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The story of every Chosen One begins with a choice…
And Ted Finley wasn't always the top pick for the job…
Discover the story BEFORE the story.
Click here and register on the next page to get the free prequel to The Viral Superhero Series.





PROLOGUE
The General leaned back in his executive chair with a feeling that could only be described as victory. As he looked up at the computer monitors in front of him, watching a collection of world leaders whose motivations he completely controlled, he wasn't sure if there was any doubt left in his body. He only pretended to pay attention as the dark soul version of Britain's prime minister babbled on about something on the top left screen. He wasn't sure what there was left to conquer. The militaries in all nations where he'd assassinated the leaders had been changed into dark souls. While his breach of the treaty he'd forged with the living soul, Ted Finley, had stopped a percentage of the dead humans from turning into dark souls, the magic between the worlds involving a tattoo and some incantations worked just fine. Like a slow-moving virus, humanity was being replaced in the General's own image.
He smiled and nodded until he realized all of the leaders were staring at him. "Excuse me, if you just complimented me and were waiting for my response. My apologies for zoning out."
The fake prime minister cleared his throat. "I was asking if anything had been done to quell the resistance brought on by Dhiraj Patel. You do remember that, right, General?"
The de facto leader of the world narrowed his eyes, wishing he still had the power to kill a man with his mind. "I have not forgotten."
One of the biggest mistakes he'd made when he took over was not replacing every media figurehead with a dark soul before the summit began. It was true that the dark souls now owned almost every country worth owning, but that did not remove the possibility of insurrection.
The chancellor of Germany piped up in the bottom center of his screen. "After Dhiraj roused up the populace, did you realize that his episode on Rudy Bolger is now the most viewed social media video of all time?"
The General couldn't help it; a memory he'd stolen from Ted Finley popped into his head. The living soul who had brought ruin upon his world began his heroism with a viral video as well. The teenager who bore his exact resemblance had been a pain in his side ever since.
The General placed his heels firmly on the ground and sat up straight. "It would have been nice if we were able to take over undetected. I'm not going to lie and say I believe otherwise. But many humans are naturally skeptics and didn't believe anything so fantastical."
The prime minister let out a huff of air. "And the rest are either in internment camps that we have to pay for, or they're hiding in the shadows unable to contribute to the bottom line."
The General thought of several people who would make fine replacements for the fake British statesman. "Worry not, old chap. We'll take care of it in due time." He attempted to hide his frustration from having his buzz killed.
The Saudi Arabian king raised his hand as if he was in a classroom. "We appreciate all that you've done, of course. But it's still quite unsettling that there's a giant protective bubble over your biggest enemy and the town of Treasure, your highness."
Despite controlling nearly every military facility in the world, the General and his men had found nothing that would penetrate the barrier that the living soul had put up around the city. Even efforts to dig below the surface only resulted in broken equipment and more annoyance.
The General's voice barely reached above a whisper. "Enough."
The Saudi king didn't seem to hear the admonition. "Ted Finley is alive, General. That means all of us are vulnerable. I suggest—"
"This is not a democracy!" The General let the silence hang for a moment. "I am the one who chooses our plans, and I will not be talked to with such insolence. This meeting is adjourned until I say so."
With a slam of his fist on the keyboard, the image of the heads of state that he'd put in place disappeared.
The General stood up and turned toward the wall. He saw several patched-over holes through which he'd previously displayed his rage. He clenched his fists but kept the punch to himself.
"I have practically given them a world, and they want the one city they can't get their hands on." He snarled under his breath. "I need more control. I need something different."
The General stormed out of the room and down a historic hallway of the West Wing. In official terms, he was still listed as Ted Finley, part of the White House's special advisory board on interplanetary attacks. In reality, he wouldn't let the dark soul replacement of President Blake take a piss without him knowing about it first.
The General brought his hand down hard on his personal secretary's desk.
She looked up into his eyes, attempting to hide the fear. "Yes, Mr. Finley? Is there something I can get you?"
He breathed heavily. "I need the special prisoner in my office right now."
"Sir, don't we need the president to sign permission—"
With that, the General ripped the top of the desk in two. Splintered wood and office supplies crashed to the floor. "Is that enough permission for you?"
The secretary nodded and picked up the phone. "Yes, of course."
The General sat in his office for what seemed like an eternity. In several hundred years of life, he'd always felt like he was going toward something greater. He knew the finish line wasn't far away, and there were only a few strides left to cover. Taking those last steps could be the difference between winning and dying.
A tired, gaunt teenager stepped into the General's doorway, his hands bound in a mostly symbolic gesture.
Despite his captivity, the somehow untouched Indian managed to smile. "Do I still have to call you Ted? Or is there some sexier term you've dreamed up for yourself?"
The General smiled and gestured to a seat. "It seemed like you had a lot of nicknames for your esteemed best friend."
Dhiraj Patel took the prescribed seat. "He earned them. Now how can I help you today, General?"
The leader of the dark souls tossed a weighty manila envelope onto his desk. "I have a little script for you, my millionaire-wannabe friend."
Dhiraj wrinkled his forehead. "A script?"
The General patted the top of the envelope twice. "Yes, a script." His eyes zeroed in on Dhiraj. "And I'd like you to use it to go viral."
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Ted Finley lay down on the grass that used to make up his backyard. He stared up into a translucent dome that allowed some of the clouds from above to show their white and puffy nature to the trapped town of Treasure. He'd erected the barrier using powers he didn't even know he had. The bubble had stopped bombs and gunfire and infiltration from the outside. It had been over a month since he'd erected the layer of protection, but ever since he'd left the bed in the makeshift hospital, this may have been the first time he'd had to think.
"I'd always thought Treasure could use a retractable dome."
With nobody around to hear his jokes, he thought about his friends. They'd be running around making preparations for the next step in the war he'd brought to a head. All except for Dhiraj, who could be a corpse, or worse, a dark soul himself. He thought of his parents who were still safely in the dome. He pictured his sister in the Midwest, though none of them were sure if she was still alive either. He sighed and continued to stare until he heard the loud rumble of a vehicle pull into the Finley driveway. With so few people left in town, the roar of the engine coming to a stop made a much larger impact than normal.
The lanky, frustrated Natalie Dorn stomped her way through the lawn. She didn't seem in the best mood for sky gazing.
"Dammit, Ted! What the hell are you doing taking a nap? You realize we're in the last couple hours of a countdown, right?"
Ted fought the instinct to look over at Natalie. He knew that if he looked toward her, he would only think of simpler times. Times where they could walk the streets of Treasure arm in arm. In the times before superpowers and resurrected cheerleaders. The times where she said she loved him, even if he never had a good response.
"It's kind of beautiful. The bubble, I mean."
Natalie glared down at the lounging superhero and pulled out a walkie-talkie. It was the only form of communication that seemed to work inside of the dome. "I found him. I think your ex has gone crazy."
After a few moments of static, Erica LaPlante’s voice buzzed through the air. "Good. And he was your ex first. Can you tell him that his parents are leaving?"
Ted sat up, the blood rushing to his head quickly. Despite him having erected the barrier weeks ago, keeping it up seemed to drain him of most of his facilities.
He wobbled a bit until grabbing Natalie's arm to stabilize himself. "I hear her. I'll be right there."
When he realized he was touching the warm, soft skin of a girl he still had feelings for, his face turned pink. "Sorry, I just didn't want to fall."
She looked down at his hands that were still gripping her arm and back up into his eyes. "Do what you've got to do. I'll probably be in deep crap if I accidentally let you pass out before we escape."
Ted nodded. "Do you want a lift?"
He removed his hands from her arms and used a wide stance to keep himself stable.
She shook her head. "Are you kidding me? I've only got a few hours left to listen to death metal on my own on an empty road. I'm not going to pass that up."
As Natalie turned and began walking, Ted tripped over his words to stop her in her tracks.
"Do— Do you— Do you think we should wait? I mean, if you need more time to—"
"Do I need more time to finish mourning after your evil doppelganger killed my boyfriend?" She put her hands on her hips. "No, Ted. The bodies and the feelings are buried." She moved a few strands of hair from her forehead. "But I appreciate it. The offer I mean."
He nodded as she turned back to the vehicle and her respite of angry music.
After a shaky start, his flight through the restricted air of the town landed him back in the parking lot of the new and soon-to-be-abandoned Treasure High School. Before him, he could see the shimmering blue portal with a destination for the safe space in the Realm of Souls. Erica had her hand pressed into the pages of a book that contained complementary powers to his. It had been quite the discovery when they realized the General had left the books behind. Ted had an inkling that Dhiraj had something to do with it.
While Erica's portals weren't quite as stable as his, he was in no condition to be doing anything but flying and keeping them safe under the dome.
He spied his parents standing by the opening to another world. He wasn't sure how, but his mother was passing out cookies to the last remaining residents of the city. She also had tears trickling down her face. Ted landed just a few feet away from them.
He chewed at his cheek. "I always said you guys should retire somewhere more tropical."
His father rolled his eyes. "I have a feeling you didn't mean the desert on another planet." Mr. Finley took his son by the hand and brought him into a hug. "You're going to save the world. I always somehow knew that."
Ted squeezed his dad. "I appreciate your confidence."
His father patted him on the back a couple of times and relinquished his grip so that Mrs. Finley could come dashing in. Within moments of the new hug beginning, he could feel the moisture from her eyes settle on his shoulder.
"Ted, can't we stay with you? We'll stay out of the way of you hunting bad guys and all of that."
Her tears made Ted want to cry as well. "If I could let you guys stay, I would. But it's going to be much safer there under the watch of the light souls. Besides, you'll see me again really soon."
His mother pulled away and looked into his eyes. "Does that mean Erica knows what's going to happen when you let the bubble go away?"
Truth be told, because no living soul had ever created something like this, Ted wasn't sure if dropping the barrier would make him feel better or if it would somehow kill him. But those weren't the kinds of thoughts you shared with your mother.
"I'm going to be fine, and I'm going to see you soon. And I'm sure by then you will have made new friends and shared baby pictures with all of the other moms on the planet."
She sniffled and wiped her nose on her sleeve before laying a big fat kiss on his cheek. "You better be there soon."
Mrs. Finley stepped away and into the arms of his father. He gave a light wave before their bodies disappeared through the gateway.
Ted walked over to Erica, who seemed very focused on keeping the portal intact.
He raised an eyebrow. "See, not as easy as it looks."
She shook her head. "Shut up. I just need to keep this up long enough to get Jennifer, her fake dad, and whoever else is here out."
"Do you think letting down the bubble is going to kill me?"
She gave the slightest hint of a shrug. "When you create brand new frickin' powers and leave them going for over a month, we're getting into new territory I've never been through. But I certainly hope not, because your whole plan will be screwed if it does."
Ted looked to his side and saw Jennifer, the dark soul version of Sheriff Norris, and Winny arrive in a familiar Jeep. "I'm surrounded by women who tell it like it is."
"Trust me, you wouldn't like the alternative."
Shortly after Jennifer arrived, Natalie reached the parking lot, her death metal still blaring through closed windows.
Jennifer, the sheriff, and Winny approached Ted and Erica in a united front. They were silent for a few moments, but Ted could tell they had something on their minds. Something the living soul and his protector weren't going to like one bit.
Erica shook her head. "You guys don't want to come. I can tell."
Jennifer looked down and crushed an imaginary bug with her foot. "It's not that we don't want to come. We can't."
Ted laughed. "And you're waiting until the last second to tell us. Bold move. Why can't you come?"
Sheriff Norris crossed his arms. "We just got a message that's worth checking out first hand."
Erica looked into her friend's eyes as Jennifer glanced up from the ground. "Whatever it is, it's not a good idea. You three belong in the Realm of Souls with everyone from Treasure where you can be safe. This isn't your world anymore. It's a battleground filled with enemies."
Jennifer blurted the words out louder than she wanted to. "Dhiraj is still alive."
The silence was deafening and the arrival of Natalie's voice carried through the emptiness. "Are we getting the hell out of Dodge or what?"
Ted gulped. "Apparently, we got a message that Dhiraj is still alive."
Natalie raised her eyebrows. "Huh. That would be some welcome happiness in the middle of all this tragedy."
Erica slammed the book shut, and the portal to the Realm of Souls closed along with it. "I can see that crazy in your eyes, Jen. You're not going to let me convince you otherwise, so where do you, your fake dad, and Tweedledum want to go?"
Winny tsked. "And to think I'm the one who got you your first fake ID. Friendship over."
Sheriff Norris took out an old-fashioned paper map and placed his finger upon a point in the Washington DC area. "We have a lead on someone who can help while you guys are busy with plan A. This should put us in the vicinity of a settlement with the resources to help us get Dhiraj from the White House."
Ted sighed and turned away. "You guys want to go into the White House? You do realize that's where the General is, right? And you think you can free Dhiraj without our help?"
Jennifer placed her hand on Ted's collarbone. "You need to save the world. We just want to save one person in danger."
Ted knew he wouldn't have nearly enough time to go on a rescue mission while he tried to recruit an army to fight the General. If Jennifer didn't go after his best friend now, he might as well set up a gravestone.
"Don't do anything stupid."
Jennifer wrapped him in a hug. "I wouldn't dream of it. I'll let Dhiraj know you send your regards."
Ted hugged her back and looked over to Erica.
She gestured for Jennifer to come closer. "I don't like not knowing where you are."
Jennifer bit her lip. "And I thought I was the protective one. Don't worry, I'm going to be okay."
Erica nodded and wrapped her arm around Jennifer. Following the long hug and a few other goodbyes, Ted watched as Erica placed her hand on the book one more time.
While it had taken the power of four people to make a portal open up the first time Erica had used the book, now she had the ability to tap into that skill solo. Before he knew it, the portal to Virginia had opened and closed. Now the population of Treasure was just three.
Natalie looked to Erica. "You sure you don't want me to stay? Drag his sorry carcass back to the Realm of Souls with you?"
Ted felt a pang of nervousness. "Hey! Have more confidence in me than that."
"Ted, I pulled you across a desert because your unconscious butt couldn't handle things. I give you about a 30% chance of staying awake after you bring down the bubble."
Erica chimed in. "I'll take those odds."
Natalie laughed for what seemed like the first time in a month as Erica opened the portal once again, this time back to the Realm of Souls.
Natalie used her fingers like guns as she pointed them at Ted and Erica. "I'm not going to hug you, because I'm going to see you in two minutes. If you're not there in two minutes, I'm coming back."
Erica nodded. "We'll be right behind you."
Ted followed suit. "I'm going to stay conscious."
Natalie stepped up to the portal and turned back toward them, taking small steps backwards. "I like that you're keeping a positive attitude, Ted, but I hope you have the smelling salts ready."
She smiled as her backward steps took her through the portal and out of view.
And then there were two.
Ted circled and used his currently limited mind-reading abilities to see if anyone or anything was left in town. His scan came up empty.
"I can't believe I'm abandoning this place. As far as I know, the second I bring that bubble down, they're going to nuke us."
Erica clicked her tongue. "Only one way to find out. I can't keep this portal business up forever."
Ted sighed. "Are we making the right decision?"
She looked into his eyes. "Are you talking about Treasure? The search for the army? Or something else entirely?"
Ted had agreed that breaking up with Erica was the right decision for everyone involved. But after a month in close quarters, his second thoughts were having second thoughts.
"I don't know."
Erica took a step toward him and placed her hand on his shoulder. He could feel the power resonating through her.
"Ted, you're not abandoning anything. We can't hold this post and save the world at the same time. It's true that you can never go home again, but maybe after all this is over, we can rebuild it a second time."
He let out some air and took in the beautiful embodiment of his childhood crush one more time before taking action. "Okay, I'm ready."
She smiled her perfect grin and stepped back. Ted felt for the tethers that connected him to the impenetrable wall, and he began to use his mind to snip all of them. It started slowly, but grew faster and faster, the wall beginning to dissipate before their very eyes.
As the bubble began to completely evaporate, Ted looked into his protector's eyes and winked. "I feel fine. I feel completely—"
The barrier continued to break down into nothingness, but Ted could feel the darkness pinching at the corners of his eyes.
When he made the effort to speak, the bubble completely disappeared and Ted collapsed to the ground, unconscious.
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Jennifer Norris looked back as the shiny blue portal closed behind her and her new team. Her stomach twisted a bit as she wondered if she'd made the right decision, but the thought of freeing Dhiraj from the worst dark soul of them all made her feel more at ease. She looked to the sheriff, who seemed to be surveying the area they'd landed in. Jennifer knew that the dark soul who inhabited her father's body after he'd been shot and killed wasn't really her dad. But he was also the closest thing she had to family, and with his superior strength and inside knowledge of the General's plans, he was an asset she couldn't afford to be without. It didn't hurt that the man had all the memories and emotions of her past with her real father.
Jennifer forced a smile. "They're going to be okay. They are going to be okay, right?"
Sheriff Norris continued to scout the area. "Ted has some strong women on his side. If he screws something up, Erica will rush in and save the day."
"Did you guys bring some food?" Winny patted her stomach, as if she was a toddler cuing the need for snack time. "I just didn't realize how hungry I was until I went through the portal."
Jennifer suppressed an eye roll as she looked to the sheriff. While Winny wasn't one for adventure, she'd actually been the person to propose the journey in the first place. She'd been the one who received the information that turned Jennifer's attitude from despair to hope.
"And you're sure these are the coordinates that she gave you?" Jennifer pulled a granola bar from her bag and unwrapped it for her friend. "We're probably not going to last long if they aren't right."
Winny nodded as she took a bite from the treat. "All I know is what she sent me. I know you want to find Mr. Moneybags, but I'm not going to rest until I see Beth again." Winny's eyes were surprisingly serious for someone with a cheek full of granola. "Am I understood?"
The sheriff's eyebrows danced. "If she's out here, we'll make sure you two soul mates are reunited."
The answer seemed to satisfy Jennifer's cousin. As Winny munched on her grains and chocolate, Jennifer began to take in the starting point of their new quest. The trees were tall and full of life above her. She noticed a dirt trail a few feet to their left, where she supposed DC travelers used for bikes and walking. Though there didn't seem to be anybody taking a casual stroll just then. Leisure didn't have much of a place in the General's world.
Jennifer pulled out Winny's phone. On the front screen, she looked once again at the Facebook message her friend had sent. It was a screen capture of the communication, seeing as the General had disconnected every social media and messaging application in the world.
Beth's message read as follows:
"I'm safe with VH. We just heard that Dhiraj is still alive too. I miss you, and I don't know if I'll ever see you again. Stay safe. Love you forever."
Jennifer was thankful that Treasure had kept some of its connectivity before weeks underneath the dome cut them off from everybody and everything. The message not only gave them hope, it also gave them Beth's location.
Jennifer handed the phone to the sheriff, who plugged the coordinates into a GPS. When the directions popped up, they learned a five-mile walk was in their future.
Despite their suggestions to keep quiet, Winny couldn't help but fill the silence with chatter.
"I'm not really sure how the situation with the General taking over the world is going to change our plans, but I still think it's entirely possible that me and Beth can live out our lifelong dream of opening an Instagram bed and breakfast together. Do you think they're still going to have Zagat-rated restaurants if Ted's plan doesn't work?"
Jennifer responded quietly and politely, but the hairs were beginning to stick up on the back of her neck. There was no way to know how many people in the Virginia forest were dark souls and how many were humans.
The sound of a tree branch snapping caused Jennifer's arms to instinctively snap up and stop her two traveling companions. "I heard something. No more talking."
Winny went from speaking to shaking as Jennifer and the sheriff looked in every direction. The next noise they heard wasn't a tree branch: it was the sound of a gun clicking into place.
Winny was the first to put up her hands when they spied two women and a man who looked straight out of a zombie comic. They were dirty and there was a deep hunger in their eyes.
The man and the larger of the two women each had a weapon pointed in Jennifer's direction.
The armed woman spoke up. "I don't know who you are and I don't care. We just want your supplies. We'll leave you with your lives."
The sheriff's voice was calm and collected. "We can't do that. We're on a mission to turn all of this around. But maybe you could help us—"
The gun moved its aim directly into the sheriff's walking path.
The man shook his head. "We have used these guns to kill people who didn't listen to us. I don't care what you're doing in this forest, but the next thing you've got to do is give us your supplies."
Jennifer looked to Winny, who was actually speechless. She was making movements with her mouth as if sound was going to come out, but it never did.
Jennifer put up a hand to the sheriff. "It's okay." She looked over at the starving scavengers. "It's okay. We'll give you our stuff."
The skinnier unarmed woman nodded ravenously.
When was the last time all of you ate?
Jennifer removed the backpack from her shoulders and prepared to toss it. She looked up at a low-hanging branch.
"Okay, here are our supplies. Including snacks."
Jennifer heard Winny whimper as she tossed the bag with incredible precision. While it looked like the pack was headed in the scavengers' direction, one of the straps landed perfectly atop the branch. The bag caught and was far too high for the armed trio to reach.
The man threw up his hands, temporarily taking Jennifer's troop out of the line of fire. "What the hell are you doing? You think this is a game?"
Before they could answer, the sheriff drew a gun of his own and fired it twice in quick succession. Expert marksmanship was on display as bullets slammed hard into both the scavengers' weapons. As they dropped the guns, Jennifer, lightened of her pack, could easily sprint toward them. She went for the man first, landing an unexpected low blow. As he bent over in pain, she slammed his head down into her bounding knee. He let out a deafening groan as he collapsed to the ground. The woman who'd been relieved of her firearm dove to the dirt to retrieve it, but Jennifer was there first. She kicked the weapon to the side, and it landed in a thick patch of grass. She leapt up before the scavenger could grab a hold of her leg and stomped hard on the back of the woman's neck. Jennifer knew the fight was over when the woman began crying and the skinnier forest dweller went down to her knees.
Jennifer grabbed the extra firearms and went back to the sheriff's side. He took one more shot, which landed a direct hit into the branch above. Jennifer caught her bag with ease.
Winny finally put down her hands. "Yeah, that's right. And there's more where that came from."
Jennifer's heart sank when she saw that she'd caused the man a bloody nose.
He wiped the crimson from his face. "I knew you three were dark souls. You take our country, you take our guns, and you leave us here to die."
Jennifer wanted to say that he was wrong. But, they did have a dark soul with them. And she had been involved in the General's takeover of their shared homeland.
"If we have our way, we'll all get our country back." She grabbed a handful of granola bars and tossed them at the feet of the skinniest scavenger. "Good luck out there."
Jennifer remained shaken for the next hour of mostly silent walking. They'd spied some wildlife along the way, but she was thankful the scavengers were the only conflict they'd met during their journey. The sheriff stopped in his tracks and looked down at his device.
Jennifer raised an eyebrow. "What is it?"
The sheriff looked up at her and then at Winny. "It says we're here. This is where Beth was when she sent the message."
In what looked like a show of instinct, Winny cupped her hands around her mouth. "Beth! Beth! I'm here!"
Jennifer nearly had to tackle her friend to get her to stop screaming in the middle of the forest. "Do you want us to get attacked again?"
"Beth isn't going to attack us."
Jennifer noticed the sheriff putting his hands into the air. "You two should take a look at this."
Jennifer removed her arm from Winny's face and met the sheriff's line of sight. She put her hands into the air as well.
Instead of a trio of scavengers, Jennifer saw a half-dozen men with futuristic weapons. They all wore masks to conceal their faces, and they were being joined by even more weapon-wielding folks on all sides. Within a minute, their little party was surrounded.
Several of the masked foes walked forward.
Winny's eyes darted between them. "Are they dark souls? Are they here to kill us?"
Jennifer took a deep breath. "It looks like we're about to find out."
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Erica marveled at seeing the bubble that had protected them for over 30 days dissipate above her. It was almost beautiful in a way, seeing the glass-like structure shatter without noise. As the bubble evaporated, she saw the life go out of Ted Finley's eyes.
"Damn!"
Her superhuman speed allowed her to easily make it behind the living soul in time. She caught him before he reached the ground, making sure to keep one hand on the book at all times. As she prevented Ted's skull from bouncing off the ground, her portal to the Realm of Souls remained open.
Ted looked almost peaceful in her arms. He seemed as though he'd just released an incredible burden, and his body had reacted by sending him straight to sleep. But this was a terrible time to take a nap.
"Ted! We need to go through this portal now. Ted!"
Erica stared lasers toward Ted's face. It was a face she'd kissed hundreds of times between when she and the teenager were dating or when she was engaged hundreds of years ago to his doppelganger. The momentary confusion still hit her sometimes when she looked upon his countenance.
She laid him gently upon the ground before winding up her free hand and slapping him across the face.
Ted sat up with a jolt and instinctively reached for his reddening cheek. "Ow!"
She sighed. "I'm so glad you're up. Now can we please go through the portal before our friends drop a bomb on us?"
Ted shifted his jaw around. "You know, just because you have incredible strength doesn't mean you need to use it at all times. Couldn't you have just shaken me a little bit?"
Erica hoisted Ted up to standing. She could tell his legs were wobbling beneath him.
"Let's save the etiquette lesson for later. Let's just get to safe—"
A shockwave of sound hit Erica by surprise. A deafening blast of air and noise threw her off her feet and sent her flying. She could feel her grip on the book loosen before slamming hard against a tackling dummy on the high school's football field. Her shoulder hit the object dead-on, sending pain radiating down her arm and back. Her teeth clenched as her eyes opened to see the ground torn up all around them.
Still alive. Guess it wasn't a nuke.
Ted lay only a few feet from her, and she was thankful he remained conscious for once. Erica ignored the pain in her shoulder and ran for Ted. She'd reached him and pulled him behind the row of football equipment when the hail of gunfire began.
She covered her ears and tucked Ted underneath her body. The improvised bullet shield did its job, but she knew the structure wouldn't last forever.
Ted struggled to prop himself up. "Looks like they were ready for us."
As the attackers ceased for a moment, Erica took a look around the battered dummies. She could see the book lying open between the two of them and a sure death by bullets.
