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      Earth Alliance

      
        	(Former Admiral) Chase Athanatos – Earth Alliance Fury Olympian hybrid - Hero of the Fury War.

        	Captain Sarah Kepler Athanatos – Earth Human with Fury powers (in critical condition)

        	Chris Athanatos – Fury Human hybrid

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

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

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

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

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

        	Ryonna Isch’ys – Dioxian Ambassador (formerly a fugitive Droxian smuggler)

      

      

      Olympians

      
        	Aphroditis – known to humans as the goddess of love

        	Athena – known to humans as the goddess of wisdom, craft & war

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

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

      

      Spectres

      
        	Asrak’Vor – Spectre Commander (brother of Tanak’Vor)

        	Ergon’Kar – Spectre Warrior

      

      

      Furies

      
        	Nyx – Fury Warrior

      

      

      Asgardians

      
        	Thor – Fleet Commander & son of Odin.

        	Loki – Son of Odin.

        	Odin - King of Asgard

        	Kvasir – Asgardian scientist

      

      

      Other characters

      
        	Tar’Lock – Gorgar mercenary (Insectoid and formerly a Hellstar prisoner)

        	Talon Epizon – Mercanary captain (former Star Alliance officer)
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      Note for new readers: You can read Dark Legacy without having read the first 10 Universe in Flames books. Dark Legacy is a new story series with some new characters, but there are many recurring characters from the previous series. It’s up to you if you prefer starting the story at the beginning or with this book. Please note: by starting at this point, if you decide to return to the Universe in Flames first arc, this book contains information and possible spoilers from the first series arc. However, this book has been written in a way that new readers can start the journey here.

      Below is a short overview of where the story begins to provide some context.

      

      In the wake of a genocidal tragedy, the Star Alliance fled their corner of the universe to survive the onslaught of the Obsidian Empire. In doing so, they found both an ally and a sanctuary on a faraway planet called Earth. With their ally, the Star Alliance formed the Earth Alliance and fought alongside other races (Droxians, Olympians, and Asgardians) in the subsequent Fury War (known as the second Fury War). Furies—human-looking creatures with incredibly powerful fighting abilities and the scourge of the universe—were once thought extinct for ten thousand years. But against all the odds, they returned. Originally, a coalition of worlds led by the Olympians, Asgardians, and many other older civilizations had defeated the Furies during the first Fury War. But the Fury’s planet, Erevos, wasn’t destroyed and was trapped in an alternate dimension where time advanced slower than in their original dimension (the same dimension where Earth resides). Upon their return, the Furies waged a terrible war against the Earth Alliance and the entire universe in an effort to cleanse the galaxy of the races that once defied and imprisoned them. Chase Athanatos (a Fury hybrid), along with his friends and loved ones, fought the Furies at every turn and eventually won the battle. But at a terrible personal cost to Chase. He lost many people he cared for, his family members, and the final battle saw his wife, Sarah, mortally wounded by an enemy that had been steering the Furies campaign behind the scenes: The Spectres. Chase defeated Tanak’Vor, the only Spectre known to have crossed over to this universe’s dimension.

      This story takes place roughly one year after the end of the second Fury War (and one day after the last scene in Universe in Flames book 10: To End All Wars).
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      Nyx reached the end of the corridor and took a sharp left. She slid to a stop when she saw the three metallic spiders. The eyes of the robotic spiders glowed yellow. Each creature lost no time crawling toward the young female Fury. Their thin, pointy legs generated nerve-wracking clicking noises. But their clacking was nothing compared to the damage these spider bots could deliver, against most species anyway.

      Nyx wasn’t your average humanoid. She was a proud Fury, a descendant of a now extinct warrior race. In fact, as far as she knew, she was the last of her kind. She previously left Erevos when her values conflicted with those of Supreme Commander Arakan and his plans for the future of her race. She had commandeered a ship into the unknown dimension, a dimension within which the coalition of worlds had trapped her species at the end of a long and brutal war. The coalition wanted to stop the Furies plans of universal conquest. Olympians, Asgardians, and several other races had teamed together to stop the Furies, but instead of destroying them, this alliance had shifted the planet into an alternate universe, trapping the Furies for all eternity. Or so it seemed.

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

      If there was one emotion that Nyx had never let interfere with her life, it was fear. That was not to say she never experienced it; she felt it plenty when she left Erevos in search of other civilizations. A voice inside had told her to push through and trust her instincts.

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

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

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

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

      Only three spider bots to try to bringing me down? That’s insulting.

      As if in answer from the universe, a more massive humanoid creature stepped around the corner at the end of the corridor. The humanoid arachnoid unleashed a screech that sent shivers up and down Nyx’s spine. Her inner senses confirmed what she already knew: this creature wouldn’t go down as easily as the three previous bots.

      That’s more like it!
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        * * *

      

      Earth – Washington, DC. A year after the end of the Fury War.

      

      “I’ll save you, Sarah,” Chase whispered. “I promise.”

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

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

      Every day since the end of the war, Chase stood by Sarah’s side, talking to her even though he doubted she could hear him, feeling his soul grow darker as his hope withered away with each passing minute.

      To make matters worse, he was estranged from their son, Chris. He sighed as he remembered their last encounter.

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

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

      “Stop! You let this happen to her! Just get out.”

      Chase shook his head, attempting to shake off the disturbing memory.

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

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

      On days like these, the pain was too much to bear, the weight of all that guilt eating him alive. But today Chase knew he had to stop lamenting the situation and do something about it. Today he would get an Earth Alliance ship and head to the unknown regions of space in search of a cure for Sarah. If Alliance medicine was unable to help, perhaps somewhere, someone out there, could provide a cure for his wife and aunt. To make things worse, Sarah was pregnant, so that brought the number of lives to save to three: Aphroditis, Sarah, and their unborn daughter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      With a single thought, Chase connected his mind to the starfighter’s systems and ran his pre-flight checks. Shortly after his StarFury took off from the roof, blasting a cloud of dust around the building in Washington, DC, it hovered briefly in the overcast sky before Chase set a course for Auckland, New Zealand and punched the engines to the max. The StarFury soared like an iron eagle as it blasted out of view, dissipating nearby clouds in the process.
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        * * *

      

      Asrak’Vor, a member of the Spectre race, was peering outside the viewport of the capital spider ship Oblivion. Spectre Prime himself had given Asrak’Vor command of the mighty destroyer, which was part of a battlegroup. It had been a year since entering the alternate dimension where humans and other species of the Earth Alliance lived. Impure beings, the lot of them. These same beings that had defeated both the Furies and murdered his brother, Tanak’Vor.

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

      If you want something done well, do it yourself. We’ll consume and cleanse every soul in this wretched dimension.

      The spider ship was part of a much larger invasion fleet; most of that fleet had been destroyed trying to make it through the rift when the Earth Alliance last opened it. Erevos had been transported back into the Spectre’s dimension, and the planet’s destruction had destabilized the space on their end around the singularity. As a result, most ships that composed Asrak’Vor’s fleet had been wiped out on the spot, and he now only had a few ships left from what was once a veritable armada with which to invade and purge the impure from this realm.

      Space and time were fragile constructs, and the ancient technology the Alliance used to create a rift between their dimensions was capable of playing havoc with the fabric of the universe. So when Erevos exploded while the rift was still partially open, it resulted in catastrophic effects within Asrak’Vor’s dimension.

      Now on the other side of the rift and being cut off from communication with his superiors for so long, Asrak’Vor could only speculate as to how far the damage had propagated into the Spectres’ dimension. And then there was the time dilation. On this side of the rift, it had been a year. From the Spectre’s perspective, only hours had gone by. The time dilation factor between the realms was significant and something the Spectre had trouble adjusting to.

      In this impure dimension, time passed substantially faster than where Asrak’Vor came from. Until he heard from his hierarchy, all he was able to rely on were some faint and incomplete sensor logs accumulated during the brunt of the explosion that had vaporized most of his fleet alongside the Fury home world.

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

      Soon, though, they’d get their hands on the necessary materials required to try to open communication back to their home world and the Spectre Council, and hopefully, receive new orders. Or reconsider a new strategy on how to complete their initial objective even with a crippled fleet and without the help from his hierarchy.

      But that gave Asrak’Vor pause. His brother had made the mistake of going off plan, and his wife and children had certainly paid a steep price. A fate that Asrak’Vor hoped his own family wouldn’t suffer. By now, Spectre Prime had most likely executed his brother’s family for his mistakes. With no way of communicating with his dimension, Asrak’Vor could only speculate, but failure was not something that was tolerated at the highest ranks of the Spectre military. And the current appointed Spectre Prime was famous for both his cruelty and lack of compassion.

      Why, brother? Why did you do it? You were supposed to wait for reinforcements before making a move. Why couldn’t you wait, Tanak...why?

      The thought of his nephews, nieces, and sister-in-law being executed because of his brother’s failure brought anger and fear to the surface of his mind. Unlike his brother, Asrak’Vor intended to succeed. Spectre Prime’s direct orders were not to engage the enemy openly until a stable rift gate between both dimensions had been put in place to allow for bi-directional dimension travel of both fleets and personnel. Then, and only then, would Asrak’Vor seek his brother’s murderer, the Fury called Chase Athanatos, and rip out his soul.

      Unfortunately, most of the building blocks required for the gate to be assembled on this side, which was the only option for opening a rift, had been lost with the rest of Asrak’Vor’s fleet. While it could theoretically be possible to construct a gate from the other side, this endeavor would take years, which would mean centuries would pass here, and the enemy could grow stronger.

      And with most of the building blocks gone, it would make his job of completing this mission all the more difficult. He would have to take risks and reveal their presence in the process. That part, he feared, could no longer be prevented. The trick was to make sure.

      In a sense, the Spectre had no other choice but to succeed in his objective, even if it meant he had to bend a few rules, something he was not keen on doing for fear of retribution from Spectre Prime. All he could hope for was once the gate was up and active, his masters would forgive whatever unorthodox methods Asrak’Vor needed to do to accomplish his objective.

      As for his thirst to avenge his brother Tanak, it was burning inside him like an eternal flame. Just like his brother before him, the fate of his family hung in the balance should he fail in his mission.

      With the fleet reduced to only a handful of damaged ships, the task would take longer than initially planned and would require both finesse and patience, neither of these virtues being the Spectre’s strong suit.
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            Earth - Auckland, New Zealand

          

        

      

    

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

      “Come in.”

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

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

      “It’s good to see you, Emperor.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Daniel smiled. “And you don’t give yourself enough credit, Emp—” Daniel corrected himself with a smile, “Altair. Winning the Fury War certainly was a collective effort, but you’ve saved our collective asses more times than I can count. Speaking of Chase,” he said, furrowing his brows, “any news? He hasn’t exactly been returning my calls lately.”

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

      “With all due respect, we—we’re more than that, we’re brothers,” Daniel said with no small amount of sadness in his voice. “Not by blood, of course, but in spirit. Which is why I’m having such a hard time with him not being around or at least keeping in touch.”

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

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

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

      “I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

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

      “And when I said so, I was, but somehow I ended up staring at the ceiling all night. I also had a little too much to eat and drink at the celebration, so, yeah, sleep eluded me.”

      “Did you at least enjoy yourself?”

      “Oh yeah, a little too much in fact. The Earth Alliance can definitely throw quite a celebratory party. Everything was top notch, the food, the open bar…obviously. As well as the company.”

      Altair smiled. “Yes, it was good seeing all our friends in one place, well, most of our friends anyway.”

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

      “I think, at least for the time being, that we may be a constant reminder of what he’s lost, you know? And that he’d rather not put himself in a position that potentially poured salt on an open wound. I know in his place, that’s how I would feel.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much. I remember when I lost Fillio...I hated how I felt whenever a smell or a food we shared reminded me of her and realizing that she was gone…it’s never easy.”

      Daniel let the words hang for a moment. “Speaking of last night, congratulations on your speech. I’d love to hear more about that space station you want to build.”

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

      “That’s a mouthful.”

      They both laughed.

      “It made sense to use an Olympian name, not only because of their important role in defeating the Furies…but I do suppose we could try to find a nickname for it.”

      “I’ll let you know if I come up with one.”

      “Yes, you do that, Daniel.”

      “I guess it’s a good name though, in remembrance of what that victory cost the Olympians. Basically, their world and most of their population.”

      “Yes, they’ve paid a dire price in this war. The station has been my pet project since right after the end of the war. I believe we need a place, central to the Alliance, in order to reinforce diplomatic ties between all our members, both current and future ones. The Fury War shook our universe; we’ve been on the brink of annihilation, and it’s only due to the sacrifices of brave men and women that we survived the onslaught. I’m hoping the station will allow us to focus on peace and making sure we can deal with any arising conflict before it gets out of hand.”

      “That’s a noble sentiment, and I think something we can certainly use.”

      “I wish everyone was so open to the idea.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “At first, when I proposed to build a space station, I was met with resistance by the council.”

      “That’s peculiar. Why do you think that is?”

      “These days, there’s no tangible threat intent on wiping us all out. So why would we want a station dedicated to peace rather than focusing on rebuilding what was lost on so many worlds? Let’s just say some of my colleagues don’t agree with me on the subject.”

      “I, for one, agree we need such a place, and I’m glad you convinced the council. Peace is a wonderful thing, but I believe it must be cultivated moving forward, or we run the risk of repeating past mistakes. Not to mention that we may yet face new threats in the future.”

      “My thoughts exactly. The Spectres could find a way into our dimension, and if they do…” Altair let the words hang in the air for a moment, “Gods help us.”

      “I’m surprised the council didn’t consider that.”

      “Oh, they say if the Spectres were able to enter our realm, they would have already.”

      “You did explain to them that time passes at a significantly slower pace on the other side, didn’t you?”

      “Tried, and I guess failed.”

      “Even if they don’t come, or come much later, having the station would allow us to have a base of operation.”

      “And now you see why I’ve fought so hard to make sure we started construction. We can already see some factions making their move to fill in the power voids throughout remote places in the Alliance. Pirates mostly, and nothing we can’t handle up till now, but the sooner we can put a coherent, multi-system government in place dedicated to peacekeeping, the better. That’s why I’m glad you see things my way. In fact, that’s exactly why I asked you here this morning. I’m looking for the station’s commanding officer.”

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

      “Why, yes. You seem surprised.”

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

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Daniel, you did an incredible job in the last battle around Erevos, commanding a large destroyer fleet to victory involves more than just fancy piloting skills and leading squadrons.”

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

      “But we didn’t. Look, Daniel, it doesn’t matter how or why it happened the way it did. You were in command, and you did an excellent job in a sensitive position. One you were thrust into under extreme circumstances. At the end of the day, that’s what history will remember. And that’s why I want you for this job. You’ve proven your quick to adapt to fast-changing situations, make life and death decisions under pressure, and you have a clear understanding of the chain of command. Something the council was very adamant about.”

      “I imagine you must have redacted some of my records then. While I always had a deeper understanding of the chain of command than Chase did, I also went against orders when I felt it was necessary.”

      Altair gave Daniel a big smile. “I know, and yes, I’ve redacted a couple of things. But that’s why I want you for the job and why the council doesn’t need to know. Sometimes, rules need to be broken, and you seem to understand the fine line in determining when to make those decisions. If Chase had followed every single order, without question, without rebelling when he thought it was needed, we would all be dead right now.”

      “That’s a blurry line to walk through if I ever saw one.”

      “One I believe you’re perfectly suited to navigate.”

      “Well, thank you, Altair. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate you’d trust me for the position, but...well—I have to admit I had imagined something else from this meeting.”

      “Such as?”

      “To be honest, I was kind of hoping I would get my own ship, you know?”

      “Ah, Starship Captain!”

      “Exactly. Don’t get me wrong, I love being in command of fighter squadrons, always have. But I always envisioned getting my own command would be the next logical step for me.”

      “Yes, and if we were currently at war, I would give you your own command on the spot, without a second thought. But if I were to do that today, it would mean your main duties would be patrolling Alliance territory day in and day out. Sure, you’d occasionally engage in skirmishes with pirates in order to maintain order in some desolate part of the galaxy, but I doubt it would be a fulfilling position for you. Not after all we’ve been through.”

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

      “Perhaps…but then you’re assuming I’m looking for excitement. And that I will get it on a station dedicated to peace. Isn’t that kind of a dichotomy? Or am I missing something?”

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

      “I suppose there’s some wisdom in what you say. I can also confirm I haven’t found the transition to peace to be as easy as I thought it would. Waking up in the morning not knowing if that day would be the day I bit the dust wasn’t fun, but it sure was a great motivator. Without the thrill of the fight, I do spend most of my time bored out of my skull. Still, if I were to look for excitement, I’m not sure commanding a diplomatic space station will deliver, even compared to commanding a starship that’s mostly doing patrol runs.”

      “You’d be surprised. Something tells me this station will become a focal point of attention in the Alliance, and, as such, it won’t be an easy ride. Any way you look at it, the station will most certainly be built with a target painted on it. This Alliance has grown a lot in a very short time, and while we have tried to project an image of unity in the stellar broadcasts, bringing so many different races into a unified coalition hasn’t been all that easy. It would be best for you not to see this position as a retreat. If running it will be even a fraction harder than it was to green light the project, I can pretty much guarantee it will challenge both your patience and sanity at every turn. We fought hard to achieve peace, and without sounding too alarmist, my gut tells me we may have to fight just as hard to keep it.”

      “I’ll grant you one thing, Altair, you sure have some interesting sales pitches.”

      Altair chuckled.

      “Are there tensions building in the Alliance already?” Daniel continued.

