faster hyperspace engines thanks to pentalium, they’ve always had an edge in terms of speed because they figured out a workaround on the limitations of space travel that other races couldn’t crack with their technology at the time. Therefore it’s safe to assume there are other ways to go beyond the Asgardian’s already faster engines, we simply haven’t discovered them yet. After all, the Atlantians had blink drives, instantaneous travel anywhere, and they have the portals, which accomplishes basically the same thing.

      “So at the very least, we know it’s within the realm of possibility, we just lack the understanding on how to implement these technologies at the moment. Now that we've acquired limited access to Atlantian tech, and the only being in existence that managed to interface with such tech, perhaps we can figure out a way to learn more of their ancient knowledge.”

      Altair rubbed his chin. “There’s the ethics of it to be taken under consideration.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “When Gaia used the Atlantian upgrades to save Earth, she was told that we’re not ready for such technology, that it had to be used once to save the planet and then be destroyed. For our own good. What if that’s true? What if, by gaining this new knowledge, we unleash even a worse fate for ourselves? And, in fact, what if it’s that technology that was the Atlantian’s own downfall?”

      “That’s the risk any civilization faces when tinkering with new and advanced technology, and trust me, if going back into a simpler time with simpler rules was an option to deal with our predicament: I would embrace it right away. That is with my family, which at the moment is quite fractured. My wife is inside the body of our nemesis, a race of beings so vile they’re not just content with wiping us out; instead, they go to great length stealing our souls, the very essence of life. Argos is trapped in the Underworld, in a weird situation in between life and death, one I’ve experienced myself, I might add, except my soul hadn’t been split in two.

      “No… we’re no longer in a position to wonder if Atlantian tech can do more harm than good, I’m afraid. We’re outnumbered, outgunned, and been on the defensive for too long. We need to figure out a way in order for us to take the fight to our enemies, not retreat and hope we can deal with the next crisis by the skin of our teeth. If we keep focusing on survival alone, one day, we’ll just end up losing that fight. It’s time to start focusing on how to achieve victory.”

      “And the cost of that be damned? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “That’s an oversimplification, and you know it. Then again, if you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

      “I’m afraid not, but that doesn’t mean this course of action doesn’t give me pause.”

      “Then I say we do what we have to and deal with the fallout of potential mistakes when they arise. Ever since the Spectres’ return, we’ve been beaten at almost every turn. If that wasn’t bad enough, we also have the Guards to contend with.”

      “I know you don’t want to hear it, Chase, and you’ve made your position perfectly clear, but the Guards are the perfect example of how not fully understood technology can have terrible repercussions, not only for its creators but for all life in our dimension.”

      “Trust me when I say this, Altair: I’m very well aware of that.”
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      “It’s good to see you,” said Tar’Lock, “even if it’s just on a holo-feed.”

      “It’s good to see you too,” answered Ryonna. “When will the Helios reach Droxia?”

      “Within the hour.”

      “And your certain Gaia’s solution will work?”

      “It has to, Chase has recalled most of the ships back to Alkyon One. He’s counting on us to deal with the Droxian crisis swiftly so we can release the ships in orbit, slowing down the plague on your world.”

      “I hate not being there at such a crucial moment... one where my entire civilization faces its greatest crisis.”

      “I know how you feel, I’ve been in your shoes before when we almost lost Gorgar to the Furies. And back then, I trusted you to do anything to save my world. And you did, risking your very life in order to do so. In hindsight, though, I just wish I had reacted better to the final outcome… I’m…”

      “Don’t give it another thought Tar’Lock. This is all in the past. Now we must focus current problems on today’s war.”

      “That goes without saying, and I give you my word that we’ll do whatever it takes to save your world, even if we must lay down our lives in the process.”

      “That’s very honorable of you, and I thank you. But hopefully, it won’t come down to that. This plague is technological in nature, and if Gaia is correct, you now hold the digital cure. I have faith in you, I know you won’t let my people down.”

      “We won’t. I promise.”

      Ryonna sighed.

      “What’s going on? What was that for?”

      “Nothing, don’t worry, my friend... unfortunately, I need to gear up and get moving; we’re deploying in a few minutes.”

      “No unnecessary risks, okay?”

      “I wish I could make that promise, but the unknown regions are called unknown for a reason. Be it the remnant technologies of the Atlantians, or their past enemies, we never know what we’ll be up against when we step through the portals.”

      “I guess that makes sense, and I understand you can’t promise not taking risks, but then at least try and be careful.”

      “You too, Tar’Lock. Talk to you soon.”
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      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” said Gaia.

      “I know,” said Spiros. “But these are our orders.”

      “By your admission, I made sure the Atlantian tech that saved the Earth was destroyed the moment it had served its purpose.”

      “Losing your life in the process, I might add.”

      “You and I both know I'm not worried about that. If I must lay down my life for Earth and all the other sentient beings, I’ll do it again in a heartbeat. I know you hate hearing this, but this is who I am.”

      “I know, and that’s also why I love you so much, so it would be hypocritical of me to complain about what makes you who you are. I won’t lie to you, though, hearing you say you’d lay down your life at the first opportunity to help others is never easy to hear. Not because I disagree with your choice, but because I can’t possibly imagine losing you again.”

      “I would rather that didn’t happen either. Which is why I’m not sure Chase is making the right decision here.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Look... technology is a wonderful thing when used the right way. But any tech, even the seemingly innocuous one, can be used for evil purposes, and while I don’t hold the memories of my alter ego before she sacrificed her life, I know it within my heart that whatever Chase is hoping I’ll be able to unearth most likely would have the potential to destroy us all.”

      “Even so, is it better to just give up and let ourselves be destroyed anyway? Don’t get me wrong, I empathize with your position, gods know my own inventions have been corrupted beyond what I intentionally designed them for, but that’s the nature of life. There will always be darkness lurking in the galaxy, but by the same token, we can’t let the only beacon of light be extinguished on purely moral principles.”

      “I know what you’re trying to say, Spiros, and I thank you, but no amount of kind words will change my view on the issue. We’ve been ordered to go down that path, and I will respect Chase’s wish in the matter because if it wasn’t for him, that light you’re speaking of would have been extinguished a long time ago. At the very least, we owe him our allegiance and our trust. I just happen to think that whatever we find inside that next Pandora’s box may come with a price that we’re not willing to pay.”

      “But if we don’t open the box, the price may end up being higher.”

      “It always seems that way when we’re cornered, and I guess if history teaches us anything, is that there come times during conflicts when the ethics of our decision must take a step down because of the urgency of the situation. All I’m saying is that I’m getting a nagging feeling this time, and it’s telling me that we risk going too far.”

      “And if we had another choice, I’d gladly consider it.”

      “As would I, Spiros, as would I. I guess we should prepare for our trip to the unknown regions then.”

      “What? Why? Can’t you do this from here?”

      “Not a chance, Spiros, I need to interface with Atlantian tech directly, and we may need to step into portals ourselves if that’s what it takes. I can’t just review logs and scans and magically find a memory that I never held in the first place. I know I often seem to find out-of-the-box solutions quickly, like I just did with the Droxian brain infection by the nanite virus, but in that case, my reasoning came from a solid understanding of such technological concepts. This time it’s a shot in the dark, and I need direct access to the source material, so to speak.”

      “We’d better let Chris know, then.”

      “You do that. I’ll start packing everything I think we’ll need when we get there.”

      Spiros nodded before giving Gaia a quick peck on the cheek.

      This won’t end well, thought Gaia.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t exactly have time right now,” said Chase dismissively.

      “I’m sorry,” countered Yanis, “but I think you’ll want to hear this.”

      Chase sighed. “Very well, but please make it quick.”

      “That is the one thing I can’t promise.”

      “Yanis!”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll do my best to be quicker than usual.”

      “Start by telling me what was so important that I had to cut my briefing with the admirals short. You, of all people, should know the sort of military threat we’re facing.”

      “I do, and that’s why we’re having this discussion.”

      “Very well, Yanis, what do you want to talk about?”

      “The StarFury Mark IV.”

      “You gotta be kidding me. You think upgrading the starfighters now, in the middle of everything else, has a chance in hell to tip the balance?”

      “Hey! It’s me.”

      Chase tried as best he could to smile at his friend. It wasn’t a blatant success.

      “I’m listening.”

      “I went over Gaia’s modification of the nanites as well as the time-warping field used to temporally quarantine the Droxian during the emergency, and it gave me an idea. Not only do I think we can adapt her logic to our weaponry, but I think we can upgrade all current fighters with minimal effort. Obviously, rebuilding new fighters right now would be too time consuming.”

      “You do realize that it’s been three minutes already, and you still haven’t told me what it is you’re really proposing here.”

      “I know, I know, I’m getting there.”

      Chase brushed his temple with his fingers. “Sure you are.”

      “I think I found a way to slow down the enemy at every engagement. It’s a temporary fix, but I believe it’s one that should give them pause.”

      “Yanis?”

      “Yes?”

      “Would you please get to the freaking point?”

      “A timelapse cannon.”

      “A what now?”

      “A timelapse cannon. I believe by changing the way we apply frequency to our laser and plasma cannons, we can deliver a temporal charge.”

      “What exactly is a temporal charge?”

      “It’s a localized distortion of space and time, allowing us to freeze the enemy in time for just a second or two.”

      Chase wasn’t sure what his friend was getting at, but the mention of freezing the enemy in time, even for a short time, seemed intriguing enough to convince himself that he could indeed take a bit of time out of his busy schedule to get the lowdown on this new if unorthodox idea.

      “Are we talking freezing the enemy long enough so that we can shoot them down?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m proposing. And if my calculations are correct, we’ll gain an advantage so significant that we’ll never lose dogfights anymore. Well, mostly.”

      “You have my full attention.”

      “All right, this is how it works.”

      Yanis’s face on the holo-screen was replaced by a holo-image of two fighters engaged in a dogfight.

      “Right now, the Spectre’s ship is pretty solid, and even with drones and all power upgrades we’ve added to the StarFuries’ Mark III, we’re still not able to go toe-to-toe with them on equal footing. My proposal will change all that. When the upgraded cannon hits its target, it will engulf the ship into a time bubble, just for a little while, but hopefully long enough for us to one-shot kill them down during that short window of time.”

      “That doesn’t sound right, are they losing armor or shields when trapped in the bubble?”

      “They don’t.”

      “So while I can see why pausing them even a fraction of a second would give us a tactical advantage, it may also end up creating a lot of confusion, especially if that doesn’t finish them off quickly.”

      “But it will finish them off.”

      “Then you’d better start explaining that part before I lose patience. By your own admission, their armor and shields would remain up.”

      “Yes, but since they’re trapped in a time bubble, time inside the field goes at a much slower rate, basically how their universe currently is compared to ours. In fact, I think that’s the only reason why this technology can work on them and only on them.”

      “What are you saying? Why?”

      “That has to do with the energy signature of their ships. Because they come from a dimension where time isn’t flowing at the same flow as ours, there’s a multidimensional parameter I never thought to look at. That is, until Gaia used a time-warp solution to help us buy the time we needed to fix Droxia’s predicament. It just popped in there,” said Yanis, hitting his skull twice with his finger.

      “One day, you and I will have a discussion about the meaning of the words ‘make it quick,’ but continue.”

      “You see, any projectile fired into the bubble will shift into another temporal flux, and I have figured out a way to communicate between the inside and outside of the bubble in real-time. So you see what this means?”

      “Besides the fact that this entire conversation is sure to give me a headache? No, Yanis, while I usually take pride in the fact that I can follow your techno-diatribes, this time, I don’t see what all this means.”

      “What’s the main problem we have to deal with in terms of shields?”

      Chase buried his face in his hands. “He’s playing twenty questions, now, of all times.”

      “Come on, Chase, this is important. Ok, ok, the answer is frequency. That’s why we, as well as our enemies, are using multi-phasing shielding to protect our ships, it doesn’t leave the weapon time to figure out the right frequency to penetrate our defenses since we’re cycling the frequencies and algorithms generating the random chances. And in the end, only the sheer number of impacts on them is what’s draining them. If the projectile could sync to the right frequency, it could go through the shields and impact its target unobstructed.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Finally, he’s getting it.”

      “Are you telling me that once the ship is frozen in the time bubble, our weaponry can be informed of the frequency for us to use in order to bypass them on the next shot?”

      “Bingo! Upon impact of the timelapse cannon, it broadcasts the frequency to our ships so that the next shot will pass through the shields as if they weren’t there. They still are obviously, but since time is slowed down, it gives our ships enough of a window to get the next shot through before it rotates frequency.”

      “Will that work on capital ships?”

      “Only in theory, I’m afraid.”

      “Power requirements?”

      “Exactly, and using the timelapse cannon on StarFuries will also have its drawbacks power-wise. But if I can calibrate the tech and optimize it with our newfound pentalium supplies, I believe I can get us a one, perhaps even two-second freeze, which should be enough for instant kills.”

      “Why can’t the technology be used to bring down, say Asgardian ships like the Guards are currently in control of, as well as whatever hybrid armada they’ve assembled along the way from other races?”

      “Because our tech doesn’t vibrate in this multidimensional timeshift thingy.”

      “You just made that term up, didn’t you?”

      Yanis scratched his head with a smile. “Kinda, yeah.”

      “Well, in terms of military, the Spectres are our biggest threat, so even if it only works on them, that’s still great news. How fast can you deploy this, and what would be needed to figure this out so it would work on the motherships?”

      “There’s no way it can work on the motherships.”

      “Why not? I understand we don’t have the power requirements to make a large enough bubble to engulf such massive ships, but can’t we just deploy the time bubble in a localized position on their shields and use that as our entry point?”

      “I like the way you think, and as a matter of fact, I explored that angle too, but unfortunately, it won’t work. The moment the bubble disrupts the shields, it’s pretty much instantly destroyed by the surrounding force of the rest of the shields, and there’s no time to use the breech that basically never forms.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” said Chase with an uncanny smile.

      “Chase, I can make this work for smaller ships, and that alone should give us a tactical edge that could help us tip the balance in this war, but I’m telling you now, I can’t apply this to bigger ships, no matter how much I wish I could. Even with an infinite supply of pentalium, I might add.”

      “And yet yesterday’s Yanis couldn’t figure what you figured out today, so I have faith that, in time, you’ll figure something out.”

      “Short of finding an element incredibly more power-efficient than pentalium that is… which I doubt even exists, I don’t think so.”

      “Good, I’ll leave you to it, then.”

      “You’re freaking kidding me, right?”

      “Not at all, but last I checked, I was put in command of the Alliance, and I do need to get back to the defense strategy of this station, so we don’t get blown up in a few hours or days when the Spectre armada comes knocking. Your job is to get the tech tested and deployed to all StarFuries wings as soon as you can.”

      “Oooookay.”

      “Will that be all, Yanis?”

      “Huh… I guess... You don’t seem too impressed, though.”

      “Good. So… why the heck are you still on my holo-screen.”

      Yanis blinked a few times with an empty stare. “Understood… Talk to you later, then?”

      “Yup. Oh, and Yanis?”

      The disappointment on Yanis’s face was replaced with unbridled anxiety.

      “Yeees?”

      Chase smiled widely. “Good job, man. And welcome back.”

      “Welcome back? What is that supposed to mean? And… well, thank you, I suppose.”

      “It means that it had been a while since you surpassed yourself in such a fashion, but you sure did it this time. If your theory works, that is.”

      “It will work, I’ll make it work, trust me.”

      “That I can do. And sorry for pulling your leg just now, I’m actually really proud of you. This will help us in a time we need it the most.”

      Yanis was in the middle of releasing a long sigh of relief when Chase turned the comms off with a chuckle.

      Was that really necessary? said a voice inside Chase’s head.

      No, but it was fun, and from what I gather, there won’t be many opportunities for that going forward.

      You sure have a strange way of picking your moments.
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      “Ready, everyone?” asked Ryonna.

      Menelas twitched as he realized that Ryonna probably didn’t understand the new chain of command.

      Let it be, love, said Athena in his mind. She’s here while she could have left for Droxia to be with her own people, and considering the state of emergency there, no one would blame her. You don’t need everyone to know you’re in charge, do you?

      I suppose not. Thanks.

      Please be careful out there.

      Will do.

      “Ready as one can be,” said Ares. “Where’s Yanis?”

      “He’s being sent back to Alkyon One, something to do with a new StarFury,” said Ryonna.

      “And we’re supposed to go get new technology without an engineer?” asked Menelas.

      Ryonna swiped her wrist holo-device and looked at the time.

      “He’s late.”

      “Who’s late?” asked Ares.

      “Yanis’s replacement.”

      “And that would be?” asked Menelas.

      Before Ryonna could answer, loud footsteps echoed in the adjacent corridor, and a panting Cedric emerged, trying to catch his breath.

      “Sorry, I miscalculated the distance between my quarters and the portal room. Cedric, reporting for… duty.”

      He then silenced a chuckle.

      Ares’s head tilted near Menelas’s.

      “I never thought I’d say this, but I think I’m actually going to miss Yanis,” murmured Ares.

      You do know we can speak telepathically, right? answered Ares.

      So?

      So your new teammate wouldn’t feel alienated with you whispering in my ear. But for the sake of argument, seeing how a short run from literally one hundred yards seemed to affect him physically, I’ll say you’re making a good point.

      Oh, cool, it works, don’t worry guys, I won’t slow you down, said Cedric in both their heads.

      “What the hell?” said Menelas out loud.

      “What’s the problem?” asked Ryonna.

      Ares turned toward Cedric. “Can you speak telepathically?”

      “Yes and no, I’ve been working on a prototype, and well, hang on…”

      Cedric took a smoking device from his ear and threw it to the ground, where it whistled and turned bright white before exploding.

      He laughed uncomfortably. “As I said, that’s just a prototype.”

      “So this is Yanis’s replacement?” asked Ares.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m already filled with confidence,” added Menelas.

      “Hey!” shouted Ryonna. “When it comes to technology, he’s just as qualified as Yanis. Cedric has saved Earth more times than I can count!”

      She must not be able to count very far, then, said Ares inside Menelas’s mind, who couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

      “What’s so funny about what I said?” asked Ryonna.

      “Now you know why I wanted to have a direct line to people who can speak telepathically,” said Cedric. “Let us in on the jokes, or do you think we can’t take them?”

      “Enough! We don’t have time for this useless banter,” insisted Ryonna. “We have a job to do, and I have complete confidence in Cedric’s ability to replace Yanis temporarily. And unless you‘ve all forgotten that we’re losing this war, it’s up to us to bring the Alliance new weaponry to help the fight against an enemy that wants nothing short of the total eradication of every living being in our universe. Now that we’re all here, Cedric, if you could please initiate the portal and enter the coordinates Chase wants us to go to first.”

      Cedric nodded and went to one side of the room and looked around, confused.

      “The controls are that way,” said Menelas, pointing to the other side of the room while holding his forehead with his other hand.
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      Poseidon dodged the attack of the drones by rolling to the side and fired three fireballs with his bionic arm. Two of the drones were hit dead center and exploded, while the third one dodged the attack and fired a plasma rocket back at the Olympian.

      The drone switched to rapid plasma fire and unleashed hell upon Poseidon. The Olympian grabbed his trident on its center of gravity and made it rotate so fast that it looked like a shield. Upon impact with the trident, the plasma rocket and successive fire ricocheted randomly inside the room. Multiple explosions scorched the reinforced green marble walls.

      When the fire stopped, Poseidon impaled the drone with his trident. It exploded, and shortly after, cleaning bots beamed in the arena and started cleaning up.

      The training room door morphed into an opening, and Thor walked through it.

      “I thought we’d agreed to train today,” said Poseidon. “Mind telling me why I’ve been destroying brainless drones for hours?”

      “I apologize, I had to take care of the distribution logistics of the latest shipment of pentalium.”

      Poseidon cocked his head to the side upon seeing the long box under one of Thor’s arms. He pointed at it.

      “What’s in the box?”

      “That’s another reason why I’m late. Let me show you.”

      Thor positioned the elongated box in front of him and released it. It hovered in place while Thor entered a code on a holo-screen on top of the box. The top split in two and opened up to reveal an arm.

      “It’s an upgrade?” asked Poseidon.

      “And not a minor one, either. Thanks to the steady influx in pentalium, I had the arm completely redesigned by Kvasir, which was kind enough to have it shipped to us. Wanna give it a try?”

      “Like you have to ask,” said Poseidon as he reached for his shoulder and turned the mechanism to remove his current augment, handing the old one to Thor before grabbing the shiny new arm and installing it with a satisfying click and growing hum.

      Suddenly, Poseidon felt his entire body influx with more energy than he ever sensed in his entire life. Body-wide tingling doubled with a sensation of euphoria filled his entire being.

      “This is incredible! What’s going on with me? Why is that arm affecting my entire body? Or at least that’s how it feels.”

      “You’re not imagining it. I’m not exactly sure how it works, as technology was more the domain of my late brother. But according to Kvasir, the power supply of your arm will now allow you at least one thousand more charges than previously, and apparently the arm itself contains nanites that allow some of that energy to mix up with your own biological lifeforce.”

      “I’ll say. I’m almost scared to try it out.”

      “Seeing how formidable our enemies are, it can’t hurt to try to find any tactical edge we possibly can. Try and hit me, perhaps with your biological arm first, see how much it has improved your natural strength first.”

      Poseidon flexed his real hands’ fingers and stared at Thor.

      “What if I hurt you?”

      “With this arm, I seriously doubt it. Plus, I’m wearing my armor, so don’t worry too much about it and just hit me already.”

      “As you wish,” said Poseidon before punching Thor in the chest.

      The result was devastating, Thor flew away as if he had been impacted by a ship in hyperspace. He crashed on the other side of the training room, cracking the wall upon impact.

      “Holy shit!” screamed Poseidon as he ran toward his injured friend. “Are you all right?”

      “Ok…” said Thor tentatively, checking his chest for armor damage, which he quickly found. “I did not expect that.”

      “Neither did I. I’m sorry, a good thing we didn’t try the bionic arm first. Makes you wonder if we shouldn’t all get such augments. I know I have mine because I lost my arm, but makes you think.”

      “I don’t know about other races, but in Asgard, it’s prohibited to modify your own body unless it’s to replace a missing limb or organ. It’s a slippery slope once you go down the path of augmentation. It may create an entirely new generation of addicts that will try to robotize their entire body just so they get faster, stronger, or smarter. Before you know it, what biological attributes that made a certain race the way it is gets replaced by machinery.”

      “Not to mention that technology is hackable, and you could turn an entire unsuspecting population into doing your bidding. Now that I’m thinking about it, I’m not so sure I am so happy about having been augmented myself, well… in our current situation, I understand that it’s a necessary evil, but with cloning technology, I probably could get an arm regrown and reattached. I guess when the day comes, that’s what I might do.”

      “Right now, you kicking ass is more important, I agree, speaking of, we probably should continue the tests.”

      Thor tried getting back up, but the pain was too strong, and he slid back down.

      “I think we’d better get you to the med bay,” said Poseidon, “You could have internal bleeding.”

      “Mind helping me back up?”

      Poseidon grabbed Thor’s forearm with his hand and helped his friend. He then put his arm around his neck and walked him out of the training room.

      “I didn’t know that you were considering undoing the bionic arm,” said Thor on their way to the medical bay.

      “It’s just something I’ve been thinking about lately, but obviously, I quickly reached the conclusion that it would have to wait until after the war if I make it through, that is.”

      “You will make it through. I’ve already lost a brother, and I can’t imagine losing you too. In fact, I’d do anything to make sure of that.”
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      Onboard the Helios, Captain Talon Epizon sat on his chair in the middle of the bridge.

      “Status?”

      “We’ve deployed the new code to the rest of the fleet here,” said Tar’Lock, “and are finishing beaming the therapeutic nanites onboard their cargo holds. Deployment should start any minute now.”

      “Good. Let’s hope this works because the last thing we need right now is to have to deal with crazed augmented Droxian zombies on top of everything else.”

      “I wonder if they’ll remember what they’ve done while under the influence of this plague. I certainly wouldn’t like to be in their shoes.”

      “Thankfully, for us, we won’t have to find out. But we need to proceed with caution and not get on the surface of the planet until we’re sure the entire threat has been neutralized. If any of the Alliance ships were to be infected, it could spread the plague through numerous galaxies, and right now, we don’t have the resources to deal with that.”

      “What if that’s already the case?”

      It took a while for Talon to answer Tar’Lock’s question. And it was something that Talon had spent days thinking about too. In fact, he had just been debriefed on their next mission regarding this potential threat. But he wasn’t ready to share that with the rest of the crew until they completed their current one.

      “One problem at a time. But yes, we need to track down the Guards and make sure we neutralize their army of zombified Droxians before they spread it to other races. But right now, the biggest fire is raging on Droxia, so we need to deal with the center of this plague first.”

      “All ships report ready to execute,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Very well, deploy at will.”

      And let’s pray this works.

      “Strange,” said Tar’Lock.

      “What’s that?”

      “I have all ships but one beaming down nanites to the surface of the planet… but the Omicron isn’t beaming anything.”

      “What? Get me their captain on the line.”

      “I already tried, he’s not answering.”

      “Could their communication’s array be faulty?”

      Tar’Lock’s entered commands on his console at his usual lightspeed, which to human eyes made him look like he had three-dozen arms.

      “I’ve managed to login onto their onboard computer, no signs of damage or faults as far as their communication systems are concerned.”

      “Open a channel.”

      “Opened.”

      “Captain Markos, this is Captain Epizon, please respond.”

      “I’m detecting a buildup of energy coming from the Omicron,” cried Tar’Lock.

      “Locate its source.”

      “Their hyperspace engine is spooling up.”

      “What the hell are they doing? Can you access their bridge security systems? Let us peak inside what’s going on their bridge.”

      Tar’Lock keyed in the necessary commands and projected a holo-feed from their bridge on the main holo-screen. It took Talon’s mind a couple of seconds for his brain to register what he was witnessing.

      Most of the crew of the Omicron were unconscious, but one officer walked toward each of the bodies and kneeled next to them for a second before moving to the next one. In this case, Captain Markos.

      “Beam Captain Markos off the ship right now!”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “The Omicron computer just revoked my authorization. It has engaged a lockdown procedure of all the ship’s systems. I’m surprised we still have a holo-feed of the bridge.”

      “Can you override it?”

      Tar’Lock frantically entered command after command, only low-bass error chimes echoed from his console as a result of his multiple attempts.

      “The encryption is too strong.”

      On the holo-screen, some of the Omicron’s crew that were infected by the only standing crewman earlier were coming out of their slumber, including Captain Markos. Soon, all the bridge crew was up; they all looked toward the holo-cam, which feed was being streamed to the Helios. They all raised their hands toward the cam, and the feed died instantly, accompanied by an ear-piercing burst of static.

      “Fuck me!” exclaimed Talon. “Tar’Lock, target their hyperspace engines right away. Give them everything we’ve got and open fire!”
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      “Are we ready?” asked Ryonna.

      “Almost,” answered Cedric. “I’m getting feedback through the portal, and I think we’re ready to beam out the shuttle from the other side.”

      “Remind me again,” asked Menelas, “why we can’t just fly the shuttles through the portals themselves?”

      “It’s a size thing,” replied Cedric preemptively. “I am working on a fix, though… well, I’ll continue working on a way to make the portal event horizon bigger so that we can pass shuttles entirely, and over time, hopefully, full starships, but that one may take a little longer.”

      “I’m surprised it can even be done to that scale. Not to mention how can you beam an object that far in the first place?”

      “We’re not technically beaming the ship there, just beaming part of it through the event horizon of the portal, and it does the rest.”

      “That doesn’t seem very safe,”

      “And yet it is. I’d love to explain how it works by splitting the shuttle into multiple smaller parts in the buffer that teleports objects and people through the network, but we’d be here for hours. As for bigger portals, it’s mostly a power requirement problem, something we solved by finding so much pentalium. It’s just a question of modifying the tech and, well, we can’t risk damaging our portal, because if we made a mistake, it would cut us off from the entire network.”

