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        	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/Olympian/Human hybrid (Chase’s son)

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

        	Oryn - Fury Olympian Hybrid (Zeus’ Daughter)

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

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

        	Captain Daniel Tharraleos – Earth Alliance Human (formerly Star Alliance) - Commander of Alkyon One Space Station

        	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)

        	Talon Epizon – Earth Alliance captain: EAD Victory

        	Tar’Lock – EAD Victory’s First Officer - Gorgar (Insectoid and formerly a Hellstar prisoner)

        	Cedric - Human engineer

        	Gaia - Artificial Intelligence inside a human clone body

        	Allanah - Starfighters Chief Engineer on board Alkyon One

        	Keera - (Former) Bounty Hunter - Earth Alliance Intelligence Agent

      

      

      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, now King of Asgard

        	Hades - known to humans as the god of the Underworld

        	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

      
        	Ashra’Lur – Female Spectre Leader / New Spectre Prime

        	Spectre Prime - Former Spectre leader (deceased)

        	Kisin - Female Spectre Scientist

      

      

      Furies

      
        	Nyx – Pure-blood Fury Warrior

      

      

      Asgardians

      
        	Thor - King of Asgard, Fleet Commander & son of Odin (deceased)

        	Kvasir – Asgardian scientist

        	Loki - Thor’s brother (deceased)

        	Siegfried - Divine Asgardian Guard

        	Fenrir - Divine Asgardian Guard

        	Grunhild - Divine Asgardian Guard (deceased)

      

      

      Other characters

      
        	Hyperion - Atlantean*

      

      *I know I’ve used Atlantians in previous books but since it’s a typo, I’ve replaced it with Atlanteans in books 16 & 17 and will eventually fix that in previous books as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY ON UNIVERSE IN FLAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Previously in Season One (Books 1–10):

      

      In the wake of a genocidal tragedy, the Star Alliance fled their corner of the universe to survive the onslaught from the Obsidian Empire. In doing so, the Alliance found both an ally and a sanctuary on a faraway planet called Earth. With their new ally, the Star Alliance formed the Earth Alliance and fought alongside other races (Droxians, Olympians, and Asgardians) in the new Fury War (known as the second Fury War). Furies—human-looking creatures with incredibly powerful fighting abilities and the scourge of the universe. were once thought extinct for ten thousand years. But against all the odds, they returned. Originally, a coalition of worlds led by the Olympians, Asgardians, and many other older civilizations defeated the Furies during the first Fury War. But the 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.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SEASON 2 (Dark Legacy)

      

      

      

      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 Atlantean AI who gives Chris access to the technology before the AI is erased from existence. The facility contains an Atlantean 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 realizes 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 Atlantean technology and temporarily acts as a data conduit and interactive map that eventually leads to discovering new portal addresses in the unknown regions for the Alliance to explore. At last, the promise of finding ancient and forgotten Atlantean 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 with 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.
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        * * *

      

      BOOK 15: Fireborn

      

      With Gaia back from the dead, she gets to back to work in order to find a way to save the infected population of Droxia in an effort to revert those turned into an army of cybernetic killing drones, and bring them back to their fully organic selves.

      Meanwhile, Ashra cooks up a diabolical plot to use Chase’s daughter Kharon to bring down the Athanatos family, as well as the entire Alliance. Sent as a trojan horse to kill Chase and his friends, Kharon is welcomed to the Alkyon One space station under the false pretense of having escaped her mother, only for her to try to kill her father the first chance she gets. Chase, Chris, and Nyx have to deploy all their energy to stop Kharon and to save her from the Spectre blood inside her, her mother's blood having infected her in a way that allows her to be mentally manipulated.

      In risking all their lives, they manage to not only deprogram Nyx from Ashra's agenda and prime directives, but in doing so they also manage to turn her to their side. Unfortunately, to achieve that goal, Chase, Chris, and Nyx had to expand all their energy, and they are forced to enter a regen tank to heal. Meanwhile, Ashra sends a special Spectre operative with instructions to finish the job, in case Kharon fails to accomplish her mission. It’s up to a very few warriors to try and stop that new powerful threat, and since Chase and the others aren't in any shape to fight, Poseidon is tasked to be their last line of defense.

      Just when Poseidon is about to be defeated by the powerful Ergon’Kar, and have his soul snatched up by the Spectre, Thor decides to make the ultimate sacrifice to save his friend with the help of the holographic version of Loki.

      When the assassin Ergon’Kar reaches Chase, Chris, and Nyx, they're still regenerating and make for easy targets. It’s only through the bravery of their friends, including that of Daniel and Artemis, that there is enough time for Kharon to enter the underworld and return Argos and Oryn to the world of the living.

      Upon arriving, Oryn, Kharon and Argos manage to kill Ergon’Kar and save their friends and family. Before sending the Spectre into the corona of a star in order to disintegrate him, Kharon manages to grab a small part of Thor’s soul and gives it to Poseidon. Poseidon can now both see and talk to his fallen brother's ghost.

      Meanwhile, Portal Team One locates an ancient pyramid on their next mission when an old enemy, Diaspira, emerges back to the fold and tries to kill the intruders. Menelas fights bravely but he's overpowered by whatever Atlantean technology Diaspira has enhanced herself with. With the help of Athena and Ka'Rij, they defeat Diaspira, and recover an Atlantean artifact from her remains.

      As the group recovers from this last Spectre attack, and Portal Team One returns home, Gaia find a major piece of information analyzing the artifact: Atlantis is still standing and she believes she knows how to get there.

      … And now the conclusion of the Universe in Flames saga.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Atlantis still exists?” asked Chase.

      “Yes,” said Gaia, “and I firmly believe that the entrance to it, or at least a portal to access Atlantis, is located inside the pyramid where Diaspira went to get the technology she used to buff herself up. It’s the only way she could hold her own against Menelas in Ultra Fury form.”

      “Atlantean technology must be quite advanced to turn a non-warrior into a battle-beast fighting machine, allowing them to not only hold their own, but even surpassing any Fury, Ultra or otherwise,” said Chris.

      “Makes you wonder what else we could find there that could help us level up our own powers,” said Oryn.

      “And the way things have been going lately in terms of powerful foes,” said Argos, “we can definitely use any advantage we can get right now.”

      “That’s why I think you should all come along on our trip to find Atlantis,” said Gaia.

      “Isn’t that reckless? Leaving Alkyon One unprotected? Especially in its current damaged state?” inquired Chase.

      “Not necessarily,” said Kharon. “Now that I can teleport you anywhere, if things heat up here, I can always bring us back quickly. I may also be able to give you your teleportation powers back.”

      “What? How?” asked Chris.

      “Using the same technique Dad used to teach me how to reintegrate souls into physical bodies, which was obviously a power I had within my genes, but I still needed to be shown how to access it.”

      “The difference being,” said Chase, “is that Tanak’Vor ripped that power away from mine."

      “I don’t think that’s true, Dad,” said Chris. “At least not entirely. Perhaps its presence has been greatly weakened within your genes—that much is obvious, since you're no longer able to consciously access that power. However, you did teleport to save me once before when I was in trouble. So, I’m inclined to believe that the power is still buried deep within you, and that with Kharon’s help, you could access it again.”

      “Hmm,” said Chase. “It’s certainly an avenue worth exploring.”

      “So … we’re all going to Atlantis, then?” asked Kharon.

      “Certainly looks that way,” responded Chase.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell do you want?” asked Nyx.

      “Well, hello to you too, Nyx” said Chase.” I wanted to brief you about our next move. I know you get mad when you’re left out of plans.”

      “There is no longer any ‘us’ as far as your farfetched delusions are concerned. I’m no longer willing to stick my neck out for your idiotic ideas, in case I hadn’t made that clear earlier. Trouble always gravitates around you like flies on a pile of excrement.”

      “Thanks for the charming mental picture. And yes, you have been crystal clear before, but something tells me that, in this case, you’ll want to reconsider.”

      “And why would I ever do that?”

      “Because we believe we’ve found the location of Atlantis.”

      “Let me get this straight. You found the last refuge of a dead civilization, and you think that’s somehow relevant to me? If their powers were so great in the first place, then why are they now extinct? If they couldn’t save themselves, I don’t see what’s to learn from such a pathetic bunch of losers.”

      Impressive, her abrasiveness almost makes me miss Argos’ rhetoric from the time we were enemies.

      “Be that as it may, there must have been an extinction-level event thousands of years ago that made them fall as a civilization. Still, that doesn’t negate the fact that they were technologically very advanced. In fact, I suspect that when they fell, they were still greatly ahead of us in that regard. Meaning that we could find new weapons to aid us defeat both the Spectres and the Divine Asgardian Guards. And since we kind of owe you all of our lives … I thought that I should, at the very least, offer you the opportunity to be part of this mission.”

      “You’re damn right you owe me your lives. And on that matter, I’d like to once more emphasize that I’m getting tired of risking mine in order to save the sorry asses of the people responsible for the Furies’ demise.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it, I suppose, but I can respect that.”

      “What other way is there, exactly?”

      “Well, for one, if the Furies hadn’t been driven by their thirst for conquest and trying to destroy everything in their path, they wouldn’t have met the resistance of the other races. If it weren't for the Furies, the Olympians, and the Asgardians would have remained mortal enemies, and they wouldn’t have struck an alliance to trap your kind in the alternate dimension. So, the way I see it, the Furies reaped what they sowed.”

      “So, you’re trying to say that we got what we deserved as a species, is that it? Is this supposed to make me feel better and reconsider my reluctance to work with the lot of you?”

      Chase sighed heavily. “Nyx, please understand this, I’m grateful to you for saving my life, my son’s life, and pretty much everyone I care about for that matter. I realize however, that you and I will never see eye to eye on everything—heck, possibly on anything whatsoever. And I'm willing to live with that, but right now the fact is that we share common enemies. I have no delusions that once we’ve rid our dimension of the current threats to our existence, you and I may end up enemies on yet another battlefield.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I suppose, in some way, I just want to repay you for your help. Now that Argos and Oryn are back, we probably could go forward without you, and I’m confident that we’ll manage to deal with these threats on our own. I just think it would be selfish of us to not invite you toward this mission, especially considering everything you did risk for us lately.”

      “First of all, let’s get one thing straight: none of you is a warrior of my caliber.”

      “For the sake of argument, let’s just say that right in this moment I agree with that assessmen—”

      Nyx cut him short. “When will you learn that I don’t need your validation? And more importantly, I don’t care for your pity. In fact, I rather despise that side of you.”

      “I know that, but it’s not pity. I just happen to believe that we’re stronger together.”

      “You know what I think?”

      “I think I have a pretty good idea, but enlighten me.”

      “I think you've come to realize that I’m the most powerful Fury that ever existed, and that’s a resource too valuable for you to waste. As such, you’re willing to bend a few rules as long as it helps your cause.”

      “Our cause … the threats are real, and they impact all of us. Alliance and Furies alike.”

      “Perhaps … but perhaps I’ll just go find your ex-wife on my own and finish this war right now and once and for all … because we both know you don’t have the balls to do what needs to be done as far as she’s concerned.”

      Chase didn’t bother trying to argue that point. In fact, he didn’t see how he could. As much as he hated admitting it, she was right. He couldn’t see a scenario where he would have to throw the finishing blow that would kill Sarah, even though she might no longer even exist anymore inside of Ashra. He knew painfully well that carrying this doubt inside him could prevent him from finishing her off.

      Exorcizing the Spectre out of Kharon had been incredibly difficult, and she was just a young adult Spectre without the billions of souls assimilated inside the monster now inhabiting the body that once was Sarah's.

      If it had taken three of the most powerful Furies in existence to remove the Spectre DNA out of a willing host, how much power would be required to remove Sarah from a being that was not only infinitely more powerful, but also clearly unwilling to part with her host?

      “Perhaps you’re right, maybe that’s why I want you along on this mission.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “I’m not in your head, Nyx. Frankly ... nor do I care to be. I just wanted to extend you an invite to join us on our trip to Atlantis. If you need me to tell you that you’re the strongest warrior and we need you, then fine, so be it. Just know that we’ll be leaving tomorrow, with or without you. The rest is up to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Poseidon was lost in thought in his quarters when someone rang the doorbell.

      “Come in,” said Poseidon.

      The doors split open and Kvasir entered the room.

      “Hello, Kvasir.”

      “Poseidon,” said Kvasir with a subtle head nod.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I wanted to see how you were doing. I realize you were close with Thor, and I’ve just been informed of his passing. So, I wanted to express my condolences.”

      “Thank you. Though I suppose I should give you mine as well, seeing as you lost your King.”

      Kvasir nodded and his facial tattoos revealed barely any illumination at all.

      “Thor once wanted me dead, so you’d think I wouldn’t be feeling for his passing but the truth is, over the last few months, we had been involved more than ever before, and I felt that we had finally put the demons of our past behind us.”

      “There are things in this life that transcend old bickering and fighting a war for the very survival of our immortal souls clearly is one of them.”

      “Makes you wonder how this will all end, doesn’t it?”

      A tattoo glowed on Poseidon’s face, which made Kvasir freeze, his eye wide open.

      “How do you come to now have Asgardian tattoos?”

      “Do I?” asked Poseidon, probing his face. “Kharon managed to find and give me a small piece of Thor’s soul. Perhaps that’s a side effect.”

      “Couldn’t be that small of a piece of his soul if you now harbor some his tattoos.”

      “I guess. At least I have a piece of him, though that’s not much of a comfort.”

      “You do realize what that means, though?”

      “I can't say I do. What you’re getting at, Kvasir?”

      “You’re the new King of Asgard.”

      “Maybe that’s what Thor meant when he asked me to take care of his people.”

      “This would also be the first time a non-Asgardian ascends to the throne. Hopefully this doesn’t create tension within the current government.”

      “I can safely say that I have no wish to rule Asgard, but …”

      “I can empathize with that, and I’m sure Thor would understand if you decided not to.”

      Poseidon raised an eyebrow. “Is that why you’re here? To see if the King's position is up for grabs?”

      “Who, me? Hell no. I’m scientist, not a leader. As I said before, I only came to offer my condolences. Ruling Asgard is literally the last thing I’d want to do with my life.”

      “We have that in common then. But how I can refuse my best friend’s dying wish? Especially since he gave his life for mine. I truly wished he hadn’t done that. At the end of the day, I guess it doesn’t matter how I feel about it, and whether or not I'm happy about it. I have to accept the throne, because Thor asked me to.”

      “Which begs the question.”

      “Who’s gonna lead New Olympus?”

      Kvasir nodded.

      “No two ways around it now, is there? I’ll have to choose someone to rule in my stead.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, have you given any thoughts as to who would succeed you?”

      “There’s really only one person who has the backbone to take on such a role that I can think of.”

      “Let me guess. Athena?”

      Poseidon gave a solemn nod. “Yes … but the real question is, will she want to?”
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        * * *

      

      “I’d like you to meet my best friend,” said Chase.

      “Hello, Kharon,” greeted Daniel. “It’s so good to finally meet you.”

      “Thank you,” said Kharon. “It’s nice meeting you too.”

      “You look a lot like you mother, you know that?”

      Kharon did her best not to sour her smile. “I’ve been told that a lot since coming here, yes.”

      “We all miss her so much. Your mother was the voice of reason around here and, in fact, there isn’t a day that passes where we wish we could use her council.”

      “We sure do,” agreed Chase. “Daniel, I got news. Tomorrow, we’ll be leaving for Atlantis.”

      “Atlantis, huh? I wasn’t even aware it still existed. Legends have it that it was either destroyed or … well, lost.”

      “We’re not exactly sure either, but Gaia is certain that she has found enough references in her research of the portal subsystems to pinpoint its location. And she believes Menelas brought us back the key to get there.”

      “I wish I could come with you. I knew I should have refused this pencil-pushing position on board this station. I hate staying still when my friends are risking their lives!”

      “I can empathize with how you feel, Daniel, but I need someone I can trust to keep things running smoothly on the station in case Ashra or the Guards decide to attack Alkyon One while we’re away.”

      “I see. How come you’re waiting until tomorrow to leave?”

      “Athena and Menelas should be back on the station soon. Once they’re here, we’ll all head to Atlantis together.”

      “What about Poseidon?”

      “He needs to take care of Thor’s funeral—that, and becoming the new King of Asgard apparently.”

      “You’re shitting me?”

      “I’m not. I was surprised too, but apparently it was Thor’s dying wish that he takes over.”

      “I knew they were close, but I wasn't aware they were that close.”

      “I guess their friendship was more of a brotherly bond than it appeared.”

      “Like you and I, you mean?”

      “Yes, like that.”
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      Chase fell to his knees; all energy had been drained from his body as he looked in horror at Ashra, who was walking toward his family. He tried mustering the energy to transform into a Hyper Fury, but he didn’t even have enough strength to get back to his feet.

      Ashra laughed out loud, her maddening cackle echoed in the dark valley around them. Dark purple clouds circled above her in the blackened sky. The ground, as well as surrounding mountains, flashed in red hues every time a crimson lightning bolt hit the ground all around them.

      “This isn’t happening,” thought Chase. “We can’t lose, not like this.”

      “Who will it be?” asked Ashra. “Who will die first?” She pointed a finger toward three motionless bodies a few yards away from Chase. “The wife, the son, or the treacherous daughter?”

      She raised her finger, pointing hand upward and made a fist, and pools of dark goo appeared under Sarah, Chris, and Kharon. Before Chase could speak, the pools turned solid, and shot upward into organic columns resembling Spectre flesh. They morphed into the shape of dark, bubbling tree bark ending with flat tops on which the bodies of Chase’s family lay. Around the circumference of the organic platforms, thin black tentacles waved like leaves in the wind.

      “Let—let them go,” Chase begged.

      “Not a chance! Today is the day that this war ends and the Athanatos family will finally cease to exist. Once and for all. The only remaining variable now is the order in which they will perish.”

      “You’re a monster!”

      “Takes one to know one, doesn’t it?”

      Chase coughed some blood. “I am nothing like you!”

      “Keep telling yourself that all you want. I see the blood on your hands, even if you don’t. You can try and rationalize that you did what had to be done to save the many, but you can’t fool me. I sense the darkness within your soul. No matter how deep you try to bury this part of you. Your friends and family may not be able to sense it, but I surely do.”

      “You’re crazy! All my life I’ve strived to help others; you, on the other hand, are a cruel murderer, one who takes pleasure in ripping apart souls that don't belong to you. A crime more horrendous than murder itself, if you ask me. If anyone should be on trial here, it should be you!”

      “Trial you say? What a wonderful idea!”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Let's address your crime as if you were on trial. As such, maybe we should ask a few witnesses what they truly think of your so-called heroic actions? How does that sound?”

      “Screw you. I’m in no mood for your childish games.”

      “Then perhaps I should simply skip the trial and fast-forward to the sentencing part of these proceedings? And just kill my first victim then.”

      Chase desperately tried to get back on his feet but couldn’t muster the energy. He sighed in despair. “You said earlier you’d let me choose.”

      Ashra’s eyes glowed red and she grinned. “I did, didn't I? Who do you choose then?”

      “Myself.”

      “I’m sorry, but that's the wrong answer. I’ve already decided that you need to go last. I want to see your soul suffer before I add it to my ever-growing collection. But fear not, I’ve prepared a special place for it. I may even isolate you within me and keep you near enough to the surface so I can always sense your eternal torment. I’m thinking just within Sarah’s reach, and yet far enough so that you can never ever feel each other’s presence”—she smirked—“trapped together but worlds apart for all eternity.”

      “Go fuck yourself! As I told you before, you and I are nothing alike and I want no part of this!”

      Ashra sighed and shook her head. “You’d think abject defeat would have taught you a lesson, but I see that it’s not the case. Very well ... since you’re not being cooperative, you leave me with no other choice but to take the lead and decide which witness we should first call to the stand. Let's have them comment on what they think of your mighty heroic actions. Hmm ... I wonder who should go first. Maybe your old pal, Saroudis.”

      “I have a better idea. Why don't you go to hell?! And while you're at it, leave my friends out of your mind games.”

      Ashra growled and black tentacles extended from under Chris and violently grabbed him by the throat, raising him until his feet didn’t contact the organic ground he was lying on. He woke up and flailed his feet as he helplessly tried to escape from the tentacles choking him.

      “D—Dad, help me!”

      “Hang on, Chris, I’m coming!”

      “No you’re not,” echoed Ashra’s voice inside Chase’s head. “Why lie to your kid? You can’t even stand, let alone fight me.”

      Chase felt a glimmer of energy rise within himself and he got back up, bolstering his purple aura as much as he could—but the energy coursing within him was too weak to let him transform. He created a fireball and aimed his open palm at Ashra.

      She smiled.

      Before he could launch his attack, black tentacles burst around him, grabbed both his hands, and slammed him back to the ground, forcing him down on one knee.

      Chris’s legs were still flailing, and Chase could sense his son's lifeforce withering.

      “Please, I beg you, let him go.”

      “Why should I?”

      “Because if you let him go, I'm willing to reconsider your requests.”

      The tentacles released their grasp around Chris’s neck just enough so he could gasp and take in a huge breath—before squeezing him again.

      “Just so we’re clear, before I release your son and let him rest, you have to accept visitors from your past. And be willing to let them judge you.”

      If there was one thing that Chase hated the most in this insane moment, it was the feeling of helplessness to protect his family. Since he couldn’t muster enough energy to fight back, he reluctantly gave Ashra a nod.

      The tentacles brought Chris back on the top of the dark column and they released his throat. Chris lost consciousness shortly thereafter.

      “So, I believe,” said a grinning Ashra, “before you foolishly tried your last act of defiance, we were about to bring back people close to you and see what they truly think of you, and what impact your so-called heroic actions had on their lives. Let’s bring Commodore Saroudis first, shall we?”

      Why is she doing this? She’s won; she can clearly kill us at any time she chooses, so why play games with me?

      When Adonis Saroudis materialized out of thin air, Chase felt a sting inside his heart. Of all the officers he had served under, none had been as inspiring and as close to him than Saroudis had. Part of him had moved on and grieved for his old captain, but deep inside Chase’s heart, Saroudis still held a special place. If it weren't for Ashra's twisted mind games, Chase never thought he’d see him again.

      Saroudis scanned the area, trying to get his bearings. He looked disoriented, as if he’d been snatched from another place or time, and wasn’t sure how he'd landed where he was now.

      “What is this? What am I doing here? And who the hell are you?” asked Saroudis.

      “Never mind who I am for now," said Ashra. "I've brought you here to tell us what you think of this man,” she pointed an accusing finger toward Chase.

      Chase swallowed hard as Saroudis’ eyes locked with his.

      “Adonis,” said Chase.

      “Chase, what is this? What’s going on?”

      “I wish I could I tell you, sir. Apparently, this is some sort of cosmic trial and you’ve been called to testify as a witness.”

      “Enough with the pleasantries,” Ashra spat. “Tell us what you think of Chase Athanatos. Nothing but the cold, hard truth please.”

      Saroudis turned around and his gaze sent daggers at Ashra.

      “I don’t know you, and I have no intention of playing this game. Send me back to my time. I have a Fury War to wage.”

      “What?” thought Chase. “What war is Adonis referring to?” Had his consciousness been snatched at a time before he passed, he wondered.

      “No,” said a vaguely familiar voice inside Chase’s head. “Saroudis didn’t die on the Destiny, he’s fighting in the first Fury War, before you were even born.”

      Who is this? What are you talking about?

      But there was no answer.

      Tentacles rose from under Sarah and grabbed her throat, and like they did with Chris earlier, they raised her high enough to prevent her feet from connecting with the ground, all the while squeezing her throat.

      “Sarah! What are you doing!?” exclaimed Saroudis.

      “Answer the question, or she dies right here, right now!”

      Saroudis’ gaze returned to Chase and he could sense his old commanding officer asking him for permission.

      “It’s okay Adonis,” said Chase, “please, just do as she says.”

      Saroudis raised both hands in a non-threatening manner. “Okay, okay, just don’t hurt her please … I’ll cooperate.”

      The tentacles released their grasp on her throat, and Sarah gasped for air before losing consciousness when she was delicately placed on the flat surface atop the strange looking altar.

      “I’m waiting,” insisted Ashra. “And Chase can attest that patience isn’t exactly one of my better virtues.”

      You have no virtues whatsoever, you monster.

      “Very well,” said Saroudis. “Chase Athanatos is the most courageous person I’ve ever met. His loyalties to his friends and loved ones go beyond love, and he would sacrifice his life at a moment’s notice to save others. I … I’ve lost both my sons in the war, and I guess on some level, I’ve considered Chase as a son …”

      Saroudis let the words hang a little more before continuing as his eyes met with Chase’s. “I hope he knows how proud of him I am.”

      Hearing Saroudis say these words out loud brought tears to Chase’s eyes. One of Chase’s biggest regrets had been to not be able to save his commanding officer and dear friend’s life on the day Saroudis sacrificed his life to save Earth. Even if Saroudis had been the one to ask him to be allowed to do this sacrifice for both the sake of the Alliance and for his family, Chase still felt guilty for the Commodore’s passing as well as his inability to save him that day. Hearing what Saroudis had just said made his feelings of guilt in the matter even worse.

      “Nobody cares about that,” said Ashra with a large grin on her monstrous face. “What we want to know is what you hate about him.”

      “Hate is a strong word; this emotion doesn’t apply to anything in regard to Chase,” said Saroudis.

      “Alright, alright,” said Ashra,” I’ll settle for dislike then, but if you’re not one hundred percent honest, I’ll slice Sarah in half. Do I make myself clear?”

      Chase could sense conflict inside Saroudis’ psyche, as well as growing anxiety for being responsible for Sarah’s life.

      “It’s okay, old friend, just tell her what she wants to hear,” said Chase telepathically. “The sooner we get this over with, the better.”

      Saroudis greeted his teeth. “Chase is a hothead and while under my command, he had a real problem with respecting authority, either mine or any of his commanding officers. He constantly defied commands and had a hard time following orders when they didn't align with his goals.”

      Can’t exactly fault the Commodore on that one, I was never a good little soldier.

      “And?” asked Ashra.

      “And what? Isn’t that enough?”

      “Don’t play coy, Commodore. Surely there has to be darker emotions inside your heart when it comes to Chase, like blaming him for your own death perhaps?”

      “What the hell are you talking abou—” But then Saroudis stopped talking.

      Ashra’s eyes glowed stronger than before, bathing everything around her in red. Chase saw Saroudis’ facial expression change from the kind man he knew and respected to someone completely different. A being possessed with only anger and hatred. Traits and attributes that the Commodore had never displayed toward Chase before.

      “Yes!” said Saroudis with a cold voice that didn’t even sound like him anymore. “He sacrificed me like I was nothing. In fact, he did that with many others too. The closer one gets to Chase, the higher the chances of them being in danger, or even ending up as a corpse.”

      Chase could tell that Ashra was manipulating Saroudis to say what she wanted him to say, but even so, Chase couldn’t help but feel hurt at hearing the harsh words.

      “He separated me from my family,” Saroudis continued, “and for that alone I hate him with all my heart!”

      Chase swallowed hard and had to focus all of his mental energy to remind himself that none of this charade had any basis in reality. It was just Ashra on a power trip, trying to either torture or destroy Chase’s soul from within.

      “Truer words were never spoken,” said a laughing Ashra. “Thank you, Commodore. Is there anything else you’d like to add before I send you back where you came from?”

      Saroudis walked toward Chase and looked down on him before punching him in the face. “I wish I never met you,” said Saroudis before spitting on his face.

      “I know you don’t mean this old friend,” thought Chase. “I forgive you.”

      “I don’t need your forgiveness,” replied Saroudis in his mind. “The real questions is, can you forgive yourself?

      That mental answer threw doubts inside Chase’s psyche, even though he knew those weren’t his friend’s words.

      “Thank you, Commodore,” said Ashra. “That will be all.”

      Saroudis vanished into thin air as quickly as he had materialized moments earlier.

      “This is pointless,” said Chase. “It's obvious you’re manipulating him. This was not my friend, at least not the last part.”

      “Believe what you want, Fury, but last I checked, I’m not the one on trial here.”

      “Trial? Who the hell do you think you are to believe you, of all people, have the right to judge me? You’re nothing more than a monster that wants to devour every living soul there is. If anybody should be on trial today, it’s you!”

      “And yet, we have more witnesses of your crimes that wish to intervene. In fact, let’s call the next one, shall we?”

      A female silhouette emerged from the darkness. It was Fillio.

      “Oh for crying out loud!” thought Chase.

      “Please state your name,” requested Ashra.

      “My name is Fillio.”

      “Can you please tell us your feelings about Chase Athanatos?”

      “Well for one, no man ever hurt me like he did.”

      Chase sighed heavily.

      “He’s led me to believe,” continued Fillio, “that we were a couple, and that the love between us was real. But then later, he just blew me off and abandoned me like one discards an old pair of socks.”

      “Did …did I really do that?” Chase wondered.

      “Tell us about the day you died,” requested Ashra.

      Chase shook his head in dismay, accompanied with a long dragged-out sigh.

      “I sensed a conflict in Chase," Fillio continued. "He believed he was trying to save me, but in fact he was pushing me onto the underworld instead. I never wanted to die. Chase murdered me in cold blood.”

      “That’s a lie!” screamed Chase.

      Ashra raised up her index finger. “Witnesses, unlike yourself, don’t lie.”

      Chase felt anger rise from a deep chasm within his soul.

      “I’ve had enough of this,” protested Chase. “These are my friends you’re toying with and using against me. You’re twisting their words and making up false horror stories to try and seed doubt within my own psyche. I've got news for you: it won’t work. I’ve done everything I could trying to save both Fillio and Adonis. In fact, it was the Commodore himself that asked me to save the fleet at the cost of his own life. I didn’t want to let him die!”

      Ashra’s eyes glowed with more intensity just before Fillio vanished into nothingness.

      “And do you remember what he asked you to do near the end?”

      “To take care of his family.”

      Ashra grinned as she caressed her rough chin. “And have you done that?”

      A large pit formed within Chase’s stomach.

      “I—I checked on them … from time to time.”

      “Not exactly what I would call taking care for them, now is it? The family of someone that treated you like a son. Do you truly think ‘contacting them’ was enough effort on your part, when you compare it to your commanding officer’s sacrifice?”

      Chase swallowed hard. There was no denying that his interaction with Saroudis’ wife and daughter had been very few. In between his own grief at the end of the Fury War, and then dealing with the next major threat, he had to admit that they hadn’t been much in his thoughts. That much he couldn’t deny.

      “I guess not. So, I'll admit I’m guilty in that regard. I should have been there for them more often.”

      “Still thinking I’ve been lying and fabricating facts then?”

      “Yes, and I won’t have it anymore …”

      “As you wish. I think I have more than enough evidence of your guilt anyway.”

      Chase shook his head from side to side. “That’s rich, coming from a monster who ripped apart countless souls in the prime of their lives.”

      “You eat food that was alive at some point to sustain yourself, don’t you? At least, humans on Earth do. Correct?”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything! We need food to stay alive.”

      “As we Spectres need souls to exist; so tell me, where’s the difference? You’re casting judgment on me because my food source happens to be your kind. Have you ever stopped one second to ask yourself whether Spectres have the same biological needs as you do? Does that mean we don’t have the right to exist because our food is you?”

      “You don’t see it, do you? You’re the one lying to yourself. There’s a difference between taking what you need to survive, which I might add you should only be doing inside your own dimension rather than coming to ours and stuffing yourself as if you were having your last meal on a daily basis. If souls truly are your sustenance, I’m surprised you didn’t explode from overeating.”

      “Except I didn’t ask you or your friends to come rampage my worlds!” screamed Ashra. “It’s your kind that started this war! Not mine.”

      Had they? Obviously, the explosion that the soul ships had unleashed upon the Spectre’s dimension could have been perceived as an act of war. Still, it had been Tanak’Vor who made the first move by instrumentalizing the Furies and unleashing them upon the Alliance as his own pet army of rabid wolves.

      “Let’s agree to disagree. I’m not gonna deny that my ancestors and the Asgardians made a mistake by trapping the Fury within your realm, but their sins have nothing to do with me.”

      “Disagree we shall … they have everything to do with it, and since they’re gone, I’ll take my revenge on you.”

      Before Chase could answer, tentacles shot from every one of the three altars and lifted up Sarah, Chris, and Kharon; they all screamed and Chase felt all their pain within him.

      “Let them go! I’ve played your stupid games, just as you asked,” screamed Chase.

      “I don’t receive orders from the likes of you … and now the time has come for your loved ones to die.”

      Before Chase could power up newfound energy his anger had brought to the surface, the tentacles squeezed all three bodies into bloody pulps.

      Chase went ballistic and unleashed a roar that sounded more like a dragon war cry than any sound a humanoid could ever make. Everything around him exploded; the ground shook and shattered into pieces as Chase’s roar intensified even more.

      Golden flames formed all around him and quickly took the shape of a dancing energy dragon. Chase threw the attack at Ashra and the flaming dragon devoured the Spectre. As Ashra was destroyed, everything around Chase turned black.
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      Chase screamed himself out of his nightmare and was soaking wet and panting heavily.

      As his consciousness slowly returned to the present and he was getting his bearings back, he took a few deep breaths to calm himself down.

      What the hell was that? A nightmare, or another vision?

      As he kept taking long deep breaths, he felt a presence. He jumped out of his bed and assumed a fighting stance. “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

      “You know who,” said a familiar voice.

      “Show yourself anyway.”

      A silhouette emerged from the darkness and walked toward Chase.

      “Hello Chase,” said Hades.

      Chase didn’t expect to see his old mentor. Hades had been the one who’d taught him how to surpass his limits and transform to Ultra Fury form.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “That’s an interesting form of greeting, I'll give you that.”

      “I’m not a fan of people dropping by unannounced in my chambers … still I suppose you’re right, so … apologies and hello Hades.”

      “Hello to you too.”

      “You said that already.”

      Hades stood in silence, stoically.

      “Why are you here? … Wait … did you have anything to do with that strange nightmare or sick vision I just went through?”

      “Visions aren’t my thing; you may want to ask Aphroditis for such matters.”

      Maybe I will.

      “Fair enough. Now that this is out of the way, and at the risk of repeating myself: what are you doing here, Hades?”

      “You owe me a favor, or have you forgotten? In fact, you probably owe me more than just one, right?”

      “I haven’t forgotten, no. And I take that it was you who’s been helping me on the battlefield lately. I wasn’t just imagining it ...”

      “I must say that I’m surprised you even have to ask yourself that. I thought our training had taught you more self-esteem and confidence than that.”

      Chase wished he could refute Hades’ arguments. His training with Hades had indeed bolstered Chase's confidence to such new heights that he had managed to turn into an Ultra Fury, allowing him to defeat the Fury assassin. But that was then, and Chase knew very well that his confidence levels had indeed seen better days.

      “Look, we’ve faced enough enemies that could play havoc with our thoughts. And I’ve been through enough trauma that sometimes the lines between reality and imagination blur. Aphroditis’ visions, for that matter, didn’t always help in these matters.”

      “There is a case to be made, however, that it's not your enemies’ role to help you when you need it the most. It would defeat their purposes.”

      “I suppose, unless there’s a longer term goal, which somehow I feel is the case with you right now, I'll go one step farther and assume that I’m about to find out what that purpose is.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “How many times will I have to ask you this? What is it you came for, Hades? Let's stop beating around the bush and tell me what the favor is that you need me to do.”

      “I need you to promise me you’ll kill Ashra when next you meet her.”

      “I’m sorry to see you’ve made such a long trip for this, since that’s already the plan.”

      “I’m not sure you understand me, Chase. I need you to kill her no matter what. Even if you have to kill your own wife in the process.”

      Chase’s heart sank.

      “Who do you think you are to ask this of me?”

      “The God of the Underworld, last I checked. And the one person that saved you, your family, and most of the universe by helping you unlock your true potential as a warrior. Not to mention I gave you a way out of the underworld so you could resuscitate.”

      “Technically … I was never dead.”

      “Are you seriously going to play the semantics card, really? Facts are facts, Chase; you’re alive and breathing now because I trained you and sent you back to the world of the living. Put as much semantics on top of that as you want, but it still remains a fact.”

      “And I say that it doesn't give you the right to ask me to sacrifice Sarah.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Chase. You gave me your word that you’d accept my request without questioning.”

      “I didn’t know you’d be asking me this!”

      “That’s kind how this works, isn't it? It's easy to accept a future favor if you know what it will be.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t promise anything on that front. All I can tell you is that I will kill Ashra, or die trying.”

      Hades’ scream was the coldest that he had heard from his mentor. “Not good enough, Chase!”

      “Tough luck then, take it or leave it.”

      Hades growled before fading away. “And here I was thinking you were a man of your word.”
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      “Who the hell are you?” asked Chris as he jumped from his bed, his guard up.

      “Easy there, tiger,” said Hades. “I’m an old friend of your father’s. My name is Hades.”

      “Don’t you Gods ever knock?”

      Hades pointed his index finger at Chris. “That’s funny; I like you already.”

      “I wish I could say the same, but being woken up in the middle of the night by a total stranger isn’t my idea of a proper introduction.”