      “Nothing major so far. Some old feuds are brewing now that races, which didn’t cohabitate with each other in the past are brought together in the bigger picture. Take the Ferogot and the Droxians for instance, once upon a time they were at war, and while the Droxians nearly extinguished them, there’s a serious thirst for revenge that still exists in many Ferogot. And now they’re asked to sit at the same table. That’s bound to cause some friction.”

      Daniel nodded.

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

      “Coffee sounds really good, thank you.”

      “How do you like yours?”

      “Black, please.”

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

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

      “Not exactly, there’s one in the room, but Yanis was kind enough to install the latest generation transporters in this facility, and I couldn’t pass the opportunity to have it installed in my office as well.”

      Daniel grabbed his cup and blew on it before taking a timid sip, evaluating the temperature of the steamy liquid.

      “So, we’re beaming down coffee now?”

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

      Daniel took another sip of his drink.

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

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

      “What about their hyperspace engines? We could use their speed.”

      “Indeed, but integrating that tech with our ships’ designs has been problematic. Asgardians are one of the only races that don’t use quadrinium to power their ships’ hyperdrive engines. The resource they do use is a naturally occurring crystal that’s only native to Asgard. Which makes it hard for us to mainstream the tech since the crystal is both rare and very hard to mine.”

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

      Altair drank from his cup.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Altair finished his coffee, placed the cup on his desk, and watched it disappear.

      “Yes, that particular alliance took a lot of doing, and whether it will stand the test of time still needs to be determined. But for the time being, the Gorgar race seems to recognize that our shaky start, while unfortunate, was a necessary one. They won’t admit it openly of course; their leaders are proud that way. But even if they won’t say it out loud, they feel partially responsible for many of the millions that died in the war. They were, after all, though unwillingly, arming the Furies.”

      “The Furies may have used them first, but then so did we near the end. Off the record, and on a personal level, that decision of ours still doesn’t sit well with me. Not our finest hour…”

      “No, I suppose not. These were desperate times, and like you, I’m not particularly proud of how we handled it.”

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

      Altair looked straight into Daniel’s eyes for a few seconds before blinking and looking away.

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

      “Well,” said Daniel with a smile, “thanks again for the coffee. I appreciate you offering me the position.”

      Both men got up and shook hands.

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

      “Likewise, Altair. I’ll try to give you an answer in a few days.”
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        * * *

      

      Spiros was working on an upgrade to the shield matrix design for the latest generation of Alliance destroyer fresh off the assembly line. While the war was over, the work to improve both weapons and defensive technologies was not. Emperor Altair, who presided over the council for the Earth Alliance, was wary of letting the Alliance lower its guard and be vulnerable to another attack.

      That’s a concern Spiros could easily get on board with. After all, they knew little to nothing about the Spectres, and while the Furies had finally been dealt with, killing Tanak’Vor had been incredibly difficult. If more of his race were out there, the Earth Alliance needed to make sure they would be prepared for them. The ship they engaged during the last days of the war, a spider ship, was technologically more advanced than anything the Alliance possessed, and that was the reason why the Emperor had given him his current assignment. So here he was, in space again, inside the latest shipyard, working on improving the new destroyers’ shields as well as new weapons to throw at future enemies. For a moment, it reminded him of his research days on Damocles-3. It felt like another lifetime and another Spiros.

      In many ways it was. Thanks to Chase transferring Spiros’ soul to a new and improved clone, he currently had the body of a thirty-year-old, when, in fact, he was significantly older than that.

      Part of him wished he had never been brought back to life. But he knew that way of thinking was selfish. Even if his reunion with Gaia had been short and the pain of her sacrifice still fresh and agonizing, deep down he knew he wouldn’t have wanted to miss a minute of their time together.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Chase frowned, sadness crawling behind his eyes.

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

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

      “Thank you for your understanding and for your friendship. It means a lot to me. I’m not sure I’m worth it. After all, I’m the one who asked Gaia to find the blink drive. I would think you’d want nothing to do with me since I’m directly responsible for her…sacrifice.”

      Spiros had often gone down the path of blaming others when the pain was too strong after losing Gaia. But eventually, he realized that she would disapprove of him for blaming Chase. Without the Atlantian tech, as well as Gaia’s brave sacrifice, Earth would have fallen.

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

      Chase nodded.

      “But I’m sure you’re not calling me to talk about any of this,” Spiros continued. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Am I that transparent? Fair enough. I’m indeed calling for something else entirely. I don’t know how to ask you.”

      “Then just ask.”

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

      “To try to find a cure for Sarah?”

      “Yes. It seems everything we’ve tried in conjunction with the Earth Alliance doctors is not yielding any results, so I’m left with little choice but to try something new. I’ve been thinking about it for months, and it seems that looking for an answer beyond known space is my best hope for finding something, anything, to help Sarah. However, I don’t feel at ease with the idea of taking a human crew aboard the ship. This is my responsibility, and I can’t ask others to risk their lives.”

      “You can’t possibly take such a journey on your own. You’ll need a crew to mend the ship, and let’s be realistic, you may need someone for company. Not to mention you’ll need someone to tend to you should you get injured.”

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

      “But you are…”

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

      “Look,” Spiros said. “I’m not sure the Earth Alliance would allow us to do this. In fact, I’m certain they’d refuse, which is why you’re asking me directly. I know that the risk of an evil AI emerging from a blank Gaia canvas is small, but it’s a risk, nonetheless. Currently, the Alliance is limiting all research related to artificial intelligence and with good reason. I’m not even allowed to improve her basic template to help me with my own research. And just like your proposal, that would result only in an automaton to help me in my daily tasks. At first, I didn’t understand what the difference was; after all we still use our ship’s AIs. But we’ve been asked to implement hardwired fail-safes to make sure these AI can’t or won’t even consider interacting with a body of any shape or form.”

      “And yet we have drones on the Starfuries.”

      “They can hardly be thought of as AIs. They’ve been programmed with your macros and fighting tactics.”

      “Are you telling me there isn’t a heuristic OS that decides which tactic of mine to utilize in combat and that it’s not AI based?”

      “Alright, I guess as long as a drone doesn’t go haywire and start attacking our own ships, they’re willing to turn a blind eye. I, for one, can’t blame them. Gaia 2 killed me after all.”

      “I understand, which is why I’m trying to cut through the red tape and bypass the Earth Alliance altogether on this one. So I’m asking you, as a friend, to grant me a personal favor.”

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

      “Yes. I know it’s not an easy one, and if it makes you uncomfortable or if you don’t want to help me, know that I’ll understand.”

      “Alright, then. I’ll need to think about this one, Chase.”

      “Fair enough. Before I can set out to the unknown regions, I first need to secure a ship anyway, and I hope Altair will allow me to commandeer one.”

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

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

      “Regretting that decision?”

      Chase chuckled. “Today perhaps...But, no, not really. I was in no frame of mind to deal with Alliance business after what happened. And, frankly, I don’t think I can ever be that type of leader again.”

      “Never say never.”

      “Well, in this case, I do. When I am at the forefront of things, people tend to die.”

      Spiros felt like arguing that point, but he knew better not to.

      “That’s your prerogative, I guess. I can’t say I agree with it, but you already know that. Look, I’ll do my best to give you my answer shortly. Thanks for calling, it’s good seeing you again.”

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

      Athena.

      Had she survived the Fury War? Wait. . .Why was he conscious in the first place?

      Though his consciousness was not yet able to give him a clear visual of what was going on around him, his senses were slowly coming back to him. Gradually, his vision returned, and he got a clearer picture of where he was: in the blackness of space. Drifting.

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

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

      Ares tried to calm his mind by emptying it of all thoughts, which seemed to help his senses return to normal. Now grounded in the present, his mind eased up enough to try to interpret where he was. Around him, he could see asteroids and metallic debris, most likely wreckage from destroyed ships. Looking at the asteroids, he got a strange feeling, like perhaps they were remnants of a destroyed planet.

      While that was something he wasn’t certain about, Ares had been responsible for the destruction of enough worlds to recognize this wasn’t a simple asteroid field.

      Could all this be what was left of Erevos and the orbiting ships taken out when the planet exploded? This meant the soul ships had managed to shift Erevos back to the alternate dimension before destroying it.

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

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

      Chase? Can you hear me?

      No answer.

      Aphroditis? Father? Anybody?

      Wherever he was, he was out of reach of the people he knew. All signs pointed to him being in the alternate dimension. Everything around him felt alien. The position of the stars looked like nothing he recognized. Even the way he sensed the building blocks of the universe gave him completely different feedback than usual. Wherever he was, he had never been here before, be it in energy form or before his body perished at the hands of Argos.

      He floated around the area in search of clues. He came upon the debris of more ships, which allowed him to form a mental picture of what type of ships the wreckage had once been. Even though their hulls had been exposed to space and many had been blown to smithereens, a couple of ships’ main hull silhouettes had remained mostly intact. They looked like dark, giant spiders.

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

      This definitely has to be the Spectres’ dimension.

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

      Ares pushed forward and eventually sensed a traveling ship approaching the area at extremely high velocity, perhaps the Spectre’s version of hyperspace. Though it felt more like the ship was instantly hopping from one point to another over long distances, and for a fraction of a second, blinking in and out of existence until the next hop. Hopefully, in this universe, just like on his own, he wouldn’t be detected as long as he remained invisible. It took a while to get a good lock of the ship in his mind, but eventually, he did, and he teleported inside.

      The ship was cold, the floor, the walls, and the ceiling of what appeared to be internal corridors were a dark shade of dirty chrome, and there didn’t seem to be anyone in his direct vicinity. He roamed through the ship until he finally met someone or more precisely—something. First, he saw a few metallic spider drones moving about the corridors, producing nerve-wracking metallic clickety-clicks with each step. They didn’t seem to detect his presence, which Ares took as a good omen.

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

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

      The energy this being was emanating felt familiar somehow and was comprised of a smoky, black aura that brought back bad memories. Even though he wasn’t entirely sure, Ares thought this being’s silhouette and aura was too similar to the one that he had detected inside Arakan’s throne room back on Erevos. Was that a Spectre? If so, then there was no more doubt about it, he was in the alternate dimension.

      The Spectre spoke a similar language as the arachnoids. A holo-screen filled most of the area in front of the Spectre, and it displayed an image of Erevos exploding in slow motion, taking out a small fleet of cloaked spider ships in the process. The Spectre raised his voice, and from his tone, Ares concluded that he gave a command of some sort.

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

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

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

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

      So, the Furies are gone for good this time. At least, there’s that.

      Chase had managed to take out the Furies as he had promised both Ares and his sister, Aphroditis. One thing was certain, Ares wasn’t in Elysium, and it didn’t look like he would be going there anytime soon. Spider ships had entered his dimension, and he needed to find a way to go back and let Chase know. He decided that for the time being, he should stay on this ship and try to obtain more information about the Spectre as well as the arachnoids. They could very well be planning an invasion, and if that happened, Ares intended to have as much intel on this new threat as he could gather, and hopefully, find a way home in the process.
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        * * *

      

      The arachnoid female walked toward Nyx. She recognized the beast. Her array of red eyes glowing.

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

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

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

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

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

      Zarna smirked. “You’re still breathing, aren’t you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Not your choice, I’m afraid.”

      Why? Why was Zarna so obsessed with her? What could they possibly want with her and for what reasons? The Furies were a dead race, so what good could be gained by studying her? Nyx felt an anger rise deep within, and her purple aura grew exponentially.

      “It would be easier and hurt less if you just complied; you’ll never get free of these restraints.”

      “Watch me!” cried Nyx.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I told you to leave me alone,” spat Nyx, “but you wouldn’t listen.”

      Before Nyx could prepare another attack to finish Zarna off, the arachnoid reached with her remaining hand and touched a control on her chest armor. She became engulfed in streaks of red light and beamed away.

      “Dammit!” exclaimed Nyx.

      Enraged at the thought of Zarna escaping her grasp, Nyx forced herself to calm down. Now was not the time to let her anger overcome her.

      You’d better run. Next time I see you, though, will be the last.
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      Altair was getting out of the shower when Ryonna embraced and kissed him passionately.

      “Hey, you,” said Altair. “I didn’t hear you come in. When did you get back?”

      “Just a few minutes ago, you were still in the shower. I’ve missed you.”

      Ryonna dragged Altair toward the bed.

      “Wait—I’d love to, believe me, there’s nothing I’d like more, but I have to get back to the office.”

      Ryonna growled. “What could possibly require your attention at this late hour?”

      “Chase is waiting for me.”

      Altair could tell by the look on her face that this news shocked her.

      “Chase? Really? That’s the last person I expected you’d have to meet with right now.”

      “That makes two of us. I’m just as surprised as you are. He’s barely talked to anyone in the last year.”

      Ryonna nodded and looked pensive. “He’s been through a lot. I hope his presence back in Earth Alliance headquarters means he’s doing better, though. Would you like me to accompany you?”

      “I think that could raise suspicions as to our relationship; that is unless you’re now comfortable being seen together as a couple, openly?”

      “I wish I could say yes, but I haven’t even told Ronan yet. I’d hate for him to learn it through whispers.”

      Altair raised both his palms. “Understandable. Know that I’m not pressuring you into anything, you can take as much time as you need.”

      Ryonna kissed him.

      “Thank you, love. I’ll be waiting for you when you return. How does that sound?”

      “Like I have a very good reason to hurry back,” he said and smiled.

      Altair walked to his dresser and quickly put on his uniform. He then stepped onto his quarter’s transporter pad. He brought the beaming controls online from his wrist holo-device, selected his office, and pressed the energize control. Blue streaks of lights engulfed his body, and he vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Altair rematerialized in his office. Chase was standing on the far left, looking at model-sized versions of the Earth Alliance warships that were encased in a nice glass display. He gazed over the corvette class all the way to the super-destroyer ships with the Hope as the last and largest one in the display.

      “Hello, Altair,” Chase said while keeping his gaze on the chrome ship models as if mesmerized.

      “Hi, Chase. It’s been a while.”

      Chase turned around and tried his best to smile.

      “It has, hasn’t it?”

      Altair gestured for Chase to take a chair by his desk, which he did.

      “May I offer you a drink, coffee perhaps? One sugar, if memory serves?”

      “I’d rather have a Ju’Ran Blackhole if it’s all the same to you.”

      “That’s one stiff drink. I didn’t know you liked that.”

      “I didn’t for a long time, but I’ve taken to enjoying the occasional cocktail lately. Helps dull the pain, even if only for a fleeting moment. The effects of alcohol don’t last long with my physiology. Unfortunately.”

      “I see. In that case, I think I’ll allow myself a single malt whiskey. Wouldn’t want you to drink alone.”

      Chase smiled as Altair prepared the drinks by entering commands on his desk console. A second later, the drinks beamed in.

      “I heard you came to headquarters with your StarFury?” Altair said as he handed Chase his drink.

      “You’ve heard correctly. I know I could have just beamed in, but I’m not used to transporters. That’s not really true, perhaps I’m resisting using them. Maybe because it reminds me of the power I’ve lost. To think I could teleport anywhere in the blink of an eye…I—I haven’t adjusted to losing that ability.”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “I also wanted time to think; between you and me, I also missed being in the pilot’s seat. So, the StarFury seemed like the right mode of transportation at the time since I obviously could have flown faster on my own as well.”

      “I can’t imagine you had many thrills on your way here, though.”

      Chase chuckled. “No, I most certainly did not. I wasn’t looking for any, mind you, so I’m somewhat grateful on that front. At least it’s one part of our lives that I don’t have to worry about anymore—the constant danger. For the time being, that is.”

      Altair’s eyebrows arched. “For the time being?”

      “You know what I mean. Don’t get me wrong, it’s been nice to have peace, even though I didn’t have anyone to enjoy it with…” Chase let the words trail for a moment, his face darkening. “And then there’s that gut feeling telling me it won’t last for much longer.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. Even though I’ve been feeling something similar. Did you sense any enemy presence?”

      “No, not really. And to be fair I haven’t tried to sense anything, but come on, Altair, you can’t possibly tell me that you and the rest of the Alliance think the Spectres won’t eventually find a way to come to our universe. Tanak’Vor himself said so; it was his plan all along to prepare this dimension for a Spectre invasion.”

      “A plan you thwarted, at great personal cost.”

      “For now. And I don’t need to be reminded what it cost me.”

      “I’m sorry, Chase, I meant no offense.”

      “None taken. I know you didn’t mean anything by it, but we both know the fallout I’ve experienced from the Fury War. . .” Chase paused and took a sip of his Ju’Ran Blackhole, “. . .as well as many others. Olympus has been destroyed, and I miss my commanding officer.”

      “We all miss Commodore Saroudis…”

      “I wanted to see his family. I—I promised him I would make sure they were safe. But I never managed to go visit them. What could I tell his wife and daughter that would make them feel any better?”

      “Nothing I suppose, and don’t worry, we’ve made sure they’re taken care of. Daniel visits them regularly.”

      “That’s good.” Chase sighed. “I haven’t been around my friends as much as I hoped to be…”

      “Speaking of friends, Ambassador Is’chys was at the celebration last night, she was sad not to see you. Truth be told, we all were.”

      “Ryonna is an ambassador? Good for her. I bet a lot of people expected me to be there, and, no, just to clarify, your invitation wasn’t lost in the mail. I just didn’t feel like celebrating.”

      “I can respect that, though I’m surprised to see you in my office today.”

      “It was a spur of the moment thing. Sorry if I didn’t give you much notice. Not to mention the late hour at which I called. I hope I didn’t interrupt any plans.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Chase. Anything for you.”

      “I’m glad to hear it since I have a favor to ask. A rather…” Chase paused, “sizeable one.”