      “That would be bad, and as per how it works, I’ll just trust that you know what you’re doing, I have no interest in knowing every single detail of it, at least not today,” said Ares.

      “Right... as for losing our portal, it would be bad indeed since the nearest portal in the network is located many hours away at Asgardian hyperspace speeds from New Kyria,” said Cedric. “So I’d rather make all the necessary tests to make sure nothing happens to that portal before we attempt to enlarge them enough so we can travel through with the shuttles in the future. We also don’t know for sure if relocating a portal is as simple as moving it from one planet to another; we’ve only scratched the surface as per our understanding of this tech.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said Ryonna, “but I propose we focus on the mission for the time being.”

      “Right,” replied Cedric. “Hang on just a moment… here we go.”

      A shuttle beamed in front of the team. It was a rather compact ship but just about large enough for the entire team to board.

      “That’s cozy,” said Menelas as he sat in the pilot’s chair.

      He interacted with the holo-controls, and a map of their surrounding area was projected on a holo-screen.

      “Where to?” asked Menelas.

      Cedric sat in the copilot’s seat, took a slab of glass from his pocket and put it in front of him. A large set of 3 holo-screens arranged in a curve came to life. He interacted with them and swiped the destination from one of his screens to the shuttle’s main screen. The map scrolled quickly over the planetary terrain and locked a point in the form a rotating red triangle icon.

      “There,” said Cedric. “At max speeds, we should get there in under an hour.”

      Without another word, Menelas lifted the shuttle off the ground as the engine spooled to max power, and the ship screamed away in the distance.
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      “How are we supposed to test the timelapse cannons?” asked Kvasir.

      “Already on it,” said Yanis. “I have a team working on restoring one of the fighters we shot down in the last engagement. By the time they arrive, it should be near completion.”

      “And when will that be?”

      “Twenty minutes, give or take.”

      “Don’t we risk broadcasting signals that can be picked up by Spectres if we power up one of their derelict shuttles?”

      “In any other situation, I would say you are correct. But in this case, they already know where Alkyon One is, and if Chase’s intel is correct, they’re probably on their way there already.”

      “Seems to me that it will have to be a quick series of tests then and an even quicker deployment to the StarFuries. If the enemy is on their way, aren’t we already running against the clock?”

      “We are indeed, and clearly, we won’t be able to equip that many StarFuries. In fact, my engineers are already installing the modifications needed for an entire squadron. Because we need to be ready with just a software update if the tests prove that the tech is viable.”

      “And if it can’t?”

      “Then little harm is done, we’ll have a squadron of fighters with a diminished power reserve by twenty percent and only if they use the timelapse cannon.”

      “I guess that’s a good trade-off, seeing how constrained we currently are.”

      “Any news on how the situation on Droxia is evolving?”

      “Nothing I’ve heard so far, the Helios has been dispatched to implement Gaia’s solution. Would you like me to get more information for you?”

      “Nah, that’s all right, I still have to make a couple of calls before I arrive anyway, I’ll inquire at that time. Thank you, Kvasir, and see you soon.”

      “Very well. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Firing now!” said Tar’Lock

      A salvo of plasma shots aimed at the Omicron screamed away from the viewport of the Helios. But before they could hit the Alliance destroyer, they impacted with its shields.

      “Dammit,” exclaimed Talon. “Switch to primary firing solution. Have the EAD Minotaur lock onto the Oblivion with their tractor beam, we can’t afford to let them escape.”

      Tar’Lock entered the commands before giving a quick questioning look at his captain. “We take the risk of destroying the ship with the primary Heracles cannon, though.”

      “That’s a risk we have to take, lock and fire as soon as it’s ready. Change our vector to make sure a missed shot doesn’t impact Droxia.”

      Tar’Lock adjusted the Helios’s position as the bridge hummed during the Heracles canon charging cycle. Some lights flickering happened all around the bridge consoles and light sources.

      “Charge is at ninety-two percent,” said Tar’Lock. “Engineering reports a delay of two minutes for a full charge, apparently one of our power relays overloaded.”

      “Then fire now, we don’t have two minutes.”

      Let alone twenty seconds.

      “Firing.”

      The entire bridge was plunged into darkness as the massive golden column of supercharged plasma shot from the bow of the Helios. For what felt like more time than had actually elapsed, Talon held his breath.

      He knew full well that the Omicron had been compromised and couldn’t be allowed to enter hyperspace. While Talon had no doubt that they would already have to deal with the repercussions of this bionic plague due to the number of infected Droxian the Guards had harvested before fleeing orbit, they couldn’t risk another rogue ship to spread it to nearby galaxies faster still.

      “What the hell?” said Talon as he rose from his captain’s chair.

      Talon’s facial expression turned livid. In a move he never witnessed before, the Omicron engaged their tractor beam as well and pushed their sub-light engines to the maximum, way past safety limits. As a result, they managed to drag the unprepared Minotaur out of its orbit to take the place of the nearby Omicron at the exact moment when the Heracles cannon reached its target.

      The result was devastating, the golden stream of energy cut the smaller EAD Minotaur in two and exploded in a bright flash that filled the darkened bridge with light momentarily.

      Before Talon could say another word, the Omicron jumped into hyperspace.

      “Set a pursuit course right away and follow it.”

      Tar’Lock clicked a set of high pitches noises. “I’m afraid the nearby explosion of the Minotaur blinded our sensors, and we don’t even have a partial vector for their jump.”

      This isn’t happening, thought Talon.

      “Locate their subspace beacon then.”

      Tar’Lock entered the next set of commands on the console, turned his head back toward Talon, and shook it from side to side.
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        * * *

      

      When Thor stepped out of the regen tank, Poseidon was waiting for him to hand him his clothes.

      “I’m really sorry, brother,” said Poseidon. “We never should have tested my new powers that way.”

      “No apology needed, I’m the one who insisted you do it. I don’t think either of us could have predicted the power upgrade this tech has granted you, I can only imagine how powerful your bionic arm is now.”

      “We don’t have to imagine; however, we’ll need to rebuild the entire training room... and adjacent quarters, which fortunately were empty at the time I performed a quick test. We also need to boost the shielding of the training room by at least four hundred percent, that or I need to find a deserted planet on which I could train safely.”

      “That explains the amount of internal bleeding I’ve suffered from, even though I wore my best armor. In the end, it’s good news, though, it means you’re now probably on par with Chase and the rest of his family in terms of firepower, and that can only be a good thing.”

      “I don’t know about going toe-to-toe with Chase just yet, but I sure feel more powerful than ever. I am, however, worried about the notion of nanites running through my bloodstream. What if I’m hacked and my power is turned around and used against us?”

      “Up until we killed Grunhild, we faced that eventuality anyway. But I can see why you’d have reservations. Know that the arm has a failsafe installed into it, so if that scenario ever presents itself, disconnecting it from your shoulder socket port will also neutralize the nanites in your bloodstream.”

      “That’s good thinking.”

      “I gotta admit I’m quite relieved Chase convinced me not to execute Kvasir back then. He’s been invaluable in helping both Asgard and the rest of the Alliance.”

      “Everyone is entitled to a second chance, I guess.”

      A sharp sting inside Thor’s heart made him grimace. The Guards were beyond redemption, and he would make sure they perished no matter what, even if that was the last thing he did.

      “Not everyone, I’m afraid.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m detecting an unknown energy signature at our destination coordinates,” said Menelas. “In fact, I’m also feeling it within my bones,” he added through gritted teeth.

      “Mind elaborating on that a little, especially on that last one, for us non-energy-sensitives?” asked Ryonna.

      “The shuttle sensors are detecting a build-up in energy levels within a subterranean structure located miles under the surface of where we’re heading. As for the second one, I would recognize this aura anywhere. Diaspira beat us to this location, wherever this is.”

      “Should we call for backup, then?” asked Cedric nervously.

      “That’s why I come along in these missions as a Fury,” countered Menelas. “Don’t worry about it, and leave the fighting part to me.”

      “No arguments there,” said Cedric.

      “Cedric might have a point, though,” added Ares, “we should at least inform Athena that we believe we’re in for some heavy resistance on this mission.”

      Menelas thought about it. He knew very well what Athena’s reaction would be, she’d step through the portal immediately, and since she could fly faster than the shuttle, she may even arrive before them, and there was no way Menelas would want her to fight whatever awaited them on her own. Then again, they could agree on meeting there before approaching the structure.

      What bothered him most was the idea of calling for help on their first mission with her as the commander of the base. He didn’t want to have to call for backup every time PT-1 encountered resistance. Was it his ego speaking? He wondered.

      “I don’t think we should call for backup unless we need to, all we know right now is that Diaspira will be there. She doesn’t stand a shadow of a chance in a fight with me and only got the upper hand last time because she tricked me. This time she doesn’t even have the element of surprise on her side. So maybe it’s just me, and since Ryonna is in command, it should ultimately be her call.”

      Ryonna sighed. “While I appreciate your deferring to me, we both know that technically you’re the ranking officer. And don’t think only Furies can sense people’s emotional states. In command or not, I’m very well aware that I’m not the most powerful warrior on this team. So while I agree that Cedric should be protected and not have him put in the line of fire when there will be fighting involved, you’re not facing Diaspira alone, I’ll be by your side all the way.”

      “At the end of the day,” interjected Ares, “it doesn’t matter who leads PT-1, though I suppose it would make things simpler if we decided on a team leader, at least for this mission. Which I thought was Ryonna as with the previous mission.”

      Menelas had to swallow his pride. “I agree, you’ve been a great leader up until now, I’m good deferring to your judgment for this mission... and the next ones.”

      Ryonna nodded. “Good. Now that that’s been cleared, since we don’t know what awaits us there, there’s no need to call for backup just yet, but don’t wait for my order Cedric, if the shit hits the propeller as the humans say, any of you just call for backup. Understood?”

      “Understood,” said Cedric. “I’d just like to point out that the expression actually is ‘when the shit hits the fan’ and hopefully decides to stay away from my underwear, but that’s another story,” he added, whispering to himself.
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      “Please come in,” said Chase with a smile on his face. “It’s good to see you, it’s been a while.”

      Keera stepped into Chase’s office onboard Alkyon One.

      “Hi, Chase, it’s been too long if you ask me.”

      She looked around, and her gaze locked onto the nice view of the planet below Alkyon’s orbit.

      “That’s a nice view,” said Keera, “though I expected the Alliance’s top brass to have a much bigger room.”

      Chase nodded. “Daniel is still in command of the station, they just turned me into a bureaucrat, and I must say, I hate it even more than I thought I would. Sitting behind a desk is not something I’m good at. But for the time being, with all the emergencies bursting all over the place, and until I get my daughter back, I guess this is where I must be.”

      Keera’s eyebrows jumped. “Your daughter? I feel like I’ve missed a large part of that tale.”

      Chase caught Keera up to speed with the latest events while they had a drink for old time’s sake.

      “That’s heavy. I’m sorry you have to go through this again and have your family splintered even more. It seems you can’t catch a breath.”

      “It is what it is, at the end of the day, none of us chose this conflict.”

      Keera dropped the empty Ju’ran blackhole onto the glass desk in front of her.

      “I have a confession to make,” said Keera.

      “Oh, really… What would that be?”

      “I wanted to tell you this for a long time, but I never had the guts.”

      “I gotta admit I’m intrigued now. Must be something important.”

      “On the contrary, it couldn’t be sillier.”

      “Okay…”

      “I hate Ju’ran blackholes.”

      Chase blinked twice before they both burst into laughter.

      “You warned me, and you were right: it’s silly. You should have told me earlier.”

      “Well, you seemed to enjoy this beverage so much, I didn’t want to dissuade you from drinking it.”

      “Liking them is a bit of a leap, it just happens to be one of the rare alcohol drinks that seems to impact me, ever so slightly, that is.”

      “I think you’re forgetting the Zentak whisky, Chase.”

      Chase chuckled. “No, I remember that bottle we drank the first time we traveled together onboard your ship.”

      “Yes, the Valken. It was a nice little ship... while it lasted.”

      “As for the priesthood’s whisky, I have to admit the hangover wasn’t all that fun.”

      “While that lasted too since you cheated by healing us both.”

      “That I did. Not that I don’t enjoy reminiscing on the good old days, though I’m not sure good applies to our predicament back then, but I take it that if you’re here, you’ve got news on the assignment I’ve given you?”

      “Yes. I managed to acquire the DNA you asked me to. Let me tell you, it wasn’t easy.”

      “I can imagine. And you’re sure it’s Oryn’s?”

      “I believe so, but we’ll only know for sure once we get the material into a cloning pod. I take it you’re thinking of bringing Oryn back to life the same way you saved Spiros?”

      “That’s the idea, yes. Since her soul never traveled to Elysium, and she’s still in the Underworld as we speak, it should be possible.”

      “Do you ever ask yourself about the ethics of such actions? I mean, playing with life and death? If I were in your place, I’d be terrified to even think about bringing back someone to the land of the living under any circumstances. Seems like playing with forces that mortal beings shouldn’t be playing with, you know?”

      “I know, but let me reassure you that it was not a spur-of-the-moment thing... it’s something I’ve given a lot of thought to, but seeing as Argos is also in the Underworld, even though his soul has been halved… well, let’s just say I still hope I can bring him back as well.”

      Keera’s eyes lowered for a moment. “Chase, I know how much your brother means to you today, which is ironic since we met in a time when you wanted nothing short of killing him in the most gruesome ways you could think of.”

      “I don’t know about gruesome, but yeah, back then, I wanted him to suffer at least. How things have changed.”

      “But to recover his soul, won’t you need to kill Ashra first? And in doing so, wouldn’t you end your wife’s life?”

      “I’m hoping we figure out a way for me to achieve bringing back Argos without killing Sarah.”

      “Far be it for me to crush your hopes here, if anything, I’d probably risk my life to help you achieve your goals, like most of your friends, but don’t you think that’s wishful thinking?”

      Chase didn’t answer right away. Part of him knew that Keera only wanted to make sure he didn’t get his hopes up, to later end up disappointed or even fall into a depression as he had after the end of the Fury War.

      “I know that what I want and what will end up happening may differ. I’ve made a conscious decision to entertain still the idea that there is the hope of saving both Argos and Sarah if that makes any sense.”

      “It does, Chase. And I hope with all my heart that you can be reunited with both your wife and your brother.”
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        * * *

      

      “So let me get this straight, you want me to clone an Oryn from this DNA sample?” asked Kvasir.

      “That’s correct,” said Chase. “Normally, I would have asked my brother, but obviously, that’s not an option. In his absence, I would have gone to Spiros, but he and Gaia left a few hours back to the unknown regions.”

      “Which leaves me.”

      “Kinda...”

      “What do you mean kinda?”

      “Look, I initially called Yanis back to help me with this project, but he’s got more important work to do at the moment.”

      “The timelapse cannon, an ingenious idea. So what you’re telling me is that I was the last on your list,” said Kvasir with a smile.

      “That wasn’t intentional, and I hope you can help me with this. Unless Asgardians have a moral objection to cloning.”

      “Technically speaking, we Asgardians are in the current mess because we’ve played gods trying to create beings with enhanced DNA. As a result, we created the Guards that have now turned against us. So as far as Asgardian law goes, and if we were on Asgard, then my answer to you would be no. Since you’re just asking me to take existing DNA, unmodified, and grow an empty vessel with it, not only do I not have any objections, but I’ll probably be able to grow the empty vessel much faster than either Argos or Yanis would have managed to, seeing as I have extensive experience in this field.”

      “That’s good news… I guess.”

      Kvasir’s tattoos flashed a couple of times more rapidly than their usual slow pulsating rhythm.

      “You don’t seem very sure of yourself? Or am I interpreting your current emotional state wrong?”

      “No, you aren’t. It’s just something a friend told me a few hours ago about playing gods. You’ve just happened to remind me that cloning is partially responsible for the Guards threat and, well... that just gave me pause for a moment.”

      “So, what would you like me to do?”

      “How quickly can you grow a fully adult vessel for Oryn?”

      “If the DNA sample is viable, I suppose you could have it ready in a few hours.”

      “Wow, that fast?”

      “As I said, I have substantially more experience in this field than your friends. It also helps that energy production isn’t an issue for us anymore.”

      “Certainly seems so. Okay, then… I guess you know what to do.”

      But then it was Chase who sensed hesitation in Kvasir for a fleeting moment.

      “Unless,” continued Chase, “you have an objection to the matter.”

      “No, not at all, it brought back a painful memory for just a moment, but it has nothing to do with you or your request, so don’t worry.”

      “Fair enough. Thank you, Kvasir.”

      “You’re welcome, Chase. I’ll get back to you as soon as I’m done with my task.”
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        * * *

      

      “Status report!” asked Talon.

      “We still can’t detect any trace of hyperspace vectors,” answered Tar’Lock.

      “What's the status on the surface? Are the nanites working?”

      “Preliminary reports are positive, the bionic augments inside Droxian bodies are disabled and, in some cases, even expelled by the body. The rare uninfected factions that bunkered in safe places report that they are no longer under attack from the rest of the population.”

      Talon released a sigh of relief.

      At least there’s that. Now we need to figure out how to catch up with the Omicron.

      “What do we do now?” asked a female officer on the other side of Tar’Lock.

      “Our top priority is now to find the Omicron,” said Talon, “by any means necessary. Does anyone have a suggestion?”

      The bridge stayed silent, but eventually, Tar’Lock stepped in.

      “What about solutions that aren’t exactly by the book?” proposed Tar’Lock.

      “We’re past regulations in situations like these, if the Omicron isn’t stopped, we’re facing a third direct threat, and the timing couldn’t be worse. We have to make sure as many Alliance destroyers can regroup to Alkyon One in order to face a potential attack. Obviously, with this new development that doesn’t include us, but since we won’t have any backup to achieve this goal, tell me what you’re thinking Tar’Lock.”

      “We should ask Keera Hawking. If there’s anyone who can figure out where that ship went, I think she can. She knows every black market smuggler throughout the Alliance as well as extensive contacts from her bounty hunter network.”

      Talon thought about it for a handful of seconds.

      “Make it so. Get her on the line.”

      Tar’Lock opened a channel and, after a minute, the main holo-screen filled with the green-haired female.

      “Hello?” she said tentatively.

      “Hi, I’m Captain Talon Epizon from the EAD Helios. My first officer tells me you can help us track a renegade destroyer.”

      “Hello... and who would that first officer be, Captain?”

      Tar’Lock walked in front of the holo-cam.

      “Tar’Lock!” she exclaimed. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Good to see you too, Keera, unfortunately, we don’t have time to catch up. The EAD Omicron has been infected with what has befallen the rest of Droxia, and we need to figure out where it went and fast.”

      “I see. I take it you contacted me because of my questionable relations, though I must warn you, I’m no longer held in high esteem by most of my old workmates. They may not want to help unless they’ve got something to gain from it, I’m afraid.”

      Talon sighed heavily but decided not to voice his frustration.

      “Whatever it takes, Miss Hawking, quadrinium is still very valuable, and you have my permission to trade with your contact in any way you see fit, as long as we get actionable intel that is, and fast.”

      “You can call me Keera, Captain, and understood. If there’s no limit on how much quadrinium I can trade, I should be able to get back to you within the hour. Keera out.”

      The holo-screen turned off.

      “How well do you know her, and more importantly, do you trust her?” asked Talon.

      “With my life,” said Tar’Lock without hesitation.

      “Good enough for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase’s office doorbell chimed.

      “Come in.”

      Daniel stepped into the room.

      “Hey, brother,” said Chase.

      “Hey, back. Mind if we have a little chat?”

      “Of course not. What can I do for you?”

      “Truth be told, I don’t have much of a reason to be here. It’s just that ever since you returned to Alkyon One as the leader of the Alliance, we haven’t even grabbed a drink together.”

      Chase froze before answering.

      “Right, I’m sorry about that, Dan.”

      “I didn’t come for an apology, don’t get me wrong. I just miss spending time together and shooting the shit.”

      “I know, and trust me, I miss those times where I would just kick your ass in the simulator and then rewrite the world around a drink or two.”

      “Yeah, well, perhaps I was letting you win, have you ever thought of that?”

      “No, I haven’t. You’re competitive enough not to do that. And not the most gracious loser, either.”

      Daniel smiled. “Right... was worth an ego-boosting shot, I suppose. What about now, though? Do you have a few minutes to grab a drink? Or are you too busy?”

      “You know what, let’s just pretend my schedule doesn’t matter… what will you have?”

      “I could go for a beer.”

      “A beer it is then.”

      Chase entered commands on his desk, and a couple of cold ones beamed onto the desk. He then used a small telekinesis push to decapsulate them in sync.

      “That’s practical,” said Daniel.

      Daniel grabbed a beer, and so did Chase. They clanged them together.

      “To friendship,” said Daniel.

      “To friendship,” echoed Chase.

      Daniel put his half-full beer on Chase’s desk.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what? Not finding the time to spend with my best friend?”

      “We both know you didn’t do it consciously, the situation calls for us to prepare for our enemies. Mind you, I barely have any free time either. This station may be operational, but I don’t remember the last time I had a less than eighteen-hour day.”

      “I know the feeling. Do you ever feel like this will never end?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that we’ve been here before, Daniel... with the Fury War. And here we are again... fighting for our lives. And if it was just our lives, I think our stress levels would be more manageable. The stakes of this war are basically the future of every living being with a soul. And during days like these, I have a hard time letting that sink in. That’s what I meant about when will this end.”

      “Once we get rid of the Spectres and the Guards, I guess.”

      “I think one of the reasons why I’m having a heavy outlook on the subject today is that I don’t think it will.”

      “What are you saying, Chase?”

      “Don’t you feel it, at least just a little bit?”

      “Feel what?”

      “That wars never seem to end. This one is raging now, and we’ll do everything we can to win, but then what? Who’s coming for us next?”

      “Boy, am I glad I came for a visit. You need to disconnect a little, bro.”

      “And you know I can’t. Kharon is on her way here, or so Chris thinks.”

      “I’ve read the report, and I have to say that I had to reread it twice to make sure I read that right. So your daughter is born and already an adult?”

      “That’s what Chris believes, and I have no reason to doubt him. If anything, his instincts and perception of visions seem just as powerful as mine.”

      “Then take it as a good omen. That at least your family will contain another member soon.”

      “If it’s not a trap.”

      Daniel chuckled. “What was I thinking trying to lift your spirits? Jokes aside, I think we’ve been duped and tricked enough to at least approach any unknown situation with the proper care. Don’t you think?”

      “I suppose that’s true. I just hate what these wars turned me into... a jaded guy, you know? Here my daughter appeared to have escaped Ashra’s grasp, and even though I never met her outside of visions, the first thing that came to my mind was to try to figure out what sort of Trojan horse this situation will bring.”

      “You’re not jaded, Chase, you’re just battle worn, like most of us, I might add. I think I told you this before, more than once, in fact, that you don’t have to go through all of this alone. I’m here, as are the rest of your friends.”

      “I know, thank you. And I’m sorry to have to do this right now, but I think we’d better review the tactics for what may be coming in the wake of Kharon.”

      “No problem, we can’t put the war on hold, no matter how much we wish we could. The station is on high alert, I keep squadrons on rotation and running drills. The grease monkeys are working as fast as they can to install Yanis’s modification on Alpha team squadron, while the eggheads in R&D are burning the midnight oil trying to MacGyver a working Spectre fighter so we can test the new weapon.”

      “Mac who?”

      “It’s a fictional character from a TV show, it means jerry-rigging a solution.”

      “Fair enough. How’s that going?”

      “Before coming to see you, I ended a meeting on the matter, we should be ready to test the solution in just about—”

      Daniel’s wrist device beeped, and he checked his portable holo-screen.

      “Speak of the devil,” he added, “looks like Yanis’s shuttle just boarded.”

      “You gotta go?”

      Daniel sighed. “I guess so...”

      “Before you do, though, and since you mentioned the grease monkeys, did you ever make a move with Allanah?”

      “You mean Chief Khori?”

      “You know exactly what I mean, Daniel.”

      Daniel smiled. “Right... but the answer is no. At least not yet.”

      “Life is short, Daniel, if you think the two of you could hit it off, you owe it to yourself to give it a try.”

      “Chase, I don’t think you grasp the level at which I suck at flirting.”

      “So what? You’ll stumble, she’ll laugh, and you pick it up from there. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      “I can embarrass myself.”

      “And? What you should really be fearful of is missing an opportunity for something great and then look back at it with regret and kicking yourself six ways to Sunday about not having the guts to at least try.”

      Daniel sighed heavily. “I know… I’ll  think about it.”

      “Don’t think, my friend, just go for it. The worst that can happen is that she says no.”

      “Right. I’d better go meet Yanis and show him to his lab.

      Daniel grabbed the rest of his beer and downed it in two large gulps. “I’ll see you soon, we should do this more often.”

      “Thanks for coming by Daniel… and yes, we should.”
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      “She’s near, I can sense it,” said Chris.

      “So can I,” said Chase.

      “I can’t believe we’re going to meet Kharon in the flesh.”

      “About that…”

      “Yeeeeeah?” said Chris hesitantly.

      “I just want us to be on our toes in case Ashra herself has organized this. As much as I hate even going there, we can’t discount the possibility.”

      “I know, truth be told, I’ve thought about it as well.”

      “You have?”

      “Of course. Obviously. I’m hoping that everything Kharon told me is true, but we can’t know for sure. Then again, we can’t turn our backs on family, or we’re no better than the Spectres.”

      Chase put a hand on his son’s shoulder.

      “Whatever happens in the coming days, I want you to know how proud I am of the man you’ve become. Never in my wildest dreams could I have hoped for someone as courageous and honorable as you are, son.”

      Chris exhaled loudly through pursed lips. “Okay, that’s the last thing I expected you to say right now, but... thank you, dad. I’m proud of you too, I hope you know that.”

      Chase nodded. “Do we know who’s gonna pilot the derelict Spectre ship for the testing of the Mark IV?”

      “Aw shit!”

      “What?”

      “You’re looking at the pilot, I was so excited about meeting Kharon it slipped my mind.”

      The speakers in the training room boomed to life.

      “Chris Athanatos is requested in Science Lab Three,” said the unmistakably annoyed voice of Yanis.

      Chase smiled. “I take it you’ll be remote flying the fighter?”

      “Correct.”

      “Be careful when you link with it, we don’t know anything about the Spectres’ computers and the effects they could have on our minds.”

      “Yeah, Yanis already gave me that pep talk. Don’t worry, dad, I don’t intend to take any unnecessary risks.”

      “Good, you’d better get going then.”
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      “Incoming fire!” exclaimed Menelas. “Hang on to something, I’m going evasive.”

      Menelas banked hard left in order to avoid the incoming fire.

      “We must be getting close,” said Ryonna, “but I don’t have a clear visual on any structures on the ground. Where the hell is the fire coming from?”

      “I don’t know,” said Menelas between gritted teeth. “It looked like it materialized out of thin air just a few miles ahead.”

      Two bleeps came from the radar console.

      “I have two bandits, they’re moving to our six, you all may want to strap yourselves in.”

      Ryonna sat to the first chair she could find and a belt deployed around her chest. Cedric sat next to her, but nothing happened.

      “I don’t have a belt!” he exclaimed.

      The ship rocked as Menelas was forced to dodge more enemy fire, propelling Cedric forward. Ryonna’s reflexes were on point, and she used her arm to smash his chest against the back of his chair forcefully.

      “You have now,” she said.

      “Ouch…” Cedric moaned, “...but thank... you.”

      Menelas dodged another fire salvos before hitting the aerial breaks and positioned himself on both the enemy craft sixes.

      “I cannot sense any life signs onboard these little craft,” said Ares.

      “Neither can I,” said Menelas, with fires of determination burning inside his eyes.

      He locked onto both craft and sent two missiles to each target. They went evasive and dodged them with ease.

      “This is starting to piss me off. I’m gonna need your help, Ryonna, can you take the stick?”