      On the bed, Nyx moaned and turned her body toward the viewport.

      “You have no idea how lucky you are that she didn’t wake up; she’d have killed you where you stand!”

      “Then I suggest we don’t tempt fate, and perhaps you and I go for a walk. We need to talk.”

      Chris sighed and walked toward the door.

      “You may want to put on some clothes, boy,” said Hades. “Just a suggestion.”

      Chris used telekinesis to bring a pair of fatigues and a t-shirt to him, and dressed before they both walked out of his quarters.

      “What do you want from me?” asked Chris.

      “Glad to see you’ve inherited your father’s charm.”

      “That’s what you get for dropping unannounced into someone’s quarters.”

      “Fair enough. This particular move doesn't seem to have been a popular one tonight. I guess all these eons spent in the underworld must have chipped away at my manners. I apologize.”

      “I would think the months of freedom you’ve enjoyed since then would have been more than enough to teach you some manners.”

      Hades smiled, but it didn’t last long.

      “Freedom is a fickle concept when you spend it alone. I’m not exactly welcomed by my kind, or anyone else really.”

      “And why is that exactly?”

      “Because when they think of a loved one they lost, it’s hard not to associate that loss with me.”

      “Strange ... you’re not exactly death itself, but I suppose it makes sense, in a twisted kind of way. You aren't the ones who took their lives, just the person dealing with their souls in the afterlife.”

      “Hmm. You’re quite mature for someone your age, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve been told that, yes. Somehow, I don’t think you came all this way to check upon my personality.”

      “I haven’t. I have a problem with your father.”

      “Then take it up with him. He’s his own man. And so am I.”

      “I can see that. But the problem is, you see, that your father is stubborn.”

      “You may find I share that trait with him. For the sake of returning to bed soon, what is it my dad refused to do for you?”

      “You see, when he was nearly dead, I taught him to become an Ultra Fury, and I allowed him to leave the underworld so he could save you all and consequently, win the Fury War.”

      “I don't need a history lesson. I was there.”

      “But did you know there was a condition attached to his release?”

      “I wasn’t, no. What was the condition?”

      “The deal we made was that one day I’d come back, ask for a favor that he couldn’t refuse, no matter what.”

      “I’m surprised he'd agree to that in the first place. That doesn’t sound like him.”

      “Then again you were all being butchered by an elite Fury assassin. That tends to lower one’s ability to think long-term under those circumstances.”

      “You do realize that you’re admitting to me that you used my father in a moment of weakness to ensure that one day you could come back and ask anything of him? Not exactly a chivalrous or honorable way of doing things.”

      “I’ve never pretended to be either of those things. Think of me as a practical type of God.”

      “Some God. I’m pretty sure I could kill you where you stand, and there's nothing you could do about it.”

      “You really are your father's son. And while I did see an opportunity back then, I didn’t take it out of greed or self-interest. Believe it or not, but I care about what happens to living beings in this realm.”

      “Let’s say I’m willing to believe that … which right now is a bit of a stretch. What did you ask of my father?”

      “To kill your mother when the time comes.”

      Chris stopped short in the corridor, his aura gray as he eyes flashed green.

      “Easy there, Tigerheart.”

      Chris’s aura receded. “What did you call me?”

      “Tigerheart. It’s your soul spirit animal, isn’t it? That’s why the soul ship of the Tiger chose you at the end of the Fury War.”

      “And that makes my father Dragonheart.”

      “Correct.”

      Chris couldn’t help raising his voice. “Still, there’s no fucking way neither me or my dad would kill my mother! We’re trying to save her!”

      “How has that goal of yours been going up until now?”

      Chris growled.

      “I can empathize with your frustration, Chris, but have you asked yourself this: what if she can’t be saved?”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “True, no one knows the future for certain, though Aphroditis seems to have ways of peeking in the most probable timelines, as I’m sure you’ve been made aware.”

      Chris nodded.

      “Then hear me out. Since your father isn’t keeping his word to me, it falls on you—as his next of kin—to honor the deal that we made. That is, unless you want all your family to be banished from ever entering Elysium. And that for the rest of time.”

      “Aren’t these stories of Elysium and the afterlife told to believers of the old ways just so they stay in line? In fact, is Elysium even real?”

      “What does your heart say on the matter?”

      Chris felt a strong pressure around his heart. “Are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “That pain around my heart? Stop it!”

      “I’m not doing anything. You’ve asked your soul if my threat was a lie, and you just got your answer. The doors to Elysium will be closed to the Athanatos family … if the terms of the soul deal I made with your father aren’t respected.”

      “Soul deal?”

      “When your father made that deal, he made it with his soul. His meat suit, or body if you prefer, was still in a suspended animation tank. Therefore, the pact was made from soul to soul. These aren’t contracts that can be broken the same way living beings give their word. More often than not, they have no intention to keep it. These are easily broken promises and part of the corporal life cycle. A soul deal has more dire implications, especially when broken.”

      “I see … though I only have your word for it.”

      “As well as the confirmation from your heart, which as you may or may not know, is the temple for your soul.”

      Chris sighed. “Right. So, what exactly do you expect of me?”

      “I want you to ask your great aunt Aphroditis what will happen if neither of you has what it takes to take out Sarah—that is, if your attempts to save her fail. If you don’t like what she tells you, then you’ll agree to do as I say, and when the time comes, you’ll kill your mother to save the rest of this dimension. If she tells you otherwise, I’ll gladly release you from this bond.”

      “Fair enough, I guess. Can this wait until after our trip to Atlantis?”

      “I’m afraid not. You need to do this now, boy. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      Chris’s face tensed and it took his best effort to give Hades an affirmative nod.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Poseidon returned to his quarters following the funerals. His heart was heavy and while the people of Asgard had accepted him, and even embraced him as their new leader, he still had doubts.

      A translucent Thor appeared next to him.

      “I must be really tired if I can see you even now,” said Poseidon.

      “No,” answered Thor, “it’s just our soul bond that is growing stronger, so I can appear to you in this form.”

      “I see. Well, it’s nice to see you, even though I wished it was under better circumstances.”

      “It’s okay. Death is part of life, you know.”

      “You’d think I’d be keenly aware of that, but …”

      “But what?”

      “I miss you.”

      “I miss you too but hey, technically, I'm still here with you.”

      “I guess that’s better than nothing, yes.”

      “I can sense the doubt in you, brother.”

      “Can you now?”

      Thor’s apparition nodded.

      “Anything else you can sense?” asked Poseidon.

      “Your misguided guilt as per my passing.”

      “I don’t think it is misguided. Not one bit.”

      “I did what I had to do to save those I love. You should respect my choice instead of having my passing serve as a weight that drags down your soul.”

      “I shouldn’t have let you do this!”

      “It wasn’t your choice to make, and you know it. Ask yourself this: would you have given your life for me or for Chase? If the roles were reversed?”

      “In a heartbeat.”

      “Then you see … it wasn’t your fault and you need to release this guilt now. It won’t serve you, nor will it serve the Asgardian people.”

      Poseidon sighed.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t be serious!” protested Chris.

      “I’m sorry this isn’t the news you were expecting, Chris,” said Aphroditis.

      “This isn’t happening.”

      “I feel for you. Sarah was such a kind soul.”

      Chris’ green aura exploded and his eyes shone. “She’s not dead yet!”

      “Being mad at me won’t change what I saw, and you know it.”

      Chris had to focus his mind in order to lower his inner anger. It took a while but slowly, his aura receded.

      “So, now I have to kill my own mother. Is that it?”

      “I’m afraid so. And I’m so very sorry this burden has landed at your feet. In none of the potential futures I was shown can she be saved. Every attempt to do so will result in the extinction of every living being in this dimension, and the Spectres won’t stop there.”

      “What do you mean, they won’t stop there?”

      “Without your family to safeguard the ancient Atlantean technologies, she’ll get access to technology that will allow her to jump to every other dimension, as she pleases. She’ll not only devour all life from this realm, but eventually … from all the existing dimensions. The stakes are too high, and her life, as innocent and as wonderful as your mother is, can’t be put in the balance.”

      “You’re talking about my mother, not an ounce of gold here.”

      “In your heart, you know very well that’s not how I see your mother. She is the victim here and we both know it. But ask yourself this: what would she do right now if she had been the one who’d heard what I saw …?”

      Chris grated his teeth. “I can’t bring myself to say it.”

      “Say it anyway. Your heart already gave you the answer. I can sense it.”

      “She would …” But Chris paused.

      “Say it, Chris. Your soul requires this of you.”

      “She’d kill herself, most likely.”

      “Yes … your mom is one of the kindest souls I have had the honor to meet. When Chase made a deal with Argos to save her, she almost didn’t forgive him for his action.”

      “I remember.”

      “Now, take this and multiply by a trillion. That’s how she’d feel if she knew that you would put the survival of everyone, in every dimension, at risk to save her. No one life is worth that much.”

      Chris punched the nearby chair so hard, it vaporized. “It’s not fair!”

      “No, it’s not, but life rarely is.”

      Tears flowed down Chris’ cheeks as if he had already started to mourn for his mother.

      “Let it all out. You’ll have to process this grief before you next meet Ashra. When that time comes, you must be ready to do what needs to be done.”

      “One …” Chris took a few seconds to regain some composure. “One more question. Was Hades’ threat true?”

      “I’m afraid so. Making a soul deal with the guardian of the Underworld and breaking it would mean that your entire lineage, present and future, would be denied entry to Elysium.”

      “But he’s no longer the guardian of the underworld; Zeus is.”

      “That’s just semantics and you know it. Hades is still the God of the Underworld. Whether or not he’s the one occupying the post at the moment changes nothing.”

      “Some help you are.”

      “I’ll attribute this harsh reaction of yours to the bad news you just received, because I don’t believe that’s how you truly feel. I forgive you as well because I know how much you’re hurting right now. Trust me, I know a thing or two about carrying heavy burdens.”

      “I—I’m sorry. You’re right … none of this is your fault.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but I appreciate that you recognize that this particular situation is not of my doing.”

      “Am I to understand that previous ones may have been?”

      “I don’t know … maybe. I fear decisions I took before both Chase and Argos were born may have lead us here. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about it now.”

      Chris expanded his consciousness throughout the holo-communication, linking them through dozens of lightyears. He could feel a deep sadness and guilt inside of Aphroditis' heart.

      “I see. That’s indeed pretty heavy weight you are carrying there.”

      “Did you just reach inside me?”

      “I did, I’m sorry. I probably should have asked for your permission.”

      “No, that’s okay. Chris, I just didn’t think you had this ability, especially with such large distances.”

      “I’ve always been very empathic, distance or not.”

      “Right. In fact, you were helping your father by sending him energy lightyears away, and all that from the womb of … “ Aphroditis couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

      “That’s okay, you can say it: of my mother. That’s how hard it is for me to contemplate what needs to be done. Mom and I have a link that transcends the normal mother-son relationship. We became aware of each other before I was born, and while many other species do that on a subconscious level, we had a bond that allowed us to see and talk to each other. She’s the most important person in my life … or at least … she was.”

      Aphroditis nodded solemnly. “I’m really sorry you have to go through this, Chris; like you said earlier, it’s not fair.”

      No it isn’t … I just don’t know if I’ll have the will to live with myself after all of this is said and done.
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      “That’s a wise decision,” said Hades.

      “Let’s make one thing clear,” stated Chris. “I’m not doing this for you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I’ll also hold you to your word as per my own request for doing this.”

      “I give you my word.”

      “Sorry, but seeing how my life was impacted by meeting you, that means diddly-squat to me. And as a matter of fact, once the deal is done, if you ever try to use the same excuse to coerce me or anyone in my family into doing your bidding, I’ll kill you where you stand!”

      “It’s amusing that you think you’d have what it takes to kill a God.”

      “I’ve slain creatures way more dangerous than Gods and you know it.”

      “I assure you that won’t be necessary. As for your threats, looks to me that your girlfriend is rubbing off on you.”

      “If that were even slightly true, you’d already be dead and back in the Underworld via the express lane.”

      What makes you think this isn’t already the case, boy?
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        * * *

      

      When Chris returned to his quarters, Nyx woke up.

      She yawned. “Where were you? I woke up a bit earlier and noticed you weren’t in bed.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      She came over and caressed his chest, and let her fingers travel downward. “Do you think it can wait until after another round?”

      Chris grabbed her hand as delicately as he could in his current state of mind, and he could tell she probably sensed his hesitation.

      “I … I’m really sorry, but right now, this is the last thing on my mind. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Nyx stared at him for what felt like an eternity. “No, it’s … okay. Want to talk about what’s got you so rattled?”

      “I doubt you’ll care.”

      “Then perhaps you don’t understand me as well as you thought. Which tends to run in your family, I might add.”

      “Don't get this wrong, but you had me agree that our relationship was just a carnal one—which is something that’s hard for me to accept, since I have true feelings for you. I just assumed you don't want to hear about what weighs my heart down.”

      “I could see why you would think the way you do, but let me ask you this: did you happen to notice anything different about tonight?”

      Chris thought for a moment. The answer came fairly quickly. “You stayed over after we were done.”

      “And do you think this was by accident?”

      “At the time, I didn’t think much of it. We’re usually pretty drained after, you know …”

      “You can call it by its name: sex.”

      “Yes, well, up until you asked the question, I simply believed that you were too tired to return to your quarters this time.”

      “I’ve fought and defeated spawns of hellfire more times than I can count—some of the times you were there too, I might add. Do you really think I couldn’t muster enough energy to walk myself down the hall?”

      Chris smiled. “Right, that’s a good point.”

      She caressed his face with affection he didn’t expect from someone as cold and as incisive as she was with her choice of words.

      Is this turning into something serious?

      “You should tell me what bothers you,” said Nyx.

      “Alright then …” Chris told her about everything he’d been through in the last couple of hours.

      “I see. You may have noticed this about me, but diplomacy isn’t my forte.”

      Chris chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “Nevertheless, in this case, I’m trying to see things from your perspective.”

      “That’s uncharacteristically surprising of you, but I truly appreciate the effort. Thank you.”

      “Look, it’s no secret that which Hades has asked of you. I’ve already argued over it with your father … again and again, in fact.”

      “So, I guess you’re happy about his request.”

      “Yesterday, I would probably have answered yes.”

      “What about today?”

      “Now that I’m seeing it from your perspective, it actually makes me sad.”

      “I don’t understand. Why?”

      She brought her lips close to his and stopped for a second before kissing him passionately. After what felt like hours, their lips parted, and she resumed. “Today, I can sense how much this affects you, and for that I’m sad. I’m truly sorry you’ve been put into this awful position.”

      Chris felt more waves of warm energy travel through him and even if only for a little while, it helped him feel better. He'd expected her to gloat; in fact, he’d already imagined a fight breaking out between them on the subject, but she had approached the situation from the complete opposite direction that Chris had anticipated.

      “I … I must be dreaming.”

      “No, you’re not dreaming, and you’re in pain, understandably so. Deep down though, you know that what Hades asked of you is logical, or you wouldn’t be sharing your deepest fears with me, of all people. Am I correct?”

      Chris swallowed hard and only managed a slight nod in place of a verbal answer.

      “Look,” continued Nyx, “you know what needs to be done, but that doesn’t mean that it’s not gonna break your heart into a thousand pieces. I can pretty much sense that from you already. But know that I’ll be here to help you through this. And if you need me to help you achieve your part of the deal when the time comes …”

      Chris thought about it. He didn’t have to think for long. “No! That is one thing that I definitely need to do on my own. I don’t know that I could look at you the same if you were the one … you know? Not to mention Chase would more than likely kill you where you stand.”

      Nyx nodded. “I understand. As for Chase, he’d be welcome to try.”

      “You and he need to take a chill pill.”

      “What’s a chill pill?”

      “It’s a human expression. It means you need to stop being at each other’s throats.”

      “Oh, then I don’t see that happening. But my offer stands, nonetheless—only if you feel you can’t do it yourself, that is.”

      “Again … no. And don’t underestimate him. My dad can and will kill you if he’s mad enough, trust me. Rage multiplies his powers tenfold. I’ve seen it happen again and again.”

      “That’s a Fury trait, not just Chase’”.

      “Nevertheless … oh, and one more thing …”

      “What’s that?”

      “My dad can never know I made this deal with Hades.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’d do everything in his power to try and stop me if he knew. The only thing that got him out of his self-destructive downward spiral after the Fury War was that he found a glimmer of hope in saving Sarah. And while he seems to have—at least partially—recovered from this ordeal, I worry that if this hope is smashed, he could relapse.”

      “Unless he’s trying to do this more for you than for himself. Did you ever think about that?”

      “I don’t understand. Why would he?”

      “Well, you told me how angry you were at him back then. I think that on some level Chase knows that Sarah might be beyond saving. I can’t be fully sure, but I kinda sensed that in him. Not to mention that more than enough people told him that much already. Myself included.”

      “I hadn’t of thought of that. Either way, I’d rather we keep this from him, at least for the time being.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      Chris smiled. “Well, let’s unseal them for an hour or two.”

      Nyx smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Two, huh? Someone’s feeling confident.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean, I can’t go?” asked Poseidon.

      “You can’t,” replied Thor.

      Not only could Poseidon talk to his friend, but he could now see him as if he were in the room. The God of the Seas wondered if he had lost his mind, even if Thor had told him it was normal.

      “The latter,” said Thor. “Of course you’re not crazy.”

      “That’s reassuring. Though I wonder how you can be here with me and in Valhalla at the same time.”

      “Well, that’s complicated. Not all of me is there, and by association—”

      “Not all of you is here with me either,” Poseidon finished his friend’s sentence.

      Thor nodded. “Something like that, yes.”

      “Why exactly can’t I join the mission to Atlantis?”

      “Because you’re now the guardian of Asgard. Without you, my people have no king.”

      “I’m still not sure I will ever be truly accepted as their king.”

      “And yet nobody challenged your ascension to the throne. Since the ceremony went unchallenged, whether you believe it or not, you are now King of Asgard.”

      “It could just be their common grief over losing their true leader. They may change their minds down the line.”

      “I can see it’s gonna take some time for you to get used to the idea, but you have to start somewhere. You are now their true leader. Unless you’d like to renege on your word. Is that what you’re saying, my brother?”

      Poseidon sighed. “Of course not. It’s just I’m supposed to be the leader of the Olympians as well, you know. How can I lead two civilizations at the same time?”

      “You can’t, and I think that deep in your heart you know you need to pass that torch to Athena now.”

      Poseidon had already thought about that. In truth, he didn’t relish the idea of being the leader of either his people or the Asgardians. He had never been hungry for power like Zeus once was. That wasn’t in his DNA. However, he felt that Athena was tailor-made made for a position of leadership, whether or not she knew it.

      Her heart burned with the same fiery determination as her father’s and she’d always put the good of her people before her own, qualities that made her perfect for leadership. Not only that, but someone with such qualities only came once every several thousand years. Power had the tendency to corrupt the hearts of men and Gods alike, but Poseidon felt it wouldn't corrupt Athena's.

      “What if she says no?”

      “You won’t know that until you ask her, don't you think?”

      “And what if they need me on Atlantis? What if there is a battle?”

      “Do you really think Chase and the other Furies are too weak to win in your absence? I know your powers have grown tenfold lately, but I still think that, deep within, you know full well that you’re no match for Chase, Argos, or even Chris.”

      “Power isn’t everything; technique and strategy matter just as much.”

      “I agree, but these are also the skills that could one day help you save Asgard.”

      “And how do you know Asgard will ever need saving?”

      “Call it a hunch.”

      “I call it bullshit, no offense.”

      “Offense taken, my friend. Still, let me explain it in a way that leaves no place for doubts then. Siegfried’s revenge for my people knows no bounds. Now that we killed one of his closest friends, the only logical step for him is to unleash his vengeance on this world, where she perished. Not to mention that Asgard is where this all started in the first place, with the births of the Guards.”

      “Alright, alright, I get it. I just hate the idea of not being on the frontlines with the rest of my family when the time comes. If we do find Atlantis, this could mean this war is drawing to a close, and I feel strongly that I could help.”

      “Or it could be only the beginning of another journey, assuming anything at this point is pointless. And you know it. Deep down, I think you know what needs to be done.”

      “Oh yeah? And what would that be?”

      “You need to find Hephaestus and forge a new, better weapon.”

      “So, your plan for me is to find a dead God, is that it?”

      “He’s not dead.”

      “And you know that how?”

      “Let’s call it Valhalla's insight.”

      “Is that so? By any chance, has your newfound afterlife sense also given you some galactic coordinates of where we can find Hephaestus?”

      Thor answered with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Poseidon walked into the lab and scanned the room.

      “Loki? Are you there?”

      The Loki hologram sprung to life.

      “Poseidon, hey! What can I do for you?”

      “I need to talk to you about Mjölnir, as well as about my own weapon.”

      “Sure thing, what about them? Do you need me to work on some more upgrades?”

      “In a matter of speaking. I’d like to know how we could go about merging both weapons.”

      “Why in the blazes would you want to do that for?”

      “It’s a long story, one I don’t exactly have time to get into right now. Do you think it can be done?”

      “Not by me. My area of expertise is technological upgrades, illusions, deceptions, that kind of stuff. You need a weapon forger, and quite the expert one too if you hope to fuse technologies from two different races. That disqualifies any Asgardian alive that I know of.”

      “I gathered as much. What about Hephaestus?”

      “An Olympian?”

      “Not just any Olympian.”

      “True, he was the one sent to Asgard to help work on the Pandora device back when the first Fury war was raging through the galaxies. That would probably make him the right choice, but wasn’t Olympus destroyed by Arakan?”

      “It was, but I have it on good authority that he’s still out there.”

      “And the plot thickens.”

      Poseidon expressed his annoyance at Loki’s demeanor by clearing his throat. “Loki.”

      “Sorry. Then yes, but if you already know who to get to, why are you here?”

      “I’m assuming Mjölnir is built with safety anti-tampering protocols in order for the enemy to never be able to either wield it or reverse-engineer its powers.”

      “Correct. So, you need me to circumvent those so that Hephaestus can do his work.”

      Poseidon nodded. “Will that be an issue?”

      “A few days back it would have been, but not anymore since you’re the new King of Asgard. I just hope you know what you’re doing. Mjölnir has always been seen as the symbol of protection for its people—at least when yielded by Thor.”

      “I understand that, and I wouldn’t ask for this unless both Thor and myself felt it was necessary.”

      “Thor obviously trusted you with his life, so I see no reason not to trust you in turn. I’ll have Mjölnir modified for you by the end of the day.”

      “Thank you, Loki.”

      “Of course, my King.”

      “Oh, and one more thing?”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Loki’s hologram shrugged.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for coming so quickly,” said Poseidon.

      “Of course," responded Artemis. "Though I’m curious as to why you wanted to see me with such short notice.”

      “That’s because I need you to do something for me. Something important.”

      “Of course, anything. What do you need me to do?”

      “I'd like to send you on a mission to forge a new weapon out of my trident.”

      “I—I don’t understand. Isn’t the Trident of the Seas already the most powerful Olympian weapon in existence?”

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? Thor tells me we need to merge it with Mjolnir to make an even more powerful weapon.”

      “That’s an interesting though peculiar idea, but if that yields a weapon that has the properties of both, I could see how that would be a major upgrade.”

      “Thor also seems to think so.”

      “Hmm, Master—”

      “Let me stop you right there. You’re no longer my pupil, and I never liked it when you called me that anyway.”

      “Okay … Poseidon, then. You keep saying Thor tells you these things, but … isn’t he dead?”

      “Kharon was kind enough to save me a piece of his soul, so I’m carrying him within me now.”

      “And you can talk with this … piece of him?”

      “I know how this sounds, but yes; he’s here right now, as a matter of fact.”

      Artemis looked around the throne room. “Where?”

      “Only you can see me, brother” said Thor.

      “I’m the only one who can see him, apparently” said Poseidon.

      “I see,” murmured Artemis.

      “I assure you I’m not imagining it. I haven’t lost my mind.”

      “I didn’t mean to doubt you, Mas—Poseidon,” Artemis corrected herself. “After all, we still see Ares all the time.”

      “That’s a little different, but not that much in the end. Anyway, can I count on you to go find Hephaestus and forge this new weapon for me?”

      “Of course …”

      “Yet I can sense you still have questions.”

      “Yes, sorry … I don’t understand why you would task me for a mission of this importance instead of going yourself.”

      “Thor thinks I need to stay here and defend Asgard against Siegfried.”

      “He just got his ass kicked out of orbit not long ago. Is Thor sure he would return so soon?”

      “Let’s just say his logic behind it is hard to argue with.”

      “Very well then. I’ll go on this mission for you. It’s an honor to serve you and my people. Always.”

      Poseidon got up from the throne, ambled down the few steps, and approached his niece. “Thank you, Artemis. You’ll find everything you need to complete the mission on this crystal.”

      Artemis grabbed the crystal and before she knew it, Poseidon was hugging her.

      “Please be careful,” said Poseidon and ended the embrace.

      Artemis, slightly stifled by what had happened, answered with a small nod.

      “I’ll get back here as soon as I can.”

      “I know you will, but aren’t you forgetting something?”

      Poseidon walked to an altar nearby, grabbed both weapons, and handed Artemis both the Trident of the Seas and Mjolnir.

      She chuckled. “Right, I would need those, wouldn’t I? But what if Siegfried comes back before I’m done forging the new weapon?”

      “Then I’ll have to fight him on my own devices. I still have my upgraded arm. I will manage.”

      Poseidon could tell Artemis was as unconvinced by his statement as he was. He also sensed that she wouldn’t push the issue.

      As Artemis disappeared in the distance, Thor walked up next to Poseidon.

      “I will see her again, right?” asked Poseidon.

      “I sure hope so. We need that weapon.”

      “You hope so? What kind of answer is that? I’m gonna need better than ‘I hope so’, brother, because it’s my niece’s life we’re talking about here.”

      “Look, you know better than anyone the sort of defenses Zeus puts around the people he doesn’t want found.”

      “You mean like Titans? Did I just send her to defeat a Titan on her own? Are you out of your mind?”

      “Stop worrying, will you … or you’ll turn what’s left of your gray hair white.”
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      “And what if I don’t want to rule New Olympus?” asked Athena.

      “Then I’ll need to find someone else to take my place,” answered Poseidon. “But I’d rather not do that. No one is better equipped than you to take on that role, and you know it.”

      “I thought after all these eons, you’d learned that flattery doesn’t work on me.”

      “Except it’s not flattery when it’s true now, is it?”

      Athena sighed. “I have new responsibilities here, and we’re supposed to leave for Atlantis in the morning. I can’t possibly be everywhere at once.”

      “I empathize with that sentiment, but it may be best that you skip that trip.”

      “I’m not letting Menelas go without me. He’s got a knack for getting himself into trouble when I’m not around.”

      “I had no idea you were so protective of him. But won’t your kids and grandkids be there?”

      “So what?”

      “You know very well that you’re no match to them in terms of sheer power, so I’ll make the argument that while you want to go to Atlantis, your presence isn’t mandatory. At least not as much as taking over as the leader of what’s left of our people. I think that takes precedence in this situation.”

      Poseidon could see Athena’s frustration burning inside her beautiful blue eyes.

      “Damn you! Why the hell did you have to go and do something as stupid as accept the throne of Asgard in the first place?”

      “That is neither here nor there, and if you must know, I made a promise to Thor.”

      “Who’s not even blood-related.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything to me. He was and always will be my brother. Though I don’t expect you to understand.”

      Something changed in Athena’s eyes. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me, and I can’t pretend to understand how close the two of you were. Please accept my apologies.”

      “No apology needed, but I appreciate the sentiment. Can I count on you, then?”

      Athena nodded. “Yes. If you truly think that’s what’s best for our people, then I’ll take over New Olympus in your stead.”

      “And Atlantis?”

      “I haven’t made up my mind just yet, and as hard as it is for you to hear that, I’d like you to leave it at that for now.”

      Poseidon nodded. “Fair enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Athena?” asked Chase.

      “She’s not coming,” answered Menelas.

      Chris was the first to raise an eyebrow. “How did you achieve that? And should we send a medic to care for her?”

      Menelas smiled. “That won’t be necessary. I was as surprised as you, but apparently Poseidon requested that she take over as the leader of New Olympus.”

      “Makes sense,” said Argos, “now that he took over for Thor on Asgard. Do we swing by there to pick him up on our way to Atlantis?”

      “Negative,” said Chase. “He’s got his hands full, and my understanding was that he’s still dreading an attack by the Guards. He did kill Siegfried’s lover after all, so sooner or later, he’ll come to take revenge.”

      “How do you know it was his lover?” asked Kharon.

      “I don’t know. It’s just something I felt.”

      “I concur,” said Chris. “My instinct also tells me she was more than just another comrade for him.”

      “Then shouldn’t we send ships to protect Asgard?” asked Ares.

      “I’ve considered it,” replied Chase, “but we have Ashra to worry about too. Even though the new defense grid on Alkyon One is now fully operational, it still won’t be enough to take down one of those massive Spectre motherships, let alone two or more. It’s too risky, but just in case, I’ve left standing orders for the fleet Commander to jump at best speed if that happens.”

      “Since Athena is otherwise occupied, who’s commanding the fleet?” asked Menelas.

      “That would be Commodore Epizon,” Chase stated.

      “Commodore, huh?” said Oryn, “That’s quite the rise in rank for someone who wasn’t even in the Alliance a year ago.”

      “I know a little something about that myself, but it’s deserved. He’s been an exemplary officer. And between you and me, I see a little of Saroudis in him. Trust me, the fleet is in good hands.”

      “Agreed. Good for Talon,” nodded Chris.

      “So, what or who exactly are we waiting for?” asked Argos. “Is Ryonna coming? Should I keep my distance while we're on the ship?”

      “That won’t be necessary; she’s staying put,” answered Chase. “We need good warriors here as well, in case the station is under attack while we're away. As for who, it looks like nobody, so let’s get on board the Hope.”

      “With all due respect,” said Oryn, “if the station is boarded by Spectres, I don’t think she’ll cut it.”

      “You’d be surprised,” declared Chase. “She’s not that easy to kill, and I believe Spiros and Gaia have upgraded her super-suit. She's no a match for a Fury or an Olympian, but she’s not that far behind us, thanks to these upgrades.”

      “Maybe they should make us super-suits too, then,” suggested Kharon.

      “It doesn’t work that way,” explained Chris. “We can already focus our lifeforce to turn it into energy attacks—the super suit uses external power to emulate some of our powers, but it doesn't do it at the cost of her lifeforce. So, for us, it would just be like having a tiny bit of battery-powered energy added to our powers … so little in fact that it would be more of a hindrance, as the weight of the super-suit would make us slower and less agile.”

      “Interesting,” said Kharon. “Speaking of Spiros and Gaia, where are they?”

      “They’re on the ship already,” Chase told Kharon. “Let’s go join them.”

      The group walked toward the corridor that would get them to their ship.

      “I really thought she’d come,” said Chris telepathically.

      “I know,” answered Chase, “but she is her own person, and we have to respect her decision.”
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        * * *

      

      “We shouldn’t do this!” exclaimed Fenrir.

      “He has to pay for killing her!” barked Siegfried.

      “Surely Asgard is well protected by now. We’ll incur significant losses. The Alliance also developed a way to cure our drone warriors; they’ll stop any contagion we unleashed upon Asgard. If you’d hoped we’d triple our army in going back, it ain’t gonna work.”

      “Listen to me brother and listen well, ‘cause I’m not gonna repeat myself on this. I don’t care about the mindless drones. They have served their purpose. As long as Poseidon dies, they can all perish with him for all I care.”

      Fenrir shook his head in dismay. “And then what? It’s you and me against the entire Alliance?”

      “If need be, yes.”

      “We’ll lose, and you know it.”

      “Then we lose. This existence has to end one day …”

      “Then I’ll be with her,” thought Siegfried.

      “What’s gotten into you lately? I never took you for the blinded-by-revenge type. Your actions up til now have always been calculated. Why the change of heart?”

      “Because it’s my calculations that got her …”

      Siegfried let the words hang in the air. He walked away from the bridge of the Asgardian ship and went into the captain’s ready room without saying another word.

      Once the doors slid closed behind him, she appeared to him.

      “You know he’s right; this is foolish,” said Grunhild’s translucent ghost.

      “I need to avenge your death.”

      “You need to get your mind straight is what you need to do, or you’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “A warrior that’s strong enough to kill me hasn’t been born yet.”

      “And that statement is nothing more than arrogance and stupidity rolled into one. You know Furies get stronger with every fight—if not Chase, then that Nyx pure-blood may already be on par with you.”

      Siegfried snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s no match for me. I have yet to deploy all my powers. No one has ever pushed me to that limit yet.”

      “You don’t know that and, in fact, I think you don’t stand a chance against her or Chase in your current state of mind. If you act purely on emotions, you’ll bypass everything that made you the most cunning warrior there is. You always used your intellect to defeat foes—foes stronger than you.”

      “So, that’s what I’ll do.”

      “No, Siegfried, listen to me—”

      “Enough!” screamed Siegfried.

      Grunhild sighed and tears filled her eyes before her ghost vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra held her stomach as a massive cramp struck her out of the blue. She had suffered through many of these as of late. What the hell is going on? The pain was so excruciating that she collapsed on the floor of her dark-lit quarters onboard her mothership.

      “That brat, she betrayed me, and it seems like she left me with a parting gift.”

      “You know it’s not that,” said a voice in her head.

      At first she was startled. “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

      There was no answer.

      It took her a while to identify the tone of the voice that had spoken to her. It was the voice of Spectre Prime.

      How the hell are you able to talk to me in this fashion?

      A translucent silhouette of Spectre Prime appeared nearby. “You seem to be in quite a lot of pain,” said Prime.

      “I’m hallucinating from the pain, and you’re a figment of my imagination, so go away!”

      “Perhaps, perhaps not. Maybe I’m just strong enough inside you to appear to you. Have you considered that?”

      “Nonsense, no soul can talk to me unless I decide it shall. And I don’t make it a habit to talk to my food!”

      “That’s why you will make a terrible Prime. There’s wisdom from learning from your victims, and you should know this if you weren’t so obstinate to reject our ways.”

      “I’m nothing like you. I’m the next generation, and you’re correct, I want nothing to do with your old ways. You saw how easily I killed you. The old ways are pathetic!”

      Prime shook his head from side to side. “Yes and in doing so, you chose not to heed my warning.”

      “What warning?”

      “You’ve accumulated too many souls; your young and feeble body can’t take it. Why do you think you’re in pain right now?”

      “That has nothing to do with it!”

      “Keep telling yourself that, but deep inside you, you know I’m right.”

      Ashra growled and launched a fireball at Prime. It went through him and exploded on the wall behind. An alarm blared.

      “Really? You think you can make me go away with a fireball? My body is gone, remember? Or perhaps it’s not just physical pain that's afflicting you, but mental exhaustion as well. How the hell do you intend to defeat Chase and his Alliance in this pitiful state of yours?”

      “Like everything else, this will pass.”

      “Oh, the ignore-the-pain-and-keep-going strategy … in the history of the universe, that always worked very well.”

      “Shut the hell up!” screamed Ashra before the pain in her belly increased so much that she couldn’t contain an agonized cry.

      “You’d think these crises of yours were there to tell you something, wouldn’t you?”

      Ashra growled, fought against the pain to get herself back on her feet. It wasn’t an easy feat in her current state and gooey sweat pearls travelled down on her face.

      “You don’t look good, but I don’t have to tell you this, now do I?” Prime doubled down.

      She closed her eyes and focused. At first, the pain was too strong for her to achieve the calm she needed inside her mind, but soon her pain and the blaring alarm went away. She located Prime’s soul and buried him deeper within her psyche.

      When se re-opened her eyes. He was gone.

      Good riddance.

      Another bout of sharp pain forced her to one knee. She gritted her teeth so hard that black blood dripped from the corner of her mouth.

      The door to her quarters opened and a Spectre warrior jumped in.

      “Are you all right, Spectre Prime?” asked the warrior.

      The thought that one of the men under her command could witness her in this state triggered so much hatred inside her that she got back onto her feet, ignoring the pain. She raised a hand forward and, without warning, snapped the warrior’s soul and added it to her collection. The lifeless body of the warrior stood in place, like a statue. Ashra's eyes shone bright red for just an instant and with a single thought, she disintegrated it.

      “That should teach you to enter my quarters unannounced,” she said before collapsing back on the ground.
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      When Chase and the rest of the team entered the bridge, Nyx was standing in the middle, her arms crossed against her chest. She snorted. “About time. I was considering leaving without you,” she said coldly.

      “Nyx!” exclaimed Chris, who quickly adjusted his voice to a less enthusiastic tone. “I … we didn’t think you were coming.”

      “Against my better judgement, I reconsidered. That doesn’t mean we’re all friends though, and don’t count on me to sacrifice my life to save your sorry asses if we get in trouble. From now on, as your human friends say, I’ll be looking out for number one.”

      “I’ve missed that charming personality of yours,” said Argos with a smile.

      Chase gently elbowed his brother. “Look who’s talking.”

      Argos beamed a wide smile. “Touché.”