"Can you make a portal? It's kind of important."
Ted reached up one hand as Erica watched a few blue sparks form before them. They fizzled out just as quickly as they'd come.
Ted bit his lip. "I'm still zapped. I think the book is your best bet."
As another wave of gunfire approached, Erica ducked below and hoped the equipment would hold up just a little longer. "I need you to find that book with your mind and float it to me." She grabbed Ted by the back of his neck and looked into his eyes. "Can you do that?"
"I hope so."
"I need a little more confidence out of you today."
He nodded and when the next assault stopped for the attackers to reload, Ted reached out with his hand and the book unsteadily floated toward them. The process was slow and Erica wondered which would hit them first, the book or a bullet.
She grabbed Ted by the shoulders and hoisted him up once again. "Forget it. New plan."
Ted cocked his head to the side. "What's the plan?"
"Run!"
Just as the next set of attacks started up, Erica pulled Ted with her as they sprinted away from the high school. After weeks of being protected by the bubble, not only were they out in the open, but so was every building in Treasure. Erica wasn't sure where all the attacks were coming from, but she could feel the heat from the explosions rattling around. As they left the high school parking lot and ran down Main Street, buildings her former inhabitant had known since birth erupted around her. The bombs were dropping on Treasure.
Erica and Ted did their best to ignore the war zone as they reached plan B: the lair.
She ushered Ted in first as she turned back to see two-dozen soldiers headed for them. She entered in a passcode to slam the lair door shut. They made it to the main control panel before all the lights had turned on. Weapons slammed hard into the bomb-shelter-like structure of the building. They'd be safe for just a few minutes inside.
Ted collapsed into an executive chair beside the video display. On the monitor, Erica could see soldiers coming toward them from all possible directions.
She kicked Ted in the chest, which sent the living soul's chair straight to the ground. "I need you up and heroic right now."
Ted got to his feet, but he did not look the least bit steady. "I'm trying. I'm trying."
He reached out his hand and, once again, several sparks materialized out of thin air. At least, until they evaporated once again.
She looked up at the monitor and saw the soldiers strapping some kind of explosive to the front of the lair. "We don't have time for this."
Ted's face showed signs of strain as he attempted once again to create a portal. This time nothing happened.
His shoulders slumped. "I'm sorry, Erica. I don't know what more I can—"
Without hesitation, Erica LaPlante grabbed Ted Finley's face and slammed her lips into his. His eyes shot wide open and filled with incredible blue light. She wrapped her arms around the living soul as an explosion blew in the front door.
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Natalie sat beside Mr. and Mrs. Finley on a strange bench in the center of the Realm of Souls. She looked over at the residents of Treasure milling about in a foreign land. But that wasn't really where her focus lay. Her eyes were glued to the spot where the portal should have opened several minutes earlier.
Where the hell are they?
Mrs. Finley seemed to be channeling her anxiety into awkwardness. "Now that Ted and Erica aren't dating anymore, it appears that both you and him are single."
Natalie's eyes shot open. "I suppose that's a fact."
Mr. Finley didn't seem to want to back off the issue either. "I always thought that you and Ted were a nice pair. After all, you never forget your first love."
Natalie shifted uncomfortably. Fighting a pack of otherworldly wolves was no problem. Talking relationships with your ex-boyfriend's parents? That's a whole new ball game.
She adjusted her shirt. "There are a lot of other things going on right now. I'm not sure that Ted or anybody is thinking about relationships."
Mrs. Finley put her hand on Natalie's knee. "There really is no time like the present, dear. I'm just saying you should consider it. Are there any movie theaters here in the Realm of Souls? They're a great place for hidden passion."
Natalie stood up and took a step away from the embarrassment. "I'm pretty sure they don't have movies here. Excuse me, I just want to check on something."
Mr. Finley winked. "For what it's worth, we'd make fantastic in-laws."
Natalie nodded and sought out the quickest path away from the Finleys and toward Reena.
As the second-in-command of the light souls’ army, Reena understood matters of life and death better than most. Natalie sought her out and found the warrior woman talking with one of her lieutenants.
Natalie interrupted the conversation. "It's been too long. They should be here by now."
Reena and her officer paused as the second-in-command put her hands on her hips. "Patience, Natalie. We don't know how bringing down the dome affected Ted. I'm sure they'll be here shortly."
Natalie stepped between Reena and her lieutenant. "With all due respect, patience is why you've been fighting a war for a thousand years."
Reena gestured toward her fellow soldier to wave him away. She concentrated all her attention on Natalie. "What do you know of war, human?"
Natalie looked back toward the area where the portal should have been. Her mental timer counted at least five minutes since Ted and Erica should have safely returned.
"What do I know of war? I know I wasn't supposed to be a part of it. Yet, in the last two years, I've wielded an all-powerful sword, I've gotten stabbed, I've saved the protector and the living soul on multiple occasions. I also know that the last time you were too slow to act in your war, you nearly blew me up and left me for dead on a planet that was completely unfamiliar with." Natalie squared up and met Reena's stare. "I may not know war like you, but the man I love—" Her throat tightened. "The only man who can win this fight for you is in danger." She looked back over to the center square. "So you better give me a damn gatekeeper and a team, or patience is about to bite you where the light souls don't shine."
After a second of silence, Reena's eyes shined back at Natalie. As if the commander had gained a tiny bit of respect for the human.
"Lieutenant!"
The soldier who had turned away from the conversation scampered back.
"I'd like you to give Private Dorn anything she wants. She's leading this mission."
The lieutenant seemed confused. "But commander? She's just a—"
"She is just a woman who's going to give you orders. Dismissed."
The lieutenant let out a bit of a grumble as he waved Natalie forward.
She gave a nod toward Reena as she walked stride for stride with the first member of her team.
Natalie felt somewhat uncomfortable with the large device strapped on, but she couldn't help but feel a little excited too. As the mental timer reached a full 12 minutes since the gateway closed, Natalie and half a dozen light souls stood before a gatekeeper.
Natalie spoke up. "We retrieve the living soul and the protector and we get them back here. There is no greater mission right now. Am I understood?"
While the other men were just as unexcited as the lieutenant had been, they granted their assent.
"Good." Natalie flipped the switch on the side of her jetpack, and lifted several feet into the air. "Lieutenant, lead the way."
The other light souls switched on their packs as well, and she watched as her team went through the breathtaking gateway.
Natalie secured the wind goggles on her face. "Let's go save a hero."
She flew through the portal and back to Earth.
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Jennifer's wrists itched, but with her hands bound, there was nothing she could do about it in the long, metallic corridor. Winny and the sheriff walked beside her as a group of masked men led them forward. Jennifer and her dark soul father had asked a few questions of the men upon capture, but when they were met with silence, they knew it was better to hold their tongues.
Winny didn't seem to get the memo. "If you have Beth here, nod once for yes and twice for no."
The masked figures didn't nod as they continued to walk toward a room as large as an aircraft carrier. Not only were all the soldiers there dressed like they were preparing for space, but they also carried futuristic weapons beside them. Jennifer could barely believe her eyes when she saw one of the centurions go from invisible to visible before her very eyes.
"They have cloaking. It's like Star Trek."
Winny met her eyes and smiled. "Or Harry Potter?"
Jennifer nodded. "Just like Harry Potter."
Sheriff Norris kept his face neutral. "I think that means we're in the right place."
While the sheriff and Winny were led into one cell, Jennifer was ushered to keep going past what seemed like a wing of prisoners.
The sheriff pulled at his restraints. "Where are you taking her?"
Jennifer gave a quick shake of her head. "It's okay, Dad. I'll be fine."
While the sheriff didn't seem convinced, Jennifer had a good feeling about this.
She was led into a standard interrogation room and sat down at her designated chair.
At long last, one of the soldiers finally removed his helmet. "Why were you in the forest?"
Jennifer leaned on her elbows. "Why were you in the forest? Why do you guys wear masks? Or am I not supposed to ask any questions?"
Her captor did not seem amused. "This isn't supposed to be funny. People are dying out there; there's no time for jokes."
Jennifer leaned back in her chair. "Fine. You don't want small talk? Then we'll get to the meat and potatoes. We got a message from our friend Beth. She and the three of us are good friends with your leader."
The interrogator flinched at the name he obviously found familiar. "Where are you from?"
"From the dome formally known as Treasure. Ted Finley sent us here."
"I'm not sure if we can believe that—"
"We have a mutual friend named Dhiraj. Now, are we going to keep beating around the bush, or are we going to get to see your leader?"
Jennifer, Winny, and the sheriff were now free of their shackles as they stepped into a room packed with computers. Nobody seemed to wear a mask here; Jennifer suspected doing so would make the screens really hard to see. Very few of the people inside seemed to notice their arrival.
One of the ones who did stepped their way.
Van Housen, the German billionaire entrepreneur, extended his hand to Jennifer. "The last time I saw you, I lent you a fast car and a bazooka."
She smiled. "Sorry I never returned the bazooka. A high school fell on it."
"I have more than enough artillery. Let's step into my office."
For all the futuristic interiors and fancy equipment, Van Housen's office was pretty drab by comparison. They sat in three chairs laid out in front of a cheap IKEA desk as three guards kept watch by the door.
Van Housen took a sip from a bottle of sparkling water. "I'm sorry about the security. You can never be too careful when you're maintaining a secret base of operations. How did you find us?"
Before any of them could answer, the front door of the office swung open. Standing there with a look of pure glee upon her face was Beth.
She squealed loudly and attacked her best friend with hugs and kisses. "I thought I would never see you again. Oh my God!"
Winny hugged her friend back and smiled from ear-to-ear. "I missed you so much. Living in a bubble is ridiculously boring."
Van Housen laughed. "Ah, yes. The secure message she sent. But we never expected Treasure's dome to come down."
Sheriff Norris nodded. "He can't hide forever. Ted's got a mission, and so do we."
Van Housen's eyes moved from the still-embracing Beth and Winny to the sheriff. "You want to save Dhiraj Patel."
Jennifer's heart beat twice as fast at the mention of his name. "But we can't do it alone. We need your help."
Van Housen put a hand to his chin. "Aside from knowing he's alive, I'm afraid I don't know much more. Apparently, there is a mole in the General's guard staff, but that doesn't mean we can get in and out."
Beth stepped away from her friend and walked around behind Van Housen. She placed both hands on his shoulders and started to give him a massage. "If it wasn't for the Monopoly Man, we wouldn't have had time to set up shop down here, honey."
Sheriff Norris gave Jennifer a pointed glance. "Honey?"
Jennifer shrugged. "Dhiraj alerted the world." She could feel the tears begin to form behind her eyelids "He told everybody, and in return, we left him in a cell. Or worse. If you can do anything to help, we'd be eternally grateful."
Van Housen relaxed into the massage. "You make a good pitch. You've seen all my toys?"
Jennifer nodded, thinking about the cloaking technology specifically.
Van Housen smiled and placed one of his hands upon Beth's. "My armory is yours. Let's figure out how to spring Dhiraj Patel."
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A million thoughts raced through Ted Finley's mind as Erica's lips pressed firmly against his. While Ted had felt completely empty when attempting to draw from his power before, something about the kiss gave him exactly what he needed. As the front door to the lair blasted open, a hail of gunfire came streaming through. But Ted could feel the bullets in the air, and he stopped them in their tracks.
The bullets remained suspended as if preserved for a lifetime when Ted reached for and blew up the weapons in the soldiers’ hands. As the attackers screamed in agony, Ted used his powers to send the first wave flying backward into the street.
Erica smiled and wiped her lips with her wrists. "Welcome back."
Ted rubbed his lips together, sensing the protector's gloss on his mouth. Good to be back?"
When a second wave of attackers entered the lair, Ted ripped the weapons from their grasp. As the guns scuttled across the floor, a dozen angry dark souls went straight forth. As Erica headed for the weight rack, Ted pushed off against the ground and began flying.
He zipped through the air and took out three dark souls with punches to the face. He even took a fourth attacker and slammed him through a wall. After a month on the defensive, Ted had to admit it felt pretty good to play offense. After taking care of another attacker with a spinning midair kick, Ted turned his attention to Erica.
The protector who just kissed him picked up hundred pound dumbbells and flung them with all her might toward the dark souls. She hit one in the chest who fell straight to his back. Another took an 80-pounder in the side of the head. Two more were about to get the drop on her from behind when Ted reached out with his powers and slammed their temples together.
They collapsed with a satisfying thunk. Ted flew to Erica's side. "Nice touch with the weights. Have you been working out?"
She rolled her eyes. "Is there anything else to do in a bubble?"
Ted and Erica both looked toward the monitor at the same moment. It was obvious that waves one and two were child's play compared to the hundreds that awaited them in wave three. And they were about to reach the front door.
Erica jogged over to the control pad and pulled open the cap that protected the lair’s red self-destruct button. "Dhiraj isn't going to be happy."
Ted took Erica's hand in his and pressed it down into the button. Their fingers lingered together for a beat.
He smirked. "All good things come to an end."
Ted stretched out his arms and Erica leapt into them. With a mighty jump, Ted pressed off the ground and sprang toward the sky. With a well-timed punch, Erica cleared the path upward as they reached the sky above the lair. The detonation almost felt satisfying, as it took out dozens of soldiers beneath them.
Ted looked back down into his bat cave as it went up in smoke. "It was fun while it lasted."
Erica pointed off into the distance. "Bear left now!"
Ted did as he was told, and not a moment later, a shell from what appeared to be a tank rolling down Main Street exploded right where they'd been.
Just then, a dozen other shells blasted around them as Ted did his best to maneuver between them.
As the explosions rocked the air around them, Ted felt something unsettling. They were starting to descend, but that wasn't his intention.
He gritted his teeth. "I'm sorry, but we're going down!"
Ted felt his powers sputter, the adrenaline from the kiss having dissipated in the escape. He saw a familiar landmark in the distance and directed his body toward it. "Brace yourself!"
He used the last bit of his power to surround them with a small protective cushion as Ted and Erica crashed through the front window of what used to be Page's Diner.
The landing was soft enough for a crash and Erica quickly sprang to her feet to turn over the tables as shields.
Ted could hear the tanks coming closer and the foot soldiers behind them keeping pace.
He looked up at the familiar restaurant's interior. "This is where it all began." He sighed. "It was much simpler then."
Erica grabbed Ted hard by the arm. "You were chosen that day, and you are the one who's going to end this war. I need you to get up the energy to do this one more time."
Two grenades came zipping in through the now-open front window. In the second they exploded, Ted contained the blast with his powers and sent the eruptions flying back out from where they came. Several dark souls groaned as the unprotected grenade blasts sent them flying.
Behind one of the outstretched tables, Ted brought his hands together once more and pressed them out to create what he hoped would be a portal. This time, the gateway was almost large enough to send a saltshaker through.
When a massive detonation sounded from outside the restaurant, Erica glimpsed at Ted. "Did you cause that?"
He shrugged. "Not that I know of."
Gunfire and laser blasts sounded in the nearby streets, but without any of those attacks aiming for them, Ted scratched his head. "Something is going on out there."
Erica gave him the side-eye. "I guess you have super human reasoning along with occasional powers."
She left through the front door and ran toward the action. Ted wasn't far behind.
What he saw amazed him. A group of light souls flew through the air with jet packs firing laser beams into the heart of the dark soul army. But the most surprising part was that Natalie herself was leading the charge. Within a matter of moments, the latest wave of attackers had been silenced by a team of seven highly trained warriors.
Natalie hovered above them before cutting her power and landing beside them. "Good work team!" She outstretched her hand, which contained the book Erica had dropped. "I believe you'll be needing this."
Erica nodded. "Thanks. He totally passed out by the way."
Natalie smiled. "I knew it!"
Ted couldn't help but laugh. "I can't handle you two teamed up against me."
Erica placed her hand on the book and a portal formed immediately. She waved the team of light souls through first. Ted looked around at the carnage that Treasure had become. He wondered if he'd ever be back again.
"Thank you, Nat. You really saved us."
She sighed. "Uh-huh. Nice lip gloss by the way. Looks like you and Erica have similar tastes."
Once again, Natalie backed her way into the portal before Ted could say anything.
He could feel his face redden. "I don't— you were the one— I just—"
Erica gripped the back of Ted's shirt hard. "Enough awkwardness for today."
With a light heave, Erica tossed Ted forward. The blue light of the portal swallowed him whole.
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Dhiraj flipped through the last few pages of the meaty book he'd been speed-reading for the last hour and a half. While he wasn't sure he'd ever use the financial knowledge he gleaned from the weighty tome, there was a slight hint of satisfaction in adding another book to the massive pile. As he picked up the next book from his to-be-read pile, Dhiraj leaned toward the front door of his makeshift cell. It was a converted office from one of the many hundreds of unused rooms in the new order of the White House. The General hadn't gone to the trouble of soundproofing, which gave Dhiraj one of his two sources of information.
The guard with the gruff voice who Dhiraj suspected would spit in his food was one of the speakers. "Treasure is a wasteland. I've seen the pictures. They demolished that place."
Dhiraj chewed his cheek and wondered if his parents and friends had made it out alive.
A squeaky voice Dhiraj didn't recognize replied. "It wasn't much of a victory. Everybody but the living soul and the protector were gone."
Dhiraj breathed a sigh of relief.
The gruff voice spoke up. "Did we at least catch them? The General seemed pretty pissed off ever since he put that dome up."
"If we'd caught Ted Finley, don't you think he would have told all of us about it? He got out easy."
Dhiraj looked up to the ceiling and thanked whatever gods he could think of. "They're alive. They're all still alive."
Dhiraj wasn't sure how much hope he could muster, but hearing that his friends might still have a chance certainly helped. He opened up the start of a new book. This one was about real estate investing. Before he started on page one, Dhiraj flung the book into the wall across the room. It landed with a meaty thud and sat there unread.
Through learning of the journeys of famous captives like Ernest Shackleton, Dhiraj knew that the only way to keep one's sanity in such a situation was to stay busy. He'd read over 50 books in the last month and he worked out for two hours every single morning. But his patience was beginning to wear as thin as the meager portions that barely sustained him.
He stood and paced, trying to hold on to gratitude for something. "My parents are alive. Jennifer is alive. Ted is alive. But do they know that I'm alive?"
Dhiraj noticed a momentary flicker of the lights. He knew that was his cue to get in position on the bed. Moments after he sat, the one dark soul guard he could trust walked in through the front door. Kristen's former inhabitant had been so dedicated to protecting the President that even after she was taken over, her loyalty to Earth remained. It seemed the one flaw in the dark soul's plan was trusting in the submissiveness of humanity. But some eggs just wouldn't crack.
She was a decade Dhiraj's senior, at least in appearance, but she maintained a youthful vitality despite wearing the drab garb of a Secret Service agent.
She cracked a smile. "We've got two minutes until—"
"I know, two minutes until the camera is reset. By telling me that, we often lose about 10 seconds of conversation."
She smirked. "What do you want to know?"
Dhiraj sighed. "Is it true? The General wiped Treasure off the map but everyone survived?"
Kristen's smile widened. "It is true."
Dhiraj licked his dry lips. "Good. Did you get them my message beforehand?"
Kristen's smile faded. "I didn't."
Dhiraj felt the hope begin to seep out of him like a tea bag in boiling hot water.
"But, I was able to let some of our fellow rebels know that you're still alive. They'll find a way to get the message to Ted."
Dhiraj nodded. "I know. At least, I have a little hope."
Kristen sat down on the bed beside the captive, glancing down at her watch to ensure they still had time undetected. "What are your friends going to do? They're not just going to abandon Earth are they?"
Dhiraj felt his lips curl into the unfamiliar position of a grin. "My friends don't give up. They may not have been able to hold Treasure, but with the books, they have some major firepower behind them."
Kristen looked down at her watch once more. "Thirty seconds. I have a question I've been meaning to ask you."
"Shoot."
She stood up and resumed her position where the looping video would place her. "Why do you think the General kept you alive?"
Dhiraj had thought about the answer to this day in and day out for months. "It's the same reason you're willing to help me. When he took Ted's memories, it changed him. Not enough for him to stop the cause, but it gave him compassion he never knew he had."
Kristen nodded. "I doubt that's why, but I trust you to do what's right. Let's hope he made a huge mistake."
Dhiraj felt the second hand ticking down as he resumed his prisoner-like position.
The guard changed her body to a more authoritative stance. The smiles were replaced with scowls. She pulled out an envelope. "Here's the revised script, Patel. No more changes. You stick to it, or we're going to kill you."
Dhiraj accepted the envelope and gave the sort of acknowledgment you'd provide to someone who'd beaten you. "Thanks."
Dhiraj opened the envelope and peaked inside. In the previous iteration, he'd done everything he could to revise out a full on retraction. But it was no use. The next time Dhiraj appeared on Rudy Bolger he'd have to walk back everything he'd said about the president's assassination and the General's takeover.
Kristen turned on a dime and stomped out of the room, as if she had better things to do.
Dhiraj continued to flip through the pages of the worst speech he'd ever have to give.
He wiped some sweat from his forehead. "If I don't say this in front of tens of millions of people, they're going to make me a dark soul and force me."
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It took Erica about a half hour to follow directions from guards and Treasure residents alike to find Natalie. The room assignments were still chaotic, after the realms of souls accepted over 10,000 refugees from Earth. The light souls' capital city had always been a place for disenfranchised peoples, but the city felt like it was about to burst with humans. Of course, she didn't mind, but there were those who'd rather do anything else than protect the less powerful. When she heard the sound of dribbling in the hallway, she knew she'd finally reached the right destination.
She knocked twice before opening the door. Unsurprisingly, Natalie dribbled a basketball between her legs from the left to the right. From the right to the left. She never seemed to miss a beat.
Erica watched the ball go back and forth. "Where did you find that thing? It's not exactly a popular sport on this planet."
Natalie continued dribbling. "My parents brought it along. I thought it might calm me."
"Fat chance of that. You're pretty impressive on the jet pack."
Natalie put practice on hold and palmed the ball in one hand. "I have a feeling you didn't come here to praise my flying abilities."
Erica sat down at a desk chair. "I wanted to explain the lip gloss."
Natalie let out a scoff as she expertly tossed the ball into a wastebasket. "You two kissing needs no explanation."
"It really does though, Nat. We were in the lair and his powers were completely shot. I took a chance that maybe kissing him would—"
Natalie stood up. "I don't know why this is important. It seems like everybody and their mother, is trying to set me back up with Ted. But the universe is literally being torn apart. You'd think it would have to take priority."
Erica studied Natalie. For her to have been through everything she'd experienced over the last two years and keep her sanity was something of a miracle. In all her years as the protector, she wondered if Natalie was the human she most respected.
Erica looked into Natalie's eyes. "I understand. We don't need to talk about it."
Natalie turned away and back toward her. "Of course we don't need to talk about it. There's nothing to talk about."
"I got to tell you though, the jet pack thing wasn't just an idle compliment. You really ought to consider putting your skills to good use."
Natalie seemed to soften a bit at that. "What do you mean by good use?"
Erica smiled. She had her hooks in. "We're having a meeting in the mess hall. Everyone who's going to come with me and Ted to find us an army. We could use you on that mission."
Natalie sighed and shook her head. "No thanks. I'd rather not have someone trying to kill me for five minutes. You know what I mean?"
Erica stood up. "I know better than most. I think you'd be a real asset though. If you change your mind, we're meeting in two hours. It'd be a shame for you to just be holed up in here."
Natalie looked at the door to the room and back at Erica. Then back at the room door and back at Erica. She gestured for Erica to come closer. "I appreciate it."
Erica put one arm around Natalie and gave her a quick hug.
Natalie gave a slight growl. "Take down that bastard once and for all."
"We will."
Erica stood in front of a dozen people, including Ted and multiple light souls. This was the team that would either make or break humanity. This was the team that could just save the universe.
She smiled. "Here's the plan, everybody. When Ted got the General's memories, he also saw all the worlds that were too resilient for the dark souls to fully conquer. These planets don't just have the ability to stop dark souls. They have an ax to grind with them."
One of the light souls raised his hand. She recognized him as Doren, the dark-skinned and deep-voiced fighter who'd been on the frontlines of the conflict for hundreds of years. "These species have never worked together before. How do we know they're even going to care about Earth?"
A few other nods of agreement worried Erica as she cleared her throat. "We don't, but we don't really have any other choice. We end the war now or we lose Earth. If Earth is gone, the whole Realm of Souls won't be far behind."
Doren crossed his arms. "So we're supposed to rely on the General's look-alike and the 12 of us to somehow convince these other worlds to get in a conflict they don't even want to be a part of?"
Ted's voice cracked as he spoke. "That's the plan."
Erica rolled her eyes. "Thanks, Ted. Doren, this war is bound to end someday. Do you want to be the one who secured a future for your people? Or would you rather be on the wrong side of history?"
Doren didn't seem too convinced.
Then a voice piped up from the doorway. "I'm a human refugee and I'm willing to put my life on the line."
Erica's eyes shined as she turned toward Natalie.
"I could just hide here. But I won't. There's got to be thousands of people like me on dozens of worlds who aren't willing to put up with the General's crap anymore."
The room howled in assent.
"We're going to take back Earth, we're going to stop the dark souls, and we're going to kill the bloody General. Now tell me, do you want to be a part of that?"
The room chanted in the affirmative as Erica and Natalie shared a look.
The protector pounded her fist onto a table to join in the chant. "Are you all with us?"
The voices grew louder as Natalie fully entered the room and sat beside her teammates.
Ted stood up. Erica could tell he was trying not to stare at the team's latest member. "So it's all settled. When do we start?'
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Jennifer watched as her cousin Winny laughed uproariously as she sat across from her long-lost best friend, Beth. Long before Ted had superpowers and Erica had died and come back as something stronger, these were the moments Jennifer took pride in the most. She was the one who made sure nothing got in the way of her friends’ happiness. It wasn't really until she dated Dhiraj that she even considered her own joy.