      With her free hand, she undid her belt, grabbed Cedric’s clothes, and lifted him a good three feet off the ground as she rose from her chair and slammed Cedric in hers in a swift and fluid movement. He gulped as the safety belt extended and secured him in.

      “What the frak just happened?” he said.

      But Ryonna was already on the other side of the room and switching places with Menelas. The moment she was installed, Ares teleported Menelas outside, and it didn’t take very long before he sliced the first drone in half with a fast motion of his arm, swiveled in the air, and obliterated the second bogey with a small but supersonic fireball.

      Cedric frantically searched his pockets until he found a joint and a lighter, but as he tried to lit it, the ship rocked heavily, and the joint fell from his mouth.

      Ten more bleeps resounded from the radar console in quick succession.

      “We’ve got more company,” said Ryonna.

      “Don’t want to be a party pooper, but is it too late to ask for re-assignment?” asked a panting Cedric.

      “Don’t make me regret coming to your defense earlier,” mumbled Ryonna.

      “I heard that!”

      “Good, now shut up and let me focus on flying and making sure your ass doesn’t get blown out of the sky.”

      “You—you do that,” said Cedric with a trembling voice.

      “And don’t you dare crap yourself!”

      Cedric sighed. “Hey, I take offense to that! Jeez… the service on board planes really has taken a dive lately, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

      “Would you prefer taking the controls instead?”

      “I’m good, thank you. I’ll shut up now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Please tell me you have good news….” Talon hesitated, “Keera.”

      “It’s not gonna be cheap, and I basically had to promise a smuggler’s captain that you’d give him a later tour of the Helios, but yeah, I got good news.”

      “I’m just going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Where’s the Omicron?”

      “I’m sending you its last coordinates now. You may want to hurry, though. My contact said that he detected damage upon scanning the Omicron, but he also said they’d probably be able to jump back to hyperspace within the hour.”

      “I got the coordinates,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Set a course,” ordered Talon, “divert all power to the engines, everything you can shove at them, and get us there.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “I can’t thank you enough, Keera.”

      She smiled. “Oh, I’m sure you’ll find a way,” she said with a wink. “If that will be all?”

      The Helios entered hyperspace.

      “Not quite, I must admit I’m impressed with how fast you managed to locate this ship, and it so happens that we’re looking for an Asgardian ship with a renegade convoy as well. If we send you energy signatures, do you think you could try to locate them?”

      “That’s gonna cost extra, but sure, send away. Keera out.”

      Talon got up from his chair and jaunted to Tar’Lock’s console.

      “Was she flirting with me just before?” whispered Talon to his friend.

      “Not a chance, no offense, boss, but… how do I put this lightly? You’re not her type.”

      “And what exactly is her type? Big bad Furies or snarky insectoids?”

      Tar’Lock’s laugh was interspersed with clicks only his race’s vocal cords could deliver.

      “Let’s just say you lack the amount of estrogen she looks for in a partner.”

      “Oooh, I see… well played.”

      Tar’Lock waved with two fingers to his captain to approach until Talon got closer.

      “She’s very cute, though,” whispered Tar’Lock. “I’ll grant you that.”

      That she is, thought Talon, that… she… is.

      “And that green hair,” added Tar’Lock with a series of cooing clicks, “I don’t know why, but every time I see her, I feel hungry for salad.”

      “Tar’Lock?”

      “Yes, Cap?”

      “Please stop talking.”

      “It’s funny you would say that, I almost sensed this time that I should have—”

      “And that’s when I shot him, your honor.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel took a deep breath, swallowed hard, and walked toward the launch bay. With every step taken toward the chief, his heartbeat accelerated to the point where it felt like it was doing a speed metal rendition of the Star-Spangled Banner.

      When Allanah turned around and smiled, his heart skipped a beat, but at its current stride, it only confused him even more.

      “Hello, Captain, it’s been a while.”

      Daniel nervously scratched the back of his head. “Yes, yes it has.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      Daniel was no stranger to difficult situations, at least inside a cockpit. Taking in-atmosphere hard breaks with his fighters to the point of losing consciousness, but he never thought a simple situation like this one would feel more complicated to engage with than a fight against six enemy fighters.

      “Oh…. You know… just checking on the troops.”

      Checking on the troops? That’s the best you could come up with? Checking on the troops?

      Daniel could read the confusion on Allanah’s face, and he couldn’t blame her considering what he had just pathetically blurted out due to his last-minute cowardice.

      “I don’t know about ‘the troops’, but we’re quite busy with all the rush job to upgrade an entire squadron of StarFuries to Mark IV status. You wouldn’t know anything about it, would you?”

      “Uh… Well…”

      She chuckled, and her cheeks got a rosy hue that made her even cuter, which Daniel hadn’t thought possible.

      “I’m pulling your leg, the order we received was signed by you. You seem distracted, is everything all right?”

      “Oh, yeah, I… Yeah.”

      “If you say so.”

      Chase’s voice filled his mind.

      When I said go for it, I didn’t mean to blurt out random nonsense, Dan.

      I don’t know what to say!

      That is the understatement of the century. Now just repeat after me. I just wanted to come down here and ask you if you’d like to grab a drink when all the stress is over, that’s all.

      I can’t.

      You can, and you will. Just say it.

      “I…”

      “Yes?”

      “Wanted to come down here and ask you… if you’d like to maybe…”

      I didn’t say maybe, said Chase.

      Oh, shut up. I’m doing it.

      If you say so.

      “You’d like,” Daniel continued, “to grab a drink—”

      “I’d love to, how’s 2200 sound? If we’re not under attack, that is.”

      “Sounds… sounds good.”

      “You don’t do that very often, do you?”

      “Do what?” asked Daniel with a gulp.

      “Ask a gal out.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Depends, you want the nice answer or the truth?”

      The nice answer, said Chase.

      Why are you still here? She said yes, now go away.

      No can do, I’m just having too much fun, buddy, sorry.

      “The truth, obviously, always the truth.”

      “I could tell from the moment I saw you walk in here. But hey, I think it’s cute when big shot fighter pilots lose all their composure in front of a grease monkey. I do hear it’s a turnoff for most women, though. I guess I’m not your typical woman, I kind of like sensitive people.”

      Told you to go for the nice answer.

      Daniel had a hard time ignoring his best friend laughing in his thoughts. But eventually, he managed to tune him out.

      “That’s good to know. I—I’d better go now, we both have our part to play in the upcoming test of the Mark IV.”

      “Aye, Captain, see you later at Starbrite.”

      “Starbrite?”

      “The name of the station’s bar… unless you had something more intimate in mind,” she said playfully, her entire face glowing.

      “Right… no, I mean yes… Starbrite it is.”

      Smooth, said Chase.

      Shut up, I’ve locked on target.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Chris didn’t think interfacing with the Spectre starfighter would be anything like he was feeling. Dark thoughts and unease threatened his sanity at every turn. But eventually, after a few minutes, he managed to get used to it.

      Probably the toughest part of the exercise was that he somehow got a small glimpse of what his mother probably was going through, trapped inside her own body, subjected to probably a hundredfold more darkness and evil. That thought alone terrified him, but at the same time, it motivated him to do whatever they could to try to rescue her from this nightmare.

      Chris brought the ship far enough from the station so that the testing could begin.

      “Ready for me to fire on the ship?” asked a familiar voice.

      “Daniel? Weren’t you supposed to be in Command & Control for the test?”

      “Yeah, I changed my mind, might as well test the Mark IV myself.”

      “I’m surprised you volunteered after what happened during the last test.”

      “Yeah, well, this isn’t the same, we’re not yet under attack, and I can eject at any time. Though, I must admit I wouldn’t mind if you kept an eye on my ship while we do this, you know, just in case.”

      “Sure thing. All right, so what’s the plan then? You shoot the timelapse cannon and then destroy the fighter?”

      “Not quite, let’s see how the Spectre craft reacts to the new weapon first, ideally a few times to get as much usable sensor data as we can before we blow up our only testing toy.”

      “Since I’m having my mind merged with the ship’s bio-computer at the moment, I can tell you that toy is the last word I would have chosen to describe it.”

      “Oh, right... Sorry, you know what I meant, though.”

      “No worries, let’s just try to do this thing quickly, the sooner I disconnect from this infernal machine, the better.”

      “Roger that, locking the timelapse cannon now…. and... firing.”

      Daniel’s StarFury unleashed the new weapon that looked like a multicolored energy sphere. Upon impact, the Spectre ship froze in place for barely a second from the appearance in the outside world, but what Chris experienced was quite different and painful. His mind was subjected to the time warp as well, with his conscious mind outside of the bubble, and the part inside the ship had slowed time to a crawl. It took a strain on his focus that he wasn’t prepared for.

      “Holy crap, that wasn’t pleasant,” said Chris.

      “Are you all right? If it’s too much, you can release your grasp on the ship, and we go with sensor readings alone. Your dad will kick my ass if you get brain damage.”

      “I’ll be fine, don’t worry, if it’s too much, I’ll disconnect on my own accord.”

      “Please do so, and don’t overdo it.”

      “Roger that. The sensation is weird, as two parts of my brain run differently at different time speeds, and that is part disorienting and part painful because of the extra focus I need to apply.”

      “Then perhaps you should not attempt it again.”

      “I’m fine, I’m self-healing on the fly, don’t worry. Let’s just get these tests over with.”

      Daniel repeated the test a few times until Spiros told him he had all the scans he needed to perfect the tech, so it was time for the kill shot part of the test.

      Chris, meanwhile, had to exert more and more mental energy just to stay focused enough while healing himself nearly constantly in order to keep up.

      “Last one,” said Daniel. “I recommend you disconnect just before the timelapse cannon hits the shields, I don’t think you should risk having your mind connected when the ship explodes.”

      “Seeing how mushy my brain already is, I’m not gonna argue with your suggestion.”

      “Good. Ready?”

      “Go for it.”

      Daniel shot with the new weapon and switched to plasma cannons and fired again. The Spectre ship froze in place, and the first plasma shot to penetrate the shields blew the ship inside the bubble. The resulting explosion leaked into the normal flow of time and looked like it was suppressed greatly from what had first appeared from inside the time warp bubble.

      “And we have a kill,” said Daniel. “Great job. All good on your side, Chris?”

      There was no answer.

      “Chris, come in?”

      The next voice over the comms was Spiros. “Medical emergency in Science Lab Three, two to beam directly to med-bay.”
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        * * *

      

      Menelas tore through the next wave of drone ships with extreme prejudice, and it barely took a minute to reduce the enemy craft to dust.

      He could feel his rage being fueled by the presence of Diaspira in the area. Once the sky was clear, he looked around, trying to figure out where they had come from.

      “I think the entire area in front of us must be cloaked,” he said over the comms.

      “That would explain why they appeared out of nowhere and were upon us instantly,” said Ryonna.

      “It also means that whatever technology this place has to offer, Diaspira found it first and is already in control of it.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Well, these weren’t exactly extraordinary craft by any stretch of the imagination.”

      “For a Fury perhaps, but our shuttle wasn’t exactly a match for them, and seeing how small they are, I could easily imagine an Atlantian destroyer with the capacity to carry tens of thousands of them, if not more.”

      “Death by a thousand cuts, as the humans say.”

      “Exactly. When sheer power doesn’t work, it’s usually compensated by swarming numbers. In fact, that’s how the Ferogot once foolishly attacked my world.”

      “Atlantian or not, we have to find the source and deal with that Diaspira character before she finds out more deadly things to throw at us.”

      Menelas and Ares rematerialized inside the shuttle, scaring the crap out of Cedric in the process.

      “You could say something before just appearing out of thin air,” he protested.

      “Sorry,” said Ares. “Yanis never seemed to mind all that much.”

      “Oh, if Yanis didn’t mind…” said Cedric with a derogatory tone.

      “Aren’t the two of you friends?” asked Ares.

      “Of course, we are, what kind of question is that?”

      “You could have fooled me... Would you mind scanning the area and telling us where to go next since it seems apparent that we can’t trust our eyes?”

      “I second that,” said Ryonna, “and who knows what booby traps we could trigger in the process.”

      Cedric mumbled something incomprehensible in his beard while he brought a set of holo-controls in front of him and went to work. After a few minutes, he had something to report.

      Cedric brushed the chin part of his beard. “There seems to be an intense force field, one that doubles as a cloak, and you were right worrying about booby traps. The field seems to go on for miles. If we had just flown straight toward the coordinates, then the shuttle would have been obliterated. There is, however, a small path within the field that’s navigable.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” said Menelas. “Why attack us and save our lives in the process?”

      “Perhaps it’s not Diaspira who launched the drones?” Ares proposed.

      “It doesn’t matter right now, what does is for us to accomplish our mission and find out what is located at the target coordinates,” said Ryonna. “So where do I fly?”

      “I’m afraid you don’t,” said Cedric. “The passage is quite windy, and the turns are too narrow for us to risk flying through manually. Let me program the flight path into the shuttle’s autopilot instead.”
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        * * *

      

      “Long-range sensors are now able to scan the destination coordinates,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Is the Omicron still there?” asked Talon.

      “It is, but it looks like their hyperspace engines could be repaired before we reach their position. If they use jammers before their next jump, we’ll lose them again.”

      “We can’t allow that to happen.”

      “I’m not sure we have any choice in the matter.”

      “Unless…”

      Talon brought up his chair’s holo-screen and checked the star map.

      “Get me Thor on the line.”

      “Channel opened.”

      “Thor, this is Captain Epizon of the EAD Helios, we need your help.”

      “Hello, Captain, how can Asgard help you?”

      “We have a renegade ship at the far edge of your territory, and they’re minutes away from being able to jump away. That cannot be allowed to happen. They’ve been infected with the Droxian bio-cybernetic plague.”

      “I thought this had been contained, are you telling me differently?”

      “As far as Droxia is concerned, your intel is correct. They’re out of the woods, but this rogue ship and Siegfried’s ships have the technology onboard. We need to find them both and destroy any remains of this outbreak.”

      Thor’s facial tattoos flashed intensely at the mention of his Guard nemesis.

      “Indeed, we do. Please hang on the line while I verify something…”

      The bridge was silent in anticipation for a little over a minute.

      “As you probably know already, we don’t have a destroyer in the area. However, I’ve intensified our scanning range to make sure that we could track the ship’s hyperspace vector should it leave before your arrival. Unless…”

      “Unless what?” asked Talon.

      “I’ve only recently been made aware of a secret base in a nearby asteroid field. Perhaps there’s something on this base that could be of use to try to stop the threat.”

      “Why don’t we have that base on our star maps?”

      “What part of secret wasn’t clear, Captain?”

      “With all due respect, Thor, I don’t think the Asgardians should have any secrets from the rest of the Alliance.”

      “Seeing how we’re all united against the same goal, I agree with you, but this was a side project from my late brother, and he didn’t exactly play by the rules when he was alive.”

      “In that case, whatever you can do to prevent that ship from getting away would be highly appreciated. I don’t think I need to tell you that this ship must be destroyed at all costs.”

      “No, you don’t, Captain. I’ll take care of this right away. Thor out.”

      The holo-screen turned off.

      “He’ll take care of it?” asked Tar’Lock. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Let’s hope it means exactly what he said. Though, I’m willing to grant you that he could have been a little more forthcoming as far as sharing the data with us is concerned. Then again, it’s kind of the Asgardians way to deal with things.”

      “So what do we do? Should we let them deal with the problem and rejoin the rest of the ships in the protection of Alkyon One?”

      “Not a chance, have the engineers push the engines by another twenty percent if they have to, but we’re not dropping the mission until I can personally identify the smoldering debris of the Omicron.”

      “If the Asgardians manage to disable the ship, perhaps we should try to rescue the crew.”

      “Normally, that would be the ideal scenario, Tar’Lock, but Gaia’s nanite cure was programmed to work on Droxian physiology, and as much as it pains me to admit it, I don’t think we can afford to take the chance that it wouldn’t work on other races.”

      I’m afraid the crew of the Omicron has to be considered as collateral damage.
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        * * *

      

      Chase had to use a lot of healing energy to heal parts of Chris’s brain.

      Chris slowly regained consciousness on the floor of med-bay.

      “What happened?” said a groggy Chris.

      “You tell us... I thought you said you’d disconnect before the ship blew up?”

      “And I thought I did. I guess I miscalculated the time it took for my link to be fully severed from that... computer thingy. Though truth be told, it felt more organic than like a machine.”

      Chase helped Chris off the cold hard floor.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Just the emotional feedback I sensed while connecting to it. It felt more like a presence and less like our computers. I’ve also linked with AIs, and that also felt quite different. For lack of a better word, it felt malevolent.”

      “I guess there goes the option of us trying to stop any of Ashra’s ships with our mind powers then.”

      “I can confirm that would be a fool’s errand, seeing the effect such a small ship had on my mind. I’m afraid any attempt to do something similar on a ship the size of their motherships would be the equivalent of brain suicide.”

      “At least now we know it’s not an option.”

      “I don’t think it ever was, seeing as their shields wouldn’t let a mental link through. I only managed to remote control the ship because I initially did it while its shields were down. The moment I raised them is when my brain started frying at an accelerated pace.”

      “Perhaps you should consider making a short cycle in the regen tank then, just to be sure?”

      “If this was any other day, I’d say that’s not a bad idea, but I can sense Kharon more and more, I think she’s near.”

      “I concur, she should be here soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Thor punched the console in front of him out of frustration.

      “I’ve been told this troubleshooting method rarely works,” said Poseidon. “What’s up, Thor, why are you so mad?”

      “I managed to establish a subspace link with one of my brother’s secret labs, but I can’t get the computer there to comply with my requests.”

      “Is that the base located near the rogue ship the Alliance is after?”

      “Yes. And I’ve tried all hacking tricks I can think of, but I still can’t get access to the research on board the station.”

      “Why don’t we go there directly, then? Your ships are the fastest things in the universe, are they not?”

      “Second to those space whales in the unknown regions at least.”

      “I gotta say I’m still not sure what’s with these things.”

      “I guess we still have a lot to learn about how certain things work. Looks like the Atlantians had a much better understanding than we do about the rules that govern the universe. As for going there, I’m afraid we wouldn’t make it on time.”

      “And you think the answer to stopping that ship lies on board that research station?”

      “If Loki worked on it behind my back, chances are good that there’s something we can use there. At the very least to prevent them from leaving before the Helios gets there.”

      “Didn’t you tell them you’d take care of it?”

      “He’s an Alliance captain, that answer won’t satisfy him, I read it in his eyes.”

      “You read it in his eyes?” said Poseidon with a raised eyebrow.

      “That and our sensors are still reading the Helios on course to that system.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been easier to tell them to stay on course in the first place, you know, avoid a misunderstanding?”

      But Thor didn’t answer and kept entering commands and touching rune-shaped icons on his holo-screen.

      “I really need to brush up on my Asgardian,” said Poseidon. “I’ve got no idea what you’re doing.”

      “Hang on… what’s that?”

      The holo-screen turned radiant green except for a shape in the center of the screen.

      “I don’t believe it,” said Thor.

      “You know what that means?”

      Thor grabbed a necklace from under his armor and ripped the golden chain from around his neck. The pendant was an exact match for the shape on the screen.

      “What is that?” asked Poseidon.

      “The only thing I have left from Loki. I just couldn’t bear not saving a keepsake to remember him by. He was wearing it when he was killed.”

      Thor carefully placed the pendant on the holo-screen.

      “Is it wise to try this withou—“

      But Poseidon never finished his question. Blue lighting bolts emerged from the holo-screen and snagged the pendant in a flash. Glowing green light covered Thor, and Poseidon barely had time to touch his friend’s shoulder before they both disappeared into thin air.
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      Chase and Chris both stared through the glass of the C&C’s large viewport. They were standing a few meters in front of the main elevated platform where Daniel was commanding the room.

      “We’re detecting a ship exiting hyperspace,” said a senior officer.

      “Do we have a signature yet?” asked Daniel.

      “We don’t need one,” said Chris. “It’s my sister, I can sense her.”

      “So do I,” said Chase.

      “Signature is a match for Spectre’s spider ship,” replied the officer. “Interceptor class.”

      “The smallest of their ships, aside from their fighters, that is,” said Chris.

      “Makes sense she would steal that class of a ship,” continued Chase, “as far as we know, their fighters can’t jump to hyperspace.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said Daniel, “but what about any ships in pursuit?”

      “Detecting another hyperspace window forming,” said the officer.

      “Here they come, set condition red,” said Daniel. “Launch Alpha Squadron and have them switch their primary weapons to timelapse cannon. They know the drill, people. Raise shields and activate the Heracles automated defense turrets.”

      The command and control room was plunged into a soft crimson light all around them.

      Alpha squadron launched from Alkyon One and headed toward the non-cloaked spider ship. A larger hyperspace window formed a few thousand kilometers in the smaller ship’s wake from which emerged the massive Spectre mothership.

      “Shields are up, turrets online,” said the tactical officer. “The mothership has dispatched a squadron of fighters, they’re locking on the spider ship.”

      “Alpha Squadron,” said Daniel. “This is your captain speaking, engage the enemy starfighters at once.”

      “We’re being hailed,” said the comms officer.

      “On screen.”

      The face of a young woman, probably at the dawn of adulthood, with black and red hair appeared on the screen.

      “Please don’t shoot, I mean you no harm. Please help, I’m being pursued.”

      Chris stepped in front of the holo-cam.

      “We know, Kharon, head toward launch bay three, we’re sending you the coordinates now. We’ll drop the shields just long enough for you to board the station. Don’t worry about the mothership, we’ll deal with it.”

      “Chris, thank the gods you’re here. Are you sure you can repel it? Its firepower is beyond anything you can imagine. I’ve seen it take out entire planets once Ashra had assimilated all of their souls.”

      “Don’t worry about it, there’s nothing you can do. All that matters is that you escaped her and you’re back home. We’ll deal with her.”

      “I could at least try to help your fighters dispatch the squadron on my tail.”

      “That’s a negative. Our squadron has a new weapon that will take care of their forces, and they’ll make sure Ashra doesn’t shoot you down before you board the station. This station is also equipped with stronger guns to deal with the mothership if it comes to that.”

      Let’s hope it’s enough, though, said Chase inside Chris’s mind.

      It has to.

      Alpha Squadron engaged the enemy Spectre fighters with their new weapons. It took the pilots a few tries to manage to kill some of them, as it was a new tactic they weren’t used to deploying, but with the timelapse cannon, they eventually made short change of the first wave. The second wave never came.

      “I’m detecting the mothership is powering up their main weapons,” said the tactical officer. “The readings I’m getting are off the scale, I’m not sure the shields will be able to sustain it for very long.”

      “Hopefully, they won’t have to,” said Daniel before turning to his comms officer. “Make the call.”

      The comms officer nodded and entered a command on her holo-screen.

      Thirty-plus hyperspace windows formed all around the station with a mix of Earth Alliance, Fury, and Asgardian destroyers and dreadnoughts flashing into existence.

      “Alliance fleet is locking weapons onto the mothership,” said the tactical officer.

      “Now, let’s hope they get the message,” said Daniel.

      The mothership turned around and reopened a hyperspace window. Shortly after, the window swallowed the massive ship.

      Daniel let a long sigh of relief escape him.

      “They ran,” said Chris. “I didn’t expect them to turn tail and run away so quickly.”

      “Neither did I,” said Daniel, “but we did provide a show of force, as well as demonstrating a new tech that could give them food for thought before returning. Because even if we know that we can’t deploy that same weapon to target the mothership, they certainly don’t.”

      Chase rubbed his chin. “Either that or this was always their plan.”

      “How so? What kind of plan would that be?” asked Daniel.

      “I don’t know, I just have a strange feeling about it, that’s all.”

      “Oh, crap… every time you have one of these, the shit tends to hit the fan… hard.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’re out of the safe path,” said Cedric. “You can resume manual control now if you want to, Ryonna.”

      “Roger that, but where do we go now—“

      As Ryonna was finishing her question, a structure appeared in the distance.

      “Is that what I think it is?” asked Menelas.

      “Looks like a pyramid to me,” said Cedric. “But the real question here is what the hell is a pyramid doing in the unknown regions? Unless the right question is: why do we have some of these on Earth? Perhaps by visiting this one, it will help us answer that age-old question about their true origins.”

      “Whatever it is, it’s at the exact coordinates we had fed the navigational computer,” said Menelas, who had since then sat beside Ryonna as her copilot. “Something doesn’t track, though.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Ryonna.

      “I’m not sensing Diaspira inside this structure, yet I can still feel her presence. That’s the most peculiar sensation. It’s like she’s there, but at the same time, she’s not. Ares, what about you?”

      “I concur, and I couldn’t have put it better myself. She’s somewhere around, but not inside the pyramid, at least not right now. Any way we can do a deep scan around the structure?”

      Ryonna ran a set of commands. “I’m not getting any readings outside of the pyramid, but they don’t make any sense, the power readings we had earlier were off the scale compared to what we’re detecting now. I don’t understand how this is possible.”

      “Perhaps we detected the cloak-slash-force field we traveled through,” proposed Menelas.

      “I don’t think so,” said Cedric. “If I’m reading my instruments right, our sensors are being jammed… somehow.”

      “Wouldn’t that prevent us from detecting the pyramid in the first place if they were being jammed?” asked Ryonna.

      “That’s why I said somehow. It may be a localized jamming field to hide a larger structure.”

      “If there is a larger structure, I sure can’t see it.”

      “Unless it’s located under the pyramid itself,” added Menelas.

      “Only one way to find out,” said Cedric. “We should investigate the pyramid, it may contain clues to elucidate these mysterious readings.”

      “Sounds like a plan, I’ll set the shuttle down next to its entrance.”

      A minute later, the team exited the shuttle and walked toward an entrance on one side of the massive pyramid. It looked much smaller from the sky, and its sheer scale only became apparent when the team landed next to it. Dusk was setting on this world, and beams of blue light shot from triangular carvings and into the sky. The entrance looked like a simple doorway but was shining blue light onto the approaching party from its visible, semi-transparent force field.

      “Stay on your toes,” said Ryonna. “We have no idea what defenses we’re about to encounter.”

      Before the team reached about twenty feet from the doorway, they were scanned by a fast wave of blue laser light, the doorway force field flashed red, and an intense shockwave sent everyone but Ares crashing dozens of feet away.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx stepped in front of Chase and Chris, forcing them to stop in their tracks.

      “Are you both out of your damn minds?” she exclaimed.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” asked Chris.

      “You’re letting a Spectre board this station… willingly? And why the hell wasn’t I informed of this?”

      “Perhaps because we knew this was exactly how you’d react,” said Chase, “and that we wouldn’t expect you to understand the concept of family.”

      Her eyes glowed a bright red. “You two are the reason I don’t have a family anymore.”

      “Look,” said Chris, “we know we have to proceed carefully, but we also need to make the decision we believe is right. Now please, Nyx, let us pass.”

      She raised an accusing finger. “If you ever keep me out of the loop on something as major as this, you can forget about your alliance with my people.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” said Chase. “This alliance, however temporary it ends up holding, benefits your people just as much as it does ours, so stop wasting our time with empty threats and move aside, now is not the time.”

      You should know by now that there’s nothing empty about my threats.

      “This ain’t over,” said Nyx with a growl before eventually moving aside.

      “It never is with you,” said Chase as they ran past the Fury warrior.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thor looked around to see Poseidon holding his shoulder.

      “What the hell just happened?” asked Poseidon.

      “I think we teleported inside my brother’s secret lab.”

      “How is that even possible? Isn’t it too far out of range?”

      “I have no idea, and yes, it should have been.”

      “Which begs the question: couldn’t we have used this tech to help him save both Asgard and his life when the Guards attacked? That is... if he had told you about this technology?”

      “I know my brother, if he could have used this station to beam us in Asgard when Grunhild attacked, he would have done so. Either it wasn’t feasible in the current situation we all were in, or there is something special about this place that allowed this transport to take place. Either way, we’d better find out since this technology could be very useful in the fight against our enemies. But for the time being, we need to figure out what other surprise Loki’s secret projects hold and how we can use them to destroy that rogue ship.”

