
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Course Correction

      Universe in Flames Origins Episode 1

    

    




      
        Christian Kallias

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Also by Christian Kallias

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          Copyright

        

      

      
        
          Course Correction

        

        
          
            Universe in Flames Dark Legacy

          

          
            
              Prologue

            

            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

          

        

      

      
        
          Damocles Fall

        

        
          Wings of Destiny

        

        
          Also by Christian Kallias

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  








Also by Christian Kallias











The Universe in Flames Series






      
        	Book 1: Earth - Last Sanctuary

        	(Book 1.5): Ryonna's Wrath (Bonus Novella, now  exclusively contained in Book 1 & this eBook)

        	Book 2: Fury to the Stars

        	Book 3: Destination Oblivion

        	Book 4: The Beginning of the End

        	Book 5: Rise of the Ultra Fury

        	Book 6: Shadows of Olympus

        	Book 7: Armageddon Unleashed

        	Book 8: Twilight of the Gods

        	Book 9: Requiem of Souls

        	Book 10: To End All Wars (Final Chapter)

      

 



Universe In Flames Trilogies






      
        	The First Universe in Flames Trilogy (Books 1-3)

        	The Second Universe in Flames Trilogy (Books 4-6)

        	The Third Universe in Flames Trilogy (Technically a Quadrilogy: Books 7-10): Coming Soon

      

 



Universe In Flames - Dark Legacy Series



 


Book 1: Coming Summer 2018





 



Rewind Series






      
        	Book 1: Rewind 717

      



Anthologies






      
        	Collateral Damage

        	The Expanding Universe 3

        	Beyond the Black Volume 1

      






  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cover artwork by Christian Kallias

      

      

      
        	christian@kallias.com

        	www.christiankallias.com

        	www.facebook.com/ChristianKallias

        	www.twitter.com/kalliasx

      

      

      Production Editor & Alpha/ARC Team Lead

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez

      

      

      Editors

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez

      

      Proofreaders

      
        	Alpha Team (Thank you Daniel P., Buick, Mike L., David K., and Millie. You guys rock!!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 by Christian Kallias

      

        

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

      

      

    

  








Course Correction



          (A Universe in Flames Origins Story)







A laser impacted near Keera’s head, hot sparks burning her face.

That was too close for comfort.

“Some bounty hunter you are!” protested Eleni.

“Not now!” said Keera. “Stay under cover. Unless you want your pretty face blown up.”

“At least give me a weapon; there are three of them out there. We stand a better chance of survival if I can help you return fire.”

“That’s not going to happen. You’re my prisoner; I’m not giving you the means to take me out.”

“You only care about your warrant, and you know very well you’re signing my death warrant, anyway.”

Keera swore inside. This latest mission hadn’t turned out to be the easy “grab the mark and collect the bounty” that she initially hoped for. Ever since she had captured Eleni, things had gone from bad to worse. And, now, they were pinned down.

Laser fire exploded and impacted around them.

“Give us the prisoner, and we’ll let you live,” shouted one of the assailants in the distance. “We don’t care about you.”

But Keera wasn’t accustomed to obeying threats. The past year had been a nightmare with almost none of her warrants going well, to the point where she was dangerously close to losing everything she had been working toward. The early retirement that she had worked so hard to achieve felt more and more out of reach with each passing day.

“Why are you hesitating?” asked Eleni.

“Because my mission is to bring you back alive.”

“I’m dead anyway. The moment you deliver me to your client, he’ll have me executed.”

“And that’s my problem why, exactly? You’re the criminal; I’m just doing my job.”

“Some job.”

“I’m not gonna stand here and debate the value of my profession with the person breaking laws and trying to shame me into letting her go. Believe it or not, I’m sorry to hear your life is over; but if I let my personal feelings get in the way of my warrants, I’d never collect my bounties and be able to support myself.”

Eleni snorted. “Whatever makes you sleep at night.”

Keera ignored Eleni’s ranting and instead tapped her wrist device, which displayed her holo-map that showed their area and overlaid life-sign signatures. The three men currently firing at them were getting closer with each passing minute. Soon, she’d have no other choice but to engage them or give Eleni up.

Except, she couldn’t fail this mission. If she didn’t pay Tron’Tak with this bounty, she’d have to make a run for it, and she could lose her bounty hunter license altogether. What would she do then?

There was no denying that she had grown weary of her job, and as more time passed, the less her heart was in it. Days like these, she wondered why she had taken up the profession in the first place. She knew why, of course. Her first warrant had given her the satisfaction of getting revenge for the loss of her soul mate.

It had not felt as good as she had hoped, though, taking another man’s life. Nor had it given her the closure she craved. It didn’t bring back the person she loved more than anything in this world. It had; however, empowered Keera and made her stronger, tougher, and more determined to bring scum from around the universe to justice. Though only for a short time as the hole in her heart still lingered, fresh and ever painful.

Glancing at her holo-map, Keera noted that she had less than a minute to come up with a plan, or they would both perish. She couldn’t trust Eleni with a weapon, that much Keera’s gut told her with absolute certainty. Her prisoner had tried giving her the slip numerous times in the last couple of days. In fact, she was the reason they were hitching a ride back to this scum-infested transport rather than returning home in Keera’s rental ship. They had lost it, thanks to one of Eleni’s ill-fated attempts to escape.

Keera wasn’t as cold-blooded as she was trying to project. She understood Eleni’s will to survive; in her place, she would have attempted to give her the slip as well, at any turn. But, the job required her to project an image. A weak or emotive bounty hunter was a dead bounty hunter. And, even though she didn’t want to see Eleni die at the end of her warrant, no matter how much of a pain in the butt she had been up until now, she had little choice.

Then again, if scumbags had a king, Tron’Tak was as close to this position as anyone she knew. While she didn’t fear him, per se, she had heard stories about him that would make her pretty green hair turn grey. And, right now, he was holding all the cards. He had both her ship and the precious cargo from her last few runs. Fortunately, Tron’Tak couldn’t put his hands on her personal possessions because she had invested in secret-shielded compartments.

It wasn’t much, but it was all she had left, and without cashing in on her cargo, she’d probably not have enough money to survive the next few days, let alone months. She had to get Eleni’s bounty, pay Tron’Tak, and perhaps reassess her career choice and life path.

“Are you just gonna sit there and get us both killed?” complained Eleni.

“I thought your fate was sealed either way.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m willing to be slaughtered without a fight.”

“Nobody’s dying today; well, except those three men, that is.”

“And yet you’re just hiding here instead of doing something about it.”

“Shut up,” said Keera between clenched teeth. “Or I’ll shoot you myself.”

Eleni narrowed her eyes and shot her a calculating look. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“We’re in this mess because of you, so don’t you dare tell me what I would or wouldn’t do. Now, keep quiet, and let me deal with this mess of yours. Do NOT move from your position; if you do, I swear to the Olympian gods that I’ll end you.”

Eleni threw her arms in the air but didn’t argue further.

More laser fire exploded near Keera’s face. The moment the salvo was over, she leaped out of cover, instinctively lined her blaster toward the only exposed mercenary, and squeezed the trigger, burning a hole between his eyes.

The man fell on his knees, a look of utter shock locked onto his face before falling onto the cold, hard metallic floor. His head made a satisfying wet thud.

One down; two to go.

When a second mercenary rolled on the floor and lined his weapon toward Keera, she tried jumping back behind cover unsuccessfully; laser fire grazed her thigh, burning part of her tight leather suit in the process.

The pain was a reminder that she needed to be more careful if she wanted to live past today. That move had been reckless, and while her shooting skills had paid off, she knew better than to just wing it.

Brain over muscles, Keera, brain over muscles.

Before she could think of her next move, the pounding of distant running footsteps got her attention. She checked her holo-map to see not two but four people converging on her location. They spread out, trying to flank her.

Dammit!

She looked at Eleni, making sure she wasn’t trying to use the chaos to escape once more.

“Give me a weapon,” Eleni murmured.

Keera slowly shook her head from side to side and raised a finger to her lips.

Keera crawled behind some stacked crates, allowing her to stand up. She’d need a distraction of some kind, and she knew very well that trying to eliminate the men one by one would expose her to further danger. The more time she waited to take them down, the more chances additional reinforcements would make their way into the already boiling situation and turn the precarious odds closer to nil.

She quickly glanced over her crate cover, as laser fire scorched a lock of her hair. She crouched and assessed her weapons. She had several options, a couple throwing blades, a spare blaster, a nano-blade, and her trusty light-blade.

She only had a moment left before two of the men would force her out of cover, and the last thing she needed was to fight on somebody else’s terms. That was a surefire way to get killed.

As much as she hated wasting perfectly good and expensive pieces of equipment, she unholstered her spare blaster and set its power source to an overload cycle. The weapon hummed as it got hotter. A quick glance on her holo-map helped her determine the most efficient location where she needed to throw the blaster pistol.

“Bye, buddy; we’ve seen a lot, you and I, but I’m afraid it’s time to say goodbye,” she whispered.

She threw the weapon high above the crates and counted to three before exiting cover at the exact moment the blaster exploded a few feet from the approaching mercenaries. The blast acted as a flash-bang grenade giving Keera an extra couple of seconds to put her plan into action.

Temporarily blinded, the men discharged their weapons randomly toward the explosion, far away from Keera’s current location. Leaping from crate to crate like a black panther in the silent night, she positioned herself on higher ground, putting her in position to pounce on the unsuspecting prey.

“You’re gonna pay for this, bitch!” shouted one of the mercenaries, mushing his hands on his eyes as he desperately tried rubbing away the burning sensation.

That mouth; I guess you’ll be my next victim, then. Time to teach you some manners.

Stealthily, Keera dropped from above and planted her knee at the top of the man’s spine, while grabbing his arms to better control the rest of her fall. The man’s chest impacted with the hard floor, and Keera heard the crunching sound, as multiple bones broke, followed by a painful moan. She violently hit him in the head with the handle of her blaster. Blood sprayed as the merc lost consciousness. The second mercenary spun around in horror and aimed at her.

Keera reacted instantly and rolled out of the way of the merc’s panicked shot, causing him to miss. Instead, the bolt impacted his colleague’s back, leaving a small charred divot. Keera shot the blaster out of the merc’s hand the moment she ended her roll. The pistol blaster sparked as it flew in the air. Before he could grab his backup weapon, Keera darted forward and sent him crashing against the wall. She swiftly took a blade from her thigh stock and flung it, impaling the man through the shoulder.

A second later, she was upon him and grabbed his backup weapon, pressing it against his genitals.

The look of utter shock in his eyes made Keera smile.

“Please, don’t,” he said, desperation in his voice.

“Time to say goodbye,” she said, her tone icy cold.

“I take it back.”

“What about trying to kill me? You take that back, too?”

She holstered her blaster and punched the blade deeper into the man’s shoulder, preventing him from uttering an answer. She didn’t need or care for one. Distant footsteps from the other converging mercenaries reverberated around her. She needed to get out of there.