      “Glad to have you with us,” said Chase.

      “There’s no us,” spat Nyx.

      “Charming indeed,” Chase telepathically sent to Argos.

      “I think what my son is trying to say,” corrected Menelas, “is that we’re glad you’re on board.”

      “Better,” said Nyx, her voice still ice cold.

      “I don’t see what your son sees in her,” said Oryn in Chase’s mind.

      “Jealous, are we?” answered Chase with a smile.

      “You guys know you can’t encrypt your telepathic messages from me, right?” Chris pointed out.

      “Oopsie,” said Oryn. “Apologies, Chris, I didn’t mean any offense.”

      “None taken, but trust me, she’s more than she appears.”

      Nyx growled and left the bridge.

      “Looks like she can hear you too,” added Argos.

      “Damn … I’m gonna pay for this later,” sighed Chris.

      Chase couldn’t contain his laughter. “Of that, son, I have no doubt.”
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        * * *

      

      Talon held his hands behind his back as he stared at the viewport from his new ship, fresh off the docks. The EAB Victory.

      With the war in full force, destroyers and dreadnoughts weren’t cutting it anymore. So, the Alliance developed a new class of ships: the Hercules-class battleships that were three times the size of destroyers, and even larger than some dreadnoughts. They were more agile than current dreadnoughts and armed with more weapons than any ships created by the Alliance—with a mix of Alliance, Olympian, and Asgardian technologies working together to deliver the most powerful warships to see the light of day, specifically designed to battle the Spectres.

      Tar’Lock walked to his side.

      “Like your new ship, Commodore?”

      Talon smiled. “Our ship, Lieutenant Commander. News travels fast, I see. And yes, it’s quite the upgrade in terms of firepower.”

      “Well, congratulations on the rank bump, as well as the new ship. I could say that I’m impatient to see what she can do, but then I’d be lying.”

      “I know what you mean, Tar’Lock. While I’m also curious to see how she handles in a fight, I echo your feelings, and I'm in no hurry to put her and our crew in harm’s way. But the way things are going in this war, I’m sure it won’t be long until our curiosity is quenched.”

      Tar’Lock released a series of clicks that only his race could deliver.

      “What’s on your mind, Tar’Lock?”

      “I don’t know, not exactly, just a bad feeling, that’s all.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “You and me both. I feel like something wicked is on its way, and that whatever happens next will be …”

      “Be what?”

      “I’m not sure … brutal, maybe.”

      “Since when do Gorgar have premonitions like this?”

      “We don’t; that’s why I’m so worried about it. It's a first for me.”

      “Can’t argue with that logic, I suppose. But whatever comes our way, we’ll face it together. Right?”

      “Absolutely, Commodore.”

      “You don’t need to address me by my rank, and you know that.”

      “Well, if I want my own ship one day, I think I’d better train on respecting the right in-ship decorum. You know my species’ limitation regarding memory, so I’d better drill this into myself.”

      “Fair enough.”

      In the distance, a ship undocked from Alkyon One.

      “Looks like they’re on their way,” said Talon, pointing.

      “Is that the Hope?”

      “It is.”

      “So, they’re really going to Atlantis, huh?”

      “That’s the plan, yes. If that place even exists, that is.”

      “Oh it exists. If Gaia says it’s there, it’s there.”

      “I have to admit everyone seems to blindly trust this Gaia. I find it a little disconcerting that people are willing to trust an Artificial Intelligence in such matters.”

      “That’s because you weren’t there to see her sacrifice her life to save Earth.”

      “I heard the story. I also heard her counterpart nearly wiped out the planet and everyone on it.”

      Tar’Lock sighed. “Yes, there’s that too. But I trust Spiros. He’ll have put the right contingencies in place to make sure this never happens again.”

      “I sure hope so, because dividing our attention and forces into fighting both Spectres and the Asgardian Guards is more than enough. Fighting war on two fronts, no matter the circumstances, is never a good idea.”

      “Don’t worry. If anything, I think Gaia will help us win on both these fronts.”

      The Hope opened a hyperspace window and jumped.

      “I’m surprised Chase didn’t get this new ship for himself,” said Tar’Lock.

      “I wouldn’t have minded, but I think he sees the strategical value of having the most advanced ship in the fleet protecting the Alliance’s strategical assets, and right now that's Alkyon One. In his shoes, I would have done the same. Plus, it’s not like the Hope hasn’t received the latest weaponry upgrades as well. It may be smaller in size than the Victory and can take less of a beating, but it’s nimbler and still packs quite a punch.”

      “I heard they upgraded the Heracles Cannon, correct?”

      “Yes, the downtime to recover from a full shot has been lowered by a third, thanks to Asgardian upgrades … now that we have enough pentalium to feed more of the Asgardian subsystems.”

      “I take it we received the same upgrades?”

      “Yes, but because our ship is massive, we pretty much have the same downtime the Hope used to have. Still, in a pinch, it can save our asses. Our version of the cannon also packs thirty-five percent more power, due to our larger energy capacitors.”

      “Wouldn’t that allow our ship to blow up a planet, or even a small star?”

      Talon chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, and you’re probably right, but it’s not standard procedure for the Alliance to even try our firepower on such targets.”

      “At least there’s that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chris stepped into the mess hall. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      When Nyx answered with a growl, he knew he was in trouble.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I should have—”

      “Kept your mouth shut? Hell, yeah,” declared Nyx. “It’s one thing for me to open up and show you affection, it’s quite another to broadcast it to strangers.”

      “They’re not exactly strangers, they’re my family.”

      “They’re yours, not mine.”

      “Maybe one day …”

      The look she shot him gave Chris all the answers he needed.

      “I wouldn’t count on it. No offense.”

      “Well, it’s hard not to get offended, but okay … I guess.”

      “Look, you and I work well and I hope when this is over you’ll consider coming with me and the surviving Furies.”

      “I’m not sure I get what you’re saying … let me rephrase this. You expect me, a non pure-blood Fury to side with the Furies? After fighting them to the death in the last war? What if you guys suddenly decide the Alliance needs to go? Then what?”

      “You’re a great warrior. I’m sure our Commander will make an exception for you.”

      Chris’ smile quickly turned sour. “I don’t think you get my meaning. I could never side against my family and friends, not for you, not for anyone. And I mean that in the nicest possible way, so … no offense?”

      “I see,” said Nyx, turning around.

      Chris could cut the tension in the room with a knife … though perhaps it had permeated the atmosphere of the mess hall so much that he’d need something more akin to Mjölnir to make a dent. He hesitated to just leave the way he’d come; his instinct told him to stay. He walked closer and put his hands on the sides of Nyx’s shoulders.

      She rejected him and got free, but he tried again, and this time she allowed his hands on her. He kissed her on the neck.

      “I got a better idea,” said Chris. “Why do we work together to make sure Furies stay the great allies they’ve been lately, and instead of having us choosing sides, our union could serve as a bridge between both our people, and serve as a reminder that we’re stronger together than we ever would be if we were apart.”

      “If I didn’t recognize your aura, I’d swear it’s your father talking.”

      “My father is right sometimes, you do know that, right?”

      “Hmm … if you say so.”

      “Look, the two of you locked horns long enough, and I know you’ll never admit it, but he’s a great warrior. In fact, he’s probably the only one that can keep up with you.”

      “In his dreams.”

      Chris smiled. “Well, dreams or not, it will take a while to arrive at New Kyria. So, are we going to spend that time arguing hypothetical future war scenarios, or should we do something else?”

      He knew it was a tricky proposition coming on to her while she was mad, but his instinct told him that she’d welcome the opportunity to blow off some steam. “What do you say?” added Chris.

      “I suppose there’s no harm, and it certainly will help us pass the time.”

      “I love it when you talk dirty.”

      “Oh, shut up! Or I may decide I'd rather use your pretty little face as target practice instead.”

      “Your quarters or mine?”

      She smirked. “Why wait?” She grabbed him and yanked him against her in a strong fashion.

      Chris's eyes grew wide. “We’re doing that here then?”

      She answered with her lips and tongue.

      Argos stopped in front of the mess hall. “Sorry! Wrong mess hall ... I'm not even that hungry.”

      Chris and Nyx watched Argos leave the place like a strong gust of wind before they both laughed out loud.
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      Artemis dodged a blaster shot and impaled the merc that had tried to kill her with Poseidon’s trident. She raised him off the ground. “That was very, very stupid of you,” grumbled Artemis.

      The merc tried to speak but he spat a small amount of blood instead.

      “I did my best to not deliver you with a fatal blow, but you’re going to need immediate medical attention if you desire to live. So, the way I see it, you have two choices. You either tell me where to find Ephaestus right now, or you bleed to death on my trident. Choose, but if I were you, I'd choose fast.”

      It took a while for the merc to manage to mutter the words. “F-f-first option.”

      Artemis lowered him to the ground. “Talk.”

      “What about the … trident?”

      “Well, if I remove it now, you’ll be bleeding in full force and risk dying before we have time for me to get the information I need. That also goes for you taking too much time to provide me with the information I paid you for, I might add. Either way, time is of the essence.”

      The merc sighed and a bubble of blood burst from his nose in the process.

      “Alright, alright … he’s in the Beta Zargon system.”

      “I’m afraid I'm going to need a little more than that,” said Artemis, applying pressure slightly onto the handle of the trident.

      “Urg, stop! Okay, okay,” said the merc, panting heavily. “He’s on the third planet, north hemisphere … that’s all I know, I swear.”

      Artemis entered the coordinates on her wrist device and a holo-star map appeared. She zoomed into the planet and checked on the detailed information her ship's computer provided on that planet. “Peculiar choice,” she thought, “for a blacksmith, to live in such a sub-zero desolate place.”

      “You’d better not be lying, or I’ll make sure to pay you a visit on my way back, finish what I started, if you catch my drift. And I won't stop just with you.”

      The merc nodded frantically. “I swear this is where he is located. Now, please help me.”

      “First, I think I am entitled to a refund, considering you just tried to kill me. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      The merc took out the credit bars he had pocketed before trying to double-cross her and handed her the blood-ridden currency.

      She wiped the bars on his shirt and pocketed the bars before pressing a few commands on her wrist holo-device.

      “What are you doing?” asked the merc.

      “Getting you the help you need.”

      Shortly after, an officer beamed down nearby and ran toward her. He unholstered his weapon and aimed it at the merc.

      “Hey!” he protested.

      “Lower your weapon, Lieutenant.”

      The officer obeyed and handed her a small box. She opened it and took a glowing bandage out before slowly removing Poseidon’s trident from the merc’s guts.

      “Don’t move,” she ordered as she applied the bandage on the wound.

      “It’s cold.”

      “Yes, and it will keep you from bleeding out, at least for a couple of hours. That should be enough time for you to get additional medical attention.”

      “Are you shitting me? We’re in the middle of nowhere! I’ll never make it.”

      “You should have thought about that before you tried to kill me.”

      “Look, I’m sorry. It was a dumb mistake but please, at least beam me into the nearest city.”

      “I’d love to help— well, let me rephrase that. It’s not my problem and I’m in a hurry to accomplish my mission.”

      “You can’t do this!” protested the merc.

      Artemis grabbed the blaster pistol from the ground. “Or I could just put you out of your misery right now, if that’s what you prefer.”

      The merc raised both hands. “No, no, it’s okay. Can I at least keep my blaster? There are ferocious beasts roaming this desert.”

      “I think not. You’ve demonstrated you can’t be trusted with it. Have a nice day.”

      “Wait! You can’t leave me to die here!”

      But Artemis was already walking away. “Watch me,” she said before crushing the blaster in her hand.
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      Daniel looked in the mirror, and tried adjusting his evening wear as best he could, but the more he fidgeted with it, the less desirable the result became. He sighed heavily.

      Dating isn’t for me. I suck at it.

      He did the best he could with his clothes and headed out of his quarters.

      “It’s just dinner with a colleague,” Daniel repeated in his thoughts, as if the mantra were going to help him better cope with his anxiety.

      It didn’t. If anything, his anxiety rose with every reiteration, so he decided to stop repeating altogether. After all, it was just a third date, even though Daniel was terrible at keeping track of this peculiar human ritual of counting the times two people met to spend time together.

      Why keep track in the first place? It doesn’t make sense.

      Still, as Daniel approached the Starbrite bar-restaurant he felt an equal mixture of anticipation and anxiety. As he entered, he looked around the place but couldn’t spot Allanah.

      Janet, the waitress, came toward him. “Captain, good to see you again. The table Allanah reserved for the two of you is ready.”

      “Is she here already? Can’t seem to find her.”

      “She sent me a holo-message a few minutes ago to tell me she’ll be a tad late, and asked me to apologize on her behalf. I'll show you to your table so you can wait for her there.”

      “No apology needed, but I appreciate the gesture. Lead the way.”

      Daniel followed Janet to his table and sat down.

      “Can I get you anything to drink while you wait? Another random beer perhaps?”

      “That color-shifting one from that other time was a pleasant surprise. What was it called again?”

      “Oh, the Droxian Flux Brew. Yes, it’s a very original and tasty beer … if we can call it that.”

      “Yeah, when I had the drink I wanted to ask why it was considered a beer, because it had more bubbles than a diet soda.”

      “True. It barely qualifies, I guess, but taste-wise it's closer to beer than it is to a soda. I'll get you one and be right back.”

      “Thanks, Janet.”

      An hour and two Droxian Flux brews later, Daniel began to worry. Though he wasn’t sure what he was the most worried about: the fact that Allanah was more than fashionably late, or if he had been stood up. Was Allanah alright? Or had she just forgotten about the date? In fact, was she even considering this a date? The two of them had only talked up until now and while the time they spent together so far had been stimulating, Daniel hadn’t really seen any opening as to advance the relationship further than two colleagues working on the same space station, exchanging stories and anecdotes over drinks.

      Is that so terrible?

      It wasn’t. In fact, having someone to share how he felt about the war and being in command of the station had had a positive influence on his stress levels. But, as of right now, he couldn’t say the same without lying to himself.

      As Janet passed by his table, he took the opportunity to ask her. “Have you heard from Allanah?”

      She frowned. “I’m sorry, no. Did you try calling her?”

      “I assumed she was just running late at work. I didn’t want to bother her.”

      “That’s a gentlemen attitude, but it’s been over an hour, Captain. I would call her if I were you.”

      “Right … thanks.”

      Daniel used his holo-device to place the call.

      She answered. “Oh my god!” she exclaimed.

      “Are you alright? I was starting to worry.”

      “Yeah, I could see why you would. I ran late finishing up a Mark IV, and after a fourteen-hour shift, I came home to change, and kinda fell asleep before I managed to remove my uniform. I’m so sorry, Daniel. Let me throw something on quickly and join you.”

      “Naw, don't worry about it. We can reschedule; that’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. I feel horrible standing you up and letting you wait for so long by yourself. Oh, boy—I’m embarrassed.”

      “Don’t be. That’s okay. These things happen.”

      “You’re so sweet. You should be mad. I know I would if I thought I was being stood up, but instead you’re being so relaxed about it. Tell you what. Order us a couple of Cosmic Burgers to go and come to my quarters. I don’t feel like being seen in public right now, and it wouldn’t be fair to make you wait even longer for me to prepare for such a task. Is that okay with you?”

      Daniel swallowed. “Sure. What are Cosmic Burgers, though?”

      “The best things on the Starbrite menu as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll order them to go and I'll be there in a few minutes.”

      “See you soon and again, I’m so sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      When Daniel rang at Allanah’s quarters, the doors split open. No one was in sight though.

      “Allanah?”

      “Come in,” said a distant and muffled voice. “I’ll be right out.”

      Daniel entered her quarters and immediately noticed that they were very well ordered. Nothing was out of place and from the looks of it, she liked to keep things tidy and organized, which made sense for someone used to working on starfighters and delicate machinery in general.

      Daniel could hear the shower running. “Maybe I should come by later?” he proposed, not sure his voice was loud enough to carry through the wall.

      “Don’t be ridiculous! I’ll just be a minute. Ever since you got me that real water shower upgrade, I gotta say, it’s hard to take short ones.”

      “I can relate to that. Nothing beats hot water. Sonic showers are okay, when there’s nothing else, but …”

      Daniel heard the water turn off behind the bathroom door.

      “Water is a resource as valuable as gold. That’s why I thought that made for such a sweet gesture on your part,” she stated from the other side of door. “Somehow, I doubt that’s in alignment with regulations though.”

      “Yeah well, I never found it fair that only the Captain and command staff are allowed these privileges, even though I can’t exactly install water showers for every member of the crew either.”

      The door opened and she walked out of the bathroom, her hair still wet, a towel around her body.

      Daniel swallowed hard and almost dropped the takeout food. He turned away and looked elsewhere.

      “You’re shy, aren't you? That’s so sweet.”

      Thank God Chase isn’t in my head to tease me about this.

      She stepped inches away from him and used a single finger to turn his head back so he could look into her eyes. She took a deep breath. “Something smells really good in here.”

      “That would be you,” said Daniel.

      She chuckled. “Nah, silly. It’s the burgers.”

      Daniel had been so mesmerized by seeing so much of Allanah's skin, even though she was half-covered, that he had almost forgotten about the food he held in one hand. “So … should I set this on your table? And I suppose you’ll want some time to dress before we eat.”

      Beaming, she gave him a huge smile.

      “What?” asked Daniel.

      “You don’t take a hint, do you?” Before Daniel could answer, she planted her lips delicately against his and soon their tongues were intertwined.

      “If you don’t mind," she said, "let’s start this meal with dessert first, shall we?”

      She grabbed the takeout bag from him as she kissed him a second time and blindly dropped it on the table behind her; as she did, her towel fell to the floor.

      Instinctively, Daniel again turned his head away.

      She grabbed him by the waist and pressed herself against him. “You don’t intend to look away the entire night, do you? I'd prefer it if you looked at me while we make love.”

      Daniel’s heartbeat went into overdrive, but as she directed them to her bed, a sense of blissful peace filled his entire being.
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      “What do you mean, ships are approaching Asgard?” asked Poseindon. “What ships?”

      “An Asgardian destroyer and Droxian escorts,” replied the Loki hologram.

      “Siegfried!”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Defenses?”

      “The fleet around Asgard, plus our defensive satellite grid, should be able to deal with them, well … their ships anyway.”

      “Yeah, even if we blow them up, that won’t stop him or Fenrir.”

      “Horrible timing too, since you don’t have any of your weapons.”

      Artemis, if you can hear me, please hurry back home.

      “It is what it is. If I have to kill Sigfried with my bare hands, so be it.”

      “Well, at least you have your cybernetic arm. I wanted to test more of the latest firmware before deployment, but it looks like this fight will have to work as the beta test session.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve been working non-stop since Artemis left, and improved every single one of your systems—in simulation, at least.”

      “What? I didn’t ask you to do this.”

      “I know you didn’t, but I feared this exact scenario would come to pass, and ever since you told me how the real me died, I thought I should keep my counterpart's legacy of doing everything possible to save Asgard. Since I can’t do much without a real body, it was only logical for me to try and figure out a way to upgrade your cybernetic arm further. And far be it for me to brag, but I think it’s my best work ever.”

      “I see. I don’t feel any different though.”

      “That’s because this particular arm is obsolete already,” said Loki as he beamed in a new arm that levitated nearby. “That’s the one you’ll use going forward, as soon as the firmware updates, which should be just around—”

      Three bleeps echoed and green runes along the gun metal pentalium-reinforced arm flashed three times.

      “Now,” said Loki.

      “But we changed my arm not long ago, didn’t we?”

      “Why do I get the feeling that you’re not thrilled at the idea of a weapon upgrade?”

      “It’s not that …”

      “Then what is it?”

      Poseidon sighed. “It’s the arm I was wearing when—”

      “Oh, I see … when my brother gave his life to save yours.”

      “Yeah. I don’t suppose you can just upgrade that one instead?”

      “I’m afraid not. Bone Crusher has triple the power source, and much better armor and shields.”

      Poseidon lifted an eyebrow. “Bone Crusher?”

      “Trust me, you’ll understand soon enough why it’s a fitting name once you try it. But hey, nothing is preventing you from keeping the older one, and wearing it when you’re not fighting.”

      Poseidon nodded. “Fair enough.”

      The King of Asgard removed his older cybernetic limb and replaced it with Bone Crusher. As the contacts were made with his shoulder socket, Poseidon felt a rush of energy course through his entire body. It was like nothing he’d ever experienced, and the rush of adrenaline made his facial tattoos glow brightly for a few seconds before they lessened in intensity and found a soothing, pulsating rate.

      Without warning, liquid metal ran through Poseidon’s body and covered him with platinum-and-gold finish armor. At the center of his chest, a bright green trident head glowed vibrantly.

      “Holy crap,” muttered Poseidon. “You could have warned me.”

      “I thought I’d keep that part a surprise,” smirked Loki.

      “And by that part you mean ...”

      “Bone Crusher. Yes.”

      Poseidon’s grimace evolved into an accepting smile. “Is Bone Crusher as powerful as it feels? I … I never felt that much power in me before.”

      “Probably more. Right now, it’s just in standby combat mode. Once you start a fight, you’ll feel even more power. It’s kind of like what a Fury must feel when they transform into Ultra or Hyper Fury form. At least, I would imagine so.”

      Poseidon looked at his hands and flexed them into fists. As he applied pressure, green lightning bolts sizzled around his fists. “Even from beyond the grave, you may just have saved Asgard once more, Loki.”

      “We won’t really know until you put it to the test, and let’s not forget it’s Guards you’ll be fighting ... plural. I’m very proud of crafting Bone Crusher, but let’s not forget the level of the threat we are about to face. However, I will say that I truly appreciate your vote of confidence in my invention. Thank you, Poseidon.”

      Poseidon threw a couple of punches in the air and everything that wasn’t securely attached in the room was blasted away by the resulting shockwaves the punches generated. A bottle of Asgardian brandy broke onto the floor several yards away.

      “Wow … nope, Loki. I’m clearly the one who should be thanking you for making me feel like an Ultra Olympian right now.”

      “Ultra Olympian or Ultra Asgardian?”

      “Same difference.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Athena walked down her shuttle and was greeted by half a dozen Olympians.

      They all took a knee. “All hail the Queen of Olympus.”

      Athena sighed. She had not expected such formal address, even though she could understand the need for the people of New Olympus to properly greet their new leader. On her way here, she had heard rumors that when Poseidon had announced he was taking the crown on Asgard, it had caused quite a stir in the already disorganized political structure of New Olympus.

      “Rise, and …” She bit her lip. “Thank you.”

      The Olympian delegates gave her the tour of the facility they had named the Mount, a giant building in the middle of a still in-construction capital city, Olympus One. The building's name, Athena decided, had been aptly chosen as it grew thinner the higher it got, resembling the shape of a mountain—one made of metal, that was.

      New Olympus was a planet teeming with life, even though it was a rather small planet, barely twice the size of Earth’s moon. In fact, as far as she was concerned, it was more a moon than a planet, with the exception of not orbiting another larger world.

      The quad-star system the planet was located in gave this world the peculiarity of very short nights. They lasted barely an hour or two, depending on alignment at any given time. Days were breath-taking, with a view that almost always resulted in three suns shining in the heavens. Two golden, like on Earth, and a blue one that gave light on New Olympus a very particular look as it casted blue hues when that sun was high enough in the sky. The four and last star only appeared in the sky every few days and offered the sky a pretty purple tinge for a short while.

      After a while, the turbolift brought Athena and a couple of Olympians still accompanying her to a large room, with lots of empty seats, at the top of the Mount; no doubt a senate, by the looks of it.

      “This is the heart of the New Olympian democracy,” said one of her aides, whose name she hadn’t yet memorized.

      “I see. You do realize that while I have no issue with democracy, if I’m taking this job, I may have to make unilateral decisions from time to time.”

      Athena could both sense and see from the look on her aide’s face, that she had struck a sensitive chord.

      “If?” asked the aide.

      “Wrong choice of words … I have accepted the position. I just mean that if I feel I must make a decision to save our world, I may not always have time to run it by the senate. After all, we’re at war.”

      “And under the current state of emergency, you are within your rights to do so as the leader of our people.”

      “What’s left of us, anyway,” thought Athena.

      “However,” continued the aide, “once the war is over, all decision must be ratified by the senate.”

      Yeah, we’ll have to see about that.

      “I don’t remember my father abiding by such rules.”

      “And it cost our civilization millions of lives, as well as the fall of Olympus.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. What cost my father’s life and the fall of our home world were the Spectres, Tanak’Vor to be precise. While I can’t condone some of my father’s decisions while he was still alive, it had nothing to do with what happened on that day.”

      “Some people think that if Zeus had respected a more democratic system, that day might never have come, since the senate might have refused to help Chase after his visit to our world. In doing so, Arakan might never have come to Olympus to seek revenge.”

      Athena released a low-volume growl. “If I were you, I’d be careful what I said around me. Also, I would use more critical thinking in what you chose to believe. My sons have saved us all, and Arakan would have come to Olympus one day or another, since his beef was with Zeus and Zeus alone.”

      The aide bowed. “I apologize my queen. I didn’t mean any offense. Just repeating what others have said.”

      “And here lies the problem. In so-called democracies, people often easily turn into parrots of the propaganda instead of using critical thinking to form opinions for themselves. There's nothing more dangerous for a civilization than to delegate their thinking to third parties. Always investigate the information you hear, and always make up your opinion based on facts you can verify. You'd be wise to trust me on this … uh ...”

      “Arrabella, my queen.”

      “Trust me, Arrabella. It’s better to think for oneself in this world, rather than follow the madness of any crowd. You’re still too young to understand but one day, you will. The difference between a sovereign being and a slave is exactly that: the slave follows the majority blindly, even if the majority has been sent to jump off a cliff. A sovereign being, however, analyzes a situation with critical thinking, and makes a decision that is in alignment with his or her own beliefs, and no one else’s.”

      “But what about orders? There must be structure for society to prosper, should it not?”

      “In the military, yes. It’s good to follow the chain of command, but I’d be the first one to say this: never follow a wrong order. If it clashes with your inner morality barometer, then you’re better off following your own instincts. Every single time.”

      Athena could tell Arrabella was shocked by her words. She had the decorum not to voice her concerns, but Athena’s empathic abilities were strong and she could sense the conflict inside the young lady. She could sense her reverence toward someone of Athena's position, but she could also sense her rejection to the concepts she was trying to teach her.

      “Who’s been giving orders in absence of true leadership?”

      “A regent was appointed at the head of the senate, my queen, why?”

      I need to see what other nonsense these politicians have fed what’s left of my people, that’s why.

      Athena’s tone changed from casual to ice cold. “Have him meet me at his earliest convenience.”

      And he’d better have a good excuse as to why he didn’t come to greet me himself.
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        * * *

      

      “How did it go?” asked Menelas over the holo-channel.

      “I’m not sure,” answered Athena.

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Something’s up on New Olympus. I can’t put my finger on it just yet, but it seems to me that our people have forgotten who they truly are.”

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

      “Warriors and shepherds of the lower races.”

      “Lower, huh?”

      Athena bit her lip. “If you’ll excuse my poor choice of words, I did have a long day after all. I meant less technologically advanced races. After the first Fury war, we took it upon ourselves to guide their evolution, make sure they didn’t kill one another for petty reasons. As you may know.”

      “Haven’t had much time to brush up on my history, so no, I wasn’t aware. As you know, I spent most of my time inside a cell in another dimension, being taunted by Arakan every chance he got.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring back painful memories.”

      “Don’t worry about it. What matters is that I’m no longer rotting in that cell, and that you and I found each other again.”

      “About that, do you remember that day?”

      “You’re going to have to be a little more specific, love.”

      “In the clearing, when you and Aphroditis were running for your lives and away from my squad.”

      “Oh … that day. That was something. There was a part of me that thought you might actually execute us both.”

      “Those were my orders.”

      “Well, I’m glad you disobeyed them …”

      Athena let her words hang in the air for a moment and then she smiled.

      “And I’m glad you can look at this part of such a day with a smile on your face.”

      “No, it’s not that, Menelas. It’s just that I tried to teach a very similar lesson to my young aide earlier today—that one should never blindly follow orders if they feel in their heart that the orders are wrong. If you had, I’d be dead, Chase and Argos would never have been born, and I’m not sure the universe would have survived the second Fury onslaught.”

      “It was the defining moment of my entire life, you know. I’m surprised we never discussed this earlier, to tell you the truth. But if I’m being totally honest, just thinking about having this conversation scared the hell out of me.”

      “The mighty Fury Menelas, scared of something? Like a conversation? I find that hard to believe.”

      “Love … while I decided to kill my squad to save our unborn children that day, you have to understand …”

      “Understand what?”

      “It wasn’t a clearcut decision at the time. I was a good, brainwashed Fury … a ranked officer. Part of the elite and too proud for my own good. I was blinded by Arakan’s father’s aura of persuasion. He had a way with words and imposing his will through sheer will of thought—like his thoughts shaped the whole universe around him.”

      “You know, it’s not just his. All our thoughts shape the universe one way or another. Obviously, to varying degrees, but you should give yourself a break, even if you hesitated. What matters in the end is that your thoughts, your decision to spare us and kill your own men, was the right call. In becoming a traitor to your people along the way, it is the reason we’re talking now, and it’s the reason why our children will win this war, like they did the previous one. So, I don’t care that you almost didn’t change your mind on that day. I’m just grateful you did.”

      Menelas smiled. “So am I.”
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      “They’ve detected our approach,” said Fenrir.

      “It doesn’t matter,” answered Siegfried.

      “We’ll get blown out of the sky the minute we exit hyperspace, and you know it!” Fenrir protested.

      “All that matters is that Asgard falls today, even if we must lose all of our forces in the process.”

      Fenrir shook his head in dismay.

      “This isn’t you,” said Grundhilde as she appeared in her translucent form. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      Change my mind about what?

      Your quest for misguided revenge, one that if you don't reconsider, may turn into a suicidal death wish.

      I don’t have a death wish.

      Now, are you lying to me, to yourself, or to the both of us?

      Siegfried sighed. I’m not lying. I just want to blow up this planet and be done with Asgard once and for all.

      Why?

      You better than anyone else should know why!

      No, I don’t! And that’s the problem. When we planned to take our revenge on our creators, I thought that’s what we would do. Find Thor and Loki, and kill them, and perhaps kill the descendants of Zeus as well. Everyone else in this is innocent. The crimes we were victims of belonged to Zeus and Odin. But in the end, we were given a second chance at life in a world where both people responsible for our imprisonment were dead already. They paid for their bad karma with their lives. We should have just left this part of space instead of trying to go after their descendents.

      You can’t be serious? Also, I don’t recall you having a problem killing innocents before, so why the change of heart?

      Because back when I was still alive, I saw them as collateral damage in a war I once considered holy. Now that I lost my life in the pursuit of that futile goal, I realize we were wrong. And if you truly want to hear the cold hard truth, I was too blindly loyal to the man I loved.

      This is nonsense. I’m still not sure that you’re not just a figment of my imagination and as such, I should dismiss what you’re telling me and follow my instincts. And my gut tells me it’s time for Asgard to pay for all their crimes. They had it coming.

      You're going to play the hallucination card … I see. It’s me, Sieg, and in your heart you know it to be true; otherwise, you wouldn’t see my ghost the way you do. I just wish I could convince you to stop this madness. I thought you had finally decided to include Fenrir in your decision-making process, and yet, he’s been pleading with you to reconsider for days, and you haven't once given his suggestions any thought.

      Fenrir is a coward!

      No he’s not. How can you even say that? Right now, he’s the only Guard alive that sees the bigger picture—much more clearly than you ever did.

      And what big picture would that be?

      That it’s time to forget about blind revenge. It won’t bring our fallen comrades back! It won’t solve anything. But there’s an opportunity here, one you haven’t considered before, one that your current thirst for misguided revenge is preventing you to even see.

      There’s nothing misguided about my actions.

      Says the man who wants to burn a planet to the core as an act of revenge because he lost the woman he loves. That same woman that is begging him not to do it. In what universe is that not misguided?

      Siegfried waved a hand in the air so swiftly that a console on the bridge exploded from the shockwave. But it did achieve the desired result of making Grunhild’s ghost disappear.

      “What the hell,” exclaimed Fenrir, “what was that for?”

      “Nothing of importance. Just dealing with ghosts.”

      “Ghosts? Are you serious? Who is it you’re seeing exactly?”

      Siegfried ignored his brother but at that moment he saw ghosts of the rest of his fallen comrades, including Ragnar's.

      When Ragnar was alive, he was Siegfried’s closest friend. Nearly as powerful as him and twice as cunning. They did everything together. During the hunt for escapee Furies at the end of the war, they would never lose sight of each other. In fact, it was because of Ragnar that Siegfried had been the last to be captured once their creators had decided they were too dangerous to roam the stars freely, once their mission of finishing the Fury genocide was over.

      Siegfried missed him deeply and at this moment, it made him doubt his sanity. Looking at the ghosts of his fallen brothers and sisters would do that. Siegfried also wondered what Ragnar would think of his current plans.

      I'm also doing this for you, brother.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re receiving a distress call from Asgard,” announced Tar’Lock.

      “On screen,” said Talon.

      Poseidon’s face appeared on the main holo-screen of the Victory.

      “What is it, Poseidon?” asked Talon.

      “The Guards are on their way to Asgard. I thought I’d let you know. I don’t think they have enough forces with them to inflict much damage … with their ships anyway.”

      “Chase feared this scenario could happen. That’s why he left me with standing orders. I’ll be jumping half of the fleet your way.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise. Siegfried must have a plan, but I think he’s coming for me and for Asgard, not to win a space battle he knows he can't win.”

      “Nevertheless, I have my orders.”

      “Bringing half the fleet here will leave Alkyon One open for attack from the Spectres. I can only urge you to reconsider your decision, Commodore.”

      “While I agree with your assessment, perhaps we can help you defeat the Guards from orbit as well, should it come to that.”

      “All the space firepower in the world won’t bring down a Guard, but it will kill innocent Asgardians on the surface. I won’t sanction that unless there is absolutely no other choice.”

      “Understood. We’ll use the new jump gates to get to you as soon as we can.”

      “Yes, holographic Loki informed me of their deployment. In fact, I’m encoding a transmission he asked me to relay to you, something about doubling the speed of travel in between gates. It’s too technical for me to understand, but feel free to hit him over subspace, should you need help implementing the changes he's proposing. Poseidon out.”

      As soon as the holo-screen turned off, Tar’Lock released a veritable symphony of nervous clicks.

      “Mind sharing your thoughts, my friend?” asked Talon.

      “I don’t like this, and I agree with Poseidon’s analysis of the situation.”

      “So do I, but Chase left me standing orders.”

      “Perhaps we should inform him.”

      Talon thought about it, and while he could try and reach the Hope, they could already be out of range and in the unknown regions. There was also the matter of distracting Chase away from his mission. That alone bothered Talon. Chase could decide to turn back and add their forces to the fight. Then again, maybe they needed Chase and the others to defeat Guards.

      “Alright, open a channel to the Hope.”

      Tar’Lock gestured the comms’ officer. After a few seconds, he shook his head.

      “We can’t seem to raise them.”

      “The unknown regions are filled with pockets of space where subspace transmission is highly unreliable. So, I guess we’ll have to go with Chase’s standing orders. Get Daniel on the line and inform him we’ll be jumping half of the fleet to Asgard.”
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        * * *

      

      “They’ll jump out of hyperspace any minute now,” said Loki.

      “ETA on the Earth Alliance fleet?” asked Poseidon.

      “If they implemented my changes, within the next thirty minutes.”

      “And if they didn’t?”

      “Let’s assume they did. Otherwise, they would have contacted me via subspace.”

      “Unless Siegfried is jamming us.”

      “In that case, I'd estimate that they’d be at least three hours away.”

      “A lot can happen during that time.”

      “If by a lot you mean the entire fate of our world, I tend to agree.”

      Poseidon sighed. “A good thing we won’t need them then. At least, I don’t think we will. Our defenses should easily hold against these ships. It’s Siegfried and his friend I’m really worried about.”

      “While Fenrir is nowhere near as powerful as his bigger brother, he’s not to be underestimated either. He represents the Asgardian Constellation of the Wolf, and while wolves are more efficient in packs, a wounded wolf can be very dangerous.”

      “I don’t intend to underestimate either of them. I just wish Artemis had returned with my new weapon, even though I must say I’m looking forward to taking Bone Crusher for a test ride.”

      “You don’t have to say this just to please me. I do understand that a Hephaestus-forged weapon would be not only preferable in this situation, but if he can forge one that has both the power of your trident and Thor’s hammer, well … that would make it one hell of a weapon.”

      “I’m not just saying this to flatter you, believe me. I just think that I would feel more confident fighting them with Bone Crusher than without it.”

      Multiple bleeps resonated near Loki’s console.

      “They’re here,” said Loki.

      “Let’s see what they do before we open fire.”

      "Is this wise?"

      “No, but I thought I ought to check if by chance they had a change of mind.”

      “You can’t be serious,” said Thor inside Poseidon’s thoughts.

      Why not?

      Siegfried won’t listen. Believe me, I’ve tried reasoning with him, more than once in fact.