Van Housen walked up beside her after meeting with his squadron to get all the necessary materials ready for their departure.
He witnessed the same scene Jennifer was smiling at. "There really is nothing like friendship, is there?"
She nodded. "That is the truth."
"You think about all the implications of the dark souls taking over. But you don't consider the human cost. Things like friendship get killed when one person is someone you don't even know anymore."
Jennifer sighed. She thought back to the moments her relationship with Dhiraj began to falter. While he wasn't a dark soul, she should've known his actions and attitude weren't his own.
"When the General started controlling Dhiraj, I didn't even notice. At least, I didn't think twice about it. I just assumed he was acting like a jerk."
Van Housen put his arm around Jennifer's shoulder. "All of this is so strange and new for humanity to deal with. You can't blame yourself."
"Then who am I supposed to blame?"
Van Housen turned to face her. "You blame the person responsible. You blame this General. That's why your friends are going to hit them with an army the likes of which they've never seen. That's why we're going to get the man you love out of his clutches."
Jennifer took a deep breath. "You're right. I just hope that we aren't too late."
"Me too."
Van Housen looked toward the two chattering friends and laughed. "I'm just so happy she's happy."
Jennifer smirked. "I didn't even realize that she was hanging out with you when all this went down."
He beamed. "Just like with you and your Dhiraj, it's impossible to stop true love."
Jennifer suppressed a chuckle. "My apologies if I offend you, but isn't Beth completely after your money and fame?"
Van Housen appeared to hem and haw about how he wanted to answer before nodding in the affirmative. "Of course she is. But it's kind of refreshing that she's so open about it."
Jennifer made the decision not to bring up the fact that Beth had only turned 18 a few months prior. She clicked her tongue. "Whatever makes you happy. How is the mission coming along?"
"Instead of telling you, why don't I show you?"
Van Housen took Jennifer through a series of corridors before finally reaching the equipment room. Sheriff Norris was in there testing out some of the weapons and armor.
Her fake father's eyes lit up. "Hey, honey. We really could've used some of this stuff back in Treasure."
Jennifer smiled. While she knew that her true father had died a hero's death, it wasn't bad to have a kind and thoughtful replacement. His superhuman abilities didn't hurt either.
"Tell me what we've got."
Van Housen seemed to take on the persona of a game show announcer revealing all the prizes a contestant had won. "To your left, you'll see the cloaking suit I have prepared for you and your father." He took a gun off of a rack on the wall. "This little piece of artillery will paralyze either a human or a dark soul. It's temporary, but effective." He riffled through a few more things. "We've got signal jammers, password decrypters, really everything you'll need to break into the White House and get your friend."
Jennifer raised an eyebrow. "I feel like we could figure out the armor and the guns, but all this decrypting stuff. The programming. How are we supposed to figure that out on our own?"
Van Housen beamed and took a suit of armor off another rack on the wall. "You won't have to figure it out alone. Because I'm coming with you."
The sheriff put up a hand. "We really appreciate your generosity, Van Housen, but you're one of the only people who has technology like this. If you don't make it through this mission—"
"I wouldn't have been in this mission if it weren't for Dhiraj. Besides, I'm a CEO, I know how to delegate. Everything here is going to be just fine with or without me."
Jennifer grinded her teeth. "It could be a suicide mission. Are you sure you want to take that chance?"
The German billionaire smiled as if death didn't stand a chance against him. "My dear civilians, you don't become a billionaire when you play things safe."
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Natalie clutched the sides of a cardboard box as she waited for the door in front of her to open. She'd battled some incredible foes in her life, but standing in front of this room in particular scared her more than most of those encounters. She swallowed once more as she propped the box up with one hand and knocked with the other.
A middle-aged woman with a sad resolve upon her face answered the knock. "Hello?"
Natalie gripped the box tighter. "Hello, Mrs. Conner. I'm Natalie, I dated your son before he..."
A hesitant smile formed on Mrs. Conner's lips. "Of course. Why don't you come in?"
Natalie nodded and entered the room. The dimensions were almost identical to her own. There was just enough space to sleep and live, but not for much else. She placed her box down on the small bed.
Mrs. Conner looked toward the meager cupboard. "Can I get you something, dear? I don't have much. I'm sure your unit is the same."
Natalie put up her hand. "I'm only here for a minute. I just wanted to talk to you before I left on a mission."
Mrs. Conner seemed disappointed, as if she'd hoped for a little more company. "Okay. Is there something I can do?"
Natalie wasn't sure how to proceed, so she blurted out the rehearsed words. "Your son died a hero, Mrs. Conner. He was trying to stop the General when he died."
Tears formed on the woman's face. "I had no idea. How did he die?"
Natalie hadn't planned going off script, but she knew that if she were a parent, she'd want to know too.
"He figured out that the General was pretending to be Ted before any of us. We didn't believe him, so he tried to stop him himself. The General was the one who killed him, but I think all of us could've done—"
Mrs. Conner shushed Natalie. "Don't go making yourself crazy over this. A bad person killed my son. He didn't talk about his love life much, but I knew you were taking him in the right direction. I thank you for that."
Natalie's throat tightened up. It was difficult to get the words out. "I brought you some things of his. Things I wasn't sure what to do with. I thought maybe you would—"
"That's so kind of you. I'll treasure this. Are you sure you have to go?"
Natalie rubbed her temple and nodded. "Unfortunately I do. But I asked the parents of everyone on the mission to come by and get some food with you. I hope that wasn't presumptuous."
Mrs. Connor wiped away some tears. "I've felt a little bit lonely. So, it means a lot to me. Thank you for everything."
When Travis's mom leaned in for a hug, Natalie didn't resist.
As Natalie closed the door to Mrs. Conner's room, she jumped back at the sight of Ted.
She gave him a push. "Damn it, Ted. You freaked me out."
He pursed his lips. "Sorry. I was just looking for you."
"I'm already coming on your stupid mission. Nobody needs to babysit me, okay?"
He put up his hands. "Fine, fine. Do you mind if I walk with you to the rendezvous point?"
"It's a free country. At least, I assume it's a free country. I don't exactly have citizenship yet."
Natalie walked fast enough to give Ted trouble keeping up.
Her ex was short of breath. "That was a nice thing you did back there."
Natalie huffed. "I guess your mind-reading game is back on point. Let's see how good you are."
Natalie pictured Ted's mom in a compromising sexual situation.
Ted recoiled. "Ugh! Okay, I'll stay out of your head."
Natalie couldn't help but laugh. "I've been wanting to try that ever since you figured out that power. I suppose that'll be the last thing I check off on my bucket list."
Ted frowned. "That's a little fatalistic. We've both made it this far."
Natalie turned the corner. She was glad they only had a few more hallways to go before the conversation would be over. "Look, Ted. It seems like everybody is trying to set us up."
Ted's awkward demeanor took over any semblance of confidence. "I don't— I'm not sure—"
"I am going with you to try to save Earth. We're probably all going to get killed doing it, and that's fine. If this turns into some kind of elaborate meet-cute, I'm just going to stay on whatever world we happen to be on when you make your move."
Ted's voice caught in his throat as he tried to collect his thoughts. "This is really the first I'm hearing of any of this. I'm just glad you're coming. Is that okay?"
Natalie looked at Ted as he attempted to figure out exactly how to maneuver his face through the situation. It was incredibly awkward and forced.
That's the man I fell in love with. As awkward as he is superpowered.
Natalie and Ted reached the rendezvous point, where almost everybody had already suited up for the journey.
Erica put on one of her gossipy looks she'd worn so much when her previous inhabitant had reigned supreme. "Nice of you two to join us. I hope you were having fun."
Natalie snatched a jet pack from Erica's grasp and began strapping it on. "That is enough out of you. Any more of this matchmaker stuff, and I'll put water in your fuel tank."
Doren laughed from the corner of the room. "Haven't you heard? These things run on water."
Natalie grunted. "Then I'll put fuel in it. Whatever."
Erica stood up straight. "Now that we're all here, let's go over some ground rules. We are headed to a world of the sky. There will be very few places to touch down because this species spends most of its time flying."
Doren cinched his own jet pack tighter. "We like to call them the angels. The image you got on Earth came from somewhere. We have a feeling someone made it to their world and back before putting it on paper."
Ted nudged Natalie. "Do you think any of them are guardians?"
Natalie ignored him. "Anything else we should know about these angels?"
Erica looked straight into her eyes. "They don't like visitors and they're handy with a sword."
Ted nudged Natalie again. "They sound more like devils to me."
Natalie walked toward the other side of the room. "Can I be on the other side of the formation from Ted? He's being too punny today."
Doren walked over and patted her on the back. "Don't worry, I'll keep an eye on your lover for you."
I knew this was going to be a bad idea.
Erica drew their attention. "Enough messing around. If we don't play this right, this journey is going to end on planet one."
Natalie nodded and Ted looked at a spot on the ground.
Erica pointed at the living soul. "Ted, you're up. Let's see what you can do."
Ted took one more look over at Natalie before putting his hands in front of him and creating a massive portal in an instant. This time, his powers were completely unencumbered, and the portal was easily large enough for the whole group to fit through.
Erica fired up her jet pack and the others followed suit. Natalie was the last to turn hers on, and she felt a rush from being lifted into the air. She stared straight ahead, avoiding Ted's eyes.
"Let's go find ourselves an army."
Erica called for the group to press forward, and through the portal they went.
Natalie could hardly believe how bright blue the sky was in a world that seemed absent of clouds. It was absolutely breathtaking. As Natalie watched her team's formation, she could see something in the distance. At first glance, it appeared to be a bird, but it quickly became apparent that no bird could fly that fast. The first angel came into view and quickly swiped its sword at Doren. He was fast enough to block the blow with a weapon of his own.
Erica shot a pointed glance at Ted. "You need to let us know when they're coming. How many of them are out there."
Three more angels flew toward them. Much like the fantasy of a teenage girl, the powerful-looking creatures were bare-chested and strong. But they didn't seem to be in the mood for any kind of angsty love.
Ted spun away from the outstretched sword of one of the angels. "I'm not sure. All I can tell you is that there's way more than four."
Natalie heard a sound from behind. The scream and swipe of a sword happened before she was even able to turn around. She felt the metal slice through her jet pack, and the rush she'd experienced from hovering in the air was quickly replaced by the lurch in her stomach. Whatever differences there were between this planet and Earth, gravity seemed to be on full display.
"Natalie!" Erica reached for her, but she wasn't fast enough.
The angel had made quick work of her machinery, and she began plummeting downward. As the air rushed past her face, Natalie could see what Ted had felt. Hundreds of angels were headed to kill them. And one of them may have already succeeded.
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Ted could sense Natalie falling the moment her jet pack became a hunk of useless metal. He reached for her with his mind and stopped her descent. He heard her come to a stop with a grunt as he saw exactly what she did. Hundreds of angels with swords at the ready were flying toward them. And diplomacy did not seem to be on their minds. There were about a dozen warriors for each of them, and Ted dove sideways to avoid a barrage of 12 swords swinging in his direction.
He did his best to shout high above the ground. "We come in peace! We're just here to talk!"
The angels who'd passed him by without gutting him turned around for a second attempt. Before they could reach him, he used his powers to bend their swords over. The angels gaped at the folded weapons, but they still attempted to assault Ted with them anyway. While he avoided most of the swings, one half-folded blade pierced through the outer layer of his clothing. If it had been just a little bit closer, he might've lost an arm.
"We want peace! Truce! Truce!"
If the angels heard him, they certainly weren't listening.
As the angels assigned to him tried their best to fix their weapons, Ted surveyed the rest of his team. Doren used blunt force with his weapons. Whenever an angel came close enough, he knocked the sword right out of their hand with a blade of his own. Ted could tell that if the light soul was interested in killing, he had the power to do so. To his left, Erica was faster than lightning. She easily avoided and disarmed the angels before they could get too close.
As the next attack came upon him, Ted spied a trio of angels moving straight toward the stranded Natalie. Adrenaline surged through his body as he screamed loud enough for everyone to hear. "Enough!"
The words on their own hadn't been nearly enough. Ted had crept into the minds of over 100 fighters and stopped them in their aerial tracks. With a wave of his hand, all the fighters let go of their swords. The blades fell from their hands and plummeted toward a ground Ted could only assume was far, far below.
One of the angels was close enough for Ted to touch, and he shared the same look of anger and helplessness as the others.
Ted looked him right in his piercing blue eyes. "We come here in peace. Do you understand?"
The angel's voice was as soft and sweet as he could imagine. "All who come through the portal are enemies to our people. The moment you cease your tricks, we will slice your throat."
Erica flew over to Ted. "This plan isn't going so well."
Ted sighed. "You're telling me. What do you think we should do?"
The angels squirmed underneath his control.
The proverbial light bulb seemed to appear over Erica's head. "You entered their minds. Now, you should let them enter yours."
It took Ted a second, but as soon as he understood, he let the angels in.
What followed was a near highlight reel of the last two years of Ted's life. He showed the dark souls attacking the diner and his fortunate ability to keep them at bay. He showed off the campaign rally in Philadelphia where dark soul versions of giant wolves and lizards tried to kill innocent people. Even he cringed when the General orchestrated the assassination of all the major leaders of Earth. He ended the replay with a bomb that exploded above Treasure, with it's obvious intent to kill him and everybody he loved.
He watched the faces of the angels in front of him. Their anger seemed to fade with each incident he showed them. He was pretty sure he even saw a tear form in one of the nearby angel's eyes.
Ted let his instinct reign and he let go of his mental control. The angels could now move freely as they pleased, but all of them seemed to stay put. When one of the angels finally broke stride, he flew slowly toward Ted and bowed his head low. "Any enemy of the dark souls is our friend."
Erica patted Ted on the back. "Good work. One down, countless worlds to go."
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Tears welled up in Jennifer's eyes as she gave Beth and Winny a parting group hug. After seeing just how happy her cousin had been after reuniting with her gal pal soul mate, Jennifer had convinced the two of them to stay put in Van Housen's secured fortress. She didn't want to take the chance that either of them would be separated again.
Beth wiped her likewise wet eyes with her sleeve. "You better find your rich Indian and bring him and my rich German back. No excuses."
Jennifer nodded and blinked back a few tears of her own. "Of course. That's what the bulletproof armor is for, right?"
Jennifer still felt a bit strange wearing the futuristic garb. She touched her padded midsection. The device was much lighter than she assumed it would be when Beth and Winny had demoed it the previous day. She had a feeling she was in third place on the "who wore it best" list, but she hoped that whatever happened, she wouldn't have to use it.
Winny put her hand on Jennifer's shoulder. "You guys are going to be fine. Let's just make sure the three of us and Erica can have a drink when you get back and all of this war is over. You'll drink with us?"
Jennifer could feel the stare from across the room. Having a sort of father with super hearing wasn't conducive to such rendezvous.
Jennifer did her best to give a subtle nod as they hugged one more time.
Jennifer opened the backdoor of an inconspicuous '90s sedan. She sat down in the less-than-comfortable back and waved as she, her father, and Van Housen drove off into the unknown.
The billionaire driver turned toward the back. "We should be pretty inconspicuous in here. The cloaking armor has a setting for casual dress. Click it over on the side."
She watched as the sheriff clicked the knob first. He went from space-age to barbecue attire in the blink of an eye.
She shook her head. "This is ridiculously cool. Do you have any prom dress settings?"
Van Housen smirked. "I'll have to put that in the new edition."
Jennifer found the knob on the side of her armor and turned it once. Gone was the red and silver armor. At least in appearance. Replacing it was a light turquoise shirt and jeans. She was surprised that the outfit worked so well. Even staring deeply into it didn't seem to reveal anything out of the ordinary about it.
After a long while, the car pulled off of the forest path and reached the highway. They weren't the only ones on the road, but Jennifer couldn't help but wonder how many potential motorists were imprisoned somewhere. Or dead. Or replaced.
She sensed Van Housen's eyes in the rearview mirror.
"We've got a few checkpoints to get past before we can get into DC. I've created fake identifications for all of you. I hope you don't mind that I made you father and daughter."
The sheriff turned and looked into her eyes. "I don't mind it if you don't."
She smiled and tried not to think of the man her father used to be. "We've already got the resemblance. What happens if they don't buy the fake IDs at the checkpoint?"
"And you should probably set your weapons to kill."
Jennifer's hand grazed the cloaked weapon by her side. Van Housen had created some pretty impressive laser guns. As far as she could tell, they would never run out of ammo as long as they were pressed against your body. As long as your body stayed alive.
Jennifer couldn't help but look at the cars and the motorists who passed them going the other direction. Each person she spotted sported the sullen face of a conquered nation. The guilt of a person who'd been involved in the war before anyone knew the truth set her heart aflame. She gritted her teeth at the faux pain.
The car reached a line of three vehicles waiting to be approved. Half a dozen dark souls were ready to kill anyone who crossed them at the checkpoint. They were blatantly armed in the daylight.
She could feel her breath starting to get heavy.
"It's normal to be scared." Van Housen attempted a smile. "Just don't look like you're plotting to infiltrate the White House or anything."
Jennifer didn't expect the laugh to erupt from her mouth. "I'll do my best."
As the car pulled up to the man in charge, Jennifer hoped beyond hope that if the dark souls had any people they were on the lookout for, it was Ted and Erica and no one else.
The man yawned as Van Housen rolled down the window. "IDs and papers."
The billionaire handed them over. "How are you today?"
The dark soul grunted his response as he looked through the documentation. "You don't have any weapons do you?"
Jennifer could feel her face growing warm, and she did everything she could internally to try to stuff it back down.
"Unless you count my daughter's fantastic singing voice as a weapon. I'd say we're clear." Sheriff Norris turned around with a wink at his sort-of-daughter.
The dark soul rolled his eyes. "Doesn't count. Though I'm sure your daughter is as special as everyone else." He passed the papers back through the open window. "Remember to get inside before curfew. You're free to go on."
Van Housen gave a little salute before rolling up the window and driving away.
Jennifer shook her head. "Sorry guys. I guess my poker face needs a little work."
Van Housen clicked his tongue. "Nonsense. You did fine. And you'll have plenty of practice when we get to the next one."
The trio made it through the last two checkpoints before driving into the city proper. Jennifer had been to DC once before for a school trip; this wasn't the city she remembered. The hustle and bustle of Capitol Hill was nowhere to be found. Cars drove slowly and people walked even slower. It's as if the entire city was filled with people trying not to draw attention to themselves. Even their clothes seemed drab as they kept their faces pointed toward the sidewalk.
Jennifer felt her stomach twist. "There are millions of people in captivity right now. And we're worried about one of them. How selfish does that make us?"
The billionaire raised an eyebrow. "I have a feeling that if their loved ones were trapped somewhere, they would fight for their freedom too."
Jennifer nodded as if she agreed, but deep down she wasn't sure. Were they actually doing what was best for the world?
Van Housen pulled the old sedan into a gas station. Jennifer tried not to gawk at the astronomically high prices. But she temporarily forgot that they were driving with a billionaire. He easily pulled out the cash necessary to pay for the transaction. Jennifer leaned on the trunk of the car as she tried to get a feel for what they were about to walk into. Every so often, her hand grazed the cloaked weapon by her side.
"Guys! You've got to come in here."
Jennifer and Van Housen both stopped what they were doing and ran in sync toward the inside of the station. Amidst the snack cakes and soda machines, there was a television turned to YNN. It took Jennifer less than a second to recognize the picture of her ex-boyfriend on the screen.
"Coming up after the commercial break, we've got Dhiraj Patel live from the White House. So stay tuned!"
Jennifer's throat tightened as she gripped the counter beside her with all her might.
"We're coming for you, Dollar. We're coming for you."
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Despite being a natural in front of the camera, Dhiraj couldn't help but sense his self-consciousness bubbling up. He supposed that since he usually said what was on his mind, he had no problem transmitting it to millions of people. It was only when he was about to lie through his teeth that he could sense the cameras upon him.
Rudy Bolger's puffy celebrity face appeared on the TV monitor to his left. "Dhiraj, my man. You are looking positively glowing. Are you doing a juice fast?"
As Dhiraj considered his gaunt cheeks, it seemed to him that Rudy had no issue with the world being taken over. He was just happy to be on TV. As long as the checks cleared, perhaps the TV personality didn't mind which species signed it.
Dhiraj tried his best to smile. "Something like that. How are things at the network?"
Dhiraj could see there were only 30 seconds or so left until they weren't live. Perhaps he could glean something from the little bit of time he had left.
Rudy smiled. Felt like way too much candy on Halloween night. "Same old, same old. A little more turnover than usual, but I guess that's what happens sometimes."
Dhiraj couldn't detect from Bolger's expression if any of that "turnover" was the result of the dark souls sticking their guns where they didn't belong.
Dhiraj raised an eyebrow. "You do any human interest pieces lately?"
Rudy rubbed at his forehead, careful not to smudge the expertly applied makeup. "We don't do those much anymore. Someone from on high said they weren't getting the ratings they used to."
Dhiraj took in exactly what he expected from the encounter. The General was in charge of the news, and he wasn't interested in getting peoples’ perspective.
Rudy snapped his fingers. "This is happening. I'll kill you like always. You're a pro, Patel. A real pro."
Dhiraj longed for the days when a compliment from the newscaster would leave him feeling high for weeks. Now he just felt dirty.
Rudy's polished grin filled up the monitor. "Approximately one month ago, my guest today changed the nation by sharing a conspiracy theory to end all conspiracy theories. He posed the question: What would you do if your president wasn't truly your president? What would you do if your hero was impersonated by a villain? 18-year-old billionaire in the making, Dhiraj Patel, joins us from the White House. Dhiraj, I'm so happy to see that you're alive and well."
Dhiraj had all of his talking points memorized, but that didn't mean he had any interest in saying them. "Of course I'm okay, Rudy. We are living in the greatest country in the world. And I am fortunate enough to be at the center of everything."
Rudy feigned surprise. "It surprises me to hear you say that, Dhiraj. After all, it was only a few weeks ago that you sounded like you were being captured after sharing some classified and off-the-wall information. Tell me honestly, are you safe?"
Dhiraj suppressed every instinct to cue the nation to his true condition. He knew even an attempt at Morse code with his eyebrows would get him killed. "I am 100% safe. I'm actually part of a counsel advising the president on the criminal activities of Ted Finley's doppelganger."
Rudy narrowed his eyebrows and scratched his head. "But I thought you said that the president had been killed and taken over by an imposter. Now you're saying that you're on the president's side and that the team who had been protecting Treasure for the last month is actually the bad guy? Clear this up for me and millions of viewers."
"When I was on your program just a month earlier, I was being controlled. My mind wasn't my own, and everything I said should be stricken from the record."
Rudy pretended to wipe some fearful sweat from his brow. "Phew! I am so relieved to hear you say that. So, all the curfews and the checkpoints—"
"Nothing but safety precautions to keep us protected under the watch of President Blake and Ted Finley." He felt the sweat trickle down the back of his neck. "My best friend in the world."
Shortly after the cameras stopped rolling, Dhiraj buried his face in his hands. He'd just walked back, replacing the truth with lies, in front of millions of people. And he'd done it all to stay alive for one more day.
He heard a familiar throat clearing and looked up to see the face of the General.
"I knew there was a reason I kept you alive. If you could go on national TV every couple of weeks and make that stump speech for me, it really would improve morale. You're doing a great service for—"
"For dark souls everywhere. I'm so glad to hear it."
The General laughed. "What an incredibly willing participant. I'm glad you're enjoying your dream job as PR man for the party in power."
Dhiraj narrowed his eyes. "The people will know the truth. No matter what I say, people are going to fight back."
The General's face turned sour in a hurry. "I'm not going to kill you today. But that doesn't mean you're safe. Besides, it's never nice to talk back to your best friend in the world."
As the General walked away, Dhiraj kept his ears open.
A fellow dark soul stepped up to the General's side and whispered. Fortunately for him, Dhiraj had gotten pretty adept at reading lips.
"We've discovered a settlement in the middle of rural Virginia. They've done a great job staying underground, but we're pretty sure we know a way in."
The General smiled. "Excellent work. If they're not willing to bend a knee, we'll chop them off. Get me some more intel so that we can keep this as quiet as possible."
Dhiraj now felt his palms grow sweaty. He did his best to keep the revelation off his face.
Dhiraj tapped his foot quickly against the ground for the millionth time, as he waited for the two minutes off camera and microphone that Kristen the dark soul would allow him. The moment she walked through the door, Dhiraj began talking. "What do you know about the settlement?"
Her eyes shot open. "How did you find out about—"
"Tell me everything."
Kristen closed the door behind her. "They're technologically advanced. That's why we haven't detected them until now. But they're so isolated, and the General is pretty sure they can take them out without anyone finding out about it."
Dhiraj shook his head. "I'm not gonna let that happen."
"What do you mean?"
Dhiraj stood up, put his hands on his sides. "Because we're going to escape. And we're not going to let one person from that settlement die on my watch."
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Erica sat between Ted and Natalie around a massive, ornate negotiating table. A dozen angels sat beside them with retracted wings and waited for their leader to arrive.
Ted appeared to be in awe of the surroundings. "I know you said they're not actually angels, but they're really taking this heaven motif to a whole new level."
Erica was pretty impressed by it herself. The white pillars and the pristine conditions of every room they'd walked through did make it feel like they'd reached the pinnacle of something.
Natalie scoffed. "If this was actual heaven, I'd wanna go to the other place. It's like Hollywood level of hotness here. Even the planet looks like gutter trash compared to your average angel."
Erica laughed. "I've never heard gutter trash used as a compliment before."
"You're welcome."
The angels sat perfectly still amidst the banter.
Erica eyed the doorway. "When the leader gets here, keep the chatter and the compliments to a minimum. This planet's leader is notorious for changing his mind on a whim."
Natalie leaned forward. "Don't worry, we have a backup plan."
"And what plan is that?"
Natalie's eyebrows danced. "We'll just have Ted sing 'Broken Wings' and the leader will be moved to give us an army."