      “Hello, brother,” said a familiar voice.

      Thor swallowed hard as he turned around. His heart skipped a beat, and for a faint moment, he thought he would see his brother in the flesh. But his hopes were short-lived. A semi-translucent hologram of his brother stood there, with a smile on his face.”

      “If you’re here,” said Loki, “it probably means I’m dead.”

      Thor nodded solemnly. “I’m afraid so. And on that subject, I’m sorry we couldn’t save you.”

      “We?”

      “I was there too,” said Poseidon.

      “Well, well,” said Loki, “whatever the situation was, I thank you for trying, Olympian.”

      “You can call me by my name, which is Poseidon. I’ve always found addressing people by their race or creed to be cringe-worthy.”

      “My apologies, I’ve updated my holo-matrix with this new piece of information, Poseidon. What can I do for... well, the both of you? I take it that if you must be here for a reason. May I assume that has anything to do with the ship within my sensor range?”

      “Yes, we need to either disable or destroy it, and fast,” said Thor.

      “Destroying it might be an issue, but I think there’s something that can be done to make sure it doesn’t leave the area. It’s not without risks, however.”

      “What kind of risks?”

      “I’ve built this particular research station due to the high concentration of exotic particles contained within this asteroid field. As far as I know, it’s truly unique to this area of space and from all the charted systems we know about. It allows me to do things that go way beyond the limitation of pentalium-based technology.”

      “That would explain why you managed to teleport us here all the way from Asgard,” said Poseidon.

      “Correct.”

      “Can you send us anywhere in the galaxy from here?” asked Thor.

      “No, the limit is about the distance you’ve just traveled now, give or take a few light-years. Beyond that, we risk a cascade failure of the algorithm controlling the power fluctuation of these exotic particles, which could have dire consequences.”

      “In Asgardian, please, Loki.”

      “He means,” said Poseidon, “that if we try to go farther than this, either this station could blow up, or we could lose our lives. Perhaps both.”

      “Poseidon is correct, not to mention we would risk opening a tear in the very fabric of space-time for this entire region of space.”

      “All right, let’s table the technobabble for the time being and tell me how to stop that ship. Let’s start by listing the risks you mentioned earlier.”

      “I’ve been working on a super powerful tractor beam, taking advantage of the same power boost I’ve managed to infuse in this particular transporter technology. The risks are simple: if the enemy finds any countermeasure to the tractor beam, it may overload the power flow generator—”

      “Boom,” said Poseidon.

      “Precisely.”
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      “Aaarg,” said Cedric as he tried to get up.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Ryonna, already on her feet, dusting the sand off her armor.

      Menelas helped Cedric back to his feet.

      “You gonna be all right?”

      “I guess I’ll live,” said Cedric, grimacing.

      Cedric brought up a screen on his wrist holo-device, but the image flickered.

      “Great, I damaged my gear.”

      “Do you need mine?” asked Menelas, “I can’t remember the last time I used it.”

      Cedric worked on his for a moment, managing to stabilize the flickering to a minimum. “Not right now, but thanks. Mine is a customized version with tools the standard editions don’t have.”

      Menelas flicked his holo-screen. “Perhaps, but mine resisted the impact.”

      Ares appeared in front of them. “Everybody okay?”

      “It was just unexpected,” said Menelas.

      “Cedric,” asked Ryonna, “we need you to find and disable whatever defense system prevented us from even walking through the door.”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing all this time, ordering a pizza? I’m already on it, but I’ll need a few…”

      “Seconds, minutes, days?” continued Menelas.

      Cedric couldn’t hide his frustration and expressed it by exhaling deeply as he kept working on his holo-terminals. A couple of minutes later, a loud humming noise echoed around them.

      “What’s that noise?” asked Ares.

      “That would be the force field I’ve erected around us. I calibrated its frequency to mimic the same signature as the drones that attacked us earlier. If my theory is correct and the drones are of Atlantian design, then the next time we are scanned, it shouldn’t trigger any countermeasures.”

      “Good thinking,” said Menelas.

      “Let’s celebrate after we have tested it,” countered Ares.

      “Well,” said Ryonna, “there’s only one way to find out.”

      The team tentatively walked toward the doorway again. As before, a crystal over the doorway sent a scanning ray toward the team. Unlike the first time, the scan lasted longer, scanning them twice, then three times, before the force field turned red.

      “Aw sh—“ said Cedric before the shockwave sent him and Ryonna flying again.

      Menelas fared better by staying upright, but the force of the impact still made him skid back a few yards.

      “Okay,” he said, “I’ve just about had it with that door.”

      He fired a powerful fireball toward the crystal, but a small spherical shield deflected the attack. He grew his aura more and sent a much bigger fireball at the crystal. This attack made it through the shields, and the crystal exploded. The blue force field flickered for a second or two before dropping.

      Ryonna was already returning with a limping Cedric at her side. Cedric’s face was covered in dust.

      Menelas healed his wounds before turning to Ryonna, who objected.

      “No need, I’m good.”

      “Thanks,” said Cedric, his voice already stronger. “For future reference, I vote that we adopt Menelas’s approach directly next time.”

      “Since we’re dealing with unknown technology,” said Ares, “it may be prudent to try a soft touch first. There’s a good chance that all of these automated defense systems are run by an AI, and the more we blow shit up, the more chances it will see us as a threat and amp its measures.”

      “That ship probably sailed already,” said Cedric.

      “Unless it’s not an AI in control,” said Ares.
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        * * *

      

      Chase and Chris arrived in the launch bay just in time to see Kharon step out of her ship.

      “Kharon!” said Chris running toward her.

      Careful, son, warned Chase in his mind.

      But Chris didn’t listen and took his sister in his arms.

      “It’s so good to see and hold you finally,” he said.

      Kharon’s eyes were watery. “It’s good to see you too, brother.”

      Chase approached at a more relaxed pace and joined in the embrace.

      “Dad,” she said, “thank you both for saving my life. If you hadn’t sent me your energy when I was still in the womb, I don’t think I could have survived, let alone find the strength to escape later on. Though I must admit, I didn’t expect Ashra to turn tail and run.”

      “I fear that particular respite won’t last very long,” said Chase.

      “At least we didn’t have to engage an entire fleet into a massive battle today.” said Chris, “so let’s count our blessings.”

      “Ashra may have a trio of fully functional motherships,” said Kharon, “but she doesn’t have the capability to build any more of them.”

      “For now,” said Chase. “We have to make sure we destroy what she has before she figures out a way to grow her fleet.”

      Chase sensed his son was about to mention the Gorgar and mentally stopped him.

      No, let’s not... we can’t discuss such things with her until we know we can trust her.

      I trust her.

      I know, but please, son, let’s not take any necessary risks, okay?

      Fair enough.

      “You must be exhausted,” said Chase as he caressed his daughter’s hair gently, “let us show you to your quarters.”

      Kharon nodded. “Thanks. However, before I rest, if it’s okay, I’m really starving, I’ve basically never eaten anything, at least not the way you consider food.”

      “Pizza for three, then?” Chris proposed.

      Kharon cocked her head to the side, intrigued. “What’s pizza?”

      “You’ll love it,” said Chase.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m detecting a power build-up in the Omicron’s hyperspace engine,” said the holographic Loki. “The power is fluctuating, indicating that their repairs are still incomplete, but I don’t think they care about that.”

      “How soon can you grab them with the tractor beam?” asked Thor.

      “As a matter of fact, I’m ready now.”

      “Then what are you waiting for?”

      “I just want to reiterate my previous warning. Because this technology will push the power generation to its limits, I won’t be able to beam you back to Asgard if something goes wrong.”

      “You won’t have to, we can survive in space, at least for a little while. Where’s the nearest planet from here?”

      “With a breathable atmosphere? Ten light-years away.”

      “That could be a problem,” said Poseidon.

      “Then we just have to make sure nothing happens to this facility,” countered Thor. “It doesn’t matter if there are risks, we need to prevent them from leaving, so let’s grab that ship.”

      A loud humming noise made the asteroid inside which Loki’s lab was located tremble heavily. Thor and Poseidon witnessed a large green beam of energy hit Omicron full force.

      “And we’re sure they can’t jump and rip the tractor beam in the process?” asked Poseidon.

      Loki’s hologram brought up a series of holo-screens around him and studied them for a short moment before answering.

      “I would just like to say that it’s a little late to ask that question. Fortunately, the beam is interfering with their quadrinium chamber, just as I had predicted it would, so no, they’re not going anywhere.”

      “Huh… what are those?” asked Poseidon, pointing a finger toward the main holo-screen, acting as a viewport inside the lab.

      “Twenty-seven torpedoes are on their way to our coordinates, they’ll reach us in under three minutes,” said Loki.

      “Can the shields sustain that many?” asked Thor.

      “If we weren’t using all that power on the tractor beam, yes. Right now, not a chance.”

      “I’m afraid to ask. How many can they take?”

      “Zero, I’m afraid.”

      “What?? You can’t be serious! What do we do now?”

      “It would seem,” said Loki, “that our best option would be to release the tractor beam and redirect all power to the shields before they reach the station. The lab will probably suffer heavy damage, but at full power, the shields should be able to protect us, somehow.”

      “There’s no us,” complained Poseidon, “you’re just made of photons!”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that, and I’d like to point out that I take small offense to your comment, but I suppose there is some truth to what you are saying.”

      “This was a bad idea,” snarled Poseidon.

      “Good or bad, we have to do something about it,” countered Thor. “Loki, can you beam us out?”

      “As I explained before, the energy requirements are too massive for me to do both. My scans also indicate that even if I were to drop the tractor beam for a few seconds, it would be more than enough time for the Omicron to jump away.”

      “We’re not dropping the tractor beam,” said Thor calmly.

      “We’re not?” said Poseidon with a bit of a trembling voice.

      Thor didn’t bother replying, “Loki, I’m not talking about beaming us to Asgard, but what about sending us halfway from here to the torpedoes?”

      “If I remodulate the intensity of the beam,” said Loki, “I could divert enough energy to do so, yes.”

      “Then don’t waste any more time explaining to us how it works, and just do it. Poseidon, I suggest you erect a large enough force field around you now.”

      “I’m not a Fury or an Asgardian, for that matter!”

      “Just think about it, and your new arm will make it happen.”

      To Poseidon’s surprise, a force field did envelop him the moment he thought about it. A split second later, they both disappeared from the lab.
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        * * *

      

      “The Omicron’s jump engines have stalled,” said Tar’Lock.

      “That’s not good,” said Talon. “Do we have any idea why?”

      “I just received a subspace transmission from Thor saying that while they managed to prevent the ship from escaping, they still need our help to take it out.”

      “A good thing we didn’t change our plans,” said Talon.

      “Certainly looks that way.”

      “ETA to our destination?”

      “We’re five minutes away, but engineering reports we’ve sustained more damage than they’d hoped as a result for pushing the ship’s hyperspace engines so far past specifications.”

      “As long as weapons and shields are working at peak capacity, I don’t care if we have to stop for repairs in the aftermath of the engagement, make sure the engineering team understands that.”

      “Roger that, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      When Daniel entered the Starbrite bar, it didn’t take long for his eyes to lock into Allanah’s table. She was wearing a beautiful black dress that gave her a completely different presence than the usual attire Daniel was used to seeing her in.

      All of a sudden, Daniel felt underdressed in his standard-issue uniform.

      Should he have changed into more casual wear? He wondered.

      “Hi,” is all he managed to come up with for his first words.

      “Captain, please sit down.”

      “We’re off duty, you don’t have to call me captain. Daniel will do. And may I say, you look stunning in that dress.”

      “As opposed to?”

      Daniel’s complexion changed, and he lost most of his color.

      Allanah chuckled and frantically waved both hands at him.

      “I’m sorry… I’m just pulling your leg, you are such an easy target.”

      “Pheew, for a moment I thought I had made a faux pas of some kind.”

      “Ironic, isn’t it? That you’d think being a perfect gentleman could be perceived as something wrong? As for the compliment: Thank you.”

      “You’re perfectly welcome, what will you have?”

      She waved a conically shaped glass in front of her smile.

      “Already got mine.”

      Daniel tried activating holo-controls on the glass table, but nothing happened.

      “This ain’t this sort of bar. Janet!” shouted Alannah.

      A stylish brunette with thin-framed glasses and long hair came to their table.

      “Hi, Captain, I’m Janet, and I will be your waitress tonight. What can I get you?”

      With the overall stress of a first date, Daniel had no idea what he wanted to drink, and so the time seemed to stretch to eternity until he made up his mind.

      “A beer, please.”

      “We have thirty-five different kinds, any preference?”

      “Pick one at random for me, please.”

      “One random beer, coming up.”

      Daniel swallowed hard. He almost regretted not having Chase ride along in his mind as his wingman, even with the thick layer of sarcasm that came with it the last time he helped him in securing this date. But Chase had a first meeting of sorts as well, with his daughter.

      “Speaking of clothing attire,” said Allanah, “I seem to recall seeing you in that outfit of yours, once or twice.”

      “Sorry, I probably should have put on something less formal. It’s the first time I have come to this place, and I didn’t know how to dress.”

      Daniel looked around and saw a lot of crew members and visitors enjoying themselves. In fact, the bar was pretty packed.

      “That’s a little strange for the commander of this station, don’t you think?”

      “Let’s just say I’m not much for social gatherings in general, and well, lately, it’s been a little busy on the station.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “Why is this place called Starbrite? I’m unfamiliar with the name.”

      “It comes from a popular Earth movie, The Last Starfighter. Actually, I know the person who runs this place well, and since it’s one of my favorite movies, I suggested the name to him.”

      “I have watched quite a few movies after the end of the Fury Wars, but that one doesn’t ring a bell. Then again, it’s incredible how many there are to choose from.”

      “I’ll grant you that, we humans like our entertainment. Perhaps I can show that particular one to you one day if you like stories that happen in space with the little guy winning against all odds.”

      “I’d love to, thank you.”

      Janet returned with a color-shifting and bubbling liquid that had Daniel surprised.

      “You did ask me to choose one for you,” said Janet. “Enjoy.”

      Daniel took the glass in his hand and studied his drink.

      “I guess next time, I will come with the name of the exact beer I want to drink.”

      “Don’t let appearances fool you, that’s one hell of a brew.”
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      “That pizza thing was delicious, thank you,” said Kharon.

      “You’re welcome,” said Chase. “Would it be okay if I left the two of you for the rest of the evening? I gotta touch base with Kvasir on something time-sensitive.”

      “Absolutely,” said Chris. “I’ll show Kharon to her quarters, don’t worry, dad.”

      Chase smiled at Kharon. “Welcome home. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Absolutely, good night, dad.”

      “Good night, Kharon. I’m so glad you’re back with us.”

      Chase drank the last of his soda and left the table.

      “Is he all right?” asked Kharon.

      “Yeah, why do you ask?”

      “I don’t know. You seem pretty comfortable with my presence, but I’m not sure dad is. It feels like he’s not entirely natural around me. Hopefully, I’m just imagining it.”

      “You have to put yourself in his shoes. You’re his second child, and in both cases, he never saw them be born or grow from baby to adulthood. By the time he first saw me, I already looked like an adolescent. And today, there you are, and it’s happening to him again.”

      “I must admit I hadn’t thought about that... I guess that must be quite strange. But then again, imagine how I feel?”

      “I’m probably the only person in the universe that can.”

      “Right, silly me. But are you sure that’s the only reason he’s slightly distant with me?”

      Chris frowned. “It’s hard to say. You’re probably reminding him of Sarah too. You do look a lot like mom.”

      “That would make sense. I’m sorry if my presence is bringing both of you some sad feelings. This is all quite new to me, you know?”

      “Don’t you worry about us, we’re just happy the family is growing and that you could escape Ashra’s grasp. It must have been quite the ordeal.”

      Her gaze fell on the table.

      “I didn’t know if I would make it out of there alive. If it wasn’t for the both of you, I don’t think I would have. I’d probably be tortured or brainwashed right now.”

      Chris put his hand on her shoulder. “You don’t need to fear this fate anymore. We would never let anything happen to you for as long as we draw breath. That’s a promise, little sister.”

      Kharon did her best to smile, but Chris could feel she wasn’t feeling reassured by his words.
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        * * *

      

      Thor threw Mjölnir at the incoming torpedoes and smashed five of them in one well-calculated arching throw.

      Poseidon struggled to aim and shoot down more than a single torpedo at a time.

      “This is insane!” he protested.

      “Just stay focused, we still have more than a dozen to take out and not much time left to do it.”

      “Why do you think I said it was insane in the first place? I’m not used to zero-G combat, I would hate to think I’m slowing you down.”

      “Nonsense, keep at it, and stop worrying about how many you destroy, this ain’t a competition.”

      Thor grabbed his returning hammer and flew in the path of half a dozen torpedoes and spun himself and Mjölnir around, taking all six torpedoes out.

      That gave Poseidon an idea, and so he grabbed his trident, which was magnetically attached to the back of his armor and made it spin in place. It didn’t take long for it to spin incredibly fast. Poseidon backed away from the trident, aimed his cybernetic arm at the outskirts of the spinning trident now turned propeller, and fired a column of plasma energy.

      When the plasma hit with the trident spinning at such high velocity, it split the large stream into dozens of smaller ones that shot seemingly random past the event horizon. The smaller streams took out all but one of the remaining torpedoes.

      “Well done,” said Thor as he catapulted Mjölnir toward the last torpedo.

      It exploded in a bright flash, and the legendary hammer flew back in Thor’s hand. Poseidon used telekinetic force to slow down his trident and have it fly back to his hand as well.

      “Are we supposed to keep doing this if they fire more salvos?” asked Poseidon.

      “I don’t know for you, but I certainly find the air inside my force field running thin.”

      “Same here.”

      “Then I think that for the time being, we’ve extended our welcome outside. Loki, can you beam us back in?”

      There was no answer.

      “Loki? Come in?”

      “Doesn’t it bother you to have to call that thing by your brother’s name?”

      “It was weird at first, but I’m getting used to it. What bothers me more is that he’s not answering. Something must be wrong, why isn’t he answering?”

      “That,” said Poseidon, pointing at the tractor beam a few hundred yards over their heads, “may have something to do with it.”

      The beam was flickering at first glance, but upon closer inspection, dark spots seemed to travel through the beam and were heading toward its source.”

      “I guess we’d better return to the base of our own volition and quick.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel was mesmerized by how Allanah looked outside of her greasy work slacks.

      “That new weapon on the Mark IV was quite impressive to see,” said Allanah.

      “That it was, if anything, Yanis is relentless when it comes to finding new ways of protecting the Alliance against our enemies. I can’t imagine what would happen if we didn’t have him on our side.”

      “So he’s the one I have to lodge a complaint against, then?”

      “What complaint? I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Just a figure of speech, Daniel, I just think engineers sometimes tend to forget the amount of rush work they’re asking of us when they develop these new technologies and expect us to have them implemented on our birds within hours.”

      “It’s the nature of war, and I’m afraid in moments like these, timing can be the difference between life and death.”

      “That’s exactly my point. Our implementation of the solutions also means we have the responsibility to ensure that the ships don’t blow up in space. Do you have any idea how my crew would feel if one of the Starfuries had blown up during that last mission?”

      Daniel nodded. “I have to admit the thought didn’t cross my mind.”

      “Look, I understand that we’re at war and that, as such, we all have a part to play. But I think sometimes those giving the orders don’t realize that we all have responsibilities they are unaware of. Not to mention the stress that goes with it.”

      “That’s true, we’re all in this together. And I’m glad that you’ve told me about your experience and those of your team.”

      “And between you and me, and please don’t think I’m telling you this to get any favor, that’s not at all why we’re talking about this right now, but it sometimes feels to me that certain professions and their effort to the war are dismissed as trivial. Or at the very least, the amount of effort provided isn’t acknowledged.”

      “Is that how you feel about your duties?”

      Allanah shrugged. “Sometimes, I guess. Days like today are a good example when we have no time to triple-check everything and hope we don’t make mistakes that end up costing someone their lives.”

      “Then I’m terribly sorry. You’re right, everyone is contributing equally to the war effort, and while I can’t promise you that everyone realizes it, you certainly have opened my eyes to something I took for granted.”

      “I appreciate that, Captain.”

      “Daniel.”

      “Right… Daniel.”

      “As for the timelapse cannon, I’m sorry it put so much stress on you and your team’s shoulders. What I’m not sorry about, however, is that we finally have a working weapon to counter the damn Spectres on the battlefield,” said Daniel. “I just hope they don’t find a countermeasure any time soon.”

      “Stop apologizing, Daniel, I wasn’t trying to blame you or anyone else for that matter. It’s just I don’t get that many opportunities to bounce ideas off and to share my thoughts with someone I actually care to share them with.”

      Does that mean she’s into me? thought Daniel.

      “I can empathize with that. In fact, yesterday before the test, I hadn’t managed to spend any time with my best friend. He’s just too busy leading the Alliance and trying to hold it together. So, while I realize that he’s not doing it on purpose, it’s hard sometimes not to be able to share my thoughts with him.”

      “Chase Athanatos is your best friend?”

      “He is... even though he’s more like a brother if you ask me. We’ve been through so much together, but ever since his wife…” Daniel stopped mid-sentence.

      “What happened to her? Is she dead?”

      “No, not exactly.”

      “That’s a peculiar answer.”

      “That’s because it’s a very weird and quite tragic situation.”

      Daniel nervously drummed his fingers on the corner of the table.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.”

      “No, it’s not that. It just reminded me of one of my own memories, one I’m not exactly fond of. As for Sarah, Chase’s wife, she’s inside the body of the leader of the Spectres bound on exterminating us all.”

      “What? You can’t be serious? How is that even possible?”

      “During the final hours of the Fury War, she became infected with Spectre blood, or some other damn thing, and we had no other choice but to put her in suspended animation until we found a cure.”

      “I take it that never happened?”

      “No, it hasn’t, and the Spectres recovered her body, swapped it with an empty clone, and with her outside of the suspended animation pod, it let the poison running in her veins take its course. That turned Sarah into a killing machine with a god complex. And now Chase not only has to try to save us all as best as he can, but he also has to fight with what was once the love of his life, as well as the mother of both his children.”

      “That’s the most difficult conundrum I’ve ever heard in my life. I take back everything I’ve said earlier about our working conditions. I don’t think I would have the moral fortitude to deal with something like your friend has to endure. And I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you should make sure you’re there for him. Sounds to me like he could use your friendship, now more than ever.”

      “I always am, or I try to be. There are simply too many fires to deal with lately, and as much as I’d like to be there for him every day, the reality of the situation means that we barely see each other here and there, and more often than not, it’s only about dealing with one crisis or another.”

      “I can only imagine what he’s going through, and just trying to do so hurts my brain. With everything that’s happening at the moment, I can understand why the two of you don’t spend as much time together as you’d like, but my advice to the both of you would be to try anyway, no matter what. Your friend must feel terribly lonely, and he may also bury himself into his work to try to deal with it all. Perhaps you should consider making the time.”

      “He has his family too. In fact, his daughter is back now, which until a few days ago, we thought she was still unborn.”

      “Wait, how did he manage to get the baby from Sarah? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Technically from Ashra, the Spectre incarnate, so to speak, of Sarah. And we didn’t. What we know is that she got extracted, for the lack of a better word by Ashra, and grown at an accelerated pace to reach maturity in a matter of days. Then she managed to escape and come here.”

      “I didn’t even know such things were possible.”

      “Oh, it certainly is, Chase’s other son also reached adulthood fast during the Fury War.”

      “Can you imagine how painful it can be for a father? Having two kids but having been robbed of the experience of seeing them grow. I don’t know if I could deal with something that fucked up. I’m amazed Chase still manages to keep his sanity.”

      “You and me both… And truth be told, I’m terrified of what could happen if he ever loses it.”
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      The interior of the pyramid was rather simple and devoid of architectural complexity, which was a bit of a contrast as the outside of it seemed quite complex compared to Earth pyramids. Mostly large corridors that led to a massive, high-ceilinged room. The walls were made of bluish marble that gave the entire structure a very polished look.

      In the center of that chamber stood two large statues of humanoids, one holding a sword and another wielding a lance. At first glance, there was nowhere to go past the main chamber.

      “Now what?” asked Ryonna.

      Cedric scanned the area. “There’s no way the energy readings we got initially came from this room. I would say the path forward is hidden to us, just like the access to the pyramid was, or there is something we have yet to find and activate in order to reveal it.”

      Before Menelas could comment, the ground trembled heavily, and the two massive statues began moving.

      “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea what that could be,” said Menelas. “Cedric, take cover now!”

      Menelas threw a trio of fireballs at the nearest moving statue, but they bounced before impact. Ryonna’s advanced armor deployed the helmet around her face as she took aim at the other statue and opened fire with similar results as Menelas. Her plasma fire bounced off the statues.

      “The damn things are shielded,” she exclaimed.

      “Keep them occupied, I’m reading new power fluctuations,” shouted Cedric, who had taken cover behind a nearby column. “I’ll try and deactivate their shields.”

      “Ares, see if they register you,” said Menelas. “Hopefully, you can act as the decoy if they do.”

      Ares darted forward and got the attention of both enemies; they swung their weapons at him, and in order to keep the illusion going, he did his best to make sure their marble weapons didn’t pass through him, which would most certainly make them rethink their targeting priorities.

      Menelas grew his aura exponentially and created a large fireball over his head, one he needed both hands to generate. When it grew to twice his own body’s size, he gestured to Ryonna with his head to take cover. As soon as she was behind a column of her own, Menelas unleashed the massive attack toward the sworded statue.

      “Let’s see how strong these shields are. Ryonna, get ready to fire everything you have.”

      The fireball impacted the back of the statue and illuminated its entire silhouette with a radiant blue force field, but nothing happened. The massive fireball burned itself off on the shields after a few seconds, at which point the force field disappeared. Ryonna unleashed rapid fire from her plasma rifle, but as it did before, every shot bounced away.

      “That’s not good,” said Menelas. “If this attack doesn’t make a dent in these shields, I don’t know how we’ll bring these statues down.”

      “Cedric?” asked Ryonna. “Any ETA on finding and neutralizing these damn shields?”

      “I’m working as fast as I can, this ain’t exactly known territory here, I have no idea where the power source is even located, and let me tell you that if it’s inside the statues themselves, we’re screwed. But I doubt that’s the case.”

      “Great, so the moment Ares is hit, they’ll realize they can’t hurt him, and they’ll smash us instead,” said Menelas.

      As if on cue, Ares miscalculated his last stunt, and the lance hit him full force. Instead of going through him like all matter should, he was catapulted and crashed between Menelas and Ryonna.

      “Or not,” said Ryonna.
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        * * *

      

      Kharon felt herself waking up in the middle of the night and getting out of her bed.

      She left her quarters and walked through the mostly empty corridors of Alkyon One until she reached Chase’s quarters. A voice inside her screamed out loud.

      What are you doing?!

      What needs to be done, what I was created for.

      Don’t you dare hurt my father!

      It’s no longer up to you, I’m afraid. I’m in control now.

      I won’t let you do it, even if I have to destroy myself to take you out.

      You’re assuming you have enough power to take mastery over your body, which would be cute if it wasn’t pathetic.

      I’m stronger than you think, I won’t let you do this.

      Then let me ask you this: why haven’t you stopped me already?

      You’ve used the fact that my conscious went to sleep after days of tiring me, forcing me to stay awake.

      The voice inside her mind laughed.

      You keep telling yourself all the lies that allow you to accept what’s coming. It won’t change your destiny, and tonight, whether you want it or not, Chase dies.

      Over my dead body. I won’t—

      But Kharon felt a strong mental push forcefully disconnecting her from her own thoughts.

      Her body waved a hand next to the door controls, and a faint pneumatic noise happened as the door release engaged, presenting a small opening that she used to slide the door silently open the rest of the way.