      Let’s try one more time anyway.

      “I must say," said Loki, "that it’s a peculiar hypothesis.”

      “Be that as it may, please hail them.”

      “They’re not responding, and they have opened fire on our fleet.”

      “I understand why you had to try,” said Thor, “but as you can see, he’s not interested in talking. He never was, and I fear he never will be.”

      Poseidon sighed. “So much for diplomacy. Return fire and destroy the targets.”

      The battle around Asgard didn’t last very long, but before most enemy ships were destroyed, Loki detected multiple life signs beaming down onto the planet.

      “They never intended to keep those ships,” said Loki. “All they were doing was buying enough time to find a crack through our jamming fields and beam themselves and many dozens of infected Droxian drones to the planet. I don’t have to tell you—”

      “No, you don’t,” interrupted Poseidon. “They hope to infect enough Asgardians so that they can take over. Except there’s a major flaw in this plan. We have the cure. Surely he knows that by now?”

      “Perhaps they intend to use the chaos as a diversion; while we can cure our people, it still takes a tremendous amount of effort in doing so. Unfortunately, infection is nearly instantaneous upon contact with the Droxian drones. So, even if we can revert the surviving ones down the line, they'll still have plenty of time to wreak havoc around Asgard.”

      “Siegfried is cunning. Maybe there’s something we’re not seeing. Let’s minimize the chance of that scenario coming true then. Instruct the elite guards and every Asgardian fighter to keep their distance from the enemy and only engage them at a safe distance. They can’t be infected if they’re nowhere near the enemy.”

      “Orders relayed.”

      “Time’s up,” said Thor’s voice inside Poseidon’s head.

      The throne room’s door at the other side of the room exploded. Two tall men in full armor walked through the burning debris.

      Poseidon rose from the throne and with a single thought, Bone Crusher’s liquid metal armor deployed from his arm to the rest of his body.
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      Chris smiled when Argos tiptoed his way inside the mess hall and discreetly looked around.

      “You’re in the clear,” chuckled Chris.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Argos nonchalantly.

      “I saw you last night, and don’t worry about it.”

      Argos scratched the back of his head. “I wasn’t worried, but I gotta admit that was bad timing on my part. Glad to see you’re feeling comfortable enough with Nyx to …”

      “Do it in the kitchen?”

      Argos smiled. “That’s one way of putting it, yes.”

      “It was a spur of the moment thing.”

      “In my experience, ‘do it’ as you say, in public places always is.”

      “When was the last time that happened to you?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have asked.”

      “If you must know, it was thousands of years ago—well, technically much less, as we spent most of that time in stasis.”

      “We, as in Chase and you?”

      Argos nodded. “He was called Laiyos back then.”

      “That’s a nice name.”

      “I don’t think Chase likes it very much. But then again, I can’t blame him. I wasn’t exactly brother of the century back then.”

      “About that … will you ever tell us what happened?”

      “There’s not much to tell, and it’s not exactly a memory I like bringing back to the surface.”

      “Deflecting the subject as you would a fireball. Gotcha.”

      “Look, Chris. I don’t think now is the right time to discuss this, and I think if we ever do, I owe it to your father to give him these details first.”

      “What about just the gist of it then?”

      “That I suppose I can do, since it’s information I gave him already. Okay … here goes. We argued about the future of our destinies, basically about rescuing the rest of our kind from the dimensional prison.”

      “I can see why he wouldn’t be thrilled about that.”

      “Let me tell you one thing, Chris: your father wasn’t always the straight arrow he is now.”

      “That’s hard to imagine.”

      “Yet that’s the truth. At one point in time, we were working together to get to the Olympians so we could rescue the Furies. But eventually, he had a change of mind—which is safe to assume I didn’t take kindly to.”

      “And you two fought and you erased his memory? Is that it?”

      “In a nutshell, but not before he accidentally killed the woman I loved.”

      “Wow, back up a second, will you? My dad killed an innocent woman?”

      “She was not innocent—at least today, I don’t think she was. I’ve been thinking about it a lot since joining Chase's quest to defeat our people. Back when I was getting high that is … the more I remember of that time, the more I get the feeling that she was just using us, as if …”

      “As if what?”

      “I’ve already said too much.”

      “Well, you can’t stop now.”

      “Alright, as if she had been planted there to brainwash us to become the enemy.”

      “Planted?”

      “Like an agent, yes, making sure your father and I accomplished our mission.”

      “That would make sense; after all, Athena and Menelas would never have wanted the two of you on that path to begin with.”

      “Yes, that’s why I think we didn’t know about the identity of our parents, or that we weren’t even Furies pure-bloods. We must have been abducted very young by the enemy. I somehow fell in love with our caretaker, the woman that brought us up from childhood to adulthood.”

      Chris frowned.

      “I know. She was older than me, so what?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      Argos smiled. “Tell that to your face. Nyx is also quite a lot older than you are.”

      “That's true. And then what happened? How did she die?”

      “I really think I should talk about this with your father first.”

      “Just summarize it for me. I won’t say a word until the two of you talk. I promise”

      “What if we don’t ever talk about it, though? Chase expressly said, on several occasions, that he might prefer not knowing his past.”

      “Then it will stay between the two of us. I give you my word.”

      Argos took a deep breath. “Okay. Well one day we argued, like many times we had before the incident, and on that day, I was the one who threw the first punch. Things went from bad to worse real fast. Before we realized it, we were fighting each other with deadly attacks and, at one point, Chase deflected one of my attacks back to me, but he miscalculated the angle by a few degrees, and Hera was killed by the attack.”

      “You couldn’t heal her?”

      “Maybe I could have, but I was too mad at your father, and well …”

      “You wanted to kill him ...”

      “Chris, you need to understand I was someone else back then.”

      “I know who you were. You don’t have to worry about what you did back then; it won't impact the relationship we have now.”

      “Well, it’s good to hear you say this because I don’t think I would be able to deal with it if you thought less of me now.”

      “Ain’t gonna happen, I swear.”

      Argos took a few deep breaths before continuing. “I nearly killed Chase. I got so mad at that moment that the fact that we were brothers mattered not.”

      “What stopped you?”

      “I don’t know. I either don’t remember, or my psyche doesn’t want me to. All I know is that—as he lay inches away from leaving this world—I couldn't go through with it, and instead I erased his memory and healed him. Then I dropped him on Alpha prime.”

      “That’s heavy. But can I ask you something?”

      “Sure, anything.”

      “You’ve killed many people. Why not end it there?”

      “I honestly don’t know. Maybe I felt I couldn’t take out a member of my family. Maybe a little voice inside me already knew that in a distant future, we wouldn’t be enemies forever. Take your pick, but your guess is as good as mine at this point.”

      “Fair enough. Thanks for sharing this with me. I can see why you wouldn’t have wanted to. But since that time, where we were enemies, you’ve saved us so many times, and while I’m sure there are countless people in the galaxy that won’t ever be able to forgive some of your actions—”

      “And they shouldn’t. I’m beyond forgiveness, Chris. That much I know.”

      “Well, for what's it's worth, both Dad and I forgave you.”

      “To tell you the truth, I still don’t understand why. I've killed so many people, Chris.”

      “Because my dear uncle, you’ve done what very few people can.”

      “And that is?”

      “You’ve awakened to a higher level of consciousness, and decided to repent for your past actions. I don’t think you realize how huge that is. To go through such a transformation is mind-blowing. At least it is to me.”

      Chris could sense Argos was at a loss for words, but it was alright; they never needed words to understand each other.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re sure I can’t come with you?” asked Ka’Rij.

      “I am,” replied Chase. “I need someone powerful guarding this side of the portal system.”

      “From whom exactly?”

      “The Spectres, Ashra, The Hellion Empire … take your pick.”

      “We both know the only adversary I’d potentially fight would be the Empire, though ever since we taught them a lesson, they seem to have forgotten about us.”

      “They may just be regrouping.”

      “For that long?”

      “Perhaps they decided we’re more trouble than we’re worth.”

      “Anyway, if you want me here, I’ll stay here. I just thought you could use the backup.”

      “I don’t remember the last time I walked into a mission with as much firepower as we do today. Trust me when I say that with this team, we’ll be fine.”

      “Strange.”

      “What is?”

      “Overconfidence doesn’t seem like one of your traits. Do I have to remind you that a single humanoid wearing a single piece of Atlantean tech almost killed your father? If Athena, Cedric, and I hadn’t figured out a plan to take her out—”

      “Right. And perhaps you’re right. No matter how powerful this team is, I should not assume we’re invincible. Thank you for reminding me of that.”

      “You’re welcome, Dragonheart.”

      “You know, I would really like you to call me Chase, if at all possible.”

      “That’s gonna take some effort on my part, but I can try.”

      “Thanks. Oh, since you mentioned the pyramid, how come you managed to turn into a dragon there? I thought you could only do so in space.”

      “As far as New Kyria is concerned, yes, there are some worlds on which we can turn into full-sized dragons. Mind you, they’re rare. But as soon as I was past the portal, I sensed the same tingle I get when I fly in space, and I knew that this planet was one of them.”

      “It’s strange though, that you can get the most of your powers in space. We Furies are the opposite; we can’t deploy our powers in space for fear of creating singularities that could destroy entire galaxies.”

      “It’s almost as if we were meant to be allies then,” said Ka’Rij with a smile.

      Chase chuckled. “I see what you did there.”
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        * * *

      

      As Chase and the rest of the team stepped through the portal, it was nighttime on the planet.

      “It’s not even cold,” said Chris.

      “I can fix that for you if it bothers you,” said Oryn.

      “That won’t be necessary, but thank you … I guess.”

      “Which way?” asked Argos.

      “I’ll fly us there,” offered Menelas. “Just follow me.”

      “Not everyone in this party can fly,” protested Spiros. “Just saying.”

      “True, but you have someone’s hands to hold who can,” said Gaia with a wink.

      “Are we gonna stand here and chitchat?” interjected Nyx, “or are we going to go find Atlantis?”

      Chris chuckled as he extended a hand to Spiros, and Oryn beat Chase in offering his to Gaia.

      A while later, they landed in front of the pyramid's entrance.

      “It’s even more beautiful to look at than during daylight,” said Menelas.

      Chris sensed Nyx was about to say something derogatory and preemptively squeezed her hand, signaling her not to do it. She sighed in frustration but her lips stayed sealed.

      “Where to now?” asked Argos.

      Chase turned to Gaia. “You’re our resident Atlantean specialist.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” said Gaia as she fiddled with her wrist device. “Give me a few minutes to scan the area.”

      “Not to be the voice of negativity here,” said Chris, “but didn’t Cedric already run detailed scans of this place?”

      “He did, but he hadn’t modified our scanners with the tech powering the necklace Diaspira was wearing.”

      “Is that wise, though?” asked Menelas. “This thing drove her beyond madness.”

      “Well, for one, I’m not wearing it,” said Gaia. “And I’ve taken necessary precautions. I believe humans have an expression that works well in this situation: you can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs. Hmm.”

      “Hmm, what?” asked Kharon.

      “I’m detecting a subterranean structure deep under the pyramid that Cedric’s scans were unable to break through, and I can see why. It’s quite deep underground, in fact.”

      “How deep?” asked Oryn.

      “As deep as possible. The structure is very close to the planet’s core.”

      “How do we get there?” asked Argos. “I don’t think digging is an option for such a depth.”

      “I could help with that,” declared Oryn. She raised her hand and soon she had a rotating drill made of ice levitating in the air.

      “I like her,” smiled Kharon.

      “Well, thank you … now, all I need is someone to tell me in which general direction to start the drilling—”

      “Wait,” urged Gaia. “We can’t drill our way to the core. We’d have to go through tectonic plates and other volcanic networks, and that could result in the planet’s destruction.”

      “So, how do we get there?” asked Chase.

      “Perhaps there’s something … a device of some kind inside the pyramid.”

      “Or I could just teleport us there,” proposed Kharon.

      “Not all of us at the same time, and we don’t know what could be awaiting us down there. On their recon mission, Portal Team One triggered a few countermeasures of their own.”

      “Yeah, but they dealt with them without too much trouble,” Spiros pointed out.

      “I don’t like the idea of just teleporting willy-nilly down there,” said Chase, “and what if the Atlanteans thought of it, and whomever tries, ends up teleporting inside the core instead? It’s too risky.”

      Nyx growled.

      “Let’s just set up camp outside since it’s such a nice evening,” suggested Chris pre-emptively, trying to keep Nyx in check, “while we let the eggheads figure out a safe way for us to get to that underground structure.”

      Spiros raised an eyebrow. “Eggheads? Really?”

      “Sorry, I guess I’ve had a craving for eggs since Gaia mentioned the omelette analogy earlier. My bad.”

      “Dunno about eggs,” said Nyx, “but I sure could eat some flesh. Let’s go hunt something for diner.”

      “Not a bad idea,” said Chase. “Chris, why don’t you go with her? And Oryn, if you don’t mind looking over Spiros and Gaia …?”

      “Sure thing, boss,” said Oryn.

      The three of them entered the pyramid as Nyx and Chris flew away to seek dinner.

      “We do have rations,” said Kharon, “don’t we?”

      “You clearly haven’t tasted them,” replied Argos. “Not only that, but I think it was a good idea for Nyx to have something to do. I don’t think patience is her strong suit.”

      “You can say that again,” said Chase.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Siegfried walked toward the throne, fire burning in his eyes.

      “I don’t remember inviting you here,” said Poseidon.

      Siegfried smiled. “In what universe do you think I give a shit?”

      “Right. I almost forgot who I was dealing with. So, let me rephrase it. Before the killing starts, that is. The way I see it, you have two clear choices here. One, you leave this world with your lives now, and I’ll forgo the unnecessary damage done to my temple. Two, you come to your senses and see that instead of fighting one another we could join forces to defeat the Spectres.”

      Siegfried laughed.

      “He’s not wrong, maybe we should kill the Spectres first,” said Fenrir inside Siegfried’s mind.

      Do you really think I would ally myself with my worst enemy?

      “I implore you to listen to your brother,” pleaded Grunhild. “If you truly love me, then please stop this.”

      Siegfried clenched his jaw in frustration.

      “I’ll tell you what,” said Siegfried. “I have a third choice for you. I kill you and everyone on this sorry excuse for a planet. How’s that for options?”

      Poseidon sighed.

      “Well, it was worth a try … as per your dreams of misguided delusions of grandeur, I have no intention of letting you execute your plans.”

      “See? Wasn’t it simpler to just get on with it? Now, about killing you. Do you prefer it quickly or slowly?”

      Poseidon smiled. “Why don’t you just give me your best shot, Sigi.”

      To say pure madness infused Sigfried’s already hateful eyes was an understatement. He fired a large blue fireball at Poseidon. It impacted with a green shield erected by Poseidon’s armor, Bone Crusher.

      “My turn,” said Poseidon. The King of Asgard threw an open palm forward and the resulting shockwave sent Siegfried flying and tumbling through more than half the throne room, leaving a trail of broken marble behind him.

      Poseidon cracked his neck and easily blocked Fenrir’s attack. He pivoted around the Guard and used his bionic arm to flash-freeze half of Fenrir’s body.

      “What the hell!” screamed Fenrir between clenched teeth.

      Poseidon jumped and kicked Fenrir in the face, and sent him crashing through a nearby wall, and then another, and another.
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        * * *

      

      When the Victory jumped out of hyperspace, most of the battle was over. The Asgardian fleet around Asgard had taken care of the small attack force.

      “Open a channel to the Asgardian fleet,” requested Talon.

      “Channel opened,” said Tar’Lock.

      “This is Commodore Talon Epizon of the Earth Alliance flagship Victory. How can we help?”

      “This is Fleet Commander Vidar of the Asgardian Defense Force. We appreciate your help but we have things well under control. Have some of your ships jumped after you?”

      “No Commander, we only took half the fleet and they’re all accounted for. Why?”

      “We’re detecting another ship about to exit hyperspace.”

      Talon looked at Tar’Lock, who didn’t wait and instantly ran to the nearest console to check it out.

      “He’s right, Commodore. It’s a massive energy signature too.”

      “Can you pinpoint their exit vector?”

      “Oh, hell no!”

      “What is it?”

      “They’re about to jump out right in the middle of the jump gate.”

      “Helm, slave all hyperspace engines within the fleet and micro-jump us behind Asgard’s second moon. Do it now!”

      The Victory battlegroup jumped and at almost exactly the same time, the jump gate exploded. Through the flames and debris, a massive Spectre mothership emerged and opened fire on every ship within range.

      “Condition Red, all hands to battle stations,” said Talon. “Try hailing Chase. Things have changed, and we need to let him know about this coordinated attack.”

      “I'm trying, but I can’t establish a channel. I’m sending a message on the Omega frequency instead.”

      “Good thinking, Tar’Lock,” thought Talon.

      Omega channel had been developed to transmit small-sized text messages so they would be able to go through most jamming fields and also have a longer subspace range (thanks to its highly redundant encoding). It was a new tech that was installed onboard the Victory and all the ships had been retrofitted with the latest upgrade, including the Hope.

      Before the Victory battlegroup could enter the battlefield, the Spectre mothership had destroyed one Asgardian destroyer.

      “Get me Commander Vidar on the line.”

      The viewscreen filled with the face of the Asgardian Commander; his tattoos were flashing.

      “I may have been premature earlier. Looks like we’ll need your help after all, Commodore.”

      “Certainly looks that way, Commander, but I’m afraid we may still come up short in terms of firepower. These ships are very hard to take down.”

      “I’ve read the Alliance reports on earlier battles and I concur.”

      “We’ll have to work together and in concert to try and make a small hole through their shields, so we can fire our latest version of our main weapon on board my ship. That should at least create enough damage to make them think twice, and have them reconsider what they perceive as near-invincibility.”

      “Understood.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chase took a tentative bite from what Nyx and Chris had brought back for the improvised fire-barbecue.

      “I’m not sure we needed that much meat,” said Argos.

      “We didn’t have much choice,” said Chris, “and trust me that was the smallest animal we found. They’re the size of large dinosaurs, like those I saw in illustrations on Earth, and kinda look a bit like them too.”

      Nyx took a big bite of the roasted meat. “I like it. It’s tasty.”

      Gaia came running toward the fire.

      “Chase! We have a problem. I just received an Omega channel transmission. Half of our fleet and the Asgardian planetary defenses are being attacked by a Spectre mothership.”

      “Dammit! We’re too far away to do anything about it, though. Can we get in touch with Ka’Rij? He could quickly travel there with his friends and give our fleet additional firepower.”

      Gaia nodded. “Yes, I believe I can boost the signal to reach Ka'Rij. I’ll send him a transmission right now.”

      “What about the mission, though?” asked Kharon. “Should we consider canceling our mission and go help them instead? Ashra could be on board that ship.”

      Chase thought about it but he sensed a strong feeling in his gut, one that told him that they should complete their mission first. “I have a strong feeling that we need to see this through first.”

      “I second that,” said Chris.

      “I concur,” said Argos. “Don’t ask me why. I usually don’t get these kinds of hunches like the two of you, but I’m getting one now.”

      “What are those?” asked Menelas, pointing at the sky.

      A dozen red lights with trails could be seen very far in the night sky.

      Gaia entered a few commands on her wrist device. “Well, that settles it. These are asteroids, quite large ones in fact, and their trajectory indicates that they're on their way to hit the planet. To be more precise, they're coming toward us.”

      “That can’t be a coincidence,” said Menelas.

      “No, it can’t, and I'm sure it isn't. Perhaps I triggered a countermeasure when I scanned and discovered the subterranean structure.”

      “That’s quite the failsafe,” said Chris, “if they’re willing to destroy the planet for it.”

      “Which means whatever we might find near the core,” said Chase, “has to be very important to be that well protected. We can’t afford to lose whatever that is.”

      “I agree, but what about our friends?” asked Chris.

      “It would take hours to get back there and help anyway, whatever the result of the battle will be. Besides sending the dragon men for support, there’s little to nothing we can do about it now.”

      “I could teleport a couple of you there,” said Kharon.

      “That’s assuming you can teleport between galaxies, and trust me when I say this: that’s not an easy thing to do. But let’s assume you could. Then what? We use our power in space and inadvertently open a blackhole in orbit of Asgard?”

      “There’s that too,” said Argos. “I agree with Chase. We did all we could realistically do for them and right now we need to hurry and find a way to get whatever this planet is hiding before it gets destroyed.”

      “Gaia,” asked Chase, “how long do we have?”

      “About an hour, give or take a few minutes,” replied Gaia.

      “And where are you and Spiros in terms of finding access to that place?”

      “I'm afraid we’ve barely scratched the surface in that regard.”

      “Then I suggest you hurry up. We need to come up with a Plan B, as we may need one.”

      “We could take out the asteroids,” proposed Menelas.

      “Yes,” said Chase, “but only after they enter the atmosphere. Which will make it trickier.”

      “That could still cause massive damage to the planet, and even the pyramid,” Gaia pointed out.

      “No doubt about it, but we may not have a choice. If we try to take them out in space, we could trigger an even bigger planet-destroying event. At least with a full team of Furies, we should be enough to organize ourselves and be able to deal with the fallout in order to protect the area.”
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        * * *

      

      Siegfried wiped blood from the corner of his mouth and looked at it on his fingers. He wasn’t accustomed to seeing his own blood. And he’d never anticipated that a low-level warrior such as Poseidon could even land a hit, let alone such a powerful one.

      “See,” said Grunhild, “you were wrong, and you’re clearly not thinking straight. You thought he couldn’t even touch you, and look what happened. You’re no longer able to be present in the moment, feel your opponents, and anticipate their every move like you usually do.”

      Silence! You’re just a figment of my imagination.

      Okay, let’s play your game. I’m only in your imagination, even though you see me in ghostly form. So, can you be one hundred percent sure this is the case?

      Siegfried stayed silent.

      I’ll take that as a no. So, if there is even a one percent chance I’m really talking to you from the beyond, what would be my incentive for deceiving you?

      You could try to sabotage me.

      Why would I do that?

      I don’t know … revenge.

      Seriously? You’re gonna lecture me about revenge of all things? Revenge for what, my love? You didn’t send me to my death on purpose. I chose to go fight Loki. Granted it was your plan, but I was in agreement with it or I would have refused that order and you know it! Look, I miss you too, and I never expected we’d be separated so soon, but it happened and that is something that cannot be undone. What you are doing now, however, is something that can be stopped; I’m begging you to reconsider.

      Which is why I don’t think you’re real. The real you would never try to suggest I ally myself with those responsible for your death.

      Unfortunately, in this case, love is the most powerful force in the universe, and I was blinded by my love for you. I should have questioned your motives and I should have been the voice of reason instead of agreeing with everything to please your ego. Unfortunately, it took my death to realize that I was doing you a disservice.

      Siegfried growled and focused on casting away the voice inside his mind.

      Once he was satisfied he had succeeded in his task, he looked around the room trying to locate Fenrir, but he couldn’t see his brother. “Where is Fenrir? What did you do with him?”

      Poseidon pointed to the side. “About now, I’d say he's a good dozen miles in that direction. Give or take a few miles.”

      “That can’t be. You’re just a pathetic Olympian. Granted, you took me by surprise, but you can never dream to defeat a Guard! Let alone two.”

      “All evidence to the contrary. That may have been true in the past, but unlike you guys, we do our best to improve after every fight. You on the other hand, wake up every day thinking you’re invincible and, as such, you act as if you don’t need to improve your skills or powers. As such, it’s always been a matter of time for your opponents to catch up to you. It looks to me that today is that day.”

      “I may want to kill you with every fiber of my being, but even if that weren’t the case, this is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. You landed a lucky blow, and the last one you'll land today … and you think that’s what it takes to defeat me?”

      “Why don’t we find out, shall we?”

      Siegfried darted toward Poseidon with all his might and launched a powerful jab at his face. Poseidon blocked the punch with his cybernetic arm. The impact made everything around them tremble, and dozens of marble floor plates cracked.

      Before Siegfried had the time to remove his fist from Poseidon’s grasp, the Olympian's forearm glowed and a thick layer of ice advanced, freezing most of Siegfried's arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      The Victory took massive damage when a full volley of Spectre torpedoes broadsided it.

      “Damage report!” shouted Talon.

      “Starboard shields failing, damages from to deck ten to eighteen,” stated Tar’Lock.

      “We can’t take this for much longer, and we haven’t managed to make a dent on their shields.”

      “We need to retreat from the battle and recharge our shields first.”

      “Not going to happen. We have to stay with the fleet.”

      Then something happened that Talon never expected: Tar’Lock disagreed with him.

      “I’m sorry sir, I think that's a mistake. We’re the only ship in the fleet that's capable of inflicting significant damage to that mothership—if we can get through their shields. We can’t afford to lose the Victory, or this battle will be lost before it has even started.”

      Talon clenched his teeth but deep down he knew his first officer was right.

      “Micro-jump us away from the center of the battle and inform Commander Vidar of our status and the need to recharge our shields.”

      “Aye, sir. Transmission away … and jumping now.”

      When the ship exited the micro-jump, three consoles exploded on the bridge, killing the helmsman and injuring two other officers.

      “Medical emergency on the bridge. What’s our status?” asked Talon.

      “We’ve temporarily lost hyperspace engines.”

      “How the hell did that happen?”

      “I believe a torpedo impacted with our hull at the exact moment we jumped. It overloaded three of our power relays, disabling the drive.”

      “Status of the Heracles Cannon?”

      “Inoperable at the moment. I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. “In trying to protect our main asset and by suggesting a tactical retreat, I got us to lose the one weapon we need in this fight.”

      “You couldn’t have known, Lieutenant Commander. In fact, your logic was sound; otherwise, I wouldn't have followed your advice. So, don’t think anything of it and check with Engineering as to how much time they require to affect the proper repairs. Tell them to concentrate on the cannon first. Once that's done, they'll need to restore the hyperspace engines as soon as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Siegfried could feel his inner body temperature drop at a dangerous rate. He tried punching Poseidon with his free arm but the Olympian easily dodged it, which left Siegfried open to attack. If the Olympian hit his nearly entirely frozen arm, he could shatter it.

      Siegfried couldn’t believe he’d gotten himself into such a predicament. He watched Poseidon’s fist aim for his frozen arm but just before it connected, Fenrir kicked Poseidon in the face, forcing him to release the grasp he had on Siegfried’s arm.

      Siegfried burned his aura as much as he could to bring his temperature back up and melt his frozen arm. Meanwhile, back on his feet, Poseidon unleashed a combo of devastating attacks at Fenrir, followed by a powerful fire blast from his cybernetic arm. Fenrir blocked the attack by crossing his forearms in front of his face, but the blast made him skid along several yards of marble.

      Anger filled Siegfried’s soul and his aura nearly doubled in size. He unleashed a flurry of fireballs toward Poseidon, who dodged most of them, and the ones that connected were either deflected or absorbed by his armor’s shield.

      Poseidon fired four large lava bolts from his cybernetic arm toward Fenrir and then shifted in place and darted toward Siegfried. Before he could reach him, a dark red fireball came out of nowhere and hit the Olympian on the shoulder, and sent him crashing into his throne, destroying half of it as he flew through it, and then lost consciousness.

      Footsteps coming from behind got Siegfried’s attention and he turned around. A dark figure emanating a crimson aura advanced toward him with a smile on her face.

      “Who the hell are you?” asked Siegfried.

      “I’m Ashra, the Spectre Prime, and as of right now, all your souls are forfeit.”

      “The last of your kind who made that threat lost his life, and I see no reason why you shouldn't suffer the exact same fate.”

      “Obviously, you don’t know who I am or you would be running for your life instead of taunting me.”

      “I run from no one.”

      “Make sure they put that on your gravestone—even if you don’t know it yet, you’re already dead.”

      Siegfried laughed. “Right. The way I see it is that I have a planet to destroy, and you’re in my way.”

      The Guard unleashed a flurry of powerful fireballs at Ashra, who decided not to move. They all impacted her chest and disappeared within her thick dark skin. She appeared undamaged.

      “That tickles,” she said with a smirk. “Now, let me show you real power.” She aimed an open palm toward him and a miniature blackhole formed at its center.

      Before he realized what was happening, Siegfried felt his soul being dragged out of his body. He focused on the force siphoning his soul with all his might and tried to counteract it. The part of his soul that was already out of his body stopped advancing.

      “Impressive,” said Ashra. “But you’re only delaying the inevitable.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Siegfried through gritted teeth. He increased his focus tenfold and his soul snapped back inside body with such force that it disoriented him for a moment, but that was enough for Ashra to make her move, and she jumped at him and smashed his face with her elbow, sending him crashing to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      “Far be it from me to rush you guys, but we’re running out of time,” declared Oryn.

      “Believe me,” said Spiros, “we’re aware. I’m almost through the Atlantean encryption.”

      “And I believe I found the piece of technology to get us where we need to go once we get access to the Altantian computer,” said Gaia.

      “And that would be?” asked Oryn.

      Gaia pointed to an obelisk in the back of the large room.

      “That appears to be a transporter. The working theory is that since it’s not detecting Atlantean genes in us, it won't activate. So, we have to hack our way in order to use it.”

      “Is there a way to speed things up, though? In ten minutes, this place could get obliterated.”

      “You and the others can make sure that doesn’t happen,” said Gaia, “unless we could slow down the computer core somehow.”

      “I could try freezing it, if you think that would help.”

      “Most technology emits heat,” said Spiros. “Exposing it to cold only allows it cool down more efficiently. Unless …”

      “Unless what?”

      “Can you bring the temperature very close to absolute zero?”

      “I can even reach it if you need me to.”

      “Hmm.”

      “That’s too dangerous,” said Gaia.

      “I know,” agreed Spiros, “but we both know we’re not sure we can make it work on time otherwise, so perhaps it’s worth a try.”

      “If we destroy the computer core in the process, we’ll lose all chance to get to where we need to go.”

      “The question is,” said Oryn, “can we afford not to take that chance?”

      Spiros stared intently at Gaia and she bit her lip. “Very well,” she said. “Follow me.”

      Gaia directed Oryn to a place on the other side of the room.

      “I believe the computer core is behind this panel. Make sure you don’t flash-freeze it though; that could damage it. If you can bring the temperature to near absolute zero in say twenty seconds, that would be ideal.”

      “Not a problem. How close to absolute zero do you want me to go?”

      “A tenth or two of a degree over absolute zero, if you think you can be that precise.”

      “I can, yes. Alright, let me get back to my console before we start. Can you also call Chase or Chris telepathically. I think we can use their help with interacting with the computer core.”

      “Done. They’re on their way.”

      “Wait for my signal and be ready to raise the temperature back up if this fails.”

      “Understood.”

      Gaia returned to the console she was working on earlier as Chase and Chris came running into the room.

      “What’s up? What do you need us for?” asked Chase.

      “You two can connect to machines with your minds. Spiros is almost done with the layer of encryption and as soon as that’s done, I need either of you to try and interface yourself with the computer core, and either trigger or hack the teleporter contained within the obelisk over there.”

      “Which is it?” asked Chris. “Trigger or hack?”

      “I suggest one of you tries to trigger it,” explained Spiros, “while the other tries to hack it. If we can hack it, we have a chance to use it more than once; however, if the only option is to trigger it, make sure to beam every one of us down there.”

      “Is that wise?” shouted Oryn from the other side of the room. “Who will be left to destroy the incoming asteroids then?”

      “That's a good a point,” said Chris.

      “If we don’t all go, we risk splitting the group in two … with no way of regrouping.”

      Kharon teleported into the room. “There’s another option. I could stay behind with one of you, and teleport us to your location once we dealt with the asteroids.”

      “That’s too dangerous,” stated Chase.

      “I agree,” said Chris, “but it’s still our best option. I’ll stay back with her.”

      “No way!” insisted Chase. “I’m not taking the chance with both my children. I’d rather not take the chance with any of you, in fact.”

      “I understand how you feel, Father,” said Kharon, “but at the very least I have to stay since I’m the only one who can teleport.”

      “She’s right,” said Chris.

      “I can stay with her,” shouted Oryn.

      “No need,” said an approaching Argos. “I'll take on that task and I’ll make sure nothing happens to her.”

      “We should have brought Ares along,” said Chase.

      “Perhaps,” said Chris, “but we agreed that it was the right move to leave him on Alkyon One, should there be a need to evacuate Daniel and the others.”

      “I don’t like this,” said Chase in Chris’s mind.

      I know, but we didn’t come this far to turn back because of a little risk, and you know that.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra hit Siegfried with a single punch to the stomach, but the impact was beyond anything he’d thought possible. He took several steps backward as blood dripped from his mouth and splattered on the broken marble, even though he managed to stand on his feet.

      What the hell is this thing?!

      “Like I've been trying to drill into your thick skull for hours, this is the common enemy we must fight,” said Grunhild in his mind. “And, right now, the most powerful one in the galaxy.”

      How would you know?

      I’m dead, remember? … It’s not too late, Siegfried. Swallow your pride and join forces with your current enemy, at least until this crisis is over.

      He increased his focus to banish Grunhild from his thoughts once more.

      Ashar slowly walked toward him with a smile on her face. She stopped and grabbed her stomach.

      “No! Not … fucking … now!” she exclaimed.

      Her eyes flickered red and she was forced to drop on one knee.

      Siegfried didn’t understand what was going on but didn’t wait to find out. He kicked her in the jaw with all his might and sent her flying and crashing through half the throne room.

      She’s not invulnerable then. Good.

      Before she could get back on her feet, Siegfried unleashed two dozen fireballs at her. Unlike the last time he’d tried, they all connected and inflicted major damage this time around.

      Fenrir got back to his feet and joined his brother.

      “We need to finish her,” said Fenrir.

      “Yes, and the quicker the better too. Let’s attack her together.”

      Both Guards darted toward Ashra and unleashed a flurry of attack combos. Fenrir extended his energetic claws and ripped off chunks of flesh with every attack, but black tendrils immediately extended from her wounds to heal them; in some instances, they grabbed large pieces of flesh in mid-air and snatched them back in place, as if they had never been removed in the first place.

      “What the hell is that thing?” asked Fenrir as he kept hacking at her.

      “Something that doesn’t belong in this world, so let’s make sure it leaves it today.”

      Ashra’s eyes glowed brilliant red as she unleashed a deafening roar, resulting in a massive telekinetic shockwave that sent both Guards crashing against the throne room’s large glass wall. It cracked upon impact. Fenrir lost consciousness and Siegfried cracked his head open but managed to keep his balance as he felt to the ground.

      A large amount of blood gushed from the crack in his head. As he looked toward Ashra, what he saw froze his blood.

      She was still screaming, except that her roar had turned into an ultra high-pitched shriek. Blue souls escaped from many of her wounds, and they added their shrieks to hers. It disoriented Siegfried to the point where it threatened to cause him to lose balance. He covered his ears with his hands, aimed his stare at Ashra, and unleashed two powerful blue laser-thin beams of energy from his eyes.

      The beams hit Ashra in the chest and sent her crashing to the ground, and the echoing shrieks stopped.
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      “Engineering is reporting that the Heracles Cannon is back online,” said Tar’Lock.

      “What the about hyperspace engines?” asked Talon.

      “Not yet, but they’re working on it.”

      “Very well, and what about our shields?”

      “Back to eighty percent.”

      “That’s gotta be enough. We need to get back into this fight.”

      Two Asgardian destroyers exploded and filled the bridge with brief flashes of light through the viewport.

      “As in now,” added Talon. “Bring us about.”

      The moment the Victory entered within firing range of the enemy, the Spectre mothership re-tasked most of their plasma batteries to fire upon the Victory.

      “They really have a beef with us,” said Tar’Lock.

      “I think they have one with the entire universe, but in this particular case, I have to agree with you, my friend.”

      “It is strange though.”

      “Not really. They probably have analyzed ships. They know we pose the biggest threat amongst the fleet.”

      The ship rocked when a torpedo impacted the shields. The lights on the bridge blinked and flickered.

      “And me proposing to retreat to protect our main weapon just confirmed their assumption.”

      “I thought I told you to let that go. It was the right call, Tar’Lock. I don’t want to hear another word of regret about this. I made the call, and it was the right one.”

      Tar’Lock nodded but still made a few discrete tongue clicks.

      Talon took three steps toward the viewport and his eyes grew wide. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “There are sixty torpedoes coming our way,” said Tar’Lock, his voice trembling.

      Talon’s jaw tightened. “Evasive action. What about our jump engines?”

      “Still a few minutes out.”

      “Even for a micro-jump? We don’t need them working at one hundred percent.”

      Tar’Lock entered commands on his holo-terminal at lightning speed. He looked at Talon and shook his head.

      “Then redirect all starfighter wings to try and intercept the torpedoes—and make it a priority one order!”

      “Done, but most of them are out of range of the tangos; at best, they’ll get ten off our backs. That won’t make enough of a difference. We still can’t sustain a fifty-torpedoes volley.”

      “Our jump engines may be down, but the StarFuries have their own. Order them to micro-jump back here and destroy as many torpedoes as they can.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously and hit his head quickly, hoping Talon wouldn’t catch it, but he did.

      “Why didn’t I think of that? Transmitting order … dammit!”