Erica crossed her arms as the angelic leader finally graced them with his presence. While she assumed the king wasn't chosen by a beauty contest, he certainly might've won that kind of election. Like the rest of the species, he didn't seem to age must past his 30s, though Erica had to assume he lived for at least a millennium. The angel in charge took wide, gallant steps as he reached the only empty chair in the room and sat down.
Not that she was surprised, but the man sported the voice of an angel. "Please accept our dearest apologies for striking first and asking questions later. As you know, the dark souls can take on many forms, and we have to be prepared to kill anything that comes through a portal."
Ted nodded. "I understand. We all understand."
"When the dark souls first came to our world, they struck not with force but with espionage. They infiltrated the highest and lowest levels of our families, of our monarchy, and of our friends." He seemed to pause for effect. "To this day, many of us are still coping with the aftereffects of that war. As far as we know, no dark souls remain, but we're ready for the day they could come back."
Erica took a deep breath. "Our strongest condolences, your worship. We have seen that happen on many worlds, but that doesn't make your loss any less poignant. We come to you because the Earth has nearly been overrun. And the only chance of stopping the dark souls is to take the planet back by force."
The angel stood back up. Erica didn't take it as a good sign.
"We feel for your planet. The word of how they look upon creatures like us has not fallen upon dead ears. And yet, when we struggled with our own threat, where was our interplanetary army? Who stepped up to save us?"
Ted shrugged. "For what it's worth, I wasn't born yet."
A few of the angels laughed, but not their leader.
"I'm sorry we cannot help. This is your fight to win."
As the head angel began his path back towards the entrance, Erica watched Natalie stand up.
The leader stopped his exit and turned toward her.
"When a difficult terrible thing happens on your world, you're left with a choice, your highness."
She now had the leader's full attention. "And what choice is that, human?"
Natalie licked her lips. "You either never leave your home again or you fight to make sure it doesn't happen to anyone else. It's your choice."
The leader pondered this for what seemed like minutes. He made a gesture, and one of the other angels came to his side. "I want you to prepare 1,000 fighters for this war." He looked into Natalie's eyes. "For our war."
The angel by his side seemed flustered. "That's half of our forces. Are you sure you want to commit that many?"
"We've stayed at home long enough. It's time to learn to fly again."
Erica looked toward Natalie with her mouth gaping open.
The leader raised an eyebrow. "Yes, I know of your Earth music. Now if you'll excuse me." The angel stepped to the exit before turning back once more. "Go win this war."
Natalie let out a whoop and high fived Erica so hard, the protector wondered how long it would take her hand to heal. Ted look dumbfounded. "You did it. You recruited them."
"You doubted me?"
He grinned and took a step toward her. "You prove it to me every day. That I should never underestimate you."
Erica felt a momentary pang of sadness when she viewed the moment between the two of them. She quickly pressed it down and thought about their first victory. They would need many more to have any chance at beating the dark souls.
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Jennifer woke with a start on the starchy hotel mattress. Her forehead was clammy as she ran over the dream once more in her head. Except it wasn't a dream, she had seen Dhiraj alive on television. But nothing he said made sense. At least, it didn't make sense if he was still the Dhiraj she knew and loved. If Dhiraj was still human.
The mood was somber in the middle of the suite that Van Housen had once again paid for in cash. The sheriff and the billionaire were already up and eating cereal when Jennifer walked in. One look from the two of them clued her in that they were feeling exactly the same way that she was.
After tearing into an individual sized box of cereal for herself, she tried not to think about the inevitable conversation.
As usual, the garrulous billionaire was the one who brought it up first. "So, do we continue the mission? Do we assume that he's dead?"
The sheriff growled. "A little more delicately would've been nice."
Jennifer sighed. "There isn't any time for that, Dad. He's right. We need to determine if he's alive but coerced." She looked down into the table. "Or if he's one of them."
The sheriff put his arm around Jennifer. "But how are we going to tell?"
Van Housen pushed his bowl away. "Jennifer, you know him the best. From watching him on TV, would you say that it's him?"
She thought back to her several minutes of confused viewing at the gas station. After the initial shock had worn off, she looked deep into his eyes. She tried to remember every single frame.
"He seemed like himself. That doesn't mean it's definitely him."
The billionaire put his hands behind his head. "Then that begs the question. How sure do we have to be to infiltrate the White House? It was going to be a difficult mission before. If it turns out he's a dark soul, then all of us are surely dead."
The sheriff pulled his seat away from Jennifer's. "When you look at me, are there times that you know I'm a dark soul?"
Jennifer studied her faux father. While she knew it wasn't truly him, she understood the gravity of the question. If Erica hadn't been there that fateful day when he returned to her, would she have known otherwise?
She let out a slow, even breath. "Every so often, there's a way you contort your face that he never would have. There's a way you act or some words you say that couldn't be him. So I guess the answer is yes."
Van Housen wiped at the corner of his mouth with a napkin. "Did you have any of those moments when you watched Dhiraj yesterday?"
Jennifer bit her lip as she analyzed every moment of her memory. She compared the Dhiraj on the screen with the one in her heart. She hoped answering truthfully wouldn't doom them all.
"It's him. It's still him." She laid both palms down on the table. "And we need to save him."
Van Housen smiled. "Then the mission's back on. Get your things, we'll leave in 20."
Jennifer, the sheriff, and Van Housen spent the day in D.C. They'd wait until just before curfew to enter a tunnel Van Housen had discovered that would lead them straight into the president's domain. And if they were lucky, it would lead them to Dhiraj.
The city was eerie as the three of them went from Neal to Monument, attempting to blend in with a handful of tourists who made the trip that day. Only those who'd proven that they'd completely bought in to the General's lies were permitted to travel from state to state. While most citizens of D.C. seemed resigned to a world without hope, the fellow tourists were bubbly and laughing. Jennifer helped several couples take pictures with their phones. Their smiles were genuine. They were too deep into their lives to realize just what was happening in their world.
Approximately a half an hour before curfew, the trio stepped away from their group and reached the opening of the tunnel system. Using one of his many incredible devices, Van Housen lifted the covert opening with the strength of a thousand men.
Jennifer marveled at the powerful glove he'd used. "Things go back to the way they were, you could make a fortune with that thing."
He winked. "Maybe I'll let you guys have this one. I've already got my fortune."
As if on cue, Van Housen switched on his cloaking armor. All she could see was his disembodied head floating in the air. When he put on his helmet, the billionaire was gone.
"Put on your helmets and switch to night vision. You'll be able to see each other."
Jennifer complied and as soon as the machine whirred to life, she could see the sheriff and the billionaire. But she hoped that no one else could.
Jennifer and the others closed the entryway to the tunnel behind them. For two miles, they walked in nothing but pitch black. While they remained silent, the map of the tunnel system showed up in the top right corner of their visor. Jennifer could see that they were getting closer with every passing minute. After entering through a few additional gateways, all of which required Van Housen's powerful device, they reached an area where light once again trickled back in. After traveling another half mile, they spied two guards standing in front of the last door into the White House. It seemed Van Housen wasn't the only one who knew about the auxiliary way in.
In the low light, Jennifer could see the green night vision outline of the sheriff gesturing them to go in different directions. When she saw that his weapon was drawn, she opted to do the same. By design, the footfalls of the armor were whisper quiet. Jennifer crouched low when she'd reached her directed position. Her laser was trained right on the chest of the unsuspecting guard. Van Housen scaled part of the wall to reach the camera that could identify them. As he fiddled with the wires, Jennifer watched a pair of cutters fall from his hands. The moment the small metal object left the cloaking device, it came into view.
The sentry in front of the gateway to the White House turned toward the noise and fired his weapon. The sound echoed loudly through the chamber as two bullets slammed into Van Housen's armor. Jennifer ignored the falling billionaire as she unloaded her laser. Her first and second shots were true. The beams connected with the guard's chest, and he dropped to the ground. The sheriff's attack was similarly precise. The Dark Soul grunted as he too fell to the ground. As the sheriff ran over to disable their weapons, Jennifer sprinted to Van Housen's side. He pulled up the visor in his helmet.
The man cringed as Jennifer cradled his head. "Are you okay? Did the suit work?"
"Of course it works. Still hurt like hell, but it worked. Nice shooting, Tex."
"Thanks. Did the cameras catch us?"
Van Housen extended his hand, which featured a tangle of wires between his fingers. "As soon as I dropped the cutters, I just tore out the wires. Let's get out of here before they check on the downed feed."
Jennifer watched as the sheriff used his superhuman abilities to bend the guns out of shape. "We don't have much time before they come looking for these guys. We better figure out exactly where Dhiraj is and fast."
Jennifer's heart raced as she sheathed her weapon. "Let's go be good guys."
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Ted was absolutely exhausted. After the successful negotiation with the angels, Erica took him, Natalie, and the others on a whirlwind tour of multiple planets that could supplement their flying arsenal. After learning their lesson on the first trip, Ted made sure that the first thing he did upon entering each world was sharing their story with the locals directly into their brains. After a few no's in a row, Erica helped to convince three more nations to join them in their quest. After each successful negotiation, Ted created a portal large enough to send the soldiers to the Realm of Souls. Between the huge portals and the constant traveling, Ted felt as though he could barely keep his eyes open. When they reached the tenth planet of the trip, Ted collapsed to his knees the second he made it through the portal. Natalie hoisted the living soul to his feet. "No rest for the weary, superhero."
Ted put his arm on Natalie's for stability. "This has gotta be what running a marathon at 400 pounds feels like."
The mighty Doren stepped up to Ted's side. "I once used weights to do that. Didn't stop at 26 miles like you pansies on Earth do though."
Erica stepped forward and surveyed the planet. "Ted, do you remember where the center of town is?"
The living soul shook off the cobwebs and scanned the General's memories for guidance. "It should be right here. Where are all the people?"
The world around them was quiet. Far too quiet for a bustling civilization.
Ted's throat began to feel tight. "They survived. The General's memories are telling me they survived."
His breath began to quicken as he took off into the air.
He could barely hear Erica's voice calling after him. "Ted, wait!"
Ted zipped through the air, the wind brushing against his cheeks. He scanned the General's recollections and realized quickly that the town the dark souls had attempted to storm, was no longer there. When he saw something twinkling at him from the ground, Ted descended quickly. The thing that had caught his eye was the corner of what used to be a wall. He searched his brain and discovered that what he was looking at used to be the largest building in town. It had been left in ruins.
Ted put his hand to his forehead. "They killed 'em. I—I killed them."
Ted went down to one knee and grabbed a handful of dirt. He threw it hard against what remained of an entire civilization.
Ted pounded his fists into the ground. "I led an army here and I killed them." He could feel his hand and knuckles grow raw until someone in a jet pack landed beside him. Natalie grabbed Ted's wrist before he could punch his bloody hand into the ground once again.
She tightened her grip. "All right, punchy. You're going to tell me what the hell is going on?"
Ted's throat felt dry. "They survived the attack but they didn't live through the aftermath. Whatever it was I did, it killed them."
Natalie squinted. "You weren't around when this happened, Ted. The General did this."
The living soul shook his head. "I may not have been her for this race. But I did kill people."
Natalie took Ted's other wrist. "But it wasn't you. Redican once controlled my mind and tried to get me to kill you. Doesn't mean I feel guilty about it."
Ted slumped down closer to the ground. "I still see their faces, Nat. I may have saved Razellia and Vella, but I killed dozens before that. Whatever good nature I had didn't stop me."
Erica flew down from the sky with her jet pack and landed beside them. "What's happening?"
Natalie raised an eyebrow. "Fearless leader is having a breakdown."
Ted looked back over at the corner of what once was a massive feat of achievement. "I'm not having a breakdown. I'll be fine. I just wish the General hadn't made me like him. That he hadn't made me ruthless."
Erica frowned when she looked down at his bloody hand. "The world is only going to go on if we save it. More people are going to die if we stop this plan. We have faith in you."
Natalie rolled her eyes. "It's irritating but it's true. Your stupid plan is going to work, but you have to stop letting things that weren't your fault make you crazy."
Ted nodded as he looked up at two of the most important women in his life. "Okay. I'll try."
As Ted and the others camped for the night, he let the thoughts of the broken civilization leave him as he fell asleep. When his eyes opened, he saw himself back on Earth. In fact, he walked down the reconstructed main street of Treasure. Whatever buildings had been destroyed when he and Erica escaped the town were now back the way they'd always been. When he noticed the cheers, he realized that he was in the midst of some kind of parade. He felt his hand squeezed as he greeted members of the crowd. There were many faces he couldn't place, but he saw Sheriff Norris. He was standing there happy with his arm around Jennifer, as if they were somehow whole again. There were plenty of other faces he recognized as well. Sandra the waitress, Mr. Farraday the drama teacher, and even the President of the United States. Blake leaned in as he gripped Ted's hand. "You did it. Thank you for returning us to where we truly belong."
Ted had no hesitation when he spoke. "I can barely take credit at all." He gestured down and noticed a small shirtless boy beside him. He almost looked as though he'd been plucked straight from the jungle.
Ted released his hand from Blake's grasp and instead took the boy's. "We never could have done this without you. Thank you."
The little boy's beaming smile was still on Ted's mind when he woke.
Ted stormed into Erica's tent, in which it looked like she'd been up for hours plotting their next course of action.
"I dreamed something."
Erica barely paid him any attention. "Was this the one about the strippers?"
Ted let out a huff. "I knew I never should've told you about that one, but I'm talking about something prophetic."
Erica looked up briefly. "What'd you dream?"
"Okay, so it was kind of vague, but it seemed like some magical shirtless boy found some way to stop the war."
Erica sighed. "I'm not sure that's much to go on."
"I'm telling you. Whatever it was this kid could do, President Blake said I put everybody back where they belonged." Erica got up from what she was doing and put her hands on Ted's shoulders. "President Blake is dead. He's been taken over by a Dark Soul, and there's no way to reverse that. Whatever this dream you had, it's not gonna be very productive."
She turned away and went back to her planning. "So you're telling me not every dream is a prophecy?"
"If every dream was a prophecy, you would've met those strippers, now wouldn't you have?"
The living soul shook his head. "I guess you're right. Sorry to bother you."
Erica nodded and dove back into her work.
As Ted walked out of her tent and back into the desolate wasteland, he thought over the dream once more. He committed every single detail to memory.
He took a deep breath. "I think she's wrong. If I can find some way to end this war with the help of one person, I'll risk everything to do it."
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Jennifer attempted to catch her breath as she and her father kept up a quick pace through the corridors to the White House. Despite Van Housen's assertions that the gunfire hadn’t wounded him, he was definitely the one slowing down the pack. Jennifer wasn’t sure how long it would take the General to find out about his fallen guards, but she knew the billionaire’s pace wasn’t fast enough.
This is going to work. We’re going to find Dhiraj, and we’re going to get out of here. It just has to.
After what seemed like forever, the trio finally reached the end point on Van Housen’s map. The displays in the top right-hand corner of their visors even blinked a pleasant green in response. The billionaire nearly collapsed, and might have if it wasn’t for the sheriff’s quick reflexes.
“Van Housen! Are you going to make it?” Sheriff Norris brought him up to standing. “This is kind of a three-person operation.”
The billionaire breathed heavily and removed the device from his backpack. “They don’t tell you how much getting shot hurts, even if you are a bulletproof.” He pulled a cord from the contraption and attached it into a metal control panel on the wall. “This should be all we need to get us in."
Jennifer stretched out her leg. “Should be?”
Van Housen pressed a few buttons, which lit up a display on his handheld device. “If more things were certain, there’d be a lot more billionaires.”
Jennifer peered over at the device, which seemed to be working as indicated by a progress bar that slowly ticked from left to right. She glanced back in the direction they came from.
Still nothing at all. Unless they know we're coming.
When the progress bar reached the far-right side of the device, there was nothing but silence. The hair on Jennifer's neck stood straight up.
Sheriff Norris tapped his foot. "Van Housen?"
"Wait for it."
Jennifer waited. And waited. And waited.
As soon as she was about to speak, light flooded the room as the door in front of them opened. She turned off her night vision censor and welcomed the incandescent glow.
Sheriff Norris patted the billionaire on the shoulder. "Never doubted you for a second. Now let's go find Dhiraj."
"I'm beaming his coordinates into your displays. If we can stay cloaked, get to him, and get back. Maybe we'll have a shot at actually pulling this off."
Jennifer nodded and stepped forward into the White House. She could hardly believe that she'd gone from playing field hockey and running the yearbook to sneaking into one of the most guarded buildings in the country. The map finished loading and the display came up of Dhiraj's position. In the cavernous building, she supposed they were lucky her ex-boyfriend was only a mile away.
Her chest warmed with a sense of hope. "Here we go."
A part of Jennifer wished she could stop and marvel at the nearly 300-year-old interior of the building. There were portraits and artwork that might have astounded her if she'd had the time to take them in. But she kept putting one foot in front of the other as they progress forward toward their goal. When they came upon a crossroads of two perpendicular hallways, Sheriff Norris put up his hand. The three of them stayed silent and motionless as a few employees walked by. Jennifer had no idea if these were dark souls or just dedicated employees who'd hitch their wagon to the wrong president. After the two workers passed, Sheriff Norris waved them on. The moment that Jennifer and Van Housen walked beyond the archway, an unexpected gate came out of nowhere, splitting their party up. As it latched shut, Jennifer turned and pounded on the thick wood. While Van Housen was next to her, her father was on the other side.
"Dad!"
Despite their cloaking devices keeping them out of view, gunfire shot through the room in their direction. Jennifer dove to her right under an antique table. Van Housen crouched awkwardly in the corner. He was a sitting duck. The moment the billionaire drew and fired his weapon, the four Secret Servicemen unloaded their magazines. Jennifer covered her mouth to prevent herself from screaming as the bullets slammed into the billionaire one after the other. She heard him groan and then choked as she saw the cloaking device break and the bullets penetrate the man's neck. Blood spurted out onto the light blue carpet.
Jennifer clenched her teeth and drew her weapon. She knew she wouldn't have much time before they found her. With four well-placed blasts from her device, she landed kill shots on the four soldiers in the General's army. As they dropped, Jennifer ran from her hiding position to Van Housen. She brought her hand up to his wound, but it was far too late to stop the bleeding.
"Stay with me, Van Housen. We need to stick together!"
As she pulled up the visor from the billionaire's helmet, she saw his eyes completely glazed over. He didn't make it.
Jennifer wiped her bloody hand on the wall as she pointed her weapon at the gate that had surprised them. She screamed with fury as she shot several holes into the blockade. She ignored the heat as her hand gripped through the hole and pushed the gate open.
She saw her father almost immediately. He too had taken enough gunfire for his cloaking to shut down, but despite several wounds on his arms and legs, the sheriff kept on fighting. About a dozen Secret Service men lay on the ground, but from the footfalls Jennifer could hear, she knew about another dozen were on the way. She made quick work with a well-placed shot and took out the last man in the room. Sheriff Norris collapsed to one knee and looked up at Jennifer. "I'm sorry. We tried."
Jennifer sniffled. She pulled down her visor tried to wipe more of Van Housen's blood on the wall. "It's not over. We can still get to him."
"Actually, Miss Norris. I would say things are more than over."
Jennifer knew the voice, but she also knew two people who sported it. Unfortunately for them, the person who walked forward looked like Ted, spoke like Ted, but he certainly wasn't a hero.
The General stepped forward with another dozen guards. The sheriff dropped his weapon to the ground, but Jennifer pointed hers directly between the General's eyes. She didn't mind the sensation of a dozen weapons pointed at her direction. "I'll do it. Don't think I won't do it."
The General's smile was more than unsettling. "If there is one thing I learned from sleeping with the enemy, it's that none of you should be underestimated. Humans with hope are a very dangerous breed."
With the cue to his right, one of the Secret Service men fired his weapon. The gunshot blasted through the air and slammed into the head of Sheriff Norris. Jennifer let her weapon fall from her fingers as she knelt down beside her dead father for the second time. Tears streamed down her face and she removed the helmet completely. It clattered to the ground as she held the sheriff's hand in her own. "You're a monster. And monsters don't rule for long."
She reached back for her weapon, but the Secret Service men were ready. A barrage of bullets slammed into the protective armor in front of her chest and abdomen. While none of them penetrated, they burned and stung and sent her flying back. The cloaking armor let out a low hum as it failed. She tried to catch her breath and get up. But three of the guards quickly ran over to her. One kicked away the weapon, while the other two pointed their guns at her head.
The General walked into view, and Jennifer's hatred boiled over.
She spit toward him. "Humanity will live and you will die."
The General's grin was ear to ear. "You know, Van Housen's loss is a global tragedy. As a Medal of Honor winner, your father's death is something we should all mourn over." Ted's doppelganger gave another cue to one of his guards. "But when you die, it won't matter in the slightest."
Jennifer heard the click of a weapon and she closed her eyes tight.
I'm sorry, Dhiraj. I'm sorry about everything.
The weapon discharged loudly and then there was nothing but silence and the dark.
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Natalie woke up hating herself for what seemed like the 30th consecutive day. As was common in all of those days, she woke with the thought of Travis on her mind. She could see the image of him lying next to her. It was transposed over the scene of his dead body in the school gymnasium. She breathed in the stale air of the tent. "Damn it, Travis."
She got dressed and exited out into the wasteland of a fallen civilization. "What a happy place. It's a shame I didn't bring my camera."
She saw Erica and the gathered forces discussing their next plan. She stepped into the back of the conversation and eavesdropped.
Erica spoke proudly. "Because of your hard work, we've been able to recruit more than enough members to our aerial assault. Good work, team."
Most of them clapped, but Doren nudged Natalie in the side. "Is it really a good thing if we got less than half of the worlds we went to join up with us?"
Natalie shrugged. "On our world, three out of 10 gets you into the Hall of Fame."
Doren gave a sideways glance. "And the Hall of Fame is a good thing?"
Natalie laughed. "Yeah, it's a pretty good thing."
Erica cleared her throat, as if to stop the chattering in the back of the pack. "Our next mission is to start recruiting our navy. Ted has given us a few leads on some worlds we can check out. We're a third of the way there, everybody. That brings us one step closer to bringing the General down."
As the applause continued, Doren leaned toward Natalie once again. "Did you have a chance of being in the Hall of Fame?"
Natalie nodded. "Yeah. Maybe if we don't die I'll still have a shot."
Natalie kept an eye on Ted through the next three worlds they traveled to. A planet of pirates lent a few hundred warships, though the powerful living soul got a little seasick during the negotiations. On another world, a race of incredible underwater breathing assassins joined their ranks. As was the case in the aerial worlds, Ted created a portal large enough to bring the new forces to the Realm of Souls. Natalie wondered exactly how they were feeding all of these troops, but she figured at the least, Mrs. Finley would get some cookies ready for them.
As the last water assassin went through the portal, Erica turned toward Ted.
"What's next?"
Ted looked down at his feet before glancing back up at Erica. "Actually, I was thinking maybe we could check out that dream I had."
Erica shook her head. "No, we stick to the plan. What's the next water planet on your list?"
Ted sighed. As Natalie peered into his eyes, she could tell that whatever he was dreaming about, he wasn't going to let it go easy.
"Fine. The last one I have here is a group of primitive creatures with a fin and a tail instead of legs."
Natalie's mouth opened wide. "Are you talking about—"
"Mermen. They don't call themselves that, but they're essentially mermen."
Natalie patted Doren on the back. "Don't worry, I'm sure they'll have a few mermaids for you guys."
Doren shrugged. "Either way. I'm equal opportunity."
Before Natalie could dive deeper into that topic of conversation, Ted cleared his throat. "There's a reason the dark souls weren't able to take them down. Aside from them being incredible fighters, they're also resistant to mind control. That means I'm not gonna be able to share my story like I've done in these other worlds."
Erica rubbed at her chin and she appeared to think. "I think we can risk it. If they're a primitive culture, we'll just show off some of your fireworks and hope that they follow us."
Ted used his hands to close up one portal and open up another one just big enough for their group. "I just wanted to warn you guys. If they're angry, this could be a short trip."
Erica nodded her understanding as she gestured the team toward the portal. "Let's go hang out with some mermen."
The members of the team fired up their jet packs and flew into a world covered in water.
As Natalie smelled the salty air, she noticed something in the clean and watery world. Everything seemed perfectly calm there. She didn't see any mermen or any creatures whatsoever, but somehow the world still felt somehow inviting. And to Natalie, that meant she knew something was wrong.
As she flew her jet pack towards Ted and Erica, she saw something rippling in the water in the distance.
Erica seemed to be all business as she spoke to Ted. "Tell me more about these chicken of the sea."
"They all work as a collective. They don't really have any leaders, though they do worship some gods. The dark soul army tried to play on that a little bit, but they weren't really able to get into the society."
Natalie watched the ripple in the sea come closer and closer. "Guys, I have a bad feeling about this."
Erica gave a hint of a glance in Natalie's direction. "It's going to be fine. Maybe you're just getting seasick like Ted."
Natalie stared at the approaching movement. "Something's weird about this world. You can listen to me or go about your business."
The movement in the water stopped, and a creature slowly ascended out of the water. Just as Ted had mentioned, the merman had the top half of a humanoid creature and the bottom half of a fish. Much like the angels, he was also dead sexy.
"Greetings! Explain yourselves."
Erica gave Ted a pat on the back. "That's your cue."
Ted sighed and flew forward. "Hello! First of all, we come in peace."
The merman nodded. "He said you would tell us that."
Ted shifted uncomfortably. "Okay. Well, we do come in peace. Much like your world, ours was assaulted by the dark souls. We were hoping that you might consider joining up with us to stop this threat once and for all."
The sea creature took in the words slowly. "He also told us you would say that."
Ted turned back to Erica. "This is really strange. They don't have one leader. It's a cooperative."
The merman rose higher in the water. "It has been decided by the god of the sky that you are now prisoners of ours. Come with us so that we may see just how high a price you fetch."