She jabbed the muzzle of the gun under the man’s chin and pressed hard.

“Balls or head; decide quickly, or I shoot both…Tick tock!”

The man’s eyes grew wide, and his body began to shake involuntarily. Since it didn’t look like he was going to make the decision, and Keera didn’t care if he did, she ripped the blade from the man’s shoulder and planted it in his windpipe.

“I said tick tock, bitch,” smirked Keera.

With the other two men around the corner, she could use another distraction. She set the shocked mercenary’s weapon to overload and thrust it into his pants just before head-butting his lights out.

“Both it is.”

Before the two mercenaries arrived, Keera merged into the shadows. They both defensively aimed around them when the overloaded blaster exploded, sending parts of the man’s body everywhere in a bloody mess.

“This bitch is crazy! Look what she did to Waryl!”

“Keep your eyes open, Mika, and stay sharp.”

Mika nodded, but his entire body was dripping with sweat, and he reeked of fear.

“I love the smell of roasted nuts, don’t you?” taunted Keera from the shadows.

Both men turned around and aimed their blasters at her voice. Keera emerged from the shadows, radiating a confident smile.

“Stupid move; now you die,” said the one called Mika.

Both men opened fire and scored multiple hits on Keera, but the laser fire passed through her as if she wasn’t there.

“She’s a hologra—”

The mercenary was unable to finish his sentence as Keera kicked him from behind, sending him crashing to the floor. His blaster slipped from his hand and skidded across the floor, passing through the still active, still smiling Keera hologram.

Mika instinctively slashed his elbow toward Keera, but she blocked it with one hand.

“I’m afraid you got it backward, Mika…”

A light-blade pierced and protruded out of Mika’s stomach as his insides boiled and burned. The flashing white light of the blade reflected in the man’s dying eyes.

“You first!” added Keera.

Panicked, the other merc jumped forward darting through Keera’s still standing holo-decoy. Once he grabbed his blaster, he started shooting before he was able to aim.

Keera turned the light-blade off and used Mika’s carcass as a shield. A lucky laser shot bounced off of a nearby crate and hit Keera on her wrist. Fortunately, it didn’t result in a wound, but sparks flew from her wrist device, and her holo-decoy projection twitched and disappeared.

Keera threw the body toward the other merc and dodged to the side, disappearing into the shadows behind more crates.

The mercenary rolled out of the way of Mika’s body coming toward him, and he sent a dozen blind shots around himself as he was getting back on his feet.

His gun overheated and misfired. The man’s eyes widened at the realization, and he darted forward, trying to make a run for it. The whisper quiet sound of a nano-blade cutting through the air ended whatever hope of survival the mercenary had as his head was severed from his body while he was running. Before the head hit the ground, the man’s body continued to run a few more paces and smashed against a stack of crates.

Keera returned the nano-blade into its sheath behind her back and tried checking her holo-map, but more sparks flew from her wrist device.

Crap!

Losing no time, she ran to where she had left Eleni. To Keera’s surprise, Eleni had obeyed and stayed under cover.

“Let’s go! We better not stay in this cargo bay for much longer. That shit-haul of a transport is slow, but at least it’s a huge ship with numerous decks where we can hide for the last few hours of our journey.”

Eleni nodded. “Do you think more will come?”

“You tell me; you seem to have a lot of enemies. You still don’t want to tell me what you’ve done to deserve all this aggro?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“I…I just wanted to fix an injustice, that’s all.”

“That’s as vague an answer as I would have expected from you.”

“Why do you pretend like you care? You have no problem delivering me to my death, so why are you asking questions?”

Keera was forced to agree with Eleni. Why ask questions that could make her job more complicated than it already was.

“You know what? You’re right; I don’t give a shit. You’ve been nothing but trouble since I found you, and I wish to gods I had chosen another warrant.”

“You and me bot—”

A laser blast shot through Eleni’s stomach as her eyes bulged. Keera instantly reacted as she turned around and instinctively shot toward where the blaster fire had originated.

After shooting, she acquired a visual of the man. He dropped his blaster to the floor as his hand covered his gaping neck wound. He was the second mercenary she had incapacitated. In the midst of the chaos that had ensued, she assumed that his wounds were too severe for him to get back on his feet.

Out of anger more than necessity, she supercharged her next shot and blew the merc’s head off. A trail of smoke rose from the man’s spraying neck before the headless body impacted with the floor and blood splattered everywhere.

At the same time, Eleni collapsed with a thud. Keera ran to her side.

“No, no, no; don’t you dare die on me!” she exclaimed.

Eleni was panting, and blood bubbled from the corner of her mouth.

“Hang on; let me get you to medical.”

Eleni shook her head from side to side; fear and sadness mixing in her pretty blue eyes as they filled with tears.

Keera’s soul filled with dread, her stomach knotted, and her heart raced. She had been around enough carnage and dying people to tell that this wound would claim Eleni’s life. She had been careless, and now someone would die because of it.

“Fuck!” Keera shouted in frustration.

“Keera…” mumbled Eleni, as blood ran down her mouth.

“I— I’m sorry.”

“Ne— never mind that. There’s…” Eleni coughed up more blood. “Nothing you can do for me; please, help my daughter.”

“What? What daughter? Your target sheet didn’t mention anything about you having children.”

“Try— trying to protect her.”

Keera’s throat clamped, and her chest felt tight. Deep down she knew she was too soft to be a ruthless bounty hunter. If she was to survive and make a living from her profession, she needed to be able to separate business from her feelings. And even if she felt responsible for Eleni’s upcoming demise, they would never have been put into that position if Eleni hadn’t tried giving her the slip at every turn.

“Look, Eleni. I’m sorry, but that’s none of my business.”

“She will die if you don’t help.”

Keera got up, turned her back, and took a couple of steps.

None of my business. None of my business, she repeated mentally, trying to use the words as a mantra to counter the pain and compassion that was invading her soul.

Eleni was sobbing. Keera’s mind was thrown all over the map; a million thoughts were rushing toward her at light speed. Eleni’s warrant was only good if she brought her back alive so that payday was gone. And while she hated herself for thinking of money while someone was drawing their last breath near her, the implication that came with that could not be ignored. Her own life was in jeopardy if she didn’t get Tron’Tak what she owed him.

Somewhere, a little girl was about to lose her mother, and Keera couldn’t help but feel some responsibility in the matter. At least at that moment.

Keera loathed her job right now. She wanted nothing more than to quit and find something else to do, but the cold, harsh reality was she couldn’t until she cashed in some credits.

“K— Keera…” pleaded Eleni.

Eleni was breathing rapidly, and then she suddenly stopped. Keera turned around and saw the life leave Eleni’s eyes.

Dammit!

Keera crouched next to Eleni and tried resuscitating her.

“Breathe, dammit! Breathe!” she exclaimed.

Keera alternated between chest compressions and mouth to mouth for several minutes, eventually punching Eleni in the chest out of frustration. Tears filled Keera’s eyes at the realization that Eleni was gone for good and the implications that came with it.

Keera kept staring at Eleni’s dead body while her mind spun and took her to a dark place. Everything she had been counting on for the short-term future had been thrown out the airlock. She was still nowhere near recovering her ship, and feelings of guilt over Eleni’s death and the future of her little girl dominated her thoughts.

What was she to do? She was on her way to Ponos One where her ship awaited, but she had no credits to get it or her life back. Instead, she could very well incur Tron’Tak’s wrath for not bringing him what she owed. She could try to make a run for it, but that would undoubtedly cost her her bounty hunter license and paint a permanent target on her back, which was something she’d rather not have to live with.

But her immediate concerns were what to do with Eleni’s body. If they had been on a planet, she would have dug a grave. On this filthy transport though, options were limited. She could either leave the body or hide it, but it would soon decompose. That didn’t seem fair to Eleni.

They had not been friends by any means, but Keera felt compelled to give Eleni a proper send off. Her only real option was to send her to the stars from an airlock. She could mark the point in space and perhaps recover it later, though that implied she would get her ship back. An outcome that seemed less likely with each passing minute.

She picked up Eleni and placed her body on her shoulder. Eleni was already cold. With fresh tears still burning her eyes, Keera made her way to the nearest airlock.

At the airlock, she laid Eleni’s body as delicately as she could. A metallic device fell from Eleni’s pocket and bounced off the floor with a clang. Keera picked up the round shaped item. It was a portable holo-projector.

She turned it over in her hand and then pressed a button to activate it at which point the face of a young girl, not older than seven, hovered an inch above the holo-projector’s base. The child was beautiful with shoulder length, golden hair and deep blue eyes like her mother’s. Keera’s heart skipped and she felt a sting as if someone had thrust a knife through it.

What have I done?

It didn’t matter how much she tried to justify that Eleni had been a wanted criminal and that Keera was only doing her job. All she could think about was the child and what would happen to her now.

To Keera’s surprise, just when she was about to turn the holo-device off, the little girl’s face merged into a holo-recording of Eleni.

“If you’re seeing this message, it more than likely means I’m dead. If that’s the case, then please listen carefully. My little girl’s life depends on what you are going to do next. When the DT, known as the Data Thieves Consortium, put a bounty on my head, I had to act fast. So I hid my little Tanelis in a safe place. But this is a temporary place, one she can’t stay at for too long for fear of being hunted just like I was.

“I made many mistakes in my life, but the one thing I did right is Tanelis, and it’s not fair that she may pay the price for her mother’s sins. I was only trying to help a group of people that got screwed by the DT’s shady business practices; preying on the poor, stealing their hard earned money to grow their fortunes. I thought I had covered my tracks well when I redistributed that wealth back to their rightful owners, but the DT found out.

“Because I had hired a top-level hacker to do the job, the DT wanted me alive so that I could reveal my source, and they could get their credits back. But the fact of the matter is that the money is gone. Well, most of it. I kept a little on the side for my escape plan and to pay the people who are hiding Tanelis. I’ve only paid for a couple of weeks, as I thought it would be enough for me to shake the DT’s tail. In two days time, and for their own protection as well, they’ll just abandon my child. The DT will most likely capture her, and I wouldn’t put it past them to torture her for information she does not have.

“Whoever you are, I beg you, don’t let this happen to my little angel. She is innocent and doesn’t deserve this. I can’t promise you any sizable reward and have to ask upon the better facets of your personality. Please help my daughter. This holo-device contains a briefing package with all the information related to her location as well as the digital key to access the limited resources I hid on the same planet that would allow us to make a run for it with a ship I had purchased.

“Tanelis’ father doesn’t know she exists, we broke up before I knew I was pregnant, and while we didn’t part on the best of terms, I’m hoping he would be willing to take care of his own flesh and blood. I’ve hesitated to contact him many times, as I thought I had no right to throw his life into chaos after all these years. He’s moved on, and I owed him, so I didn’t involve him.