      “What’s going on? The enemy erected a Jump Interdiction Field. Our birds can’t jump.”

      “Of course they did.”

      “We’re being hailed by Commander Vidar.”

      “On screen.”

      “Commodore Epizon, we’ve redirected all our starfighters to try and catch the torpedoes that are on their way but by our estimation, we’ll be coming way short to make enough of a difference. I’ve tried to jump several of my ships to come to your aide, but that tactic has failed. Unfortunately, none of my ships are close enough to yours to interpose and take the damage for you.”

      They would do that?

      “Thank you, Commander, and yes, the enemy has erected a JIF for what I believe is that very reason. Since it’s on their mothership, there isn’t much we can do until we can lower their shields. As for sacrificing a ship and crew to save us, I would never have asked that of you.”

      “It doesn’t need to be asked, Commodore. We both know that we need your main weapon to win this fight. Therefore, it would have been a strategical decision. And if we survive that day, we need to install this weapon of yours onboard our ships as well.”

      “Understood. And yes, retrofitting the Asgardian fleet with Heracles Cannons sounds like a good idea.”

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t do more, Commodore. I hope our fighters manage to take out enough torpedoes to allow the Victory to survive. I’ve already had all of my fleet lock onto your life signs. Should your shields become fully drained, we’ll beam as many of your crew as we can off the ship. But I hope it won’t come to that.”

      “It’s appreciated, thank you. Talon out.” Talon took a deep breath. “Time to impact?”

      “Forty seconds.”

      “How many tangos are still locked onto us?”

      “Thirty-six.”

      We’re not gonna make it.
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        * * *

      

      “Everyone ready?” asked Gaia.

      “Ready,” screamed Oryn.

      “So are we,” said Chase.

      “Now!” shouted Spiros.

      Oryn’s hands glowed bright white as she progressively froze the Atlantean computer core.

      “The computer core frequency and power are becoming more efficient,” said Spiros.

      “We knew this could happen,” said Gaia. “Keep going, Oryn.”

      “Dad, anything?” asked Chris. “I can’t get through.”

      “Neither can I, but let’s be patient.”

      “Approaching absolute zero,” advised Oryn.

      “Computer core is slowing way down,” said Spiros. “I’m able to finish decrypting the firewall. Chris and Chase, stand ready to get us through this. We don’t know how long it will take for such low temps to completely destroy the core, so the sooner you have results, the better. For all of us.”

      “Understood,” said Chase.

      “Firewall down. Go.”

      Chase focused on accessing the computer. It was harder than dealing with Alliance tech. Much harder in fact. He wondered if it had anything to do with this tech, or the fact that the computer core was frozen to near absolute-zero temperatures.

      “I’m not getting through,” said Chris telepathically. “What about you?”

      No luck either. Maybe instead of us both trying to access it separately, we should link our minds and try to work together on a hack.

      That’s not the plan.

      Screw the plan. I feel the computer core won’t last much longer at these temperatures.

      I have the same feeling. Okay, let’s do this together.

      I’m letting Oryn know not to get any colder … perhaps even raise the temp by a couple of decimal points.

      Chase sensed an opening to the computer core and with Chris dealing as a failsafe for him, he managed to sense the systems. It took quite a bit of mental effort to navigate through the very alien computer structure, but eventually Chase found what he was looking for. “I’ve got it,” he said through greeted teeth.

      “Give me ten seconds to install a backdoor,” said Spiros.

      Chase’s voice sounded choppy. “H—hurry u—up … it’s not going to be … easy to hold for that long.”

      Even though only a few seconds passed, it felt like an eternity for Chase.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked Chris.

      I feel like my brain has been passed through lawnmower. You?

      Yeah, that about sums it up.

      “Malware installed,” announced Spiros.

      Multiple beams of blue light shot from the obelisk, some of them through the walls of the pyramid, and everyone in the room or outside, except Kharon and Argos were gone.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra was still unconscious when Siegfried approached her. He slashed his hand in the air so quickly that it decapitated Ashra. “So long, bitch.”

      The Guard kicked the head of the Spectre across the room.

      Noise coming from behind got his attention and he whirled. A bloodied hand grabbed what was left of the throne and soon a blood-drenched Poseidon was back on his feet, using the debris from throne to keep himself upright.

      “That won’t do it,” said Poseidon.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “These things are very hard to kill. In fact, you need to incinerate every cell of its body or it will reconstruct.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I decapitated her. She’s gone.”

      “Trust me on this.”

      “Trust you? That will the day.”

      Poseidon’s eye grew wide. “Siegfried, behind you!”

      “I’m not falling for that o—”

      Siegfried couldn’t finish his sentence. He looked down his stomach—a dark fist had punched through it. He gazed around and there stood the decapitated body of Ashra, and it had just impaled him.

      Fuck me. Seems like that damn Olympian was telling the truth.

      Before Ashra’s headless body could decapitate him with her free hand, Siegfried blocked the attack with one hand and cut through her impaling arm at shoulder’s length with beams of light from his eyes.

      He then kicked the rest of her body to the ground, removed the arm from his stomach, which was incredibly painful. He disintegrated the limb he held and aimed a palm at the rest of the body.

      It was at this moment that his head started spinning and his vision blurred, and before he could fire an incinerating attack, Siegfried stumbled and fell face-first to the ground.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fenrir came about and looked at the damaged room.

      “What the hell happened?”

      “I’m too weak to finish her,” said Poseidon. “You have to do it. Your brother tried to, but he’s just lost consciousness.”

      “And why should I trust you?”

      “Because if you don’t, we’re all dead, so hurry up. She’s already rebuilding. Look!”

      Fenrir looked at the downed body of Ashra—except she was already up, missing a head and an arm. Frantic tendrils of black goo were already reconstructing her missing arm as she walked toward her severed head.

      The head on the ground spoke. “You’re dead, all of you. I’m going to enjoy eating your pathetic souls.”

      “What the fuck is this thing?” exclaimed a shocked Fenrir.

      “Evil incarnate, but right now we are running out of time, so incinerate her now, or we’re all dead.”

      Fenrir hesitated but then he glanced at the unconscious Siegfried. For now, he’d have to trust Poseidon. Fenrir deployed his energy claws and darted toward the headless body. When he was upon her, he slashed through her again and again, slicing her into smaller and smaller pieces.

      Tendrils of black goo shot at faster speed to try and reconstruct and re-fuse Ashra's body. Eventually, a couple of large tendrils shot forward instead of trying to catch onto loose pieces of her body and pierced through both Fenrir’s shoulders, effectively preventing him from continuing to slash Ashra.

      A ball of energy evolved in front of the reconstructing Ashra blob, and Fenrir couldn’t move a muscle to get free of her grasp.

      A fireball hit the blob and Fenrir struggled to see where it had come from. But from the corner of his vision, he managed to see a weak Siegfried, still on the ground with a palm aiming forward, before he lost consciousness again.

      Unfortunately, the attack had little to no effect, and Ashra’s body was almost fully reformed when the head rolled on its own toward her body.

      “This is a nightmare!” exclaimed Fenrir. “Why won’t you die? Bitch!”

      Ashra’s body kicked Fenrir but she left the two large tendrils in his shoulders by severing them from her body. As Fenrir fell to the ground, the tendrils shape-shifted and made their way around Fenrir, preventing him from moving his arms.

      The fireball Ashra was growing in front of her chest was now the size of a soccer ball and it shot toward Fenrir. There was nothing he could do to dodge it.

      A shadow moved in front of the fireball. It was Poseidon, and he unleashed a massive energy wave from his cybernetic arm that countered the fireball that would have killed Fenrir.

      “Why?” asked Fenrir. “Why are you helping me?”

      “For one, I firmly believe we don’t have to be enemies but more importantly, we stand a much better chance of defeating her if we join forces … as I’m sure you’ve also concluded.”

      Fenrir nodded. “Any way you can do something about these damn tendrils?”

      Poseidon looked at Ashra. Her head had rolled back to the bottom of her body, but since he had already deployed a lot of energy to save Fenrir, he decided to help the Guard first.

      He rushed to his side, grabbed the tendrils with his hands and froze them. Fenrir did the rest by expending his aura and flexing his muscles, effectively shattering the frozen and now frail tendrils to bits.

      Poseidon helped Fenrir get back to his feet.

      “Thank you,” said Fenrir.

      Poseidon flinched. “Don’t mention it.”
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        * * *

      

      Talon looked at the approaching torpedoes with dread inside his soul.

      “It’s been an honor having you as my first officer, Tar’Lock.”

      Tar’Lock couldn’t hold his sphincter closed and he released a long, drawn-out, high-pitched fart.

      “Sorry about that … and the honor was mine, Talon.”

      The torpedoes were almost upon them when a large mass of flames took them all out at once; the resulting multi-pronged explosion shook the Victory hard, and lights flickered around the ship.

      Ka’Rij, in full-fledged space dragon form, flew by the viewport.

      “Now that’s what I call timing!” exclaimed Talon.

      For once, Tar’Lock’s clicks had a joyful symphony ring to them.

      Two more space dragons were attacking the mothership, their fiery breath igniting their shields for the longest time, no doubt draining them at a much faster pace than the rest of the fleet’s energy weaponry ever could.

      “Bring us about and prepare to fire our main weapon. Can we get our Kyrian friends on the line?”

      “I’ve never hailed a dragon before,” said Tar’Lock, but I can try saturating all the bandwidths with our message. It won’t be encrypted though.”

      “Do it just to establish communication, then perhaps we can encrypt the following communications.”

      “What do I say?”

      “Ka’Rij, ‘come in’ will do.”

      Tar’Lock frantically entered commands on his holo-terminal. “Done.”

      “We’re getting a response.”

      “I’ve taken the liberty to use one of your channels. That way we won’t be spied upon,” said Ka’Rij. “Looks like we arrived just in the nick of time.”

      “Yes indeed. Impeccable timing, thank you. We’ve analyzed the run your colleagues made on the mothership, and it looks like your fire breath is very efficient at draining their shields. We can use that. Do you think you could have them focus on a specific spot of the shields to open them up, even for just a few seconds?”

      “Indeed, we can certainly try. Any particular place you want us to hit?”

      “I’ll have the fleet concentrate fire on a specific point, and I’ll let you add your firepower to that.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      “And Ka’Rij?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thanks again for saving our collective asses.”

      “Anytime. Just note that our oxygen reserves are limited so after a few minutes, we’ll have to replenish them by flying in high orbit of the planet’s atmosphere.”

      “Understood. I’ll let the Asgardian know.”

      Talon returned to the captain’s chair and brought up a holo-display with the mothership. Its shields were recharging faster than they were being drained. Since little was known about weak spots for the motherships, Talon followed his instincts and logic, and tagged an area near the aft of the starboard shields, and had the fleet coordinate their efforts on hitting that specific point.

      “Any reason you selected that target?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “No. It’s mostly a gut feeling, but there’s also the fact that the surface around this point contains more batteries than anywhere else on their ship.”

      “Which means they’re trying to defend this place in case of a surface attack.”

      “That was my thinking as well, yes.”

      The trio of dragons was on its way to make the attack pass, so Talon focused on the control of the main weapons on his console and locked onto the target, and waited. Ka’rij and his kin fired their breaths at the same time, creating a veritable inferno on the surface of the enemy's shields. They shone brightly and then flickered after a short while.

      “It’s now or never … firing,” said Talon.

      The entire Victory hummed as every bit of power it had was being siphoned from all the systems but basic life support, before firing a massive golden beam of plasma energy.

      At first, the beam impacted with the shields but soon a hole was created and the beam impaled the Spectre mothership in both the entry point and a newly formed exit point on the port side. A cascade of multiple explosions appeared on the surface of the ship; its lights flickered and its sub-light engines flickered too. But the ship didn’t explode.

      “Damage report?” asked Talon.

      “Reporting massive damage. They’ve lost half of their power signature, batteries … and torpedoes have all stopped firing. Shields are recharging already but they seem to have been seriously damaged in the process.”

      “Instruct the fleet to keep firing at it. That will force them to divert all their power to the shields, which will slow down their repair efforts and, in time, we could even bring the entire ship down.”

      “I’ve relayed the orders to the fleet.”
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      “You really think we can pull this off?” asked Kharon.

      Argos looked at the approaching asteroids. They were massive but he knew they could destroy them—doing so safely, without blowing up the pyramid below, was what would require some well-coordinated effort.

      “It’s a little late to have second thoughts about your plan, don’t you think?”

      “I’m just a kid. I didn’t know if you’d even listen to my proposal, let alone give any credence to my plan..”

      “Oh, that’s the card you’re playing then?”

      Kharon smiled. “What’s the plan now, though?”

      “I go high into the atmosphere and blow these things up into smaller chunks. You just use your teleportation power to blow up the larger of those chunks that fall toward the surface.”

      “How will I know which ones to target?”

      “Just take out the bigger chunks and let your instincts guide you. That’s something the Athanatos family has going for itself. We share great instincts, especially when push comes to shove and our lives depend on it.”

      “Good to know. But just so I understand this, do I destroy all massive chunks or just those that come into our general vicinity?”

      “Vicinity is the priority. However, try to destroy as many as you can. We don’t know what a massive impact could trigger, even one that’s hundreds of miles away. Such an event could spike earthquakes or cause volcanoes to erupt. I must go now. Good luck, Kharon”

      “To you as well, uncle.”

      Argos flew into the sky and Kharon followed him halfway through and eventually stayed and levitated at a lower altitude, waiting for the debris. It didn’t take long for most of it to appear. She vaporized the bigger chunks with ease but after a few minutes, they became too many to track at once and she felt quickly overwhelmed.

      “How can I track those I can’t even see?” she asked telepathically.

      Feel them. Close your eyes if you have to, though I wouldn’t suggest you keep them closed too long. But perhaps once or twice, to acquire that sense or feel you’ll need to teleport towards the bigger pieces.

      She destroyed two large chunks heading down toward the area of the pyramid and closed her eyes for just a moment. She felt a disturbance hundreds of miles away and teleported there instinctively.

      Upon arriving, the asteroid was just about to hit the surface—to the point where she feared blowing it up so close to the surface could be dangerous. Promptly, she flew under it and used all her power to slow it down. She then catapulted the asteroid back into the sky with a massive shockwave, and blew it out of the sky with a powerful fireball.

      Another sense of urgency drew her attention and she teleported again. This time a large chunk was heading straight toward the pyramid.

      “Crap!” she exclaimed, though no one would hear.

      She focused on flying there as fast as possible and flew toward the center of the massive chunk of rock, barely half a kilometer over the pyramid, which meant she had no time to slow it down. She pierced through the rock dead center, turned around in the air, and vaporized five of the bigger chunks with fireballs.

      Unfortunately, there was no time to deal with the sixth smaller chunk and it crashed three miles from the pyramid, and left a long trail of flames upon impact.

      Kharon couldn’t sense any disturbances from that impact and hoped she wouldn’t regret it later, but there was nothing she could do about it now. She flew toward more asteroid chunks falling from the sky.

      She dispatched chunks for another few minutes, teleporting to and fro, and eventually they stopped.

      Argos flew next to her. “Great job, I think we did it.”
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        * * *

      

      When the party arrived at their new destination, the lights turned on around them on their own. The place looked a lot more technological than within the walls of the pyramid.

      “Looks like we made it,” said Chris. “Everyone alright?”

      “We seem to be all here and accounted for,” said Oryn.

      “Except our dinner,” Nyx protested.

      “Sorry, I didn’t think beaming a live fire into an unknown location was a safe thing to do,” said Chase.

      “Bummer. I kinda liked that meat.”

      “Now what?” asked Menelas.

      “Give us a few minutes to get our bearings,” said Spiros.

      Both he and Gaia scanned the area and tried interfacing with the tech in the room they had beamed into. A large room with no doors in sight.

      After a few minutes, Argos and Kharon teleported inside.

      “We’ve dealt with the asteroids,” said Argos.

      Chase gave Kharon a hug. “Good work, the two of you.”

      “Thanks.” Kharon beamed with pride.

      A hologram appeared.

      “Did you do this?” asked Gaia.

      “Not that I’m aware of,” said Spiros.

      The hologram was of an elderly humanoid in a white robe. He had a long beard and piercing blue eyes.

      “Intruders detected, activating self-destruct.”

      “Wait!” urged Chris. “Don’t do it.”

      The alarm blaring all around them indicated he’d not listened to Chase's plea.

      “We’re not your enemies,” said Chase.

      The hologram scanned everyone in the room with blue beams of light.

      “You’re mostly Furies and last I checked, Furies are the enemy of all living things in this dimension.”

      “Once upon a time, perhaps, but we aren’t,” said Chris.

      “Speak for yourself,” said Nyx telepathically.

      “Please honey, not now,” answered Chris.

      Honey?

      “Please explain,” requested the hologram.

      “We’re here to forge an alliance with the people of Atlantis,” Chris continued. “We’re currently under attack from a formidable enemy that calls itself the Spectres.”

      The hologram rubbed its long beard, which Chris thought was peculiar, but hoped it meant the hologram was reconsidering his position of blowing them up.

      “This is not possible. The Spectres are trapped inside another dimension.”

      “Not anymore. They’ve found a way to breach their dimensional prison and are trying to destroy every living being in this one. We could use the help of the Atlanteans to fight them off.”

      The self-destruct alarm turned off.

      “If you were hoping my people could fight with you, I'm afraid I have some bad news for you. My people are gone, so to speak. I’m the last of the Atlanteans, and I’m not exactly in a position to help you … much.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s best we discuss this on Atlantis itself. I may be able to provide some help, if what you say is true and the Spectres are indeed here. There’s a very good chance this dimension may be in dire need of help. My people never would have wanted this future for the beings inhabiting this dimension.”

      “How do we get to Atlantis?” asked Chase.

      “Step into the circle,” said the hologram.

      A large blue circle of light drew itself in the middle of the room.

      “Don’t worry,” said the hologram, “this is just an intergalactic transporter, similar to the portal system I’m assuming you used to get here in the first place.”

      “It could be a trap,” said Nyx telepathically.

      “We don’t exactly have a choice,” said Chris.

      “I agree,” said Chase and Argos in telepathic unison.

      “Kharon,” added Chase, “can you teleport us out of here and back inside the pyramid if things turn sour?”

      I can try, but I've never teleported that many people at once, but … yes, I think so.

      “That won’t be necessary,” said the hologram. “I give you my word that I mean you no harm.”

      “What just happened? Can he hear our thoughts?” asked Menelas.

      “Certainly looks that way,” said Oryn.

      “Your word means nothing to me,” barked Nyx.

      “Hey, easy there!” urged Chris. "Looks like he's on our side."

      “I’m not betting my life on a hologram that just minutes ago was ready to blow us all to kingdom come.”

      “And yet he stopped the self-destruct sequence, which means 'was' still remains the operative word in your statement.”

      “The boy is correct,” said the hologram.

      “My name is Chris. What’s yours?”

      “My name is Hyperion, the high one. If what you say is true, and the Spectres have invaded this realm, I’ll do everything in my power to help you stop them.”

      “That good enough for me,” said Argos, and he was the first to step into the circle.

      Soon, everyone else followed—everyone but Nyx.

      “Come on, Nyx,” pleaded Chris.

      She growled but eventually stepped into the circle. A bright cyan light engulfed them all and they disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Poseidon and Fenrir heard clapping and they turned around. Ashra had finished regenerating and was clapping her hands slowly.

      “I gotta admit,” she said, “for cockroaches, you’re quite resourceful. I’m looking forward to soon be digesting your souls.”

      “Over my dead body,” said Poseidon.

      “That’s usually the idea behind my actions.”

      “Now what?” whispered Fenrir.

      “We attack her together,” said Poseidon telepathically.

      “Ready when you are,” answered Fenrir.

      Poseidon fired a beam of icy energy toward Ashra, who easily deflected the beam with her hand. Meanwhile, Fenrir jumped at her, slashing his energy claws toward her face.

      She blocked him by grabbing both his wrists before proceeding to break them with ease. The Guard screamed just long enough before Ashra sent him flying with a powerful kick to the sternum. The kick took the wind out of Fenrir—and from the bone-cracking sound that accompanied the attack—it had probably broken one or two of his ribs in the process.

      Fenrir rolled on the mostly destroyed marble and tried to get himself back up on his feet, but instead he collapsed back onto the floor.

      “Great, just great,” thought Poseidon.

      Poseidon feigned an attack, which got Ashra’s attention and immediately prompted her to go on the counterattack. He dodged her slashing arm, grabbed it, and crushed every bone in it with ease, and then ripped her entire arm off. He used it to bash in her head and force her down on one knee, at which point he kneed her under the chin, sending her smashing into the ceiling of the palace, and cracking more marble in the process.

      Poseidon threw away her arm, and aimed his cybernetic hand at her and engulfed her into a column of red-hot flames. She flew through the fire as if it weren’t affecting her, and landed such a powerful punch to his stomach that he lost balance and fell on his back.

      “Impressive strength you’ve demonstrated,” she taunted, “but did you really think that your pathetic implants would be a match against a Spectre Goddess?”

      “Looks like someone is having delusions of grandeur,” spat Poseidon along with a bit of blood.

      A beep resounded within her vicinity and she put a couple fingers on her temple. “What is it?” she said, “I’m rather busy at the moment.”

      Poseidon couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation but he quickly gathered, from the various facial grimaces, that it wasn’t good news.

      “Useless imbeciles!” she screamed, and then roared loudly to vent her frustration.

      Poseidon dusted himself off as he rose to his feet and took a defensive battle stance. “What is it? Is your plan not going as you hoped?”

      She shot daggers at him. “No, and that’s very bad news for all of you as well, as I have to be on my way earlier than I’d hoped for.”

      “Don’t let the door hit you on your way out.”

      “Funny. But I’m not leaving here without every single one of your souls. So, as fun as this little diversion has been …”

      Poseidon planted his feet deeply in the ground, but it didn’t help. She reached forward with both hands and levitated all three bodies in the air. Fenrir and Siegfried woke up in flight and tried breaking free of the telekinetic hold by flailing about, but Ashra simply increased her hold on them, and soon all three of them were levitating a few yards away from her, their arms tightly pressed to their sides.

      “What the hell is going on?” asked Siegfried through gritted teeth.

      “We’ve been trying to defeat her together,” said Fenrir. “In fact, Poseidon saved my life.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Believe it,” said Poseidon. “We either unite our forces or we’re dead.”

      “Seems to me we’re just seconds away from this second option of yours,” murmured Siegfried.

      “Not exactly my fault.”

      “He’s right. We need to unite to defeat her” added Fenrir. “But I can’t move. What about the two of you?”

      “Same here,” replied Siegfried.

      “Me too,” said Poseidon through clenched teeth.

      “Well … for what it’s worth," said Siegfried, "thank you for trying to save my brother. If we make it, I’ll owe you one.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to make it,” Poseidon stated.

      Ashra whistled. “Are you cockroaches done with your goodbyes? Good, ‘cause your time is up, and I have somewhere else to be.” She made large circle movements with her arms and created a much larger soul-sucking vortex than usual.

      The amount of force the vortex was exerting on their souls was too strong for them to resist. Fenrir’s soul was almost fully out of his body, and both body and soul were screaming. Poseidon’s soul was almost halfway out, and Siegfried—who’d resisted the longest—found his soul was also getting siphoned.

      “Struggling won’t help. Your souls are mi—”

      Ashra didn’t finish her sentence. Ten golden energy arrows emerged from her body, most of them from her chest, but also one in each limb. She screamed out loud.

      “Die, you bitch!” said Artemis as she closed her fist from several yards behind the Spectre, and her arrows exploded.

      The Spectre shattered, sending multiple parts of Ashra flying throughout the room.

      “Help … vortex,” said Poseidon.

      Artemis’ reaction was instantaneous and she aimed a large energy arrow at the vortex and fired. It was swallowed by the vortex and the resulting explosion dissolved its soul-sucking power.

      All three souls snatched back into their respective bodies and they crashed on the floor.

      She ran to Poseidon’s side. “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Thanks to you, I am now. But we have to hurry. She’ll recover soon.”

      “Agreed,” said Siegried.

      Artemis reacted instinctively and aimed three golden arrows at the Guard.

      “Wait,” said Poseidon. “I think they’re no more threat, at least for now. Am I right?”

      Siegfried nodded. “Yes, as painful as it is for me to admit it, we need each other, it seems.”

      A massive roar echoed behind them and everything around them shook; large chunks of the marble ceiling of the royal palace fell and crashed around them.

      Ashra had not only reconstructed her body, but she was now in a state of pure vengeful madness. “Screw your souls, I’m going to kill you all!”

      Artemis fired the three arrows she had created for Siegfried at Ashra and they stopped in mid-air, turned around, and shot back toward them. Poseidon kicked Artemis out of the way, but in doing so, both he and the Guards were hit. Siegfried took one in the shoulder, and both Poseidon and Fenrir took one in their legs.

      As Artemis crashed yards away, something dislodged from her back and made a clanging noise as it slid away.

      “Is that what I think it is?” asked Poseidon.

      “Yes,” replied a moaning Artemis.

      Poseidon used a strong telekinetic hold to bring the weapon to him while Ashra created a giant fireball on top of her. It was a black fireball, with hundreds of crimson lightning bolts sizzling on its surface.

      “Time for Asgard and its pathetic people to die!” screamed Ashra.

      The moment the weapon reached Poseidon, he felt an amazing influx of energy course through him, even bigger than when he wore Bone Crusher for the first time. The weapon was a two-sided lance. On one side, it had a pulsating golden trident with a blue gem glowing at its center, and on the other end of the weapon, a double-sided axe, also golden, with a pulsating green gem.

      Poseidon felt the powers of his old trident as well as the power of Mjölnir in the new weapon—and also something else. He rotated the weapon in his hand at such great speed that it quickly turned into a vortex and siphoned the energy out of Ashra's mass. In just a few moments, the magnificent weapon had siphoned all of Ashra’s attack inside itself, and the lance glowed black.

      Poseidon slashed forward the weapon, at Ashra, and a column of black energy impaled her in the chest, punching a large hole on its way through her ribcage.

      She shrieked loudly as hundreds upon of hundreds of blue souls escaped from her gaping wound.
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        * * *

      

      “Nooooooooooo!” she roared. She tried covering the wound with her hands but souls escaped through her fingers and from her back. “What is happening to me?”

      “I tried to warn you,” said Spectre Prime inside her head. “Your young body was never designed to hold that many souls. But you had to eat even more of them on your way to the battlefield. So now that your body has been compromised by this new weapon, you can't hold them anymore. I told you this would happen, but you didn't heed my warning.”

      That’s not possible. You're lying!

      And yet, you’re bleeding souls like there is no tomorrow. In a matter of days, you’ll lose every single one of them, and then you’ll die.

      No! I won’t let that happen.

      For that you'd have to survive Poseidon first, and not to be pessimistic here, but he's got you beat with that new weapon of his.

      She looked up and saw Poseidon was already swiveling the weapon for a second attack.

      She pressed her temple with two fingers. “Get me out of here … now!”

      Poseidon fired a second shot at her. This time by a blue-green energy beam. Just before the beam would hit Ashra, she beamed from the throne room.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve detected a transport signature reaching the mothership,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Can we detect how many beamed back, onto their ship?” asked Talon.

      “It's hard to say, but my best guess is just one lifeform. And that’s not all of it. I’m detecting a major build-up of energy inside the ship.”

      “I'm going to need more than this, Tar’Lock.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it, and the computer isn’t able to propose a hypothesis.”

      “I don’t like it. Open a channel to the fleet.”

      Tar’Lock gave Talon a thumb’s up.

      “This is Commodore Epizon. Something’s happening to the mothership. I recommend caution. We’d better distance ourselves from it, and fast. Tar’Lock, get us away at maximum sub-light speeds.”

      “Aye, Commodore. Executing … getting us away maneuver at maximum thruster power.”

      The mothership glowed and began pulsating.

      “Faster,” encouraged Talon. “What the hell are they doing? Is this a self-destruct? Are they trying to blow themselves up to destroy Asgard?”

      “Unknown, sir.”

      The mothership disappeared and a massive wave of crimson energy expanded all around the mothership. It travelled through all the ships that were in range. Their lights flickered and their engines died.

      “Divert all power to the shields, now!” screamed Talon.

      Tar’Lock obeyed and just before the wave impacted the Victory, the shields lit up for a long time, but the Victory didn’t lose power.

      “Status report?” asked Talon

      “Our shields held,” said Tar'Lock. “Don’t ask me how, but they did. However, every other ship in the fleet has been disabled.”

      “What about the mothership?”

      Tar’Lock clicked frantically. “They’re nowhere to be seen … they’re gone.”

      “At least there’s that. For a moment, I thought they were willing to blow us up all to hell in a grand sacrificial gesture.”
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      “Mind telling me what the hell that was?” asked the Spectre officer.

      Ashra was burning her flesh in an attempt to slow down the flow of escaping souls, but it wasn’t having much of an effect. “I don’t think I like your tone, Commander.”

      “Screw my tone. We’ve obeyed every one of your orders but you always keep us in the dark as per your goals.”

      “Dark, you say? Let me show you dark.”

      Ashra’s eyes flashed with a bright red glow and the Spectre’s head exploded. As hundreds of souls escaped his body, Ashra tried devouring them but was unable to do.

      “This is really bad.”

      “You should have listened to me,’ said Spectre Prime.

      You said that already. Now, what do I do?

      Why in the twelve constellations would I help you? Or do I need to remind you that you murdered me? I’m just happy to have the best seat in the house to witness your own demise.

      I’ll remember that when I get back to your home world and slaughter your entire family.

      You wouldn’t dare!

      Right, ‘cause murdering millions is not something I enjoy doing already. But fret not. I’ll make them suffer first. Like no one has ever suffered before. Let's see how you enjoy having the best seat in the house then.

      You’re a monster, and a disgrace to our kind.

      Last chance, Prime.

      There was a long silence before the soul of the Prime answered. “There’s one person that could help you on our world.”

      I’m listening.

      She’s a doctor, of sorts.

      I’ll need more than that.

      She lives in the Geminon district of Spectre Central; her name is Kisin. She can help you make sure you don’t die from your predicament … if you reach her on time. That is, if you can open a rift to the other side.

      I already have. That’s what happened when we jumped. I should reach the Spectre home world within two hours.

      Remember your promise regarding my family.

      Ashra growled and used the still gushing hole in her chest to reach inside of her.

      “What are you doing?” shouted Spectre Prime.

      “You’ll see … ah, there you are.” She wrenched her hand from the wound, allowing even more souls to escape. Holding a very dark soul in her hand, she looked at it.

      “Let me go!” pleaded the soul. “I gave you the information that you needed to survive!”

      “Yes, you did, and that will be your last mistake. But I’m not a total monster, so I’ll leave you with a parting gift. Know that I’ll make sure to give my regards to your family in a couple of hours.”

      “Noooooooo!” screamed the soul of Spectre Prime.

      Ashra grabbed the soul with both hands and crushed it to nothingness.

      “Them, and everyone else on that wretched planet, that is.”
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        * * *

      

      When the team arrived on Atlantis, they couldn’t believe their eyes. The room they had teleported into seemed to be made of pure gold. Golden reflections shimmered all around them, giving the place a feel like one would get from a dream.

      “This place feels surreal,” said Argos.

      “That it does,” agreed Chase.

      “Where’s our new friend?”

      The Hyperion hologram re-appeared. “I’m still here, but my lifeforce is almost completely depleted.”

      “I didn’t think holograms had a lifeforce,” said Oryn.

      “This hologram is just a projection of my consciousness. My physical body lies inside a stasis pod that's trying as best it can to extend my lifespan.”

      “Perhaps we could heal you,” proposed Menelas. “Furies are good at that.”

      “I know you are but I don’t think there’s anything that can be done for me in that regard. Projecting my avatar as a hologram has already put too much strain on my frail old body. I’ve long since reached the point of no return, but hopefully I have enough time left to help you in your endeavor to kill … the Spectres.”

      “Why did you pause there?” questioned Nyx.

      “Seriously?” asked Chris. “Do you have to antagonize him at every turn?”

      “You can’t possibly tell me you didn’t find that pause suspicious?”

      “I did,” admitted Chase. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” said Hyperion. “The pure-blood Fury, as impetuous as she is, is correct.”

      Nyx smirked.

      “What are you smiling about?” asked Chris.

      “Told you,” she countered.

      “Let’s put a pin in that for the time being,” proposed Oryn. “Mind telling us why you hesitated in pronouncing the name of our enemy?”

      Hyperion sighed. “It’s not like I had any intention of keeping this from you in the first place. But you must promise me that you’ll keep an open mind, and don’t judge my people once all is revealed.”

      “We can’t do that,” said Nyx.

      “Yes, we can,” countered Chris.

      Nyx growled.

      “Very well,” said Hyperion. “You'll need to know the truth to defeat them anyway. I just hope you’ll try and help my people, if any of them can still be saved, that is.”

      “What are you trying to say?” asked Gaia.

      Hyperion rubbed his long white beard. “The beings you are calling Spectres are …”

      “Are what?” requested Nyx impatiently.

      Hyperion took a deep breath. “Atlanteans.”

      “What?” almost everyone in the room said in unison.

      “Initially, at least,” continued Hyperion. “A long, long time ago, this dimension had been attacked by a dimension-hopping enemy called the Itzama. They invaded this dimension and destroyed countless of civilizations until my people drove them away. But in order to make sure they were dealt with for good, my people also created interdimensional travel, and they hunted them through multiple dimensions.

      “Along the way, they passed through a dimension that infected their DNA on such a level that it started transforming them. Before we could realize what was going on, most of us began to have a hunger grow within us. One we couldn’t sate. Eventually, we figured out that we not only required a new food source, but that this craving it gave us was so strong that we had no choice but to succumb to it.”

      “Oh, my god,” said Gaia. “You needed to devour souls, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” replied Hyperion. “The pathogen that infected Atlanteans transformed my people into a sort of vampiric species, and soon we forgot our role as the protectors of our dimension. It was our duty to guide and protect the younger races, like yourselves.”

      Spiros grabbed his head with both hands. “This is madness.”

      “No, sir,” Hyperion said, “the true madness is that unrelenting force which grew inside of us, and that turned my people from a life-loving species to a dimension-hunting race that was driven by a single purpose: to eat as many souls as they could get their hands on.”

      “What about you?” asked Kharon. “How come it didn’t affect you?”

      “Oh it did, but after a while, I came to be the only one who realized what was happening—that, or the only one willing to accept that something was changing not only my body, but also my way of thinking. I tried curing my people … but they didn’t want to be cured. Eventually, as I became more insistent, they saw me as their enemy, and even tried to hunt me down. I was forced to invent a device to trap them in the current dimension they resided.”

      “The dimension Zeus and the old Alliance sent the Furies at the end of the first war,” said Menelas.

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s heavy,” said Oryn.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah” said Nyx. “You became monsters, and you’re sorry, blah-blah-blah.”

      “I can’t believe you just said this,” said Chris in her mind.

      “Well, believe it,” responded Nyx vocally. “This is ancient history; tragic or not doesn’t matter. All that matters is the reason we came here, which is to find weapons to defeat the Spectres.”

      “I apologize for our friend’s lack of manners,” said Chase, “but she’s not wrong, even though there was probably a thousand better ways to phrase it.”

      “There’s no need to apologize,” said Hyperion. “Whatever my people did, whatever they have become, is unforgivable. I know that better than anyone, and parts of me hate both my people and myself for playing a part in their unfortunate … devolution.”

      “Not to sound insensitive,” said Argos, “but can you really help us defeat your people?”

      “Yes. Once I returned to this dimension as the last of my kind, I worked for hundreds of years to cure my own DNA, and make sure I didn’t turn into a Spectre myself. Once I achieved that goal, I then worked on weapons to defeat them, should they ever find a way to escape their dimensional prison.

      “I created a machine that sustained my life for centuries more than my corporeal body could ever do on its own.”

      “I would imagine the Atlanteans to be immortal, like we are,” said Chris.

      “Initially, we were, but once our DNA shifted to only be sustainable if we ate souls, we lost our immortality. I was not spared by this change, and I only managed to reverse most of the Spectre DNA changes. I never recovered my own immortality.”

      “What about that other enemy?” asked Kharon, “The Itzama? Were they defeated?”

      “Yes, but in defeating them, my people became even worse than the enemy they once hunted down. That’s why I had to trap them. To stop them from travelling to other dimensions and killing every soul pretty much everywhere.

      “Once I returned to Atlantis, I relentlessly worked on ways to defeat them while keeping an eye on the different conflicts that were happening in this dimension. The Titan war, the first Fury war … I even witnessed your second and more recent war with them. In fact, I helped in the only way I knew how.”

      “You’re the one who built the soul ships,” said Chase.

      Hyperion nodded. “Yes.”

      “And you say you have been working on other weapons?” asked Chris.

      “Yes, a technology quite similar in fact.”

      “Similar, how?”

      “Just like the soul ships. It links itself to the current incarnation of your soul on a deeper level, and reveals your spirit animal, and brings that hidden part of your soul to the surface, allowing you to channel your power more efficiently.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said Argos, “but our biggest problem right now is not getting our souls snatched by Ashra.”