      Kharon tried to scream from the top of her lungs, but no sound escaped her mouth.

      She walked in the darkness of Chase’s quarters, stopping for just a moment, catching her reflection in the living room’s large viewport as a couple of StarFuries made a flyby.

      Kharon looked to her left, then to her right. She located the bedroom and walked toward it. In the large bed, Chase was sleeping in his underwear. The room was a mess, and his uniform was on the floor while his Fury armor laid in the corner of the room.

      Kharon walked silently by the bed and aimed an open palm at Chase’s torso. Her hand trembled, and she had to use her other one to stabilize it before a small spark gave life to a small fireball. The purple fireball silently grew to a large fist size with crimson lightning bolts sizzling all around it.

      The corner of her mouth morphed into a smirk.

      I can hear you scream and fight with all your energy, but by now, you must know that there’s nothing you can do about it except watch him die.

      Her face grimaced as tremors traveled through her entire arm.

      Chase blinked his eyes open as Kharon ground her teeth.

      “Kharon,” said a sleepy Chase. “What are you doing here, what’s going on?”
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        * * *

      

      Chase blinked a few more times as more of his senses awoke.

      “Kharon, what are you doing?” asked Chase.

      “You have to die,” said Kharon, her voice trembling.

      Her eyes were fully black, with no pupils.

      “Is this why you really came to Alkyon One? You never truly escaped Ashra, did you?”

      Chase could sense massive muscular tension as well as emotional turmoil inside his daughter. It felt as if two distinct personalities clashed and fought a war of wills in order to get control over the young woman’s body.

      Chase sat on the bed but didn’t move out of the way. Kharon’s hand was still trembling, a powerful fireball in front of her palm.

      “I can sense the conflict inside of you. I don’t think my daughter wants you to kill me.”

      Kharon had a hard time speaking more than a couple of words at a time.

      “What... she wants... is irrelevant.”

      “And yet you haven’t fired your attack, so I would say it’s very relevant.”

      Chase focused on locating his daughter’s consciousness. When he found it, he spoke directly to her.

      Are you all right, Kharon?

      She’s very strong! But I can’t let her kill you… but, dad, I’m growing weaker with every passing minute.

      How can I help?

      You need to kill me, her… us.

      I can’t do that, Kharon.

      Kharon’s eyes alternated between fully black and normal green human eyes.

      You have to! There’s too much at stake.

      I’d rather die than have to attack you, Kharon.

      Why would you say that? She’s the enemy, and she needs to die.

      Not if you die with her. I could never forgive myself, no matter the consequences of my death being the end result.

      My short life isn’t worth every other living being out there, and you know it. The needs of the many weigh in the balance, and you can’t afford not to stop this threat.

      One day, you may understand why I can’t when you have children of your own. You’ll realize that you can’t put the life of your children in the balance, no matter the consequences. A parent will do everything for his children, including losing their life.

      Quick footsteps could be heard coming from behind her.

      “Kharon!” shouted Chris. “Stop!”

      Chase felt that Chris’s voice had a massive impact on Kharon, and her eyes returned to full black instantly with such force that multiple dark veins extended around them. Before Chase could react, she turned and fired her attack at an unsuspecting Chris.

      The fireball traveled through his stomach, burning multiple organs on the way. A look of surprise permeated from his eyes as he fell to his knees.

      “CHRIS!!!!” shouted Chase as he jumped out of bed.

      “Noooooooooo!” screamed a panicked Kharon before sprinting out of the room.

      Chase put his hands on his son’s wound and started healing him. It was more difficult than usual and reminded Chase of the time he had tried saving Fillio... in vain.

      “Stay with me,” screamed Chase as Chris’s pupil moved upward, leaving only the whites of his eyes visible.

      “Come on!” insisted Chase as he turned Hyper Fury, amping up his healing energy to the maximum.
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        * * *

      

      When Thor and Poseidon returned to the station, they immediately came under fire. Earth Alliance crew with cybernetic implants protruding from their skin unleashed plasma fire from their hand implants.

      “For crying out loud,” barked Poseidon. “What the hell are these things?”

      “I believe that’s the Droxian plague, which obviously can transmit to other species,” said Thor.

      “Correct,” said Loki.

      “I thought they had disabled you,” said Thor. “We kept asking you to beam us back in.”

      “Nope, I’m still here, but our communications are down. And we have another problem.”

      “It’s gonna have to wait until we deal with these things first,” said Poseidon.

      Thor took out three of the enemies with his hammer, but they only stayed down for a few seconds before more augments popped over the wounds and allowed them to get back on their feet. They quickly resumed fire.

      “That’s gonna get old really fast,” said Poseidon before incinerating the resurrected cyborgs with a massive flame wave of his new cybernetic arm.

      All flesh burned off the cyborgs, revealing thin metallic skeletons, but they kept advancing.

      “What the hell does it take to kill these things?” Poseidon complained.

      “I got an idea,” said Thor. “Hit them with cold.”

      Poseidon hit them with a cold ray, freezing them in place, and Thor threw Mjölnir at two of the cyborgs which happened to be aligned on the path of the hammer. Their metal skeleton exploded into a million pieces.

      “Good thinking,” said Poseidon, switching back to flame thrower right after slicing the last frozen cyborg to dust with his trident.

      They rinsed and repeated the tactic until all the enemies were defeated.

      “They’ll send more soon,” said Loki, “but as I said before, we have another problem, one that we can’t ignore for much longer, seeing as I’m detecting the Helios is about to exit hyperspace any minute now.”

      “We’re listening,” said Thor.

      “If the Helios destroys the Omicron while our tractor beam is still locked onto the ship, the power feedback wave of the explosion will travel through the beam and take us out in the process.”

      “Not to sound ungrateful here, but that’s one hell of a design flaw right there,” said Poseidon.

      “Well, this weapon was never designed to hold something that big from that far away.”

      More cyborgs beamed inside and started firing at them.

      “What do you need us to do?” asked Thor. “Because the last I checked, we need to team up to take these guys out.”

      “I think I can take care of them on my own,” said Poseidon, “so whatever else is needed to be done so we don’t blow up, you’re gonna have to take care of it with Loki.”

      “Fair enough. Loki, what’s the plan?”

      “We need the communications restored so that I can sync with the Helios’s computer in order to disconnect a few milliseconds before they take out the ship.”

      “Lead the way.”

      The Loki hologram ran through a couple of cyborgs who tried to hit him, but they slashed through nothing but holographic photons.

      Thor looked at Poseidon before joining Loki. “Be careful.”

      “Get out of here, I’ve got this.”
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      Ares got back up and shook his head. “How the hell did that happen?”

      “I guess Atlantians aren’t strangers to semi-dead entities,” said Cedric.

      Menelas flew toward the statues and took Ares’s place in distracting them.

      Ryonna ran next to Cedric.

      “How are we doing? We need their shields down, now!”

      “Do you seriously think I don’t know that?” said Cedric, his hands blurred from interacting with his holo-screens so quickly.

      “Can you do this or not? You need to let us know.”

      Ares joined them.

      “I think now would be a good time to call for backup,” said Ryonna.

      “Already done twenty minutes ago,” said Ares.

      Ares could tell from Ryonna’s expression that she was part surprised and part annoyed, but it didn’t last for long.

      “All right, good thinking not waiting for my order, though I doubt it will be very helpful if we can’t get these things unshielded first. Cedric, make sure the backup has the travel path through the cloaking shield.”

      “There might be a slight problem with that. Ever since we entered the pyramid, I can’t seem to open a subspace channel to the outside.”

      “In what universe is that a slight problem?” echoed Ares.

      “Okay, big problem.”

      “Ares,” said Ryonna, “you’d better let Athena know.”

      “On it.”

      Menelas flew in between Ryonna and Cedric and crashed hard against the blue marble wall, cracking it in the process.

      “Cedric, I swear, if you don’t get this fixed now, we’re toast.”

      Cedric closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I excel under pressure,” he convinced himself before reopening his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Chris eventually regained consciousness and added his own healing powers to those of his father’s, and his wound finally healed itself.

      Chase released a long, drawn-out sigh of relief.

      “I thought I lost you there for a minute there.”

      “I didn’t expect such a powerful attack, kinda took me by surprise too. I’m much better now, so we should go after her.”

      “That’s all well and good, but where do you think she went?”

      Chris closed his eyes. “She’s agitated and in a dark place. I don’t think the Spectre part is in control anymore.”

      Chase extended his consciousness as well and confirmed his son’s analysis. “Please tell me she’s not thinking about doing what I think she is?”

      “She is, dad, go… now!”

      Chase nodded and flew out of his quarters so fast and in such a straight line that he exploded half of the living room wall in his path.

      When he arrived in the quadrinium fusion reactor, three engineers laid on the floor, unconscious but still breathing. Kharon was in front of the safety glass just behind the reactor’s plasma stream.

      She was sobbing.

      “Hey, Kharon, just take it easy. We can fix this.”

      “No, we can’t, I’m compromised and too much of a threat to you and Chris. How… how is he?” she said, her voice trembling.

      “He’s fine, don’t worry. We don’t blame you for what happened.”

      “You really should, and you know it… I wasn’t strong enough to prevent this, and I need to be neutralized.”

      “You breaking that glass and force field jumping into the fusion reactor won’t achieve that, and it could destroy the whole station, including Chris and myself. That wouldn’t help with anything except perhaps make Ashra’s hold on this dimension even stronger. So you’d be effectively helping her to conquer this dimension.”

      She’s gonna teleport inside, dad, said Chris telepathically, I can sense it. Hold her until I arrive, I’ll be there shortly.

      Teleport? Can she even do that?

      You could do it when she was conceived, so I don’t think it’s much of a stretch to assume she might have inherited that power from you.

      “Don’t do it, Kharon, I beg you,” Chase insisted.

      She turned around and looked straight into Chase’s eyes, and for the first time since she stepped onto Alkyon One, Chase could tell he was talking to his daughter, unfiltered. Waterfalls of tears fell from her big green eyes.

      “I know how to end myself without destroying the station. And that’s what I’m going to do. Please tell Chris I’m sorry for hurting him. Goodbye.”

      Chase didn’t hesitate, sensing she was about to teleport, and so he snagged her with telekinetic energy, throwing her to the side just as Chris landed next to him and turned into an Ultra Fury. Chase did the same.

      “Healing energy, everything we’ve got, now!” said Chris.

      “What’s that going to do?” asked Chase.

      “Just trust me.”

      Both Chase and Chris fired columns of white healing energy toward Kharon as she was getting back to her feet. Upon impact, a demonic scream escaped her mouth as her eyes switched back to full darkness, and dark smoke leaked away from them.

      The ear-piercing screams echoed throughout the station, which started trembling.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Chase.

      “I do, and it’s the only way we can break her free.”

      Kharon’s body contorted in strange ways, snapping some of her bones in the process, which resulted in increased shrieks escaping from her. A dark aura made of living smoke escaped from her pores and burned all around her.

      “If we lose containment, over twenty thousand souls will die,” said Chris.

      Kvasir, said Chase telepathically, can you boost the containment field by five hundred percent right now?

      I can try, but we risk burning many of our main systems. We could lose shields for hours, if not days.

      Chase didn’t like that scenario, but they didn’t have a choice.

      Just do it!

      A pulsating humming sound increased and partially covered Kharon’s painful shrieks. Every piece of equipment and light flickered around them, and sparks flew as distant explosions could be heard.

      “I’m not sure the station can take this treatment,” said Chase. “How long are we supposed to do this?”

      “As long as it takes,” said Chris between gritted teeth. If we stop now, she’ll manage to teleport and kill herself.”

      The thought of losing his daughter mere hours after meeting her increased Chase’s focus tenfold, and he turned Hyper Fury, increasing the amount of healing energy he was firing at her in the process.

      As a result, Kharon’s shrieks increased, creating small fissures in the massive glass wall in front of the reactor.

      I don’t know how long I can keep the energy input at these rates, said Kvasir inside Chase’s mind.

      We don’t have a choice, if you don’t, we’re all history, sacrifice whatever part of the station you have to, beam crew around if needed, but do whatever it takes to keep the core contained.

      Understood.

      “This isn’t working!” exclaimed Chase.

      “I—I don’t know what else to do,” said Chris, tears forming in his eyes.

      “I fucking do,” said a familiar voice behind them.

      Nyx stepped in, already in Ultra Fury form and aimed a palm at Kharon.

      “Nooooo!” screamed Chris, “don’t shoot her!”

      “Give me a reason not to?” said Nyx.

      “Please,” pleaded Chase, “just help us win by adding your healing powers to ours.”

      “You want to save that thing?”

      “She’s my sister, and I know we can do it. Nyx, please! If you’re ever going to trust us, please trust us now.”

      Nyx growled loudly but eventually complied and fired her own large column of white healing energy toward Kharon.

      The black smoke aura around Kahron went mad and morphed from random flames to a humanoid shape, it hovered over Kharon’s head, holding its smoky head.

      “It’s working,” said Chris, blood running from his eyes, ears, and the corner of his mouth. “K—keep at it.”

      Nyx’s answer was another growl as she amped her healing beam even more. “It better be because I can’t keep this level of power for much longer.”

      “Just a few… more… seconds…” said Chase with a weak and trembling voice.

      “If this doesn’t work, I’ll kill you myself!” complained Nyx.

      If this doesn’t work, we’re all dead anyway, answered Chase telepathically, there’s no way the fusion reactor can sustain her beaming inside of it now. The station has already suffered too much damage.

      You’re both insane, this thing ain’t worth all of our lives!

      That’s my daughter, so I don’t expect you to understand. We’re all in now, so unless you want us all to die, just give it everything you have for as long as you can, and we’ll make it.

      If we survive this madness, you’ll owe me, big time!

      The black smoke aura started vibrating and losing cohesion before morphing from a humanoid silhouette to a devilish face that belonged in a realm that existed beyond what the more horrendous nightmares could conjure up.  Its screams became so loud it pierced everyone’s eardrums in the room before the smoky face exploded into nothingness.

      Kharon was the first to hit the ground, unconscious, followed by three loud synchronized thuds.

      The blast doors of the reactor room opened with a loud creak, and Daniel ran into the room, blaster in hand.

      “What the fuck!?”

      He swiped his communicator and set it to station-wide. “Medical emergency in the reactor room. Five to beam out directly to med-bay one.”
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        * * *

      

      “Exiting hyperspace now,” said Tar’Lock.

      Talon got up from his chair at the sight of the Omicron being held by a massive green beam of light.

      “Bring the Heracles cannon online and target their quadrinium chambers.”

      “That will destroy their ship,” said Tar’Lock.

      “We’ve been over this, Tar’Lock, it needs to be done.”

      Tar’Lock nodded with a sigh. “Charging the Heracles now. Preparing to fire.”

      “We’re being hailed,” said the communication’s officer.

      “Hold your fire, but keep the target locked. On screen,” said Talon.

      Tar’Lock didn’t bother answering, but he keyed in his captain’s order while the communication’s officer activated the bridge’s large holo-screen. Thor’s face filled it. His tattoos were blinking in the most chaotic fashion Talon had ever witnessed on an Asgardian’s face.

      “Don’t shoot just yet, Captain, if we can’t disable the tractor beam before the Omicron explodes, we’ll be vaporized along the way.”

      “Captain,” said Tar’Lock, “the ship is trying to enter hyperspace.”

      “Can they?”

      “No, but that’s not stopping them from diverting all their power to the engines. We either take them out soon, or they’ll end up taking themselves out on their own.”

      “That would be bad,” said Thor.

      “Yeah, I got that,” answered Talon. “What can we do?”

      “Drop your shield,” said Loki, coming into view.

      “I thought your brother was dead,” said Talon.

      “Long story—” said Thor.

      “And right now isn’t the best time to tell that story,” added Loki.

      Talon gestured to Tar’Lock with a small nod toward his direction, and the shields of the Helios dropped.

      “Don’t be alarmed,” said Loki, “but I need to hack your ship’s computer now.”

      “You’re gonna do what?” said Talon.

      All lights inside the bridge turned off for a handful of seconds before coming back to life again.

      The Heracles cannon fired on its own.

      “What in the seventh hell?” said Talon.

      The moment the golden beam of supercharged plasma energy hit the Omicron, the green beam disappeared, and the Earth Alliance destroyer was vaporized.

      Loki appeared on the bridge of the Helios, prompting the tactical officer to grab his sidearm and aim it at the Asgardian.

      “Holster that gun, Lieutenant Commander,” ordered Talon before turning to Loki. “How did you get here?”

      But then Talon caught a glimpse of a confused Tar’Lock, and he followed his friend’s befuddled gaze toward the holo-screen, where Loki still stood next to Thor.

      “I pride myself on usually being a patient man, but somebody better start explaining what the hell is going on here.”
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      “How are they doing?” asked Altair.

      “They’ll live,” said Daniel.

      “Any idea what happened?”

      “You mean besides half of my station melting down and us coming to about an inch of blowing up?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

      “I have no idea, they’re all in regen tanks at the moment. But from the looks of it, maybe they were battling or something. I can’t tell. I’m just glad nobody died, which seeing as how many parts of the station have been exposed to space is not a minor miracle.”

      “I guess we can at least take solace in that fact. How long do you think it will take to repair the primary systems?”

      “Kvasir thinks it will be an hour to regain some sort of shields, but barely running at twenty percent. Probably ten times as much to partially restore the defense grid back online. Right now, we can’t fire a single shot.”

      “At least you have most of the fleet in orbit to protect you.”

      “Thanks to Chase, I actually wanted to send them on their way, at least half of them.”

      “Well, right now, the best place they can be is protecting Alkyon One. If the Spectres detected what happened on Alkyon One, they could return and try taking advantage of the situation.”

      “And without the defense grid to back them up, I’m not sure they can actually take out that monstrosity of a mothership.”

      “Imagine if more than one decided to take on the station.”

      “I’d rather not, Altair. If they return now, we’re totally screwed.”

      “Well, keep me posted the moment Chase regains consciousness. I’d like to know what the hell happened.”

      “So would I, Daniel out.”
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        * * *

      

      “I think I got it,” said Cedric.

      “You think?” asked Ares.

      “I got it, their shields are down.”

      Menelas was still healing himself when he darted forward and blocked the massive marble sword about to crush the rest of his team with a powerful telekinetic push.

      “Ry—onna,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Ryonna didn’t hesitate and jumped high in the air thanks to her battle armor’s super-strength and landed on the forehand of the marble titan. She ran upward with her plasma rifle in hand and opened fire at its head. Little pieces of marble detached with every hit, but the damage was minimal. She was still running forward when she caught something out of the corner of her eye.

      The other statue moved around and prepared to launch its lance at her. Ryonna reacted instinctively and set the plasma rifle to overload just before the other titan threw its lance at her. She threw the overloading rifle toward the approaching marble titan and jumped high in the air to dodge the lance, which impacted with the first titan’s arm still held in place by Menelas.

      Ryonna activated her light-blade in midair and threw it spinning at the overloading rifle that by then had traveled near the second titan’s head.

      The lance impacted the first titan’s forearm and shattered it at the same time as Ryonna’s light-blade sliced through the rifle, forcing it to explode and taking out half of the second titan’s head in the process. The concussive blast pushed the titan to the side, and it lost balance. As it crashed to the side, the entire pyramid shook.

      Ryonna used debris from one of the pieces of the incoming forearm heading her way to catapult herself even higher, while Menelas waved both his hands to the side using a telekinetic blast to protect Cedric from the falling debris. Ryonna undid her grenade belt and threw it at the first titan’s head just before using another piece of marble debris flying in the air to adjust her heading and dive toward the ground. On her descent, she grabbed her blaster, swiveled around, and shot at her belt.

      The explosion took out more than half of the torso and totally obliterated the head of the titan into fine blue dust. By the time she landed on the ground, Menelas had finished incinerating the second titan.

      Cedric looked at the destruction with wide-open eyes. “Wow!”

      “Everyone okay?” asked Ares.

      Menelas dusted blue particles off of him while Ryonna disengaged her battle armor helmet. The nanomaterial morphed backward.

      “That was a close call,” said Ryonna, “maybe we should call off the miss—“

      Ryonna never finished her sentence as a focused beam of bright red energy pierced her through the abdomen and sent her crashing backward, leaving a trail of purple blood on the messy floor.

      “Ryonna!” screamed Menelas.

      A loud laugh echoed throughout the large chamber as a silhouette appeared out of thin air. Menelas locked his gaze on a set of familiar eyes.

      Diaspira was still laughing out loud.

      “You!” barked Menelas.

      “Long time no see, Fury. You shouldn’t have come here… This is my planet! And everyone stupid enough to set foot here will suffer the same fate as your friend.”
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      Is everyone okay? asked Chase telepathically.

      Chase didn’t need to ask who growled in his mind in the guise of an answer.

      I think I’m okay, said Chris.

      There was a long silence.

      As am I… said Kharon.

      Is that thing gone from inside you? asked Chase.

      Yes. I can’t sense the presence that was controlling me earlier.

      We did it, then, said Chris. Thank you, Nyx.

      You two are certifiably insane, barked Nyx in their collective minds. But I suppose you’re welcome. Let me make one thing perfectly clear, however, don’t you ever get me entangled in something so ludicrous ever again.

      Duly noted, said Chase. Thank you.

      Keep your thanks, half-breed, and keep me off your mental chatter, the less I hear from you right now, the better.

      I’m so glad you’re safe, Kharon, said Chris.

      We both are, added Chase.

      I wish I could share your enthusiasm, said Kharon, but we’re sitting ducks now. If Ashra comes, she can kill every single one of us, and there’s nothing we can do about it.

      What if it was her plan all along? asked Chris.

      Can any of you sense her presence? asked Chase.

      I can’t, said Kharon.

      Neither can— wait... oh, no, said Chris.

      Before Chase could ask his son why he said that, he could sense the presence as well. It wasn’t Ashra, that much was certain, but he could definitely sense a powerful Spectre presence approaching the station.

      We don’t have long until it reaches the station, and it will be hours before we’re ready to fight a warrior of that caliber, said Chase, unable to mask the agitation from his mental voice.

      Nobody on the station but one of us at full power would be strong enough to deal with a warrior of this caliber, said Chris. So what do we do now? Because it could take everyone out, ourselves included.

      There has to be something we can do, said Kharon.

      We’re all running on empty, answered Chase, even if we were to exit the regen tanks before it got here and fight the Spectre four against one, we wouldn’t stand a chance in our current state.

      Do we still have those awful Olympian glands? asked Chris.

      The last one is in my quarters; let me ask Daniel to bring it to us, said Chase.

      After a few seconds Chase swore on the telepathic link.

      I’ll take that as a no, said Chris.

      My quarters have been destroyed in one of the explosions.

      We’re in trouble, then.

      Kharon, any idea what this Spectre wants?

      Aside from taking us all out? I’m not sure. Unless…

      Unless what?

      I stole something from Ashra when she forcefully extracted me from her womb, I thought she didn’t realize it, but perhaps she has.

      What are you talking about, what did you steal from her?

      The other half of Argos’s soul.

      Chase’s heartbeat skipped a beat.

      Are you serious?

      Yes, half of his soul now resides within me.

      That’s amazing Kharon, thank you so much for doing this, said Chris, ...except we don’t have a way to bring him back here at the moment. We would need Ares to teleport dad to the underworld and bring the other half. Can we try and contact him?

      I already tried… I’m too weak to connect with his mind while he’s in the unknown regions.

      Can’t we just shoot the Spectre ship down? asked Chris. There are more than enough ships protecting Alkyon One.

      It will be a cloaked ship, said Kharon.

      Kvasir might be able to detect it, said Chase, after all, we did figure out a way to detect them a while back. If we could take the Spectre out before it steps into the station, it would be ideal.

      I’m afraid you won’t be able to detect this ship, said Kharon.

      Why not?

      The ship you detected earlier had its cloak weakened on purpose by Ashra to make you think she couldn’t drop on you undetected anymore. It also allowed her to scan the method you used and made the cloak even more impenetrable as a result.

      This is starting to look like a really bad day. There has to be something we can do, and we need to figure a way out of this situation. If only I hadn’t lost the ability to teleport, I could try and get Argos or Oryn here to help us. Or better yet, both.

      I can teleport… if I had enough energy, that is.

      Even so, unless you already visited the Underworld, you wouldn’t know how to get there. And you’d need to know how to reintegrate a soul into a body. That’s not something easy to do, I’m afraid, and requires a lot of power.

      I think there is a way around it, dad, I can learn from you by linking directly with your mind.

      That’s all well and good, but that doesn’t solve our energy problem, said Chris. We probably have a little less than an hour before the Spectre gets here, perhaps if we all shared our energy with Kharon, she could then go to the Underworld and bring Argos back.

      I still don’t think we have enough energy for this plan to work, said Kharon.

      Why’s that? asked Chris.

      Because holding on to a soul as powerful as Argos requires a lot of energy, it’s a sheer miracle I didn’t release him while you exorcised the Spectre out of me.

      We better figure out a way to bring Oryn back, then, said Chase, or we won’t survive the day.

      How quickly can the Olympian send another one of these healing glands? asked Chris. Assuming they have another one ready.

      Not fast enough, I’m afraid. They also said it would take a while for new ones to be fully matured. I’ll see if I can connect with an Olympian and ask, I doubt I’ll be able to make such a long-distance mental call in my current state.

      Don’t waste your energy for nothing, have Daniel make the call.

      Right, I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.

      Give yourself a break, dad, we’re all exhausted.
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        * * *

      

      Menelas shot three fireballs at Diaspira, but she blocked all three of them with ease, which he didn’t expect to happen.

      She was wearing an intricate platinum-colored armor with glowing bluish ornaments, most likely something she had scavenged from her access to ancient Atlantian technology.

      Menelas expanded his consciousness to check on Ryonna, her wound was life-threatening, but she wasn’t in immediate danger.

      Ares, do you think you can teleport Ryonna away from here and back to the base?

      I have no idea if we can survive the trip through that cloak. If the statues impacted even me, it’s only logical to assume that I’ll probably be affected by the force field as well, to say nothing of Ryonna. Perhaps it probably would be a better idea for you to heal her so she can join the fight.

      I know she’d want that as well, but she’ll end up being a liability, Diaspira could keep hurting her to distract me from engaging.

      I suppose that makes sense. Any way you can heal Ryonna somewhat before I try to get us out of here?

      I think if you help me while I distract her for just a bit, we could manage that.

      I’m listening.

      While I attack her next, take control of Ryonna’s body and come close so I can fire a healing fireball at her, then you’d better be off.

      Understood.

      Menelas grew his aura to the maximum, sending a glowing pool of crimson energy all around him.

      He stepped forward, both palms open, aimed at Diaspira, and opened fire with a multitude of fireballs that she either blocked, deflected, or sent back at him. Whatever technology was inside the armor she wore, it clearly brought her to a level that was able to keep up with an elite Fury warrior, which meant that it was paramount to gain access to the pyramid and defeat Menelas’s nemesis once and for all before she became even more powerful.

      Menelas sensed Ares invade and struggle to control Ryonna’s unconscious body, which Menelas should have anticipated. As great a warrior and leader as the Droxian was, she was a control freak, and those were the most difficult types of personalities for Ares to try and take over their bodies.

      Eventually, he got up and walked as best he could to cover behind one of the last standing columns able to provide some cover. Menelas grew a much bigger fireball and threw it at Diaspira at slow speed, hoping the sheer diameter of the attack would provide enough visual cover for him to stay undetected while blasting healing energy toward Ryonna’s body.

      When his attack had traveled halfway through, Menelas fired a white healing fireball at Ryonna, making sure to hit her wound. The tissues healed, and Ares sat down on the floor before exiting her body.

      Here goes nothing, said Ares. Good luck.

      You too.
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      “We have a Spectre on its way to the station, and Chase, Chris and basically everyone else that could have taken on the threat is in a regen tank, unable to defend us,” said Daniel.