“The DT will stop at nothing to try and get the info they want, but the enclosed digital key opens a decoy file in a safe deposit package. I spent weeks working on it with the same hacker that helped me recover the credits that were wrongfully stolen. He’s embedded an intricate money trail that will take years to unravel and should, I hope, make the DT abandon their quest once they learn of my passing.

“All I ask is that you get my daughter back to her father, and find a way to deliver that file to the DT, ideally with my body or some proof of my death. Please help me; you’re my daughter’s only hope.”

The holo-recording merged back into the holo-picture of young Tanelis.

Keera accessed the file and reviewed the data in the holo-message. Tanelis was on Pyros III; a world that was less than a day’s travel from here, except the ship was heading toward Ponos and she would not make it in time unless she found a way out of the ship or redirected it to Pyros.

Keera deeply inhaled as she tried to recenter herself and assess her options. She could get Eleni’s ship and hope its value would be enough to get Tron’Tak off her back; then she could try to track down Tanelis afterward. With her valuable cargo, Keera could acquire enough credit to achieve this option. But, that meant letting the deadline pass, which could result in the kid’s demise; something Keera wasn’t willing to risk.

For all her faults, and based on the feelings from Eleni’s recording, Keera saw Eleni under a new light. She wasn’t the type of criminal Keera had thought she was. Like Keera herself, Eleni hated injustice and got into trouble trying to right a wrong. Something Keera could relate to; an unspoken code she strove to live by, in fact.

In her heart, she knew she couldn’t abandon Tanelis, even if that meant she’d put her own life in further jeopardy.

Keera grabbed a tracking device from her pocket, activated it, and injected it into Eleni’s cold, blue skin. She had no idea if she ever would recover the body but she preferred covering all her bases. She grabbed her holo-scanner and took a biologically enhanced picture of Eleni. The holo-picture would contain a medical life-sign scan of her body, proving her death. Hopefully, with that attached to Eleni’s decoy file, it would get the DT off of Tanelis’ trail.

Keera stepped out of the airlock, closed the inner door, and looked at Eleni one last time before hitting the outer door’s airlock button.

“Goodbye, Eleni. I’ll take care of Tanelis; I promise you.”

Keera ran back to the cargo bay where the fighting had occurred and checked the bodies strewn about the floor. She needed a way off the transport ship without losing her license. She searched the bodies, and on the last one, she found a starship key.

She yanked it out of the pocket and made her way to the cargo bay. Three craft were available; two luxurious liners and a decrepit old merc ship. She knew very well which one she had the key for, but, right now, all that mattered was that the bucket of bolts got her to Pyros III. She would be able to get Eleni’s ship from there.

She lost no time, boarded the ship, and familiarized herself with the controls before running a pre-flight check and making sure to disable any beacon that could be transmitting. Once off the transport ship and into the darkness of space, she set a course for Pyros III and prayed the crumbly old ship wouldn’t explode when she activated its hyperspace engines.

Once inside a hyperspace corridor, Keera ransacked the entire ship and gathered everything she felt would be of use. Grenades, some blasters, and more. She didn’t find anything of real value, but from the looks of the ship as well as the men who had attacked them back on board the transport, she wasn’t surprised.

After exploring the ship, Keera’s body was heavy, and she realized she was exhausted. Having been on the run for days meant she only was able to get very short bursts of uneasy sleep. She eventually found a bunk bed to crash onto and get some much-needed rest.

Before letting her mind go dark, she looked at Tanelis’ holo-picture one more time. This was a way for Keera not to lose sight of what she needed to do. While she followed her heart in doing what she knew was right, her brain was constantly teasing her just to get whatever she could out of Eleni’s hidden stash and get on with her life.

Most bounty hunters worked in a calculating, cold manner; detaching themselves from their feelings and blocking out emotion. She couldn’t do that. Not anymore. Once upon a time, perhaps, and certainly after her first kill warrant turned personal vendetta. But years later, her humanity had caught up with her again.

She would have to seriously reevaluate where her life would go from here on out. But right now a veil of darkness cast over her mind and she fell into the welcoming arms of Morpheus.
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The ship rocked, sending Keera crashing down from her bunk bed where she hit her head against the rusty metallic wall.

“What the hell!” she exclaimed. “Where am I?”

It took a few seconds for Keera’s mind to jump-start back to reality and for her to remember where she was. She must have slept a long time because she felt foggy and had trouble coming back to the present.

The ship rocked once more, and that did the trick to clear her head. She ran to the cockpit, sat down, and wiped some viscous liquid from her forehead.

Blood. She must have cut her forehead when she fell out of bed. She hadn’t felt much pain, but from the quantity of blood now present on her hand, she could easily surmise that the cut had been relatively deep.

While she would probably need to patch up the wound, right now the number of alarms and red LEDs lighting up the ship’s old navigational computer told her that she had bigger fish to fry.

She brought up radar information only to see two smaller craft on her six, pounding her ship’s weak-ass shields to oblivion.

She went evasive and turned about to face her assailants. Their digital signatures were unreadable, which told her that she was dealing with either some pirates or perhaps the DT consortium itself.

She opened a channel to the enemy ships.

“Stop firing at once if you intend to live, and identify yourself. This is your first and last warning.”

But the ships kept firing. She used complex evasive patterns and dodged the ships’ incoming fire, all while letting the shields recharge from the nearly depleted state they were in when she arrived at the cockpit.

“Oh, it’s like that,” she exclaimed. “Very well, you asked for it.”

She brought weapons online and took an inventory of the ship’s offensive capabilities. Not in her entire life had she flown such an underpowered, rusty piece of crap, but it mattered not, she had to make it work.

A quick hack of the system’s power distribution allowed her to transfer power from life support, inertial dampeners, and some secondary systems. She injected all the extra power into the measly dual laser cannons. These were old generation cannons; their power output was barely enough to take out the shields on any of the ships currently firing. But with the extra power injected into them, and some fancy flying, there was hope.

Keera swiped more blood from her forehead with the back of her hand. She strapped on an old leathery seatbelt and buckled herself in. With part of the inertial dampeners down, she would feel the Gs and could be easily thrown out of her seat, something she had to avoid. The belt didn’t inspire much confidence though; it looked like it could snap at any moment.

She spun the ship to avoid more incoming fire and repositioned herself behind one of the enemy ships. This maneuver bought her a little breathing room and her ship’s shields were back to seventy-five percent.

She opened fire with her lasers and hit the enemy ship multiple times, only to see a ten percent drop on her instruments. It would take forever to get them down and the second ship was already acquiring a lock on her. She didn’t have forever. She barely had minutes, in fact. She’d have to get creative.

She pushed the throttles to maximum, reducing the distance between her and the ship she was still showering with weak-ass laser fire. She keyed in a few commands on the old school touch-panel screens and wrote on-the-fly macros allowing her to change the firing rate and power distribution of her measly weaponry.

The second ship had also accelerated to compensate and was now entering firing range. Soon, her ship’s instrument panel wailed to inform her of incoming fire.

“Let’s try something crazy.”

She activated her macro for super rapid fire. In this mode, her lasers would fire ten times faster than usual, but deliver ten times less destructive power. They would, however, drain the enemy shields faster. The ship had entered evasive action, but there was no shaking Keera now that she was locked in and determined to blow it to smithereens one way or another.

The more her prey tried to go evasive, the closer she got, which helped her own evasiveness, and the ship targeting her only managed to score the odd lucky hit, which didn’t do much damage to her continually recharging shields.

This gave her an idea, though. She located one of the engine coolant pumps and began venting some behind her ship. She then transferred additional power to the weapons from the shields. Once the ship following her hit part of the coolant, it would ignite and appear as hull damage from the outside.

A smart pilot would double-check that data with its sensors, but from the way these bozos were flying, they were anything but smart. It was time to send them to meet their maker. Keera had to adjust her flight path and slow her evasive action so the pursuing ship could get a couple of hits off her aft shields, which was crucial to her plan. Upon the third hit, she released smoke from one of her engines while pounding the ship in front of her with more and more laser fire. Its aft shields were almost entirely gone.

Her instrument lit up red, and an alarm wailed to inform her of a double missile lock.

“Right on time. Now, let’s have some fun, shall we,” she smirked.

A handful of seconds later, the pursuing ship launched two missiles her way, almost precisely in sync with her prey’s shields going down. She smiled as she redirected every ounce of power to her engines and pushed the throttle beyond the ship’s safety limits.

With two missiles coming up her tail pipe, she soared forward, ignoring the ship’s structural integrity moaning and multiple warnings blinking on the instruments. She switched her laser from rapid fire to maximum power and sent two supercharged laser shots that took out one of the ship’s engines upon impact. It slowed down considerably. She spun her ship and passed in front of the enemy ship missing it by only a couple of feet.

At that moment, she brought her ship’s nose back up and aligned herself perfectly with the ship that saw the move as an opportunity to bring her down. Deadly mistake, as it never saw the twin missiles destined for her as they tore the enemy ship to pieces, accompanied by a bright explosion.

“One down!” she cheered.

Keera killed the engines and spun her ship on its vertical axis. She locked the only two missiles at her disposal onto the pursuing ship that was now on a collision course with hers. Luckily, she had more than enough speed and momentum to make her next kill and take her time doing it.

Laser fire impacted her frontal shields, and the second ship emerged from the dying flames and smoke caused by the first ship’s destruction as Keera sent her missiles away.

She then immediately diverted every ounce of juice to only two systems: lasers and frontal shields. She redirected so much power, in fact, that even the lights in the cockpit were reduced to a soft flicker. She timed her shot and sent two supercharged laser shots toward the enemy ship at the exact millisecond her missiles hit the ship’s shields.

While neither her lasers nor missiles had the ability to bring that ship down, a perfectly timed impact of both, however, had an exponential result.

“Die, motherfucker!”

The enemy fighter exploded into a million pieces.

Keera patted the ship’s console. “You may be a piece of junk, but you still have some life in you; thank you for not blowing up in my face.”

She checked her star map positioning, which showed she was only a couple of hours at sub-light speeds from Pyros III. Her navigational logs showed that a solar flare had taken her ship out of hyperspace and the remnant activity made it too dangerous to try another jump.

She entered the coordinates and let the computer fly the ship while she assessed the ship’s damage. They were minimal, and unless she had another unfortunate encounter, it would bring her to where she needed to be.

Her next stop was to medical where she patched up her still gushing wound.
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Landing the ship and finding a rental hoverbike had been relatively easy. It had cost Keera the better part of the minimal credits she had left, and she hoped Eleni’s stash and ship were real; otherwise, she might be forced to leave Pyros III with that junk of a ship that had gotten her there. Not that she would necessarily mind that, if push came to shove, but the ship’s engine ran on purified, military-grade quadrinium and that stuff was way more expensive than it ought to be.