      “The armor comes with a countermeasure to that specific power, but it’s not one hundred percent protection. It will deflect most of the pull, but if your armor gets damaged, his or her soul can still be devoured, I’m afraid.”

      “Did you say armor?” asked Kharon.

      “Yes, I’ve always known that one day someone would have to fight and defeat the Spectre Primes. That can’t be done from space, as their regenerative powers are too strong, and even destroying a ship or a planet they live on doesn’t mean their bodies would be fully destroyed, at least not on a molecular level. Hence the armor, so that a Prime Spectre can be defeated in physical combat.”

      “We still need a weapon to defeat their massive motherships,” stated Spiros.

      “I’ve been working on those as well, but I'm afraid they’re not complete. Perhaps with your help we can finalize their designs. I take it you’re scientists, you and … whatever she is,” said Hyperion, pointing to Gaia.

      “She’s an AI, though none of us considers her as such,” said Spiros. “She’s a person, like us.”

      “That would explain why I can sense a soul in her, but I couldn’t recognize its vibration.”

      “I have a soul?” asked Gaia.

      “A rather big one, in fact, yes. And I’m sorry for addressing you the way I did earlier. I just wasn’t sure what you were. I’ve never met a species like yours.”

      “Apology accepted,” said Gaia, “and I’m not really part of a species. I’m the only one of my kind that I’m aware of. Well, there used to be another one of me … that turned evil and almost destroyed us all.”

      “I could see that. Artificial Intelligence, especially sentient ones like yourself, can be very dangerous. I’m glad to see you are stable and on the side of good, but I suspect you have fears about your own existence and worry you may one day do something you’ll regret; am I correct?”

      Gaia looked down before answering. “How did you know?”

      “The answer to this question is quite simple. That is what makes us who we are and doesn't just apply to yourself. Any living being with a conscience has these thoughts at one time or another. If anything, that makes you more human.”

      Hyperion’s hologram flickered.

      “What was that?” asked Spiros.

      “As I mentioned before, I’m reaching the end of my life, and the pod that keeps my physical body alive, if we can even call it that, has been having technical issues lately.”

      “Tell us where you are,” asked Gaia, “maybe Spiros and I can help fix your pod.”

      Hyperion split in two identical versions, each one as bright as the original.

      “Follow me,” said the first Hyperion hologram to Spiros and Gaia. “The rest of you, follow him. He’ll show you to the soul armor.”
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        * * *

      

      Poseidon walked to the brig. A strong forcefield kept the prisoners inside. “I’m sorry about this, but you’ve not exactly been cooperative in the past.”

      “We’re used to this treatment,” said Siegfried, “but it’s unnecessary, and know that if we wanted to escape, we would.”

      “Easily,” added Fenrir.

      “I know,” said Poseidon as he turned off the forcefield.

      “I don’t understand,” said Siegfried.

      “Then let me explain. You’ve vowed to help us defeat Ashra, but I needed to know what you’d do if you were put in a situation I know you hate. And for that I’m sorry. But spending time inside one of these cells and not trying to escape is a good sign. It means you’re not letting your negative emotions take over and divert you from your new main goal.”

      “So … what? We’re free to go now?”

      “After a fashion. I’d like you to stay until the Earth Alliance has been briefed about your change of mind. Will that be a problem?”

      “We no longer have ships, an army, nor a single friend in the whole universe,” said Fenrir. “Where would we go anyway?”

      Poseidon walked toward Fenrir and presented his hand. He could tell Fenrir was confused. “For what it’s worth,” said Poseidon, “I don’t hate you, and I’d like to be able to call both of you friends in the future, or at the very least allies. Like everything that matters in life, friendship is earned over time, usually through one’'s actions. But let’s just say your actions today were a step in the right direction.”

      Fenrir shook Poseidon’s hand, and so did Siegfried shortly thereafter.
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      When Ashra located Doctor Kisin, her state had degraded beyond anything she’d thought possible. She kept leaking souls, no matter how she tried to prevent it. She estimated that she must have lost more than half of them already. She felt weak, and was getting weaker with every passing moment.

      I need this to stop, or I’ll be dead soon. I don’t think I could take on all the Furies with my current power levels, and the more time that passes, the less likely it would be for me to defeat even a single one of them.

      “I need your help,” said Ashra.

      “I can see that. I’m just curious how you knew to come to me,” said Kisin.

      “Spectre Prime.”

      “Makes sense. How is my old friend doing?”

      Probably better not to tell her that I killed him and destroyed his soul. After all, this dimension is pretty much oblivious to what’s happening on the other side.

      “With my help, he’s leading our people to victory. It’s only a matter of weeks now, and then we can bridge both dimensions. There are so many souls on the other side for us to feed on.”

      “That’s excellent news. But tell me, how did this happen to you?”

      “During combat with powerful foes, one of their attacks allowed my souls to slip out of my body. I was surprised by it, since this is the first time this has happened to me.”

      “I’ve never heard of a combat wound doing this. Did you have any symptoms beforehand?”

      “Yes, sort of. I felt weak and felt I had to struggle and expend a lot of energy to keep my souls within my body. Also, Prime said that I could be suffering from soul overload, whatever that means.”

      “Ah, that makes sense then. Yes, your battle wound isn’t the real reason for your current leak. It just happened to have accelerated your predicament. I suppose he informed you that you’d leak souls to death in your current condition.”

      “Death?”

      “Yes, and I surmise that’s why Prime sent you to me, since he once faced the same predicament. I saved his life back then, just like I will save yours today.”

      “Thanks, doc. Can we hurry up and fix me before I lose all my souls, though?”

      “Unfortunately, losing all of them is part of the process. That can no longer be prevented.”

      “What? But I’ll lose all my powers.”

      “For a time, yes.”

      “I can’t afford that. I have too many responsibilities on the battlefield.”

      “There’s no other choice for you at this point; it’s either that, or you just die. However, since this has happened more than once over the years, Spectre Prime gave me unlimited resources to run my operation. Part of these resources is a team of hunters gathering new souls that we keep on ice at this very facility. That allows any Spectre who has to through this procedure to replenish themselves with these souls. They’re not the most powerful ones, but we have thousands of them, at least. So, once you're recovered, you’ll be able to feed upon them to regain some of your powers.”

      Thousands? That’s a drop in the ocean compared to the millions I have inside me now. I need to get hundreds of thousands more or I won’t be able to defeat my enemies, either in this dimension or the other.

      “If losing my souls can’t be helped, then I guess we’d better get started with the procedure.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my,” exclaimed Gaia, looking at the extremely old, barely living body of Hyperion inside his stasis pod. His physical appearance was in such a bad state that the only thing that informed her that Hyperion was still alive was the holo-panel on the side of the pod that provided very weak, very erratic vitals.

      Spiros rushed to scan the pod and surrounding equipment.

      “There’s a problem with the pod's power management. I’ll start working on it ASAP. See if you can get the stasis pod stabilized on your end.”

      “Thank you for your help,” said the Hyperion hologram.

      “That’s the least we can do, since we also need your help to defeat the damn …” Gaia stopped to rephrase. “I’m sorry, I meant the Spectre. I have not yet fully integrated that we’re basically fighting and killing Atlanteans.”

      “No need to apologize,” said Hyperion. “We’re the aggressors here, well technically … what my people have become, that is. Atlanteans, before they turned into Spectres, would never have hurt another soul on purpose.”

      “We know,” said Spiros, “and I can empathize with how you must feel.”

      “Truth be told, I feel very tired, and I’m looking forward to taking my leave from this realm of existence once I’ve played my role in helping you win your war.”

      “I’m sorry to hear you feel this way.”

      “Don’t be. I’ve lived a full life, even if extending it artificially for so many years hasn’t been the best of experiences. It was needed, however, so that one day, courageous souls like yours would find your way to Atlantis and help me put an end to the Spectre threat.”

      “Pardon me for asking you this, but if you wanted to be found,” asked Gaia, “why all the fail safes?”

      “To make sure only the right people found me.”

      “I can see why you’d like that to be the case. We hope we’re worthy of your trust.”

      “So do I. But from the short interactions we’ve had, I’d say I made the right choice. I was running of time anyway, so I gotta say your arrival was a timely one as well.”
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        * * *

      

      As they followed Hyperion, Chase and the others passed near a viewport that prompted him to stop and stare outside.

      “We’re in space?” he asked.

      “Certainly looks that way,” replied Chris. “Maybe we’re on a space station.”

      “Atlantis is a ship,” said Hyperion, “at least nowadays it is.”

      “How big is it?” asked Argos.

      “It’s what we call a generation ship, so city-sized, able to provide multiple generations with everything they need—if they needed to flee their world and stay in space for hundreds of years.”

      “Impressive. That would match the Spectre motherships in size, wouldn’t it?” asked Nyx.

      “Correct,” said Hyperion.

      “Makes sense if we’re considering Atlanteans and Spectre were once the same people,” said Menelas. “Can it take on a Spectre mothership, though?”

      “They should be about equal in terms of power if Atlantis were working at full capacity, which it isn't right now. Also, I’d rather you didn’t just destroy the Spectre motherships.”

      “With all due respect,” pointed out Nyx, “we may not have a choice.”

      “With all due respect?” echoed Chase and Chris in unison.

      Nyx sighed. “Never mind.”

      “I am very well aware of that,” Hyperion continued, “but I’ll be providing you with weapons allowing you to hopefully revert them back to their Atlantean form. Whenever possible.”

      “Would that work for any other species that has been turned into Spectre as well?” asked Chris

      “You beat me to it,” said Chase in his mind.

      “I’m afraid not. Any Spectre that didn’t originally have Atlantean DNA will die, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s too bad,” murmured Chris.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “My mother has been turned into the Spectre Prime.”

      “What was her initial species?”

      “Human,” said Chase.

      “With some Fury DNA from pregnancy,” added Chris.

      “Oh, that DNA is probably why she survived the transformation process then; humans can’t turn into Spectres, and even if they did by some freak accident, they’d die shortly thereafter.”

      “Is there a way to modify the technology to get her back to what she was before she got infected?” asked Argos.

      “I’ll have to look into a sample of her DNA before I can answer that or, at the very least, yours,” said Hyperion, pointing at Chris.

      “And maybe mine too,” suggested Kharon. “She also gave birth to me, but in her Spectre form.”

      “Then yours would be good samples for me to run my tests on, having comparison points from the original and the modified DNAs. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up, as the chances of me finding a way to help her are slim to none.”

      “That’s okay,” said Chase, “any chance is better than none. Thank you, Hyperion.”

      “For now, let me show you what I can do to help you fight your enemy when they are too powerful to be reverted to their original form.”

      “What does that even mean?” asked Oryn, puzzled.

      “Once a Spectre has fed on too many souls,” explained Hyperion, “they’re too strong for the reverting process to work on them.”

      “In other words, we’ll still have a to kill their best fighters,” said Nyx.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra felt incredibly weak after the procedure.

      “It’s not a nice feeling, isn’t it?” said a voice inside her head.

      Who’s there?

      You know who.

      Sarah … I guess it would make sense for you to be able to access my thoughts in my current state.

      Too bad that’s all I can do.

      I’m not interested in having a discussion with you, so just go away.

      How’s fuck you for an answer? I’ve been trapped in here, a witness to the most vile crimes I wish I’d never seen. You’re a monster, but now you’re a weak monster, and my family will have no problem taking you out.

      We’ll just have to see about that.

      Give it up, Ashra. I can feel what you feel, and you’re beyond weak right now. The old me would defeat you with ease, so how do you expect to take on Chase in your current state?

      I won’t stay that way forever. I have a plan.

      I’m sure you do, but it’s going to be interesting to see how you muster the strength to execute it with so little power.

      I guess I’ll just have to use my cunning instead of pure force, for once.

      The doors of the room she was recovering in slid open.

      “How do you feel?” asked Kisin.

      “Weak … too weak in fact.”

      “That's perfectly normal in your condition, so don't worry. At least you’re breathing.”

      “What about these souls you have in reserve for me. When can I feed on those?”

      “Soon ... I still need to run some tests, but from your initial scans, I’d say we can probably start the feeding tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, doc. I owe you one.”

      “No, you don’t. I only live to server Spectre Prime.”

      “You mentioned he went through a similar process once upon a time?”

      “Yes, he did, but I thought you knew that already.”

      I should be more careful what I say around her. She’s clearly a Prime groupie, and if she learns of his demise, I don’t think she’ll react well to the news.

      “Of course, I’m sorry. My head has been spinning so fast and my energy levels have been so low, I’m having a hard time thinking clearly.”

      Kisin narrowed her eyes for a second before answering. “Right, that would be completely natural in your current state. Your cognitive functions probably feel like they're very low at the moment. Don't worry. Your wits and your mental abilities will come back.”

      “That's good to know, thank you. What I meant to ask though, is how did Prime recover so much power if you also drained him of all his souls? Besides feeding him with … well, can I call them stray souls?”

      “Sure, after all that’s pretty much what they are, though I have a team of highly trained bounty hunters grabbing more powerful targets. Perhaps if you can get Prime on the line, he could give me the go-ahead to allow you access to some of these more powerful souls. Feeding on those would definitely help you regain your powers faster.”

      You'll never be able to talk to Prime ever again, I'm afraid.

      “Unfortunately, interdimensional communication is very tricky, and not possible at the moment.”

      “Then I’m sorry, but these high-level souls are off-limits to you. Spectre Prime left standing orders. These stronger souls are reserved for members of the council, should they require them.”

      “Understandable. But perhaps you could loan me a couple of these bounty hunters, so I can help them locate suitable targets for me to power up more quickly.”

      “That’s an intriguing proposal, one I’ll have to think about, but I suppose it could be arranged. For now though, it’s best if you just rest until tomorrow. If I’m happy with your scans in the morning, you’ll already be able to feed on over three thousand souls for your first meal; that should quickly help bring your powers back up.”

      Not even close to what I'd need my powers to be, but I'll take it.

      “Thank you. I can’t emphasize how much it means to me to get back in shape, so I can resume my duties for Prime and help our people.”

      “And so you shall, quickly. I’m also happy to see you’re motivated to heal so you can serve our cause.”

      “Of course. I live only to serve.”

      “As we all do. I’ll see you in the morning, Ashra. Get some rest.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a pleasant surprise,” said Ryonna.

      “I thought after all the excitement of the last few months, you could use a nice evening out,” said Altair.

      Ryonna looked around the room, appreciating the attention to details that must have gone into reproducing the look and feel of an upscale Droxian restaurant—albeit a holographic one.

      “That’s very sweet, and a bit unexpected as well.”

      “It’s not an entirely selfless act on my part; we haven’t spent much time together lately.”

      “I know. And to tell you the truth, I almost canceled tonight.”

      “I see. Can I ask why?”

      “Because I’m still not sure where I stand, you know, between us.”

      “That’s understandable and if you’d rather we avoid that subject, that’s totally fine, too. We can simply enjoy sharing a nice meal tonight.”

      “Let’s play it by ear, as the humans say.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Altair raised his hand and a waiter came with their first course.

      “That looks delicious,” said Ryonna, “What is it?”

      “It’s a Greek mezze, which is their word for appetizers, called dolma. It’s rice stuffed inside grape leaf. It’s the version with an egg-lemon sauce. I discovered this in the many food synthesizer recipes Chase recommended I try.”

      “So, it’s synthesized food?”

      “No, but it’s based on the same recipe. I cooked most of it myself, with the help of a holo-chef.”

      “Impressive. You certainly went through a lot of trouble.”

      “No trouble whatsoever. In these crazy stressful times, I’ve discovered that cooking actually calms me. It’s almost become a meditative activity, in fact. But before you say impressive, you may want to taste it.”

      Ryonna smiled and took a bite. Her entire face lit up. “This is delicious, and since cooking isn’t my forte, I’ll definitely synthesize this again in the future.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      They talked and laughed as the dinner moved to the second course, where they enjoyed another Greek dish called moussaka, made with eggplants and tomatoes, as well as a bechamel sauce. They finished their meals with a lovely thin apple pie burnt with Calvados and topped with cinnamon ice cream.

      “Everything was just delicious.”

      Altair smiled and bowed. “I’m happy you enjoyed the meal.”

      “I did. But let me ask you this: where are we going with this?”

      “That really depends on you. You know what my feelings for you are.”

      “I do, but to tell you the truth, I’m still confused about what to do now that Jax is back.”

      “Let me ask you this then. If he hadn’t resurfaced, would you have accepted my marriage proposal?”

      She took a bit of time to think before answering. “I think so, yes. But he’s back now.”

      “I understand.”

      “I don’t think you do. While I do love the both of you, I have to consider that on the one hand he’s still Ronan’s dad. Even before Jax came back, and when I thought he was dead, I never really thought I’d ever move on, let alone remarry. But I almost did. I’m sorry, but I guess now that all of that has changed, I don’t really know what to do.”

      “What does your heart tell you?”

      “My and heart and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms ever since Jax returned.”

      “That’s peculiar. I would think that your heart is the only one that can help you choose.”

      “I know, and maybe that’s the problem … maybe I’m using too much of my brain instead, trying to approach this mostly logically.”

      “Except love has nothing to do with logic.”

      She tried smiling but her expression soured. “I know. Still, if I chose you, I’d hurt Jax, and if I went back with Jax, I’d hurt you … as well.”

      “Tar’Lock.”

      “Yes. Either way, Tar'Lock probably ends up hurt.”

      “I see. So, he’s also a contender then?”

      She sighed. “No, not really, at least I don’t think so, but I have a lot of affection for him. I hope you don’t mind me sharing this, though.”

      “No, I actually prefer it when cards are on the table, so to speak.”

      “Isn’t it funny how the humans have rubbed all over us, we even use their idioms on a daily basis now?”

      “Their language certainly has some very interesting ones, you must admit.”

      Altair nodded. His eyes watered a bit and he discreetly blinked a few times, hoping to dry his eyes.

      “Speaking of Jax, how is he doing?”

      “Physically, I understand he should make a complete recovery. Mentally, that may take more time. As for how he's doing these days, I wish I knew. The last time we spoke wasn’t exactly pretty and I have not found the motivation, nor the desire, to try and patch things up.”

      “I'm really sorry to hear that. I sure hope I’m not responsible for this fallout between the two of you.”

      “I could say you aren’t, but we both know I’d be lying. But don’t worry. Even before I thought I’d lost him, we argued all the time. That’s just part of who we are, I guess.”

      “Still, I’m sorry you’re not talking at the moment.”

      “I appreciate that, Altair. I had a lovely evening, and I should probably return to my quarters and get some sleep.”

      Altair got up and helped Ryonna off her chair, not that she needed it, but he could tell she appreciated the gentlemanly move.

      He walked her to the door. “That was a lovely evening, thank you.”

      She gave him a quick kiss on the lips and left without saying another word.
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      Ashra and Kisin walked into another part of the facility and soon entered a very large room that contained thousands of stasis pods.

      “Let me know if you’re strong enough to snatch their souls through the stasis pods,” said Kisin. “If not, I can unfreeze them and sedate them for you. For now, and until you feel stronger, I wouldn’t try siphoning more than one soul at a time. I don't think you're strong enough for that.”

      “Let’s see,” said Ashra.

      Ashra aimed at the first pod nearby and tried siphoning the soul. It took a good two minutes for her to find enough strength to seize one single soul.

      I can’t believe I have become so weak so quickly. I need to siphon hundreds of thousands of souls, and the sooner the better.

      Once the soul was fully assimilated, she felt her strength double.

      “This is going to take a while,” she said.

      “Yes, and I’ll leave you to it. Feel free to siphon them all. I’ve already sent my bounty hunters out to replenish this stock, so you’ll have more souls to feed on tomorrow.”

      “Understood. Thanks again for all your help.”

      “Glad to help a friend of the Prime.”

      If you only knew.

      Kisin left the room and Ashra resumed her soul-snatching activities. Within an hour, she had powered-up enough to snatch more souls in bulk, and was doing so five at a time.
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        * * *

      

      When Chase and the rest of the group entered the large white room, the first thing they noticed were levitating spheres of energies of different colors atop thin white altars resembling columns, made of a stone that resembled marble but had blue, glowing veins.

      Chase couldn’t help but notice that the number of columns equalled the number of the members in the party that had entered the room: seven columns for seven warriors.

      “These don’t really look like armor,” said Chase.

      “Let’s just say that in this case, looks can be deceiving,” said Hyperion. “Why don’t you do the honors and approach the altars?”

      Chase looked at his friends. Their eyes all shared a similar look of anticipation. He took a few steps forward and the purple sphere of energy in the middle started spinning on its axis. That gave him pause for a moment, but he eventually resumed his walk.

      A roar echoed from inside the energy sphere and resonated throughout the room. Then the sphere shot upward, expanded in size, and morphed into an energy dragon that flew straight down at Chase, its roar increasing in volume.

      “What the hell?” Chase instinctively lifted his fists, readying himself for battle.

      “Don’t fight it,” said Hyperion, “you’d lose, and that would be the worst possible way for you to merge with your soul armor.”

      Chase lowered his guard but swallowed hard nonetheless.

      The energy dragon flew in front of Chase, as if it was sizing him up. It roared again, sending Chase’s hair dancing around his face. Chase's eyes glowed on their own, and so did the energy in the dragon's eyes. A beam of light connected their gazes.

      The energy dragon flapped its large wings two more times before exploding in multiple pieces as it flew in a whirlwind around him before taking a specific place on Chase’s body and fusing with his current armor. The armor shone very brightly, forcing everyone in the room to shield their eyes with their hands.

      When the purple light lessened, Chase was wearing a majestically-crafted, full-body armor of intricate purple. Light glimmered and reflected upon the now solid metal armor pieces. The armor released pulses of sound and light that triggered Chase’s aura and brought it to life.

      “Holy Moley!” declared Chase. “I feel like I’m three times as powerful just by wearing this.”

      “It’s been a while, Dragonheart,” said a voice inside his mind.

      A shiver ran down Chase’s spine. He knew that voice—it was the same voice as his soul ship.

      Are you the same soul that was paired with my starfighter?

      I missed you too … would have done just fine.

      Chase smiled. He turned into Ultra-Fury mode, and his armor turned golden. His aura was so strong that it reflected orange and gold hues all around him.

      “This took no effort whatsoever. How is that even possible?”

      “The armor helps you channel your power with a single thought,” said Hyperion. “It also increases your energy pool.”

      Chase hadn’t noticed, but upon checking his energy levels, he confirmed what Hyperion said. He threw a couple of punches into the air and powerful shockwave and flames shot from his fists.

      “What else can you do?” asked Chase.

      Unlock powers you thought you lost.

      You can’t be serious?

      Why don’t you try?

      Chase teleported behind his friends.

      “I don’t believe it,” he said, which seemed to startle a couple of his friends who hadn’t sensed his presence.

      “You can teleport again!” exclaimed Chris.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra felt much better after assimilating the few thousand souls that Kisin had most generously offered her. Most of them weren’t warriors to begin with, so even if she felt hundreds of times stronger than when she had awakened after the procedure that saved her life, she still felt like an ant compared to the power she’d once yielded.

      I wouldn’t be able to beat a low-level Droxian at these power levels. I’m gonna need more souls—a lot more in fact.

      Heavy footsteps caught her attention on the other side of the door. She extended her consciousness and brought her focus to the maximum, trying to make up the words a couple of men exchanged just outside her room. Eventually, she managed to hear them.

      “I can take it from here, return to the ship, and beam the soulless body from Cargo Bay One to Three for recycling, and beam today’s bounty into the pods instead. I’ll personally add these two high-level souls to the vault,” said one of the Spectres.

      “Shouldn’t you go to the infirmary first?” asked another Spectre.

      “Don’t worry about me. It will only take a few minutes. These were hard targets to neutralize but considering how powerful they were, I think we did well.”

      “If by hard you mean they almost killed us both.”

      “‘Almost’ being the operative word here.”

      “Be that as it may, next time we bring backup to catch similar targets.”

      “I hate to admit it, but I think you’re right. The fighters at the Blackhole Club can be dangerous foes. Anyway, let’s finish up our day before Kisin returns and gives us an earful. We’re already a couple of hours late for our daily delivery. We better not push our luck.”

      “Interesting,” thought Ashra. “I guess I ought to visit that fight club, once I’m more powerful that is. These two bounty hunters are clearly out of my reach at the moment.”

      She waited until the footsteps faded, exited discreetly, and followed the first Spectre on his way to the vault.

      That must be where Kisin hides those top souls she mentioned. If there are enough of them in the vault, I can probably power up enough to keep going on a much-needed soul devouring spree to recover my powers.

      She followed the Spectre to the vault, making sure she wouldn’t be seen. It wasn’t an easy task, especially since the bounty hunter was about to punch in a code at the door. Fortunately for Ashra, he was also lifting the bodies of two large men, one an arachnoid and the other a species Ashra had never seen before.

      Since the bounty hunter had been injured, he had a hard time proceeding with his task, and that allowed Ashra to approach stealthily and hide behind a column nearby, giving her a perfect angle to peek at the warrior entering the code. Her mental abilities had been the first to return so she made sure to also use them to see if she could establish a telepathic match as the code was punched.

      6-4-4-2-3-6-7.

      The thoughts she managed to catch matched what she saw with her own eyes, and she burned these numbers inside her mind. She also caught a good glimpse of the vault itself, which seemed to be just as big as the one from which she had just fed.

      Beautiful … thousands of powerful souls. That’s exactly what I need to get back on track.
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        * * *

      

      Chris was next and was pleasantly surprised that his soul armor was—just like for his father before him—the same soul that he had bounded with onboard his soul ship. His armor granted him quicker speed, which meant he was now the fastest of the group.

      The Tiger soul also unlocked a very powerful slicing power where Chris could send an avalanche of thin golden rays of energy that could slice through anything—or anyone. The green and golden armor of the Tiger made Chris look badass. He especially loved the shoulder pads shaped like tiger paws, as well as the chest plate made of an intricate and ornate embossing of a tiger face made of gold. The tiger’s eyes glowed green whenever Chris used his powers.

      “My turn,” said Nyx.

      The grey energy sphere shot in the air and morphed into an energy Wolf that growled before darting toward her and merging with her. Once the flash of blinding light receded, it revealed the armor of the wolf in all its glory.

      As it had with Chase and Chris before her, it granted its wearer some impressive powers. She duplicated herself with ease and could attack as a pack.

      “This feels like sorcery,” said Nyx with a smile, “but I’ll take it.”

      “If I may make a suggestion,” said Hyperion. “Each armor has its own soul, and thus decided to bond with you. You may want to refrain from questioning or even talking down to them, or the armor may decide to un-bond from you at any time if it senses resentment from its wearer.”

      Nyx growled. “Duly noted. Who’s next?”

      Argos took a step forward and was soon wearing the armor of the Cobra. He couldn’t test his armor’s abilities, but he informed the group that for enemies of certain power levels, his armor granted him one-hit kills.

      “Are you okay wielding such power?” asked Chase.

      “I don’t know. We face enemies that deserve to be defeated this way, but obviously it’s the wearer’s choice to decide whether to activate the power or not. I’m sure it will come in handy on certain occasion. This power has limitations, and it won't kill someone as powerful as Ashra in that fashion.”

      "That was to be expected," Chris pointed out.

      “Can I go next?” asked Kharon.

      “Of course,” answered Hyperion. “You’re all getting one, no matter who goes next, and the right soul armor will chose the right wearer, so there's no need to worry about going last.”

      “Neat,” said Kharon as she walked forward.
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        * * *

      

      When the golden armor of the Phoenix merged with Kharon, she heard a voice inside her mind.

      “I knew your mother well,” said the soul of the Phoenix.

      Tears filled Kharon’s eyes. “Then I’m jealous,” she responded, “since I have never really known my mother … I mean my real mother. Not the monster that took her place and from which I barely escaped with my life.

      I know this … by linking our souls, I know everything you know. I’m sorry, little one, but I’m here to make sure that what happened to your mother never happens to anyone again. As long as you wear me, you have immortality.

      I thought everyone in my family was already immortal …?

      After a fashion. You can still fall sick and die from certain pathogens or be defeated and killed in battle. You, on the other hand, can’t. The immortality genes in your genetic make-up are also weaker than the ones in your father and brother. That’s because you had been touched by Spectres during the pregnancy.

      Does that mean I could eventually turn back into one?

      No, the interventions of your family and friends have successfully reversed that dire fate.

      Thank the gods.

      Not only the gods.

      I don't understand.

      Whenever you can, or more like whenever she is inclined to listen, I’d start by personally thanking Nyx. She was the deciding factor in removing the last imprint of Spectre from your DNA; without her, it would never have worked, even if both Chase and Chris had given their lives to save you. Without Nyx, they would have failed.

      That’s both heavy and disconcerting, but good to know, nonetheless. Any other powers?

      You can cast powerful illusions and this armor will grant you a single resurrection.

      You’re not serious? A true resurrection?

      As long as you wear me, and if you heart still beats, I’ll always bring you back to a more manageable pool of energy. It’s not an infinite pool, mind you, but it effectively makes you the more resilient fighter amongst the group now. If your heart stops however, this power will resurrect you and recharge your pool of energy to its maximum, but that power is a one-off. Once you’ve used it, it will be lost.

      I see. Thank you. I’ll make sure I’m worthy of these gifts, you have my word.

      I already know you are, but I appreciate your candor nonetheless, little one. Before I forget, because you’ve already used this power in the past, your ability to interact with souls has also been increased.

      What does that mean?

      That you can, if you focus strong enough, selectively snatch souls from an enemy like Ashra. It won’t be easy, and it may require multiple attempts, but if you master this ability, it could help you greatly.

      How is snatching a soul, which is not something I think I’m comfortable doing, going to help me in any way—other than making me feel like a Spectre myself?

      Snatching certain souls, those giving Ashra specific powers, could have a strategic use.

      Could I free my mother this way?

      It’s hard to say, but not impossible. Just know that you wouldn’t be able to hold on to that soul. Eventually, its lifeforce would be consumed and that soul would be released and would travel to the next plane of existence.
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        * * *

      

      An alarm resounded in the facility and Ashra jumped out of bed.

      Dammit, I was hoping to make my move tonight. I wonder what’s going on.

      She heard multiple footsteps approaching her room. Extending her consciousness, she heard Kisin.

      “Don’t kill her right away. I want her to suffer first,” stated Kisin flatly.

      Fuck, did they see me earlier on? No, that doesn’t make any sense; me roaming around shouldn’t bring that kind of reaction, but then why does she want to kill me?

      Could they have discovered that she’d killed Prime? She didn’t see how that was possible, but right now she needed to get ready for them. With her current power levels, if she were defeated, it would mean permanent death, and she couldn’t afford that.

      She hid against the wall next to the sliding doors. When they split open, one of the bounty hunters from earlier stepped in. Fortunately for Ashra, it was the wounded one, but she could sense he had recovered fully.

      She didn’t wait and mustered all her power to punch a hole through his chest. He never saw it coming and Ashra snatched his soul as she removed her hand from the man's chest. She then kicked his body out of the way and smashed shut the door controls, and permanently fused its circuitry with a fireball.

      “What is this? Why are you attacking me?” demanded Ashra.

      “You’re a liar, and we don’t tolerate liars in our midst,” replied Kisin.

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

      “Don't even try to play the victim; it won't work. I was running a scan on your souls. It took quite some time because you’d devoured so many.”

      “I thought I had lost my souls!”

      “You had, but they can be recycled in other ways, like being given to the Spectre council and their acolytes.”

      “And you didn’t think of telling me this earlier?”

      “I don’t owe you any explanations … not to mention I saved your life. I should have kept you unconscious until the scan was over. And finished you off right then and there. But it’s alright. I guess we’ll just have to correct that mistake tonight. This door won’t hold for long.”

      Ashra was painfully aware of that fact and so she frantically scanned the room, hoping to find something she could use to her advantage. A plan quickly formed in her mind.

      She ripped out panels around the room with her mind, exposed electric wiring and positioned everything in a meticulous way with telekinesis.

      Moments later, the doors were forcibly opened by two new Spectres. She waited until they had pried them open enough to impale them both with large pieces of torn metal she had ripped from the wall. Using both hands, she snatched and consumed their souls.

      Their corpses fell to the ground.

      “Resistance is futile,” hissed Kisin, “you’re not walking out of here alive.”

      “Show yourself, coward! And face me directly. Don’t send your goons to do your bidding. Or are you afraid I might be powerful enough to defeat you?”

      A manic laugh echoed from behind the door and continued as Kisin confidently stepped through the mostly open doors. “I may not hold a tenth of the souls you came to me with, but I still possess a magnitude more power than you today. You don’t stand a shadow of a chance of surviving this fight.”

      Kisin’s eyes shone red. “At first, I wanted to make you suffer, but you’ve already cost me too many assets. I guess I’ll just have to kill you myself, and do it quickly. You may be weak, but you're quite the snake.”

      Her crimson aura extended around her like an exploding supernova, making the entire facility shake.

      And by killing you first, I’ll become just as powerful as I need to be right now.
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      Menelas was the next one to be merged with a soul armor. Multiple energy snakes danced around him before assembling themselves into the armor of Medusa.

      After communing with the Medusa soul, he learned that he could turn enemies to stone.

      Will that work against Ashra, though?

      “As with every soul armor,” explained Medusa, “their powers are most effective on lower-level foes, so probably not… but you should be able to slow her. Parts of her can still be turned into stone, but since a Spectre of her caliber can regenerate fully from a single cell, it’s highly unlikely you’ll have the time and energy to turn her entirely to stone, unless she's already very diminished in power or unconscious.”

      But it’s possible, right?

      Perhaps, yes.

      I’ll take it. Anything else I can do?

      You can create stone walls and turn other things into stone as well.

      Menelas informed everyone of his power.

      “Oryn, looks like you’re the last one to go,” said Hyperion. “Please step forward.”

      Oryn took a deep breath and walked until the last sphere of energy, a white one, spun and shot upward. It cast blinding lightning bolts at Oryn and with each impact, a part of the armor revealed itself as it formed on Oryn's body.
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        * * *

      

      Ashra tried to snatch Kisin's soul but nothing happened.

      Kisin smiled from ear to ear. “You seriously expected to be able to steal my soul, just like that? I’m nearly as powerful as Prime was.”

      “What do you mean was?”

      “Don’t play coy with me. The scans I ran on your souls and DNA samples revealed that you murdered many of his personal guards and crew. In running deeper scans on some of your sample tissues, I found traces of DNA that are a match for Spectre Prime himself. So, I can safely assume that you simply lost that soul before getting here to save your treacherous hide.”

      “I prefer to look at it as he played a major contribution to our victory over the other dimension with his sacrifice. And he'll be forever remembered for that.”

      Kisin growled. “Somehow, I doubt he saw it that way.”

      “No, you’re right. In fact, he cried like a little bitch, if you must know.”

      Kisin’s look switched from anger to utter insanity. She fired a powerful fireball at Ashra, who barely managed to dodge it. Using all her might, she employed all her telekinetic powers to alter its trajectory and send it back to Kisin.

      But the move didn’t have the effect that Ashra had hoped for because Kisin stopped the fireball and re-integrated its energy.

      Crap. I should have known that wouldn’t work. She did exactly what I would have done in her place.

      “Good try, especially at your current power levels, but by now you must realize that this was utterly pathetic,” said Kisin. “I guess it’s time to say your goodbyes to the world now. Any last words?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. I’m going to enjoy killing you as much as I did Prime.”

      Kisin smiled. “Oh, really?”

      Ashra sent two dozen fireballs at her enemy, and altered the trajectory of three of them at the last moment. She knew she probably wouldn’t score any damage, but her intention was to distract, not to hurt.

      Kisin blocked all but two fireballs that exploded on her hide, engulfing her in dark red flames.

      While Kisin was briefly distracted, Ashra reached for the large power conduit cables in the walls on each side of the room and sent them flying toward Kisin. To make sure her enemy didn't see them coming, she immediately resumed firing several more attacks.

      Kisin dodged, deflected, and sent many of them back to Ashra.

      “Your attacks are wea—”

      But Kisin's sentence was interrupted as hundreds of thousands of volts coursed through her body.

      Ashra didn’t wait to see how long her ruse would last and sprinted past her. She kept sprinting toward the vault and punched in the code she had memorized. The large door rolled open and she rushed inside to snatch powerful souls five at a time.

      In the distance, she could hear Kisin screaming louder and louder.

      In a matter of seconds, Ashra had multiplied her power levels tenfold, but she knew it still wasn’t enough. At these power levels, she could snatch souls faster and so she did—by the dozens. She was aware it was risky, and some of them managed to escape her weak vortexes and fly away, toward freedom and into the next plane.

      She hated wasting souls this way, but time was of the essence. Once she was a hundred times more powerful than she had been a minute ago, her senses multiplied. This allowed Ashra to sense and pinpoint the most powerful souls with great accuracy … which made her grin.

      With just ten of these super-powerful souls, she’d again increased her power tenfold, if not more. She made sure to siphon them one by one, but before she could snatch away the last one, she felt her own soul being pulled backward.