      “That’s unfortunate, how can we help?” asked Poseidon.

      “We need one of those healing glands. Please tell me you have one?”

      “I’m afraid not. But I think I have an idea of how to help you. I’ll just need a minute to make another call.”

      Daniel nervously tapped the top of his desk with his fingers while waiting for the holo-signal to return. After a few minutes that felt like an eternity, Poseidon’s face reappeared on Daniel’s holo-screen.

      “Olympus doesn’t have any fully matured glands yet, but they believe they can accelerate its growth to reach at least a sixty to seventy percent healing efficiency.”

      “That will have to do. How long will it take to send it to Alkyon One?”

      “How much time do you have?”

      “Less than an hour, if that.”

      “No ship can travel that fast from New Olympus. Loki, get in here,” said Poseidon.

      Loki?

      “Isn’t Loki dead?”

      “I wish people would stop asking that question today, it’s not really him, just a hologram of Thor’s brother. Long story short, we’re on one of his secret labs, and I need to check with him if we could teleport to Alkyon One and try to fight that Spectre for you.”

      “Teleporting from how far exactly? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “The area of space where the base is located is unique in a way that would hurt my brain just to try to explain it to you, but suffice it to say, it beamed both Thor and myself from thousands of light-years away.”

      “Could it beam the gland directly here?”

      “New Olympus is way past this transporter’s range, I’m afraid.”

      “While that is true,” said the holographic Loki entering the holo-camera’s field of view. “A gland is a small thing, so it would require much less power than sending an entire humanoid. According to my calculations, though, I won’t be able to extend the range far enough to reach New Olympus, but if a ship left with the gland now at maximum hyperspace heading toward Alkyon One, and if they broadcast a subspace transmission allowing me to lock onto the gland to help me pinpoint it, then in about an hour and ten minutes, give or take, I think I could beam it to the station.”

      “That sounds about fifteen minutes too late, and I seriously doubt this Spectre would need even half that time to execute Chase, the others, not to mention blowing us all up to hell while it’s at it.”

      “Loki, can you beam us to Alkyon One?” asked Poseidon.

      “Even if I could tweak the transporter to increase its range by the twenty percent needed to get you to Alkyon, which may be doable, it would only work for one of you. We’ve simply used up too much power earlier holding the rogue Alliance destroyer with the tractor beam, and the base’s pentalium chamber doesn’t have nearly enough juice to allow for that transport to take place.”

      “Then it’s a good thing the Helios is still here,” said Poseidon. “Daniel, hang on, but I should be there in half an hour max to protect the station until Loki can beam the gland to Chase. It’s going to be close, but…”

      “I’ll take it, thank you, Poseidon.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase activated the speaker inside his regen tank.

      “That’s good, let’s hope Poseidon can hold the Spectre long enough.”

      “We don’t really have much choice, though I can tell you he seemed confident in taking on that task. That has to count for something.”

      “I have no doubt he’ll do his best, I just worry that may not be enough. Both Chris and I now sense the threat more, and while it’s not anywhere near as powerful as Ashra herself, the Spectre we’re sensing would be on par with Asrak’Vor in terms of strength.”

      “Shit, that’s bad news. I’ll put all ships on scanning duties to try and detect the ship’s arrival. If we could blow it out of the sky, I’d rather have that option,” said Daniel.

      “Unfortunately, Kharon says that whatever sensor info we thought we had on detecting their cloak is bogus, and we won’t see it coming. Not to mention blowing the ship would most certainly not kill this Spectre.”

      “This is a bad time not to have shields, then.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Don’t you dare, you did what you had to do to protect your family, just like you risked your life countless times to save all our collective asses before. We owe you that one and then some. For once, you need to let us protect you.”

      Chase allowed himself a small smile.

      “But in trying to do the right thing, I’ve painted a target on our defenseless asses.”

      “Weird mental image aside, Poseidon now is the only one that can deal with the Spectre, for better or for worse.”

      “He needs to succeed too, because we’ve never been so close to getting back some much-needed reinforcement. Kharon connected with my mind to learn how to teleport into the Underworld. She has now learned what she needs to bring back both Oryn and Argos to help us in the war. We just have to make sure she can regain enough energy to bring them back to us. If Poseidon can, at the very least, slow down the Spectre long enough for her to do that, then we have a chance.”

      “I have to admit, I can’t believe we are in a position to bring either of them back.”

      “Neither can I… especially Argos.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I had already tasked Keera to search and locate a viable DNA sample of Oryn to bring her back. In fact, if the incident hadn’t happened when it did, it would have been the first thing on my list to do in the morning.”

      “See, that’s why we need to spend more time together, I hate being out of the loop. Feels like since I became the commander of this station, I’m the last to know these things.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better, not many people knew what I was up to with Oryn. And with Kharon’s return, well, everything happened too fast.”

      “Don’t worry about it, I just hate that we’re not spending as much time as we did before, but I’m not blaming you for it. Speaking of Kharon, you’re absolutely sure she’s no longer under Ashra’s control?”

      “As sure as one can be, why?”

      “Because if that was all part of Ashra’s plan from the get-go, she could make sure both Argos and Oryn never stand a chance ever to come back.”

      “Chris managed to sense Argos’s soul in her, so if she’s bluffing, she’s at least telling the truth about holding his soul. But my instinct tells me that now that we’ve rid her of the Spectre’s influence, she’s genuinely trying to help us. If it turns out not to be the case, then I don’t think it would be something she’s conscious about.”

      “That’s kind of what I was hinting at. After all, she spent part of the pregnancy inside a Spectre... I mean, sorry, I know that’s insensitive of me to say that.”

      “That’s okay Daniel, it’s the truth.”

      “Still, I just hate this situation, so I can only imagine what you’re going through. What I mean is that even if you managed to remove a Spectre presence, does that mean that she’s entirely Spectre free in terms of DNA?”

      “That’s a good question, I guess we run some tests once the crisis is over, for the time being, I trust her.”

      “That’s good enough for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase’s comms inside the regen tank cracked to life.

      “You can’t possibly trust all our lives to someone as weak as Poseidon,” complained Nyx.

      “I thought you didn’t want to be part of anything for a while. At least while you rested. As for Poseidon, we don’t have a choice, I’m afraid, our lives are literally in his hands now.”

      “That’s bullshit, and I’m holding you personally responsible. I’ll never trust you again. However, I disagree with the tactic here, there’s another way out of this. Let’s just unite whatever energy we have and give all of that to me, I’ll execute the Spectre myself. I certainly have way more chances of annihilating that thing than Poseidon.”

      “Putting your attitude aside, I probably would agree that under normal circumstances, I’d rather bet on you than Poseidon to protect us, but we barely recouped five percent of our power each... so even if we put all of it together, that’s just only twenty percent power. As powerful as you are, I don’t think that will cut it against that Spectre.”

      “And I’m telling you it will!”

      “Look, I understand you’re pissed. And you have every right to be, none of us expected things to turn out this way when I asked you to trust me and save my daughter. Thanks to you, she’s now well and finally on our side—“

      “Or so she says.”

      Chase wanted to refute Nyx’s argument, but he knew better than to antagonize her more when she had anger-fuelled fits like this one. Though, lately, it seemed like her default attitude.

      “That’s beside the point now, what’s done is done, and I don’t regret our actions.”

      “I certainly do.”

      “Duly noted, but as far as I’m concerned, that doesn’t change the situation, and we should be grateful that Poseidon is able to cover us while we get one of us healed, at least partially.”

      “That person should be me, especially since this entire situation doesn’t concern me. If I had incinerated your daughter as my instinct told me to, we wouldn’t be stuck in these damn regen tanks!”

      “Let me make one thing clear, if you had incinerated my daughter, you’re correct, you wouldn’t be here, but instead, you’d be regretting your final choice in this incarnation at the gates of hell.”

      “That’s so sweet that you still think you can defeat me.”

      “Let’s hope we never have to find out because, unlike you, I still believe we have more to gain in being on the same side. We are, after all, supposed to be allies.”

      “Then tell me why every time I step toward this friendship, I end up regretting my decision?”

      “Not every time, Nyx. Look, once this crisis is over, if you want out of the Alliance, so be it. At the end of the day, we either find a way to cohabitate and try to work together toward the same goal, or this war we’ve all been fighting is destined to fail. Not to mention that the last I checked, I was in command of the Alliance.”

      Chase regretted his last words the moment they left his mouth.

      Nyx sneered. “Now he’s pulling rank.”

      “That’s right, and let’s make one thing clear, I’m not risking my brother’s life on whether or not you think you can take out the Spectre.”

      “And yet you’re trusting Poseidon with his life, that’s rich!”

      “Poseidon is family, and more importantly, I trust him to put his life on the line to do the right thing.”

      “That’s rich after all the times I saved your asses with risking mine.”

      Of course, Chase couldn’t deny that Nyx had indeed saved them on multiple occasions, and it wasn’t her fighting skills nor her courage that Chase was worried about, but that when push came to shove, would she risk everything to save people she seemed to despise with every fiber of her being? After all, in terms of power, he knew very well that she was on par with him, perhaps even more powerful. It was her repetitive stringent attitude and venomous tongue that made it hard to trust her.

      “And we’re grateful for that—“

      “The hell you are. You’re constantly letting your emotions and family ties blind you at every turn. To think they elected you to be the voice of reason when you and I both know very well that when that day comes, and even with the entire fate of the universe hanging in the balance, you’ll flinch at the finish line if it means you have to kill your precious Sarah.”

      Would he? Chase preferred not to think of such a moment and hoped they would find another solution to save his beloved. One which didn’t involve a kill-or-be-killed binary scenario.

      “Your silence speaks volumes,” continued Nyx.

      And you should learn to use silence from time to time, thought Chase, perhaps we’d be more inclined to consider you a part of the team if you didn’t let your snake tongue run amok every chance you get.

      “You’re the last person I would have selected to lead the fight against the Spectres,” she continued, “you’re too emotionally compromised to be objective or level-headed.”

      That last accusation hit Chase straight in the heart, probably because he knew she was right on some level. With the exception that he hadn’t chosen to lead this fight.

      “I may have been elected, but I didn’t ask for this responsibility in the first place.”

      “Then do what a good leader would do when they know they’re not the right person for the job they’ve been entrusted with. Today was a perfect example of how you’re willing to put your family’s well-being ahead of the rest of us.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “You know exactly what I’m saying. You should quit. This war needs true leadership, and unlike your spineless friends, I have no problem telling you that you’ve been found lacking the backbone needed to win this war.”

      Chase mentally switched off the internal speakers inside his regen tank.

      You’re just proving my point, half-breed, said Nyx inside his mind.
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      Diaspira blocked Menelas’s bigger attack, and the large fireball shrunk in size in between her hands until it died out.

      “Forget it, Fury,” said Diaspira. “You may have been a real threat once upon a time, but today, you’re no match for me.”

      “So you keep saying,” said Menelas. “And except firing on an unsuspecting Droxian, you haven’t shown me anything to prove that claim.”

      Diaspira looked at the trail of blood left by Ryonna earlier. “Speaking of your friend, where did she run to?”

      “None of your business, I’m the one you’ll need to fight and most likely lose your life against.”

      Menelas grew his aura and took a fighting stance. Before he could grow his energy more, an invisible force knocked him off his feet.

      Diaspira laughed. “You don’t stand a chance. You should have killed me when you had the chance.”

      Menelas got back to his feet, holding his chest, where a crack showed on his Fury armor. He spat blood to the side before burning his aura white and healing himself.

      “You’re full of surprises, I’ll grant you that, but that won’t save you. I may have missed my opportunity to kill you before, but I won’t today.”

      Menelas noticed movement from the corner of his eye. It was Cedric gesturing him from behind cover and pointing to his cranium.

      What is it you want, Cedric? asked Menelas. I’m rather busy.

      The amount of energy I’m detecting from her is off the scale. Whatever power source is responsible for giving her this power must be included in her armor.

      And that helps me how?

      I don’t know yet, but it’s probably good if you manage to keep a mental link with me so that I can help you if my sensor scans of your battle reveal a weakness we could exploit.

      Menelas didn’t really like the idea of having to rely on technology to defeat the woman that had duped him and nearly brought his demise. His Fury pride wanted to defeat her in a fair fight. Even though he knew full well that there she would display no fairness whatsoever in return. She wasn’t a warrior but instead a mad scientist using stolen technology to achieve her twisted goals.

      Understood.

      Menelas decided against throwing another fireball at Diaspira and instead went for a more hands-on approach. He flew toward his enemy with a powerful circling kick to the face, only for his leg to freeze a couple of inches away from its target.

      Diaspira smiled as her eyes flashed yellow, and a powerful shockwave sent Menelas fly throughout the entire room and encase his body deep into the marble.

      Large quantities of blood dripped from his lips as he struggled to stay conscious.

      How the hell is she doing this?
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for your help,” said Thor.

      “Glad to be of assistance,” said Talon. “It’s the least we could do after you’ve helped us deal with the Omicron.”

      “Those cybernetic warriors aren’t the most powerful threat on their own, but if Siegfried has control over thousands of them, we need to make sure to destroy them as well.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking, and I’m working on locating him and the cyborg army he took from Droxia.”

      “How’s the situation on the planet?”

      “Gaia’s countermeasure seems to work well; in most cases, the subjects heal well on their own, thanks to the nanites being reprogrammed to undo what they’ve done. We’ve gotten reports that some of their population wasn’t so lucky, though fortunately, there seems only to be rare side effects when the damage done by the infection couldn’t be reversed. In those rare cases, it amplified.”

      “How so?”

      “Some nanite cascade failure as I understand it. I’m no specialist, but basically, instead of healing their host, they go onto more cannibalization than the initial onslaught following the initial infection and devour everything until there is no longer any organic matter to consume, at which point the nanites seem to attack other nanites until nothing but graphene and silicon dust remains.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      “What’s more worrying is why this happened in the first place. If Grunhild’s creation is unstable with some of the population, there’s absolutely no way to predict what could happen when it spreads to other races.”

      “I don’t think it’s a matter of when anymore.”

      “What are you saying, Thor?”

      “I know Siegfried well, he’s a megalomaniac tyrant, and I seriously doubt that he’s only keeping whatever cyborg force he stole from Droxia. He could have already spread this to countless systems.”

      “If that’s the case, we may be in serious trouble.”

      Thor knew that all too well. And while his father was no longer there to bear the blame for trying to play gods with forces they didn’t understand, Thor still felt a strong sense of responsibility regarding the dark legacy the Asgardians unleashed into the universe.

      He had to stop Siegfried, no matter the cost. And if Chase and his friends were’nt in trouble, he would already be running after Siegfried. However, the last time Thor ignored his allies, it made things worse, and he would not repeat that mistake.

      “Today, we’ve proven that together, we are stronger. I’m sure we’ll prevail because the alternative is just not something we can afford to contemplate… I’m just not sure what the cost of victory will be, but I know we must be prepared to pay the price, no matter how steep it turns out to be.
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        * * *

      

      “Power levels are now sufficient to beam you over,” said Loki.

      “Then let’s do it,” said Poseidon.

      The lab doors split open as Thor walked through.

      “Hang on just a minute, Loki,” said Poseidon.

      The hologram nodded before vanishing into thin air.

      “You weren’t gonna leave without saying goodbye, were you?” asked Thor.

      “Time is running out, so I kinda admit I was. Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize, my talk with Talon lasted longer than I anticipated.”

      “No worries, I didn’t want to intrude, but I gotta get going.”

      “Remind me why you’re the one going to Alkyon One and not me?” asked Thor.

      “Because I think we both know that the advantage my new arm provides me gives me a better chance of delaying a Spectre than you and Mjölnir would. No offense.”

      Thor smiled. “None taken, brother. Just…”

      “What?”

      Thor winced. “Don’t get killed.”

      “I have no intention of dying today.”

      “We both know that reality and intentions rarely decide to find common ground, especially lately.”

      “True. And I won’t lie, it’s one battle I wish I didn’t have to fight alone. If it were an option, I’d rather have you on my side.”

      “Perhaps if we waited a bit longer, Loki could figure out a way to beam us both there at the same time. I know I’d feel better about that.”

      “So would I, Thor, but we both know that if it were possible, Loki’s hologram would have figured it out. We can’t afford to wait, and I gotta go protect my family.”

      “I understand. You’re pretty much all that’s left of mine, even if we’re not blood-related.”

      “I feel the same way. In fact, I don’t think I ever was as close to my own brothers as I am with you.”

      “Perhaps the family we choose has stronger bonds than the one that binds us by blood.”

      “I think it’s just a matter of intentions. Some people are good, and some are…”

      “Bad?”

      “It’s too corny, I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud. But you know what I mean.”

      Thor nodded. “I do,” he said as he grabbed Poseidon’s forearm.

      “Be careful,” added Thor.

      “I will.”

      “Loki?” asked Thor.

      The hologram came back to life as Thor patted his friend’s forearm a couple of times before letting go.

      “Poseidon is ready to transport now,” said Thor.

      Poseidon nodded before a beam of green light dematerialized him.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Loki. “You have a strange look.”

      “I worry this will be the last time we see each other, and I don’t like this feeling at all.”

      “He’s a great warrior, I’m sure he’ll prevail.”

      “Nevertheless, figure out a way to beam me over.”

      “That won’t be an option, I’m afraid, even with all of the Omicron’s pentalium, there are physical limits to our energy reserve, and you joining Poseidon on Alkyon One is not a viable option.”

      “I don’t want to hear about viable, just try to figure out a way to make it happen.”
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell happened?” asked Spiros.

      Smoke rose from both Ares and a burned Ryonna, lying on the ground.

      “Please tell me Athena didn’t leave yet?” asked Ares.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that. She’s been gone for a while.”

      “This is bad, we barely survived transport through the Atlantian barrier, I’m not sure what will happen to Athena if she tries to fly through it. She could get killed.”

      “I’m sure she’ll manage, but for now, let’s get Ryonna into a regen tank.”

      “And pray that it’s not too late, I know she’s tough, but these burns look really bad.”

      Gaia, who had stayed silent until now, helped Spiros to get Ryonna off the floor, but Droxians were already too heavy as it were, but with her battle armor on, it was an impossible task.

      Gaia went to a terminal and interfaced with it wirelessly.

      “You’re supposed to tell me when you do things like that,” complained Spiros.

      “I’m sorry, but unless we hurry, she doesn’t have long to live, I’m just trying to save her life.”

      “Fair enough,” said Spiros.

      He hated himself for it, but Spiros checked his pant’s pocket to make sure the kill switch was at hand. Though he doubted he’d have the courage needed to activate it, should the situation ever arise.

      Ryonna’s body beamed away.

      “She’s on board Andromeda’s med-bay, they’ll put her in a regen tank right away and keep us informed of her status.”

      “Should…” but Spiros hesitated.

      “What?” asked Gaia.

      “Should we go help our friends?”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it,” said Ares. “If Menelas and Athena can’t take care of Diaspira, what chances will the two of you have? I, on the other hand, should try to return and see what help I can provide.”

      “Is that safe to for you to do that?” asked Gaia. “After all, you’ve just told us that you barely made it back.”

      “What’s the worse that can happen? Die again?”

      “Very funny,” said Spiros, “you’ve been invaluable to the Alliance, even in pure energy form, so I happen to think Gaia’s making a good point.”

      “Except I can perhaps beat Athena back there and help her through the cloaking field, I do remember some of the paths we took, even if I make some slight mistakes, it will be better than trying to fly straight through it.”

      “She wouldn’t do that, would she?” asked Spiros.

      “Ask yourself this question? If Gaia’s life depended on it, wouldn’t you?”

      “Without hesitation.”

      “There you go. As for the two of you, the sooner you get back to work trying to crack the secrets of Atlantian technology, the better. If what we’ve faced today is any indication, we could use that sort of advantage.”

      Spiros nodded.

      “Do I have your permission to interact wirelessly with the equipment on this base?” asked Gaia.

      “Yes, something tells me we need to hurry.”

      “Just remember,” she said, “Atlantians were masters at artificial intelligence, if I get overrun, don’t hesitate and trigger the override. I would never forgive you if we unleashed another Gaia 2.”

      “Let’s just make sure it never comes to that, shall we?”

      “Either way Spiros, I still need to hear you say it.”

      Spiros sighed. “All right, all right! I promise.”

      Gaia closed her eyes and went to work.

      “I’d better go back,” said Ares.

      “I still think you should wait a bit until you feel better.”

      “I don’t think prudence is a virtue we can afford right now. I’ll see you soon, gods willing.”

      “Says the god of war.”

      Ares smiled as he became translucent for a split second but regained his full energy form before falling on the floor.

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

      “I—I can’t teleport back.”

      Ares painfully struggled to rise to his feet, Spiros instinctively tried to help him up, but his hands went through the Olympian.
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      “You’re sure you’re going to be okay?” asked Spiros.

      “I don’t know,” said Ares. “Some of my energy is coming back to me, that much I can sense… but it’s doing so very slowly. Like a drip.”

      “Could be a side effect from teleporting through that Atlantian force field you described.”

      “And it most likely is, I just hate being stuck here while my friends are risking their lives.”

      A bleep got their attention.

      “There’s an incoming call for you, Ares,” said Gaia, her eyes still closed. “I’m patching it through.”

      A holo-screen burst to life in front of Ares, it filled with Altair’s face.

      “I heard you were back at the New Kyria base,” said Altair.

      “Hello to you too.”

      “Sorry, Ares, but we don’t have time for pleasantries, Chase and his entire family are in trouble.”

      “What happened?”

      “They’ve used up all their energy to help Kharon, not to mention nearly blowing up Alkyon One in the process. Poseidon is on his way, but he’s been tasked with holding off a powerful Spectre until Chase can receive a healing gland from Olympus.”

      “That will take hours to ship from Olympus.”

      “We know, so long story short, we have found a way to get it to them quickly, but now that I got a hold of you, perhaps you could do it right now. We tried contacting you earlier, but Athena couldn’t get through to you.”

      “Which would mean that even telepathic communications are unable to get to the pyramid. That would explain why I’m not able to connect with Menelas’s mind. It must be some sort of jamming due to Diaspira’s presence in the pyramid since I was able to contact Athena earlier.”

      “What pyramid?”

      “Also a long story… unfortunately, I can’t seem to teleport at the moment. A side effect from using my power through a powerful Atlantian defensive force field. I’m lucky I made it out alive.”

      “What about Ryonna? Is she still there on that pyramid.”

      Ares shook his head from side to side. “She’s onboard Andromeda. But, Altair…”

      “What is it?”

      The anxiety in Altair’s voice was palpable.

      “She’s been wounded... badly. She’s currently healing in a regen tank, but the doctors can’t guarantee she’ll make it. I’m sorry.”

      An uncomfortable silence permeated the room.

      “She’s a fighter, she’ll make it... she has to,” said Altair.

      Ares could tell Altair needed to convince himself with his statement, and that’s when Ares realized that the bond between Altair and Ryonna went beyond one of friendship.

      “She’s not going down without a fight, that much is certain.”

      “Could Ka’Rij help her? Maybe provide some of their Dragonmen tears?”

      “That’s actually a good idea.”

      “That’s not how they work,” said Spiros, “from what I understood, they’re mostly to fight illness, but it’s worth a try.”

      “I’m afraid Ka’Rij isn’t here,” said Gaia.

      “What?” asked Ares. “Where the hell is he?”

      “I have no idea, but I can’t detect him on or around the base.”

      “What about the other Dragonmen?”

      “They left a few days ago on a mission to attack a Helion Empire shipyard that is outside the portal network’s reach. It may be a week or more until they return. Fortunately for Ryonna, that’s why the Andromeda hadn’t left when all ships were recalled. I’m sorry, Altair, I’m sure that’s not what you wanted to hear.”

      “That’s all right, I know Ryonna, she’ll make it through. What about Menelas and Cedric?”

      “We simply don’t know,” said Ares, “since no communications are working, be it technological or telepathic. We can only hope Menelas defeats Diaspira, but if the wound Ryonna was inflicted with is any indication, whatever Atlantian tech she got her hands onto has clearly leveled the playing field, or worse, tipped the odds back in her favor.”
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        * * *

      

      Poseidon stood in front of Chase’s regen tank.

      “You’ve looked better,” he said.

      “It’s good to see you too,” said a smiling Chase. “Exorcising Kharon, for the lack of a better word, took way more energy than we all thought it would.”

      “How’s Chris doing?”

      “He’s meditating in order to try to boost the healing process.”

      “Perhaps you should do the same.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t tried, but my brain won’t let me. It’s been stuck playing an infinite loop of scenarios. Not to mention I’m frustrated being stuck in there, unable to do anything to help our situation.”

      “Looks like you’ll have to trust someone else for once.”

      “For once?”

      “That didn’t come out well.”

      “No, I think it did. There’s no point in lying to myself. I’ve always been kind of a control freak. And I would be remiss if I didn’t remind you how important your role is today.”

      “There’s no need to, I know what the stakes are, and I know exactly what needs to be done. Under no circumstances can the Spectre be allowed to get in this room until the healing gland arrives. No matter the cost, including my own life. Or have I missed something?”

      “I hope you know that I hate putting you in this position.”

      “I’m here of my own volition, Chase, and I am fully prepared to give up my life if I have to.”

      “I’d rather that did not happen.”

      Poseidon smiled. “I wouldn’t be too fond of such an outcome either. But I won’t let you nor anyone else down is what I’m trying to say.”

      “I expected nothing less from you. But remember, time is what we’re fighting against in this particular battle, the longer you can delay the Spectre, the more chances for new options to present themselves. As such, I suggest you don’t try to end the fight quickly by overspending yourself.”

      “Is that your experience talking?”

      “As a matter of fact, it is. When I engaged Harkoolis back on Droxia, I knew full well I shouldn’t have expended as much energy as I had in order to take only a third of my enemies down. I almost paid this mistake with my life.”

      “The difference being there was nobody on their way to save you back then. You did the best you could, and if it makes you feel better, I’ll keep your advice in mind, but, Chase, if I see a way of ending the fight, I most certainly will take it.”

      “And I’m all for such an outcome, I just want you to remember that even if you lose the battle but survive long enough, Oryn and Argos can still win this for us.”

      Poseidon nodded.

      “I can sense the Spectre,” said Chase, “it’s almost here.”

      “Then I guess I’d better go prepare the welcoming committee… so to speak.”

      “May the go—“ but Chase stopped with a chuckle. “Good luck, and be careful.”
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        * * *

      

      Menelas healed himself, knowing full well that he wouldn’t be able to do this over and over again for fear of running out of juice. Not having been able to land a single blow upon his nemesis didn’t help his morale either.

      And not only because of his strong Fury pride. He was first and foremost a soldier, and he knew very well what his failure to deliver on the battlefield meant.

      As much as he hated to admit it, he was outclassed. And if he was, even if Athena somewhat managed to get here soon, she could very well take his place in the line of fire.

      For a split second, he thought he had a flash vision of Athena. She looked hurt and unconscious, possibly dead.

      The vision sparked something in him, and before he even realized what had happened, his aura turned orange, and he felt more power course throughout his body than he ever had before. Without realizing it, he flew toward Diaspira at speeds he didn’t know he could reach and unleashed a deadly series of punches and kicks.

      A strong force field allowed Diaspira to block and deflect most of the attacks, but she was on the defensive for the first time since they had started fighting, even though she didn’t seem to suffer any substantial damage. Menelas pressed his newfound advantage and continued landing more powerful blows until he decided to switch things up and fired a massive column of orange energy her way.

      Diaspira was unprepared for it and was catapulted backward, leaving a trail of broken marble on the floor as she skidded for yards.

      Menelas panted heavily. He had deployed more energy in the last few minutes than he had thought possible.

      Diaspira got back up, and for the first time since she had emerged in that Atlantian armor, doubt was clearly readable inside her eyes, even though she appeared undamaged.

      Menelas reached Cedric with his mind.

      Tell me you found something because I pretty much unleashed my maximum onto her.