Most ships in the galaxy were now running on raw quadrinium. The engines themselves were designed to use the quadrinium and discard the impurities. But older ships still required fuel with a ninety-nine plus purity or their engines would stall, or worse, overload.

A strong wind blew through Keera’s hair as she had opted to skip wearing a helmet on her hoverbike trip to Tanelis’ last known coordinates. Speed limits were also something Keera decided to blatantly ignore.

The view of Zorga, Pyros III’s northern hemisphere capital, was breathtaking at this time of day, with both suns setting behind the tall, crystal-based skyscrapers. If Keera weren’t worried about getting Eleni’s daughter before the deadline, she would surely stop and take holo-pictures of the view.

The setting suns’ reflecting off the thousands of flying vehicles all over the city made the crystal-looking megalopolis appear like sparkling gold, giving it both an eerie and surreal quality.

Twenty minutes later, Keera arrived at her destination and parked her hoverbike by the side of the tall hotel. She took the elevator to the seventieth floor and looked for Room 7034.

She realized something was wrong when she knocked on the door, and the door pushed open on its own. She grabbed her blaster and burst into the room. On the floor lay a dying man.

Keera secured the area, aiming her gun as she rotated around, making sure there wasn’t anybody ready to ambush her. Once satisfied nobody was in the room, she sat next to the man.

“What happened?” she asked. “Where’s Tanelis?”

“They took her. Who are you?”

“I’m a friend of her mother,” said Keera with a twitch.

“I did everything I could to protect her. Please, help me.”

“I will; how do I find her?”

“My left pocket...tracker. Help...”

Keera took a scanner out of her pocket, set it to perform a medical scan, and checked the man. The overlaid holo-scan showed more red areas on his body than it should for someone still breathing. The man was bleeding internally in multiple places. The prognosis was imminent death.

“Hang on; I’ll get hel—”

But the man was already gone. She grabbed the tracker from his pocket and located Tanelis’ position. She was moving fast, most likely inside a flying car, by the looks of it. They had about a five-minute head start on her, so she needed to act now.

Keera delicately closed the dead man’s eyelids and left the room, running.

Soon, she was on her hoverbike, pushing it beyond safety limits in the middle of heavy traffic. Flying cars, smaller craft, and other vehicles were lines of blurry colors.

I have to get that girl back to her father; if it’s the last thing that I do.

She had magnetically attached the tracker next to the hoverbike’s holo-display, and it began to beep faster, indicating she was approaching her target. She identified that the signal came from a matte black luxurious flying car about three hundred feet in front of her bike.

Keera was only a few seconds away from the target car when it changed lanes quickly.

Could they have detected my approach?

She stayed in her lane and adjusted her speed to not overcome the car. She needed to approach and not be detected, if that was still an option at this point. After a minute, she slowly made her way into the same lane, trying to not attract any attention to herself.

She was only a few yards away from the car when she made her move; she set the bike on autopilot and then climbed onto the seat, gaining some height and moving slightly forward toward the back position of the car. Keera took a deep breath before jumping off the bike.

Blustery winds blew her upward as she tried descending in a free fall toward the car. She crashed on the trunk of the vehicle with less grace than she had hoped but managed to secure herself by grabbing the sides of the car.

Before she could reach her blaster, the car turned upside down and threw Keera off of the vehicle where she floated in the air.

Her heart went from agitated to a panic galloping pace in a split second. She had to find a vehicle to grab, or she’d fall to her death. The first car she tried to latch onto was just out of reach, and all she achieved was to get her hand brutally thrown to the side, putting her into a spin.

Crap! This shit isn’t happening!

Before she could look around to find her bearings, she was swooped up and brutally landed on the empty backseat of a convertible, pink-colored car.

“Are you insane?” shouted the driver, a humanoid with orange-colored skin and a tribal tattoo on his hairless skull. “You’re lucky I saw you fall.”

Keera took a long breath of relief before climbing forward to the passenger seat.

“Thank you for your help, but I’m going to have to ask for more.”

“Oh no; I’m already late for an appointment; just be happy you didn’t fall to your death, and, in the future, I suggest that you—”

Keera grabbed her blaster and looked at the driver.

“I don’t want to sound ungrateful here, but you see that car,” said Keera pointing to the black car that was accelerating and getting away. “There’s a little seven-year-old girl that’s been kidnapped in that car, and I need to get her back to her dad. Do you have children?”

The man looked at Keera intensely. “I have two daughters.”

“Ok, then let me ask you this: if that was your daughter in there, what would you do?”

“Anything I could.”

Keera pointed to the car with her blaster. “I need you to get me under the car; can you do that for me…” Keera paused.

“Jackson, my name is Jackson.”

“Nice to meet you, Jackson; I’m Keera. Now, about that car.”

“I’m going to regret this. I would tell you to strap in, but something tells me you’re not going to.” Keera smiled and did an infrared scan of the car and saw a youngling’s heat signature inside the trunk of the black vehicle.

“Just get your hood under the trunk of that car and let me do the rest.”

“Look, you clearly have a death wish, and I’m not going to argue, but who the hell are you? Police?”

“Not exactly. And right now is not the time for chit chat, wouldn’t you agree?”

Jackson nodded as he brought his car closer to Keera’s target.

“A little closer,” pleaded Keera as she climbed out of her seat and jumped onto Jackson’s hood.

“You’re one crazy lady!”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, thank you.”

Keera positioned herself under the black car; she grabbed her nano-blade and looked straight into Jackson’s eyes. She could see the fear in them.

“Just keep steady, and be ready to get us out of here at a moment’s notice. Understood?”

She could tell Jackson was too scared to reply with words, but he nodded vigorously.

Keera grabbed a sonic grenade, activated a six-second timer on it, and stuck the cylindrical explosive device between her teeth.

Here goes nothing.

In a swift but fluid motion, she carved a large oval-shaped, unclosed hole through the bottom of the car. She sheathed her nano-blade, grabbed her blaster, and shot the bottom of the trunk. The shot made the oval carving swivel, and a young body rolled and fell from the car.

Keera caught an unconscious Tanelis with one arm while she also grabbed her sonic grenade, threw it inside the trunk, and punched the metal back into place. She jumped from the hood to the backseat of Jackson’s car with Tanelis in her arms. The moment they both landed on the aged leathery seats, the sonic grenade exploded.

“Now, Jackson! Get us the hell out of here.”

Lightning bolts sizzled around the car before it became engulfed in flames and then exploded into a large fireball. Keera used her body to shield Tanelis from the flying and flaming debris. A piece of burning shrapnel pierced through the back of Keera’s shoulder. The pain was excruciating, and for a second, she thought she might lose consciousness, but she powered through.

She grabbed the still burning metal and pulled it slowly from her skin, then threw it outside the car.

“Crazy doesn’t even start to describe you, Keera,” said Jackson as he stabilized his car’s flight path. “Where to now?”

Keera checked Tanelis. She had duct tape on her mouth, and her eyes appeared irritated, most likely from tears. She passed her hand through the girl’s beautiful blond hair.

“Anywhere, but here.”



[image: ]



  *



Keera activated her ship’s hyperspace engine and set it on autopilot. It was time to check on Tanelis. Recovering Eleni’s ship and the stash of credits had gone smoothly, but it had forced Keera to give the little girl a sedative while she took care of business.

The child had been through enough and Keera didn’t want to risk her life when she went to the bank to recover Eleni’s possessions from the safe deposit box. That had been a wise decision since the DTs sent another pair of assassins to that location. But it was nothing Keera couldn’t handle.

Her shoulder still hurt, and she knew she should take care of the wound now that they seemed to be out of the woods. But first, she wanted to check on the child. She briskly walked to the ship’s living quarters.

Tanelis was waking up, and she screamed the moment Keera entered her room.

“Easy, Tanelis; I don’t mean you any harm.”

Tanelis crawled back on her bed until she hit the bed frame and curled into a ball. The poor thing was visibly terrified, and Keera could understand why. She must have witnessed the assassination of the man who was taking care of her.

Keera approached the girl’s bed cautiously; her hands forward in a non-threatening way, but Tanelis would not yield yet. Tears started flowing from her deep blue eyes.

“Hey, that’s okay. I won’t let anyone hurt you; I promise.”

Tanelis gingerly scanned the room. “This is mommy’s room; where’s my mommy? I want my mommy!”

Keera’s heart bled. How was she to tell this little girl that her mom was gone? And while she hadn’t intended for Eleni to die, Keera felt even more responsible for her death now that she saw her innocent daughter asking for her dead mother.

“I’m afraid your mommy couldn’t be here, but she sent me to get you back from those bad men. She asked me to bring you to…”

Keera stopped in mid-sentence. Was the girl even aware she had a father? Keera had no idea what Eleni had told her about the subject. But she would have to meet him soon, so it wasn’t like Keera had much choice; perhaps preparing Tanelis in advance would give her time to adapt.

“She asked me,” continued Keera, “to bring you to your father.”

Tanelis’ eyes widened, and she wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Father? I don’t have a daddy.”

“You do, Tanelis. His name is Georgios, and we’ll be with him soon. He will take care of you from now on.”

Tears filled Tanelis’ eyes once more, and Keera realized that she shouldn’t have given her this piece of information. So, she lied to take some of it back.

“Until your mom comes back, that is.”

That seemed to calm Tanelis somewhat.

“You must be hungry,” said Keera. “Want some ice cream?”

That did the trick and Tanelis’ eyes lit up at the mention of the word. They both ate ice cream, and soon after, Tanelis fell asleep in her mom’s bed while Keera told her a bedtime story, one her own mom used to tell her as a child.
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Keera pressed the doorbell, and a tall bearded man answered the door. It was Georgios alright. She recognized him from the holo-picture Eleni had left in her safe deposit box, along with a letter addressed to his attention.

“Yes, what can I do for you?” asked Georgios.

“We need to talk. E— Eleni sent me; she needs your help.”

The frown that filled Georgios’ face was not a good sign.

“I don’t want to have anything to do with you or Eleni, I’m sorry,” said Georgios before attempting to close the door.

Keera stuck her foot forward to prevent the door from closing.

“Please, just give me a minute of your time; I guarantee you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

“Look Miss…” Georgios let the words hang.

“Keera, Keera Hawking.”

“Look, Miss Hawking, once upon a time my heart belonged to Eleni, and it took years to get over her. There’s nothing you can say that will be of any interest to me.”

“Does the name Tanelis ring a bell?”

Georgios pulled his head back. He and Eleni had talked about names for their children, should they ever have any. “Where did you hear that name?”

Keera took the holo-projector from her pocket and turned it on. Tanelis’ holo-picture came to life.

“This is Tanelis, your daughter. She just lost her mom, and I think she’d be thrilled to get to know her father.”

Tears filled Georgios’ eyes.

He opened the door fully.

“Please, come in.”

Georgios fixed Keera some coffee as she explained what had happened during the last few days and gave him the letter she had acquired from the safe deposit box. No matter what he had said earlier, he was deeply saddened when he learned Eleni had passed away.