      Altair gulped the rest of his whiskey.

      “I’m all ears.”

      “I need a ship. Preferably one that can hold its own in battle, with multiple StarFury squadrons.”

      “I see. We’re talking either destroyer or dreadnought class, then. Do you mind if I ask why?”

      “I’d like to head out to the unknown regions and try to find a cure for Sarah, and I’d rather not have to worry about a crew.”

      Altair furrowed his eyebrows and stared long at Chase. “I don’t think you have a choice in the matter. While your powers allow you to control the ship, their systems, and the StarFuries with the power of your mind, that still doesn’t make you an engineer. If anything breaks down, someone will need to fix it for you. Not to mention that you could become incapacitated. What then?”

      “I’ll figure something out. I can’t ask anybody else to risk their life for me.”

      “I hope you won’t mind me saying this, but that’s a debatable opinion. Almost everyone in the galaxy owes you their life. I’m sure I can find more than enough volunteers to help you in your mission, no matter the risks. People…Nobody has forgotten what you’ve done for us, Chase.”

      “I’m sure you could, and I appreciate the sentiment. But in this case, I don’t want to assume the responsibility for their lives. I’m sorry if I sound blunt or selfish even, but I was hoping I wouldn’t have to debate this with you,” Chase said, his voice cold.

      Altair let a long breath escape. “I see. What if I came along?”

      Chase’s brows lifted.

      “I can’t let you do that, you’re needed here. You’re the head of the Earth Alliance Council. In fact, you’re the only reason why I felt comfortable resigning my commission because I knew you wouldn’t lead the Earth Alliance astray.”

      “And I’m grateful for your trust in me, but you could use the help. Going to the unknown regions without backup, without a crew even…seems reckless.”

      “When has that ever stopped me?” smirked Chase.

      Altair chuckled. “Right, this hardly would be the first time you did something reckless. But let me ask you this: why not ask your friends and family to help? I’m sure they’d jump at the opportunity to spend time with you.”

      “Look, it’s something I need to do on my own. I don’t expect you or anybody else to understand, I only hope I’ve earned enough respect so that my wishes are considered. I’d like to think I’ve earned that.”

      “You have, and then some…and if a ship is what you need, a ship you’ll get, Chase.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We have a new class of destroyer ships fresh out of the docks, that is it will be when Spiros finalizes his work on the new shields’ design. We haven’t named her yet, so before the painting bots do their magic, let me know what you’d like to call her.”

      Chase grinned as he thought about it. “Iron Fire.”

      “Hmmm…For some reason, I excepted you to say Destiny.”

      “The Destiny was always Saroudis’ ship. This name is forever tied to his legacy. The Iron Fire, on the other hand, was the first ship I was given command of, the one with which I returned to Earth to stop your fleet. Well, Argos’ fleet. Back then, the mission had also been one requiring us to go into uncharted territory. Seems fitting to bring that particular name back, seeing how similar this mission could be.”

      Altair nodded. “I can see that. As for your brother when he commandeered my fleet away from me to attack Earth, he was pretty ruthless back then. I remember spending most of that battle unconscious. What he called an alliance back then was nothing more than subduing my people and me into doing his bidding. But I guess both he and I were very different people back then.”

      Chase smiled, but quickly sadness filled his eyes. “Yes…old enemies became friends. In my case, even family. It’s a strange universe we live in, but at least it doesn’t get boring.”

      “Try spending fourteen hours a day behind a glass desk drowned in paperwork and let’s have that discussion again.”

      “Ha, fair enough.”

      Altair briefly brushed his hand over his chin. “It’s good to see you, Chase.”

      Chase stared at Altair for a moment. “It’s good to see you, too, even though it brings up a slew of different memories, you know…”

      “Nostalgia?”

      “I suppose, in a twisted kind of way.”

      “I understand. As for your ship, the soon-to-be-christened Iron Fire is yours to do as you please. I would request that you try to avoid making new enemies in your travels. If it can be avoided, that is.”

      “I have no intention of starting a war with anyone, but obviously, I’ll defend myself if I need to.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less…Admiral?”

      “No—I appreciate the gesture, but I’m not resuming my commission.”

      “You kind of have to, Chase, at least on paper. Otherwise, I’ll have a hard time justifying who’s in command of an Earth Alliance destroyer.”

      Chase flinched. “Alright then, I guess I can live with that.”

      “It’s settled then. I’ll let Spiros know he needs to hurry and put the finishing touches on the ship. I think you’ll like her, she’s equipped with the most advanced technology of any ship to date. She’s fast, powerful, perhaps not as much as a Warheart class destroyer, or not as massive as the new dreadnoughts we’re working on with the Asgaridans, but she packs quite a punch for a ship her size, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Hopefully, I won’t have to push her too much.”

      “Well, at least you’ll have plenty of firepower to defend yourself. Do you mind if I ask you for a favor while in the unknown regions?”

      “Not at all, what is it?”

      “Well, if you could chart every place you travel to and send the intel back to us via subspace? I’m mostly after data regarding potential worlds that could be beneficial for the Alliance to try to approach and perhaps extend our jump gate network to? If you’re correct, and the Spectres return, we may need new allies. What better place than the unknown regions to find them.”

      “I’ll set the onboard computer to do all of that for me if that’s alright with you. Not exactly going on a sightseeing trip. Hopefully, subspace communication will function wherever I’m heading.”

      “Sure, whatever you can do will be appreciated, and, Chase?”

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful, will ya?”

      Chase gave the best smile he could muster.

      “No promises.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Argos deflected the fireball back to his nephew, Chris, with the flick of the back of his hand. Chris avoided the energy-based attack by somersaulting in the air and joining his hands together and used them as a hammer to slam Argos to the ground. Before Chris could land on his uncle’s back, knee first, Argos rolled out of the way and quickly regained his footing, losing no time throwing a roundhouse kick toward Chris’ head. Chris blocked the blow with his elbow and unleashed a powerful shockwave with his other hand that sent his uncle flying backward. Argos recovered his balance in midair and landed on his feet gracefully.

      He’s getting stronger every day. Over time, he could very well become more powerful than his father.

      It was getting harder to look at Chris as a young boy. He was easily looking nineteen now, his body had the right amount of athletic muscle for his age as well as the training regimen he had put himself through lately. By all accounts, a Fury to be reckoned with. Technically, the boy wasn’t even two years old, since having interfered with his own genes from within the womb of his mother in order to grow faster and help his parents in the Fury War. If Argos hadn’t stabilized his DNA, he would have continued to age at an accelerated pace and would have most likely died already. Or would he have? Just like Chase and Argos, Chris had Olympian blood running through his veins that could potentially grant him immortality or, at the very least, a longer than normal lifespan.

      Was Argos immortal? Ever since he had joined his brother’s cause against the Fury, he felt younger than ever, his gray hair now all but gone, the only distinctive features between Chase and him was the scar across Argos’ face and his red eyes. He had cut his long flowing hair to shoulder length.

      Chris was standing straight, an open palm aimed at his uncle. At the exact same time, Argos felt a familiar aura in the distance. Chris’ fireball crackled to life but fizzled shortly after.

      “Why are you stopping?” asked Argos.

      “Your head is not in the fight today. What’s on your mind?”

      “You felt it too, didn’t you?”

      Chris looked away and went to grab a bottle of water.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” added Argos.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “He’s your father.”

      “Biologically, perhaps. But he’s not filling that role anymore. As a matter of fact, I wonder if he ever did.”

      Even though the bond that Chris and Argos shared was strong, and on a certain level was the reason why Argos truly felt like part of the group after he defected from the Furies, he hated seeing Chris’ resentment toward his father.

      “You know he didn’t abandon your mother on the battlefield that day, he was trying to save your sister’s life.”

      “I don’t have a sister!”

      “Oh, that’s how you want to deal with this? Your unborn sister, then.”

      “Mom’s life was more important.”

      “I can tell you that if she were here, she’d slap some sense into you. And we both know it didn’t matter whether or not Chase had come to Sarah’s aid, she had been infected by the Spectre’s blood already, the damage was done and there was nothing more he could have done.”

      Chris turned around, making a fist. “He could have at least tried!.”

      Argos threw his hands at Chris. “Well, you and your father sure share that Athanatos stubbornness.”

      When Chris didn’t answer and turned away, Argos came by his side and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Look, what’s going on between you and your father is something you’ll have to deal with on your own terms, I get that. Know that I’m here if you want to talk about it. In the meantime, Chase is here. I suggest you at least think about saying hi, but ultimately, the choice is yours.”

      Chris delicately brushed off his uncle’s hand. “Thanks, Uncle. You should go see him if you feel the need, he knows where to find me…should he care.”

      “Oh, he does, trust me. More than you’re willing to accept.”

      Chris’ voice was filled with sadness. “That remains to be seen.”
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        * * *

      

      When Daniel opened his apartment door, Chase could tell how surprised his best friend was to see him. In fact, he was probably the last person Daniel expected to see.

      “Chase! Holy shit, it’s really you!”

      “Hey—” Chase hesitated for a fleeting moment, “bro,” he finally added. “Long time no see.”

      Daniel took Chase in his arms and patted his back firmly.

      “Are you kidding me, it’s been a year, so yeah, long time indeed! Come in.”

      Chase nodded as he stepped in and walked to the living room.

      “Can I offer you a drink?” Daniel asked, gesturing Chase to sit down on the couch.

      “No, but thank you,” Chase said as he sat.

      “How come you’re here? I thought you were staying in Sarah’s old apartment in DC, watching over her. Not that I’m complaining, it’s really good seeing you.”

      “It’s good to see you too, my friend. I—I’m sorry I haven’t stayed in contact these last few months. I needed some time alone. I hope you understand.”

      “I gathered that, yes. I’m glad you finally decided to reach out, though. I saw Chris and Argos yesterday.”

      “Did you? How are they?”

      “Well, Argos seemed fine. Chris, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to be dealing with your absence all that well. You should consider paying him a visit. I take it that’s why you’re here though, right?”

      “Not exactly. And truth be told, I don’t know if it would be such a great idea. The few times we’ve met over the past year, the only thing we accomplished was bringing anger and resentment to the surface.”

      “Even so, he’s your son, Chase. You may have lost your wife, but he lost his mother.”

      “Sarah isn’t lost, not yet.”

      “Yeah, of course, that’s not what I meant to say by lost. You know what I mean, though.”

      “I do. But Chris doesn’t seem interested in anything I have to say about that day. Why would he? I should never have brought Sarah to fight with us in the first place. Chris is mad at me, rightfully so, I might add. Gods know I’m mad at myself.”

      “I can’t speak for Sarah, but seems to me it was her choice and knowing her, she wouldn’t have been okay with staying on the sidelines. As for Chris, I think he’s madder at you for isolating yourself in the aftermath of battle than what happened on that day. You’re both hurt and instead of sharing this as a family, you’re driving a wedge between yourselves. Talk to him, Chase, maybe the two of you can mend some fences.”

      Chase took a moment to consider his friend’s advice.

      “I’ll think about it, thanks. But enough about me; I’d like to know how you’ve been and what’s new with you.”

      “Well, until now, not that much really. Although Altair offered me command of Alkyonidon Station, which will be the future headquarters for the Alliance. Once it’s up and ready, that is.”

      “That sounds like a fun assignment as well as a nice promotion, congrats.”

      “Thanks, I haven’t accepted the position yet. I’m still thinking it over.”

      “What’s there to think about?”

      “Well, for one, I don’t know if I’m the right man for the job. And I’m not sure I’ll enjoy commanding a space station. You know me, I need to travel through the stars. A station by definition is stationary. Might not be my cup of tea, so I’m not sure I’ll take the position.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get plenty of opportunities to travel to and from the station, perhaps you should give it a try. If it’s not for you, you can always ask Altair to replace you down the line.”

      “True, I hadn’t considered that. I know I should avoid the subject since it’s probably still fresh in your mind, but don’t you miss it?”

      Chase lifted an eyebrow. “Miss what?”

      “War, or more precisely, fighting for our lives. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m glad it’s over, but now that it is, it feels like something is missing. The thrill, the excitement. Days seem pretty boring now, not that I’d want the Furies back or anything like that. But I don’t know what to do with myself. I’m spending most of my days inside the house, watching the damn TV, five hundred plus channels and I still get the feeling that there’s nothing interesting to watch.”

      Chase smiled. “I don’t miss the war, no. I do miss my friends, and I do miss the bond we all shared under pressure, but I’m not missing the impending doom. But, most of all…I miss her.”

      “I know, Chase. We all do. Are you planning on doing something about Sarah’s condition? Is that why you came back?”

      Chase nodded. “Yes, though technically I’m not ‘back’ per se. I came to commandeer a ship that I’ll be taking out shortly.”

      “A ship you say? Where to? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “The unknown regions.”

      Daniel’s eyes gleamed. “Sounds to me like you’ll be needing a first officer, then?”

      Chase shook his head. “I can’t, Dan. Gotta do this one on my own.”

      “The hell you do! It took so much time for you to finally trust your friends to help you in the Fury War, don’t go back to your old self, Chase.”

      “Sarah’s predicament is my fault, even though she insisted on coming, I should never have taken her with us to fight Tanak’Vor. My father prevented Athena from coming to the battle, and while she’s pissed at him for that, she’s still alive. That’s one occurrence where I feel I should have taken a page out of my father’s playbook. I’m sure you can understand that. So I need to do this on my own, where the only life I risk is mine.”

      “Oh boy, your exaggerated sense of chivalry and self-sacrifice isn’t getting better as the years go by, you realize that, right?”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Chase, you’re being selfish, and the sad part of it is that you don’t even see it.”

      “How is me doing this on my own selfish?”

      “Because the people who care about you, myself included, want to help. We all love Sarah, we all want to see her get better; shutting us out is also ignoring our needs on the matter. I get that you’re hurting, I truly do, but have you stopped to think about how that makes us feel? I miss you, and your family misses you, too. You act as if you’re too hurt to process these emotions, and don’t get me wrong I know you are hurt. And I understand that you needed time alone. Well, newsflash, we’ve given you that time and then some. Now that you plan on doing something about Sarah, you can’t simply expect us to be okay with you going on your own.”

      Chase felt a sting in his heart. Was he being selfish? Was he too stubborn? Why couldn’t his friends and family understand the guilt and pain he felt in losing so many people? Chase never asked for any of it. Days like these he wished Aphroditis never made contact with him in the first place.

      But perhaps he had not stopped to think about how his friends felt on the subject.

      “I understand what you’re saying, Daniel. And I’ll consider it. But I’m afraid, right now, that’s the best I can do.”

      “Well, not exactly a shocker, but thank you. That’s all I ask. Look, I know it’s been, and still is, hard for you. Just remember you’re not alone. We—your friends, your family—are here for you. Anytime, anywhere, in fact. We want to help you, no matter the risks. Don’t shut us out, I beg you. At the risk of repeating myself, we’re here for you.”

      “I know you are, bro. I know you’re there for me, and even if I don’t always voice it properly, I hope you know how much it means to me.”
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      Captain Talon Epizon was gazing through the viewport. His ship, the Bellerophon, had exited hyperspace through the use of the newly constructed jump gate system. It pained him to have to use anything made by the Earth Alliance. But his own ship’s hyperspace engines had been damaged, and he hadn’t managed to find an affordable power capacitor that his archaic engine required in order to restore his ship’s jump capabilities. There were very few of these capacitors left in existence, and even fewer in working order. Sometimes Talon wondered if it wouldn’t be cheaper to simply buy a new ship.

      The only capacitor that he had found was too rich for his hide unless he wanted to tempt fate and ask his ragtag smuggler’s crew how they would feel not receiving wages for the next few months. Something he wouldn’t, as he knew very well what their answer would be. They were mercenaries after all. So there he was with his hunk-a-junk ship unable to make its own jumps, thus relying on the Alliance he so despised.

      It was late, and he was alone on the bridge. The onboard AI, hardly worthy of the intelligence moniker, could have taken care of navigation all on its own. But Talon didn’t trust anyone, not breathing beings and certainly not machines. It had been the case since he lost his entire family to the devastating attack on the Star Alliance by the Obsidian Empire.

      And now the head of the Empire leads the Earth Alliance; they’re actually friends with these savages.

      The doors of the bridge split open behind him. When he couldn’t hear the footsteps resonating on the metallic floor, he knew which of his crew had come in without the need for him to turn around and check.

      “What can I do for you, my insectoid friend?”

      Tar’Lock walked next to the captain and joined him in his late-night stargazing activity, even though it always felt like nighttime in space.

      “I wanted to thank you for making the detour back to Earth. I know you don’t like to go there. I—I really appreciate it.”

      Tar’Lock was right, Earth was a reminder of a past the captain wanted to forget, and perhaps, in time, forgive. Though the latter might take some significant time.

      “You’re a valuable member of my crew, Tar’Lock. That’s the least I could do. How did it go? Did you find the closure you were looking for?”

      “I wish I could say I did.” Tar’Lock sighed. “At the very least, it felt good to see my friends.”

      “What about the Droxian?”

      “She…Ryonna’s clearly moved on. Perhaps I should too.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Though you already know my take on the subject, there are plenty more fish in the sea.”

      Talon regretted the words the moment they left his mouth. Simply because he didn’t believe in this particular cliché. In fact, he missed his wife and children dearly and would give anything to spend just a single moment with them. He used such idioms as a defense mechanism. As a former Star Alliance officer turned smuggler, he could never appear weak in front of his crew. That would be an open invitation for a power-hungry crewman to kill him and take his place.