      I have, but I’ll need a bit of time. And I have to make a choice.

      What choice would that be?

      The reason she’s so powerful is that whatever is powering her armor is the same source of energy powering up the force fields around this place.

      Can you take that power supply down?

      I’m not sure, it may be possible, but I fear it would take too long. If I focus my attention on bringing down just the one around the entrance of the pyramid, it should go faster.

      I destroyed that one already.

      I’m afraid when she appeared, she erected a new one.

      Okay, but what good would that do to bring that one down again?

      Well, for one, I could reconnect with the shuttle and hopefully get to Athena before she gets here.

      Menelas thought about it. He knew her, she would try to forcefully fly through the field, even if it killed her. The reason he knew was that if the roles were reversed, that’s what he would do. He tried warning her mentally to wait until Cedric gave her the right path to use, but he couldn’t connect with her mind.

      Do it.

      But that means you’ll have to take care of her on your own, are you sure?

      I’m certain, go, Cedric.

      Okay… good luck. Try not to get yourself killed.

      I’ll do my best.

      “Impressive,” said Diaspira, “even if completely useless. Furies no longer are a match for me now.”

      She fired a dozen fireballs at Menelas, who was surprised he managed to move out of the way of all twelve without too much trouble. Menelas went back on the offensive and concentrated all his energy at the tip of a fireball-engulfed fist that he swung at her.

      The hit was massive and made her skid backward for a few feet, but she managed to stay upward and undamaged this time.

      What will it take to kill that bitch?

      Menelas sensed Cedric managing to lower the force field at the entrance and running toward the shuttle, which didn’t miss attracting the attention of Diaspira. Her eyes went mad, they turned a bright yellow as she unleashed a column of energy toward Cedric, forcing Menelas to act fast.

      He moved in front of the attack, crossed his forearms in front of him to block the incoming energy. It forced him to skid backward for the longest time until the entirety of the attack’s energy diffused around him, leaving the forearm plates of his Fury armor burning hot and fused with his skin.
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      The Spectre walked out of his ship, still cloaked inside the launch bay, making him look like he stepped out of nowhere.

      Nearby troops took cover and opened fire on him, energy blasts bounced off his strong hide. He raised a palm toward the squad and snatched every one of their souls with ease.

      “Puny insects,” he said, with a low bass-heavy tone.

      A couple of StarFuries flew through the landing bay force field, providing an atmosphere to the large room, and opened fire with time-lapsed cannon. The Spectre froze in time for just a split second but nowhere near long enough for the following plasma fire to hit their target. He moved out of the way, going at speeds impossible to follow by normal human eyes, and he snatched both pilots’ souls out of their cockpits.

      The Spectre growled before using a strong telekinetic push to throw the StarFuries back into space, where they bounced off one another and drifted away. He looked at the depth of empty space for a few seconds before turning back. That’s when he saw the tall, armored man holding a trident. One of his arms was made of metal.

      “And who would you be?” asked the Spectre.

      “I’m called Poseidon, and I’m the last person you will ever fight.”

      The Spectre smiled, and he cocked his head to the side. “Is that so?”

      “I’ll give you one chance, step back into your craft and leave this place, or die here today. This offer expires in one minute, so I suggest you make up your mind quickly.”

      The Spectre launched his hand forward, and a soul-sucking hole opened in the center of his palm. Poseidon reacted fast and unleashed hellfire through his cybernetic arm, plunging the Spectre into a blazing inferno. Poseidon then mentally switched his cybernetic arm into firing mode to absolute zero cold and unleashed a freeze ray aimed at the center of the flames.

      They died off, revealing the Spectre frozen inside an ice coffin, a look of shock locked on his face. Poseidon made his trident spin as fast as possible and used it to slice the Spectre into dozens of smaller chunks of ice.

      He walked toward the chunks lying on the floor of the bay and spat in their direction. He used telekinetic energy to get a hold of them to send them through space, making sure they wouldn’t thaw. They got off the ground but stopped their ascension shortly after and stayed hovering in midair.

      “What the hell?” said Poseidon.

      He increased his telekinetic hold on the flash-frozen Spectre chunks, but the more energy Poseidon spent trying to move them, the more an invisibly proportional force countered his efforts.

      “That’s... not... possible,” he let escape through gritted teeth.

      Hundreds of tiny black tentacles shot from the sides of the chunks that Poseidon’s trident had sliced. The tentacles interconnected with one another in the air and grew.

      Poseidon fired his freeze ray at the tentacles again, engulfing them in ice, and smashed them into pieces using his trusty trident.

      More tentacles formed and linked all the Spectre’s pieces together, and before Poseidon could fire his freeze ray again, a massive shockwave knocked him off his feet, and a second telekinetic push ten times as strong as the first one sent him crashing into a landed StarFury. Upon impact, the starfighter ignited and exploded, engulfing the Olympian in flames.
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        * * *

      

      “The fight has begun,” said Chase inside his regen tank.

      “I know,” said Chris. “Ashra didn’t send just any Spectre, his regenerative powers are off the scale.”

      “That doesn’t bode well for Poseidon.”

      “No, it most certainly doesn’t.”

      “How long until we receive the healing gland?”

      “Ten, maybe fifteen minutes.”

      “Do you think Poseidon can hold off that long?”

      “Why don’t you follow the fight as well?”

      “Because we’d be using double the energy, and gods knows if we may have to end up fighting that thing in our current states.”

      “I don’t think that would make the slightest of differences, but I can respect your decision. As for Poseidon, I think he started the fight too strong. He went for the instant kill.”

      “Dammit, I told him to pace himself.”

      “I suppose he changed his mind, seeing an opportunity to end the fight early, I’m not sure I would have done things differently in his shoes. His tactic was sound.”

      “What happened?”

      Chase received mental images directly from Chris’s thoughts.

      “I see… I guess you’re right, it was definitely worth a try.”

      “Unfortunately, it failed. Let’s hope he tires the Spectre enough by forcing him to reconstruct so early in the fight…”

      “What does your instinct tell you?”

      “That Poseidon wasted more than a quarter of his energy reserves already, and that took only a handful of minutes. Let’s just hope he can hold his own long enough, after all, he was the one who defeated Grunhild.”

      “With the help of Thor and Artemis.”

      “Yeah, and while her mental powers were impressive, in terms of sheer power, this Spectre is way stronger.”

      “It’s his regenerative power that will be the biggest issue for Poseidon, it takes an incredible amount of power to disintegrate these things at the molecular level.”

      “Which we both know Poseidon will never manage to do, no matter how powerful his new arm is. But, then again, he doesn’t need to destroy the Spectre, just slow him down long enough.”

      “I hate not being able to do anything about this.”

      “I know, and I echo your frustration, but that’s the cards we’ve been dealt with. To be more precise, it’s the hand we dealt ourselves, I’m afraid... so whatever the consequences, all we can do now is to accept that and pray that Poseidon can hold off this formidable enemy a tad longer.”

      Chase was proud of how mature and levelheaded his son was growing into. While he wished he could see things like Chris did and just accept things the way they were, his mind refused to let go.

      “Are you regretting our decision?” asked Chase.

      There was a long pause.

      “No… I knew we were risking our lives trying to save Kharon, and I accepted that. Obviously, I didn’t think that far ahead, and I definitely didn’t expect that it would leave us in such a precarious position.”

      “And I, for one, don’t think that was an accident. Ashra knew exactly what she was doing.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, the conflict inside Kharon was always going to be a problem for her; after all, she tried to kill Ashra from within the womb. So ask yourself this. What’s the most valuable in terms of strategy? Try to mind control someone that wants to kill you at any chance they’ll get, or use her as a Trojan horse to bring down your other enemies, without much effort on her part.”

      “So Kharon never really escaped?”

      “Our Kharon probably thought she did, but it seems that was always Ashra’s plan, that much I’m certain.”

      “That would explain why she turned tail without even attempting to engage with the fleet.”

      “Exactly, even if she risked damaging her mothership, that is assuming she was on it in the first place, she could have taken out half of ours before deciding to give up. But, instead, she didn’t even try. The only miscalculation on Ashra’s part was to think her hold on Kharon couldn’t be undone. Hopefully, that mistake ends up costing her the war.”

      “That’s assuming Poseidon can hold his own; otherwise, I fear it won’t take very long for this Spectre to kill us all.”

      Chase obviously agreed but didn’t answer. Putting all his hopes into the deeds of others, even if it was someone as trustworthy as Poseidon, wasn’t Chase’s strong suit. And while there was nothing he could do but wait and see what happened, that didn’t mean he could simply resign himself to hope for the best.

      If there was one thing that Chase hated more than losing on the battlefield, it was the feeling of not being in control of his own destiny.
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        * * *

      

      Intense pain radiated through both of Menelas’s arms. He healed most of his burnt tissues, but separating the fused armor from his skin would have to wait until after the fight.

      “He’s not going to go far,” said a smirking Diaspira. “I’ll take care of him after I’ve dealt with you.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      She cocked her head slightly to the side and smirked. “You took the words right out of my mouth.”

      Menelas took a defensive stance, and he pushed his aura as far as he could.

      The amount of power flowing through Menelas’s body was both surprising and intoxicating, but if the Ultra Fury powers weren’t enough to inflict serious damage to his enemy, he wondered what would?

      What worried Menelas even more was that Athena could arrive any minute now, and he couldn’t bear the thought of her getting hurt or worse. Menelas would rather give his own life rather than have Athena sacrifice hers in order to save him.

      “What’s boiling inside that small brain of yours?” taunted Diaspira. “Go on, then? Show me what you’ve got.”

      Her taunting didn’t help matters. Though it succeeded in pissing off Menelas, which he had no doubt was what she wanted. But why? Her armor seemed impenetrable, so why resort to psychological fear tactics?

      “I was just thinking how good it would feel to spit on your corpse, that’s all.”

      “Keep holding onto this fantasy of yours when you reach the gates of hell.”

      “If I’m to die here today, I’m at least taking you there with me.”

      “I’m sure you’ll try. But deep down, you already know you can’t win. In fact, I can almost read it in your eyes.”

      Was she right? Had Menelas resigned himself that he couldn’t win? And if that was the case, then why wasn’t he thinking of other ways to end this fight? After all, the entrance to the pyramid was no longer protected by a force field, he could flee, even if his ego would scream at him for even considering this option, it still remained a viable one.

      They could return another day with Chase and finish the job. That is if Diaspira allowed him to escape.

      No! said Athena’s voice inside his mind.

      What if we die here today? I can’t bear the thought of losing you.

      Neither can I, but we can’t turn tail and run. That’s exactly what she wants, it will give her even more time to grow more powerful. We can’t allow that to happen.

      We don’t know that, perhaps that’s the best she’ll ever be.

      And perhaps we caught the monster at the very beginning of its ascension, and that’s why we can’t even consider this course of action. Hold on just a tiny little bit more, and we’ll rid the world of her, together.

      And if we fail?

      Then that too is something we’ll do as one.
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      When Poseidon jumped out of the flames, the Spectre was already upon him. He kicked Poseidon in the face and sent him crashing to the nearest quadrinium-reinforced wall. It bent on impact.

      Poseidon had to move out of the way quickly as three fireballs aimed at his chest approached quickly. He rolled to the side and fired three fireballs of his own with his cybernetic arm.

      The Spectre didn’t even bother dodging or deflecting the attacks. They just dissipated on his thick black hide and without even so much as a flinch on the creature’s face.

      “Is that all you can do?” said the Spectre. “I’ve heard so many stories about the deeds of the Alliance warriors, but I have to say, I’m quite disappointed.”

      “Who the fuck are you? And why are you here?”

      The Spectre’s eyes glowed a deep dark red.

      “They call me Parak’Mi, and I thought the reason for my presence was clear. By the time I’m done here, nothing will remain. You, your friends, this station… I’m going to burn it all down.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      “Doesn’t matter what you have to say, it’s beyond your powers to stop me. You’re no match to take me down. I think on some level, you already know that. Don’t you?”

      I’d love nothing more than to make you swallow your words, you piece of spectral shit. But for now, I need to keep you talking.

      “It’s a little too soon to make those sorts of predictions, perhaps you’ll regret that overconfidence of yours in a few minutes.”

      Parak’Mi smiled. “I hardly think so. And while I’ve enjoyed this little chat, killing all of your friends and blowing up this pathetic station still awaits me. So let’s finish this, shall we?”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why?”

      “I was just wondering why your kind is here? Why couldn’t you just stay in your dimension?”

      “Not that I owe you an answer, but you brought this fate upon yourselves. We didn’t ask for this war. You were the ones that infringed upon our territory when you sent those puny Furies in exile to our universe.”

      “My brother didn’t know what the weapon did, he had no idea there would be other beings on the other side.”

      “I see, then am I right in assuming that you’re Zeus’s kin.”

      “I am, though I don’t see why that matters to you.”

      “Owning Zeus’s brother’s soul will most certainly elevate my status among the ranks. I will be regarded as one of our most elite warriors once I defeat you.”

      “I have no intention of losing my soul today. You may try to kill me, but my soul is off-limits.”

      “It always amazes me when the puny creatures that populate this dimension think that anything they do is actually a matter of choice.”

      “What can I say, we like free will as well as freedom in these parts. You could say it’s ingrained deep in our spirits.”

      “Pointless concepts of weak civilizations who think they matter in the grand scheme of things. Make no mistake, Olympian, I will rip your soul from your body, and a part of you will suffer inside of me for all eternity. Whether you like it… or not.

      “But, hey, for the sake of argument, and to make this fun, the exit is right there,” said Parak’Mi as he pointed behind him. “See if you can make it out with your soul. I’m even feeling generous today, so I’ll give you a five-second head start, starting... now.”

      Any other day, Poseidon might have considered the Spectre’s offer, as deep down, he seriously doubted his ability to defeat such a warrior, but that was not his mission for the day. His mission was to buy himself and the other twenty thousand souls onboard Alkyon One some time, and in engaging in dialogue with Parak’Mi, he had managed to do just that.
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      Menelas dodged Diaspira’s latest attack, jumped to the side, and fired one massive fireball. It successfully hit her in the chest, exploded, and engulfed her in flames.

      After the dust settled, she was still unscathed.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” said Diaspira. “Atlantian technology has turned me into a god of unimaginable power, and my wrath will be legendary.”

      “To think I thought you were insane before.”

      “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different outcomes. Your pathetic attacks are useless, there’s no way to penetrate this mixture of alloy and shielding my armor is made of.”

      “Nothing is impenetrable.”

      “As far as your puny powers are concerned, this armor is.”

      Menelas sensed that Diaspira didn’t really believe what she was saying. What did that mean? Was she bluffing? Was there a way to get through the Atlantian armor? Whatever it was, Menelas’s instinct told him that something was fishy, and her overconfidence hid something else.

      “You’re lying, I don’t know what about yet, but I can tell you don’t believe you’re indestructible, and that’s something you should have tried hiding better from me.”

      “Nonsense! I’m all-powerful and unstoppable,” she screamed.

      “If that was true, you wouldn’t lose your temper. So really, what are you afraid of?”

      She screamed as a response and unleashed a massive wave of fireballs toward Menelas. He flew out of the way, but most of the attacks changed trajectory and followed him upward. Menelas turned in mid-air and blew many of the attacks with well-aimed, smaller fireballs, making sure he didn’t overspend too much of his energy reserves.

      He then gained speed and headed toward his enemy. When he noticed her take two steps back, it confirmed his suspicion.

      What the hell is she worried about? I can’t seem to hurt her, no matter how much power I unleash. There has to be a weakness to her armor she’s aware of, and I need to figure out what it is.

      She extended both palms forward and fired more attacks at him. Menelas course-corrected upward, and the attacks following him did the same, unlike the fresh new ones that cut through the air in a straight line and missed him.

      She sent those in a hurry… is that why they didn’t try to follow me? Or can she only control a limited number of them?

      You’re overanalyzing things, the answer is much simpler than that, said a voice inside his mind.

      The voice sounded familiar, but in the middle of the action, Menelas couldn’t remember where he’d heard it before.

      Having tried every type of attack he knew in vain, he decided that a change of tactic was needed, and so he resumed his flight toward Diaspira, diverting all his energy into his increasing speed at which he flew.

      She took off and tried to flee, but Menelas was too fast. He caught up with her. Menelas decided to trust his instincts, and he grabbed her from behind, locking her shoulders against his chest with his arms before he pivoted them both. He came to an abrupt stop.

      “Let me gooooo!” she screamed, unable to hide the fear in her voice.

      I get it now… You’re just as vulnerable to the same powerful attacks you’re throwing at me.

      She tried getting free of Menelas, but he increased his hold on her and added a ton of telekinetic energy in order to make sure she couldn’t flail her limbs and slip away.

      No less than twenty fireballs impacted her fully, and she screamed in pain. Some of the fireballs that grazed and missed her burned Menelas, whose stature was larger than Diaspira’s, and these near misses burned through part of his shoulders and thighs.

      The handful of fireballs that passed through exploded behind them, and when the resulting fire from the ones that had impacted with on her chest burned too strongly, Menelas had to let go and fly away.

      Diaspira fell from thirty feet as a result. Most of the flames engulfing the upper part of her body died out by the time her head impacted with the bluish marble.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Four… three… two… one… time’s up. Mind telling me why you didn’t move?”

      “For one, because I don’t trust the word of a Spectre.”

      Parak’Mi smiled. “Good… I’ll let you in on a little secret since you’ll soon be dead. You should never trust the word of a Spectre. Words, promises, and such useless concepts mean nothing to us. So when we give them, we do not feel bound by them. Honor only holds value from one Spectre to another. Since other races are inferior, we don’t feel the need to respect those pesky rules with other civilizations. As such, we’ll do whatever we need to conquer other races. I couldn’t help but notice you said for one… so now I’m curious as to what the other reason could be?”

      “The other is that I’d like to be present when your existence ends and when you swallow your delusions of grandeur. That tirade you’ve just performed for me confirms the opinion I already had of your kind. So when the time comes, I’d like to stand over what’s left of you and wave as you’re reduced to a pile of sub-atomic space dust.”

      “That’s quite the optimistic outlook. However, I’m afraid that’s not part of my plans for the day.”

      “That’s what your kind fails to understand. We don’t give a rat’s ass about your plans, and we’ll stop you, no matter the cost.”

      “You can’t stop us… other civilizations in other dimensions thought exactly like you, and let me tell you, their warriors were way more powerful than you and your merry band of so-called heroes. And yet... they all fell. We added their souls and powers to our own, and you’ll be no different, that much I can assure you.”

      “As a rule, you shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep. But then again, you have no use for words, let alone their meaning… right?”

      “Correct. And on that note, I’d like to resume my mission. Thank you, Poseidon. Surprisingly I’ve quite enjoyed this talk. But now the time has come for you to die.”

      “I couldn’t agree more on the dying part, I just happen to have another opinion as to who will actually fall today.”

      Parak’Mi chuckled. “I like you, I truly do. You know you have no chance in hell to defeat me, and yet you gloat as if you have already won. I find that utterly fascinating… even if quite foolish.”

      “One man’s fool is another man’s hero.”

      “Is that what you think will happen today? You’ll emerge as a hero?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think, what does matter is that I’m willing to give my life to make sure you don’t leave this room.”

      One of Parak’Mi’s eyes slightly twitched.

      Crap, I shouldn’t have said that…

      “You’re buying time, aren’t you? You’re expecting reinforcements.”

      “I don’t need help to take you down.”

      “Now you’re straight-up lying. It’s all making sense now; you are hoping for someone else to come and defeat me, but you know that will take time.”

      “Now who’s living in a fantasy world?”

      Parak’Mi’s eyes glowed stronger, and his voice lowered deeper. “You are, and that fantasy will now end.”
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      A yawning Spiros walked through the portal room. Gaia was still standing exactly where he had left her hours ago when he tried to grab some sleep. Her eyes were still closed.

      “What can I do for you?” said Spiros, followed by yet another large yawn.

      “I’m sorry to have woken you.”

      “That’s alright, I’m sure you had a good reason.”

      “I believe so.”

      “It’s a little weird talking with you when you have your eyes closed.”

      She opened her eyes, revealing her beautiful blue irises.

      “I’m sorry, I just find it easier to mind project with my eyes closed.”

      “No need to apologize, and hey.”

      She smiled. “Hey, back.”

      “So, what have you discovered?”

      “Well, for one, that pentalium isn’t the best alloy in the universe.”

      “What? What makes you say that?”

      “It took a while for me to get to this conclusion, but I think there’s another element, a much stronger one, one that may not even vibrate within the same confines as the rest of the elements we use in our dimension.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “The key is in the portals. Nothing in the blueprints for this place explains how they work. While the technology of this base is mostly quadrinium-based, the power required for the portal is too high for this technology to even scratch the surface of what would be required to open them in the first place.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, then what is powering them?”

      “Exactly, so I kept digging until I found a sub-network of communications. And that’s not the craziest part.”

      “I don’t know if it’s because I just woke up, and my mind hasn’t fully booted, but I’m having a hard time following you.”

      “This network of data and energy is operating beyond subspace. And I suspect so is the power delivery for the portals themselves. But that’s not the worrying part.”

      Spiros shook his head, trying to wake his brain faster.

      “Wait, you’ve managed to detect power emissions and data communication working outside of subspace... at which point I’d like to mention that you’ve already kind of lost me, but there’s something more worrying than that?”

      “Infinitely more, yes.”

      “Go on, then, what is it?”

      She took a deep breath. “The vibrating frequency at which this sub-tech works, for lack of a better word, is almost identical to the readings our fleet took from the event horizon of the Spectre’s supergate.”

      “What are you saying, Gaia?”

      “I’m not really sure just yet, but either this is Spectre tech, or the reason why the Spectres are in that weird dimension of theirs might have been a side effect from being in contact with this kind of technology.”

      “Are you saying that the Atlantians may have fought the Spectres and trapped them into the other dimension?”

      “It’s too early for that conclusion, so for now, that’s just a theory, but… maybe. I’ll need access to other Atlantian places to confirm what I’ve discovered and get a bigger picture, all I can say is that I believe there seems to be a link in between Atlantians and Spectres.”

      “We don’t know much about the Atlantians and their history. All we know is that they were infinitely more advanced in terms of technology than all the younger and even the older races like the Furies, the Asgardians, or the Olympians. Combined.”

      “Which brings up the question as per who could have possibly defeated such an advanced civilization in the first place.”

      “But if the Spectres had won, we wouldn’t be here debating this, they would have sucked the soul of every living being on this side instead of being stuck in that time-dilated dimension of theirs.”

      “You’re assuming that their current form is what they were like millions of years ago. What if their soul-sucking thirst came as a side effect from being trapped in a dimension that doesn’t vibrate at a frequency allowing them to survive in the current form in which they entered that dimension? And why would they have stayed in such a hostile environment in the first place?”

      “They were forced there? Like the Furies?”

      “As I said, it’s too early for me to propose any definitive answers, I need to do additional research and dig deeper into the Atlantians to find out more. But for now, I’ve hit a wall, technological in nature.”

      “What sort of wall?”

      “While I managed to make use of this base’s technology, thanks to the portal event horizon’s energy vibrations, it allowed me to access part of that invisible energy network. But to get full access to it, and all evidence points toward a massive repository of knowledge hidden in the data part of that network, I could only perceive what I think are the building blocks of its existence, not the actual knowledge it may end up containing.”

      “Like seeing only the open ports on the outside interfaces of a firewall?”

      “That’s a crude but acceptable analogy, yes.”

      “What do you need to get through and be granted access to more of the network?”

      “For one, a piece of technology powered entirely by that vibrational frequency.”
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        * * *

      

      Parak’Mi moved so fast that Poseidon didn’t even see him coming. The Spectre launched a powerful shockwave that knocked Poseidon back, but what his eyes showed him made no sense.

      The Olympian god of the seas was propelled backward, but he could still see his body right in front of him as if he hadn’t been affected by the Spectre’s attack, and only his vantage point had changed. That’s when Poseidon realized he was no longer seeing with his body’s eyes but with his soul, which had been partially kicked out of his body.

      He sensed a strong urge and pull to return to his body, and his momentum froze in the air briefly before being reattached inside his body by a force resembling that of a black hole.

      Upon reintegrating with his flesh, Poseidon felt disoriented, and it was enough of a distraction for Parak’Mi to have moved toward him, ready to cut him in half with a slash of one of his arms that was engulfed in black flames. All Poseidon could do was block with his cybernetic arm. The shock was beyond anything he thought was possible, but the arm held.

      The resulting vibrations extended through his entire body in a series of painful waves.

      Before Poseidon could recover from the aftermath of the shock, Parak’Mi placed an open palm in front of the Olympian’s lower abdomen and opened fire.

      Poseidon’s flesh burned as his organs and bones were consumed by a power beyond belief. He was forced to take steps back as he covered the wound with both his hands, blood spilling through his fingers. It took Poseidon all his strength to remain conscious as his mind tried to reconcile with what had just happened.

      He tried to speak, but the sound of words was garbled by the large amount of blood that spilled instead of the air that his vocal cords failed to push out of his mouth.

      Poseidon’s sight blurred, and he saw two Parak’Mi’s in front of him while trying his best to remain standing.

      Parak’Mi laughed out loud. “Still looking forward to my demise? If that day ever comes, my dear Poseidon, I don’t think you’ll be among the living to experience it. But fear not, if I ever die, you’ll feel it too since you will be a small part of me.”

      “That’s…” Poseidon tried saying, “that’s why you aimed for my stomach.”

      “I could have obliterated you at the molecular level with a snap of my fingers, but then I would have damaged your soul in the process, and while you’re weaker than I expected, you’ll still make a valuable addition to my collection. The great Poseidon, brother of Zeus.”

      Parak’Mi slowly walked forward.

      Poseidon aimed his cybernetic arm at the Spectre as best as he could, but his entire body was trembling. He fired a freeze ray at his enemy.

      Parak’Mi blocked the ray with one palm, but his skin didn’t freeze.

      “That’s— that’s not possible,” said Poseidon.

      “May that be your final lesson about my people, not many attacks will ever work twice against a Spectre of my level. While we talked, my DNA was adapting to resisting this temperature, so you see, you weren’t the only one buying time.”

      I can’t believe it, while I thought I was slowing him down, he was letting his own body adapt to my most powerful weapon. He really is a formidable enemy.

      “And now,” said Parak’Mi, “it’s time for me to get my reward.”

      The Spectre aimed his open palm at Poseidon. A small hole darker than the event horizon of a black hole opened in the center of Parak’Mi’s palm, and Poseidon felt his soul trying to extirpate itself from his body.

      Noooo! It can’t end like this... I can’t lose my soul.

      Lightning flashed in front of Poseidon’s eyes, and suddenly the pull on his soul stopped.

      A man stood with both arms on their side in front of him, but Poseidon’s vision was too blurry to make out who it was. However, when the man spoke, he recognized his voice.

      “Take good care of my people, Poseidon, I’m entrusting their safety to you now.”

      It was Thor’s voice,

      “Nooooooo!” screamed Poseidon before losing his balance and falling onto his back.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that?” asked Chase.

      “Thor,” said Chris solemnly.

      “What the hell is he doing?”

      “Sacrificing his life for his friend to buy us the time we need to defeat the Spectre.”

      Chase extended his consciousness to observe the fight with his own mind’s eyes.

      Thor had positioned himself between Poseidon and Parak’Mi, and his soul was slowly being siphoned out from his body. It sent shivers down Chase’s spine. He was not a stranger to such a sensation.

      Thor was resisting with all his Asgardian might, forcing the Spectre to deploy an incredible amount of energy just to make Thor’s soul move forward a tenth of an inch at a time.

      Thor looked at his trusty weapon, his entire face distorted in pain. “You… you know what to do, old friend.”

      As the King of Asgard opened his fingers, Mjölnir flew from Thor’s hand and aimed toward Poseidon’s cybernetic hand. It flew itself inside Poseidon’s open hand. Once in place, Mjölnir hummed, and Poseidon’s metallic fingers snapped onto the handle on their own and flew a screaming Poseidon away from the launch bay.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Don’t do this! said Poseidon telepathically.