“It’s my fault; I should have been more careful. I— I’m sorry.”

“I can’t blame you. Eleni chose her own path; she was always a strong-headed gal, and no matter what she did, danger always seemed to gravitate toward her. I don’t think you’re responsible for her death, and I suggest you stop blaming yourself for it.”

“That’s not the reaction I expected from you.”

“Look Keera, you seem like a nice person. I can tell you had a rough time as of late, and all that matters to me is that you’re bringing me Tanelis. You didn’t have to, and you could have sold my daughter, or worse, let her die. So, thank you for keeping your word and bringing her to me. By the way, where is she?”

“She’s just outside, playing with a cat. I’ve asked the old lady by the bench to look after her. Let me bring her in.”

“Thank you, Keera.”

Keera nodded. “Sure thing.”

It took Tanelis more than an hour to start talking with her father. Even though she needed to go to make her deadline in giving Tron’Tak his money back, Keera didn’t feel like leaving until Tanelis was used to Georgios.

Following Keera’s advice, he offered her ice cream. After that, Tanelis wouldn’t stop talking about all her favorite flavors. It made Keera smile and lifted some of the weight that she held in her heart.

“I have to go,” said Keera.

Tanelis dropped her third bowl of ice cream and ran toward Keera and grabbed her leg. Keera’s heart sank.

“Don’t go, Keera!”

Keera knelt down and took Tanelis by the shoulders as their eyes filled with tears.

“You’re in good hands, now. Georgios will take good care of you.”

“Please, Keera.”

“I can’t kiddo. If I don’t go, I will get into trouble.”

Tanelis frowned, but Keera could tell she understood what trouble meant.

“Will you come back to visit me?”

“I’ll try, kiddo. I’m so glad you’re getting to know your father, and I want you to know that your mother loves you very much. I will miss you. You’ve been a great co-pilot.”

“I’ll miss you, too, Keera.”

Keera kissed Tanelis on the cheek before saying goodbye to the both of them.

“Let me walk you out,” proposed Georgios.

Once outside of Georgios’ apartment, Keera took a deep breath.

“One more thing; I couldn’t take Eleni’s body with me. I had to space it as it didn’t feel right to leave her in the transport where she would decomp…” Keera’s voice caught.

“I understand; she wouldn’t have liked that either.”

Keera took a small tracker from her pocket and handed it to Georgios.

“What’s this?”

“That should give you her location in case you’d like to send a salvage team to recover her, and perhaps…”

But Keera let the words hang.

“Have a proper funeral.”

Keera nodded.

“I can’t guarantee that she’ll still be there, but there’s a good chance. I just thought you might want to have the option.”

“Thank you, Keera, for everything.”
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Back on her ship and in space, Keera added the medical scan to Eleni’s decoy file and sent it to the DTs through a darknet address that should be untraceable.

Keera reflected on recent events. It had been a long time since she felt that her job had actually made a real difference for someone. Still, her adventures over the past couple of weeks had cemented something in her she had been feeling for a while. She didn’t see herself keeping this profession for much longer. She needed to get one or two very well paying warrants and retire somehow.

She accessed the intergalactic network and pulled up the advanced search option and filled in the minimum warrant reward field with one million credits. Only one result popped up. She couldn’t believe her eyes. There was a warrant for an Argos Thanatos, wanted dead or alive, for a thirty-five million credits warrant. If she could catch or eliminate this Argos, she could finally retire.

The thought warmed her heart. Keera was not stupid, though; she knew that if someone were willing to pay such a crazy amount of money, then this Argos person would probably be very dangerous. However, if she could pull off the job, she would be set for life.

While Eleni’s ship was quite comfortable, she would have preferred to get her own ship back from Tron’Tak, sell this one, as well as the precious cargo onboard her ship, and then buy the necessary hardware for the mission and perhaps hire some additional muscle to help her succeed in catching Argos Thanatos.

“It’s settled, then,” she said out loud.

Keera set a course for the Ponos One station and activated the hyperspace engine.

 



The End.
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Prologue









Nyx reached the end of the corridor, took a sharp left, and skid to a halt when she saw the three metallic spiders ahead. The robotic spiders’ eyes glowed yellow and lost no time crawling forward to the young Fury female. The clicking noise their thin, pointy legs generated was nerve-wracking. But their noise was nothing compared to the damage these spider bots could deliver, against most species anyway.

Nyx wasn’t your average humanoid. She was a proud Fury, descendant of a warrior race now extinct. In fact, as far as she knew, she was the last of her kind. She had left Erevos a while back when her values conflicted with those of Supreme Commander Arakan’s and his plans for the future of her race. So, she had taken a ship into the unknown dimension, a dimension where her species had been trapped by the coalition of worlds who tried stopping the Furies plans of universal conquest. Olympians, Asgardians, and many other races had teamed together to stop the Furies. Instead of destroying them, this alliance had shifted the planet to an alternate universe, trapping the Furies there for all eternity. Or so it seemed.

The reasons for the supreme commander not sending more exploration vessels were unknown. After a few scout ships left the planet, never to return, Arakan had decreed that the Furies should not try and explore that new dimension. Before she had decided to take matters into her own hands and travel on her own, Arakan had told his race that a plan to return to their dimension was in the works. But, as the years flew by one after the other, Nyx grew restless. To the point where she eventually went against all warnings from her closest friends and took her destiny into her own hands.

If there was one emotion that Nyx had never let interfere with her life, it was fear. That was not to say she never experience it, she did plenty when she left Erevos in search of other civilizations. But a voice inside told her to push through and follow her instincts.

The metallic clickety-clicks from the spider bots grew stronger and snapped her mind back to the present. It had been a long journey, one filled with many battles for survival and close encounters. Today was no different.

The spider bots stopped advancing, lowering their center of gravity by briefly flexing their creepy legs, and leaped forward as a group. Fire lit inside Nyx’s sun-colored eyes as her purple aura engulfed her body. She slashed through the first spider with her forearm, using it as a sword, as she split the mechanical spider in half. The glow in her eyes intensified as she pushed with her mind and used telekinetic energy to stop the second spider in midair as if it hit an invisible wall. The third was almost upon her, its gigantic mouth, layered in row upon row of rotating titanium teeth, was wide open and ready to pulverize her flesh upon contact.

Nyx pushed her aura to its maximum and shot a purple fireball directly into the monster’s mouth. The result was as instantaneous as it was devastating. The spider bot exploded from the inside out, spreading molten metallic debris and shooting sparks onto the cold, hard floor. She returned her attention to the one enemy spider left, still held in midair and unable to advance. She strengthened her mental hold on the creature and bent it, forcing it to collapse on itself, as she continued to throw kinetic energy until it was nothing more than a rough sphere of scrap metal oozing a black liquid oil.

She released her mental grip, and it fell and rebounded to the floor with a satisfying clanking noise. Black smoke rose from the disabled bot as the ethereal purple aura around Nyx faded to nothingness.

Three spider bots to bring me down, that’s insulting.

As if in answer from the universe, a more massive humanoid creature stepped around the corner at the end of the corridor. The humanoid arachnoid unleashed a screech that sent shivers up and down her spine. Her inner senses confirmed what she already knew: that this creature wouldn’t go down as easily as the bots that preceded it.
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Earth – Washington, DC. A year after the end of the Fury War.





“I’ll save you, Sarah.” Chase said.

With a heavy heart, he looked at his wife’s frozen face inside her suspended animation chamber. Black veins, filled with the poisoned Spectre blood, were visible up and down her neck. The same poison that prevented Chase from healing his beloved. For the past year, sorrow filled his heart and blackened his soul, as he had been unable to think straight since Tanak’Vor had mortally wounded Sarah. Not even killing the Spectre had brought Chase a glimpse of comfort. He blamed himself for not being able to protect Sarah, the woman he loved more than life itself.

It was during their last stand against the Furies, the evil race he partially belonged to, that Chase had lost everything. In the same day he defeated Tanak’Vor and destroyed the Furies home world, Erevos, once and for all. Bringing victory to the Earth Alliance. The Fury War had been won. But the price for victory had cost him and weighed heavily on his soul. His father was gone, swallowed by a miniature black hole attack Tanak’Vor had managed to cast before Chase was able to extinguish the Spectre’s life. Also gone was his friend and mentor Ares. He had been on Erevos, the Fury stronghold, when Chase and his family had taken out the planet with the help of the legendary Atlantian soul ships, whose selfless sacrifices ensured the planet’s destruction. But there was more blame and guilt tainting Chase. Before the final assault on Erevos, Chase had lost his grandfather, Zeus, and most of the Olympian race, when their enemy took out Olympus.

Every day Chase stood by Sarah’s side, talking to her even though he doubted she could hear him, and feeling his soul grow darker as his hope withered away little by little.

To make matters worse, he was estranged from his son. It brought to mind their last encounter.

“I don’t want you here. Please leave.”

“Son, I—I’m trying. I wish you could understand how I feel. I never wanted this to happ—”

“Stop! Just get out.”

Chase shook his head, shaking off the disturbing memory.

Another one of its casualties from the Fury War had been thrust upon him. His aunt, Aphroditis. She was an Olympian with the ability to sense possible futures and the one who initially enlisted Chase to fight and defeat the Furies, the scourge everyone had thought extinct for ten thousand years. Aphroditis had paid a steep price, trapped inside an infernal machine that hacked away at her body and soul. Like Sarah, her life was also hanging by a thread inside a similar suspended animation chamber located in the Earth Alliance Medical Headquarters.

Doctors had tried their best to heal both the Olympian goddess and Chase’s wife but did so in vain. They suffered from different, but equally critical, afflictions. Chase could still remember Aphroditis begging him to let her die, but he had promised Ares he would bring her back and if nothing else, Chase always kept his promises.

The pain was too much to bear, the weight of all that guilt eating him alive. But today Chase knew he had to stop lamenting the situation and do something about it. Today he would get an Earth Alliance ship and explore the unknown regions of space in search of a cure for Sarah. Perhaps he could also find a way to cure Aphroditis. As if his torment wasn’t horrible enough, Sarah was pregnant, so that brought the number of lives to save to three: Aphroditis, Sarah, and their unborn daughter.

Chase would not rest until he found a way to bring them all back, or die trying.

Before Tanak’Vor died, he stole from Chase the one power that could have helped in his quest. He could no longer teleport himself across the universe with a single thought. Was the power gone for good? Or would he be able to learn it again over time? Chase didn’t know. Without his ability to teleport, though, he would have to travel the stars the old-fashioned way, aboard a ship.

Using his former rank as an admiral in the Earth Alliance would make it easy to request a ship and probably a crew as well. Though he wasn’t sure he wanted to ask bystanders to risk their lives for this mission. He had thought about asking Argos and Chris. Part of him wanted nothing more than to be with his family in these hard times, and he had no doubt they would be willing to risk their lives in a heartbeat. But, that was exactly the reason that made him hesitate. He couldn’t risk his brother and son’s lives.