      That was exactly why sleep was a luxury nowadays, not that he ever got much of it since the Obsidian invasion. Every time he managed to close his eyes, the nightmares would strike. Seeing his family burn every night was something that hacked away at his soul, to the point where he dreaded sleep and only succumbed to it when his body forced him to.

      “Did you see your friend, what’s his name. . .Chase?”

      “No, he didn’t come. I can’t blame him though, he’s been through a lot.”

      “We all have,” said Talon absently, his gaze focused on the distant starlight.

      “I suppose so.”

      Talon saw a couple of stars blink in the distance, followed by another trio. Without a word he rushed to his captain’s chair and brought up his holo-controls.

      “What’s going on?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “I think we have company.”

      “What?”

      Tar’Lock used his super speed to go to the scan console and brought up its interface. His Gorgar speed allowed him to enter a flurry of commands in a heartbeat. In fact, most of the time, and even more so on a ship this archaic, the interface couldn’t keep up with the speed of his inputs.

      “I’m not detecting anything, Captain.”

      “Send the scans to the main holo-screen. I’m sure I saw something.”

      Tar’Lock complied, and soon an image filled a large portion of the near-empty bridge. Captain Epizon got up and walked toward the screen and pointed to the clusters of stars he saw blinking suspiciously a moment ago.

      “Enlarge sector three by four by sixteen.”

      The captain attentively observed the enlarged cluster of stars for a moment.

      “What exactly did you see, Captain?”

      “I’m not sure, a shadow, or something.”

      “Our instruments didn’t pick up anything, I’m afraid. If you don’t mind me asking, when was the last time you got some solid sleep?”

      Talon shot daggers at the Gorgar. “I didn’t imagine it, Tar’Lock!”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      Talon sighed. “No, it’s me who’s sorry, Tar’Lock. I shouldn’t have barked at you like that. I haven’t slept well at all since…well since as long as I can remember, really. But I can’t shake this feeling, my gut is telling me there’s something out there.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. “Then let me try to push scans beyond their resolution. I can try modifying them in order to do so, something I’ve picked up from a friend of mine.”

      “Ryonna?”

      “No, Keera, actually. You’d like her. In many respects, you remind me of her.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Tar’Lock smiled as his hands moved at speeds too fast for human eyes to follow, reprogramming parts of the sensor array. He then refreshed the scans onto the main holo-screen, which turned shades of red, green, and then blue, and one of the scan modes looked like old-school Earth TV white noise. Eventually, in one mode, where everything was mostly black, a faint dark-gray shadow appeared at the center of the cluster.

      “There!” exclaimed Talon.

      Tar’Lock saw the shape for a fraction of a second before it disappeared. But that was more than enough to send a cascade of shivers down his spine. The shape of a spider in space.

      “We gotta get the hell outta here,” said Tar’Lock with a symphony of panicked clicks trailing his words. “Now!”

      “Why?”

      “If this is the type of ship I think it is, we’re in mortal danger.”

      “Perhaps they don’t care we’ve detected them.”

      “Oh, believe me, they care. We better pray they didn’t detect our scans.”

      “Then let’s stop scanning them.”

      “Already done.”

      An ominous series of bleeps resonated from Tar’Lock’s console.

      “What’s going on?” Talon asked.

      “Exactly what I feared. They’ve just locked on to us.”
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      Asrak’Vor was sleeping in his quarters when one of his officers woke him.

      “Rhhh, what is it?” he said, not trying to hide the annoyance from his tone.

      “Apologies for the interruption. A ship exited the jump gate near our scout ship, Master.”

      “Ships exit that jump gate every day. What’s so special about this one?”

      “We’re detecting incoming scans.”

      This fool better not have woken me up for nothing.

      “It’s not unusual for ships to scan the area around them when exiting hyperspace; in fact, I would expect most diligent captains to do that.”

      “I—I agree, Master. But the scans do seem focused on the scout ship we have in the area.”

      Asrak’Vor sighed, realizing this matter needed his attention more than he required sleep.

      “I’ll be right there; don’t do anything until I arrive.”

      “Very well, Master.”

      Asrak’Vor got up and secreted a thin oily liquid that would wash his skin from the impurities of the preceding day. He then augmented the temperature of his skin, bringing the oil to a burning point and letting it evaporate, which released a pleasant musky smell.

      The Spectre arrived on the bridge and saw the main holo-screen showing relayed sensor data from the ship he had sent ahead to scout the area. He sat on his semi-organic onyx throne. The organic material molded to accommodate its user. Asrak’Vor was baffled by how primitive the ship looked, even by this dimension’s standards.

      “Report.”

      “The vessel is scanning our scout ship, there’s no reason to believe it has detected us, but it’s insisting and tried different methods of doing so.”

      “Isn’t our stealth cloaking technology impenetrable?”

      “It should be, but like our own ship, the scout ship has suffered damage, its cloaking field is operating at ninety-seven percent efficiency.”

      That ought to be enough for fooling that old rust bucket’s sensors.

      “Master, the scanning has stopped.”

      “Any change in course from the ship?”

      “None whatsoever.”

      “Your assessment of the situation?” said Asrak’Vor, slightly annoyed.

      “I—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have bothered you with this incident. I apologize.”

      “Apology accepted. And I think under the circumstances, you did well.”

      The navigation officer bowed upon hearing Asrak’Vor’s words of praise.

      The Spectre’s subordinate was correct, he shouldn’t have bothered him until he had conclusive evidence. On the other hand, it was paramount that their presence in this dimension remain a secret as long as possible. And, as such, Asrak’Vor was happy to see healthy initiative like this from his crew.

      He turned to his comms officer. “Open a channel to the scout ship.”

      “Channel opened,” answered the officer.

      The holo-screen filled with the image of the captain of the scout ship.

      “What can I do for you, Master Vor?”

      “The ship that just scanned you—lock on it and destroy it at once.”

      “We do not believe they have detected us.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you believe. If the Earth Alliance even suspects our presence in their dimension, they’ll send an entire armada to hunt us down. We can’t take that chance. Avoid making your presence known to any other ship. In the event it can’t be prevented, then destroy them as well. Whatever happens, don’t get caught, I believe I don’t have to tell you what you need to do if your ship is disabled.”

      “You don’t, Master Vor, we’ll self-destruct before we let our tech fall into enemy hands.”

      “Report back to me when your mission is completed.”

      The captain saluted by slamming a fist into his chest, followed by a bow, and then his holo-image faded into nothingness.
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      Chase barely slept all night, thinking about how to proceed. Both Daniel and Altair’s discussions kept replaying in his mind. Eventually, he had called Argos and asked that he and Chris meet him on the shipyard in orbit around Earth. He had placed a similar call to Daniel and had let Spiros know he’d be coming to check on the Iron Fire in the morning.

      He didn’t like the idea of having to convince them to stay behind. But he didn’t want to take the ship and go without at least seeing his friends and family one more time. It had been months since Chase talked with Chris. He wished it weren’t so, but the tension between them was still volatile and not yet ready to be diffused. Would it ever? Chase wondered.

      He navigated his StarFury into the landing bay of the shipyard and took the turbo-lift to the observation deck. While the lift went down, he wondered if Chris would bother to show up. The turbo-lift doors opened, and the first thing that grabbed Chase’s attention was the ship outside that he could see through a large viewport that ran along the right side of the hall corridor.

      The destroyer was magnificent. It was a much smaller ship than the Hope, but according to Altair, it packed a punch nonetheless. The bots had already painted the name on the side: Iron Fire. Reading the name brought back some happy memories, a time where everyone he loved was still present. Even members of his family he didn’t know he had back then, like his grandfather, Zeus, and many family members he had never really spent much time with before Arakan destroyed them along with Olympus. Some he never even had the opportunity to meet. That thought sent Chase’s state of mind reeling back into darkness faster than previous glimmers of joy, which had gently brushed his soul moments before.

      Chase walked along the circular-shaped corridor, his gaze still locked on to the hull of his future home for the next few months, years, or even decades. He didn’t know how long he would roam the unknown regions, only that he would do so to try to save his wife, Sarah, and their unborn daughter.

      A silhouette caught his attention. It was Daniel. The more he advanced, the more people were revealed behind the curve. Chase’s heart beat stronger with every new step. Spiros was next. Then Yanis and Kvasir appeared, which Chase hadn’t expected. He was only a few feet away when he saw Argos step forward from the rest of his friends.

      Where’s Chris?

      Chase felt a sting in his heart but couldn’t blame his son for not coming. He hadn’t exactly been the father of the year. Smiles filled the faces of his friends as he approached and stopped in front of them.

      “It’s good to see you all,” Chase said tentatively.

      “Good to you see you too, boss,” said Yanis.

      “What he said,” added Kvasir with a smile, his facial tattoos steadily pulsating green.

      Daniel took Chase in his arms and whispered in his ear.

      “I’m glad you reconsidered.”

      Have I? Chase wondered.

      He had to admit, though, it felt good being reunited with the people he had gone into battle with. They had sweated, bled, and in the case of Spiros, even died by his side. Chase had brought him back, albeit in a younger clone body. It still felt weird to see Spiros look like he was now in his thirties. Whenever Chase thought of him, he always saw the older scientist’s face in his mind.

      Chase clapped his best friend’s back and smiled, not willing to sour the moment by saying something he might regret.

      “Chase,” Spiros said with a slight bow.

      Then it was Argos’ turn, and the twin brothers shared a hug that Chase didn’t know he needed. The warmth he felt emanating from his brother soothed Chase’s soul, even if only for a fleeting moment. To think Argos was once his nemesis. But those times belonged in the past, and he was now someone Chase could trust with his life.

      “It’s good to see you, Brother,” said Argos, a genuine smile lighting his entire face. “What is it I hear? We’re going on a trip to help Sarah?”

      Chase had hoped to delay the moment where he would need to convince them to let him go at it alone. But it looked like the reunion was over, and he needed to let them know how he felt.

      “About that—”

      “Hell no, you’re not,” said a familiar voice behind him. “You’re not doing that again.”

      Could it be?

      Chase didn’t have to turn around to know that the voice belonged to his son, Chris, but for a second, he thought he might have imagined it. There he stood, taller than Chase remembered and full of muscles. Chase could tell he had been training intensively.

      “It’s good to see you, Son.”

      Chris grimaced. “You’re not taking the Iron Fire on a joyride on your own. In case that was what you wanted to tell us.”

      How well he knows me.

      In his heart, Chase didn’t want any harm to come to his friends or to what was left of his family. He remembered when this adventure started—when the Obsidian Empire sent them on the run for their lives. Back then, Chase thought he was an orphan and had no idea who his birth parents were or even that he had a twin brother. Now he had a family, and pushing them away would not bring the dead back nor would it make it easier on anyone.

      There was something else Chase felt in his heart; he had missed all of them terribly. Even if it had been his initial intention, there would be no way he could refuse their help now. Daniel was right, he couldn’t ignore their feelings any longer.

      “Well, when it’s asked that nicely,” said Chase with a smile.

      Chase felt his son’s gaze lock onto his, sizing him up somehow.

      “Alright then, what are we waiting for?” he added.

      Spiros walked by Chase’s side. “The Iron Fire is ready to go, except for that discussion we had earlier, which I suppose doesn’t apply anymore?”

      Spiros was correct, Chase wouldn’t need an artificial crew now, and so, by extension, he could accept Altair’s proposal to throw him a volunteer crew to care for the ship’s systems.

      “No, it doesn’t, thank you, Spiros.”

      Spiros nodded.

      “Would you guys want a tour of the ship since we’re all here?” proposed Yanis.

      “I’m game,” said Argos.

      “So am I,” added Daniel. “Let’s take a look at what will be our home for the foreseeable future.”

      “Then follow me,” Yanis said and motioned forward.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel and Argos followed Yanis. Chris stood back for a second.

      “I’ve missed you,” said Chase tentatively.

      “You have a funny way of showing it,” answered Chris coldly.

      Chase sighed. “I’m sorry, I—I didn’t know how to deal with all of it, you know?”

      “No, I don’t know, Chase.”

      Hearing his son call him by his first name crushed Chase, but he couldn’t blame Chris for that.

      “You’re not the only one hurting. Sarah may be your wife, but she’s my mother, unless you’ve forgotten.”

      “I haven’t, and if I could turn back time—”

      “Yeah, that’s an easy excuse, and you know it. So, before we say things we might regret, I have something to say, and I want you to listen.”

      Chase nodded. “I can certainly do that.”

      Chris shot his father a look that conveyed he wasn’t convinced with Chase’s words.

      “I’m only coming along because we share a goal: bring my mother back. I don’t want nor need to rehash the past any more than we have to. You and I are on a different frequency. Now more than ever, but perhaps we always have been. You’ll have my skills when you require them, and you can count on my help to achieve the mission. In fact, you’ll be captaining the ship, and I’m just a member of the crew.

      “Fair enough.”

      “I’m not finished,” said Chris sharply.

      Chase grimaced. “Sorry, please continue.”

      “ I have no intention nor do I care to fix whatever is broken between us. There’s only one thing that matters and that’s saving my mother. If that doesn’t work for you, then let me know, and I’ll ask Altair for my own ship and crew. Are we clear on that?”

      To say these words cut Chase’s heart like a razor was an understatement of epic proportions. Under the circumstances, and with Chase having been mostly a recluse in the past year, he couldn’t blame his son for his dismissive attitude. But at least they were in the same room, and he held out hope that going on new adventures together would help mend their relationship. Even if Chase recognized it probably would take some doing and with no shortage of time and patience.

      “Clear as crystal, Son.”

      “Good,” said Chris as he walked away to rejoin the rest of the group.

      Chase wiped the tears that burned his eyes and followed his son.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx left the complex on Pisces III on a stolen grav-bike, where she had fought Zarna, but she needed to get a jump-capable craft if she wanted to put as much distance as possible between her and her captor. She headed toward the nearest town outside of the dome cities.

      Outside of the few cities on the surface of Pisces III, the planet was little more than a shithole where all the scum of the regions came to trade and look for and participate in shady enterprises. Scavengers, bounty hunters, smugglers, and everything in between, they all gravitated in the region. The sooner Nyx left this planet the better. She needed to head to Geminon Prime where she had left her Fury ship. It would not be a short trip. She hadn’t slept in thirty hours, and even the icy cold wind of Pisces III’s nights whipping against her face wasn’t enough to prevent her eyes from closing.

      I can’t afford to fall asleep. I need to get to the starport and get out of this hellhole.

      She wished she had some stims with her. Stims were highly illegal in the sector. The most efficient ones contained Spectre blood, and the penalty if caught using or selling these ranged from life imprisonment to summary execution. A synthetic version of the drug existed, but the authorities looked at it in the same way and applied similar punishment.

      Spectres were unchallenged masters in this dimension. As such, they didn’t like their blood being used in any way, shape, or form. Spectres liked to believe they were the only pure beings in the universe, so it was no surprise they would react vehemently when their blood was used in such matters. But Spectres’ stims were the only drug that would allow a living, breathing lifeform to stay awake for days on end, if not weeks, and not feel tired while under their influence.

      There was, of course, a risk in using it, especially taking too high a dose. A Spectre’s blood had, at homeopathic doses, some truly wonderful properties in the hands of the right doctors and chemists. But mess up the dosage, and the healing properties turned to poison, and more often than not, followed by death.

      One of the reasons why Spectres reigned unchallenged in this dimension was that when they injured their foe in combat, they’d voluntarily flood the enemy with some of their blood. Because not much was needed to kill almost any species, most learned to accept the Spectres’ absolute power and bowed to them for fear of being annihilated. There was also the fact that they could rip out one’s soul and siphon its essence. Who in their right mind would want their soul to be trapped inside a Spectre for all eternity?

      But Nyx had had more than her fair share of exposure to a Spectre’s blood in the forms of stims, some of them of shady origin. One batch, in particular, had been very potent due to its elevated concentration, which almost killed her. Luckily, she was a good friend with an underground chemist living on Geminon Prime. He had discovered an antidote to a Spectre’s blood overdose. Not many people knew about it, and if it weren’t for Jared saving her life, she would never have learned about its existence. Jared knew very well that if his life-saving interventions were rendered public, the Spectres would hunt him down and destroy him, his research, and whatever stockpile he had.

      Her train of thought was interrupted when she looked at her rearview holo-cams and noticed a set of distant headlights in the night sky. Was she being followed? She needed to make sure, so she adjusted her course to check. She looked behind her and the headlights were gone.

      I guess I’m just being paranoid—

      But then a projectile impacted with her grav-bike, splitting it in two. At over three hundred meters altitude, Nyx started to free fall toward the harsh desert landscape.
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      A day after meeting with his friends, Chase, sitting in the captain’s chair of the new Iron Fire, was ready to depart for the unknown regions in the hopes of finding a cure for Sarah. As expected, Altair had readily found a crew to man the ship.

      Yanis, Kvasir, and Spiros were manning engineering, making sure the ship performed at peak performance. Argos and Daniel were on the bridge with Chase. Chris, however, had decided to stay in his quarters.

      “Are you all sure you want to do this?” Chase inquired. “There’s no way to know what awaits us in the unknown regions.”

      “Whatever is there,” Daniel said, “we’ll face it together like we always do.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better,” added Argos.

      For the first time since the devastating battle with Tanak’Vor, Chase felt hope and warmth return to his heart. As much as he feared losing any of them, he was equally grateful to have his friends and family by his side. And there was no one else he’d rather go to the unknown with than with people he respected, loved, and trusted with his life.

      “Helmsman, take us out of dock.”

      “Aye, Captain,” answered the crewman.