      She resisted with all her might, and struggled to turn around and stare into Kisin's eyes. They were bloodshot and harbored pure hatred. Kisin's palm was aimed at Ashra; she was successfully managing to extract a small part of Ashra’s soul from her chest.

      No! I won’t let you have my soul!
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        * * *

      

      Hello, Oryn,” said a voice in her head. “I’m Cyclops, and I’m happy to make your acquaintance.”

      The Cyclops armor was majestic and appeared to be comprised of a metal which bore a strong resemblance to platinum, but with a coating that made it reflect light like pearls would. The intricacy of the details throughout the armor was second to none, and it culminated in a large pulsating red eye on the chest plate.

      The pleasure’s all mine, Cyclops. I take it this is the part where you tell me what powers you add to my own.

      Indeed. Your mastery of cold has now been fused with the power of lightning.

      That could be interesting.

      Indeed. You can unleash all sorts of combinations with both powers. Since you’ve witnessed these powers when your father used them, it should give you an edge in mastering them quickly by mixing and matching them with your own cold powers.

      I can’t wait. Could you mention a couple though, to see if my imagination matches your skills?

      I already know it does, since we’ve linked our souls to achieve greater power. But sure: you can freeze-flash lightning, of course, sending lightning bolts that turn to ice, or unleash frost novae that create massive explosions of frozen air, similar to shockwaves but you can chain those like chain lightning.

      That sounds awesome.

      One of my powers is also to enhance your innate abilities, so you can do more things with cold now—like erect an Arctic shield that should absorb most attacks and even convert some of the energy to fill your own power pool. You can also erect a blizzard barrier that can deflect rapid-projectile attacks like fireballs.

      That sure could come in handy.

      There’s one more thing.

      I’m breathless with anticipation.

      You can travel at the speed of lightning, so you can teleport, or even chain teleport in fact, through a chain lightning attack.

      I can teleport? Like Chase and Kharon?

      Not exactly. Your power is more localized. You could only travel as far as your lightning bolts allows you to, but you can repeat it over and over without much in terms of spent energy.

      Great!

      I look forward to fighting with you on the battlefield soon. But remember, even with all your new powers, try not to get overwhelmed, or worse, overconfident. Ashra is a formidable enemy and we have no way of knowing if she’s not enhancing her skills by devouring more souls.

      That makes sense. I do have a question in that regard.

      I’m listening.

      How do you know all of this? I mean I get it that you know everything I know, but I’ve never witnessed her fight, only heard of it through Chase and the others. Are you basing your conclusions on that?

      No. And that’s a good question. I have a telepathic link to every other soul armor, so each of us knows everything you all know. This knowledge should help us improve our own efficiency when it is time to fight her.

      That’s a lot to take in. I guess I wish I also possessed that knowledge about Ashra. It would allow me to evaluate her more as an enemy.

      If that’s your wish, it is one that I can easily grant.

      Rapid images of fight sequences flashed inside Oryn’s mind and soul. It froze her blood for a second, which she thought was quite ironic.

      There was no denying that Ashra was the most vile and powerful enemy she’d ever have to face. She did her best to contain the sentiment of fear growing within.

      “It’s okay to be afraid,” said Cyclops. “In fact, I would be worried if you weren’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashra had a hard time preventing her soul from escaping her body, even with the major power boost she had just acquired. Seeing her soul being extracted an inch at a time was a slow and agonizing process, but it gave her an idea.

      She mustered all her strength and darted toward Kisin.

      “You fool!” she exclaimed, “You’ll only lose your soul faster this way.”

      That’s what I want you to believe.

      Ashra ran right up to Kisin, so close in fact that she could smell her. More than half of Ashra’s soul escaped her body, just enough so that her soul could make physical contact with Kisin. And contact she made. Ashra's soul plunged both her hands inside her chest.

      Kisin’s eyes grew wide with utter shock.

      Time seemed to stop for both of them, and Ashra used all her energy to seek the most powerful souls inside Kisin. That move was a risky proposition and Ashra knew it, but she didn't feel her enemy had left her any other choice.

      If Ashra's soul was entirely swallowed while she made her move, she would end up part of Kisin and die. She couldn't allow that to happen. Ashra wasn’t interested in any random souls either, just the ones that made Kisin more powerful than she was at the moment. All she needed was to reverse the balance of power.

      She quickly sensed eight souls deeply buried in Kisin that would achieve exactly what Ashra was after. Now almost three quarters into Kisin, Ashra managed to gather herself, as well as her newly acquired trophies.

      As Ashra's soul returned to her own chest, a shockwave burst forth that sent both of them crashing backwards.

      Ashra's heart rate slowed as she let out a long breath. A wave of relief washed over her as she realized she had made it through alive. She got to her feet at the same second Kisin did. Ashra smiled.

      “No! That’s impossible!” she shouted.

      “Not a word that belongs in my vocabulary, I’m afraid.”

      “I’ve never seen anyone do that before.”

      “You have now, just in time too, ‘cause that’s the last thing you’ll ever see.”

      Kisin panicked and unleashed dozens upon dozens of powerful fireballs at Ashra. What Kisin didn't realize, however, was that Ashra reveled at the opportunity to absorb them and replenish her depleted energy levels.

      “My turn,” said Ashra as she opened the palm of her hand and aimed it toward Kisin’s chest. She created a massive soul-sucking vortex.

      “Nooooooooo!” screamed Kisin as her soul slowly detached from her body.

      “Ye—es,” said Ashra as one eye twitched and increased the vortex power even more.

      Kisin’s soul flew over and joined Ashra new collection.

      The soulless body of Kisin collapsed on the floor unceremoniously, and Ashra allowed herself to unleash a victory war cry.

      She then proceeded to select a few more souls from the thousands still in suspended animation all around her.

      You taught me such an important lesson Kisin, and for that I must thank you. In fact, you may have unknowingly handed me the Alliance on a silver platter. It’s not the numbers of souls I devour that matter, it’s which souls I select.

      Thousands upon thousands of weak souls promptly escaped Ashra’s body and entered the next plane of existence.

      No more shitty souls. From now on, it’s quality over quantity.

      She cracked her neck from side to side.

      I’m nearly as powerful as I once was, but I feel so much lighter. I have plenty of soul-storing capacity inside my body now. And I can grow stronger still. Chase Athanatos, soon I’ll add yours and those of your family to my carefully curated collection.

      “You’re wrong,” said Sarah in her mind.

      Oh, it's you again. I thought I'd released you with that pathetic bunch a moment ago.

      You can’t lose or release the soul whose body it belongs to … you haven’t siphoned my soul, remember? You merely hijacked it.

      And what exactly do you think I am wrong about then?

      In thinking that you’ll defeat Chase, of course. Your arrogance will be your downfall. You may manage to burn half the universe before that moment happens, but as certain as the sun rises every day, he will kill you.

      Now that I know how to get stronger, I should simply hunt the right souls. When I step in front of Chase, I’ll be one hundred times as powerful as he is. He and the rest of your family won’t stand a chance in hell.

      Defeating the odds is characteristic of the Athanatos family, and not matter how strong you become, they’ll meet this challenge and they will win.

      Keep telling yourself that all you want, but I know my victory is at hand.

      “Speaking of victory, I guess it’s time for me to go pay my regards to the Spectre council. After all, they need to know that they have a new Prime. But before I do that, I think I'll first make a little detour to that Blackhole Fight Club.”
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      “I should have gone with them,” said Ares.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure Chase is fine,” said Daniel.

      “Yet we haven’t heard from them in quite a while.”

      “They may simply be out of range, especially if they found Atlantis. Who knows how deep into the unknown region it’s located?”

      “I guess. I just hate not knowing.”

      “I can relate to that but I'm sure Chase can take care of himself. Any news from Aphroditis?”

      “She hasn’t had more visions lately, and she’s still weak, and …”

      “And what?”

      “Well, she's quite reclusive lately. I fear that the time she spent in that infernal machine has created long-term damage to her psyche.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Even though it would be understandable. Chase once described to me one of his visions with her, while she was still inside the pandora device … and well, just hearing about it gave me nightmares for a week.”

      “That's exactly my point. We should have gotten her out sooner than we did.”

      “I know, but we did our best, just like we’re doing our best right now, fighting the Spectres.”

      “Let me ask you something, Daniel.”

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Do you really think we can win this time?”

      “I have to believe that. Otherwise, why bother getting up in the morning?”

      “But you lost a lot in the last war, didn't you?”

      “Not as much as Chase, but yes, I suppose. And I stand to lose just as much in this one too. To me, it doesn’t matter what’s at stake regarding a personal matter. I know this may sound insensitive, and maybe I could phrase it better. At the end of the day, though, we’re all under attack by a race of things that want to devour all our souls. That’s a fate worse than dying. At least when you die, your soul returns to the source, and you can reincarnate later.”

      “That’s an Earth belief, isn’t it?”

      “Well, seeing as there is an underworld, and that souls have returned to us, mind you with the help of Chase and Kharon ... still, it means a soul can indeed be in different bodies or vessels, which to me only increases the possibility that the human belief about reincarnation is possible.”

      “If that’s the case, by staying behind in this form, I may have sealed any chance of reincarnating later.”

      “Not necessarily, Ares. Your staying behind was by choice, not to mention it was very noble of you to stay and help us win not one but two wars. I would imagine that if you truly wanted to, you could move onto the next plane of existence any time you choose. If you’re staying behind, doesn't that simply mean that you feel that your work here isn’t done?”

      “I suppose ...”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you coming back to Alkyon One soon?” asked Ryonna.

      “I wish,” replied Keera. “But I’ve got more assignments to finish up for the Alliance Intelligence headquarters.”

      “Such as?”

      “I wouldn’t be doing a good job as an intelligence agent if I were to discuss my missions with my friends now, would I? I’m sure you can understand that.”

      “Of course I can. I just thought being part of Chase’s entourage would grant me a certain leeway in these matters. I guess not.”

      “Don’t take it personally, Ryonna. It’s just the nature of my new assignment; it requires the utmost secrecy.”

      “I guess I’m just missing your presence of late. We’ve had some good times in the field, you and I.”

      “That’s sweet, and I miss you too. As for good times, correct me if I’m wrong, but most of the times our lives were in jeopardy, we often escaped by the skin of our teeth.”

      “It’s in dire moments like these that the strongest friendships are forged, at least that’s what us Droxians believe.”

      “That’s an interesting way of looking at it. Then again, now that I think about it, all the new friends I’ve made over the last couple of years were made under similar circumstances, so I'll have to agree with that particular Droxian philosophy.”

      “It makes me glad to hear you say this.”

      “How’s Ronan doing?”

      “He’s captaining a ship around Droxia, helping coordinate the effort to reconstruct what’s left of our world. Once more. We keep in touch from time to time, but lately we’ve rarely been in the same galaxy for long enough to spend any time together.”

      “You must miss him dearly.”

      “I do, even though I worry more about him than I miss him.”

      “He’s his own man now and thanks to you, he’s one hell of a Droxian.”

      Ryonna smiled. “Thank you.”

      “What about Altair? Have you thought about his marriage proposal some more?”

      “He’s very patient, sweet even, and I appreciate that. But I’m still married to Jax. At least technically.”

      “Forget technicalities. Just follow what your heart.”

      “Not exactly my forte.”

      Keera chuckled. “You don’t say? I hadn’t noticed.”

      “It’s complicated, either way. No to mention I got used to being on my own after I thought my husband had been killed, you know. Perhaps I like this status quo.”

      “And that’s your right. Where is it written that every man and woman must always find their other half? Some people are made to travel the path of life with someone by their side, and some simply aren’t. Do what’s best for you ... always. In my experience, doing things for others is a recipe for disaster. At least, when love is concerned.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashra’s visit to the Blackhole Club had been more fruitful than she’d hoped. Not only had she acquired a few good souls in the ring, but she had learned that a council member had been present in the club that night.

      And so, as the evening drew to a close, she followed the Capricorn council member, Ananta, back to her home, a very luxurious property on the outskirts of the city.

      Security around the mansion was tight, but now that Ashra had recovered most of her powers, she could sense no real danger from the guards. She also could sense that from the dozen guards on patrol, only one of them had a soul worth keeping.

      It didn’t take her more than a few minutes to dispatch the guards and devour the one soul she deemed worthy of being added to her new collection. With the guards out of the way, she got inside the mansion and headed toward the council member. Ashra could sense she was almost as powerful as her, but that didn’t faze her. Ashra was determined to become stronger than ever, rid herself of the Earth Alliance, and finally achieve total domination over their dimension.

      Ashra sensed an attack and dodged it at the last second. It exploded behind her and took out half the wall in the process.

      “Who are you?” demanded Ananta, the female Spectre council member.

      “My name is of no importance to you,” stated Ashra.

      “Do you know what the penalty is for what you’ve done?”

      “I have a pretty good idea, yes.”

      “I don’t think you do. As a Spectre, you are committing treason, a crime for which there is only one punishment: death.”

      “Well then, I might as well not worry and do what I came for anyway.”

      “And what would that be? Are you after money?”

      “Money?” Ashra burst into a manic laughter. “No, I don’t want it, nor do I have use for your money. I simply came to take your soul.”

      Ananta jumped from the first floor and landed in front of Ashra, damaging the wood flooring as she did so. She attacked her with a powerful fireball that Ashra had no problem deflecting back to her. It impacted Ananta's chest and she smashed through half the stairwell, and crash-landed in another room.

      Ashra walked through the hole her opponent had made and blocked the next three Ananta fired at her. Ashra played a game of cat and mouse with her for a few minutes, evaluating her prey. Eventually, she had learned enough to lure Ananta into a trap to finish her off.

      The amount of devastation Ashra inflicted onto Ananta with a combo of powerful blows was impressive—even to Ashra herself. It seemed having quality souls not only made her stronger, but also granted her increased focus while fighting.

      When Ashra decided she had spent enough time teasing and playing with her prey, she snatched her target’s soul. She made sure to discard every one of the most low-levelled souls Ananta had assimilated, and only went to siphoning the best ones.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s talk weapons,” said Spiros.

      “Yes, I would imagine you’re having a hard time getting through the Spectre’s shields,” said Hyperion.

      “And then some,” added Gaia.

      “They’re based partly on Atlantean tech, as you’d imagine, but when my people drove the enemy back to their dimension, they didn’t only annihilate them, they integrated some of their technology to ours, making it even stronger.

      “You see, Atlantean tech was mostly defensive until my people turned into Spectres. Our shields in particular were the strongest in existence. At least back then. By fusing it with other species they encountered, they not only increased the efficiency of our shielding technology, but also developed much more offensive weaponry.”

      “We’ve been the recipient of these advancements,” said Spiros, “and it’s been hard to keep up and find countermeasures, though we have managed to increase our own weaponry in the process.”

      “I’ll give you all the info you require; and the materials needed to forge better countermeasures are on Atlantis. I suspect it may take a while for you to adapt these new weapons to your fleet of ships. And while it’s not exactly in tiptop shape, you can also take Atlantis into battle with you.”

      “How do we take a city into battle?”

      “Atlantis may be a city, but it’s also a ship.”

      “What?” asked Gaia. “How far from the pyramid are we now?”

      “You don’t want to know, but let’s say farther than you can even imagine.”

      “And how long will it take to take us back to the Earth Alliance?” asked Spiros.

      “The jump engines contained in this ship will allow you to return in little to no time … compared to what it would have taken to do this trip with your own, that is.”

      “We could use such jump engines then,” said Gaia.

      “And maybe in time, you will,” said Hyperion.

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “You possess blink technology, don't you?” asked Spiros.

      “Yes. I’m surprised you know about that.”

      “We had met an Olympian AI at the end of the Fury war. He granted one of our ships those particular upgrades, but then the tech self-destructed.”

      “That was wise for the AI to do that. It’s too dangerous for one species to hold something so major over other species. Mind you, Atlantis's blink drive has been inoperable for a while now, but the secondary jump engines are still faster than anything you possess.”

      “I see. Does that mean that all the technological advantages we’re about to learn from you will also be temporary? Do you intend to install fail safes into them so that we won't use what we learned once the war is over?”

      “I haven’t made my mind about that just yet, but know that Atlantis has been programmed to either self-destruct if it falls into the wrong hands, or leave and go farther than anyone can travel in pursuit of it. This ship survived for eons, and it will continue to do so, on its own if necessary.”

      “Even without you at the helm?” asked Gaia.

      “That’s correct. I’ve written an AI to manage Atlantis in the case of my demise. Unless I find a new guardian to take my place, that is.”
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        * * *

      

      While the rest of the team was eating in the mess hall, Chase decided to talk one on one with Hyperion.

      “Thank you for the armor. I think it’s exactly what we needed to go on the offensive for once.”

      “You’re welcome, Chase,” said Hyperion. “I’m glad I could help. Finally.”

      “What do you mean ‘finally’?”

      “It’s been really hard for me all these years, hoping the right people would come along, so I could help undo some of the terrible deeds my people did.”

      “I understand how you must feel.”

      “I don’t think you truly can, no offense. I’ve been waiting for so many centuries that I have stopped counting them. In fact, I had pretty much resigned myself to the idea that I would pass away before that day ever came. Before they turned into Spectres, my people were the epitome of everything that was good and true in this universe. To see them become the very things they once fought was worse than a nightmare.”

      “I don’t have an exact point of comparison since I lost all of my memories from the first twenty-plus years of my life. But I can't imagine I was fond of the Furies to start with, or my brother wouldn’t have erased my memories. But my father, Menelas, I would imagine must have felt something similar to what you do, since he ended up going against his own people.”

      “We Atlanteans have destroyed enemies more dangerous than the Furies, though that was a long time ago. Compared to these enemies, Furies were simply a nuisance.”

      “So, I take it that Atlanteans turned to Spectres before the first Fury war?”

      “Quite a while before, yes.”

      “You did mention us trying to save some of your people. Do you really think it’s possible?”

      “Probably not, but of all the Spectres in the universe, perhaps a few can revert to their original bodies with the help of a weapon I’ve developed. Though I suspect their bodies simply won’t survive the DNA reversal process. It’s worth a try though—if you can, that is. If there's no opportunity to deploy that weapon, I'll understand. Deep down, I'm pretty much sure they're beyond saving at this point. It's been too long.”

      “We’ll do what we can. Even if only a handful can be saved, they could play a tremendous role in establishing a lasting peace once this war is won … well, if it can be won.”

      “Don’t talk like that, Chase. You have to win this war or the Spectres will keep jumping to new dimensions and destroy all lifeforms throughout space and time.”

      “So, why haven’t they jumped to other dimensions yet?”

      “I thought I had explained this already. I trapped them in their current dimension, but when you recovered the soul ships and blew up Erevos, a tear in the fabric of that prison was opened. It’s a small tear for now but over time, they’d find a way to expand the tear and move freely from one dimension to the next.”

      “I see. I’m not sure how I feel being responsible for not only the survival of every being in our dimension, but also all the others.”

      “Yes, I can see that in your eyes. A lot has been asked of you already, even before we met. Hopefully, after this war, you can finally find the peace you’re seeking.”

      “That would truly be something. But …”

      “But you wish you could share that peace with your wife.”

      Chase gave a solemn nod.

      “Believe it or not, but I know how you feel.”

      “No offense, but I don’t think you do.”

      “None taken, but believe me, I do. I had to kill my own wife and children to escape back to this dimension. They were after me because they’d discovered what I had planned. They turned on me, and fighting and defeating them was the most excruciatingly painful thing I had to do in my life. I even considered taking my own life right after that.”

      “I’m sorry, I had no idea. I’m glad you didn’t though.”

      “It wouldn’t have achieved anything by taking the easy way out. And I couldn’t, in good conscience, leave this world without at least trying to fix the situation.”

      “I guess you also feel like you’re wearing the whole universe on your shoulders …?”

      “Indeed. But you know what? These are things we tell ourselves. I may have been alone for so long, but now I have you to help me finish what I started, just like you have your friends and family to do the same for you. We’re never really alone. We all are one, even through different species. There is that wrong sense of finding and building communities and identifying as different. This is wrong. In fact, I truly believe that we are the universe made manifest … and trying to figure itself out through these trillions of different parts we call lifeforms. It doesn't matter where we're from, who we love, and who we fight. At the end of the day, we're all parts of the same universe, and even if many of us never realize this, we are one.”

      “Some people think that this is what God is.”

      “God, the universe … is there really a difference?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I’m a tiny piece of that giant puzzle, Chase. Yes, I have eons worth of knowledge and experience in these matters, but at the end of the day, we can only see a tiny part of the whole thing from our very limited point of view. Not to mention that mystery and not having all the answers are why living is such an interesting experience.”

      “Interesting … I guess I never thought of it that way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Allanah got out of bed and went directly for her clothes.

      “Leaving already?” asked Daniel.

      “It’s 0800 hours. I’m already late. Aren’t you?”

      “Technically, I don’t exactly have to report to anyone. Chase, if he asks, sometimes Altair, but I doubt anyone will have the balls to complain if I’m not at my post at a specific hour.”

      “Lucky you, but your squadrons of StarFuries don’t exactly maintain themselves, you know?”

      “Of course, I know that. But being the commander of this place, if you need an excuse to be late, I certainly can provide one.”

      She perched on the bed, still half-naked, and kissed him.

      “That’s very sweet of you, but I’d rather not give the impression to my team that I’m slacking off—even though I’d love nothing more than stay with you in bed all day. I hope you know that.”

      “I know, and don't worry. I understand.”

      “We’re still on for tonight, right?”

      “And the day after that, and that one after that one too.”

      “Careful, Captain, you could get used to this.”

      “I already am.”

      She blushed before turning. “Likewise.” She finished dressing in a hurry and gave Daniel one last kiss. “Thanks for the lovely night. I’ll see you later.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s been a while since we had any contact with the Alliance,” said Chris.

      “I know, but we’re so far out of range,” responded Chase.

      “Then perhaps we should ask Hyperion to get us back in range. Just to be on the safe side, in case Ashra decides to attack during our absence.”

      “Right, we've been so taken by Atlantis that I guess, for a little while, I managed to not think about this. But you’re right. It’s a been a few days, so we should plan to get back home. I think Gaia and Spiros are done helping Hyperion stabilize his stasis pod. I’ll go ask Hyperion to set a course for Asgard.”

      Before Chris could ask why Asgard, Chase had teleported.

      “Somebody is happy to have recovered their powers … show off.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hyperion, do you a have a moment?” asked Chase.

      “Of course. What can I help you with, Chase?”

      “We should get going back to the Alliance. When we left, Asgard was under attack by a powerful foe.”

      “Yes, the Guards, but that siege is over. I would have informed you otherwise.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Once I realized your intentions were good and your plans aligned with my goal, which is to eliminate the Spectre threat, I re-activated the link to my probes throughout the universe.”

      “What ships are around Asgard at the moment? Can your probes give you this data?”

      “They can. Several Asgardian and Alliance ship are in orbit, most of them affecting repairs, and my probes sensors also detected quite a lot of debris from the recent battle. At least three Alliance ships have been destroyed, and some Asgardian ones. I’m also detecting debris from a hyperspace gate.”

      “Damn, the jump gate has already been destroyed. It was brand new.”

      “I’m afraid so. But now that you have Atlantis, you can travel back to Alkyon One at much faster speeds than you ever could with the gate.”

      “That won’t help the other ships return home faster, though.”

      “On the contrary. Atlantis is perfectly capable of opening large enough windows to accommodate a large fleet.”

      “You’re really quite ahead of us, technology-wise. But can I ask you this? How come we never detected these probes of yours if you have them scattered throughout our worlds?”

      “Well, for one, as you know space is vast, and each of these probes can cover hundreds of thousands of light years on its own. Additionally, they’re cloaked and unless you know exactly what you’re looking for, even a detailed scan from your sensors wouldn’t reveal them.”

      “Question answered, I guess. What about about Alkyon One space station?”

      “It’s still there. No signs of enemy ships in the area for the time being.”

      “Good. But then, where are the Spectre motherships?”

      “At the moment, they’re out of range of my network. It doesn't necessarily mean they're very far away … there are a few gaps in coverage, so it’s possible they’re presently located in one of those.”

      “Are any of these gaps located near Alkyon One?”

      “There are a couple of these sensor gaps located in the area … given the speeds of the Spectres' mothership jump engines, I'd say these gaps are located a few hours away from the station.”

      “Then, if you don’t mind, I’d like us to make our way to Asgard. See what the situation is there, and we should probably regroup around Alkyon One shortly thereafter. And if it's not too much trouble, I’d like to get my ship back too.”

      “The most efficient way to do this is to ask them to travel to Asgard, so we can meet it there.”

      “There’s no way I can establish a link with my ship if we’re as far deep into the unknown regions as you said we were.”

      “With your technology, correct. With the communication's array onboard Atlantis, it won't be an issue. Let me open a link to your ship.”

      A holo-display with the face of Lieutenant Commander Skargard, the Hope’s Asgardian weapons's officer on the bridge, hovered in front of Chase.

      “Admiral! Are you all right? We haven’t been able to establish contact with you for some time now.”

      “We’re good Lieutenant Commander. We’re on Atlantis. Please take the Hope back to Asgard at best speed, and we’ll join you there. Once arrived, report to Commodore Epizon for further instructions, but please ask him to wait for us there as well.”

      “Aye, Admiral. Will do. But do you mind if I ask how you’ll get there yourself?”

      “With Atlantis; it's a ship.”

      “I see. We’ll set course to Asgard right away. Should we ask Ka’Rij and the other dragons to join us? They returned a few hours ago.”

      Chase looked at Hyperion, who shook his head.

      “That won’t be necessary. It’s probably safer that they keep guard around New Kyria.”

      “Understood. Skargard out.”
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        * * *

      

      Talon and Tar’Lock were in the mess hall, finishing up their breakfast.

      “It’s been days now since we heard from Chase,” said Tar’Lock.

      “I know. What do you want us to do about it?” asked Talon.

      “Shouldn’t we head out to the unknown regions to check up on them?”

      “While I share your worries, those aren’t our standing orders. Since I’m not really comfortable with the fact that there are still two Guards alive down on the planet surface, I think the best move is to stay in orbit here. Plus, Chase was the one who sent Ka’Rij to help us, so it’s more than likely that he’ll come back this way soon on board the Hope.”

      “Do you think they found Atlantis?”

      “I don’t know, but knowing him ... probably. You know better than anyone how determined Chase can be when he sets his sight on accomplishing a goal.”

      “Oh, yeah. Like the humans say: he’s like a dog with a bone.”

      “And yet, you still worry.”

      “He’s the one that got me out of prison in the first place; without him, I’d probably still be there. Or worse.”

      “I understand, and even applaud your loyalty to your friend, but last I checked, he’s the most powerful warrior there is, so I’m sure he can take care of himself.”
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        * * *

      

      “You wanted to see me?” asked Kvasir.

      “Yes,” replied Poseidon. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course. What can I do for you?”

      Poseidon rubbed his beard before answering. “I’d like you and Loki to work on a failsafe for me.”

      “What kind of failsafe?”

      “For the Guards. While they seem sincere in their wish to help us defeat the Spectres, they’ve put this world and everyone on it in jeopardy—twice now.”

      “What do you have a in mind?”

      “I don’t know. Some device that can stop them if they switch sides again.”

      “And how do you propose we convince them to wear such a device?”

      “That’s why I want the both of you to work on this. Ideally, it would be something they’re unaware they’re carrying.”

      “That means something miniature, and positioned in a strategic place inside their body.”

      “Whatever it takes, but yes—ideally something that you can beam into them while they sleep.”

      “That’s both tricky and dangerous, I hope you realize that. And a little surprising, coming from you.”

      “I know. But Thor has been insisting that we do this. I can understand why he would.”

      “I take it you’re still hearing him.”

      “A part of his soul is now in mine. I suspect that will be the case until the day I die.”

      “And you’re okay with this?”

      “He was my best friend. In fact, he was like a brother to me, so of course I’m okay. I don’t think you grasp how much of a gift this is. Most people would relish the idea of still being able to speak with their departed loved ones. I’m incredibly grateful that Kharon gave me this opportunity.”

      “Yes, I could see why one would like to still converse with the dead, but as a scientist, I have to wonder if that emotional crutch doesn’t carry risks.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Well, you’re assigning me a project I doubt you’d have sanctioned on your own, correct?”

      “I guess so. So what?”

      “Nothing. Let's just forget I raised the issue.”

      “Hang on, Kvasir. Please, speak your mind.”

      “It’s probably nothing, but the way I see it, you’re already making decisions that aren’t your own. And I understand why you’re making them, and in your place I’m pretty sure I would do the same thing. All I’m trying to say is that you may have gained the ability to still see and talk to a part of your friend or brother but, in the process, you may also be trading part of who you are.”

      “That’s a reach, and you know it.”

      “Perhaps … but perhaps you’ll feel obligated to do things you wouldn’t have considered for the rest of your life.”

      “And what would the reasons be?”

      “I’m surprised I have to spell it out, but okay. Guilt for one, and a sense of loyalty or brotherhood for another. None of which are bad per se, and while I'm fairly certain that Thor wouldn’t lead you astray ...”

      “Let me stop you right there. If it wasn’t for Thor, I wouldn’t even be alive right now. So, if he feels I need to watch not only my back, but all of our backs—even if I wouldn’t have taken a similar approach myself—I think I owe him that much, don’t I?”

      “That’s exactly my point. You may spend the rest of your life feeling like you owe him every favor. That's all I'm saying.”
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        * * *

      

      When Kvasir left, Thor appeared in front of Poseidon.

      “Is he right?” asked Poseidon.

      “About you owing me?” asked Thor. “No, of course not.”

      “I know you wouldn’t impose your will on me, but he’s correct in the fact that I wouldn’t ever have thought—nor wished—to install a failsafe inside the Guards’ bodies. I’m only doing it because you asked me to.”

      “And you are free to decide otherwise.”

      “And you won’t be mad or disappointed if I do?”

      “Why would I? My intentions are just to try and protect you, that’s all. They came to Asgard twice already, with the intention of killing us all. I’m just whispering a tale of caution into your ears, but at the end of the day, you make your own decisions. And if I ever become an annoyance, or if you feel my presence is detrimental to you in any way, feel free to ask Kharon to remove the part of my soul that now resides in you.”

      Poseidon thought about it, but he had grown accustomed to having Thor in his thoughts and conversing with him. In fact, it had made his passing much easier to deal with. But then again, perhaps it also meant that he hadn’t really grieved.

      “No, I don’t think that will ever be necessary, but I appreciate you voicing it nonetheless. Thanks, brother.”

      “Anytime.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s going on?” inquired Daniel.

      “Well,” answered Cedric, “it’s a good thing I became your science engineer.”

      Daniel smiled. “Well, technically, Alkyon's science engineer. But you got my attention, so why is that a good thing?”

      “Let’s just say half of your station’s systems weren’t calibrated as well as they could have been.”

      “I find that hard to believe—after all, Yanis assisted my previous engineer.”

      “Yes, and I believe that’s why it’s only half your systems and not all of them.

      “I take it that you’ve corrected the calibrations?”

      “Yes, and if I hadn’t, and you had been forced to fire the newly installed Heracles Cannon in the future, well, let’s just say we may have had this discussion in the afterlife.”

      “You can't be serious?”

      “I never joke about death so, yes, I am. I’ve just confirmed my findings with Yanis now that the Hope is back in sensor range. A range I nearly tripled by the way. They’re currently returning to Asgard.”

      “I'm aware of that already. I received a call from Chase not long ago. They found Atlantis, and something tells me that it’s going to generate a whole lot more work for Spiros, Yanis, Kvasir, and well ... yourself.”

      “This is the way,” said Cedric stoically.

      “What? What does this even mean?”

      “Never mind … simply that I watch too much TV on my spare time. And between you and me, the quality of the programs has taken a steep dive in the last decade.”
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      Ashra walked inside the council chamber. Guards on both sides of the large doors fired at her without warning, but their plasma energy weapons froze in mid-air, humming before shooting backward and blowing off the guards’ heads.

      A council member pressed a control nearby. “Security to the chambers. We have an intruder.”

      The Pisces Prime got up and cracked her neck. “No one enters these chambers uninvited and lives to tell the tale,” she said.

      Ashra didn’t bother answering. She moved at the speed of light and when she re-appeared behind the Pisces Prime, she had her soul in her hand, which she slowly ate in front of the others.

      A ferocious battle ensued with the remaining Primes, but the battle was both swift and unidirectional. Ashra filled up with the most powerful souls in the room and let the billions of others go free.

      As she was about to leave the chambers, hundreds of security guards, some Spectres and some Arachnoids rushed in and tried to take her down. It only took a snapping of Ashra’s finger for all their heads to explode.

      I’m more powerful than I ever was and no one, not even Chase, can stop me now.

      She was about to instruct her ship to beam her up when one of the Primes moaned next to her.

      The deep-black skin on him was turning gray, and within moments his body reverted to a humanoid form that looked human.

      “What is this?” asked Ashra, surprised. “Why aren’t you dead yet? And why do you look like one of them?”

      The man was clearly disoriented, and he held his head between his hands and screamed.

      “Silence!” shouted Ashra.

      But that didn’t stop the man from screaming. Ashra raised his body to face her, allowing him to hover at arm level, close to her own face. With a single thought, she constricted the muscles he was using to scream to cease the annoying sound.

      “What are you? Why haven’t you died like the others?”

      It took a while for the man to find his words, as if the body he were in was foreign to him, and he struggled to speak. “I’m Atlantean … we… we’re all Altanteans.”

      “What do you mean, all?”

      “Spectres … most of us … we were never born into this form. Thank you for releasing me from this nightmare I had become against my will.”

      “I didn’t do this for you.”

      “I don’t care why you did it. I’m just grateful you did.”

      Ashra made a fist and the man disintegrated where he hovered, with nary a sound.

      Interesting. So that's where my race comes from, from Atlantis.

      “No,” said Sarah in her head, “maybe these Spectres did, but your body, which is in fact my body, was once human before you stole it and turned me into the monster you are.”

      No offense, but that pathetic lifeform I’ve just released from his torment looked human too.

      Atlanteans and humans clearly share similar DNA.

      What I can’t understand is why would he be happy to return to such a frail form, however briefly?

      That’s because you've lost all perspective, and there isn't an ounce of goodness left in you. I’d give everything—in fact, I already did—to return to my old self, and be rid of you.

      But you’d be powerless, and you could die so easily.

      Death is part of the cycle of life. It's the fact that life is finite that gives it its value.

      Not for me, and unfortunately not for you either since you’re physically bound to my flesh now.

      I am aware. However, I can also tell you that what you're doing to me is a fate worse than death itself.

      For you, perhaps. For me, I have every intention of living forever.

      And when you’ll have conquered every race, every soul, then what? What will you do when you’re the last living being in existence?

      The fact that Ashra growled and pushed Sarah away from her mind told her that she had hit a chord with her question, but as always, the Spectre preferred to push away anything that required her to think about the consequences of her actions.

      With Sarah out of her thoughts, Ashra inspected some of the new souls she had acquired, and one of them in particular drew her attention.

      What have we here?

      Before she realized it, she’d split in two Ashras, each of equal power, but with half her total pool of energy. That still made each copy incredibly powerful. She repeated the operation and then there were four Ashras.

      “Interesting,” they said in unison.

      She focused on merging back to a single Spectre, and the other three reintegrated her with ease.

      “This could prove a very useful ability,” she said to no one in particular.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you talking about?” asked Chase.

      “There is a major problem with Atlantis’ power distribution,” said Spiros.

      “You’re sure of it? How come Hyperion didn’t mention anything about it?”

      “I don’t know why. Perhaps because he’s been too busy helping us with everything else. But yes, I’m certain of it. Although I think we can use the ship to jump, the ship isn’t ready to go into the sort of battle we hoped to use Atlantis for.”

      “Damn, that could be a problem.”

      “I know, but it’s fixable; it’s just that it’s such a large ship that Gaia and I won’t be sufficient. We’ll need Cedric, Yanis, and Kvasir to work on it as soon as we return, to try and stabilize the power flow, or the ship could blow up if we tax it too much during an engagement.”

      “That would be bad. Perhaps the holographic Loki can help you as well. I hear he’s quite ingenious.”

      “For sure. The more skilled engineers we can get to tackle this issue, the better.”

      “And if we encounter a mothership before we’re ready, then what?”

      “Then we’d better have a massive escort of Alliance ships, or we’ll lose.”

      That wasn’t the kind of news Chase hoped to hear, but he decided that panicking about it wouldn’t solve anything. For once, he decided to focus on the positive. They had acquired new weapons and technology, and they had new powers granted by their soul armor that would help them deal with the Spectres in combat. For all intents and purposes, all of this was more than he expected to find during the mission.

      “Very well, we’ll just have to make sure that Atlantis doesn’t move around without a sizeable fleet of ships as escorts, at least until Atlantis is ready to take on the Spectre on its own. Hopefully, we can affect the necessary repairs to the ship before we have to fight the Spectres next. Truth be told, I had no intention of approaching a battle with them any other way, no matter how powerful this ship is.”

      “That's a wise course of action.”

      “I'm glad you agree. Can we jump soon? We need to swing by Asgard. I want to see Poseidon and hear out these Guards.”