Natalie watched the water ripple once again as hundreds of mermen and mermaids rose to the surface. They carried spears and pointed the weapons in their direction.
When Doren and the other team members raised their weapons, Natalie gestured for them to withdraw. Erica gestured for them to stand down. "If it's what the god of the sky wants, it's what the god of the sky gets. Let's see what he has to say about our proposal."
The chief merman grinned. "He will be very pleased. Follow us."
The sea creatures ducked down and all headed in the same direction.
Natalie grumbled. "Let's just all keep in mind that when I say I have a bad feeling about things, we may end up the property of some strange deity."
Erica gave Natalie a death stare. "Duly noted. Come on, everybody, let's see how much they wanna sell us for."
The protector waved the team forward as they flew toward an uncertain future.





19
Dhiraj scribbled in the margins of a book he knew the General and his men would never open up. Unless of course, they had some interest in low-money-down real estate. Kristen, the guard, had helped him to work out a time in the middle of the night when the cameras would go down for an entire hour. This was his opportunity to do something about the upcoming attack on the Virginia settlement. This was his opportunity to no longer be a captive or a talking head. He refused to stay down much longer.
Dhiraj wasn't sure if there'd been any national fallout from his retraction, but he hoped the damage had already been done a month ago. He wondered if Jennifer had seen the broadcast. He didn't know if she'd ever consider trusting him again. Dhiraj continued to plot out the escape in the margins as the door to his cell opened.
Kristen had switched shifts in order to be there when the cameras went dark. She stood there with a smile on her face. "I'm going with you."
Dhiraj shut his book. "How much time do we have?"
She raised an eyebrow. "We're up to five minutes."
Dhiraj shook his head. "It's too dangerous. It's easier for one person to travel than two."
"I'm a dark soul, Dhiraj. You know, super strength and speed. Your mouth moves fast, but the rest of you, pretty slow."
Dhiraj sighed. "I know you're right, but it's really helpful to have someone on the inside. We don't really know what's going to happen in the next couple of months. If you stay here, we might have a chance of infiltrating."
Kristen stepped forward. "I don't want to be here anymore. Just like you, I want to stop pretending. None of you deserve this."
Dhiraj moved over on the bed to accommodate the turncoat dark soul.
She joined him. "Besides, wouldn't it be nice if while you were trying to stop this attack, you had a bit of knowledge on the inner workings of the General's plan?"
Dhiraj looked to Kristen and back toward the door. "Okay. You can be there to bust down doors and stuff."
Kristen smiled and took his hand. "This way we can stay together."
Dhiraj let Kristen's hand linger for a moment before pulling his away. "You know that my heart's with someone else, right?"
Kristen nodded. "I know. I'm sorry."
Dhiraj sighed. "If she'll even have me back. I did kind of betray the cause on national TV."
Kristen's eyes twinkled. "She'll know that you only did it because you had to. We all have to make sacrifices." She stood up and walked back to the door. "I can't wait to join you in all of this. The General has made too many people suffer."
Dhiraj tried to keep the images of that suffering at bay. "Thank you. I'll see you in about eight hours."
Kristen smiled once more before exiting.
Dhiraj let out a sigh of relief. "You still got it, Dhiraj. Maybe too much sometimes."
The captive went back to his book and planned and ran through the escape in his mind. As cameras went down and a diversion took place on the east end of the building, he and Kristen would head west. There was an old service elevator that was rarely used. If they could get to it before the guards caught wind of the plan, they wouldn't be far off from freedom. Dhiraj knew that the real challenge would come after they'd escaped. He had absolutely no clue how they'd reach the settlement in time to warn the potential victims. He wished his stack of books came with a primer on hot-wiring a vehicle.
As Dhiraj unsuccessfully tried to sleep, he pictured the early days of the super heroic startup.
"I was so concerned how we were going to make money off of Ted, I never considered the consequences. I helped to break apart our world. All I got was a few hundred k in the bank. None of which I can access or invest right now. This whole thing is as much my fault as it is the dark souls."
As his pity party raged on well into the night, he never expected the doors to open at 3 AM. Dhiraj jumped in his bed as another body was tossed through the doorway. The doors closed as quickly as they'd opened, and Dhiraj examined the bruised and battered body of a girl on the floor.
Dhiraj hopped off the mattress and put his fingers on the girl's neck. She remained face down as he felt her pulse. "She's alive."
He turned her over, and his heart felt like it had just been shocked with jumper cables. The girl in his cell wasn't just anybody. It was Jennifer Norris.
Dhiraj couldn't stop the tears from streaming out of his eyes as he looked down at the most beautiful face he'd ever seen. "You found me. You found me. And now we're going to get out of this together."
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While Ted knew he was a prisoner of whoever this god of the sky was, he couldn't help but take in the beautiful scenery that pervaded his every view. As the mermen swam in a parallel pool, he and his team walked through a breathtaking corridor of blues and greens. The walls shimmered as they went past, and Ted could barely believe just how amazing the place felt. He knew right away there was nothing like it on Earth and maybe nowhere like it in the multiverse.
Several of the mermen toward the back continued to sport their spears, and Erica and Natalie flanked his side.
Natalie let out a light cough. "I expected more sea creatures with instruments down here. Maybe a little red talking crab with a Jamaican accent?"
Ted smiled. "They do say it's better down where it's wetter."
Erica shushed them. "Can you two not take anything seriously? We are prisoners on a strange world."
Natalie's eyebrows danced. "As long as the god of the sky isn't Ursula, we should probably be okay."
Erica groaned as they reached the edge of the platform and walked into a massive throne room with a ceiling that seemed to stretch up stories into the sky.
Ted looked to his right at the lead merman. "You built all of this for your god of the sky?"
The sea creature nodded. "We had to build a temple worthy of he who came from the heavens."
Ted whispered to Erica. "None of this had happened when the dark souls came here. This must have been extremely recent."
Erica nodded. "We're not exactly working with an updated database here."
Ted and the others continued to step forward as the room became even shinier and more ornate. It was as if the sea creatures had gathered the most beautiful objects of the sea and placed them all in one room. All as homage to their god of the sky.
Ted looked to Natalie. "Are you getting anymore feelings about this?"
Natalie sighed. "Now you want my opinion? I think it's going to be worse than Ursula."
When the platform ended at a moat that surrounded the throne, Ted and the others ceased their walking. While the massive chair itself was empty, Ted could feel something familiar in the area behind the throne.
"I never expected to see you again."
A voice he'd never forget echoed through the chamber. His eyes immediately shot to Erica.
Erica looked dumbfounded. "I thought you said he was dead."
Ted couldn't find the words to form a response as the supposed god of the sky came into view. The first portal the living soul had ever created was the only way he would escape death by samurai.
Yoshi stepped into the light. "Kikuchiyo. Living soul. Welcome to your final resting place."
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Dhiraj wasn't quite sure how much time had gone by when Jennifer opened her eyes. She sprang to life and let out a small scream as she turned from side to side.
"The General! He's got a gun! He killed Dad! He killed Dad."
"Jen, it's me. It's okay." Dhiraj attempted to touch her back to comfort her, but it only spooked his fellow prisoner more.
She pushed away from him and got to her feet. "Where am I? What's happening?"
Dhiraj stood up. "Jen. You found me."
As if she had just come back into herself, Jennifer looked upon Dhiraj with new eyes. "Is that really you?"
Dhiraj blinked back tears. "It's me. And I'm so glad to see you."
As if she'd forgotten all of the torture and the pain, Jennifer walked over and placed her lips on his. Dhiraj wasn't sure if heaven existed, but at that moment it certainly felt like it. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. He could hardly believe this was happening.
Jennifer pulled away first. "I'm sorry, but I need to know for sure. Can you show me if you have any dark soul tattoos?"
Dhiraj nodded. "Of course! Of course." While it made him feel a little self-conscious, he pulled up his shirt and rolled up his sleeves to show no marks.
Jennifer nodded. "I still feel like I can't be sure. The General might've changed you before he breached the treaty."
Dhiraj put his hand to Jennifer's cheek. "Look into my eyes and tell me what you see."
Jennifer did. Dhiraj could hardly keep up the eye contact. The most beautiful girl he'd ever seen. Eventually, her eyes softened and she pulled Dhiraj in for a hug. "It's you. I know that it's you."
Dhiraj felt himself melt into Jennifer's arms. "I can't believe you're here. You said somebody got killed."
Dhiraj could feel the heavy sobs come from Jennifer's chest.
"I was here with Van Housen and my dad. My dad is dead again."
The news hit Dhiraj hard. It was almost enough to pull him from Jennifer's embrace, but he had to keep her close. She'd been one of the only things keeping him sane, and now that she was here, he never wanted to let her go.
As Jennifer settled over the next few hours, she told Dhiraj everything that had happened. While he'd gotten most information secondhand, now he could confirm for sure that the real Ted had saved Treasure. She told him that his parents were alive and well and safe in the Realm of Souls. The last bit of information intrigued Dhiraj the most.
"He's building an army. And you were kind of the one who came up with the idea." He kissed her on the top of the head. "Brilliant!"
Jennifer shook her head. "Someone who was really brilliant probably wouldn't get two people killed in order to get herself captured."
Dhiraj put his hand under her chin and lifted up her face. "You came for me. That's all that really matters."
She sniffled and shook her head. "I don't know. I don't know."
Dhiraj took her by the shoulders. "Look, we could sit here and beat ourselves up and more. Heck, I was doing that before you showed up here. We have a chance to stop the General from killing more people. All we have to do is get out of here and stop the next attack."
Jennifer nodded and looked deep into his eyes. "Okay. It was nearly impossible to get in here. How do you expect to get out?"
Dhiraj gave a sly smile. "It's been a while since you've seen me, so you may have forgotten—I always have a plan."
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Erica could hardly believe her eyes at the sight of the samurai on the throne. While she'd heard everything secondhand, she knew that Yoshi had betrayed not only them, but the entire light soul cause. And all of it had been because of ambition.
She folded her arms. "Such a pleasure to see you again. Have you scammed your way into the hearts of another species since we last met?"
Yoshi's stoic smile was barely a hint above neutral, but she could tell the supposed god of the sky was enjoying every moment on top.
He gestured to the mermen who bore spears. "Leave us. I'm not concerned with these prisoners. They need us."
The lead merman hesitated before he led the school of fishmen out of the throne room.
Yoshi crossed his legs and leaned back in the seat of power. "I bet you're wondering how I got here."
Erica looked over at Ted. He seemed more surprised than angry. "Not especially. But I have a feeling you're going to tell us anyway. Perhaps before you try to kill us."
Yoshi relaxed deeper into his seat of leadership. "I have no need to harm you. My followers could've speared you through the heart in a matter of moments. I was the one who chose to bring you here in one piece."
Doren grumbled. "Can we kill him now? This guy's starting to make me angry."
Erica held up a hand. "Tell your story, traitor. I'm sure this is going to be interesting."
While Yoshi's expressions remained muted, he seemed as though he'd been wanting to tell this story to someone for quite some time. "When the living soul sent me through the portal, I resigned myself to death. I fell through the sky and expected to land on rock or soil and die a warrior's death. Obviously, a higher power had something in mind."
Natalie smirked. "For you to become god of the fish?"
"I hit water. And while I was unconscious, the creatures of this land didn't see a fallen samurai. They assumed I was a god sent from the heavens above. I have the General to thank for them being so fearful of what might come next. They wanted a sign, and the living soul inadvertently gave it to them."
Ted shifted uncomfortably. "You're welcome?"
Yoshi let out a sharp chuckle. "When I came to, I was already their leader. They crafted this incredible cavern for me. And now here I am today to hear your proposal."
Erica looked at Yoshi and then at Ted. "Can you take over his mind so we'll be done with this before dinner?"
Ted snapped to attention and focused his gaze on Yoshi. His face scrunched up hard as he appeared to be aiming for the former samurai's mind. He let out a grunt before falling to one knee.
He looked up at Erica. "There's something blocking me. I can't get in there."
Yoshi stood up. "It's not actually the creatures themselves that are resistant to your powers, living soul. It's the food they eat. When I realized this, I made sure to supplement my daily diet."
Doren stepped forward and put his hand on his sword. "Now can we kill him? Patience went away a long time ago."
Erica shook her head. "You said you'd hear our proposal. We propose you send some of your warriors to the Realm of Souls. With your help, we can end this war once and for all."
Yoshi put his hands together and bowed. "Proposal denied." His voice grew louder. "Guards! Take them to their prison." This time his smile took over the room. "It truly was a pleasure to see you again."
As the mermen with spears streamed into the room, Doren took another step toward the throne, but Erica stopped him. "We'll have our opportunity. Let's take this as a chance to cool our heels."
Doren glared in her direction before taking his hand off the hilt of his sword. "As long as you know I don't like this."
"Duly noted."
The guards led Erica and her team to a makeshift prison. The walls were nearly as beautiful as they were in Yoshi's throne room, but the one difference here was that the entire platform of solid blue was surrounded by water. Three mermen patrolled the area around their prison.
Ted sat Indian style on the floor. "We have the ships and the underwater assassins. I could portal us out of here and we could cut our losses."
Natalie and several of the other crewmembers nodded. "It would save us from wasting any more time here. Though I have to admit, I haven't minded looking at the bare-chested mermen. A real perk of being in this mission."
Erica paced. "We'll lose those ships and the assassins in the first two attacks. We just don't have enough of them. The mermen were going to be the bulk of our navy."
Ted swirled his fingers and the smallest bit of a portal began to form. "The best laid plans often go awry. Should we go?"
Erica called out to one of the guards. "I'd like an audience with the god of the sky!"
The merman acknowledged her and swam out of the enclosed area.
Doren huffed. "Not a great plan to be there one-on-one with him, chief. You sure you don't want backup?"
Erica saw the guard swimming back toward them. As he lifted himself out of the water, he turned his back toward her as if to offer a piggyback ride.
She smiled. "Don't worry. We're old friends. He probably won't stab me in the back twice."
Despite protestations from Ted and Natalie, Erica hopped on the back of the merman and sped away from the prison.
Yoshi was sitting down to dinner when Erica arrived. As he'd mentioned, there was a large serving of some sort of glowing seaweed on his plate. She wondered if the stuff would come in handy during the war.
The samurai gestured across from him. "Please. Sit. I'm anxious to hear how you plan to convince me."
She sat and stared into his eyes. "First of all, you owe me after your betrayal. I saved your life back in Japan, and all you did was try to end mine."
He took a forkful of seaweed into his mouth and chewed. "This isn't about favors or what one of us owes the other. I felt as though you owed me a shot at being the living soul. You didn't give it, so I tried to take it. And though it didn't work out, I'd say I got what I deserved."
Erica knew that the elders of Yoshi's community would stab him for such blasphemy. "Are you truly happy here? You're a warrior and now you've settled down. I think that seaweed may have also put on a few pounds while you've been lethargic on the throne."
Yoshi's face turned serious for a moment before he chuckled once again. "I suppose I have gotten out of fighting shape a bit. Maybe you're right, but I still don't think it's a compelling enough argument for me to put my people at risk for your war."
Erica stood and shook her head. "This used to be our war."
"Priorities change. What makes your thousand-year war different from a century ago?"
Erica leaned in. "You're not the least bit intrigued by an army filled with species throughout the universe? Does a warrior like yourself really not want to be a part of it?"
Yoshi seemed intrigued by the idea for a moment. "It is tempting. But I can't just give you these soldiers."
She smirked. "Name your price. I have a feeling we can work out something." Yoshi smiled an unsettling smile.
Erica watched the rest of her team gather in the throne room. She hadn't told them the price they'd have to pay to get the water support they needed. Most of them seemed hopeful, though Doren looked like he wanted to slice the samurai's head off.
Yoshi was back seated calmly on his throne. "Your fearless leader has a proposal for me. I have graciously accepted it."
Ted gave an uneasy look toward Erica. "What were the terms? What are we losing here?"
Erica ignored him and stepped forward. "I challenge you to one-on-one combat. A member of my team versus a member of your team."
Yoshi grinned. "I accept."
The team erupted into arguments. But Erica kept looking forward. "I choose you, god of the sky. I challenge you."
Yoshi bowed and stood. "And I choose the human."
Ted walked to the base of the throne. "You're going to regret this choice."
The samurai chuckled again. "Not you, living soul. I choose the human. I believe you call her Natalie."
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Dhiraj was just a few steps in front of Jennifer as they walked in handcuffs down the White House hallway. Kristen led them forward, telling everyone they passed by that she was bringing the prisoners to the General. Of course, no such meeting was scheduled, and whenever Dhiraj passed a clock, he counted down the minutes until their plan would go into action.
As they turned the corner, the three of them were alone momentarily.
Kristen spoke under her breath. "I'm not sure this is a good idea. Your girlfriend is limping."
Dhiraj glanced back to see that Jennifer indeed was dragging her right foot a bit. Dhiraj wished they'd had the opportunity to assault the Secret Service men who'd attacked her and the sheriff.
He kept his voice low as well. "The three of us go together or none of us go. It's the only way this is going to work."
Jennifer coughed. He knew she wasn't in the best condition to move, but this could be their only opportunity to escape.
Jennifer's voice sounded a bit hoarse. "And who are you again exactly?"
Kristen gave a sharp laugh. "I was the one keeping Dhiraj alive in here. You're the one who broke up with him and hid in a bubble for a month right?"
Jennifer mumbled something under her breath.
Dhiraj would've put up both hands if he could, though the handcuffs prevented him from doing so. "Ladies, ladies. There's enough Dhiraj to go around."
That got Kristen and Jennifer's ire at exactly the same moment. Dhiraj felt his face grow hot. "I'm kidding. Of course I'm kidding."
Jennifer shook her head. "We could leave without him."
Kristen snickered. "The thought had crossed my mind."
Dhiraj ignored the tightening of his stomach as he realized they were only a short distance away from the secret door out. Using the clock in his head, he realized they were only a minute or two from the cameras and coms shutting down completely. There was only one problem. Right in front of their way out were three guards. And all of them looked straight into Dhiraj's eyes.
Like the pro she was, Kristen took things in stride. "Gentlemen. You hear about the protestors trying to get in on the east side?"
The largest of the three guards smiled. "I think we have enough men over there to handle it. But can a little lady like you handle these two prisoners?"
Kristen smiled. "You handle your equipment and I'll handle mine."
Kristen continued to walk past as the fellow guard grabbed her arm. Dhiraj felt his pulse begin to race.
"You think I'm not on to you? I've seen the extra time you've spent in his cell. You having a little human fling on the side?"
Dhiraj's eyes darted back between Kristen and the guard. He wasn't sure what to do.
Kristen put her fingers around the guard's hand and pried him off of her. "I should've known you were jealous. The way you were looking at him."
Before the guard could respond to his chuckling coworkers and Kristen's retort, the lights flickered for a moment before going dark. Auxiliary power kicked on a set of dim lights that barely illuminated the hall.
The guard's forehead wrinkled. "What the hell?"
Kristen twisted the man's arm against the joint. He yelped in pain until she brought her boot onto his neck. He fell hard to the ground. Dhiraj and Jennifer easily pulled off the unlocked handcuffs. As one of the guards drew his weapon, Jennifer surprisingly sprang into action. She kicked away one gun with incredible force and used the handcuffs like brass knuckles to the head of the third guard. Kristen helped to finish them off with a powerful set of punches that left them unconscious.
She pressed a few buttons on a keypad and the secret door slid open. "Maybe you will be good to have around."
Jennifer raised an eyebrow. "I appreciate the compliment."
Dhiraj ushered the two of them through the door. "I'm glad you two are getting along so well. Now let's get out of here before more of them come."
The door shut behind them as the trio moved quickly through the corridor. While the lights were out, Kristen's high-powered flashlight lit the way. Dhiraj felt himself tiring as they turned down what seemed like an endless number of corridors. As his chest heaved, he was surprised to see Kristen stop at the junction of two hallways. She handed the flashlight to Jennifer. "I hear more guards coming this way. But don't worry I have a plan for this." She removed what looked like a small device with a little red button in the center. "Just keep heading straight that way and you'll get out. There's a car with the engine running for you. You should have enough time to get out before the garage closes."
Dhiraj put up a hand. "Wait. What do you mean backup plan? You're coming with us."
Jennifer grabbed his shoulder. "No she's not. We've got to go."
Dhiraj felt his chest continue to constrict. "No. What are you doing with that?"
Kristen smiled. "It's been great knowing you. Do everything you can to stop the General. I have faith in you."
Dhiraj tried to stand his ground, but Jennifer was surprisingly strong pulling him to his feet and dragging him away.
Dhiraj shook his head. "No! Stop!"
The sound of several guards came from the way they'd escaped.
Kristen gave a small wave. "Goodbye, Dhiraj."
When Dhiraj saw Kirsten hit the detonator, his legs finally got the idea to start moving. The explosion erupted behind them, and Jennifer and Dhiraj barely made it out in time. The sound shorted out Dhiraj's eardrums as the ceiling started collapsing behind them. When they were clear of the blast, Dhiraj looked back for Kristen. But all he saw was rubble piled high to the ceiling. She'd blocked off anyone from pursuing the escapees.
Jennifer took Dhiraj's hand. "She wasn't so bad after all. We need to go."
He took a deep breath. "It isn't fair. None of this has been fair."
"The settlement isn't going to save itself, Dhiraj. Are you ready?"
Dhiraj knew Jennifer was right, but he sent up a silent prayer to whatever god might be listening that Kristen would survive.
"All right. But I'm driving."
She smiled. "Let's see who gets there first." The two of them took off toward the garage and their next stop toward freedom.
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After he got over the initial shock, Ted stepped between Yoshi's throne and Natalie.
His heart raced. "Absolutely not. Challenge me! I volunteer."
Natalie grabbed Ted's arm. "This isn't the Hunger Games, you dolt. He picked me."
"That doesn't mean we have to accept. We are not pitting you against a freaking samurai so that we can get some mermaids to blow up the General's ships."
Yoshi seemed to be enjoying this quite thoroughly from his high vantage point. "If you don't have my trained warriors at your side, I have a feeling the other water worlds won't join your ranks either. Without us, your navy is pathetic."
Erica shook her head. "This wasn't the deal we discussed, Yoshi."
The god of the sky met her eyes. "This is exactly what we discussed. One-on-one combat for the use of my army. It's not my fault you thought that I would challenge you or the living soul. We can make the fight as fair as you want, but the fight is going to be against her."
Ted floated high into the air until he was completely level with Yoshi. The mermen didn't hesitate with three of them chucking their spears in his direction. Ted easily used his mind to freeze the weapons in midair. The sea creatures gasped at the alarming sight.
"I'll do it."
Ted released the weapons, which clattered to the ground beside his teammates. "No you won't!"
Natalie glared at the living soul. "We fight to submission, not death. If I win, you give us your full army. You recruit your allies to join our side. And, you'll be the one to lead them into battle. If you win, we leave you alone as king of the fish."
Yoshi bowed. "I accept your fair terms. The duel begins tomorrow at daybreak. I would get some sleep if I were you."
Yoshi hopped off his throne and landed on the back of one of his guards. He looked almost majestic as the creature swam away, carrying his leader with him. Ted remained in the air as he focused his frustration on Natalie. "This isn't exactly a high percentage play. You really want to go one-on-one with a guy who's trained all his life to fight? And if you lose, do you really think he'll let you live?"
Natalie put her hands on her hips. "You're saying you don't trust me?"
"Not trusting you and you setting yourself up to fail are two different things."
Erica sighed. "It's not the hand I would have chosen, but it's the hand we've been dealt."
Natalie turned her ire toward the protector. "We're trying to win a war here, people. I didn't even want to be on this mission. And now that I have a chance to secure us a freaking navy to take down the General, who you two more or less let take over Earth, I think it's a worthy cause."
Doren backed up Natalie. "This human has fire. She wouldn't be my last choice for battle."
Natalie turned and raised an eyebrow. "I appreciate the almost confidence, Doren."
"Don't mention it."
Ted returned to the ground beside Natalie and looked into the eyes he'd stared into hundreds of times before. "I know you're strong. I know you have a bit of a death wish right now. I just don't want to see you get killed."
Natalie's look was one of frustration. "If I am going to die, it should be for the cause."
With that, she stormed out of the throne room, two mermen flanking her as she exited.
Ted walked over to Erica. "There's no way we can let this happen."
Erica pursed her lips. "You can't protect somebody if they don't want to be protected, Ted. The best thing we can do now is support Natalie and make sure she has every chance of winning this thing. Are you on board with that?"
Ted grumbled and looked down at his feet. "Fine. But I don't have to be happy about it."
Doren snorted. "You are the whiniest superhero I have ever met."
Ted gave him the stink eye as he left the room, using his powers to tie Doren's laces together as he exited.
Ted found Natalie alone in a training room Yoshi had given her to prepare in. There were a variety of weapons lining a rack near the front door. Natalie held a long bow-staff in her hands and spun it around. It was as if she was trying to get used to the weight of it as she moved. Unsurprisingly, she looked like an expert even after handling it for just a few minutes.
Ted watched his ex-girlfriend move through the room like a rehearsed ballet dancer. Every movement was precise. Every strike of the staff would be potentially deadly in the right place. She seemed to notice him the moment he walked in, but she remained silent as she swung the staff through the room.
After a few too many moments of staring, Ted spoke up. "I'm sorry."
Natalie let one end of the staff slam into the ground. The noise echoed throughout the chamber. She looked bothered at his presence. "Is this just a blanket apology for all past transgressions? Or are you actually sorry about something?"
Ted laughed to himself. "I suppose there's a lot of things I could be sorry about. I'm sorry we broke up because I was still hung up on Erica. I'm sorry I got you trapped on another planet and let you get tortured and separated. Sorry I agreed to a deal with a madman who put everyone we love in danger. I guess a blanket apology wouldn't really cover all of that."
Natalie grabbed another staff off the weapon rack and tossed it to Ted. He caught it in his left hand.