      The Iron Fire’s sub-light engine came to life, the thrusters fired, and the ship slowly moved out of the shipyard. Soon, it was free of the massive facility orbiting  Earth. Chase looked at the blue marble intensely, not knowing when or if he’d ever see the beautiful planet again. He had to though, Sarah’s life depended on it.

      Chase brought his chair’s holo-controls to life with a single thought thanks to one of his Fury gifts that allowed his mind to interact and become one with computers.

      He looked at the holo-starmap of the known regions and let his gaze drift outside the boundaries of space. Listening to his instincts, he chose a point that triggered a tickle-like sensation inside his body. The hyperspace coordinates locked onto the part of the holo-map that was void. Chase fed the coordinates to the jump engines. From the looks of it, that would result in a little over two day’s jump.

      “Ready to depart from the Sol system,” he said. “Helmsman, engage!”

      The Iron Fire’s jump engines came to life, and the ship vanished from orbit.
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        * * *

      

      Ares explored the arachnid ship from stem to stern, multiple times. His lack of understanding of their language made finding tactical information about their race both difficult and frustrating. He was about ready to give up and move on to another part of the Spectre’s space to see if any of the races that inhabited the dimension spoke a language he could understand.

      But just before he was about to leave the spider ship, movement in a nearby corridor caught his attention, especially the heavy clanging noise that sounded like the spider bots on overdrive. What he saw would have sent a shiver down his spine if he still had one.

      Several arachnoid warriors armed to the teeth were approaching. Also, there was something else, something massive, bringing up the rear and making infernal reverberating sounds. Whatever that monstrosity was, Ares now understood why most corridors on board this ship were so large.

      The beast was at least five times the size of the foot soldiers and was half organic, half machine. It had four massive mechanical spider legs and two smaller legs that didn’t touch the ground but moved about like independent tails. At their end resided sharp plier-like appendages that could grab or even crush most humanoid heads. Atop this metallic, almost mech-like portion sat a humanoid body, fused with the machine underneath. It was beige and hairy skinned, with overinflated muscles and long, razor-sharp black claws. It wore a battle helmet with multiple red glowing orbs.

      The spider bio-mechanical beast was hands down the scariest thing Ares had ever seen. And coming from the Olympian God of War who had lived for tens of thousands of years, that was saying something.

      Whatever that group was doing, Ares knew he had to investigate further. He followed them to a drop ship and boarded it with them. Hopefully, this was going to yield more interesting intel than he had been able to gather so far.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nyx looked around to try to identify who took out her grav-bike. But no one was around. Using her Fury powers to counter gravity, she slowed down her descent and landed like a feather on the sandy landscape. Her fiery hair had violet highlights that cascaded down her back and shoulders. It was lustrous and voluminous, resembling a mane and gave Nyx feline qualities accentuated even more by the intensity burning in her eyes.

      She was a huntress, not prey, and whoever thought differently would soon feel her wrath.

      Her mind was on full alert, telling her that her aggressors were not done with her. If it was Zarna’s doing, they knew blowing up her vehicle would not take her out. Since the night was pitch black, she couldn’t see them, yet. But, sure enough, she could sense multiple lifeforms approaching her position, thanks to her Fury gifts.

      Nyx had the ability to sense both a lifeforms presence as well as their energy levels. Among them, she could sense Zarna, who had come with backup—one being, in particular, had energy levels off the scale.

      I should have known they wouldn’t let me escape so easily.

      But Nyx was determined to regain her freedom. She may have been the last of the Furies, and because she was female, perhaps the only hope for her race’s survival. She owed it not only to herself but her entire race to escape this dimension, and perhaps one day, rebuild her bloodline.

      The thought of her species ending was unacceptable. No matter how much she disagreed with the supreme commander when he was alive, the events leading to the destruction of Erevos were proof that Arakan had led them all astray. Still, the delusions of grandeur of one man didn’t mean Fury kind deserved extinction, and Nyx would fight until her dying breath to make sure that part of her civilization survived.

      Six lifeforms, all arachnoids, were homing in on her position. Though she didn’t need any flying apparatus, as most Furies could fly, she had used the grav-bike to try to stay under the radar, but it became obvious that the arachnoids could track her. She needed to get them off her back, preferably with a strong message so they’d leave her alone for good this time.

      Nyx created a white fireball and threw it in the air. She used her telekinetic abilities to let the energy sphere hover, providing her with a shimmer of light so she could see enemies approach. A sort of artificial moon.

      “I’m going to give you all one chance to leave here in one piece,” she shouted into the stillness of the night. “This offer expires in ten seconds, at which point I’ll rip each and every one of you to pieces. Ten…nine…eight…”

      Nyx continued her countdown all the way to zero. The arachnoid fighters were almost upon her. She closed her eyes as her purple aura burst to life.

      “So be it,” she said calmly as her hair shot upward like a mad flame

      Upon opening her eyes, she moved with such speed and agility that the first arachnoid never saw her coming, and by the time he felt her hand slash through his neck, his head was already detached from his shoulders. The remaining five soldiers opened fire with plasma weapons embedded in their arms. The once dark, quiet desert lit up with flying red balls of plasma.

      Nyx dodged most of the energy projectiles, deflecting some with the back of her hands and forearms. She needed to thin the herd, dodging and deflecting wouldn’t get her anywhere, so she jumped high into the sky. Balls of molten plasma followed her ascent as she prepared an attack of her own. Both her fists were engulfed in purple energy, forming into fireballs, which grew bigger with each passing second. When she was satisfied with their intensity, she clasped her hands atop her head, effectively merging both fireballs. Dark purple lightning bolts sizzled to life. She needed a second to aim, so she used her mind to erect a protective shield to deflect the plasma fire still raining upward toward her.

      She smashed her hands down toward the quintet of arachnoid warriors, right in the dead center of them. It was unlikely that her attack would kill them all, but that wasn’t the bulk of her plan; in fact, this would serve as an effective distraction. The large purple fireball darted downward like an eagle descending upon its prey.

      The arachnoid that was directly in the trajectory of Nyx’s attack tried to jump out of the way, but the velocity at which the purple fireball homed upon him made the attempt futile. He was caught in the inferno from Nyx’s attack impacting with the blue, sandy ground. Flames consumed the arachnoid’s flesh in the blink of an eye.

      Sand exploded into the air from the resulting shockwave, like water when hit by a heavy object, and the remaining four arachnoid warriors were sent tumbling and scattering away. By the time they understood what was going on, the female Fury no longer hovered in the air.

      She killed the third arachnoid by punching through his ribcage from behind. The beast’s heart stopped beating in her hand. With a swift motion, she smashed what was left of the organ and opened her palm, not bothering to remove her arm from the dead arachnoid, but instead using him as a shield for a nearby warrior who had returned to his feet and opened fire with his arm appendages, raining red plasma upon Nyx.

      With a single thought, Nyx unleashed a telekinetic shockwave through her open palm and sent the arachnoid warrior in the air. She sensed incoming fire from behind her, and so she swiveled and kept using the dead arachnoid as a shield while maintaining a visual on the prey she had sent tumbling a moment ago. Her eyes flashed orange and shot out two thin lasers, piercing the arachnoid’s skull, which promptly exploded like a bursting watermelon, splashing dark-gray blood before the rest of its carcass impacted with the cold sand and then sunk to its sandy grave.

      Four down, two more to go!
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      Captain Talon Epizon’s reaction was immediate, and he activated his ship’s sub-light engines to their maximum.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said as he pressed a control on his chair that turned the lights red and sounded an alarm. “Tar’Lock, shields up!”

      “Shields are up, Captain.”

      Talon opened a channel to the entire ship. “This is the captain, all crew to the bridge; this is not a drill!”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. “The lock is still on.”

      As if to make the Gorgar’s point, the ship rocked as yellow streaks of plasma grazed the Bellerophon.

      “Shields down to eighty percent,” Tar’Lock said, a series of panicked clicks escaping him.

      “What?!” exclaimed the captain. “They barely grazed us. Who the hell are these guys?”

      “We encountered a ship like this one before, albeit a larger one, and our strongest destroyer barely survived the engagement.”

      “Then we’ll have to make sure this enemy doesn’t hit us full force. Meanwhile, divert every once of power from secondary systems to shield regeneration power nodes.”

      “Done, Captain. And, I concur, too many direct hits with the shields down could blow us to smithereens. Should we head back to the jump gate?”

      Captain Epizon answered by taking manual flight control of the ship, using every trick he knew to evade, alternating one maneuver after another to keep the enemy guessing. This seemed to work as more streaks of plasma screamed past their ship, far enough away that the shields weren’t affected. But Talon knew very well this course of action was just a stopgap and that he couldn’t keep dodging forever.

      He swore to himself. If only the Bellerophon jump engine was functional, he could get the hell out of here. But backtracking to the gate would leave the ship a sitting duck, and all the enemy had to do was line up a couple of well-aimed shots, and they’d be history.

      “No, Tar’Lock, that would give them a clear line of fire, which is a risk we can’t afford to take. Why can’t we fucking see them? I thought ships couldn’t fire while cloaked?”

      “Not these spider ships.”

      I hate spiders!

      “Well, do whatever you did earlier and make sure we can at least acquire a radar position on them; I can guess their position from the plasma fire coming at us, but if we have any hope of losing them, I’ll need to know where they are.”

      There was frustration in Tar’Lock’s next streak of clicking noises. “I’ll do my best, Captain. I suggest we send a distress call.”

      “To whom? We’re a crew of smugglers with no allies or friends to speak of.”

      “The Earth Alliance, sir.”

      The simple mention of the Alliance enraged Talon.

      “No, I’d rather die!”

      “Under the circumstances, you may get your wish sooner than you think. I know you don’t like the Alliance, Captain, but they need to know that the Spectres are in our space.”

      The captain had heard of the Spectres, though until now, it had only been in the recounting from drunks in bars, and there were stories of how the Fury named Chase had defeated the mighty Tanak’Vor. Tar’Lock had confirmed the truthfulness of the stories, but to a certain extent, Talon always thought these tales had been embellished.

      Should Talon reconsider? This enemy’s firepower was like nothing he had ever encountered, not even during his tour with Admiral Thassos and their journey of survival against both Obsidian and Zarlack forces.

      More plasma fire grazed the shields.

      “Shields down to fifty-two percent,” said Tar’Lock, alarm resonating in his voice.

      Talon’s mind was on overdrive as he flew the ship by the seat of his pants while analyzing the holo-starmap and short-range sensor data for a place to hide. He found one in a thick nebula cluster off their starboard bow.

      “Let’s hide inside that nebula cluster,” he said.

      “We’re assuming that their sensors, like ours, won’t penetrate the nebula.”

      “Unless you have a better idea?”

      The captain could feel that Tar’Lock wanted to return to their previous exchange, and so he added, “One that doesn’t involve the Earth Alliance, that is.”

      “Then that’s a negative, Captain, I don’t have a better idea.”

      Members of the crew scrambled into the bridge, a mixture of tiredness, fear, and confusion in their eyes.

      “We’re being attacked by an unknown cloaked ship, we’re going to try to lose them in a nebula cluster,” Talon said, catching up his crew. “Make no mistake people, this enemy has more firepower than anything we’ve ever faced. Frontal assault is not an option.”

      His tactical officer and second in command, a large Droxian, growled. “What did you get us into now?”

      “I didn’t get us into anything; assume your station and return fire!”

      “Captain,” said Tar’Lock. “Our weapons won’t be the least bit effective against their shields.”

      “I don’t care, just find me a firing solution on that ship and return fire!”

      Tar’Lock sighed. “As you wish, Captain.”
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      The holo-screen turned off, and Loki exhaled deeply. His plan of protecting Asgard from the next threat was going well, even though he didn’t like deceiving those he loved—his family. But they wouldn’t listen to him, anyway. Loki felt strongly about protecting Asgard by any means necessary.

      Asgard had came very close to being destroyed during the Fury War, and while his father Odin had decided to bring the Asgardians into the Earth Alliance, Loki had always felt it was a mistake to get involved with them.

      Loki would not let his world and people suffer the same consequence as Olympus. An entire civilization gone in the blink of an eye. That’s the price one paid when they tackled forces they didn’t understand. Some people would have called Loki’s stance on the subject cowardice, but he preferred to think of it as self-preservation.

      And he had history on his side. For centuries, Asgard remained neutral and made sure not to involve themselves in the larger conflicts, like the Star Alliance and Obsidian Empire feud and many others that followed the first Fury War over ten thousand years ago. Asgard had been safe, and it had flourished.

      Midgard, known as Earth to the humans, was once an Asgardian colony; however, Asgard severed ties due to the human’s unpredictability. They were waging wars between themselves and, eventually, were deemed unworthy of Asgardian membership.

      That’s why Loki felt he needed to work in the shadows; to make sure his people didn’t attract the wrath of the next war and be the next casualty to rob an old race from this plane of existence. A battle Loki was certain would come, and one that would make both Fury Wars look like child’s play.

      When the doors of his quarters split open and footsteps resonated, Loki quickly swiped the holo-terminal to the side. He could identify his father just by the sound of Odin’s royal boots echoing on the green marble floor. That, and he was usually the only one who entered his quarters without ringing first.

      “I thought we had agreed you’d make an effort in giving me some privacy,” said Loki.

      Odin stopped a few meters away from Loki, who smiled and swiveled on his intricately decorated chair.

      “Right,” said Odin. “Old habits die hard I guess.”

      “That’s what you say every time.”

      Odin smirked. “I guess I’m getting old. It’s not like you have anything to hide from your father, is there?”

      As a matter of fact…

      “No, of course not, Father, but what if I had been engaged in a romantic or physical activity with a date?”

      “I haven’t seen you engage in those kinds of activities in years.”

      “Perhaps because I fear my privacy being invaded, or maybe I’m just discreet enough that you don’t know about it.”

      Odin nodded. “Fair enough. You should reprogram your quarter’s door not to automatically let me enter.”

      Hearing this from his father was a surprise. As far as Loki was concerned, the reason why Odin didn’t announce himself was that he didn’t trust his younger son. Loki was, after all, the God of Mischief, and he made a lot of questionable decisions over the eons, some of which had put Asgard in trouble. Something he was now determined to avoid for his world.

      Odin either was growing tired of keeping an eye on his son, or he was just plain getting old and senile. Something Loki had a really hard time picturing.

      “And you’d be okay with that?” Loki asked.

      “You’ve been acting admirably for more years than I dare count. When the Furies came to Asgard, you answered the call and fought by your brother’s side, just as I hoped you would. I think it’s time to let bygones be bygones.”

      Loki forced a smile. “Thank you, Father. That means a lot to me.”

      Of course, Loki didn’t see his past actions as something that needed to be forgiven in the first place. He acted in Asgard’s best interests, or at the very least, what he thought was his world’s best interests. Occasionally, that intersected with his self-pursuits and trouble ensued. But wasn’t that the case with every lifeform? The needs of the self outweighing the needs of the many. Sometimes a person needs to feel alive, even if the resulting decisions affect more than one individual.

      “Was there anything else?” added Loki.

      “Tomorrow, your brother and I will catch an early breakfast and discuss orbital defense protocols. I thought you might be interested in joining us.”

      It had been a long time since Loki had been included in informal meetings, let alone the formal ones, but he appreciated the gesture. Maybe he would finally feel like a member of this family.

      Loki nodded. “I’ll be there.”

      Odin smiled. “Good night, Son.”

      “Night, Father.”

      As Odin left Loki’s quarters, the God of Mischief felt a strange sensation: an inner warmth he didn’t think he would feel again. Was it a son’s love for his father? Loki wondered.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx removed her arm from the now burned-to-a-crisp arachnoid chest. He had served as an excellent, if rather smelly, shield during the first portion of the fight. Arachnoid burned flesh was not pleasant to a Fury’s enhanced sense of smell.

      When the other two arachnoids resumed firing upon her position, she grabbed the burnt carcass by one of his arms and spun it like a giant hammer. Nyx spun so fast that large quantities of sand scattered around her, like a twister, effectively deflecting all incoming fire.

      Eventually, she released the carcass, using it as a projectile to take out the remaining warrior. The impact was devastating, and Nyx heard the satisfying sound of multiple bones breaking as the arachnoid warrior crashed to the sandy ground. Instinctively, Nyx fired a small but powerful fireball that finished off her target.

      The remaining arachnoid lit Nyx up with plasma fire from its arm cannons. She blocked the fire by extending both her hands forward. It took an incredible deal of mental and physical energy to do so, but the result was instantaneous. The last warrior stopped firing, baffled as to why his plasma projectiles were frozen in the air. Nyx used the confusion and sent half the plasma fire back to him.

      The arachnoid jumped out of the way, and before he could get back on his feet, Nyx stood over him, an open palm aimed at his face.

      “Pity,” said the arachnoid. “I’m only following orde—”

      A column of purple energy shot from Nyx’s hand, interrupting the arachnoid’s last words and incinerating him.

      “I gave you a chance to back away, you should have taken it,” Nyx said, though the arachnoid was long dead.

      She looked around at the bodies while mentally releasing the white fireball that had served as a light beacon during the fight. It died down in the sky, and Nyx was plunged into darkness. She took a deep, calming breath when, suddenly, she heard a voice boom in her head.

      “Watch out! Behind you.”

      She turned just in time to see a large shadow collide with the ground, sending massive amounts of sand upward.
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        * * *

      

      Chase was looking down at his cheeseburger when Argos sat across from him in the pristine mess hall. The place was brand new, and they probably were the first to use it.

      “How are you doing, Chase?” Argos asked.

      “Surprisingly okay under the circumstances. I didn’t expect we’d all go together. Chris is probably the reason why I haven’t argued against it, though.”

      “He hasn’t been the most talkative kid since the end of the war, but if he feels it’s important, he’ll make himself heard.”