The last thing he wanted was to lose someone else in trying to save Sarah and their unborn child. Chase laid his hand on the chamber’s glass and gazed at his wife.

“It’s time, love. I’ll have someone transfer you to Earth Alliance Medical while I’m gone. But I promise you, I will return, and I will save you both. I love you, and no matter what happens, I hope you know that.”

With a heavy heart, Chase finally left their apartment. He went onto the roof and climbed aboard his trusted StarFury. The holographic HUD (Head-up Display) came to life inside his mind when the neuronal link was established as he sat in his pilot chair. He missed the connection he had made with the onboard AI of his soul ship: Dragos. The Atlantian AI could read his thoughts and advise him in times of need. StarFuries were a marvel of technology, especially when considering that the first model had been nothing more than a Tomcat F-14 that the Alliance had retrofitted to fly in space. It had been a little over two years since Chase and Sarah had tested the first iteration of the starfighter.

With a single thought, Chase connected his mind to the starfighter’s systems and ran his pre-flight checks. Shortly after his StarFury took off from the roof, blasting a cloud of old dust all around the building in Washington, DC, it hovered briefly in the overcast sky before Chase set a course for Auckland, New Zealand and punched the engines to the max. The StarFury soared like an iron eagle as it blasted out of view.
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Asrak’Vor, a member of the Spectre race, was peering outside the viewport of the spider ship Oblivion. Spectre Prime himself had given Asrak’Vor command of the mighty destroyer and battlegroup. It had been a year since entering the alternate dimension where humans and other species of the Earth Alliance lived. Impure beings, the lot of them. The same being that had defeated both the Furies and murdered his brother, Tanak’Vor.

Rage boiled at the forefront of the Spectre’s mind, fueling his motivation to make the Alliance pay for their crimes. He felt anger toward his superiors and their lack of vision. The Furies had been weak, and the Spectres had been misguided into thinking that they could manipulate them to cleanse the dimension.

If you want something done well, do it yourself. We’ll consume, convert, or crush every soul in that wretched dimension. Once the breach is re-opened, we’ll cleanse this abominable dimension.

The spider ship was part of a fleet that incidentally failed in making it through the singularity when the Earth Alliance opened it one final time. Erevos had been transported back into the Spectre’s dimension, and the planet’s destruction had destabilized their space. As a result, most ships that composed Asrak’Vor’s fleet had been wiped out on the spot.

The Spectres had not anticipated that a moment before the Earth Alliance destroyed the Furies’ planet, they had shifted it back into their own dimension. Space and time are fragile constructs and the ancient technology used to create a rift between their dimensions was playing with its very fabric, which meant that Erevos exploding while the rift was still partially open could have catastrophic ripples for Asrak’Vor’s dimension.

Being cut off from communication with his superiors for so long, Asrak’Vor could only speculate. Of course, time was relative. In this side of the rift, it had been a year. On the Spectre’s side, only a handful of hours had gone by. The time dilation factor between their realms was significant. In the impure dimension, time passed substantially faster than where Asrak’Vor came from. Until he heard from his hierarchy, all he had to go with was some faint and incomplete sensor logs accumulated during the brunt of the explosion that had vaporized most of his fleet alongside Erevos.

Asrak’Vor counted himself lucky since his ship was among the few that had survived the trip in one piece. More or less, that was. His ship, the Oblivion, had suffered extensive damage in the explosion, and repairing it with the limited amount of resources available in this dimension had been challenging, at best. Fortunately, they had managed to effect partial repairs while staying undetected, thanks to their ship’s superior cloaking and stealth technology. Systems that would be paramount in striking back at the heart of the enemy—Earth.

Soon, though, they’d get their hands on the required materials required to try and open communication back to their home world and the Spectre Council, and hopefully, receive new orders. Or reconsider a new strategy on how to complete their mission with a crippled fleet. His brother had made the mistake of going off plan, and his wife and children had certainly paid a steep price. One that Asrak’Vor hoped his own wouldn’t.

But then again, perhaps Spectre Prime had already exerted his penalty upon his entire family.

Why brother, why did you do it? You were supposed to wait for us.

But unlike his brother, Asrak’Vor intended to follow orders to the letter. Spectre Prime’s direct orders were not to engage the enemy until the gate between both dimensions had been put in place. Then, and only then, would Asrak’Vor seek out his brother’s murderer, the Fury called Chase, and rip out his soul. Most of the required materials for the gate had been lost with the rest of Asrak’Vor’s fleet.

The Spectre’s thirst to avenge Tanak’Vor was burning inside him like a perpetual flame. Just like his brother before him, the fate of his family hung in the balance should he fail in his mission. He had to believe that Spectre Prime wouldn’t use his wife and only child in retaliation for Tanak’Vor’s failure.

With the fleet reduced to only a handful of damaged ships, the task would take longer than initially planned and would require both finesse and patience, none of these virtues being the Spectre’s strong suit.
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Earth - Auckland, New Zealand.





Emperor Altair sat at his desk in Earth Alliance Headquarters. The tall red-skinned humanoid was pensive as he reviewed his agenda for the day. The doorbell rang.

“Come in,” he said.

The doors split open, and Captain Daniel Tharraleos stepped inside.

“Ah, Daniel, thanks for coming. Please take a seat.”

“It’s good to see you, Emperor.”

“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Altair?”

Daniel chuckled. “That’s still going to take some time for me to get used to. To think a few years back we were mortal enemies bound to destroy one another, and now we’re calling each other by our first names. Do you ever think about that?”

“Not really, no. The old me, the ruthless Obsidian Emperor is, as far as I’m concerned, dead. In fact, I think I need to ask the council to give me an Earth Alliance rank now. I don’t like my title anymore, it reminds me of a time where I was much too concerned about my own power. It’s no longer who I am. If that makes any sense.”

“It does, and you’ve certainly come a long way. In fact, we’re lucky to have you lead the Earth Alliance. You’ve been instrumental in us winning the Fury War.”

Altair shook his head. “We both know that’s not true, but that’s very kind of you to say. Chase and the rest of you are the reason we’re sitting here this morning, at peace, and without the threat of impending doom looming over our heads.”

Daniel smiled. “And you don’t give yourself enough credit, Emp—” Daniel corrected himself with a smile, “Altair. You’ve saved our collective asses more times than I can count. Speaking of Chase, though,” his brows furrowing, “any news? He’s not exactly been answering my calls lately.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t heard from Chase in a while. Don’t take it personally, though. I know the two of you are very good friends—”

“With all due respect, we’re— we were more than that, we were brothers,” Daniel said with no small amount of sadness in his voice. “Which is why I’m having such a hard time without him being around.”

“I understand. He’s lost so much in bringing us victory. War is unfair that way. To ask so much of an individual and to reward him with loss and sorrow is…”

“Cruel, I know. That’s what war does,” said Daniel solemnly.

Altair nodded. “I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but you look tired.”

“I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“I’m sorry; when we talked at the party last night, I thought you were kidding when you said you might not rest.”

“I thought I was, but somehow I ended up staring at the ceiling of my quarters. I also had a little too much to eat and drink at the celebration, so, yeah, sleep eluded me.”

“Did you at least enjoy yourself?”

“Oh yeah, the Earth Alliance can definitely throw quite a celebratory party. Everything was top notch, the food, the open bar.”

Altair smiled.

“It was good seeing all our friends in one place, well, most of our friends anyway.”

“I hoped to see Chase there too. But I guess he wasn’t ready to be among his friends and loved ones just yet.”

“I think, at least for the time being, that we may be a constant reminder of what he’s lost.”

“Yeah, I figured as much. Speaking of last night, congratulations on your speech. I’d love to hear more about that space station you want to build.”

“Well, as of this morning, we have a name: Alkyonidon Station.”

“That’s a mouthful.”

They both laughed.

“It’s been my pet project since right after the end of the war. We need a place, central to the Alliance, to have diplomatic ties between all the members of the Alliance, old and new. The Fury War shook our universe; we’ve been on the brink of annihilation, and it’s only for the sacrifices of brave men and women that we survived the onslaught. At first, when I proposed the idea, I was met with resistance by the council.”

“Why’s that?”

“At the moment, there is no known enemy intent on wiping out all our lives. So why would we want a station dedicated to peace rather than focusing on rebuilding what was lost? Let’s just say that some of my colleagues don’t think we need such a place.”

“I, for one, understand, and I’m glad you changed their minds. Peace is a wonderful thing, but I believe it must be cultivated, or we run the risk of repeating past mistakes. Not to mention that we may yet face new threats in the future.”

“My thoughts exactly, and we can already see some factions making their move to fill in the power voids throughout remote places in the Alliance. Pirates mostly and nothing we can’t handle, but the sooner we can put a coherent, multi-system government in place dedicated to peacekeeping the better. That’s why I’m glad you see things my way. In fact, that’s why I’m looking for a commanding officer of Alkyonidon Station.”

Daniel’s face dropped. “Me? You want me to command the station?”

“Why, yes. You seem surprised.”

“I am. I— I mean I’m honored you’d think of me, but I’m mostly a pilot.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Daniel, you did an incredible job in the last battle around Erevos, commanding a large destroyer fleet to victory is not just the doing of a pilot.”

“The only reason I was put in charge was that both Sarah and Athena were needed elsewhere. Though, ironically, Athena never got to fight the Spectre. And let’s not forget if it wasn’t for Gaia’s last-minute weapons upgrades to the Victory, we might have lost that battle.”

“It doesn’t matter how it happened. You were in command, and you did an excellent job in a position you were thrust into under extreme circumstances. At the end of the day, that’s what both history and I will remember. And that’s why I want you for this job.”

“Well, thank you, Altair. It’s just, well— I had imagined something else.”

“Did you, now? What did you think the job would be?”

“Starship Captain, really.”

“Yes, and if we were still at war, I would give you your own command on the spot, but if I were to do that now, it would mean you patrolling Alliance territory day in and day out. Perhaps you’d engage with some pirates and maintain order in some desolate part of the galaxy, but I doubt it would be a fulfilling position for you.”

Altair could see Daniel was thinking about what he just said.

“Perhaps, but you’re assuming that I’m looking for excitement.”

“Aren’t you? Even if only on a subconscious level? I know the last year has been a transition phase for me. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t miss war, not in the least. And while it’s been nice taking time off and enjoying life, the fact of the matter is that we’ve been warriors for most of our lives. I anticipate it will take a while longer to get used to this new paradigm.”

“Yes, I can confirm that I haven’t found the transition to peace as easy as I thought it would be. For some reason waking up in the morning not knowing if today would be the day I bit the dust wasn’t fun, but it was a great motivator. Without the thrill of the fight, I do spend most days bored out of my skull. Slowly, but surely, I’m getting used to beginning a new day in peaceful conditions. Still, even if I were to look for excitement, I’m not sure commanding a diplomatic space station will deliver, even compared to commanding a starship that’s mostly doing patrol runs.”