"While you're apologizing for all the crap you put me through, how about we spar a little?"
Ted nodded and got into a ready position. Natalie came at him with a scream, and he barely put up his weapon in time. She was far too fast for him if he was left to his own devices, but his powers made him just quick enough to survive the onslaught. He blocked a flurry of six quick blows and braced himself as Natalie pushed her staff into his.
"Do you remember when you just got your powers? And you used them to beat me in basketball?"
Ted pushed his staff off of hers and flipped backwards high into the air. He landed softly and brought the staff back up to an attack position. "I remember you fouling me. You weren't a big fan of losing."
Natalie winked. "I still don't like losing."
Natalie threw the staff like a javelin. With the wooden staff headed for his face, he used his powers to block it. As it froze in midair, Natalie ripped it from his mental grasp and swung it like a baseball bat into his back. Ted fell forward but pressed his hands into the ground to donkey kick into Natalie's legs. As she fell, Ted wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted his hips onto hers. She attempted to slam the staff into his chest, but Ted caught it. There they were, Ted on top of Natalie with the staff pushed between them.
Ted could feel himself warming to both the heat of battle and being so close to the woman he loved.
He gritted his teeth as he pushed the staff toward her. "So, what are you going to do if Yoshi gets you in this position?"
Natalie stuck out her tongue for just a second as she used her hips and the staff to roll Ted sideways. It took only a second for her to gain the upper hand on top of him.
She smiled. "Something like that. But I have a feeling he won't stop to banter like you do."
Ted took the staff and Natalie's hips back in the other direction giving him the momentary control. "Samurai aren't known for banter." Ted ripped the staff from Natalie's hands and flung it to the side. Now it was just the two of them lying on the ground. Natalie put up her forearms as if to block an oncoming strike. Instead, the living soul moved his hands up Natalie's forearms until his fingers reached hers. As if it were instinct, the two of them interlocked their digits and their hands clasped. Ted wasn't sure how long they silently held hands, but he wondered if there was a way to freeze time in just this moment.
Natalie let out a deep breath. "I have a feeling Yoshi isn't going to hold my hand."
Ted tightened his grip. "I think you're probably right about that."
Natalie was the first to pull away, moving her hands to Ted's chest. "This probably isn't a good idea."
He nodded and looked away before turning back. "I know it isn't. But if the end of the world is possibly on it's way, maybe good ideas and bad ideas don't matter anymore."
Natalie chuckled and worked her way out from under Ted. She sat by his side and continued to laugh.
Ted looked at her intently. "What? What are you laughing about?"
"It's nothing. I think your game has gotten a little better since you became a superhero." She punched him hard in the arm. "Thanks for sparring with me."
Ted used his powers to make the pain from the forming bruise dissipate. He and Natalie stood up in sync.
He looked toward the two fallen staffs. "Yoshi gets a little too caught up in himself sometimes. If he thinks he has an easy fight, he'll leave himself open to counterattack. Play opossum then strike. That's how you're going to win."
Natalie nodded. "Thanks. I won't let you down."
"Never have."
Ted used his powers to place both staffs back on the rack. "Never will."
Ted's instincts told him to grab Natalie. They told him to put his hands on her lower back and pull her close. They told him to ignore his inhibitions and kiss her deeply. But Ted resisted his instincts. Instead, he walked to the doorway and paused there. "I'll go get Doren. He's been looking to fight somebody ever since we met the angels."
"Thanks, Ted. Should be a fun fight."
He sighed as he thought about his instincts once more. "Let's hope."
Ted walked out of the room and hoped that he'd have another chance to show Natalie how he felt.
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Natalie stepped into the arena, which was sort of a reverse Sea World. There was a platform for her and Yoshi in the middle, but everything else surrounding it was water. Natalie saw Ted and the others standing on a small dock the mermen had brought out for them. But aside from her small cheering section, this was definitely an away game. The mermen and mermaids that looked on cheered for their god of the sky when he arrived on the platform. Erica was right that the samurai had put on a few pounds since his fighting days, but he still looked to be in better shape than 99% of the middle-aged men she knew. Yoshi had agreed to Natalie's terms of using staffs as the only weapons. She figured that would severely decrease her chances of being stabbed to death.
I think I'd much prefer a bludgeoning death. Seems like a very mean streets way to go.
As Natalie held the staff tightly in her hands, she watched Yoshi step up to the center of the square. The moment he raised his staff high, loud cheers echoed throughout the chamber.
Natalie could barely hear herself think, but that didn't stop Ted from sharing his thoughts telepathically.
“I know you'll never walk away from this, but if you tell me to do it, I'll transport us out of here. Together.”
Natalie looked out to Ted and the rest of the team and gave a thumbs-up. She wasn't sure if Yoshi had taught the mermaids how to boo or if they had learned it all on their own, but the jeers made Natalie feel right at home in a battle of wills. Natalie stepped forward until she was just a few feet away from the samurai. Yoshi put his staff forward to touch hers. "It's still not too late. You could leave with your life and your friends. We don't have to fight if you don't want to."
Natalie pressed her staff forward into his. "Leaving without getting what we came for would be dishonorable. Though I have a feeling you've forgotten what honor is at this point."
Yoshi smiled and turned back toward the crowd. "Let the fight begin!"
The crowd cheered once more and chanted Yoshi's name as he made the first move. His quick series of swings was faster than anything Doren or Ted could provide in the sparring room. But Natalie's quick reflexes kept her from taking a staff to the face. She blocked a barrage of high swings and leapt twice over swings toward her ankles. The samurai looked a bit frustrated that none of his attacks had hit. "You're faster than I expected."
Natalie smirked. "And here I thought you weren't going to banter."
Yoshi spun the staff in his hands a few times and came in for another attack. This series of strikes was even faster than the last one, but Natalie continued to back up and play defense. When she felt herself get close to the edge of the platform, Yoshi ran toward her. Rather than move backwards and take a swim, Natalie rolled to the side and used her staff like a pool cue into the samurai's crotch. When Yoshi bent over Natalie cracked the samurai just under the chin. He grunted in pain as he rolled himself backwards and out of harm's way. Yoshi's chest appeared to heave as he got his staff back into fighting position.
Maybe he is out of shape after all.
He came running for her once more, but now he was even faster than the last few times. She tried to bring up her staff quickly enough, but now the samurai had gone into turbo mode. She took a blow to the side of the head and one to the stomach before backing away. Her ears rang as the pain spread through her body. Natalie ignored her eardrums and focused on Yoshi's shoulders. When he came in for another barrage, she telegraphed his every move. She blocked a dozen strikes before Yoshi pressed his staff into hers and breathed heavily. "You're a much stronger opponent than I imagined."
As their staffs locked, Natalie could feel something coming.
"And you're already sweating off some of that seaweed weight."
Yoshi pushed his staff high in an attempt to open up Natalie's body to a kick. As he swung his foot, Natalie let go of her staff and caught the samurai's ankle. She twisted it against the joint and the samurai went down in pain. Natalie took the opportunity to swing her foot for his crotch once more. As he ducked over to protect himself, she grabbed her staff once again and slammed him hard in the face. The samurai groaned in response and Natalie stepped back from the fallen god. The room was silent aside from the cheering of her friends.
She turned toward Ted, and just at that moment, she heard him enter her mind.
“Watch out!”
Natalie felt a slice across her ankle before she saw Yoshi's hidden dagger. But Natalie had felt the stinging pain of a stab wound before. Rather than react to the attack, she whipped the staff into Yoshi's wrist. The dagger slid off the platform and into the water. After Yoshi kicked up, Natalie threw the staff to the ground.
She adjusted her jaw and crouched down. "No more weapons. Come at me, bro."
Yoshi was faster than ever with his fists, but even he seemed to know that his endurance was coming to an end. He gave it everything he had, but Natalie deflected every blow. When he wound up for a shot to her head, the former basketball all-star caught his fist and promptly broke the bones in his hand.
Yoshi screamed in agony.
She pushed him down to the ground and gave him a kick in the stomach. "I'm tired of losing. So give me my damn army."
Yoshi got to one knee but bowed his head low. "My army is yours. As long as you can get me a stiff drink."
Natalie smiled and raised her hands high in the air. At first the mermen were confused, but after watching her celebrate for a few seconds, their jeers turned into rapturous applause. Natalie hadn't just won their services, she'd won their admiration too.
She sent a thought Ted's way. “It's time for you to stop doubting me.”
Ted sent a thought back. “Never again, Nat. Never again.”
Natalie soaked up the cheers of the crowd and took a headfirst dive into the water to cool off.
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Dhiraj felt an emptiness in his chest when he and Jennifer pulled out of the garage and toward freedom. He wasn't sure how Kristen had done it, but the reformed dark soul had somehow kept the cavalry from following after them. He was on edge as the nondescript four door pulled out of Washington DC proper and drove toward the settlement.
Jennifer had a concerned look on her face as she turned to her right. "I think she was always planning to do this. I doubt the explosives were a backup."
Dhiraj stayed face forward in the passenger seat. "I know. That's what pisses me off. It's so weird how these dark souls treat life and death. If they aren't willing to sacrifice themselves for the General, they'll do it for some turncoat schmo on TV."
Jennifer pulled onto the near vacant highway. "You did the right thing, Dhiraj. You weren't going to help the cause by making the General kill you over principle."
Dhiraj looked in the rearview mirror. He was still amazed that there weren't a fleet of vehicles behind them, ready to take them out.
"Maybe we should talk about something else. So this settlement is where Van Housen had been hiding out?"
Jennifer nodded. Her hands tightened around the steering wheel. "Beth and Winny are there. With the billionaire dead, who knows how organized they'll be."
Dhiraj put his hand on hers. "The first step of any good CEO is to have a plan of succession. They'll be ready, as long as we can give them enough advance notice."
Jennifer sighed. "I hope you're right."
Dhiraj's stomach felt strange from the first vehicular motion in over a month. He kept his eyes trained on the horizon, attempting to keep any embarrassing sickness at bay. It was odd seeing the world as it was now: full of fear and vacant of gridlock. He wondered just how many people were holed up in their homes waiting for either the war or the world to end.
Jennifer pulled the car onto a slightly trodden path of grass.
Dhiraj gripped the handhold above him and willed his stomach to settle. "Are you sure this is right?"
Jennifer's glare forward intensified. "I sure as hell hope so."
Dhiraj tried to think of anything to talk about besides the bumping of the decidedly not four-wheel-drive vehicle. "How do you think Ted is doing with his army?"
"I'm sure they're fine."
"Does he talk at all about his time as the General? Is he coping with all of that?"
Jennifer spared a quick glance in his direction before turning back toward the road. "How do any of us cope with this stuff? A team of 20 psychiatrists couldn't figure out a treatment plan for all the crap we've been through. I think Erica and Natalie will do a pretty good job keeping him from the loony bin."
Dhiraj thought back to the first time he met the sensitive, nerdy superhero-to-be. Ted wasn't exactly what he'd call resilient for most of his adolescence. But he imagined that when the light souls picked the teen out of anybody else in Treasure, they had to have a feeling that he could handle the responsibility.
The car lurched to a stop in front of a chain link fence. Jennifer quickly opened the door as Dhiraj eased himself back onto solid, nonmoving land.
Dhiraj put his hand near the chain link and listened for any kind of humming. "Doesn't seem electrified or anything."
Jennifer waved Dhiraj over. "Think I see a little opening down a ways."
Dhiraj gingerly walked toward her as they both zeroed in on the small hole in the fence. Dhiraj crouched down. "I don't think either of us can fit through that."
Jennifer gripped the fence tightly and pulled back with what seemed like all her might. Incredibly, she tore the fence a new one. The metal bent toward them and within seconds, there was just enough room for the two of them to fit through.
Dhiraj's eyes widened. "Holy crap, Jen. You spend all your time trapped in that bubble in the weight room?"
She raised an eyebrow. "You calling me bulky?"
He laughed. "I don't think bulky is the right word. Perpetually impressive might be better. Ladies first."
As the two of them snuck through, a sound in the distance caught Dhiraj's ear. It only took a moment for him to realize with dread what the noise was.
"Helicopters. Are we too late?"
Jennifer only answered by breaking into a jog. Dhiraj did his best to keep up as they spied the aerial vehicles landing just outside the entrance to the settlement. They watched dark souls pour out of the copters and Dhiraj and Jennifer hid in some nearby bushes.
Dhiraj clenched his fists as he watched the armed soldiers ready their weapons. "I'm not going to let this happen anymore. I know we've got no chance, but we are going to stop them from killing a single human. Are you with me?"
Jen let out a deep breath. "Till the end. Let's go figure out how to kill some bad guys."
"Ladies first?"
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Ted was on bandage patrol as he helped Natalie stitch up her leg. It reminded him of years ago when he would help his then-girlfriend remedy her in-game wounds. He'd seen a lot of blood since then.
Natalie gritted her teeth as Ted applied some ointment to the slice on her ankle.
He looked up at her. "How'd you do that? I know you're incredible, but it's still amazing that you beat him."
Natalie met his eyes. "I'm glad you had so much faith in me." She peered off into the distance at what used to be their prison cell. "I had a choice. I was either going to die or I was going to win. If he'd cut my throat instead of my leg, we probably wouldn't be having this conversation."
Ted continued to dab at the bloody mark and he finished by tightening a bandage around what would likely be another scar. "I feel like the only time I had that killer instinct was when I was an actual killer."
Ted attempted to stuff away the faces of the dark souls he'd executed before he realized the truth. He tried but failed to keep their images at bay.
Natalie touched the side of Ted's face. "You're not a killer. You are a hero who had someone else's mind jacked into yours for a few weeks. Let's just focus on undoing some of the things that bastard did to us."
He nodded. "I know you're right. I'll figure out how to suppress it."
Natalie withdrew her hand. "Talk about it as much as you need to. No need to give you another complex to go along with your God complex."
He chuckled. "I would say it's a mild superiority complex. Not so much a God one."
"Six of one, half a dozen of the other." She looked toward the entrance. "Looks like break time is over."
Ted turned behind him and saw Erica walking in all business as usual.
"I think she's going to make it, nurse. You ready for the next stop?"
Ted stood and straightened his back. He was surprised that not sleeping on a real bed for the last couple of planets hadn't thoroughly wrecked him. "Are we almost done?"
She smirked. "We'll keep working on the navy. Then we've got one stop for the army and it's time to put your plan into action."
Ted warmed up the mental muscles required to make a portal. "Let's make sure to get a few souvenirs this time."
The next few visits went better than Ted could have hoped for. While it wasn't his favorite provision of the trips, having Yoshi and a few of his mermen along the way certainly seemed to help things along. The samurai and his creatures described the threat in a way fellow underwater species could understand. A few worlds and portals later, and their navy had grown to hundreds of ships and thousands of soldiers. Throughout the worlds they visited, Ted was glad to have Natalie and Erica by his side. But there was something nagging at the back of his head. When he went down for a night's rest, it all came to the front of his consciousness.
As Ted slept, his mind brought him once again to the streets of Treasure. He shook the same hands that he'd shaken before and basked in the normalcy of a world returned to the way it used to be. As he stood next to the little shirtless boy, he was surprised to hear him speak.
"Why haven't you come for me yet?"
Ted searched for the words. "Erica says that you're not important enough. She thinks you're just me trying to come up with some subconscious solution that doesn't really exist."
The little boy smiled, as if wisdom pervaded his every thought. "Your protector has done incredible things in this war. You would be dead without her."
"Ain't that the truth. But you're saying I should—"
"I was meant to end this war, living soul. Just as my grandfather saved us from the enemy, you and I have the opportunity to save every world imaginable."
Ted looked to the crowd of parade onlookers. He was surprised when his eyes focused on Erica LaPlante. But there was something different. The girl had her arms around Beth and Winny. She was laughing uproariously and having the time of her life. She wasn't the protector, Ted realized. Whatever the boy could do had even sent her back into a normal world.
He smiled at the thought of everything going back the way it was. "Where do I find you?"
The boy smiled back. "The next portal you create will take you to me. I'll see you soon."
Ted awoke with renewed purpose. He quietly opened up his tent and walked softly until he felt he was far enough from the camp to stay unnoticed. He wasn't quite sure how he knew the boy's words would be the truth, but as he pictured the portal's destination in his mind, he could see a land unlike any he'd ever laid eyes upon. Somehow, the boy was showing him the way.
"You're about to do something incredibly stupid aren't you?"
Ted jumped and turned around. Natalie was looking right at him.
"Maybe I am. Are you going to tell on me?"
Natalie rolled her eyes. "This isn't fourth grade, Ted. You may only barely be an adult, but I think you can make your own decisions. If you think chasing after this dream is the right thing, I'm not going to stand in your way." She seemed to think for an extra second. "But if Erica is going to blame me for this, I'm going to be pretty pissed off at you."
He sighed as he looked at her. He knew that staying on his current path could be the best thing for the war. It might also be his best chance for possible redemption with Natalie. "You can tell her I punched you?"
Natalie snorted and opened her arms wide. "Come here and hug me before you maybe get yourself killed."
Ted wrapped his arms around Natalie's waist and squeezed. The hug lingered, but neither of them seemed to mind.
Ted pulled away and tried to save this event in his memory forever. "I'm going to get the weapon to end this war."
Natalie grinned. "I have no idea why, but I believe you, Ted Finley."
While it was nearly impossible to tear himself away from her, Ted felt his hands working and before he knew it there was a portal to an unknown realm before them.
He turned and turned toward Natalie, starting to backup into the gateway. "I wish I had something clever to say like you always seem to."
"Tell it to me when you get back."
The living soul nodded as he strode backwards through the flickering portal.
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Dhiraj and Jennifer watched as two-dozen soldiers filed out of the helicopters and ran toward the settlement's entrance.
Dhiraj focused on one of the two copters. He noticed that the only person inside was the pilot.
"Now or never."
The duo kept low to the ground as they ran toward the copter. Somehow, the soldiers were so focused on their objective, they didn't see the two of them.
As they reached the copter, Dhiraj adopted his trademark Indian accent. "Excuse me, sir? I was wondering if you needed a drink or perhaps a mango lassi?"
As the pilot pulled out his weapon, Jennifer opened the front-most door of the copter and grabbed the armed man's wrist. Not expecting the two-front attack, Jennifer easily wrenched the weapon from his hand and punched the dark soul right between the eyes. Dhiraj marveled as he saw the pilot slump over.
Dhiraj pulled the magazine out of the gun and tossed them into the back of the copter. "You cannot believe how incredibly sexy it is to see you do that."
Jennifer grinned. "You know how to fly this thing?"
Dhiraj pulled the pilot from his seat and strapped in. "There's a first time for everything." As Dhiraj flipped on the controls, the whirring of the blades above gave him encouragement that he might be able to pull this off, at least until he accidentally triggered the copter's alarm system.
The sound was all-encompassing as he watched the dark souls turn toward the copter and draw their weapons.
Dhiraj's stomach sank until he saw Jennifer step back toward a massive machine gun located at the side of the copter.
"Shoot at everything! Do something!"
Jennifer complied, firing the noisy weapon straight ahead. The bullets came out rapidly and slammed into the side of the neighboring copter. After a few seconds of gunfire, the other copter exploded in a fiery blast. Dhiraj pumped his fist in the air as Jennifer turned the weapon's ire toward the dark souls. The soldiers fired back toward the copter, but fortunately for Dhiraj and Jennifer, the glass was bulletproof. Only one of the two groups firing were immune to the weapons. Dhiraj tuned out the irritating alarm as his ex-girlfriend scattered the attackers. By the time the gun was out of bullets, the helicopter's alarm had cued the settlers' own defenses. From seemingly out of nowhere, laser blasts shot through the air. It took him a second to realize that this was the cloaking technology Jennifer had told him about. The remaining dark souls fell, and the victory was theirs. The humans in the settlement turned off their cloaking devices and raised their hands in the air for a cheer. Dhiraj felt something he hadn't experienced in over 30 days. It was accomplishment. He'd set out to stop the invasion and now he'd done it.
By the time he'd figured out how to turn off the alarm, Beth and Winny and some of the other settlers had exited their protective underground lair. Jennifer, her cousin, and Beth shared a hug, though he knew it was bittersweet. Van Housen's death was a tragedy for them all.
As Dhiraj figured out the radio on the helicopter, he spoke words from his heart. "Good work, everybody. I'm sorry that I had to use lies to keep myself alive this last week. But now that we're back together, there's nothing that can stop us."
The humans cheered and clapped because the prisoner had finally made it back to his people. But the celebration was short-lived.
While the alarm was no longer sounding, Dhiraj could still hear a sound off in the distance. He stepped out of the helicopter and to Jennifer's side.
She shook her head. "It's not fair. Can't we win something for at least five seconds?"
Dhiraj wished that her dream of a win could come true. But the sky was now full of planes that appeared to be bombers. And he watched the hatch of one such jet open, revealing the missile that would likely end their lives.
"Damn it. Damn it all."
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Erica woke to the feeling of purpose that had driven her the last couple of weeks. She could hardly even remember the hopelessness that had forced her to give in to the instincts of her previous inhabitant. It was almost as if she was a third new person in all of this. Not the drinking hookup machine. Not even the protector who would do anything to keep Ted alive. She was now like a General of her own army. The purpose she felt was like every motivational trick in the book tied up in one package. She sprang up quickly and got to work.
She walked over to Yoshi, who sat beside a lake and engaged in some morning meditation. As soon as she reached his side, his eyes opened up.
"I think that finding Zen is tough during a time of war. But somehow you are the one who has found it."
Erica considered gloating at the bruises that still showed themselves on Yoshi's face. She beamed with human pride. "Your peace will return soon enough. Are you ready to lead your navy into the biggest battle history has ever seen?"
Yoshi's neutral expression gave way to the smallest hint of a smile. "In lieu of getting fat and happy in a world full of mermaids, this is probably the next best thing."
Erica looked upon her former friend from another life. "It's rare for someone to have a second chance to do an incredible amount of good."
Yoshi stood gracefully. "Good or bad mean nothing to me anymore. You've given me a chance to live forever with this battle. I thank you for that, but that doesn't make us allies for life."
Erica nodded. "I'll take what I can get. We leave in an hour. Tell your mermen to put on some pants already."
Erica had always wondered if Yoshi's eyes could roll. That joke answered her question once and for all.
Erica spent the next 30 minutes gathering the troops. There was only one stop remaining in their journey, and Erica could hardly wait to put Ted's plan into action. There was only one problem. Everybody had exited their tent except for the living soul himself.
As the protector pulled back the flap, she expected to see the exhausted hero still nestled up in his sleeping bag. But that wasn't the case. He was nowhere to be seen.
As Erica started asking around, the worrisome answer kept repeating itself. Nobody had seen him since the previous night.
When she noticed that Natalie kept glancing away whenever the two met eyes from across the campsite, she knew that something terrible had happened.
It didn't take long for Erica to sneak around the camp and corner the former basketball star.
"You're hiding something. And it has to do with Ted."
Natalie frowned. "I knew I was going to take crap for this. If I tell you what happened, will you promise not to blame me and hold it against me?"
Erica crossed her arms. "No. I'm not giving any promises. Where the hell is he?"
Natalie raised her eyebrows, and it was all the protector needed to see.
"Ted! Ted! If you're not on this planet, I'm going to find you and kill you!"
As Erica continued to call out for the living soul, a sense of dread took over. It was obvious that he wasn't there.
Erica circled back around to Natalie and grabbed her shoulders. "Please tell me he let you know where he was going."
"He followed his vision, Erica. For what it's worth, I did try to stop him."
Erica ran toward her tent with Natalie following close behind. She grabbed the book that allowed a non-living soul to create a portal and placed her hand on top of it. "This should get me a portal to wherever he went. And if it doesn't, I'm going to be pretty darn angry."
As Erica searched the area for the previous portal that had been created, she could feel the magic sputtering out. She pressed her hand harder into the book and grabbed Natalie's wrist for some extra juice. But it was no good, her attempt at a portal led to nothing but a few sparks.
She threw the book down and stared at Natalie. "If he went somewhere that's resistant to this magic, then the only one who can get him back is him. And we have no clue where he is with an army that's planning on following him into battle in the next couple of days. Are you telling me that this whole plan is scrapped because Ted literally had to follow his dreams?"
Natalie shrugged. "He wasn't impulsive when I dated him. Must have been something you did."
Erica screamed and kicked the first object she could find. An empty metal bucket clattered against the side of the tent. "If Ted doesn't come back in time, we're going to have to do all of this without him."
Natalie put on a forced smile. "Girl power?"
Erica huffed and stormed out of the tent. She looked off into the horizon and wished she could burn a hole into it with her eyes.
"Wherever the hell you are, Ted, you'd better not die." She grumbled. "Because I want to be the one to kill you."
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Ted flew through the air toward what he felt was his destination. There had been several red flags already in a world that resembled a rainforest. The first one was that Ted hadn't come into contact with any people in over six hours of flying. All he saw were trees and birds and fish. If he'd done all of this for a wildlife safari, Erica would have his head on a plate for sure. Another red flag was that every so often, Ted's powers would short out for a second or two. The first one was an unexpected drop of several hundred feet in a matter of seconds. When it happened the second time, Ted made a mental note of the location.
Stay away from the creepy looking trees in the shape of a skull. That's the area that will probably kill me.
But after so much flying and so little sleep, Ted realized his only chance of finding something out of the ordinary was by following the clues. Him losing his powers briefly meant that something more powerful than a dark soul's stare was down there. Ted attempted to fly lower, so that when he passed by the trees, he might actually survive the fall. The living soul hovered above the greenery until once again his powers began to blink out. But instead of it happening for just a second or two, he went from 60 to zero immediately. Ted reached for his abilities and found nothing as his body plunged through the top canopy of the trees. He grabbed hold of a branch and looked down at what had previously been closed off to him.