      “Yeah, perfect timing too, sensing that I was about to tell you all that I’d rather go to the unknown regions on my own.”

      “You’ve been alone this entire year, and on a certain level, you had already isolated yourself in the past, taking the weight of the war on your shoulders. It’s time to forgive yourself for the casualties. You can’t save everyone, Chase; nobody can. War is never easy, and as much as I understand where you’re coming from, you can’t control the outcome.”

      “Easier said than done, but I appreciate you’re saying so.”

      “Now, if you’re feeling relatively okay, why is your burger still sitting there getting cold?”

      Chase smiled.

      “I know it’s not been easy for you either, and…well, I wanted to say that I’ve missed you—all of you.”

      “Nice way of deflecting the question. We’ve missed you too. It’s really good to see you, brother.”

      Chase realized he wasn’t really paying attention; this was mostly a one-way discussion. He needed to get some things off his chest.

      “I need to save her, Argos.”

      Argos looked straight into Chase’s eyes for a moment, probably realizing they weren’t having a real back-and-forth discussion.

      “I know. We will, one way or another. Chris won’t have it any other way, and I think he’s more stubborn than you if that’s even possible.”

      Chase chuckled. “He’s taken to you, I can tell.”

      Chase could tell this last remark had touched a chord.

      “He’s been looking for a father figure, Chase—and, well, not to take his side but…you weren’t there.”

      “I wish things had gone differently, you know?”

      “Don’t we all, brother? But that’s what makes life interesting; not knowing what’s going to happen next. At least, I think it is. Take us for example, if we had done things differently, we probably wouldn’t be on the same side. I think one of us would have killed the other a long time ago.”

      Chase reflected on his brother’s words for a moment. Argos joining him had been an unexpected blessing. And while Chase would give anything to have Sarah in his arms right now, deep down he knew that he had done everything he could to protect his family. He gave everything to the Fury War, his heart, his soul, and at the end of the day, the war swallowed his sanity and spat out a shell of a man.

      “I miss my old life, well…sometimes I do, when all I had to worry about was flying a Manticore fighter and blasting Obsidians out of the sky. Things were easy back then. I just had to show up; do my work, wash, rinse, and repeat.”

      “And you were good at it, too.”

      Chase flinched. “What do you mean? How would you know that?”

      “I was observing you from your time at the academy. I may have wanted to kill you back then, but there was always a need for me to know where you were and what you were doing.”

      “Were you now? That’s not something I would have expected.”

      Chase had no idea that Argos had taken an interest in his life back then. But then again, Argos had erased Chase’s memories in the first place and turned him into an adult without a past.

      “Yes. I don’t think it was a conscious thing, really. Back then I hated you more than life itself, I wanted you to suffer. It’s something I—I’m quite ashamed of... I hope you know that.”

      “There’s a reason the humans say the past should stay buried, but you know, in the middle of the sleepless nights this past year, I’ve asked myself many questions, including why you and I had that fallout that resulted in me losing my memories.”

      Argos squared himself in his chair. “And?”

      “One day we need to have that talk.”

      “I suppose we do, but it’s probably best we put a pin in it for now. Keep our respective focus on our mission.”

      Argos was dead right, now wasn’t the time to bring dark and potentially painful revelations to light. Chase had enough trouble dealing with his current fears as is, the last thing he needed was to add more fuel to the fire.

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      “What do you think we’ll find in the unknown regions?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Perhaps we’ll find more information about the Atlantians. I miss my soul ship.”

      “As I do mine. But the soul ships’ purpose was to defeat the Furies, so I doubt we’ll find more.”

      “I’m sure the Atlantians must have left some cool gadget behind one way or another.”

      “Wouldn’t that be something? And who knows, perhaps we’ll find something even better...”

      Chase let the words hang, and his face changed.

      “What is it?” asked Argos.

      “I’ve had this strange feeling lately.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “What? I haven’t said what the feeling is about…yet.”

      “When you get those sorts of feelings, things tend to get complicated, ugly, dangerous, or all of the above at once.”

      “Fair enough. I’d better not say then.”

      “Too late now, brother, spit it out.”

      “It’s not easy to put into words, but I feel a darkness rising.”

      “The Spectres?”

      “I don’t know. But if I had to guess…yeah. We’ve killed one of them, and that felt like a titanic task. Tanak’Vor himself said his kind would seek revenge. So, whatever we find in the unknown regions, my gut tells me we should also be on the lookout for more allies. The Earth Alliance has come a long way since we created it to defeat—” Chase paused. “Well…technically, you at the beginning of all of this.”

      “I thought we’d agreed not to focus on the past right now,” said Argos playfully.

      Chase smiled, but it faded away quickly. “It’s still a new and fragile coalition. One I’m not sure is ready to face an enemy as powerful as the Spectres.”

      “I can tell you that Emperor Altair spent a massive amount of resources making sure we get a heads-up if the Spectres ever returned. When they come back, we’ll be the first to know.”

      “That’s the problem, Argos. Knowing they’re coming doesn’t mean we’ll be ready for them. Truth be told, I’d rather that day never came. I don’t think we’ll ever be ready to fight a race as powerful as the Spectres.”

      “And yet you’ve got a feeling—” Argos grabbed Chase’s barely touched burger and took a bite.

      “Hey,” Chase protested.

      “We both know you weren’t going to eat it. Now I better understand why.  So, in the spirit of not wasting food, I’ll eat it before your gloomy but hopefully not prophetic mood cuts my appetite as well.”

      “Fine. Fair enough. Enjoy.”

      Orange light engulfed Argos’ hand, warming the burger before he took a huge bite.

      “Thanks,” Argos said with his mouth full.
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      Nyx heard the sound of a ship flying overhead and soon a spotlight illuminated the surrounding area, revealing what had impacted in the sand moments earlier. A part of her wished she didn’t see the beast. A half humanoid, half spider cyborg, the monster was at least three times her size, perhaps more. The reflection of its red eyes off its metallic helmet glowed stronger as the beast advanced toward her.

      They really don’t want me to escape.

      She wondered why, but right now, she didn’t have the luxury of pondering Zarna’s reasons. The cybernetic creature quickly closed in on her, and she needed to deal with this threat.

      Nyx let her inner energy flow through her body; her purple aura shone around her, casting shadows in the uneven sand. Grains of sand lifted from the ground and swirled everywhere.

      The beast stopped about ten meters from her position and unleashed a horrific growl. It triggered Nyx’s fight-or-flight response and, as she always did, she chose to fight. But there was no denying the fear that crawled at the back of her mind. She had never seen such a creature and had no idea how to defeat it.

      She decided to let her instincts take over, and she quickly launched a fireball at one of the monster’s legs. Upon impact, it was deflected into the sand, splashing more sand into the air.

      Uh-oh.

      Before she knew it, she was dodging gigantic metallic legs as the creature charged her. She jumped away, barely managing to escape being trampled. She continued to unleash fireballs at both its legs and its humanoid parts, but the creature was so fast it managed to use its artificial limbs to deflect all of her attacks.

      She jumped high, hoping a greater vantage point would give her the upper hand. To her surprise, the creature jumped higher than she ever expected it to be able to. Once in the air, it used built-in thrusters in its mechanical legs to soar higher. No matter what course correction she tried, the creature quickly matched her, and she was unable to lose it.

      Eventually, the beast grew tired of the cat and mouse game and started discharging thick sputum that expanded into energy webs similar to the one Zarna had used against her. The frequency at which the creature shot the expanding nets from its mouth was worrisome, and it took Nyx’s entire focus to dodge them.

      Going back to the lab and being probed like a rat was not an option Nyx was willing to consider. She would fight for her freedom, and without realizing it, her rage fueled her energy, and her aura turned orange. She flew at impressive speeds and arched around the creature, landing her feet into the back of the cybernetic spider.

      It fell and crashed onto the ground, skidding, leaving a large sand trail as it did. Nyx felt intoxicated by the amount of power coursing inside of her and didn’t hesitate to pursue the downed creature for the kill. It was getting back up when the Fury landed from above, using an energy-infused hand as a blade and cut through one of the beast’s legs. Electric sparks flew, and thick black oil sprayed from its cut mechanical limb. It stumbled to keep its balance on its remaining three legs, and Nyx pushed her advantage by jumping toward the beast and landing her knee into the creature’s face. The blow was so powerful it sent the monster crashing into a nearby boulder.

      Time to end this fight!

      Nyx opened fire on the cybernetic soldier with a flurry of fireballs. They exploded one after another, engulfing the creature in an orange inferno. After three-dozen attacks, Nyx stopped and the last of her fireballs detonated with such power that it illuminated the barren area for kilometers on end.

      As the resulting smoke, dust, and sand cloud settled, Nyx looked at the hovering ship nearby and caught Zarna gazing at her from the ship’s ramp. She was smiling, casting that air of confidence and arrogance that Nyx hated so much about the arachnoid. Zarna’s arm had been fitted with a cybernetic implant on which arachnoid biomass was growing.

      Nyx’s aversion for the arachnoid woman sent her near the brink of losing control, and before the Fury even realized it, she had opened fire on the transport ship with a couple of fireballs. The first one impacted with its shield, and the transport pilot dodged the second one, forcing Zarna to climb up the ramp and close it.

      Forget the ship! said a male voice in her head.

      “Who is this?” shouted Nyx. “Show yourself!”

      Behind you. Quick.

      Nyx turned, but it was too late. The spider monster, having recovered from her attack, fired five energy nets in a wide spread. Nyx tried to dodge them, but got caught by three of the nets. She fell back to the sand like a stone. As she collided with the ground, the three-legged spider creature fired a red bolt of lightning at Nyx. She felt like hundreds of thousands of volts course through her body, resulting in agonizing pain. She quickly lost consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      A power conduit in the bridge of the Bellerophon exploded near Urgon, sending the Droxian crashing into the bulkhead. Talon’s first officer passed out on impact.

      “Medic to the bridge!” shouted Tar’Lock.

      “Tar’Lock,” Talon said, “you’re the acting first officer now; assume Urgon’s station.”

      Tar’Lock clicked with frustration. The last thing the Gorgar wanted right now was more responsibility. He obeyed his captain nonetheless. A nearby crewman took a fire extinguisher and dealt with the burning power conduit.

      “Secondary power failing!” shouted Tar’Lock.

      “We’re almost there,” said the captain, his tone more to reassure himself than to convey confidence to his crew.

      “That’s not going to do us any good if we can’t maintain life support let alone shields to protect us from the cluster’s radiation,” barked Tar’Lock.

      Captain Epizon caressed the armrest of his chair. “She’ll hold. I know she will.”

      Tar’Lock wanted to argue that last point, but he was too busy trying to keep the ship in one piece and adjust the sensors in order to obtain a solid lock on the spider ship. He also had been tempted, more than once, to send a subspace distress call to the Earth Alliance, but his allegiance to Talon was strong, and he knew that he would not be forgiven if he went behind the captain’s back.

      The ship rocked as another salvo of plasma screamed near enough the shields to light them up.

      Only once in his life had Tar’Lock seen such epic flying. And, right now, he wished that Chase were here to help them deal with this threat.

      “Tar’Lock,” said Talon, “how are we coming with that sensor lock?”

      Tar’Lock’s holo-console sparked, and he lost his holo-screen. He kicked the shit out of his console, and the holo-image returned, albeit slightly fuzzier.

      “Like the rest of this ship, Captain…not looking good.”

      He could tell that it wasn’t the answer Captain Talon Epizon was looking for.

      “ETA to the nebula cluster?”

      “Five minutes at present velocity.”

      “Can we boost the engines?”

      “It’s a miracle they’re still working, I wouldn’t try it.”

      “Then we’ll need a diversion before we enter the nebula; prepare to jettison a third of our quadrinium crates.”

      Tar’Lock knew what his captain was up to. By detonating quadrinium, it would create a massive explosion, one that could damage the spider ship or at the very least blind their sensors long enough for the Bellerophon to enter the nebula cluster, hopefully disappearing from the enemy’s sensor in the process. There was only one problem with that plan. And it was about to be voiced.

      “You’re not suggesting we blow up tens of thousands of credits worth of cargo for a diversion, are you?” barked the weapon’s officer, Heath McCormack.

      “Not now, Heath!” said the captain.

      “Yes, now! It’s our wages you’re bargaining wit—”

      But Heath never finished his sentence. Tar’Lock ran to Heath, knocked him unconscious, and returned to his own station in the blink of an eye. Gorgars were fast in general, but Tar’Lock was in a league of his own. To most humanoids, when he moved at his maximum velocity, it looked like teleportation for the observer.

      “Thank you, my insectoid friend,” said Talon.

      “Ready to jettison the quadrinium, Captain,” answered Tar’Lock.

      Unlike the rest of the captain’s ragtag crew, the Gorgar was not aboard the Bellerophon to make a profit but more to get away from Earth and the feelings and memories he had decided to leave behind.

      Tar’Lock heard another two crewmen whisper their discontent about the captain’s plan. With any luck, they’d survive the next few minutes, and then they could deal with them. If the crew staged a mutiny now, they’d all die during the attempt. Hopefully, they understood the only thing keeping them alive at the moment was the exceptional flying skills of their captain.

      “Jettison the cargo now, and keep an active lock on the payload,” ordered Talon.

      “Quadrinium away,” answered Tar’Lock.

      Captain Epizon redirected as much power from life support as he could and injected it to the thrusters. Tar’Lock held his breath hoping the Bellerophon could get enough distance from the deadly payload. Igniting quadrinium would create a massive explosion, one that could easily vaporize them, and the shields of the ship were barely holding as they were.

      “Here goes nothing,” said Talon. “Fire!”

      Tar’Lock swallowed hard as he activated the firing holo-control.
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      On the Iron Fire’s bridge, Daniel sat beside Chase as the ship exited hyperspace. A short time later, Argos joined them.

      “Commander,” said Chase. “Please scan the area for any habitable world.”

      “Aye, Admiral,” answered the female officer.

      Argos went to stand beside the captain’s chair. He folded his arms across his chest.

      How’s Chris? asked Chase telepathically.

      You’ll have to ask him that directly. Though, it’s probably best to give him some space right now.

      Chase wanted nothing more than to talk, but he could sense that rebuilding a bridge with his son would not be an easy task. Even though he knew he had to try.

      Thanks, Argos.

      Anytime, brother.

      “Some of us can’t speak with our minds,” Daniel protested. “Don’t think I don’t know when the two of you are exchanging thoughts telepathically. It results in long and awkward silences while your faces change expressions.”

      Chase smiled. “Sorry, and duly noted.”

      “What are we looking for, exactly?” Daniel asked.

      “Anything really. Signs of life, contact with other space-faring species. Anything to help us locate medicine or technology that could help Sarah.”

      “That’s kind of a long shot, isn’t it?”

      “Well, we gotta start somewhere. We’re going into uncharted territory for a reason: hoping to find something there that we can use,” said Chase.

      “Fair enough. Let’s hope the locals, should we meet any, are friendly.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” commented Argos. “If they aren’t, Chase, Chris, and I will happily deal with them.”

      “That’s if they aren’t more powerful than Furies,” said Daniel.

      Argos shot Daniel a dubious look.

      “Besides Spectres, I doubt many races can hold up in a fight against us Furies.”

      Chase twitched. “That’s the thing, Argos. We don’t know what we’re going to find out there. For all we know, we could be relegated to the bottom of the food chain.”

      “That’s a scary thought,” said Daniel.

      “Come on, you can’t be seriou—” but a series of beeps coming from a nearby holo-console interrupted Argos.

      “Admiral!” exclaimed the commander. “Long-range scanners have located an inhabitable planet with signs of technological advancement.”

      “Analysis. What level of technology are we talking about? Space-faring?”

      “Since the sensors have detected the world at the outer limits of their range, we’re only getting partial data. Looks like an industrialized world; we detect energy signatures of all sorts as well as subspace signals. We’ll need to get a lot closer to acquire more accurate information, though.”

      “As first encounters go, this sounds promising,” said Daniel. “We’re looking for signs of life, and well, we’ve found just that.”

      “Agreed,” said Argos.

      Chase didn’t need the input, even if he welcomed it. He could already feel it in his bones that they needed to go there.

      “Then let’s have a closer look, shall we?” Chase turned toward the helm’s officer. “Set a course for the planet and engage the jump engi—”

      “Hyperspace window opening in front of us,” the navigation officer interrupted. “Energy signature is massive!”

      “On screen,” said Daniel and Chase in unison.

      The bridge holo-screen filled with a terrifying image.

      Argos uncrossed his arms, his eyes growing wide. “What the hell is that?”

      A massive creature at least five times the size of the Iron Fire exited a hyperspace window and headed their way. Its multiple heads looked like dragons, and it floated through space like an eel glides through the water.

      “Is that a…hydra?” asked Daniel. “In space?”

      “How can anything that massive live and breathe in that type of atmosphere?” said Argos.

      “Not to mention travel through hyperspace,” said Chase, his gaze locked onto the monster filling the holo-screen. “Right now, though, I think we should leave these questions for later and get the hell out of here. Commander set a course for the planet and engage jump engines.”

      “Hyperspace engines won’t engage, Admiral,” said the commander.

      “What?! Why?”

      “The creature is emitting a Jump Interdiction Field (JIF) of some sort. Doesn’t seem technological in nature but more a function of its biology. It has the same effect as a JIF though, so I’m afraid we can’t jump.”

      “You gotta be shitting me,” said Chase. “Lock weapons to the target.”