“You’d be surprised. This Alliance has grown a lot in a very short time, and while we have tried to project an image of unity in the stellar broadcasts, bringing so many different races into a unified coalition has not been all that easy. It would be best for you not to see this position as a retreat of any kind, it will challenge both your patience and your nerves. We fought hard to achieve peace, and without sounding too alarmist, my gut tells me we may need to fight just as hard to keep it.”

“I wasn’t aware of that. Are there tensions building in the Alliance already?”

“Nothing major, but some old feuds are brooding now that races that didn’t cohabitate with others are brought into the bigger picture. Take the Ferogot and the Droxians for instance, once upon a time they were at war, and now they’re asked to sit at the same table. That’s bound to cause some friction.”

Daniel nodded.

“But where are my manners,” continued Altair. “Can I offer you a drink? I could go for a strong coffee myself.”

“Coffee sounds really good, thank you.”

“How do you like yours?”

“Black, please.”

Altair pressed a few holo-controls on his glass desk and shortly after two circles of yellow light flashed as two cups of steaming hot coffees materialized.

“That’s a neat trick, do you have a synthesizer built into your desk?”

“Not exactly, there’s one in the room, but Yanis was kind enough to install the latest generation transporters in this facility.”

Daniel grabbed his cup and took a timid sip, evaluating the temperature of the liquid.

“So, we’re beaming down coffee now?”

Altair smiled. “So to speak. That’s one of the advantages of this Alliance. While Yanis and Cedric had managed to build a crude teleportation system back when my fleet was trying to invade Earth, the common technological knowledge of all the different races of the Alliance has allowed us to make a substantial technological jump forward these past months. I’m beaming in and out of the office on a daily basis, that’s how advanced that tech has made it in a short amount of time.”

Daniel took another sip of his coffee.

“Good coffee, thanks. I take it access to the Asgardian tech has made that particular trick easier.”

“Yes, the Asgardian beaming technology is definitely the most advanced in the Alliance, and our implementation of it is closely modeled after theirs.”

“As is their hyperspace engines.”

“Indeed, but integrating that one with our ship’s designs has been problematic. Asgardians are one of the only races that don’t use quadrinium to power their ships. And the material they need to do so, some sort of amethyst crystal formation only native to Asgard, will make it hard for us to streamline the tech since the crystal is both rare and very hard to mine.”

“Perhaps there are other worlds on which it can be found.”

Altair drank from his cup.

“Yes, that’s one of the many things I’m hoping the Alkyonidon Station can help us with. Establish a central place for trade so that every world in the Alliance can help reap its benefit. But, that’s a conversation for another day, that is if you’re interested in my proposal.”

Daniel finished his coffee and placed the cup back on the yellow glowing circle on Altair’s desk. The cup beamed away.

“Not to sound ungrateful or anything, but do you mind if I take a few days to think it over?”

“Of course not, Daniel. It will take months for the station to be fully operational, though I’m hoping that we can start sending a skeleton crew on board within a few weeks. But I don’t need the CO to be there before any of that happens. Which gives you plenty of time to decide.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it. I take it we have the Gorgar to thank for having the station built so rapidly?”

“Absolutely, they’re almost finished with the central deck of the station already. It’s a marvel the speed at which they can build things.”

“Yeah, it’s a marvel, as long as our goals are aligned, that is.”

Altair finished his cup as well and dropped it on his desk before it disappeared.

“Yes, that particular alliance took a lot of doing, and whether it will stand the test of time still needs to be determined. But for the time being, the Gorgar race seem to recognize that our shaky start was a necessary one. They won’t admit it openly of course, but I think they feel partially responsible for many of the millions that died in the war. They were after all, though unwillingly, arming the Furies.”

“The Furies used them, then so did we. Not our finest hour…”

“No, I suppose not.”

“Speaking of Gorgars, it was good seeing Tar’Lock yesterday. Though he left shortly before we met with you and Ryonna. I take it he’s still mad at her?”

Altair looked straight into Daniel’s eyes for a few seconds.

“You’d have to ask her. I’d rather not interfere in their affairs.”

Daniel smiled.

“Well, thanks again for the coffee. I appreciate you thinking of me for the position.”

Both men got up and shook hands.

“You’re welcome, Daniel. Always a pleasure, and I’m looking forward to hearing what you decide.”

“Likewise, Altair. I’ll try and get back to you in a few days.”
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Spiros was working on an upgrade to the shield matrix design on the latest generation destroyer fresh off the assembly. While the war was over, the work to better both weapons and defensive technologies was not. Emperor Altair, who presided over the council for the Earth Alliance, was wary of letting the Alliance lower its guard and be vulnerable to another attack.

That’s a concern Spiros could easily get on board with. After all, they knew little to nothing about the Spectres, and while the Furies had finally been dealt with, killing Tanak’Vor had been incredibly difficult. If more of his race were out there, the Earth Alliance should not let their guard down. The ship they had engaged with during the last days of the war, a spider ship, was technologically more advanced than anything the Alliance possessed, and that’s why the Emperor had given him this assignment. And here he was, in space again, inside the latest shipyard, working on bettering the new destroyers’ shields and other weapons capabilities. For a moment, it reminded him of his research days on Damocles Fall. It felt like another lifetime and another Spiros.

In many ways it was. Thanks to Chase transferring his soul to a new and improved clone, he currently had the body of a thirty-year-old, when, in fact, he was in his eighties. Part of him wished he had never been brought back to life. But he knew that way of thinking was selfish. Even if his reunion with Gaia had been short and the pain of her sacrifice still fresh and agonizing, deep down he knew he wouldn’t have wanted to miss a minute of their time together.

Spiros had been back to active duty for a little over two months. He was seeing a counselor to help him grieve the loss of Gaia. But no matter how much he talked about her in counseling, the fact remained that he missed her more than anyone could ever comprehend.

An incoming transmission interrupted his train of thought. It came from a StarFury. When Spiros accepted the call, Chase’s face filled the holo-screen.

“Chase! You’re the last person I expected to hear from. How have you been doing?”

“Hello, Spiros. I’ve been better, but thanks for asking. Of all my friends, I’m sure you’re the one that has a better inkling as to what I’ve been feeling lately.”

Of course, Spiros knew what Chase was alluding to. For all intents and purposes, he had lost Sarah, along with their unborn child, and had become estranged with a lot of his friends, which was something Spiros had progressively felt as well. While Cedric, Yanis, and even Kvasir had been very good colleagues, the bond that once united them seemed to have diminished in the last few months. Perhaps Spiros had been responsible for that as he had willingly sought loneliness over socializing.

“I do,” said Spiros solemnly, “and I’m sorry to hear you’re still grieving. But Chase, Sarah isn’t dead, there’s still a chance, no matter how small, that you could bring her back. I would give everything to be in your position.”

Chase frowned, sadness crawling behind his eyes.

“I know, Spiros. I’m sorry, poor choice of words.”

“Don’t sweat it, Chase. I understand. We all have our crosses to bear.”

“Thank you for your understanding as well as for your friendship. It means a lot to me. I’m not sure I’m worth your friendship. I’m the one who asked Gaia to try and find the blink drive. I’d think you would not want to have anything to do with me since I’m directly responsible for her death.”

Spiros had gone down this path often, when the pain was too strong, right after losing Gaia. But he knew she would hate him for blaming Chase. Without the Atlantian tech, and Gaia’s brave sacrifice, Earth would have been destroyed.

“It was her choice to make, Chase, you didn’t force her to do anything she wasn’t willing to do on her own. And if you hadn’t asked her to, we might have lost the war. I don’t blame you for any of it. Sometimes life is unfair, as you well know.”

Chase nodded.

“I’m sure you’re not calling me to talk about all of this,” Spiros continued. “What is it I can do for you?”

“Am I that transparent? Fair enough, though. I am indeed calling for something else. I just don’t know how to ask you.”

“Then just ask.”

“Very well. I’ve decided to take a ship to the unknown regions of space.”

“I see. To try and find a cure for Sarah?”

“Yes. It seems everything we’ve tried in conjunction with the Earth Alliance is not yielding any results, so I am left with little choice but to try something new. I don’t want to take a human crew aboard the ship. This is my responsibility, I can’t ask others to risk their lives.”

“You can’t possibly go at it alone, you’ll need a crew to mend the ship, and let’s be realistic, you may need someone for company as well as take care of you should you get injured.”

“Hence, my calling you. I— I’d like to ask your permission to create an artificial crew, clone bodies with AIs powering them, but before you object, I’m thinking the similar AIs we use for our ships, and perhaps a blank Gaia canvas like you used on your last mission. I know I shouldn’t be asking you this—”

“But you are…”

Spiros still felt a sting at the mention of her name. They said time heals all wounds, but it would take significantly more time to heal this particular one.

“Look,” Spiros said. “I’m not sure the Earth Alliance will allow you to do this. I know that the risk of an evil AI emerging from a blank Gaia canvas is nearly impossible, but, at the moment, they’re limiting any research related to artificial intelligence. To the point where I’m not allowed to improve her basic template to help me with my own research. Who can blame them, right? Gaia 2 killed me after all.”

“I understand that, but I’m trying to cut through the red tape and bypass the Earth Alliance altogether. Which is why I’m asking you, as a friend, to grant me a personal favor.”

“I see. It’s that kind of request then?”

“Yes. But if it makes you uncomfortable or if you don’t want to help me, I’ll understand.”

“I need to think about this, Chase.”

“Fair enough. First, I need a ship and hope Altair will let me have one.”

“I don’t see why he would refuse you, of all people.”

“The Alliance is now under a council of rulers, and Altair is only one of its members. In the past, I could have made that decision, but as you know, I resigned my commission as admiral.”

“Regretting that decision?”

“Not really, no. I was in no frame of mind to deal with Alliance business after all that had happened. And, frankly, I don’t think I can ever be a leader again. When I do, people die.”

Spiros wanted to argue that point, but he knew better not to.

“Understood, Chase. I’ll give you my answer shortly. Thank you for calling, it’s good seeing you again.”

“Likewise, thank you, Spiros.”
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Ares felt a pleasant sensation like he was floating. It reminded him of a certain Olympian flower and the high provided when inhaling its pollen. His sister, Athena, was quite fond of the recreational drug.

Athena.

Had she survived the Fury War? And, in fact, Ares questioned why he was conscious in the first place.

His consciousness was not yet able to give him a clear visual of what was going on around him. His senses were slowly coming back to him, soon his vision returned, and he got a clearer picture of where he was. In space. Drifting.

He was no longer inside Aphroditis’ clone body but back to his pure energy form.

He felt displaced and lost. Even space didn’t feel right. It felt alien somehow. Was he en route to Elysium? Or was he there already? Had Chase destroyed Erevos and the Furies once and for all? Was his sister still alive? His mind was quickly saturated with a million questions, overwhelming the former God of War.