      I have to, answered Thor. I couldn’t let you die.

      Why have you come?? This was my fight! And I was ready to give my life.

      I know you were. But we both know I owed you one.

      Tell your hammer to bring me back right this instant! Let me be the one who makes this ultimate sacrifice.

      It’s too late now, it cannot be undone. All your request would achieve is making sure we both die, and I count on you to survive and lead my people to victory. Today is the day I’ll rejoin Odin and Loki in Valhalla. Thank you for your friendship. I only wished we had spent more time upon this realm. I’ll miss you.

      “Noooooooo!!” screamed Poseidon.

      I… will miss you too, said Poseidon, with tears burning his eyes as a veil of darkness fell upon his consciousness.

      Goodbye, brother, were the last words Poseidon would ever hear from Thor.
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      Kharon opened her eyes when Chris’s thoughts brushed her awake.

      In the middle of the room stood two bodies, levitating, Argos’s and Oryn’s cloned bodies. They were contained inside a blue force field. The people who had brought them from their pods were already exiting the room with empty pods.

      “Aren’t you spending too much energy doing this?” asked Kharon.

      “Don’t worry about me,” said Chris. “I’ll be fine.”

      The healing gland appeared in the middle of the regen room, and Chris held it in place with his mind.

      “Kharon, you’re up,” said Chase.

      She teleported out of the regen tank and vomited regeneration liquid on the floor, followed by a couple of coughs. She grabbed the healing gland and swallowed it.

      An intense amount of energy filled her entire body, bringing her back from the brink of life-threatening exhaustion.

      Chase opened his eyes. His voice resounded from his regen tank’s external speaker.

      “You know what to do, we’re all counting on you now.”

      Kharon’s eyes watered as she nodded before teleporting away.

      “Do you think she can do it?” asked Chris.

      “She’s the only one who can. She’s learned everything she needed from linking with my mind. And since she teleported away, I take it that she’s in the Underworld.”

      “Then the real question is whether or not she’ll return in time.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Oryn and Argos were exchanging blows when a young lady appeared nearby.

      “Who the hell is this?” asked Oryn.

      “I have no idea, but she kind of looks like a younger Sarah to me,” said Argos.

      “I’m Kharon,” she said. “Argos, please hold still!”

      Kharon put both her hands to her side, and a purple soul flew and hit Argos; as it entered from his torso, he went from semitransparent to fully solid.

      “Holy shit, you’ve brought me back the rest of my soul,” said Argos, flexing both his hands.

      “Now, the both of you, take my hands, quickly!”

      “No offense, young lady,” said Oryn, “but we don’t know you.”

      “I’m Chase’s daughter, Chris’s sister. A powerful Spectre is attacking Alkyon One. Chase, Chris, and Nyx are all in pretty bad shape and inside regen tanks at the moment. They’re defenseless, and there’s nothing they can do to fight off the enemy. Thor just sacrificed his life to save Poseidon, and if you don’t come back to Alkyon One with me right now, everyone will die, and today will be the day we lost the war.”

      Argos stepped forward and gave Kharon his hand. “You had me at defenseless.”

      “Argos!” complained Oryn. “Think about this, it could be a trap.”

      “We’re already dead, Oryn, what exactly do we have to lose? But if she’s telling the truth, everyone I love will die. Do what you want, but I’m going with her. She brought the other half of my soul to me, that alone is enough reason for me to trust what she’s saying.”

      Oryn hesitated as Argos’s words echoed through her mind.

      “Last chance,” said Kharon. “We have to go, with or without you.”

      Oryn took a deep breath and took Kharon’s other hand just as Zeus came running. Oryn’s body turned into a bright white energy form, and Argos’s body turned into a mixture of red and purple energy. Both souls were siphoned inside Kharon’s body.

      “Wait!” screamed Zeus in the distance, “Where are you taking my daughter?”

      “Back to the land of the living, great-grandpa,” she said before teleporting away.

      Zeus fell on his knees and grabbed his head with both hands.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s almost here,” said Chris.

      “I know, I can sense him too… I just hope we didn’t miscalculate.”

      Multiple sets of heavy footsteps echoed past the outside of the regen room, and multiple blaster fire sounds were replaced by agonizing screams, followed by the multiple thuds of bodies hitting the floor.

      Kharon appeared between both bodies, a look of utter pain radiating from her entire face. Her body movement was jerky, and she had difficulty extending her arms to touch both Argos’s cold and Oryn’s warm body. One of her eyes shone white, while the other was glowing bright red.

      “Hurry, Kharon,” pleaded Chase. “He’s right behind the door.”

      “I need more time!” she exclaimed. “It’s the first time I’ve done this.”

      “Then you have to take them with you somewhere else in the station.”

      Kharon nodded, and she teleported herself and both Argos’s and Oryn’s bodies with her just before the door of the regen room exploded.

      Parak’Mi stepped through what was left of the metallic door, sparks flying and bouncing on his dark hide.

      “What do we have here?” he said as he scanned the room from left to right.

      He laughed out loud.

      “Three helpless Furies, today truly is a glorious day for me. Now, who will I devour first, the kid, the female, or Ashra’s biggest nemesis, the almighty Chase.”

      “Take me,” said Chase.

      “I hate you!” screamed Nyx through her speaker. “Look at what you’ve done! I knew you’d be the death of me, Chase Athanatos.”

      “That one’s feisty,” said Parak’Mi as he walked in front of Nyx’s tank. “Perhaps I should start with her.”

      “Fuck you!” screamed Nyx. “I’ll kill you from the inside if that’s what it takes!”

      “I’d like to see that, I like this one, but I think I’ll go with the kid first.”

      Parak’Mi walked in front of Chris’s tank. “Chris, is it?”

      “Why do you care, asshole?”

      “Are you afraid, boy?”

      Chris’s eyes glowed green from inside the regen tank.

      “I’m afraid of no Spectre. Give me your best shot.”

      “Noooooo!” screamed Chase as he broke the glass of his tank. “Leave my son alone!”

      Chase could barely stand and tried turning into Hyper Fury. Golden waves of energy sparked all around him but quickly died off, and he fell to the floor, his body twitching.

      “Ahahahah, you’re all utterly pathetic. Look at you! You can’t even stay up on your feet, and you think you can defend your son. Normally I would grant you your wish and start with your soul, but I think you’ll suffer more if you witness me devouring your son’s soul first.”

      I—I’m so sorry, said Chase telepathically.

      No, I’m the one who’s sorry, said Chris. I brought this fate upon the three of us, it’s only justice that I’m the first one to go. I love you, dad.

      I love you too, son. You’ve made me prouder than I ever thought possible.

      Parak’Mi extended his palm toward Chris’s torso, it took little to no effort for Chris’s soul to slide halfway out of his body when a fireball burned half of the Spectre’s face, forcing him to redirect his attention, which brought Chris’s soul back inside his body. Upon reintegrating his body, Chris blew up multiple bubbles inside the tank.

      The Spectre turned around to see who had fired at him. In front of him stood a panting Nyx, her eyes were on fire. “Don’t you dare touch him!”

      Her knees were buckling under the weight of her own body, but she fired a second fireball that the Spectre caught with ease in his hand. He looked at it and effortlessly smashed it into nothingness.

      Parak’Mi darted forward and landed a powerful punch in her stomach. Her eyes grew wide before she collapsed on the ground, losing consciousness. A single tear dropped from the corner of her eye as she looked at Chris one last time.

      “You’re going to have to wait, feisty one, I and only I decide whose soul I devour first.”

      “And how about you don’t devour any of them,” said a female voice behind him.

      When Parak’Mi turned around, four golden energetic arrows impaled his chest, forcing him to stumble back a few steps. Black blood shot from his mouth.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he spat.

      Artemis fired another four arrows at the Spectre’s chest.

      Parak’Mi screeched loudly.

      “My name is Artemis, and I won’t let you kill my friends!”

      She brought her energetic bow to bear one more time, created a massive golden arrow of energy, and fired it at Parak’Mi’s head.

      The Spectre moved his neck out of the way so fast that he broke it. He then tightened every one of his muscles in one strong spasm that sent the four energetic arrows flying around the room. One of them landed inside Artemis’s thigh while a second one impaled Chase’s shoulder. She lost her balance and fell on the floor, her thigh bleeding heavily.

      “That was unexpected,” said Parak’Mi, “but it ain’t no thing… the more souls, the bigger the party.”

      The Spectre used telekinetic energy to bring Artemis’s body levitating in front of him. She tried firing another arrow, but he broke both her arms with telekinetic blasts, and her screams echoed throughout the station.

      “That won’t work again, I’m afraid. But I respect your courage Artemis, enough so to add you to my collection of souls.”

      Artemis spat on his face. “Go to hell, you piece of shit!”

      Parak’Mi wiped his face and smiled. “One day, perhaps, but not today.”

      He started siphoning her soul from her body when a large metal hammer hit him full force in the face, sending him crashing to the wall behind, dropping his telekinetic hold on Artemis. Her soul snatched back inside her body as she unceremoniously crashed to the floor.

      “What—what are you… doing here,” said a bloody and barely standing Poseidon.

      “The same as you,” answered Artemis, “fighting till the end.”

      “Ahahahaha,” laughed Parak’Mi as he got back to his feet and cracked his neck back into place. “You’re all so pathetic. You can barely stand, and yet you still fight. Is it courage? Or desperation?”
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      Menelas landed next to Diaspira and grabbed her by the neck. She appeared unconscious.

      He put all his strength in his hand and started squeezing the life out of her.

      Just when he thought her neck would snap, she opened her eyes, and he was catapulted away by a massive shockwave, but he never fell to the floor. A telekinetic force held him in place.

      Diaspira’s eyes were mad beyond anything Menelas had ever seen. Her eyes were bloodshot and her pupils barely a dot in their center. Her hair flew up in the air like a struggling flame in the wind.

      Her armor had multiple craters on her chest that quickly morphed back into place as a couple of small rivers of blood ran down her chin.

      “Enough!” she screamed as she snapped her hand toward her chest.

      Menelas flew forward, unable to counter the massive telekinetic pull. When he reached her, she impaled him through the stomach with a fiery fist. He gagged on a large quantity of blood on her face when she forcefully removed her forearm from his abdomen and discarded him to the floor with a telekinetic push.

      “You can’t kill a god!” she shouted. “Don’t you get that?!”

      Menelas tried to speak, but there was too much blood in his mouth. Instead, he spilled the thick red liquid on the cold hard marble floor, unable to stop his body from convulsing.

      “You’re no god,” said a female voice behind her.

      Before Diaspira could turn around, Athena grabbed her from under the arms and locked her tight against her chest before swiveling them both one hundred and eighty degrees.

      “You’re never hurting another soul ever again,” said Athena, the fires of determination burning inside her eyes. “Ka’Rij! NOW!”

      Ka’Rij flew through the pyramid and landed thirty yards away from them. He morphed himself from a dragon man to a full-blown dragon in a matter of seconds while Diaspira struggled in vain, trying to break free from Athena’s lock.

      Ka’Rij was massive in full dragon form, his head now barely a couple of yards away from a trembling Diaspira. When he spoke, both women’s hair madly flew all around their heads.

      “Are you sure, Athena?”

      “Do it!” said Athena. “Do it now!”

      The dragon nodded as fire appeared through his nostrils.

      “Are you insane?” said Diaspira. “You’ll burn with me!”

      “As long as you burn once and for all… I don’t give a shit.”

      “Noooooooo!” screamed Diaspira.

      Ka’Rij opened his mouth and unleashed the fires of hell onto the two women. It burned with the force of an exploding star. Athena’s arms were the first to turn dark, but soon after, Diaspira’s face melted.

      Menelas jumped into the inferno, grabbed Athena, turned his back to protect her before flying out of the flames, and they crash-landed on the side, smoke arising both their bodies.

      Ka’Rij increased his flame tenfold and burned Diaspira to a crisp. Her armor remained unscathed, but she boiled and charred inside it until there was nothing left, and the platinum pieces of armor fell on the floor with multiple metallic clangs.

      “Urrrrgh,” said Menelas, “you—you’re insane, love.”

      But Athena had lost consciousness and couldn’t reply. He delicately rolled her over and began healing her. She soon opened her eyes and blinked at him.

      “Thank you, but please keep some energy for yourself,” she said with a smile on her still half-burnt face.

      Menelas painfully nodded and put his other hand on the large bleeding hole in his abdomen. He healed his wound as much as he could before letting himself collapse next to his soul mate. He searched and found her hand and interlocked his fingers with hers.

      “You’re one crazy lady,” he said. “You know that, right?”

      “It takes one to know one,” answered Athena as she struggled to move on top of him.

      “That being said... I’m sure glad to see you,” said Menelas.

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      Menelas smiled as he gently grabbed her still burned neck with his free hand and brought her face close to his before kissing her passionately.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve had it with the lot of you,” said Parak’Mi as he made claws with both his hands. “No more picking firsts, give me all your souls, now!”

      Everyone in the room convulsed as they struggled to keep their escaping souls from escaping their bodies.

      “I don’t think so!” said Argos as he stepped into the room, teleported in front of Parak’Mi, and decapitated the Spectre with one hand while turning Ultra Fury.

      He kicked the headless body to the ground.

      “That won’t do it,” said a wounded Chase on the floor.

      Argos kneeled next to his brother.

      “I know, don’t worry. What have you gotten yourself into in my absence?” added Argos as he gave some energy back to Chase.

      “You should keep your energy, this fight isn’t over.”

      Black tendrils shot from the headless body and tried to reconnect with the severed head.

      “Oh, yes, it is,” said Oryn walking into the room and impaling the Spectre with hundreds of large and pointy icicles. She closed her fists, and the icicles exploded into thousands of shards that blew the Spectre into hundreds of fleshy bits.

      Argos got up and opened Chris’s tank. He had lost consciousness, and Argos delicately put him on the ground, infusing him with energy. He soon opened his eyes.

      “Uncle!” said Chris as he took Argos in his arms. “You’re back,” he added, his eyes filling with tears.

      Chase got up and fired a small energy ball at Nyx, who slowly regained consciousness.

      Kharon ran into the room with a smile on her face and jumped at Chase’s neck.

      “We need to finish him,” said Chase.

      “Yes, we do,” said Argos, as he helped Chris get to his feet, his arms still firmly attached to Argos’s neck until they both were standing upright.

      Hundreds of tentacles shot from the hundreds of Spectre’s fleshy bits on the ground, hurrying toward reforming a body.

      “These things don’t like to die that easily, do they?” asked Oryn.

      “No, they don’t, but where she’s going, there’s no coming back,” said Argos. “But we could use a bit of packaging if you don’t mind.”

      Oryn smiled. “Your wish is my command.”

      Oryn unleashed a bright white beam of absolute-zero energy and encased the Spectre reforming blob into a large icy coffin.

      Argos walked toward Kharon and smiled at her. “What do you say we do this one together?”

      Kharon’s eyes sparkled with joy, and she nodded.

      “Give me a second to help these two,” she said as she put a hand on both Poseidon’s back and Artemis’s chest and healed them both.

      “Where are you bringing that thing?” asked Chase.

      “There’s a star with his name on it not too far from here,” said Argos.

      “Sounds like a fun trip, but make sure Kharon gets back home before midnight.”

      Argos smiled. “Oh, trust me, brother, we’ll be right back.”

      Kharon erected a force field around herself, the coffin, and Argos. She touched the massive ice coffin filled with large chunks of black Spectre bits and held her other hand toward Argos. He grabbed her hand before they blinked out of existence.

      Oryn helped Poseidon and Artemis back to their feet.

      “Thank you,” said Poseidon.

      Oryn nodded. “You probably should spend a bit of time in a regen tank to heal all your wounds properly.”

      She looked around the destruction inside the room before continuing, “In another one of these rooms, that is.”

      “Thank you for saving our lives,” said Artemis.

      “Looks to me it’s you who saved the day. If you hadn’t been here fighting this thing before we returned, I’d hate to imagine what this room would look like now.”

      Artemis put her hand under Poseidon’s shoulder, and they walked out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Kharon, Argos, and the large chunk of ice appeared near a bright star.

      The ice melted quickly, and Argos didn’t take any chances and unleashed a massive telekinetic push toward it. It split into multiple parts that were catapulted into the sun’s corona, quickly melting their icy prison before the dark flesh was consumed by the flames of the sun.

      “Wait!” said Kharon extending her hand and grabbing some blue energy out of the pieces before they were entirely consumed.

      “What’s that?” asked Argos.

      “A gift for someone very courageous.”

      Argos smiled. “You’re your father’s daughter, all right.”

      “Did you have any doubts about that?”

      “None whatsoever, I saw my brother inside your eyes the moment you came to the Underworld.”

      Kharon grabbed Argos’s hand and rested her head on his shoulder before teleporting them back to the regen room.

      “One order of over-barbecued Spectre delivered, as promised,” said Argos.

      Kharon laughed as she let go of Argos. Chase took his brother in his arms and squeezed him hard, hitting his back twice with his fist.

      “It’s so good to have you back, brother… you have no idea.”

      “Oh, I do know. Trust me… and it’s good to be back, bro.”

      Chris tried to help Nyx off the floor, but she rejected him and pushed him back.

      “I’m glad you’re all having such a wonderful family reunion,” she said, “but I will never be a part of what happened here today! You almost got us all killed.”

      “The operative word here is almost,” said Oryn.

      “And who the fuck are you supposed to be?” spat Nyx.

      “Obviously not someone looking forward to making your acquaintance. A little gratitude wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Gratitude? If I hadn’t helped these losers save that other loser,” barked Nyx as she pointed at Kharon, “you’d still be dead.”

      Nyx stormed out of the room.

      “Charming gal,” said Oryn.

      Chris shrugged. “She takes a while to get used to.”

      “You can say that again,” said Chase as he approached Oryn with a smile on his face.

      He grabbed her by the shoulders before giving her a big hug.

      “I never thought I’d be able to do this again,” said Chase.

      She patted his back a couple of times. “It’s good to see you too, Chase.”

      “Who’s up for some food?” asked Kharon.

      Everyone in the room raised their hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ka’Rij retook humanoid form and walked toward the shiny armor. It was covered with ash, but something inside the chest piece shone through and got his attention. He put his hand through the pile of ash and grabbed a necklace.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      Menelas and Athena helped one another walk toward him just when Cedric ran into the room with a blaster in hand, jumping from side to side.

      “Everyone okay?” he asked. “Oh... what’s that,” he said as his eyes landed on the bright orange glowing stone at the end of the golden necklace.

      “She must have been wearing it,” said Menelas. “I never saw anything like it, you?” he asked Athena.

      She shook her head.

      Cedric holstered his blaster and brought a holo-screen to life. He entered a few commands.

      “Wow, I think that’s the power source.”

      “You mean that’s what she drew power from?” asked Menelas.

      “Yes, its power signature matches my previous scans, but I never imagined something so small could provide her amazing amounts of power.”

      “Then perhaps we should destroy it,” proposed Athena.

      “Hell no!” said Cedric. “I mean… I think that would be a mistake.”

      “Why?” asked Ka’Rij.

      “This could hold the key to decrypting other Atlantian secrets. I’m sure Gaia and Spiros will want to examine it first, at the very least.”

      “Fair enough,” said Athena, “but is it safe to do so?”

      “I agree, that thing sure seemed to drive Diaspira mad,” said Menelas.

      “I think she was mad before, honey.”

      “Point taken,” he said with a chuckle, “but I could sense it drove her even crazier. Which wasn’t something I thought was possible.”

      “Then we make sure nobody puts it around their neck,” said Cedric, “but we can’t discount the possibility that we may need this thing to win the war.”

      “The real question,” said Ka’Rij, “is whether or not any of us would even have the power needed to destroy this thing. That and the armor are all that are left. And truth be told, I didn’t expect anything to survive my attack, I literally gave everything I had into that one dragon breath. Last time I did that, I blew up a moon.
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        * * *

      

      Kharon knocked on Poseidon’s door.

      “Come in,” he said as the door split open. “Oh, Kharon, I didn’t expect it to be you. Please come in.”

      Kharon walked inside the Olympian’s quarters.

      “I know, but I have something for you.”

      “Really? What would that be?” said Poseidon intrigued.

      Kharon put both her hands together, forming the shape of a bowl, and a blue flame came to life over it.

      “I understand that’s your best friend’s soul, well...what’s left of it anyway.”

      “Can Chase put it back into Thor’s body?”

      Kharon’s face dropped. “I’m afraid not. The Spectre didn’t leave a body, and Asgardians have rules not to be cloned. Something to do with their beliefs of the afterlife. I’m truly sorry.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do with this? And shouldn’t we let him go to Valhalla?”

      “I think he’s already there; after all, it’s not his entire soul, just the part that vibrates for you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She approached him holding Thor’s soul in one hand and put her other hand on Poseidon’s shoulder. “You will soon enough… May I?”

      Poseidon’s eyes watered as he nodded.

      Kharon closed her eyes and transferred Thor’s soul inside of Poseidon.

      He took a long, drawn-out breath of surprise as glowing tattoos appeared on Poseidon’s face.

      “He’s home now,” said Kharon as she tapped the Olympian’s shoulder twice before walking toward the door. “And happy.”

      Poseidon could feel a part of his friend inside of him, like a distant voice and a presence watching over him.

      “Wait,” said Poseidon.

      Kharon turned her head toward him.

      “Thank you for this.”

      “You’re welcome, and thank you for saving us all,” said Kharon with a slight nod before leaving the room.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” said the holographic Loki.

      “How did you manage to send Thor through in the first place?” asked Poseidon. “I thought you said that after sending me, there wouldn’t be enough energy to send anyone else.”

      “There wasn’t.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Thor became agitated as he felt you were in danger, he insisted that I send him, knowing full well that the transport would kill him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Because there was not enough energy for a successful transfer, sending him to Alkyon One under these conditions meant that there was no way he could have survived the transport for more than a few minutes. I’m not even sure all of him made it through.”

      “Some of him sure did.”

      “I think that was the idea—to interrupt the soul transfer process. But even if the Spectre hadn’t killed him, he would have died anyway. I know that’s not going to make you feel better...”

      “You’re right—it doesn’t.”

      “He also left a holographic message for you while I was preparing the transport. Should I send it to you now?”

      Poseidon closed his eyes to prevent tears from escaping, but he only delayed them.

      “Sure, thank you, Loki. Even after your death, you’ve managed to save the day.”

      “Can I ask you something, Poseidon?”

      “Anything.”

      “In the midst of all the action today, I wanted to ask Thor something, and I never got the chance. Perhaps you can answer my question for him.”

      “I certainly can try… What would you like to know?”

      “I—my matrix is made of a scan of Loki’s brain, so I do have a lot of his experiences and memories, but it’s not really such a recent copy. And… let’s just say that well... I’m aware that the real me did some questionable things in the past. Things I’m not proud of, even if I’m not the one who did them, but I still feel like I did, you know?”

      “Understandable. But I’m not sure what you want me to tell you here.”

      “I wanted to know how I—how the real me... died. Was my death an honorable one at least?”

      “You died saving Asgard, Loki. You fought until your last breath and died a true hero.”

      “You’re not just saying that?”

      “I assure you that is the truth. But why didn’t you just check the Asgardians network yourself?”

      The Loki hologram rubbed his eyes. “I was afraid of what I would read.”

      “Well, rest assured there was no shame in how you gave your life for your people. Just like your older brother, you’ll forever be remembered as a savior.”

      “Thank you, Poseidon. I’ll send the holo-message your way.”

      Poseidon nodded as the holo-communication terminated. His console beeped to inform him that the message downloaded.

      Poseidon’s finger hovered over the play control and froze. It stayed there for the longest time as Poseidon played the day back in his head in what felt like a thousand times before eventually removing his fingers and swiping the holo-screen away.

      Why don’t you want to hear it? asked Thor in his mind.

      I do want to hear it, brother, just not today.
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        * * *

      

      “How is she doing?” asked Chase.

      “She’s better now, thanks to your daughter,” said Altair. “I owe you one.”

      “Nonsense, I’m just glad Kharon could help. I understand it was touch and go for a while.”

      “If Kharon hadn’t come to get her and bring her back here and heal her wounds…”

      Chase clapped Altair on the shoulder twice.

      “All that matters is that Ryonna is fine now.”

      Altair nodded. “How does it feel having your daughter home?”

      “Now that she’s truly here and that she’s no longer a minion of Ashra, it feels really good… but….”

      “What is it, Chase?”

      “I wish I could have held her in my arms as a baby, you know? Both of them, in fact. I feel like these wars have robbed my life of an experience I may never have the chance for again, in this case, watching my children grow, care for, and protect them over the years until they become adults.”

      “You can still do some of that. And who knows, that might still happen with the next one.”

      “Between you and me, I’m not sure there will ever be a next one.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We almost lost everything today, Altair. This station and tens of thousands of lives could have been lost. Brave men and women died to try and protect us. Because my son and I, as well as Nyx, I guess, gave everything we had in terms of power to drive the Spectre out from Kharon. The exorcism, for the lack of a better word, was the most difficult thing we ever did; in fact, we all came to the brink of death in order to achieve that miracle.”

      “What matters is that you succeeded, and in doing so, you brought your brother and Oryn back.”

      “Others have paid the price, though…”

      “I heard about Thor. I’m sorry.”

      “But that’s the thing, Altair. We came this close to losing it all… and removing the Spectre out of Kharon was one thing. Doing it for Sarah now seems…”

      “Impossible?”

      Chase nodded. “And hopeless too. She’s infinitely more powerful than... well, anyone else. Having devoured millions of souls, I can only imagine the kind of power she’s wielding. How are we supposed to bring Sarah back?”

      “You’ll find a way.”

      “I’m not so sure anymore…Today Thor has fallen because of our actions, which begs the question: how many more must die for me to let go of this fantasy about bringing back Sarah?”

      “I wish I had an answer for you.”

      “And I’m not asking you for one, but you knew Sarah as well, she wouldn’t want anyone else’s life to be risked to save her. That much I’m sure of.”

      “What are you saying, Chase?”

      “I’m saying that the priority in this war should first and foremost be to kill Ashra and defeat every single one of the damn Spectres, not to save my wife… if she can even be saved at this point.”

      There was a long uncomfortable pause before Chase continued. “If we lose sight of what the end goal is, many more will die, and I don’t think I could deal with that. Nor do I think that she would ever forgive me for risking innocent lives in that pursuit of that fool’s quest. If she was here right now, she’d tell me to let her go.”

      “That’s heavy, and for what it’s worth, Chase… I’m truly sorry.”

      “So am I… I’m sorry I couldn’t save her then, and I’m sorry I have to let her go now.”

      “What does Chris think about all this?”

      Chase shook his head and covered the top of his face with his hand. “I—I haven’t spoken to him about it. We brushed the subject earlier, but…”

      “You should rest, Chase… and sleep on it. Before you make any decision of this magnitude, though, you need to have this talk with the rest of your family and make sure you’re all on the same page.”
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        * * *

      

      Chris, Argos, Chase, and Kharon appeared on the holo-screen. In the back of the room, Oryn entered and joined them.

      “Good, you’re all here,” said Gaia.

      “What is it, Gaia?” asked Chase.

      “I’ve analyzed the necklace Menelas brought back to base.”

      “And?” asked Chris.

      “It’s Atlantian tech all right, and it was the piece of the puzzle I needed to assemble it further.”

      “What puzzle?” asked Argos.

      “To find the next place for us to go in the hopes of finding more answers about what happened to their civilization. And also in the process discover new technologies we can exploit to defeat the Spectres.”

      “What are you saying, Gaia?” asked Chase.

      “That after working non-stop since I got my hands on the necklace, I’ve figured out where we have to go next, and for this one, I think we should all go there... and soon.”

      “Where are we going, exactly?” asked Chris.

      “To Atlantis,” said Gaia.
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