      “Is that wise?” Daniel asked. “We know nothing of these creatures, they may not wish us any harm. Maybe we shouldn’t appear threaten—”

      Before Daniel could finish his sentence, one of the monster’s heads opened wide and fired a bolt of plasma at the ship.

      “I stand corrected,” said Daniel.

      “Shields up!” screamed Chase.

      The plasma bolt slammed into the Iron Fire’s shields a fraction of a second after they were fully raised, rocking the ship hard.

      “Shields down to eighty percent,” said the tactical officer.

      He opened a channel to engineering. “Guys, we’re going to need you to find a way for us to get to hyperspace.”

      “Already working on it, Chase,” answered Yanis. “But it may take a while.”

      They better find a solution fast, or we could lose the ship in our first encounter.

      If Chase pondered that thought any longer, he would go down a rabbit hole he really didn’t want to visit. He needed to trust that no matter what happened, not facing dangers alone was a good thing.

      Upon closing the channel, Chase turned to his tactical officer. “Do we have a lock on the creature?”

      “Negative. Systems won’t engage, the creature’s energy signature is in constant flux, and it’s playing havoc with our targeting systems. We’ll only be able to fire manually.”

      “Perhaps Daniel was onto something,” said Argos. “As much as I hate turning tail, fighting this thing head-on might not be the wisest thing to do right now. Not if we can avoid it.”

      Chase thought about it briefly while a second bolt of plasma rocked the ship, lowering the shields another fifteen percent. Though the creature seemed hostile, perhaps it was reacting to their presence the only way it knew how. Protecting itself from what it perceived was a threat.

      “Admiral,” insisted the tactical officer. “Should I return fire?”

      “No, set a course to five by six by three, engage sub-light engines, maximum burn. Let’s see if we can lose it.”

      “Course set, engines at maximum,” said the helm’s officer.

      The ship rocked as sub-light engines engaged and the Iron Fire changed course.

      “Report?” asked Chase.

      “Creature is matching our new vector and is in pursuit,” the commander said gravely.

      Of course, it is.

      “Should I go out in space and blast that thing to smithereens?” asked Argos.

      While the idea had already crossed Chase’s mind, using their powers in space had a high probability of creating space-time anomalies like black holes. If they still had the soul ships, they could have used them, but unfortunately, the soul ships had sacrificed themselves to take out Erevos in the final minutes of the Fury War.

      “We can’t take the chance of disrupting this part of space. The last thing we want is to appear hostile in any way.”

      “Doesn’t seem to bother our hydra friend out there,” said Argos.

      “Yes, but technically we’re the strangers here, it may just be defending its territory or home for all we know. We may very well be looking like invaders or even predators to the creature. And if we start creating black holes by using our powers in space, I’m not sure we’ll receive a warm welcome from other races.”

      Argos growled slightly in mild frustration. “Fair enough. But right now the Iron Fire looks very much like lunch to this creature unless we find a way to get away or destroy it.”

      Chase looked at the integrated holo-screen on his captain’s chair. The creature had adjusted to their new heading fairly quickly and was gaining on them. Argos was right, unless they found a solution, and fast, they were all in jeopardy. There might come a time when they would need to step out and annihilate the creature as a mere survival tactic.

      It sure seems motivated to catch us. I wonder why.

      Chase could have asked his crew to do this next part, but linking his mind with the Iron Fire’s computer was bound to be faster and give him greater control over the ship.

      He accessed the power distribution subsystems and redirected a significant portion of the weapons as well as secondary power reserves to the sub-light engines. The move increased the engines efficiency to one hundred and twenty percent.

      Chase could feel the creature still following them, matching the Iron Fire’s speed. He expanded his senses toward the creature and felt a strong emotion. Rage. Chase focused on the hydra and asked a question.

      Why are you firing on us? We mean you no harm.

      The answer was more feeling than language itself. But if Chase had to put a word to it, it would be ‘destroy’. Clearly, the creature wasn’t interested in why the Iron Fire was here or its intention, it only wanted them gone, no matter what.
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        * * *

      

      Ares flinched as he saw Nyx lose consciousness. As far as he could tell, the arachnoids hadn’t detected his presence. It helped to be made of pure energy and only appear in a semi-physical form whenever he chose to.

      The female Fury sure knew how to fight, but despite her impressive skills, she had been captured. Ares wondered how she had survived Erevos’ destruction in the first place. Hopefully, she would live long enough to tell him. As it stood, she might be his only hope of understanding what was going on in this dimension, so when the ship landed, and the arachnoids grabbed Nyx, Ares stayed with them.

      Several hours later, Nyx was slowly regaining consciousness in a cell aboard the larger spider ship in orbit of the planet. Ares waited, making sure she regained some strength and grounded herself in the moment before making his first contact.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Nyx opened her eyes, the first thing she noticed was the agonizing and deep pain she felt in every one of her bones. As if a massive animal had trampled her.

      It took a moment for her wits to return, and when they did, she quickly recognized the place she was in. Her old cell.

      “Dammit!”

      I can’t believe I’m back here. . .again.

      Nyx felt a mixture of sadness and desperation at the idea of being back to square one. Especially after the amount of effort it had taken her to escape the lab in the first place. For weeks she’d been the subject of multiple experiments conducted by Zarna. Most of them of the unpleasant kind. Some of them; however, seemed to have focused her mind and gave her a boost in power and energy. A boost she had promptly put to good use the first chance she got.

      You fought well, said a voice in her mind.

      She jumped from the dirty bunk bed and frantically looked around.

      “Who is this? Show yourself!”

      My name is Ares.

      “So, I’m not going nuts and hearing voices?”

      Well, you hear my voice, but that’s only because I decided to speak to you. And I think it would be best if you spoke to me telepathically if you have the ability to do so. Just in case your cell is under surveillance.

      Nyx wondered if she was truly awake or having a nightmare. The bodiless voice didn’t add up. Perhaps it was all part of Zarna’s plan, and in the form of one more experiment. In which case, the Fury wondered what the best course of action would be. Should she interact with the voice? Or ignore it?

      I can help you escape, added Ares. But first, I have a few questions.

      After a brief pause, while she considered Ares’ words, Nyx answered, using telepathy. Ask away.

      Are you a Fury? And, if so, how did you survive the destruction of your planet?

      Not that either is any of your business, but yes, I’m a Fury. I wasn’t on Erevos when it was destroyed. Though days like these I wish I had perished with my world.

      Thank you for your honesty. And no, believe me, you wouldn’t want to have been on Erevos when it exploded. I can tell you that much.

      At least I wouldn’t have been turned into nothing more than a Zargon (Fury pet) by these damn arachnoids.

      Nyx genuinely hated that race with every fiber of her being. If given a chance she would see them burn, every single one of them.

      Alright. I could use a Fury. I’ve worked with your kind before.

      Have you now? What are you?

      There was an uncomfortably long silence.

      I’m an Olympian.

      Rage filled Nyx’s already dark soul.

      Please tell me your kidding? You’re responsible for everything that went wrong with my race from the start, and you want me to help you? You must be out of your damn mind!

      That’s a narrow view and not a fair one. We just opposed your kind in a time when you needed to be stopped.

      And sent us to rot in this dimension. Was that something you needed to do as well? Then when Erevos finally found a way to return to where it belonged, your kind interfered once again and sent my people straight to hell. No! Go away Olympian, before I decide to kill you.

      I’m already dead.

      Good. Then I’ll take pleasure in killing you again because apparently, the first time didn’t stick all that well.

      Charming. . .You’re a Fury, alright.

      Was the voice in her head really an Olympian or was it a figment of her imagination? Worse yet, was it one of Zarna’s new ploys? Nyx didn’t know nor care. All that mattered was trying to get free again. And this time, make sure she stayed that way.
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      Tar’Lock fired at the ejected quadrinium payload, hoping the Bellerophon was far enough away not to get engulfed in the major explosion that would ensue. The energy bolts ignited the cargo, producing such a blast that the resulting tremors shook the ship. Power conduits exploded nearby, and the lights in the bridge flickered madly for a few seconds. Fortunately, the shields had managed to divert most of the shockwave produced by the explosion.

      “What’s our status, Tar’Lock?” asked the captain. “Tell me we got rid of our pursuer.”

      When more plasma projectiles rocked the ship, Tar’Lock knew this hadn’t been the case. But then the spider ship flickered in and out of space for a moment before uncloaking completely as it emerged from the inferno. They had damaged its cloak. Tar’Lock didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing as he clicked frantically.

      “Negative, Captain. However, we seem to have disabled their cloak.”

      “On screen.”

      Tar’Lock transferred the rear camera images to the bridge’s main holo-screen. It flickered, forcing Tar’Lock to enter a few more commands to stabilize the image the best he could. Too many systems had already been damaged on board the aging Bellerophon, and it was only a matter of time before they lost power to critical systems like engines, shields, or life support.

      Talon looked at the spider ship still in pursuit.

      “My gods, this thing looks like a spider that crawled out of hell.”

      Even though Tar’Lock had seen a bigger version, the ship’s design looked as creepy as he remembered, and every fiber of his being told him they needed to get as far away as possible and fast.

      “What are your orders, Captain?”

      “Damage report? Did we make a dent at least?”

      “Most of the damage is superficial, their shields are still over sixty percent and recharging, no sign of a fluctuating power signature. It’s probably only a matter of time for them before they fix their cloak.”

      “Then I guess we need to find a way to be gone before that happens. How long until we enter the nebula?”

      Another hit from the spider ship rocked the Bellerophon hard, sending the captain crashing from his chair.

      “Captain!” shouted Tar’Lock.

      Talon raised a hand while getting back up. “I’m alright, stay on task, Tar’Lock. ETA on the nebula?”

      “Thirty seconds.”

      “Can we make it?”

      “I think so, Captain, but that ship will surely follow us inside.”

      “Well, unless you have a better idea…”

      Tar’Lock shook his head.

      “Hopefully,” Talon continued, “their sensors will be just as affected as ours once inside. At the very least, it should be dense enough so they won’t be able to get a visual lock on us, that should give us some options on how to evade them.”

      Talon sent Tar’Lock a flight path.

      “As soon as we enter the nebula, we’ll change direction and then turn off the engines completely. Perhaps if we don’t emit a strong enough signature, they’ll have a hard time finding us.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously but fed the flight path into the computer. The captain was hoping to lose the spider ship with some unorthodox maneuvers, which in itself was a not a bad idea, but his plans rested on the assumption that the spider ship couldn’t use its sensors inside the nebula to pinpoint their location once they went dark. It was one hell of a gamble, one that could cost everyone’s life on board the Bellerophon. Then again, their choices were limited at best. Tar’Lock, like the rest of the crew, would have to hope Talon was right.

      Another hit rocked the ship, and several holo-controls madly blinked red as sparks shot from the ceiling.

      “Shields down to three percent, one more hit and we’re history,” said Tar’Lock.

      It took the captain a couple of seconds before he answered. “Keep on course.”

      “Entering the nebula cluster now,” said Tar’Lock with a hopeful sigh. He activated the new flight plan and held his breath.

      The moment the ship changed course, Tar’Lock lost all sensor data and prayed that the same happened to their enemy. The next few seconds of silence on the bridge were nerve-wracking. If Talon chose the wrong tactic, the spider ship would destroy them. Time seemed to have slowed down, and seconds felt like minutes.

      “Status,” whispered the captain, finally breaking the silence.

      “All sensor resolutions are gone,” answered Tar’Lock, also whispering. “There’s no way to know if this worked.”

      “Well, we’re still here, so I guess to some extent, it did. There’s only one way to confirm if I made the right choice or not and that is to wait further.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Look on the bright side, if they do find us and fire, with the state of our shields, we’ll be destroyed instantly and won’t have time to feel a thing.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously.
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        * * *

      

      Thor was returning from training and was on his way to Loki’s room when he received a subspace call. It had an Earth Alliance signature. He swiped the call to his quarter’s holo-screen. The face of his dear friend, Poseidon, appeared.

      “Hey,” said Thor with a smile. “Long time no see.”

      “It’s been a while, indeed. How are you doing my friend?”

      “I’m doing well, thank you. What about you? Have you found a suitable planet to settle the Olympian survivors?”

      “I’m good, thank you, and yes, at last, we have found a suitable world. A couple of months ago, in fact. I wanted to call you earlier, but we’ve been busy, and well, you know the burden of command.”

      “Don’t sweat it, Poseidon. I’ve been busy too, we’ve had our hands full rebuilding a fleet to replace the ships that were destroyed by Arakan and his Furies during their attack on Asgard.”

      Poseidon nodded. “Glad to hear you’re keeping busy. How’s your father doing?”

      “He’s been better. The battle against Arakan’s special force drained him more than I thought it would. Our physicians are trying their best to raise his energy levels, but he’s weaker than I’ve seen him in years.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, my friend. Is there anything we can do? Would you like me to send one of our physicians?”

      “That’s very kind of you, but I don’t think it will be necessary. He’s lived for so long, perhaps his heart isn’t in it anymore. I think if I had lived over forty thousand years, I might feel the same.”

      “The burden of immortality.”

      “It certainly feels that way sometimes.”

      “I’m pleased to see you and get news, but if I may be blunt, that’s not the main reason behind my call.”

      “I had a feeling that was the case. How can I help, Poseidon?”

      “When we left in search of a new Olympus, we sent probes throughout the universe. One of them that happens to be traveling not too far from Asgard territory has been sending back some strange readings.”

      “Strange how?”

      “I wish I could tell you for sure. All I know is that there might be someone, or something, in your space that I don’t think belongs there.”

      Thor’s tattoos flashed brightly a couple of times. “I see. Any chance you could send me the sensor data?”

      “Already embedded in the subspace signal. Perhaps it’s nothing but paranoia on my part, but I thought I’d tell you all the same. Let me know if you can make sense of it, and should you need help in any way, don’t hesitate to ask, okay?”

      “Understood. Thank you, my friend…It’s been good seeing you again.”

      “Good to see you too. Poseidon out.”

      As the holo-screen vanished into nothingness, Thor accessed the sensor data and sent it to the head of orbital defense operations requesting that he investigate the data further as a high priority order. If something was lurking in Asgardian space, Thor needed to know who or what it was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Thor entered his brother’s quarters, he saw the light of a holo-screen reflecting on Loki’s face. Loki was standing at the end of the room.

      “Remember our deal,” said a voice.

      “I gotta go,” Loki hurriedly ended the call.

      The holo-communication went black.

      “Am I interrupting something?” asked Thor.

      “No, nothing important, anyway. Just catching up on some backlogged tasks. What can I do for you, brother?”

      Thor’s facial tattoos lit up slightly more than usual. “Nothing in particular, but I thought we had planned to train again this evening? When you didn’t show up, I thought I’d check that you were alright.”

      Loki held his neck and moaned. “I’m sorry, I should have called you. Yesterday’s training was a little rough on me, and I’m not sure I’m up for more training until my neck heals.”

      “I’m sorry, brother. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “No worries, wouldn’t be much of a combat training if we didn’t hurt ourselves from time to time. Mind if we leave it for another time?”

      “Sure, there will be other opportunities for us to train.”

      “Thanks for checking on me, though. I appreciate it.”

      Thor’s tattoos pulsed slowly.

      “Mind if I ask why you didn’t get into a regen tank after our workout?”

      Loki smirked. “You know me, brother…my pride often gets the better of me. And I find pain to be a great motivator.”

      Thor wasn’t sure if he believed Loki. Something about how his facial tattoos pulsated didn’t quite sit right. Nor did his explanation make much sense. Perhaps the God of Thunder was reading too much into it.

      “Well, if you’re not gonna use a regen tank, then have the doc look at your neck first thing in the morning. You know how cranky I get when I’m deprived of my favorite sparring partner.”

      “Sure thing, Thor. I thought that honor went to Poseidon.”

      “He’s not my brother, and well, he lives rather far, as you know.”

      “How are the Mjölnir hammer upgrades? Did my engineer come through for you?”

      Why are you changing the subject, brother?

      “He’s a fine engineer, even though I’d rather Kvasir were around. But, thank you for sending him. As for the upgrades themselves, I was hoping I could test them with you today, in fact.”

      “I’m sorry, brother. I’ll use the regen tank so we can spar tomorrow, I promise.”

      “Alright, then…Loki, you know you can always come to me if there’s something wrong, right?”

      Loki’s tattoos died down for a split second.

      “I’m not sure I understand, brother.”

      “I don’t know, maybe I’m reading too much into it, but you don’t seem yourself tonight.”

      “I’m just tired. Long day, I guess.”

      Thor put his hand on his brother’s shoulder.

      “Then you should get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow. Eight sharp?”

      “You can count on it.”

      Thor flashed his brother a thumbs-up.

      “Good night, Loki.”

      “Good night.”
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        * * *

      

      After Thor left his quarters, Loki turned the holo-screen back on.

      A dark shadow filled the screen.

      “Tell me you didn’t just hang up on me, Asgardian.”

      “I had to. My brother was here.”

      A growl was the only thing the shadow used as a reply.

      “Look,” continued Loki. “I know my brother, he would never agree to this exchange. You need pentalium, and I’m happy to provide it to you at the agreed upon price. Something tells me you really need that stuff, so surely this interruption was better than having to deal with my brother’s objections on the matter. Trust me, we don’t want him meddling in our dealings.”

      “Very well…”

      “Are we still on for tonight?”

      “We are. You’d better not be playing me, Asgardian. If I don’t get the pentalium from you, then I’ll take your head instead.”

      “There’s no need to resort to threats. I told you I’d get you what you need, and I am a man of my word. Just have your ship orbit the coordinates I gave you. I’ll have the Asgard planetary defense sensors disabled for that quadrant. At three in the morning, when the royal guards change shifts, I’ll beam you directly to the throne room. That’s the only way you’re getting onto Asgard undetected.”