Ares tried to calm his mind by emptying it of all thoughts, which seemed to help his senses return to normal. He felt calm enough to try and interpret, or at the very least, figure out where he was. Around him, he could see both asteroids and metallic debris, most likely wreckage from destroyed ships. Looking at the asteroid, he got a strange feeling like perhaps those weren’t simple floating rocks but the remnants of a destroyed planet.

While that was something he was not proud of, Ares had been responsible for the destruction of enough worlds to recognize that this didn’t feel like a simple asteroid field.

Could it be what was left of Erevos and the ships in orbit being taken out when the planet exploded? This meant that the soul ships had managed to shift Erevos back to the alternate dimension before taking it out altogether. That could certainly explain what he was seeing and feeling.

One question lingered in his mind, though. Why was he still alive in energy form? Shouldn’t he have been wiped out in the explosion of the Fury world?

Ares focused his mind on his friend and pupil, Chase, trying to send him a telepathic message like he had done hundreds of times before.

Chase? Can you hear me? Aphroditis? Father? Anybody?

No answer. Wherever he was, he was out of reach of the people he knew. All signs pointed to him being in an alternate dimension. The way his energy form sensed the building blocks of the universe gave him completely different feedback as to what he was used to. Wherever he was, he had never been here before, be it in energy form or before his bodily death at the hands of Argos.

He traveled around the area to seek more clues. He came upon enough ship debris, which allowed him to visualize what type of ships the wreckage had once been. Even though their hull had been exposed to space, the ships’ primary shapes had remained mostly intact. They looked like dark, giant spiders.

With no planet in sight, Ares didn’t know what to do next. He expanded his mind trying to detect any form of life within the next few light years around him. Because space itself felt so different, he couldn’t project his mind as far as he used to. The sensory feedback he received by trying could only be described as a negative tingling.

Definitely, this had to be the alternate dimension.

The thought was unpleasant. In fact, even devoid of a body, he felt a sense of dread by being in this universe. It felt dark, oppressing, and downright creepy.

But no matter how unpleasant the sensation was, Ares pushed through and eventually sensed a new ship approaching the area at extremely high velocity, probably the Spectre’s version of hyperspace. Though it felt more like the ship was instantly hopping from one point to another over long distances, and for just a fraction of a second, blinking in and out of existence until the next hop. Hopefully, in this universe just like on his own, he wouldn’t be detected as long as he stayed in his invisible energy form. It took a while to get a strong lock on the ship in his mind, but eventually, he did, and he teleported inside.

The ship was cold, the floor, the walls, and the ceiling in what appeared to be internal corridors were chrome colored, and there didn’t seem to be anyone near his direct vicinity. He roamed through the ship until he finally met someone or more precisely—something. First, he saw a few metallic spiders roaming about the corridors, producing nerve-wracking metallic clickety-clicks as they walked about. They didn’t seem to detect his presence, which he took as a good omen.

Roaming the ship some more he arrived at what he surmised was the bridge and his first contact with living beings in this dimension. The aliens that served as crew were thin and tall humanoids with a strange fur on their black skin. It was similar to the hair found on spiders. Upon his first good look at their heads, he froze. They had eight legs wrapped from the back of their furry skulls all the way around what served as a face filled with multiple red eyes. They looked like a hybrid between a human and a spider, their faces straight out of a nightmare. Their large fanged mouth made the most unpleasant sound as they spoke.

The ship exited hyperspace. Ares couldn’t understand what they were saying but looking at the viewport on the ship and activity on the bridge, he could surmise that they were scanning the debris. There was palpable agitation, and when someone got up from a chair in the center of the bridge, Ares was surprised to see that this being was not like the others. He also had pitch-black skin but had more of a humanoid face. Still, its flesh was tangled and seemed to be in a perpetual flux, which gave the creature a very ominous look.

The energy this being was emanating felt familiar. The being was enveloped in a smoky black aura and brought back bad memories. Even though he wasn’t entirely sure, Ares thought this being’s silhouette and aura was too similar to the one that he had detected inside Arakan’s throne room back on Erevos. Was that being a Spectre? If so, then Ares had the confirmation of his previous doubts. He was, in fact, in the alternate dimension.

The Spectre-being spoke a similar language as the arachnids. Ares had no idea what they were saying, but then a holo-screen filled most of the area in front of the Spectre. It displayed an image of Erevos exploding in slow motion, taking out a small fleet of cloaked spider ships in the process. The Spectre raised his voice, and from his tone, Ares concluded that he gave a command of some sort.

The holo-image zoomed in and focused on a spatial anomaly that was collapsing. Probably the breach created by the infernal machine Ares had been trapped inside when the Fury home world exploded. Three translucent-looking spider ships managed to make it through before the breach closed. If that meant what Ares thought it did, three cloaked ships similar to the one he was on, made it to the other side, in his universe, and the Earth Alliance could have no idea of their presence there. With the strong time dilation difference between the Spectre’s dimensions and his, Ares had no idea how much time had passed. It could be minutes, maybe days here, which meant that for all he knew years could have passed on the other side.

The Spectre spat another command, and the holo-image changed again. Its focus reverting to Erevos as the footage rewound until the Spectre talked again, which prompted the image to freeze. He walked toward the 3D holo-image and raised his hands. The tip of his fingers lit red as he began manipulating the holo-footage, turning it, zooming in and out, and eventually focusing on a point of interest. Four small craft with animalistic auras engulfing them were flying toward Erevos at an incredible velocity. The auras were of a dragon, a tiger, a phoenix, and a python. They were the Atlantian soul ships, which answered one more question Ares had asked himself earlier. Chase had managed to destroy the Furies. But was he and his family on board the ships? Had they made the ultimate sacrifice to accomplish their mission?

The thought troubled the Olympian. Not only was Chase his pupil and dear friend, but with the Spectres now on the other side of the rift, if Chase has perished, Ares feared the time ahead could be very dark.

As the Spectre played the footage frame by frame, they were blurry from the sheer speed at which they hurtled toward the planet. The Spectre manipulated the holo-interface to try and acquire more information. He ran different modes, analyzing power signatures, and perhaps even lifeform scans. One of the modes showed the interior of the ship, their cockpits empty, which reassured Ares as to the fate of Chase, Sarah, Chris, and Argos. The Spectre resumed the footage, advancing it frame by frame until the soul ships merged into one giant fireball a second before impacting with Erevos. The planet split into pieces and exploded.

So the Furies are gone. At least, there’s that.

Chase had managed to take out the Furies, just as he had promised both Ares and his sister, Aphroditis. One thing was sure, Ares wasn’t in Elysium, and it didn’t look like he would be going there anytime soon. Spider ships had entered his universe, and he needed to find a way to go back and let Chase know. For the time being, he would stay on this ship and try to obtain more information about the Spectre and the arachnids. They could very well be planning an invasion of his universe, and if that happened, Ares intended to have as much intel on this new threat as he could gather, and hopefully, find a way home in the process.
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The arachnid female walked toward Nyx. She recognized the beast. Her array of red eyes glowing.

“You should never have defied us,” said the arachnid.

“Zarna. I wish I could say I’ve missed you, but I’d be lying. In a way though, I’m grateful they sent you after me. Saves me the trouble of hunting you down.”

The female arachnid laughed, which was not a pleasant sound. It sent shivers down Nyx’s spine.

“Furies. To think I took pity on you. My superiors were right, you’re a waste of space, an impure race that has brought our Spectre masters nothing but grief.”

“Pity? Is that what you call what you’ve put me through?”

“You’re still breathing, aren’t you?”

Nyx’s orange eyes glowed as her purple aura came to life like a lilac flame, surrounding her entire body.

“Because I escaped! And now, I’m given a chance to take revenge on your hairy ass and believe me, I’m going to enjoy every second of it.”

Zarna growled as a trio of long, sharp bony claws emerged from her hands.

“I think you’re mistaken, Fury, it is I who will enjoy cutting you to pieces.”

The arachnid jumped at Nyx and slashed her right hand at the Fury’s head. Her claws found nothing but air, as Nyx somersaulted backward. Upon landing, Nyx aimed an open palm toward Zarna and unleashed a powerful purple fireball. To Nyx’s surprise, Zarna didn’t try to dodge it, but instead moved her head in the path of the attack and opened her serrated mouth, swallowing the fireball. Her multiple red eyes briefly flashed purple before turning back to red as smoke exited and trailed upward from her nostrils.

Zarna screeched, her eight spider legs detaching and spreading around her head similar to two hands reaching out. Her many eyes flashed an intense red as she spat a gray projectile toward Nyx. Before the Fury realized it, the sputum extended and turned into a web of red energy that enveloped Nyx, trapping and immobilizing her.

“That’s new!” Nyx said between clenched teeth.

“There’s a lot you don’t know about us, my dear.”

The more Nyx struggled to get free, the tighter the hold the net exerted on her, and the pain quickly went from high to nearly unbearable.

“Let me go! I’m not going back to the lab! I’d rather die.”

“Not your choice, I’m afraid.”

Why? Why was Zarna so obsessed with her? What could they possibly want with her and for what reasons? The Furies were a dead race. Nyx felt the anger rise inside of her, and her purple aura grew exponentially.

“It would be easier and hurt less if you just complied; you can’t get free of those restraints.”

“Watch me!” cried Nyx.

The more Nyx struggled, though, the more the net buried into her skin, and soon enough the energy web began cutting through her, drawing blood. The pain was a motivator, feeding Nyx’s rage and bringing it to a boiling point. She unleashed an animalistic roar as her muscles tightened. In one swift move, she broke free of the net and shattered it to oblivion.

Zarna took a step back, fear permeating over her face.

Nyx was bleeding, and it took a second for her to heal herself from the multiple cuts.

“You should have left me alone. You’ll pay for this mistake with your life.”

Her aura grew stronger as she pointed an open palm toward the arachnid. A purple fireball with small, sizzling, white lightning bolts came to life. Nyx, her eyes burning orange like two miniature suns, unleashed her attack on Zarna. The speed and power of the attack took the arachnid by surprise, and she barely had time to move out of the way.

The fireball burned through most of her left arm and shoulder, incinerating any flesh and bone in its path. Zarna’s resulting painful screech was so high-pitched that Nyx covered her ears.

Dark, thick gray blood spilled from where Zarna’s arm and shoulder used to be. A look of terror locked onto Zarna’s agony-deformed face.

The fire in Nyx’s eyes echoed the amount of rage burning in her soul.

“I told you to leave me alone,” spat Nyx, “but you wouldn’t listen. And now you’re going to die.”

But before she could prepare another attack to finish off Zarna, the arachnid reached with her remaining hand and touched a control on her chest armor. She was engulfed in streaks of red light and beamed away.

You’d better run. Next time I see you, though, will be the last.



To be continued…
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