      “Yes, Gaia is just about finished with her doublechecks on the power relays. As for the Guards, do you think they could be lying?”

      “They’ve been nothing but trouble up until now, and while I know we could use their help to take down Ashra, they could be plotting another scheme.”

      “That would be bad.”

      “You can say that again. If they decided to switch sides again at the wrong time, it could be the end of us.”

      “Is that what your instincts are telling you?”

      “No, not really, but I'd rather have a have a face-to-face with them before we move forward.”
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        * * *

      

      “I never did it on board an Atlantean ship before.” Chris rolled off Nyx.

      “No one has before today … well, except Atlanteans, once upon a time,” said Nyx.

      “Soon, we’ll have to fight …” Chris let the words hang in the air.

      “Your mother? How do you feel about that?”

      “We both know that thing is no longer my mother and at least now we have the soul armor to fight her with. I'm sure it will help but ... I hope it’s enough.”

      “It has to be. Ashra needs to be stopped, not only for this dimension but also for the future of your lineage.”

      “I remember. Trust me, it’s all I’ve been thinking about since Hades’ visit.”

      “Well, I hope not all the time, and certainly not during the past hour.”

      Chris knew what Nyx was trying to do, and he smiled. In fact, he was surprised she could so easily diffuse tension with humor. Nyx had always kept her icy cold demeanor toward the rest of the team and the outside world, but lately Chris had noticed that—at least, with him—she had been sweeter.

      “I love you, you know that, right?” asked Chris.

      “I suspected so, yes.”

      Not exactly the answer Chris hoped for, but he knew that it was very unlikely she would reciprocate upon hearing those words.

      “My feelings for you are growing beyond what I thought possible,” she added.

      “That’s almost just as good,” thought Chris. “Especially considering the source.”

      Chris put an arm under her neck and brought her head next to his. He kissed her on the temple.

      “I do have something to ask you,” asked Chris.

      “Sure, what do you need?”

      “We’ll soon face the most powerful enemy anyone has ever faced. And I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You won’t, and I don’t want to lose you either, Chris. Now that this is out of the way, what’s troubling you?”

      “When you fight, you get into this rage, you know. It’s a state of mind I can also get into during battle.”

      “Makes sense, that’s a Fury trait after all. Not much any of us can do about it.”

      “Well, perhaps. I noticed my father has managed to keep his in check, most of the time.”

      “Why would anyone want to keep it in check? Rage makes us more powerful; that’s how Furies are.”

      “I know, but I've been thinking lately. What if it can also blind us?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I don’t know, I just …”

      “It's okay. Just say what’s on your mind.”

      “I don’t want you to die because of me. Or worse, trying to save me.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, but let's not forget that I’m a warrior. One that's quite stronger than you, no offense.”

      “None taken. I know you are stronger than me. In fact, I think on some level you’re stronger than my dad too.”

      She gave him a look. “On some level?”

      “It’s not a competition, Nyx.”

      “For me it is.”

      “Okay, right, for you it is. But the thing is, when that Spectre tried to kill us, you were willing to sacrifice yourself for me.”

      “I guess I was, yes. What about it?”

      “Well, I don’t know how I could have lived with myself if you had. And I don't want you to take that chance again. So, please, for me, don’t trade your life for mine, okay?”

      “You know ... I’ve been thinking about this moment. In fact, I replayed it in my mind dozens of times already. And every time I do, I can’t see myself doing anything different. It’s like my feelings for you in that moment overwrote my warrior’s brain. And you repeat it, I will hurt you … but it’s something I never felt before.”

      She loves me too. She just can’t utter the exact words. But that's okay, I like the way she explains it better.

      Chris smiled.

      “What are you smiling about?”

      “Nothing. I’m just happy, and it’s rare enough these days.”

      “As for your fear, I don’t want you to do anything stupid for me either in the coming battle. Okay?”

      No promises.
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        * * *

      

      Chase couldn’t sleep and took a walk around Atlantis. The place was huge, bigger than any ship he’d ever stepped foot on. He saw a shadow in the distance and as he approached, he was surprised to see it was his daughter, Kharon.

      She was crying.

      “Hey,” he said softly.

      Startled, she hurriedly wiped her tears.

      “It’s okay,” said Chase. “I’m the last person in this world you have to hide your tears from. I hope you know that.”

      More tears flowed and she jumped into his arms.

      “Are you all right? What’s making you so sad?”

      She didn’t answer right away, and Chase felt she was hugging him more strongly.

      “I’m afraid.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “Of losing you, and losing everyone I love.” She released her grip on him and took a step back. Her eyes were still moist.

      “That’s a perfectly natural fear to have, and not one you need to hide from others, the least of all, your family. We’ll always be here for you.”

      “I know, and it helps a lot to know that. I guess I’m also sad because I realized something else.”

      “And what was that?”

      “That I’m going to lose my mother, and I never even met her.”

      That hit Chase to his core. That fear resonated with his own, so much so that it was almost as if their respective fears entered in harmonic vibration.

      “Ever since your mom was taken away from me, I’ve spent all my energy and strength trying to get her back.”

      “I know. I could sense it from the womb while you were fighting her and so did I when you cried by Mom’s stasis pod after the Fury war.”

      “Your mom is the most courageous person I know. And we’ll do whatever we can to free her from Ashra.”

      “But you heard what Hyperion said. We won’t be able to turn her back to the way she was before, like you managed to do for me.”

      “As a rule of thumb, I tend to refute the concept of impossibility. If I didn’t, I'm pretty sure we would have lost the Fury war. The universe will provide ways to get us moving forward. Even if they are unknown to us right now. That much I’m certain of.”

      “And if we end up losing her?”

      Chase lowered his gaze for a second.

      “Then we’ll have to learn to live without her, but no matter what happens, she’ll always be alive in here,” said Chase as he put him palm on Kharon’s heart. “Never forget that.”

      Kharon nodded. “I’m so thankful that we merged our minds before, though. I learned so much about our family during that time.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, and you know I’ll do everything in my power to save your mother. Just as I'll do anything to protect you and your brother.”

      “Speaking of Chris, I sense he’s troubled.”

      “Really? How so?”

      “I can’t really put my finger on it, but I can tell something is worrying him. Something he doesn't want to talk to us about.”

      “That's doesn't sound like Chris. If anything, he speaks his mind, sometimes without thinking about it. Perhaps it's just the stress we all carry with us these days. After all, we’re going to have to fight and defeat Ashra, no matter what. Your mom would never have agreed that we take the risk of losing billions of souls just to try and save her. In fact, she’d be mad as hell if she knew we're even considering it.”

      “Like she was when you saved her from Argos’ grasp and opened the door for the Fury to return to this dimension?”

      “Exactly like that, yes. In fact, I thought I’d lost her right then and there. For a time, I never thought she’d be able to forgive me.”

      “That must have been hard. You were only trying to do what your heart asked of you. And if it’s any consolation, I would have done the same in your place.”

      Chase hadn’t realized until then that he was still carrying the weight of that decision with him. Hearing Kharon’s words helped lighten some of that load.

      “Thank you. In the end, we prevailed, but she taught me an important lesson back then—that no matter how much we love someone, sometimes we have to consider the big picture. Empathy isn’t just for family or friends; it applies to all living beings, and that's something that your mother understood very well.”

      “It also scares me that we’re already talking about her in the past tense.”

      Chase hadn’t consciously realized he was doing that.

      “I didn’t do that on purpose, and I wouldn’t focus on this too much. However, I have to tell you that in the past few weeks, I have considered the fact that it's possible I may never again hold her in my arms. Defeating the Spectres and the scourge they unleashed in our dimensions is something that must be dealt with, no matter the cost.”

      “I know, and I understand what you’re saying. And you're right. If it's a choice between killing Ashra and saving Mom, the former has to come first. I just wish we could find a way to help her.”

      “As do I, Kharon, with all my heart.”
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      Atlantis exited hyperspace in orbit of Asgard, and Chase teleported down to the surface.

      “Good to see you. Did you just teleport yourself down here? I didn’t see any beam streaks around you as you appeared.” said Poseidon.

      “Good to see you too," said Chase, "and yes, I’ve recovered my power.”

      “Nice, I’m glad to hear it.”

      “As was I when I heard that you managed to repel Ashra on your own.”

      “Well, not exactly on my own. I had help, even though it took a while for the Guards to realize that we stood a much better chance of surviving the encounter if we worked together.”

      “Whether or not it came in naturally, I guess what counts is that they made the right choice in the end. That’s why I came to the surface, and also to ask you if we can borrow Kvasir and holographic Loki.”

      “Sure, I’ll have them sent to … whatever that was that brought you into orbit.”

      “Oh, you mean the ship? It’s Atlantis itself.”

      “Impressive.”

      “You don’t know the half of it, but I’ll catch you up on that later. For now, I’d like to talk with the Guards. I take it that I can find them on the brig?”

      “Not anymore. I’ve assigned them quarters.”

      “You trust them that much already, huh?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but I’m confident that killing me and the rest of the people on Asgard is no longer their main drive. At least, for the time being.”

      “It's that last part I worry about. I’ll go and talk to them first, and we can chat some more later.”

      Before Poseidon could answer, Chase teleported away.

      “I guess he knows where to find them, then.”

      “He can sense their presence, yes,” said Thor in his mind. “Now that Chase has his teleportation power back, that's all he needs.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hope I’m not coming at a bad time,” said Chase.

      Siegfried didn’t move a muscle as Chase teleported into the quarters both he and Fenrir shared. Fenrir, however, was startled by the sudden appearance.

      “Not at all,” said Siegfried. “In fact, we’ve been waiting for you.”

      “I heard that you helped Poseidon fight Ashra off the planet.”

      “If she hadn't escaped, maybe we could have killed her together. As for helping ... I just wish we did it earlier, since my stubbornness almost cost everyone their souls.”

      “The humans have an expression that sums this feeling of yours quite well: better late than never.”

      “That being said, we still aren’t sure what our fate is going to be going forward,” said Fenrir.

      Chase turned his attention to Fenrir.

      “That remains to be seen, but for the time being, I’m glad you had a change of mind. But don’t think for one minute that it absolves your many crimes, both present and past.”

      “We don’t. We know what we did can never be forgiven,” said Siegfried.

      “I don't know about never; my brother was in a similar situation years ago and as far as I'm concerned, I've forgiven him."

      "It's one thing to receive someone's forgiveness, it's another to forgive oneself."

      "Right ... I can tell my brother hasn't."

      "Neither should he."

      Was Siegfried correct? After all, Argos had been responsible for millions of deaths on Earth. And even if he had helped trillions live, in redeeming himself the best he could, that stain on his soul would never really go away.

      "Right. So, I hear that you are willing to fight with us in order to defeat Ashra.”

      “Fenrir is his own man, so I won’t pretend to answer on his behalf but yes, I’m willing to add my skills to yours to bring her down. Whatever it takes. This thing is too dangerous to be kept alive. In fact, there's a sort of poetic irony at play here.”

      "Oh? How so?" asked Chase.

      "We were genetically engineered to kill monsters. Back then, that was your kind. The Furies. And today, we're back where we started. It seems our only use in this world is to help you get rid of yet another kind of monster, albeit a more terrifying one. "

      "I guess I can see the irony of your position. What about you?" asked Chase, turning to Fenrir.

      “I wanted for this to happen earlier,” answered Fenrir, “even though I’m weary of all this fighting. So, I'm in too.”

      “Good to hear,” said Chase. “Very well. We’ll soon head out to Alkyon One. From there, we’ll hunt Ashra together and, gods willing, rid the universe of the Spectre scourge.”

      “Say we manage to do that … then what?” asked Siegfried.

      “I don’t know yet, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      “I guess it’s time for us to leave Asgard,” Chase said.

      “I wish I could come with you,” said Poseidon.

      “I know you do, and we certainly could use your powers, as well as your new weapon.”

      “It’s called Soulstorm, and you can take it with you.”

      “What if you need it? I’m already taking holo-Loki with me. You’d have little to nothing to defend yourself with if Ashra came back here first.”

      “You and I both know she isn’t coming back. At least not until she’s faced you.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I sensed she was terrified of Soulstorm. It seemed to make holes in her from which souls managed to escape. If nothing else, that has to give her pause.”

      “That could be incredibly powerful against her. But then, if you’re sure she won’t return, why not just come and fight with us?”

      “On the off chance that my presence is needed here to fend off another attack. For one, it's possible she may split her forces and try to attack us on two fronts. For another, in times of war, there are always smaller factions ready to seize any opportunity to grasp whatever they can from the resulting power vacuum and chaos it creates. And because I promised Thor I would protect his world. Otherwise, I’d come with you in a heartbeat.”

      “A promise is a sacred thing. I understand.”

      “But Chase, take the weapon with you.”

      Chase thought about it and something in him told him that he shouldn’t. “You know what? I don’t think we’ll need it.”

      “Don’t underestimate the enemy, Chase. What if Soulstorm is the key to victory?”

      “This weapon was forged to protect Asgard, so it should stay with you. I’m not sure I’d have time to learn how to master it well before we fight her anyway. After all, Hephaestus forged it for you to wield. I wouldn’t be surprised if it lost most of its power if anyone else wielded it.”

      “It’s true that no one could wield Mjölnir but Thor, and in the hands of another, the Trident of the Seas is merely a piece of metal without additional powers.”

      “Then it's settled. You keep Soulstorm; perhaps you'll need it to kill Ashra.”

      “I'm not sure I like the sound of this, Chase.”

      “I know you don't, but if we fail, the responsibility of killing her might fall onto you.”

      “I sure hope that doesn’t happen.”

      “Neither do I, but if it does, you’ll need Soulstorm to defeat her.”

      “At least, take what's left of my fleet with you.”

      “You should keep some around the planet, Poseidon. Just in case, like you said, some third party decided that now was a good time to try and attack Asgard.”

      “Sure, I can keep a pair of destroyers, but it's more important that you win the upcoming battle, so please take the rest of the fleet with you.”

      “Understood, thank you, Poseidon, and I hope to see you soon.”

      “As do I, my friend. Good luck.”
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        * * *

      

      Atlantis opened up a large hyperspace window, allowing half of the fleet, including the Victory, the Hope and most of the Alliance and Asgardian ships, to jump with it and travel faster than their own engines ever could. Chase, Chris, Kharon, and Argos were on the bridge of Atlantis when the fleet jumped to ultraspace.

      “Do we know where Ashra is at the moment?” asked Chris.

      “No,” replied Chase, “and from what I gathered from Poseidon, when she fled Asgard, she wasn’t looking well. She was leaking souls, hurting and, more importantly, she was scared.”

      “Good, perhaps we can exploit that.”

      “I doubt she’d seek a fight with us until she gets better. But we never know. Hopefully, that could buy us some time to fix Atlantis before she returns. I really don't like the idea of bringing it into the fight in its current state.”

      “No matter what happens,” stated Argos, “we have to be careful and approach this fight with cool heads. I’m loving our new powers, but let’s make sure this doesn’t give us a false sense of over-confidence either.”

      “I agree. The armor upgrades are great news, but we must not take their added powers for granted,” nodded Chase.

      “As do I,” added Chris. “We have to be careful and we will probably need all our combined powers to defeat her once and for all. Which brings me to the elephant in the room: what do we do about Mom?”

      “We’ll do what we can for her, but …” Chase let the words trail.

      “But saving her isn’t the primary objective,” Argos said. “It can’t be, or we’re certain to lose this fight.”

      Chris sighed. “I know that. But still, we ought to try something, right?”

      Kharon didn’t speak and Chase could sense sorrow in her heart.

      “I also wanted for the four of us to have this family meeting before the fight,” said Chase.

      “What did you want us to talk about?” asked Kharon.

      Chase swallowed hard. “You two, as a matter of fact.” He gazed at his children. “You and Chris are the future. So, it's paramount that the two of you survive this fight, no matter what.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” asked Chris.

      “That if it comes to that, and either your uncle or myself needs to sacrifice our lives to win this fight, you’ll need to accept that and go along with it.”

      “No!” screamed Chris. “We’re all coming back from the fight with Ashra, even if Mom doesn’t.”

      “I know I’m new to this family, so perhaps my opinion doesn't count,” said Kharon, “but I agree with Chris and as far as I'm concerned, we should not even think this way.”

      “You should listen to your father,” said Argos gravely. “Of course we all want to come back alive from this fight, and we’ll do whatever it takes to achieve that. But we also know who we’re fighting, how powerful she is, and we are all putting our lives in danger just by being in the fight.”

      “I discussed this with Argos beforehand,” said Chase, “and he’s convinced me that we can’t afford to leave the two of you out of this fight, as much as it pains me to admit it.”

      “Yeah, that would never have happened. I can’t believe you even considered this,” frowned Chris.

      “Look, son, one day you’ll have kids of your own, and then you’ll understand the need for a parent to do everything they can to protect their children, even if it means they must perish to accomplish that goal.”

      “I understand,” said Kharon, “but we’re fighting alongside the two of you.”

      “Yes, you are, and we're not disputing that,” said Argos. “All that we ask is that you don’t do anything stupid to try and save your elders. Chase and I are prepared to give our lives to win this fight, but neither of us is prepared to forfeit yours.”

      Chris made a fist. “It doesn't matter what the two of you want! It’s our decision to make, and I don’t want any of this bullshit roaming inside my head in the middle of the fight. We’ll have to make split-second decisions that could mean victory or defeat. We don’t need to think about anything else during those moments. You know what? You three do what you want, but I’ll fight until I die if I have to. So, screw this!”

      Chris ran outside the bridge and Chase wanted to go after him, but Argos grabbed his arm and shook his head.

      “Let him go. I’ll talk to him later.”

      They both turned to Kharon.

      “Then I guess it falls onto you,” said Chase.

      “I beg you, please don’t put me in a position where I have to go against my brother.”

      “We’re not asking you to,” said Argos.

      “Then what are you asking me exactly?”

      “Look,” said Chase, “the reason you were born inside a Spectre and not your mother—not to mention that you almost died in the first place—is because I didn’t manage to convince Sarah to step down from the fight against Tanak’Vor. There isn’t a day where I don’t replay this fight inside my head. If only I had prevented her from taking part in that battle, like Menelas did with Athena, maybe things would have been different, and she’d be here with us now.”

      “And perhaps without her you would have lost the fight,” countered Kharon. “You have no way of knowing, and you shouldn’t think this way or you’ll always be a slave to your past. It's not healthy to question every decision you've ever made. In fact, as far as I'm concerned, that’s no way to live.”

      “She’s making a valid point,” said Argos.

      “For someone only a few weeks old,” said Chase, “I have to admit you’re quite mature and very wise. And Kharon, I hear what you’re saying, and I understand, but I can’t imagine losing you or your brother, which is why I'm asking you to be our failsafe.”

      “What kind of failsafe?”

      “If we give you the signal, or if you feel either you or your brother are near death, you need to teleport both of you away from the fight, and don’t look back.”

      Kharon appeared pensive for what seemed a short forever. “No!”

      “Kharon, please,” pleaded Chase.

      “I now better understand why Chris stormed out. Let me tell you something though: if I do this and we lose, I’ll forever bare the weight of failure. Not only for failing my family but the entire universe. So, I'm sorry, but my answer is no.” Kharon walked out of the bridge.

      “That went well,” said Argos with a sigh.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “She made some really good points though. Perhaps their presence in the scenario we proposed, or their lack thereof, is what could determine the outcome of this fight. So, let's assume they aren’t there at a critical moment of the fight, and we lose. Put yourself in their shoes.”

      “I know, and please don't lecture me about this. I’ve been living in their shoes since Sarah’s been gone, brother.”

      “I know, and I know how difficult it's been for you. However, we both know that the chances of saving her are …”

      “Speak your mind, Argos. It’s not like you to hold out on anything.”

      “Perhaps, but you’re the last person I want to hurt in the whole universe.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it, but say it anyway.”

      “They’re slim to none.”

      Chase looked at the beautiful green and blue streaks of ultraspace outside the viewport.

      “You don't think I know that?”

      It’s been killing me for a while, brother, but trust me I know.
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        * * *

      

      Menelas’ face filled the holo-screen.

      “Hey,” said Athena, “it’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you too, love,” said Menelas. “How are things going on New Olympus?”

      “I’m not sure yet. My appointment to the position hasn’t been welcomed by everyone on the planet.”

      “That’s peculiar. Any reason why?”

      “I don’t know—a stupid power game, I guess. There are a few people on the council that I should keep an eye on.”

      “I don’t like this. Perhaps you should ask Poseidon to send Artemis to help you deal with them. I hear she got really powerful lately.”

      “In what universe is Artemis more powerful than I am? But more importantly, is my husband insinuating that I can’t defend myself?”

      Menelas chuckled. “There she is. No, of course not. You can kick anyone’s ass and I know it. Forget I said anything.”

      “Good save. Between you and me, I’d rather just come home and help you fight Ashra, really.”

      “I know, but if you suspect that there are disloyal members of the council, leaving now would only allow them to fortify their power base, and you'd be helping their agenda, whatever that is.”

      Athena sighed. “You’re probably right, but I don’t like the idea of you going against Ashra without me. And before you say anything, remember what happened the last time I wasn't there.”

      “I wasn’t gonna go there. I should never have made the decision for you to skip the fight with Tanak’Vor. You know how much I regret that.”

      “I do. And now I feel like I’m again forced to stay on the side lines. Granted, this time it's for a whole different set of reasons but believe me, I hate it just as much. You tend to get yourself in trouble when I’m not there. No offense.”

      “None taken, but I can take of myself. Even if you saved my Fury ass the last time I went to battle on my own. I guess we just have to trust that our destinies require us to be apart at a time like this.”

      “Screw destiny. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “And you won’t. Right now, I’m more worried about the situation on New Olympus. I hate to even suggest this, but perhaps you should take a page from your father’s book.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “What? What do you mean?”

      “Well, maybe there was a reason why Zeus ruled with an iron fist in the first place. As a leader, when you impose dominance, it tends to send a clear message to all those who want to take advantage of what they perceive as weakness.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m not my father.”

      “I know and that’s one of the reasons why I love you, but in this instance, maybe a little show of force, just to intimidate, could help resolve tensions, at least for now.”

      “I’ll take it under advisement, thank you. How is the morale on your side of the universe?”

      “It’s a strange feeling, really. Like we're in the calm before the storm, so to speak, at least that’s how it feels. There’s clearly palpable tension and everyone is on edge, even if they try not to show it.”

      “It’s understandable, considering. I remember how we all felt before the last battle during the Fury war.”

      “Exactly.”
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      “Do you think I was wrong?” asked Chase.

      “No, I understand why you want to protect your children,” replied Argos. “It’s only natural as their father.”

      “And yet I’ve alienated them both.”

      “Nah, Chris was mad, sure, but that’s not out of character for him. He’s a forgiving son.”

      “I sure hope so.”

      “Trust me. We’ve only tried to protect them and they'll understand, eventually. And as much as we find it frustrating sometimes, we’re talking about their lives and their destinies, and we have to abide by their choices, even when we don't agree with them.”

      “I know that, brother, but if something happens to them, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”

      “Then let’s make sure nothing happens to them, no matter what. And thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For trusting me after all the things I’ve done to you in the past. For calling me brother … and perhaps one day for forgiving me.”

      “I’ve already forgiven you, Argos. And I’m proud to call you my brother. I want you to know that, in case, you know …”

      Tears filled Argos’ eyes as he nodded.
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        * * *

      

      “How are you feeling?” asked Argos.

      “Mad as hell is how I feel!” exclaimed Chris.

      Argos chuckled. “We hadn’t noticed.”

      “This is no time for jokes.”

      “Look, I get it; you’re mad ‘cause you father tried to protect you.”

      “He always does this!”

      “Yes, because like me, he loves you.”

      “I’m surprised you agreed with him in the first place.”

      “I know, and if it helps, you can be mad at me too.”

      “Part of me is, but it usually doesn’t last very long.”

      “Then I suggest you apply that same leniency to your father, because neither of us might come back from where we’re going. And trust me, the last thing you want is to leave things unsaid, should anything happen.”

      “No! This is not an option, and I don't want to hear it. I’m not gonna lose another member of my family! Do you hear me?”

      “I don't want this either and we’ll do whatever it takes to avoid it, but the reality is we don't know what will happen. All we can do is try and win this together, as a family.”

      “Tell that to my father.”

      “I already did, and he agrees. All I ask of you is to try and put yourself in his shoes, and please don’t blame him for trying to protect you. He was right about one thing, you know?”

      “Oh yeah? And what would that be?”

      “One day, when you have your own children, you’ll understand what he was trying to do today.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’re detecting massive energy signatures on hyperspace sensors,” said one of Daniel’s officers, Lieutenant Commander Hawthorn.

      “Could be Chase and the fleet,” said Daniel.

      “I don’t think so, sir.”

      “ETA to Alkyon One?”

      “Thirty minutes.”

      “That puts these ships in orbit of the station a good twenty minutes ahead of Atlantis and the rest of the fleet. Have the ships around the station put on high alert, and ready to fight. If the Spectres arrive before Chase does, we could have a problem.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Daniel knew it wasn’t a good time, but considering that in half an hour, all hell could break loose, he felt the need to see Allanah.

      “Lieutenant Commander, please assume command until my return.”

      “Yes, sir!” Hawthorn responded.

      “I won’t be long.”

      Daniel walked out of C&C. The moment the doors closed, he sprinted to the nearest turbolift.

      “Starfighter Bay One!”
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing here?” asked Allanah.

      “I needed to see you.”

      “In the middle of a high alert?”

      “You know what they say. There’s no time like the present.”

      “Look, Daniel, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m the middle of prepping our birds for battle.”

      “I know, and I won’t take long.”

      Daniel took Allanah by the hand, walked her behind some crates and passionately kissed her.

      “Well, all things considered,” said Allanah, “I guess I needed that. Thank you.”

      “I love you,” said Daniel.

      Her eyes grew wide.

      “You don’t need to say anything,” he added firmly. “I just wanted you to know in case …”

      “In case we don’t make it.”

      “Well, let's just say that I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Good job! Now you’re making me nervous. I thought your friend Chase was coming back here with reinforcements?”

      “He is, but all signs seem to point to the fact that he’s going to arrive a little late.”

      “How late?”

      “Twenty minutes, give or take.”

      “We'll make it. I know you can hold the fort for twenty minutes, and so do you.”

      “I sure hope so.”

      “Then don’t hope; just do it, Daniel. This could very well be the final battle of the war. If there ever was time to give it all we’ve got, then today is that day.”

      “And I intend to. I don’t want to lose this. I mean, I don't want to lose you.”

      She smiled and kissed him. “You won’t.”

      “Please be careful.”

      “Right back at you, Captain.”

      Daniel smiled. “I guess I’d better go back to C&C.”

      “You should definitely do that.”

      Daniel walked a few steps before hearing his name.

      “Daniel?”

      He turned. “Yes?”

      “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      “They’re almost here,” said Lieutenant Commander Hawthorn.

      “How many ships?”

      “Three large motherships and their escorts.”

      “Set targeting priorities on the smaller ships. We probably can’t take on one of these motherships until the rest of the fleet gets here anyway, but at least we can thin the herd.”

      “Targets priorities set, sir. Hyperspace window opening in two zero seconds.”

      Daniel took a deep breath.

      “Instruct the fleet to engage the enemy as soon as they exit hyperspace. And set the defense grid to maximum power. Deploy all starfighters wings.”

      “I just wished I was flying one of them,” thought Daniel.

      “Aye, Captain. Orders transmitted, defense grid active and launching StarFury wings now.”

      The air in the Command & Control center was so thick, it would have taken a machete to slice through. Daniel could sense fear all around him, and he couldn’t blame his crew for being afraid. Truth be told, he was scared too.

      The Spectres were a formidable enemy and their motherships were nearly unbeatable, even if Daniel didn’t believe that. After all, they had faced similar situations with the Zarlacks monstrosities when they had first arrived on Earth. After defeating those, there had been the Furies Superdestroyers to contend with, as well as evil Gaia's ship . All of these ships had been larger and more powerful than anything they had faced before. Back then, the belief had been that those were nearly invincible too and yet they had been brought down. For the Alliance to win this war, bringing down the motherships wasn't an option; it was a necessity.

      Hyperspace windows flashed and temporary blinded everyone in the room. A barrier of Alliance laser fire and torpedoes advanced as a unified wave toward the enemy ships. Alkyon One’s defense grid engaged the smaller targets that were within its firing range as well.

      The enemy fleet lost no time deploying fighters by the hundreds, giving the StarFury pilot a numerical disadvantage from the get-go.

      It has begun.

      “Report!” Daniel ordered.

      “Enemy ships are ignoring the fleet so far. They’ve deployed and engaged our StarFuries.”

      “Why? What are they up to?”

      “Unknown, sir,” answered Hawthorn. “We are, however, detecting a massive power build-up on board all three of the motherships.”

      That can’t be good.

      “Divert all the power you can to our shields, and take some from the defense grid too if you have to. If they’re ignoring our ships, it probably means we’re the target they’re after.”

      “Aye Captain, diverting power now.”

      Seconds later, a massive ball of crimson plasma appeared in front of each of the motherships. They all fired constant beams of plasma on a precise point on Alkyon's shield. The entire station shook and lights flickered.

      “Status on the shields?” asked Daniel.

      “Holding strong at ninety percent … for now,” said Hawthorn grimly.

      Daniel knew exactly what his first officer meant by that. The beams had been active for a few seconds only, with no sign of weakening. Daniel understood how a constant beam of energy could quickly become a problem though.

      “How long will our shields hold at these power levels?”

      “A few minutes, give or take.”

      That wasn’t what Daniel had hoped to hear since it wouldn’t be enough time for Chase to join the fight.

      “Have the fleet adjust their targeting priorities and see if they can focus their fire on disabling one of these plasma beams instead of dealing with smaller ships.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m a little busy right now,” said Cedric.

      “No shit,” said Daniel over the comms. “I suppose you think we’re having a party up here?”

      “Alright, alright, no need to get snappy. What do you need?”

      “More power to the shields.”

      “And where exactly am I supposed to find that power?”

      “You’re the chief engineer, so you tell me.”

      “Look, I’ll divert as much juice as I can from other nonessential systems and see if I can boost the efficiency of our power relays. But I'm not a magician.”

      “Wouldn't that be dangerous?”

      “Highly, but that’s the only way I can think of to give you more power to the shields. But that’s not what’s bothering me.”

      “It's not? Then what is?”

      “I don’t think this beam is trying to destroy us.”

      “That’s nonsense. Why have they fired it at us then?”

      “Don’t misunderstand me. I’m sure they’re here to destroy us eventually. All I’m saying is that the modulation of their beam is not matching any of the sensor data we have accumulated on these ships. It’s like the beam has another function.”

      “Seems to me right now its function is to drain our shields, and while the newly upgraded pentalium-powered shield generators are holding for now, they’re still being drained faster than the reinforcements can arrive.”

      “I don't know what to tell you, Daniel, but I still can't shake this feeling I’m having.”

      “I’m gonna need more than that, Cedric.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Then work faster, please.”

      Cedric mumbled something into his beard.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, and yes, sir. I’m working on—”

      “Cedric! I didn’t catch what you said. What’s going on?”

      “Oh, hell no… I think I know what they’re doing.”

      “Then by all means, enlighten me.”

      “They’re not trying to bring the shields down. They’re trying to open a hole in them.”

      “So they can finish us up faster with their torpedoes.”

      “Maybe … maybe not”

      “What other purpose could there be for this strategy?”

      “Well, from the top of my head, they could try and board us. Why destroy a perfectly working station if you can gain control of it and use its advanced weapons to attack your enemy?”

      “I’d better let Chase know about this.”

      “You do that, and Daniel? I don’t have to tell you that if these things board us, we’re screwed. We are not equipped to deal with a Spectre away team.”

      “No, you don’t have to.”
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        * * *

      

      “How much longer until we get to Alkyon One?” asked Chase.

      “Not long now. Fifteen minutes, give or take,” replied Hyperion.

      “What do you mean, give or take? Can we get there any faster or not?”

      “We could, but I don’t recommend we push the system past their current limits, not until your team of scientists has found a way to fix our power-relay issues. If anything went wrong, at best we'd drop out of ultraspace and at worst, get blown up.”

      “Duly noted. We're not going any faster. Alkyon One is under attack as we speak, I’ve been informed their objective is most likely to board the station. We must get there before that happens or Alkyon One will fall into the hands of the enemy in a matter of minutes. They’re not equipped to fight Spectres, and they could be wiped out from within, and with ease, if that happens.”

      “I am aware. I’m replicating a massive amount of anti-Spectre weapons as we speak. As soon as they're ready, we can deliver them.”

      “But if we can’t get there on time, there won’t be anything to deliver to anyone.”

      “I’m working on that problem as well. In the meantime, I suggest some of you go to the station and make sure you fend off any possible attacks.”

      “You mean teleport there? Is it safe to do so from ultraspace?”

      “Granted, it’s never really been tested, but I think your soul armor should be able to handle it.”

      “You think?”

      “I’m sorry, Chase. I wish I could have a more definitive answer for you.”

      “I can’t risk the entire team if this doesn’t work out.”

      “No, you can’t, and you shouldn't. We'll need another few minutes before you can teleport anyway.”

      “Why’s that? I’m ready to go now.”

      “My telemetry of the battle revealed some strange readings. It's possible the enemy has erected countermeasures that could prevent you from teleporting in … or worse … kill you if you tried.”

      “That’s just great,” said Chase through gritted teeth. “Do you have any more good news for me?”

      “As a matter of fact, I might, even though I realize you were being sarcastic. I should soon have a device counteracting that field ready. In the meantime, you should decide who else goes with you. I recommend you take only one person. Your daughter shouldn’t be that person, since we’ll need another warrior to help teleport the weapons I’m building for the crew of Alkyon One.”
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        * * *

      

      “Listen up, soldiers. You’ve been selected for a mission of paramount importance,” said Ashra. “I’m counting on each and every one of you.”

      A platoon made of several dozen Spectres saluted her and spoke in unison. “Yes, Spectre Prime!”

      “You are to infiltrate the station, kill anyone on your way, except for the command crew. Try and capture as many as you can, as they could prove useful as bargaining chips. These humans are weak and easily manipulable when you threaten to execute their loved ones. Once they’ve been neutralized, your mission is to redirect their powerful defense grid to destroy their own puny ships. That should send the Alliance into disarray, and provoke chaos they won’t be able to recover from.”

      “Yes, Spectre Prime! As you command!” shouted the platoon.

      “Stand ready, soldiers. As soon as we’ve opened up a hole through their shields, you’ll be beamed onboard the station.”
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        * * *

      

      “Has the fleet managed to destroy one of the weapons firing those beams at our shields?” asked Daniel.

      “That’s a negative,” answered Hawthorn, “even though the motherships aren’t firing on the fleet, most likely to maintain constant power being fed to these beams. Their starfighters are intercepting all torpedoes, and even sacrificing themselves, to make sure we don’t hit the systems.”

      “Dammit! How long do we have until they manage to open a hole through our shields?”

      “Engineering is reporting a breach is imminent.”

      Keeps getting better and better.

      “Give me a station-wide channel.”

      “Channel opened, sir.”

      “This is your captain. Any moment now, Spectres will board this station. This is not a drill. Nonessential personnel without combat experience, lock yourselves inside your quarters until the alert is lifted. Everyone else, go to the nearest armory and equip yourself to the teeth. I’d love to tell you it’s going to be enough to defend yourselves against Spectres, but I’d be lying.

      “We only need to hold the enemy for a few minutes until reinforcements arrive, so don’t take any unnecessary risks. In an unlikely scenario where we fail to repel the enemy, I’ll sound a general evacuation order. If that happens, make sure to reach a transporter room. If you’re cut off, try to make your way to an escape pod instead. Ares will also assist in case of an evacuation, and he will help crew members that can’t get to the transporters fast enough. Don’t resist him. You can’t miss him. He’s made of golden energy and is on our side. Whenever possible, try to form groups. You’ll have more chances to damage the Spectres that way, and your chances of survival will also increase.

      “And lastly, officers with extensive ground battle experience, make yourselves known in your groups and assume command. Your experience on the battlefield could mean the difference between life and death. Good luck, everyone! Captain Tharraleos out.”

      “We’re receiving a signal from Ryonna,” advised Hawthorn.

      “Patch her through.”

      “Daniel, I’m heading to my quarters to grab my supersuit. The moment you have coordinates of enemies inside the station, forward their location to me. I stand a better chance than anyone else on this station when it comes to fighting them.”

      “Understood, but Ryonna?”

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful. Even with your supersuit, you're no match for Spectre warriors.”

      “We’ll see about that. Ryonna out.”

      “Hawthorn, as soon as we’re being boarded, sync our lifesigns sensor map to Ryonna’s supersuit.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      The entire station shook, and it didn’t take long before screams could be heard in the distance.

      “We’ve been boarded, Captain,” said Hawthorn gravely.

      “How many?”

      “A dozen until now, but more are beaming in.”

      “We need to disable these damn beams! Now!”

      

      
        
        To be continued...

        End of Book 16

        (Book 17 is out on the same day as Book 16, you can read it here)
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