Underneath the topmost layer of the trees wasn't just flora and fauna. The canopy had been hiding a settlement. Ted's arms began to tire at the strain of the branch, which was suspended about 25 feet above the ground. He tried to use his mental abilities to search for any signs of life below. While his powers didn't work, he did begin to see movement below his position. Shirtless men and their children ran about beneath. While he couldn't read their thoughts, they didn't seem to mind the man in the tree one small bit. He locked eyes with a little girl far below him. When she smiled, he smiled back. The smile went away quickly when the branch broke away from the tree. Ted reached for his abilities once more, but they continued to fail him. He felt the sharp pain of branches slamming into his body on the way down. A particularly thick one slowed his momentum for several seconds before he rolled off and continued toward the ground. As he crash-landed in the dirt below, he looked up at the girl once again. She continued to smile as he passed out.
Over an unknown period of time, Ted continued to go in and out of consciousness. In the small bits that he could piece together, he felt himself being pulled along the forest floor. He tried to speak, but the pain made it incredibly difficult. He wondered if he had a broken rib or two as his consciousness faded out once again. As he woke once more, he realized he was no longer being dragged in the dirt and insect-ridden ground. His hair was clean and he was stripped down to his underwear in a makeshift bed. As he turned on his side, he could see that what he came for was no mere dream. The iridescent glow of the boy beside him made him smile, though it hurt to do so.
Ted's scratchy throat made every word difficult. "Who are you?"
The boy's face remained stoic. "I'm the one who can end your war."
Ted attempted to think of something snappy to say as the pain and medicine they gave him proved too much for consciousness.
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Dhiraj felt his stomach sink as he tightened his grip around Jennifer's hand. The missile underneath the jet seemed poised for action, and he knew there wasn't much time left.
Dhiraj was surprisingly calm. "Thank you for coming for me. Thank you for loving me. Thank you for giving me a chance to live out my dreams."
Jennifer squeezed his hand back. "Your welcome. Ditto."
Dhiraj breathed in what he thought would be his final breath when another missile came out of nowhere and struck the jet right in the center. Dhiraj turned back quickly to see twice as many planes headed from the opposite direction. Whoever they were, they were protecting the people down below.
Dhiraj's optimism returned until pieces from the downed plane began falling all around them.
His heart pumped twice as fast. "Everybody take cover!"
The sounds overhead were overwhelming to Dhiraj's eardrums. He shouted at a little girl who was looking up at the carnage above. Missiles fired from both sides, though it appeared that their unknown allies above had the upper hand in multiple ways. Dhiraj scooped up the little girl with one arm and ran back to the other side of the copter. When he turned back, he saw one of the back fins from a downed jet land in the exact spot the girl had been standing. Beth and Winny ushered everybody back into the compound as the battle raged above.
In all the hubbub, Dhiraj had lost track of Jennifer.
He called out for her and ran back into the fray through Beth and Winny's protestations. He spied the girl of his dreams carrying a wounded settler in her arms. He was amazed; the guy had to be at least 200 pounds. He ran over to help her. "I think after all of this, I need to test you for performance enhancing drugs."
Jennifer snuck a slight grin in under the strain of carrying the man. "I'll never make the Military Hall of Fame this way."
When the two of them got the wounded man back inside, they stayed under cover until the fighting seemed to stop. It was somehow calm up above, and Dhiraj took this as his cue to usher Jennifer outside.
"Is this Ted's army?"
Jen shrugged. "As far as I figure, they were going to have more creatures with wings and not so many planes."
As they stepped out into the light, Dhiraj saw something absolutely terrifying. A dark soul, who seemed to have fallen from his plane, dragged a wounded leg forward toward them. He wouldn't have been nearly as terrifying if he weren't completely engulfed in flames. The dark soul screamed and Dhiraj had absolutely no idea what to do. Out of the corner of his eye, Dhiraj saw a rope extended downward from one of the planes. A man wearing lightweight armor and a helmet slid down the rope and fired a weapon with incredible accuracy. The paratrooper struck the dark soul twice in the head. The flaming man collapsed in a heap.
Dhiraj rubbed at his temple. "I'm never going to get that image out of my head." He turned toward the man who had now reached the ground. "Thank you!"
Jennifer wasn't quite as grateful. "Who the heck are you guys?"
The recognition struck Dhiraj immediately when the soldier removed his helmet.
"A guy who has a lot of mistakes to make up for."
His hair was matted from the helmet, but Agent Vott of the Department of Homeland Security was unmistakable.
Dhiraj shook his head. "The last time we saw you, you were trying to put us behind bars."
Vott raised an eyebrow. "It's funny what you decide to do when your president has been killed and you're finally not under mind control for five seconds." Agent Vott pressed a button on the side of his helmet. "Agent Harding, we have a few friends down here who could use a lift."
Dhiraj attempted to ignore how uncomfortable the helmet was as the jet cleared through the clouds and came upon an aircraft carrier in the middle of the ocean.
Agent Vott spoke with pride. "The second we heard your newscast, Dhiraj, we knew we had to gather up what forces we could and go into hiding. Your late friend Van Housen gave us some of the technology we needed to survive. We couldn't have done this without you."
Dhiraj felt a tear come to his eyes. He thought the armies of the world had all been taken over by now. But hope and soldiers still remained.
The plane landed on the deck of the massive boat. Dhiraj was too in awe to think about his twisted and upset stomach when they stepped off of the jet. Dhiraj could see dozens of planes and their pilots. Not all of them were American, as he watched what appeared to be a Chinese translator attempting to broker a conversation between two pilots.
Agent Harding put out his hand and gestured to the aircraft carrier as a whole. "Welcome to the remaining forces in the battle for Earth."





32
Ted woke up in the unfamiliar bed and watched a woman he took to be the glowing boy's mother leave a strange-smelling breakfast on the side table. She kept her eyes off of him like he was an unwanted stranger. The room itself didn't seem like it was meant for visitors. It was a glorified hut, but Ted didn't much mind the scaled-down accommodations.
He cleared his throat. "Thank you for taking care of me."
The woman kept her eyes on the food in front of her. "I thought that Riu was crazy. I'd like to think I was a good mother who wouldn't do such a thing. I recognize you from his paintings."
Ted sat up slowly. "He painted me? What do you mean?"
She finally looked at him, though only for a moment before she tore her eyes away. "It may sound primitive, but he painted the face of you and several others on the wall of a cave."
Ted tried to breathe deeply, though his ribs still hurt from the fall through the canopy. "I'm not one to judge. Not after some of the things I've seen." He turned toward the bowl and spooned some of the meal into his mouth. The taste was strange but satisfying. "Do all of you glow like your son?"
She shook her head. "He's rare. Only Riu and his grandfather had that ability."
Almost as if by instinct, Ted reached out with his powers into the woman's mind. He was surprised to gain entry. It seemed as though only her son was able to block Ted's powers.
He looked through her memories to see the image of the woman's father. Just as she had said, he glowed an incredible green all of his life. The strange ability had made him somewhat of a pariah until his powers stopped the dark soul invasion. Ted was unsure why his memories from the General wouldn't include this world.
"He stopped the dark souls. How did he do it?"
Riu's mother shrugged. "It seemed like a mystery even to my father. But whatever he could do, not a single dark soul made it back alive. He vanquished all of them when I was a little girl."
Ted spooned in some more of the meal. "Well that makes sense. If nobody was able to report back, the General wouldn't know about it."
Before Ted could search through the woman's mind again, he could feel his powers beginning to short out. Sure enough, the glowing boy walked into the room beside his mother.
The boy smiled. "I saw you in my dreams."
Ted nodded as he finished up the bowl. "I saw you too. Riu is a nice name."
The boy put his hand on his hips and glared at his mother. "This proves it. My purpose is here."
Ted looked the boy up and down. He was skinny and short. But at the same time, he seemed almost too wise for the body he had. It was as if the spirit that inhabited his grandfather had passed directly onto him.
Riu's mother did not look the least bit happy. "I will not have you going off to some fight that our people are not a part of."
Riu's face scrunched up in frustration. "Mother, this is a war everyone is involved in. You can't run away from destiny."
Ted stood up, ignoring the wooziness that accompanied it. "If he's able to do what I've seen in my dreams, your son could save millions. Maybe even billions of lives."
Riu's mother snatched the finished bowl from Ted's hands. "You are not a mother. You don't understand what it's like to risk your child's life." She turned toward her son. "Take him to the elders. If they say it is meant to be, I will not be allowed to stand in the way. But that does not mean I approve."
Riu's face lit up. "The elders will agree with me. I'm sorry, Mother, but you may not see me again."
The boy turned and walked out of the room. His mother focused all her attention on Ted. "Go with him. I wish you luck."
Ted smiled. "Thank you. We'll need all the luck we can get to get through our war."
The woman shook her head. "No. I mean with the elders. They may not let you live."
Ted kept pace with the little boy as they walked through the middle of the village. The words of Riu's mother stuck with him as he thought of Erica. He had a feeling that if he didn't make it, she'd say, "I told you so" at his funeral.
The boy stared straight ahead as he walked. "Finally, all the torture. All the names. And now I too can be a hero."
Ted looked toward Riu. "I was teased as a kid too. At least you probably didn't need a night-light growing up."
The boy looked at Ted. "What is a night-light?"
Ted put up his hand. "Don't worry about it. It's an Earth thing for kids who are afraid of the dark."
"Only the saddest of children are afraid of the dark."
"Touché, Riu. Touché."
When they reached the village elders on the far side of town, it was nearly nightfall. A beautiful and strangely-shaped moon began to lift into the horizon. He wondered if the planet he was on was likewise a triangle. Ted almost felt like himself again, and while he wasn't woozy anymore, it did feel odd not to have his powers close at hand. He'd grown impervious to the living-soul-blocking abilities of his enemies, but as he stood next to Riu, something different was at play. It wasn't like someone turning his abilities off. It was more like reaching for his powers and only finding a hole in the universe. Whatever it was that made the little boy glow, it was something the light and dark souls knew nothing about.
The cave of the elders was a winding circuitous route, but eventually they reached a room centered around a bearded, bald man. His facial hair reached the ground. It was as white as a winter storm, and it was adorned with small trinkets all the way down.
Ted admired the old man. "It's good to know that manscaping is a thing here."
Riu patted Ted's side. "You are strange, human. I wish you luck with the elders."
The living soul looked down at his small friend. "You're not staying? What do I even do here?"
Riu gave him a knowing look. "Everything will become clear. And if you survive, we will head to your war."
Ted let out a huff. "All this talk about the elders killing me is kind of making me nervous."
Riu didn't respond as he turned and went back the way they'd come. The elder and Ted were the only ones left in the cavern.
Ted stepped forward. "That really is exceptional facial hair you've got there. Maybe you guys could take it easy on me. You know, with the whole potentially killing me thing?"
The elder moved his hands in a circular motion. As he did, Ted noticed a small bowl like the one he'd used earlier appear on the ground. He watched with amazement as it filled halfway with a purple liquid.
He grinned awkwardly. "On my world, I'm not quite old enough to drink, but if all this is a wine tasting, I think I'm willing to bend the rules."
The elder's voice was deep and powerful. "Drink this to face the fears of your past, your present, and your future."
Ted looked around the room. "I'm guessing there isn't an option here? I wouldn't mind taking the physical challenge."
The elder stayed motionless and Ted took the cue. He picked up the bowl of purple liquid and brought it to his mouth. Unfortunately, it was no aged Bordeaux, but the taste was sweeter than he expected. As he finished the contents of the bowl, he wiped his mouth with his arm. "Is that it? Is there any strange purple fruit you want me to eat too?"
"And pay attention, will you?"
Ted recognized that voice anywhere. He turned around to see something impossible. Behind him were three people he knew were beyond dead. Nigel and the Torello twins were there in the flesh. And they didn't seem very happy to see him.
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Natalie couldn't help but be impressed by Erica as they walked toward the headquarters of their final planet. Erica, Natalie, and the rest of the team were flanked by massive warriors sporting impenetrable skin. They almost looked a bit like walking rhinos. She made a mental note not to call the creatures that to their faces. She looked over at the protector, who was staring straight ahead.
She is all business. I would not want to get in her way right now.
As they reached the main chambers of the rhino's leader, Doren nudged her side. "Erica looks like she's going to kill somebody. Do you think it would be bad for our negotiation if Erica killed somebody?"
Natalie smirked. "If Erica killed one of these things, I think they'd be too impressed not to join us."
The creatures beside them stopped, and Natalie, Doren, and the rest of them matched their position. In front of them, the largest and most impenetrable creature of the bunch walked into view. Natalie could imagine why the dark souls were unable to take down creatures of this magnitude. To even kill one of them would take an army.
Getting them on our side certainly wouldn't be a bad thing.
Erica bowed low in front of Ki-Tar, the leader of the rhinos. "Your eminence, thank you for taking an audience with us."
The massive man's voice was as large as he was. "Your mission hasn't exactly been a secret one, protector. All the realms are talking about your little army. I can imagine why you'd want us to join."
Erica looked into his eyes. "The stories of your battles have traveled the cosmos. And we know that you harbor some bad blood for our common enemy."
The rhino's gargantuan face contorted into a smirk. "No need to inflate our egos. Where is the living soul? Is it meant as an insult for him not to be on our world too?"
Natalie bit her lip and wished she could've convinced Ted to stay for just one more planet.
Erica put on her best nonchalant face. "As I'm sure you know personally, not all heroes can make every trip during a time of war."
Ki-Tar flared his nostrils. "I take this as a sign of great disrespect."
When the other creatures slammed their giant weapons into the ground, Natalie couldn't help but jump a bit. She mentally considered how their small band could get out of the throne room alive.
Erica stepped forward. "You may take his lack of presence here however you'd like. But there are two kinds of generals in this world. Those who negotiate or those who take action." She turned toward Ki-Tar's top officials. "Our leader takes action. He is planning the assault on the dark souls as we speak. Would you rather sit and leave your weapons unbloodied, or do you want to be a part of history?"
Now the creatures' chants turned in the other direction. Their cheers grew louder as they thought of the opportunity to swing their swords.
The leader of the rhinos put up his hand. "Enough! If you truly believe that with our help you can end the dark souls' scourge for good, we will come. Do you believe that Ted and this army will end a thousand-year war?"
Natalie stepped forward. "If we don't win, we will die on the battlefield. How does that sound to you guys?"
The cheers got even louder, and Natalie knew she had said exactly the right thing. Before long, their army was complete.
Natalie welcomed the return to the Realm of Souls with 300 armored warriors. The soldiers by land joined the tens of thousands of creatures that would patrol the waters and the air. To see all of them gathered in one place was truly breathtaking. During a feast put on by the light souls, Natalie spoke with multiple sets of parents from Treasure. She successfully avoided Mr. and Mrs. Finley while Erica jumped on the grenade of explaining exactly where their son was at the current moment. They seemed to buy her excuse, though Natalie wasn't sure exactly how much longer that would last.
The next morning, all of the forces of the living souls’ army had gathered together for their path back to Earth. Natalie was surprised to see that Erica had yet to arrive on the scene, despite her propensity to get to all these meetings exceptionally early. She sought out the protector in her quarters.
As she stepped into the room, she noticed that Erica was sitting on her mattress beside the book that would allow her to create the portal they needed.
Natalie leaned against the doorframe. "Are you making some kind of grand entrance?"
Erica shook her head.
Natalie's forehead wrinkled. "If that's not the case, then what are we waiting for?"
"We got the whole army together, but without Ted here we can't create a portal large enough for everyone to go in at once. Even in a remote area, it's not a good idea to just send some of our troops."
Natalie looked at her friend and smiled. "I had a feeling that might happen without Ted here."
"We need him, Nat. I can't believe he went off on this little solo mission."
Natalie heard some noise from outside of Erica's building. "Don't worry. I think I figured out another solution."
Erica had a confused look on her face. "What did you do? Who's out there?"
As Erica got off her mattress, Natalie couldn't help but feel a bit giddy inside.
As the window opened, Erica could see just what Natalie was so excited about.
"I know that when you needed to create a portal, you and Jennifer, and Dhiraj... and Travis joined hands to make it happen. You need a giant portal—" Natalie gestured out to the scene below. Every resident of Treasure, over 1,000 strong, had joined hands in the streets. "If you need a giant portal, I think we can pull that off for you."
Erica turned away and looked back toward the book on the mattress. "I'm not sure if I can do it."
Natalie took Erica's hand and squeezed it. "Alone, you can't. But don't forget that you've got all of us too."
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Ted could hardly believe his eyes as he stared into the faces of his earliest enemies. Nigel and the Torellos looked even more real than when Mr. Redican had projected their images into his mind. He wasn't sure what was in the purple beverage he'd consumed, but it definitely seemed to be more than pinot noir. The three dark souls circled around Ted as he crouched down into a fighting stance.
"There's no way you're real. The last time I thought you were real, I nearly killed Erica and Natalie."
Jason Torello stepped toward him and clenched his fist. "Is this something a figment of your imagination could do?"
The dark soul pulled back his elbow and let loose with a punch so hard, Ted was pretty sure it fractured his jaw.
The living soul put his hand to his face and tried to ignore what felt like a knife going into the side of his mouth. He backed away from the three threats. "Okay, okay. You're real and you can hit me. What the hell do you want?"
The Brit smirked and looked at his fellow attackers. "Killing you would be a nice start to things."
Both of the Torellos converged at once. But unlike the last time they had fought, Ted had a big advantage. Despite having all three dark souls looking at him at once, Ted easily floated up into the air and avoided the charging Torellos. As he hovered, Ted reached out for the two twins with his powers and grabbed hold of their bodies.
Phil struggled against his control. "Oh, come on. Not again!"
Ted used his ability to slam the brothers into each other with such force, he was pretty sure he'd cracked both of their skulls at the same time. The two brothers collapsed in a heap as Ted descended to the ground.
Nigel still had the smile on his face. "A little extra power, I see. Let's see if it's gone to your head."
Nigel charged and swung at Ted. He easily dodged every blow, and when the Brit left himself open, Ted elbowed his former villain hard in the face. Nigel crumpled to the floor as Ted stood over him.
"What are you three doing here? What do you want?"
Nigel rubbed at his head. "How about you ask him? He's the one who sent us."
Ted turned to see two figures walk into the light. He recognized one of them right away. The eight-foot-tall wolf creature, known as a Lychos, snarled in his direction. The other had haunted his nightmares before.
"Senator Kable. Or should I call you Adam?" Ted cracked his knuckles and stared straight into the other living soul. "Unless you have a third nickname I should use. I know that you weren't even the one that killed me. Let's see if you can do it the first time."
Kable floated into the air as his Lychos charged for Ted.
The current living soul spun out of the way of a clawed swipe. But in his effort to avoid one villain, Kable was able to swoop in and a land a kick into Ted's midsection. With Ted's ribs still bruised from his earlier fall, the attack stung deeply.
The Lychos charged at Ted's exposed back, but this time he was ready for the two-pronged attack. Ted easily opened the blue portal behind him. When the Lychos was halfway through, the living soul closed it ruthlessly. While Ted was unsure where the top half of the creature ended up, the dismembered lower torso fell to the ground, oozing blood into the dirt. When Kable flew forward, Ted lifted his hands and created a miniature bubble like the one he'd erected over Treasure, except this wasn't for protection, this was a prison. Trapped in a translucent oval, Kable landed on the ground with a thud.
The former presidential candidate screamed in fury. "Let me out! Fight like a man!"
Ted opened another portal and floated the oval toward it. "I think it was you who first taught me not to fight fair." With that, the screaming Kable went through the gateway before Ted closed it mercilessly. He heard a slow clap begin from behind him, and it didn't take long to figure out where it was coming from. His doppelganger, the General, seemed to be enjoying himself quite well. "Chopping a Lychos in half? Using your defense as offense? I am so impressed. Because of our likeness, I almost consider you a brother."
Ted flew high into the room and directed all his anger toward his sworn enemy. "I'm not going to let you in my world."
The General didn't seem like someone who took Ted's threat very seriously. "My poor, poor living soul. You don't understand how all of this works."
Ted saw a faint green light from the corner of his eye. Riu entered his peripheral vision and Ted could sense his powers diminishing. He barely made it to the ground before he could feel the abilities of the living soul leave him in an instant. Ted put up his hands, but the General's incredible strength made quick work of him. After two fists slammed into Ted's forearms, he was wide open for what came next. A dagger from seemingly nowhere entered the General's hands and stabbed the living soul in the midsection. He could feel the blood draining out of him as the General bore his identical stare into Ted's eyes. "This is the future, and it's already happened."
Ted tried to speak, but he could feel the blood trickle out of his mouth. The living soul collapsed to his knees and grabbed at the hilt of the weapon before falling over dead.
His eyes opened to the sight of the glowing boy just a few feet in front of the General.
Ted reached for the weapon that had penetrated his abdomen, but it was no longer there. He looked at Riu who stood fearless in the face of unimaginable evil. And the General, he was absolutely terrified.
"What are you doing to me? No, this cannot happen."
Riu projected his pride with his high beaming throughout the cave. "This is my destiny."
The General screamed a familiar scream as he, too, collapsed to the ground.
Ted stood up and the images all went away. No longer were the bodies of the Torellos, Nigel, and the General in the room. He was back where he'd been before. The empty bowl of purple liquid was on the ground, and the elder who sat before him stared into his eyes.
"You are strong. But death comes to us all."
Ted couldn't help but laugh. "You can talk? Maybe you could have given me a warning or something?"
The elder stroked his beard. "We give you permission to take the boy. At long last, the war will finally end."
Ted scratched the side of his head. "That's great and all, but what was I seeing there? Am I destined to die? Is the General? Does that mean we're definitely going to win?"
The elder returned to his original position. "These are questions not even a wise old man with a beard can answer. One thing is certain; the boy will do more good with you than he will here. Good luck in your war."
Ted looked into the eyes of the strange old man. "Thanks. Am I ever going to find out what was in this bowl?"
"Our chef never reveals his secret ingredient."
When Ted arrived back at Riu's house, he was surprised to see that the boy's mother had already packed his things into a small knapsack.
She still only glanced at him occasionally as she prepared the final few items. "If he dies, please make sure he has a proper burial."
Ted tried to follow her as she moved quickly through the house. "I don't intend for any of us to die. Do you have any idea if what I saw in that cave is definitely going to come to pass?"
She shook her head. "We all have our destinies, Ted. I can only consider mine."
Ted took the woman by her shoulders and tried to keep her attention. "I'm going to do everything I can to keep your son safe."
She nodded. "Thank you for that."
Ted watched Riu and his mother say goodbye. The boy glowed even brighter as he hugged the most important person in his life. "I'll be just like grandfather."
Riu's mother cried. "You'll be your own hero."
Ted and Riu walked out on the street together. The boy seemed to strut as he walked. "It's time to defeat the dark souls."
Ted grinned. "I couldn't have said it any better myself."
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Erica stepped out of her building with a book in hand. She hadn't seen most of the residents of Treasure since their evacuations began several weeks ago. To look out at the people of Treasure with their hands linked together brought a tear to her eyes. Beside the humans was the biggest army the universe had ever seen. The angels and air ships above, the mermen and ships below, and the ground troops ready to use their impenetrable armor on whoever made the mistake of coming into contact. The forces had assembled and they were ready for passage to earth.
Natalie joined Erica's side and gestured for the person at the end of the chain to switch places with her. Mrs. LaPlante took Natalie's hand and reached out for Erica.
The woman smiled broadly. "I know you aren't really my daughter, but I'm proud of you. Now let's go take down this son of a bitch."
Erica grinned and opened the book. "We may not win this war, but this is going to be one hell of a fight."
Erica took her mother's hand and placed her other palm in the center of the book.
The amount of energy from over 1,000 souls staying connected surged through Erica's body. She felt as though she could reach out and touch every single piece of their collective essence. As the jolt of energy coursed through her, Erica directed it in the space before the giant armada. The portal needed to be ridiculously large to accommodate every single soldier. With the power of Treasure behind their efforts, Erica had no problem doing what needed to be done. The portal was the biggest one she had ever seen, and it stretched so long and tall that she could barely even see the edges of it.
Erica smiled as she watched the angels fly in, the mermen swim forward, and the rhinos charge in behind. Thousands and thousands of troops walked through the portal to Earth. The war of over 1,000 years finally had an army worthy of it.
Erica broke free from her mother's hand, though she was still somehow able to maintain a portal of incredible scope. Yoshi stepped to her side, decked out in full samurai garb. "Is my second-in-command ready to lead?"
Natalie growled at the samurai. "Let's just say I'm a co-general and leave it at that."
The samurai put on a sly smile as he jumped on the back of one of the angels and flew in through the portal at top speed. Natalie got on the back of another angel and looked toward Erica. "You are amazing. Thank you for taking me with you."
With all the power coursing through her, Erica couldn't do much more than nod, but that was enough for Natalie. The former MVP and her designated angel twirled through the air and flew through the portal. With the army all the way through, Erica let the power slip through her grasp. The portal slowly shut and the book fell from her hands. Erica went down to one knee, her mother immediately rushing to her side.
"Honey? Are you okay?"
Erica breathed heavily and nodded. "I'm okay. I'm tired, but I'm okay."
Just as the residents of Treasure were finished gaping at what had been an incredible site, a new smaller portal opened up. Erica look toward the gateway, which seemed to sputter in and out of existence. She watched in awe as a small glowing boy walked through the gateway. Following close behind was the living soul she most wanted to slap right now.
After the two of them were through, Ted spied Erica next to the mass of people from Treasure. He jogged over and ushered the boy to follow him.
Erica tried to gather some hatred for Ted, but she was simply too exhausted from creating the portal to do so. "Where in the multiverse were you?"
Ted smiled and gestured down to the boy by his side. "Riu, Erica. Erica, Riu. He's the one who is going to help us win this war tomorrow."
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Dhiraj looked out onto the calmer-than-expected Atlantic Ocean. He wasn't exactly sure how the aircraft carrier and the neighboring ships had stayed safe all these weeks, but he was thankful for it. His stomach was beginning to get used to the gentle shifting of the water beneath him, and after a few solid meals, his natural color was starting to return to his cheeks. As he looked in the direction of the mainland, which was far out of view, he considered just what their chances were. Agent Vott must have had the same thing on his mind as he took the spot on the deck just beside Dhiraj.
"It feels kind of like the end of times, doesn't it?"
The pervasive nerves Dhiraj hadn't been able to shake continued to pulse within him. "When you watch all those post-apocalyptic shows, you think that only the strongest survive. But a lot of people couldn't make it over there."
Vott put his hand on Dhiraj's back. "We all lost people. But if your friend succeeds, maybe the two of our armies combined can pull this off."
Dhiraj pursed his lips. "I certainly hope so. How did we let this happen?"
Vott raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"
Dhiraj looked far out into the ocean. "How did we let ourselves get taken over? Were we just unprepared? Is it really just the fault of a few people, like me and Ted?"
Vott considered the question for a long moment. "Sometimes, a civilization can get too confident. Maybe we worry too much about comfort and convenience and not enough about protection. Either way, there's no going back, so we'd better do everything we can to honor the memories of those who didn't survive our mistakes."
Dhiraj couldn't shake his guilt, but he agreed that they all now had a responsibility to own up to.
Later that day, Dhiraj and Jennifer sat on the other side of the table from Vott, Harding, and a few other officials that had survived the trip. In the last few hours, they'd undergone extensive testing to make sure they were both human. Even from being on the other side of the exam, Dhiraj knew it wasn't an exact science. He hoped that nobody had slipped through the cracks, or they'd all be doomed.
Vott looked at Jennifer as he spoke. "We're vulnerable here. We all know that. Do you have any idea exactly how long it will take Ted to finish assembling his army?"
Jennifer shook her head. "They didn't exactly share their itinerary. But they know that time is of the essence. Hopefully they'll be done soon."
Dhiraj could tell that the answer didn't appease Vott one bit.
"As far as we can tell, most of the world's military might is under the General's control. All we can do is hope that he doesn't discover us. We're going to keep moving, but it's no guarantee of our survival."
One of the other officials turned his attention toward Dhiraj. "Is there anything you learned from being inside of the White House?"
Dhiraj's mind went to Kristen. A new wave of guilt washed over him. "They're not all on his side. One of my guards at the White House. Jennifer's father when he came back. Not everyone is going to follow his rules. We could mobilize the moles and somehow get them to know we're still fighting; that could definitely help turn the tide."
Vott looked to Harding. "How hard would it be to get a signal into the White House itself? To take over the coms and get a message to all the guards on the inside?"
Harding seemed to work the calculations over in his head. "Give me a few days and I may be able to pull it off. It's good to know that not everybody from the other side is a jerk."
Before the meeting could continue, a red light bulb on the wall began to light up as a loud siren filled their eardrums. Dhiraj could sense his heart picking up the pace. "Please tell me this is a drill."
Vott shook his head. "Let's hope it's just an abandoned fisherman's boat like the last time."
Vott and Harding filed out with the officials as Jennifer came over and grabbed his hand. "Let's stay close just in case."
Dhiraj nodded. "Of course."
They picked up the pace and followed closely behind the officers. As they reached the deck, it became incredibly obvious that this was no abandoned boat. A trio of armed men packing large, imposing weapons came into view.
Vott screamed. "We've been breached! Everybody take cover."
Dhiraj once again heard the all-too-familiar sounds of gunfire as he grabbed Jennifer by the waist and pulled her down to the deck. Several of the officers from the meeting didn't respond in time, and the Navy-SEALs-turned-dark-souls easily dispatched them. From the corner of his eye, Dhiraj watched Vott and Harding take out their weapons and fire at the SEALs.
Dhiraj's hands shook as he saw the two former DHS agents push back the first wave of SEALs.
Jennifer tightened her grip around him. "How did they find us?"
Dhiraj peeked briefly above the barrier that protected them. A half dozen more infiltrators pulled themselves up over the side of the deck.
His throat tightened. "I'm not sure. But we should probably get below to somewhere safe."
Just as he spoke the words, he saw a grenade land by their feet.
Without thinking, Dhiraj grabbed the weapon and tossed it back in the direction it had come from. It had made it about 10 feet away when the explosion rocked his world. He felt the heat and sound blow him back as he slammed his head hard on the deck. The only way he knew he was still alive was by the fact that he reached for the swelling back of his scalp and cursed softly beneath his breath.
The pain seared through his neck. "I'm really tired of getting my butt kicked."
Jennifer hustled to his side. "That was incredible. Are you okay?"
Dhiraj groaned. "Who knew that being a hero came with so many concussions. Sure, I think I'll live."
As Dhiraj turned to his side, he saw that the SEALs were not alone. Three submarines pulled themselves out of the water and headed for their position.
Jennifer helped pull Dhiraj to his feet. "We need to get below. We're sitting ducks out here."
Dhiraj held up his hand. "Wait. What's that?"
As he pointed to the water beyond the oncoming subs, a sight to behold came into view. Silhouetted figures with wide wings stretched across the sky in the hundreds. Beneath them, Dhiraj could see creatures he didn't recognize swimming at top speed toward them. There were wings, scales, and armored skin heading in their direction. Unless the conquered US Army had pulled from the pages of a fantasy screenplay, something very different had just arrived on Earth.
A smile came to Dhiraj's aching face. "Looks like the cavalry has arrived."
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Ted had seen that look on Erica's face before. Though she appeared to be exhausted, he could see that underneath it, she was royally pissed off.
The protector stared through him as if he was the lowest creature imaginable. "I know that timing isn't exactly your thing, but you left right at the moment we were about to get together and deploy the army that you wanted to come up with. What the hell were you thinking?"
Ted hoped he could somehow deflect his ex-girlfriend's ire. He presented the young boy by his side. "This is Riu. The little boy I dreamed about." His face cringed. "I know that sounds bad, but—"
"I'm so glad you followed your vision quest and kidnapped a boy from his parents, but this is neither the time nor the place."
Riu gave a confused look. "Are we not in the right place?"
Erica growled. "We don't have time for this. The army is mobilized and ready to strike."
Riu puffed out his chest. "Then the moment of my destiny has arrived."
Ted could tell from Erica's frustration that she wasn't exactly convinced.
"I know the kid doesn't look like much, but he's a weapon. He's the one that could end this war once and for all."
Erica put her hands on her hips. "Okay. What exactly does he do, Ted?"
Ted looked to the boy. "Well, if I'm near him, he blocks my powers."
"That doesn't exactly sound like it would help us in this fight."
Ted could feel his face growing warm. "No, no. He's great. He's going to set things right again."
Erica tapped her foot impatiently. "That sounds pretty vague. I'm still not sure why you put this entire war in danger for—"
"I will end this war." The boy's high-pitched voice was confident. "You need me to save your planet."
Erica sighed and gave Ted the stink eye. "I can tell this is important to you. Otherwise, you wouldn't have made me want to kill you just to retrieve him, but until we can figure out how this magical kid is going to do what you think he can, he should probably stay in the Realm of Souls."
Ted nodded. "You're right." He turned to Riu. "I'm going to leave you with my parents for now. Once everything is settled on earth, we're going to figure out exactly how you can end this war. Just like we talked about."
Riu stood like a statue. "I am willing to die for the cause, living soul."
"Let's hope it doesn't come to that." Ted tried his puppy dog eyes on the protector. "I'm sorry I disobeyed your orders. Do I still get to fight the bad guys?"
Erica's look could best be described as disgusted. "Go deal with the kid, and then let's go stop some dark souls."
After Ted had dropped off Riu with his absolutely delighted parents, he suited up for battle beside Erica.
He thanked his lucky stars that Erica had calmed a bit in the intervening minutes.
She frowned at him. "Even if this kid could do what you say he can, and I'm not at all convinced that he will be able to, returning everything to normal could kill us. Ripping out my spirit and taking away your powers, nothing like that has ever happened, other than with the kid's grandfather. And that's a dubious myth until I see otherwise."
Ted took a deep breath. "I know. I know we have no idea what would happen, but if it ends this war forever, it'll all be worth it."
Erica met his eyes. "I promise that if we make it through this first day on Earth with the army, we can experiment with the kid."
Ted felt slightly less nervous at that. "That's all I ask. You ready?"
She gave a half-smile. "Open sesame."
Ted stretched his hands out in front of him and opened a portal to Earth. The moment it had stretched wide enough for the two of them, he could already hear the gunfire on the other side.
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Natalie didn't have time to appreciate the wind flying against her cheeks as the angel carried her through the sky. From her high perch, she could see the deck of the aircraft carrier under attack. She turned toward Yoshi, who rode atop an angel of his own. "I'll take the sky if you'll take the sea?"
His features seemed hardened for the upcoming event. "Finally, a battle worthy enough for warriors like us."
She smirked. "Something like that. Don't get killed."
The samurai stuck out his tongue ever so briefly as he guided his angel downward.
Natalie peered over her back shoulder as three-dozen angels withdrew their swords. The battle unfolding beneath her was a loud, choreographed thing of beauty. She watched as the rhinos riding the mermen leapt off their noble, watery steeds and landed on the top of the dark souls' submarines. She could see one of the impenetrable fighters tear into the outside of the watercraft with his bare hands. To the side, she watched the now-unencumbered mermen take out their spears and toss them toward the smaller boats of the Navy SEALs. She smiled when she thought how the General had expected this battle to go. She wished she could see the pissed off look on his face.
In the distance, Natalie could see a half-dozen ships arrive and a half-dozen planes arrive in the sky for aerial support. That's where she and her team came in.
Natalie felt powerful as she grabbed on tight to the back of the lead angel. "You know what to do. Let's take these bastards down."
The angels' cheer was almost melodic as they flew toward the oncoming jets. As gunfire ripped through the sky, her angel spun to the right. He easily avoided every bullet and came closer to the attacker than any airplane could have. The lead angel swung down with his sword, slicing through the left wing. The jet spun out of control and crash-landed in the ocean. Natalie let out a whoop as the rest of her team made quick work of the additional planes.
She patted her angel on the back. "You take control of the team. Can you get me down on that deck?"
The angel nodded and sped toward the top level of the aircraft carrier. When her ride was close enough, Natalie loosened her grip and leapt downward. She landed with a forward roll and grabbed the nearest Navy SEAL by the back. With all her might, she tossed him over the side for a long trip down into the ocean. When the SEALs saw her, they opened fire. But before a single bullet could get near, three rhinos that had been dropped on deck as well stepped in front of the gunfire. The bullets ricocheted harmlessly off the invincible creatures. When the SEALs realized their guns were useless, they switched into hand-to-hand combat.
As Natalie's impenetrable troops walked slowly toward the dark souls, she spied something that warmed her heart. Running across the treacherous deck, Natalie crouched down low beside Jennifer and Dhiraj.
"Fancy meeting you two here." She winked. "Glad to see you're still alive."
Dhiraj seemed almost too woozy to stand. "Depends on your meaning of the word. You looked pretty good riding a bare-chested angel up there."
Jennifer grinned through the gunfire. "If things don't work out with Ted, looks like you might have your pick of the litter."
Natalie growled. "We're not talking about this right now. Let's get you two to safety."
As Jennifer helped Dhiraj to his feet, a well-placed missile flew through the air and slammed into the trio of rhinos. While the attack didn't harm them one bit, it did send the creatures flying into the water below. The SEALs pressed their advantage, resuming their attacks with guns. Without the rhinos aboard, and with the rest of the army occupied, Natalie could feel the chill of vulnerability go down her spine.
Dhiraj winced as he spoke. "What do we do now?"
Natalie reached into her pack and pulled out a grenade. "Backup plan." She pulled the pin and waited the requisite couple of seconds before tossing it expertly into the center of the SEALs. She hoped for a satisfying explosion, but the dark souls were ready. One of the attackers grabbed the explosive out of midair and dove into the sea with it. The weapon took him out with a massive blast on the way down, but the rest of his crew continued to press in.
Jennifer's eyes grew wide. "Is there a backup plan to the backup plan?"
Just as the SEALs were in range to kill, the entire team flew backwards as if they'd been blown by a gust of wind. The SEALs flailed their arms as they were pushed all the way into the water.
Natalie's eyebrows danced. "Yup. There's the backup to the backup." She watched as the living soul floated down onto the deck of the carrier. "And his name is Ted."
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As Ted Finley landed on the deck of the last aircraft carrier in Earth's forces, he could feel everything happening at once during the massive battle. He sensed the dozen Navy SEALs he'd sent flying into the ocean. He could hear Natalie's thoughts as she mentally spouted the phrase, "It's about damn time." He could even picture the casings of the 50 bullets headed right for him from the aircraft above.
Ted lifted one hand and all the projectiles headed his way stopped in midair.
He grinned. "Gosh, I missed this."
As he extended his fingers, the bullets zipped backwards through the sky at twice their original speed. With their momentum doubled, the bullets had no problem penetrating the outside of the jets. Ted heard the satisfying explosion of several engines detonating at once. In his mind's eye, he could see two of the planes spinning wildly as they crashed through the ocean's surface.
Ted turned to his left and spied another wave of Navy SEALs, this one sporting flamethrowers as they walked toward him.
The heat resonated across the windy deck.
He watched the formation coming toward him. "Don't make a ‘you're fired’ joke."
With a snap of his fingers, half of the SEALs relinquished the control of their minds to him. The now-brainless dark souls turned their weapons toward their comrades. When the flamethrowers ignited once more, the latest band of evil SEALs had roasted each other. As his enemies screamed, he tore through the air and laid eyes upon an old friend.
He laughed as a tear came to his eyes. "Glad you're still in one piece, billionaire-in-the-making."
Dhiraj stretched out his arms and wrapped them around Ted. "I hope you're live-streaming this somewhere."
While still in the hug, Ted turned back toward the raging battle. He used his free hand to lift 10 rhinos out of the water and back onto the deck. They looked none too pleased at getting waterlogged, but they stood at attention, ready to protect the humans onboard.
Ted patted his friend on the back. "I think you guys will be safe up here."
He winked at Jennifer. "Good job getting my manager back. Thank you."
Jennifer grinned. "Oh, you wanted him too? I didn't realize."
Natalie cleared her throat. "Maybe we can finish this when the battle is over." She pointed off in the distance.
Ted followed her gaze to a warship that had arrived on the scene. Using his powers, he could see that the mermen below the boat had taken heavy fire.
"Right as always, Nat. I'll be back in a jiffy."
As he bent down to take off, Natalie rolled her eyes and sent a thought his way. "Nobody says ‘jiffy’ anymore."
Ted blasted through the air straight for the water battle. He reached a spot just beside Yoshi, who appeared to have sustained at least one gunshot wound in the fray. The merman he rode seemed even worse for the wear, a trail of blood trickling down his bare chest.
Yoshi's eyes cut into him like daggers. "They have cannons. My men can't take another hit."
Ted put out both of his hands in front of him. "Don't worry. I saw the movie Titanic six times."
Ted lifted himself higher into the air until he could get a view of the ship's midsection. He licked his lips as he opened his hands outward. As he made the motion, the General's largest warship began to snap in half. The air filled with the sound of tearing metal and breaking wood. The dark souls below screamed and began abandoning ship as the watercraft completed its full tear. The ship bobbed for a few moments before Ted used his powers to rip additional holes in each half. The ship sunk quickly and hundreds of dark souls entered the chilly waters of the Atlantic.
He smiled down at his handiwork. "I'll miss you guys shooting at us. But my heart will go on."
Ted descended back to Yoshi's side. The mermen cheered mightily as the last remnants of the ship went below the surface.
Even Yoshi seemed a bit impressed at the display. "Do you want me to capture the prisoners or kill them?"
He looked at several of his soldiers ready to strike with their spears. Something deep within him said to slice their throats. But that wasn't him talking; he knew it was the General. Ted cursed the heart of a killer his greatest enemy had left within him. He suppressed the feelings of blood lust, as well as the guilt.
"The fight's over. Round them up."
The merman under Yoshi looked at Ted. "And what if they resist?"
Ted placed two fingers to his temple and sent out a wave of his power. "They won't resist. I just turned them all into mindless zombies."
Ted ignored the look of awe from his dedicated warrior of the sea and flew high into the sky. He waited until every angel, merman, rhino, and other warrior could see him. He projected his words into the head of all his troops and friends.
"The battle is over, everyone. The first victory is ours."
A new wave of hoots and hollers shot through the crowded battlefield below.
"This is only the first step. The General has attacked all of our worlds. But together, we are stronger than he'll ever be. Patch up your wounded, collect your prisoners, and then let's celebrate."
Ted's army chanted his name below. The pride washed over him as he looked down at his battle-tested fighters.
I know they can win a battle. Let's see if they can win a war.





40
Erica could sense the buoyant mood in the room as she sat around a rickety table deep in the belly of their aircraft carrier. To keep their forces safe from attack, the entire army had traveled back through a massive portal. She was thankful that this time, Ted could be the one to create it. She looked around the room and felt joy with everyone's accomplishments. Dhiraj and Jennifer smiled at each other. He'd been the one to warn the world, and she was the one who brought him back. Yoshi looked positively giddy as he discussed the next steps with his head commander. The samurai had been the one who'd made a naval victory possible. Natalie had made sure his army fought for them. She bantered with Ted, who had ensured the victory would be complete. They'd all played their part in this important first step, but she knew there was a long way to go.
Erica spoke up. "Congratulations, everybody. We've done something rare and important. You should all be very proud of yourselves."
The room filled with handshakes and back slaps. She thought it was a pity to bring negativity into the conversation.
She shuffled some papers on her desk. "But we're far from out of the woods yet. Multiple countries under dark soul control have nuclear weapons. At this point, there's not much we can do to stop them from using their arsenal against their own people."
That line of thinking was enough to turn the room dour in a moment's notice.
Ted leaned forward in his chair. "After all the work he's done to get Earth under his control, do you really think he'd do it?"
Erica looked into his hopeful eyes. "I hope not. But there's no way to say for sure."
Dhiraj shook his head. "I have a theory."
Natalie coughed her way into the conversation. "Save your money-making schemes for when the war is over."
"No, no. I mean, I always have some ideas for making money, but I think that while the General left some of his thoughts and feelings in Ted, it's bound to work the other way around. I don't think he'd ever pull the trigger."
Erica nodded. "I hope that's the case, but since we can't be sure, we have to eliminate the possibility."
Yoshi looked to his head commander and then to Erica. "What are you proposing?"
Erica licked her lips. "I say we give the General a little bit of his own medicine. Ted, I need you to give the dark soul leaders of the world a brand new attitude."
The living soul smirked. "I think that can be arranged. I'll work on picking out my team."
"Excellent. Yoshi and Natalie, I need you to keep the troops ready. We have no idea where we're going to have to use them next. I want them trained to work as one. Can you pull that off?"
Natalie and the samurai shared a glance. "I know we can. We've already got a few training exercises in mind."
Erica smiled. "Good. Dhiraj and Jen, you guys are going to see if you can get us communications with the remaining human settlements on Earth. We can't be in 50 places at once, but if they know what we're up to, they can all help out."
Dhiraj and Jennifer linked arms, and Erica's best friend smiled broadly. "I'll make sure he tones down his sales pitch a bit."
Erica stood up. "You have your assignments, everyone. I think we're well on our way to winning a war."
With the meeting adjourned, the heroes of Treasure left to talk with their families. All except Ted.
He walked over to Erica and sat down on the table beside her chair. "You make a good leader."
She raised an eyebrow. "You seem surprised."
He shook his head. "Nah. Seeing you and Natalie do incredible things doesn't surprise me anymore. I just wanted to apologize."
"Of course you did."
Ted linked his fingers together in his lap. "I could've put us at risk by going to find Riu. I know that now. I still think we should try to understand what he can do, but whatever you think is the best choice, from now on I will do it without question."
She put her hand on Ted's knee. "If that's the case, then I think you should ask Natalie on a date."
Ted's face went from pale to pink in a hurry. "That's not what I meant."
"Look, we're on top now, but we have no idea how the rest of this thing is going to go. I'm rooting for you two to win. Maybe even more so than the light souls."
Ted stuck out his tongue. "Ha ha. Very funny."
She stood up and made sure they were eye-to-eye. "I just want you to know that you have my full permission to pursue Natalie. That's all. Do whatever you want with that open door."
Ted let out a deep breath. "Okay. No promises, but okay."
She smiled, suppressing the teenage nervousness of watching your ex go away. "Keep me in the loop. I'll let you know when we're ready to start brainwashing some heads of state."
He laughed. "If only Redican could see me now. He'd be jealous."
With that Ted gave a nod and walked out the door.
Erica felt a calmness wash over her. Whatever wrongs she had been responsible for in the thousand-year war, this was her opportunity to right them. She was so lost in her thoughts of a new world that she didn't hear the little boy enter the room.
Riu crossed his arms in front of him. "I'd like to know why I wasn't at the meeting."
Erica looked down at him. "On your world, would a joke about not meeting the height requirement work?"
Riu did not seem amused. "It is my destiny to help you. But Mr. and Mrs. Finley just kept stuffing me with cookies. Ted only let me come to Earth because he said it was safe."
Erica grinned at the thought of some chocolate chips. "We're going to find a place for you, kid. I promise you that even if you're just eating sweets, you will play a part in this war."
Erica hadn't noticed it before, but she finally saw what Riu held in his hands. It was a book, but not just any book.
"You shouldn't be messing with that. There's a lot of power inside."
The boy nodded and opened to one of the powerful pages. "And I have a lot of power too."
Before she could stop him, Riu pressed his palm against the parchment. A strange sensation shot through Erica's body, and the protector felt herself being lifted up into the air. She felt a lightness as if she could blow away in a puff of smoke. As she looked down at the room, Erica realized that she was no longer in her body. It had been a long time since her soul had been pulled from a dying human and back to her adopted home, but the feeling was too familiar to forget. Panic shot through her airy projection as she met the eyes of the small boy standing beneath her. He looked directly into and through her. He knew exactly what he was doing.
Erica attempted to scream, but the floating spirit had no voice. At long last, Riu removed his hand from the book and shut it tight. Erica felt herself yanked back into her body, which promptly collapsed on the ground.
When she came to, the little boy stood above her with a triumphant look on his face. Erica wasted no time in yanking the book from his hands.
"What did you just do?"
Riu grinned. "What I was meant to do."
Erica wanted to be angry, but the desire to win was just too strong to let anger take precedence. "You used the power of the book to send me back toward my real body. Didn't you?"
Riu nodded.
"And you're saying that if you can harass power like this, you could do it with anyone who isn't in their true form? Like the dark souls? Like the General?"
Riu nodded again. "That's what I've been trying to tell you."
Erica could hardly believe the magic she'd seen displayed, and the possibilities it opened up for not just winning the war, but for ridding Earth of any unwelcome inhabitants.
She extended her hand to the boy. "Are you ready to fulfill your destiny?"
The boy took her hand and squeezed. "I always have been."
Erica filled her lungs with hopeful air. "Good. Then let's win this war without firing another shot."





EPILOGUE
Jennifer Norris woke up quietly beside Dhiraj in bed. He'd snuck in there after his parents were asleep, but her boyfriend was too exhausted from the previous month to do anything other than crash. She gently removed herself from the sheets and stepped down onto the cold floor. Even with thousands of soldiers in the aircraft carrier, it wasn't hard to find an empty room. Earlier that day, she'd taken a small tablet and logged it onto a private network she'd set up herself. She waited to make the call until she knew for sure the coast was clear.
The video screen lit up, and Jennifer could see the familiar walls of the White House behind a presidential secretary.
The woman smiled. "Miss Norris. He's expecting your call. It really is amazing you have such great reception at sea."
Jennifer nodded. "I don't know how much time I have so…"
"Of course."
She didn't have to wait long before she saw the General's face on the screen. He seemed sleepy but grateful to look upon her face. "Miss Norris. How are your accommodations?"
Her forehead wrinkled. "Do you want me to answer honestly?"
The General laughed. "I suppose after all the lying, a little bit of honesty might feel good for you. What's your status report?"
Jennifer felt the purpose of working for the most important cause in the universe. "The army is back in the Realm of Souls. The light souls have a few ongoing missions I can tell you about in detail. But, there are definitely a few vulnerabilities I'm happy to exploit for you, General."
"Very good. Very good. How fortunate I am to have kept a few human Secret Servicemen around. Who knew that a lucky accident could have such a major impact?"
Jennifer thought back in the life of her previous inhabitant. She could see the fateful day when Nigel and the other dark souls had taken over her school. She was moments away from being strangled to death by a massive Russian with the symbol of the dark souls tattooed on her arm. While she had survived the encounter, there was something the original Jennifer hadn't considered. Removing the symbol with a laser tattoo process wasn't enough to remove the magic. When the body of Jennifer Norris died, a dark soul took her place.
She looked at the screen. "I'm just happy to serve. Do you want me to engage? It would be easy to kill the Indian right now."
The General smiled and shook his head. "All in due time. All in due time. Slowly but surely we'll weaken them enough. With your help, we'll put ourselves in exactly the right position to strike.
Jennifer smiled at the thought of being such an important cog in his machine. "And then what?"
The General's eyes glowed. "And when they least expect it, you'll kill them all."





CO-AUTHORS’ NOTE
For some of you, this has been a long time coming. It's been over two years since the original book five in this series came out. For the few, the proud, the awesome readers who've been ridiculously patient in waiting for the continuation of Ted's saga, we thank you. But now, after all that time, there's only one book left before we finally see if Ted and the gang can finish what they started.
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One of the reasons there was such a delay in this series is that it can be scary to finish things. You want to wait until the timing is just right. But there's never a perfect moment to bring things to a close. You always take a chance when you put your writing (or yourself) out into the world. You hope that things will turn out well, but you can never completely control how it's going to go.
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