      “Understood. Make sure everything goes without a hitch, Loki. I’m leaving with what I came for tonight, no matter what.”

      This deal is getting more and more difficult. Too late to back down now though.

      “Follow my instructions, and we’ll all get what we want. I have everything under control.”

      The shadow growled once more as the holo-communication faded into nothingness.
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      “Captain, if I may have a moment?” said Tar’Lock.

      Talon gestured Tar’Lock toward his ready room. The bridge was too busy for a private conversation as most of the crew were now back at their posts. When they were alone, he turned toward the Gorgar.

      “What is it, Tar’Lock?”

      “We need to let the Earth Alliance know about the Spectre ship’s presence.”

      “We don’t know what it is.”

      “I know this ship, the last time the Alliance saw one, there was a Spectre in our dimension attempting a coup to overthrow the Furies. And that was only but one Spectre; he posed such a threat that many heroes, some of them I knew personally, died to unfuck the situation.”

      “You’re not making any sense, and watch that tone of yours. Remember your place, crewman.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. “I—I’m sorry, I didn’t mean any disrespect, but please, Captain, you have to listen to me on this. That ship is bad news, and not just for us, but for all living beings in the universe.”

      “That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think?”

      “Not when you know what Spectres are capable of.”

      “Even if what you say is true, you must know by now that I don’t like the Earth Alliance.”

      “And that’s your prerogative. While I’m no longer aligned with them per se, I know we’ll need their help on this one. You gotta trust me.”

      “No!!” shouted Talon. “They are the last ones I would call for help, you hear me?”

      Tar’Lock tensed his body.

      “We are in no position to be picky here. If we can’t send for help, we’ll be destroyed and countless others after us. If you’re willing to put all of our lives in danger because of it, I think it’s time you tell me why you hate the Earth Alliance so much.”

      Talon fixed his gaze on Tar’Lock.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      “With all due respect, Talon, I think you do. Up until now, I’ve followed your orders blindly, and while I’m grateful you took me on board as a member of the crew, that doesn’t mean I should blindly accept your stance on the Alliance.”

      “You’re more than just another crewman, and you know it. I—I consider you my friend.”

      “And as such, I think I’ve earned the right to know why you’re so reluctant to contact them. They could have ships here within the hour to take care of this threat for us. Instead, Urgon is in critical condition in med-bay, and we’re being hunted down by a ship you and I both know we have zero hope of destroying. So, please, Talon, help me understand?”

      The captain took three steps forward past Tar’Lock and locked his gaze on the orange-purple fog outside the ship. The thick gas layers in the nebula clusters had saved their hide but for how long? Talon took a deep breath.

      “Very well. But it doesn’t leave this room.”

      Tar’Lock clicked. “That goes without saying.”

      Talon turned to face Tar’Lock. Sadness masked his eyes.

      “My family was aboard a transport vessel from the Phoenix when the Obsidian unleashed their attack. My wife, my two daughters. I was Admiral Thassos’ first officer back then. Since I couldn’t take any leave, I requested that they be allowed to visit me aboard the Cronos. But having civilians on board a destroyer in a time of war is not exactly standard protocol, as you would imagine. Because the admiral respected my long years of service, she agreed to make an exception.”

      Talon took a long breath before continuing. “They never made it onboard the ship. The Obsidian Empire unleashed their full-scale attack, breaking the cease-fire and claiming the lives of everyone I held dear. I—I never recovered from that day. Perhaps because I knew full well it was my fault. If I never made that special request of the admiral…”

      Tar’Lock’s eyes dropped. “I’m sorry, Talon. But what does that have to do with your hatred for the Earth Alliance?”

      “Do you really have to ask? The Earth Alliance not only joined forces with the Obsidian Empire, but their Emperor, the one person responsible for my family’s death, is now the head of their council.”

      “I’ve met the Emperor. Believe me, he’s not the same man he once was. As a matter of fact, he risked a destroyer’s entire crew to save me and my friends during the Fury War.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better? This man’s actions are directly responsible for the death of my wife and children, there’s nothing he could have done after that day that would redeem him in my eyes. Surely you can understand that.”

      “I’ve lost family too, at the hands of the person I love, in fact. Ryonna killed my sister.”

      Talon tipped his head to the side. “The same Ryonna you went to see yesterday?”

      Tar’Lock nodded.

      “Did you intend to kill her?”

      “Of course not! I—I know that if she killed Tar’Sian, it’s only because she had no other choice. Sure, I tried to hate her and distort the truth so that I had a scapegoat to despise…it’s easier when you can blame everything on someone else. At least it’s easier than to face and accept the truth, no matter how painful it may be.”

      “Look, Tar’Lock, I’m sorry you lost your sister, I truly am. But I don’t think our situations compare.”

      “Perhaps not, but one thing’s for sure, you have the look of someone who needs a devil to hate, and it looks to me like you’re willing to go to great lengths, including sacrificing your crew as long as you can keep that hatred burning. I know how you feel—”

      Talon pointed an accusing finger in front of Tar’Lock’s face.

      “Don’t you dare think you have any idea how I feel!”

      Tar’Lock shook his head. “Yeah, you’re right, you’re not letting revenge and anger blind your actions, obviously. But, hey, feel free to doom us all in the name of your emotions. You sure are doing a hell of a job so far.”

      Tar’Lock didn’t know if it was his words or something else, but he saw Talon’s face completely change expression. One from hatred to confusion. Talon turned back toward the viewport and stayed silent for a few minutes.

      When Tar’Lock thought that they wouldn’t resume their argument, he walked toward the door.

      “Wait…please,” said Talon.

      “Why, Captain? Haven’t we said all we needed to on the subject?”

      Talon turned back toward his acting first officer. “I—I can’t help the way I feel toward the Earth Alliance. And I doubt this will ever change. However…”

      Tar’Lock didn’t say a thing, instead letting his captain continue when he felt he could.

      “You’re right that anger, hatred even, is what has driven me for the longest time. Perhaps, in this case, it’s affecting my judgment. Right now I can’t bring myself to call the Earth Alliance for help. I—I just can’t.”

      “Who said anything about you calling them for help?”

      Tar’Lock could tell from Talon’s dumbfounded look that he didn’t follow.

      “Look, Captain, I can send an anonymous communication to the Earth Alliance headquarters, it doesn’t have to come from you or the Bellerophon. As a matter of fact, let me make this real simple for you. I’m not going to wait for your authorization. I’m going to step out now, go to my station, and program a probe to exit the nebula cluster. Once outside, it will send a subspace distress call on an emergency frequency I know the Alliance will be monitoring.”

      “And there is nothing I can do to stop you?”

      “Short of shooting me? No. I’m sorry about your family, I truly am. And I’m sorry that you’ve been carrying this for so long, but we need to let someone know of the danger we’re all facing. Or many more families will suffer the same consequences.”

      “What if the enemy ship manages to locate us because of this?”

      “Then we’ll probably die. But at least we won’t die in vain. I’ll take all the necessary precautions to make sure that doesn’t happen though.”

      Talon sighed heavily, which Tar’Lock interpreted as a good sign. When the captain stayed silent, Tar’Lock walked away through the ready room’s door and onto the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      The space hydra had managed to re-enter firing range, and its multiple heads resumed spitting bolts of plasma toward the Iron Fire. Chase did his best to evade by piloting the ship with his mind, but no amount of fancy flying prevented some plasma bolts from hitting the Iron Fire’s shields, which kept lowering at alarming speeds. Clearly turning tail and fleeing was not working.

      Chase had hoped that the creature would eventually lose interest in their ship and get tired of chasing them, but apparently, the rage that animated it knew no bounds. Chase tried to jump to hyperspace, but the ship again refused to bring all systems online. Whatever field the creature was generating was interfering with the jump systems.

      Chase opened a channel to engineering. “Guys, please tell me you’ve figured out a solution to jump?”

      “Hey, boss,” said Yanis. “I’m afraid this is not a problem we can fix quickly. The field generated is in constant flux, and we haven’t been able to isolate a pattern yet so that we can counter its effect for long enough for the jump engines to activate. I’m afraid we’re not going anywhere. Kvasir is working on modifying the shields so that at least we dissipate impacts more efficiently.”

      Not what Chase wanted to hear. The ship rocked as two more plasma shots impacted with the shields, draining them further.

      “Alright, keep at it.” Chase turned to his brother. “It’s still gaining on us. I’m trying to dodge its attacks, but there’s simply too many of them.”

      “Can I go blow it up now? Please,” asked Argos.

      While it was a tempting thought, and while the situation grew more dire with each impact, Chase wasn’t prepared to risk creating a black hole. There might come a time where they wouldn’t have a choice, but they weren’t there yet.

      “Negative. Any more ideas?”

      “I have one,” said Chris as he entered the bridge.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Let me go distract the creature. Perhaps if I fly around buzzing at it, it may get sidetracked and allow the Iron Fire to gain enough distance so you can jump.”

      “We’re not jumping out of here without you.”

      Chris sighed. “I’m not suggesting that, just beam me in before jumping.”

      Chase wasn’t familiar with using beaming technology. After all, he used to be able to teleport at will, on his own, which would have made his son’s idea ideal for him to execute if he still had that power. Chase wasn’t enchanted with the idea of Chris serving as a distraction, at best, and as bait, at worst. If push came to shove, he had no doubt that his son could defend himself, though. Chase could monitor his progress from the bridge and beam him out should anything go wrong.

      “I don’t like it—” said Chase.

      “Shocker,” said Chris sharply.

      “If you’d let me finish,” argued Chase, “I think that’s our best bet.”

      “I should go with him,” said Argos.

      “Thanks, but I don’t need an assist, Uncle,” Chris protested.

      Chase would prefer Argos to accompany Chris, but something told him that if he ever wanted to regain some sympathy points with his son, he would have to trust him and dial down his overprotective fatherly instincts.

      “Chris is right. He can manage it on his own.”

      Have you lost your damn mind? asked Argos telepathically.

      Chris is not a kid anymore, he’s as strong as you or me; we need to trust he can do things on his own.

      Okay, Chase, if you think that’s wise. I just hope you know what you’re doing.

      Chase didn’t. They were in uncharted territory, both literally and figuratively. Everything about this region of space was alien to them, and as their first encountered proved, there was no way of knowing what they were up against. That meant Chase had to silence his anxiety and fully trust his son would prevail. Releasing control was not Chase’s forte, but today he would have to. Chase reached with his mind and found the Iron Fire’s teleportation sub-functions within the ship’s central computer core.

      “Alright, Chris. Whenever you’re ready, I’ll beam you outside.”

      Chris erected a force field bubble around him that would act as an air reserve and also shield him from the near absolute zero temperatures of space.

      “I’m ready,” said Chris.

      Please be careful, said Chase.

      I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Now hit it.

      With a heavy heart, Chase looked at his son and nodded as he mentally activated the beam-out sequence. Rays of blue and purple light engulfed Chris, and he disappeared.

      Good luck, son.
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      Ares took a break from trying to talk with Nyx when he realized he wasn’t getting anywhere. He should not have told her he was an Olympian. Still, he would need to find a way to convince the Fury to accept some sort of truce and partnership. He needed a body to interact with in this dimension so he could affect his own future. That was his only chance to return home and warn Chase that the Spectres have already taken a foothold there.

      When an arachnoid guard approached the cell with what looked like food, he knew that he needed to seize the opportunity.

      I’m going to invade the guard’s body when he opens the cell. Be ready to finish him off.

      He’s not going to open the cell, he’ll just open a small hole in the force field and slide the tray in, you dumbass. Do you really think I would need your help taking down a single guard if he gave me the slightest opportunity?

      Is it really necessary to resort to insults?

      Necessary, no, but I rather enjoy it. Nevertheless, they made that mistake the very first day they put me in a cell. They’ve long since learned that I’ll exploit any breach in their security.

      Okay, plan B then. What opens the force field?

      The third red control on his wrist device.

      When I press it, make sure you take him out quickly.

      Nyx sighed. Whatever you say, Olympian.

      Ares wanted to protest her tone, but he ran out of time when the guard carelessly dropped the food platter in front of the cell door, not caring that most of the food jumped around and splashed on the damp floor.

      The guard smirked at Nyx as he reached for his wrist device to open a small hole in the cell’s force field.

      That’s when Ares jumped him from behind and forced his energy inside the arachnoid. Invading the creature’s mind was neither simple nor pleasant. It felt nothing like taking control of humanoids in his dimension. What it did feel like was that there was more than one consciousness in the arachnoid’s mind. As a result, taking control of the arachnoid’s body was harder than Ares anticipated.

      The guard shook and moved oddly, stepping into the food platter with both feet. Ares slipped and crashed on his ass. The shock and pain nearly kicked away Ares’ partial hold on the alien mind.

      Nyx shook her head in disbelief.

      The arachnoid mind was so dark that Ares felt as if he were trapped inside an inverse black hole intent on expelling the Olympian. He had to push his mental abilities to their limits. He moved the alien’s trembling hand with great difficulty, trying to hit the third red control on the wrist device. Because the hand trembled so much, Ares hit the second one instead, and a bolt of lightning shot from the rear of the cell toward Nyx’s back.

      She dodged it by a hair as her purple aura filled the cell.

      “I said third, dammit. Watch it!”

      T—t—trying.

      Try harder! And hurry up, we don’t have all day.

      The arachnoid mind was still fighting to regain control of the shared body. Ares needed to distract the alien mind. He jerked his borrowed body forward enough for the scalp of the creature to make contact with the force field. The resulting electric current traveling inside the body finally gave him full control, even though he experienced enormous pain feedback himself.

      Ares got up and freely pressed the third red control on the device. The force field dropped. Ares immediately regretted it as Nyx’s eyes flashed purple and her aura exploded like a supernova.

      “Wait—” said Ares. “I’m in contro—"

      But she didn’t, and Nyx literally incinerated the arachnoid with a purple tidal-wave attack. The power she unleashed destroyed the arachnoid at a subatomic level, disintegrating its body.

      “Good job,” said a bodiless Ares with no hidden amount of sarcasm in his tone. “I finally had his body under control, we could have used it to help us get out of here.”

      “Damn…you’re still alive. I was kind of hoping you’d have died along with the guard.”

      “For crying out loud! Haven’t you listened to anything I’ve said until now?” protested Ares. “I’m already dead. You can’t kill me in this form, no matter how much you try. For Gods’ sake, I survived the destruction of your world, that should tell you something about how resilient I am in this energy form.”

      “Apparently so…bummer, though. I’m sure you can understand that I had to try, Olympian.”

      “Stop calling me that! I have a name. Ares.”

      “Not exactly trying to make friends with a member of my arch enemy’s race. And, frankly, at this point, I’d rather you were just a figment of my imagination. Though, after that stunt of yours, it would seem to be wishful thinking on my part.”

      Ares sighed out loud. “Whatever works for you. But may I suggest we get the hell outta here before they send reinforcements.”

      “Finally, something we can agree on, Olympian.”

      “Ares!”

      “Whatever,” barked Nyx as she ran out of the cell and toward the prison’s exit.
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        * * *

      

      Loki looked at his holo-terminal with purpose as his eyes glowed blue and his body morphed into Thor’s. As the God of Mischief, one of Loki’s powers was shape-shifting. Even his own armor morphed as well, and soon, he looked exactly like his brother.

      He entered a few commands on the holo-terminal, and the image of Poseidon filled the holo-screen.

      “Hello, Poseidon,” said Loki, using his brother’s voice.

      “I didn’t expect to hear back from you so soon. Is everything alright?”

      “Not exactly. You said you’re not too far from Asgardian territory, correct?”

      “Yes, we’re only a short jump away, why?”

      “We’ve been hit with a strange malfunction and lost sensor range on something I wanted to get checked. Would it be an imposition to ask you to check it for me? I would send one of our ships, but I’ve recalled them. The malfunction could be a man-made virus, and the last thing I want is for our ships to become stranded should that area contain any hostiles. I’d hate to impose though if you have other things to do—”

      Poseidon raised a hand. “Think nothing of it, my friend. We can take an hour or two out of our schedule to help a friend. You know you can count on us.”

      “Thank you…my friend. I’m sending you the coordinates via subspace.”

      Poseidon looked down, and a series of bleeps echoed through the holo-channel.

      “Got them. But, Thor, is everything alright? You seem somewhat concerned.”

      Loki swallowed hard. He needed to end this conversation now that his primary goal had been achieved. Thor and Poseidon had developed a strong bond on the battlefield during the Fury War, and the longer Loki talked, the higher the chances his deception could be exposed. That would cost him dearly as he didn’t get the feeling that the Spectre race was the forgiving kind.

      “I’m fine, don’t worry. Just been a long day, you know how these go.”

      Poseidon smiled. “I certainly do. We’ll check the area, and I’ll report back in a few hours.”

      “Thank you, Poseidon. I owe you one.”

      “You don’t owe me anything, my friend. Poseidon out.”

      When the holo-transmission ended, Loki regained his appearance and let out a long sigh of relief.

      Well, that’s one thing done. The Spectre will be here soon, I’d better get ready to meet with him.
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        * * *

      

      Chris lost no time upon arriving in space. He locked onto the pursuing hydra and flew toward it as fast as he could. A couple of seconds later he was upon the massive creature. He purposefully flew in between two of the heads and spun wildly in the process, making sure the creature felt his presence and didn’t think he was just some rogue space rock.

      Two of the heads turned back keeping a visual lock on him. Both pair of eyes glowed red, but shortly after, the heads returned their attention to the Iron Fire and spat more plasma attacks toward the ship.

      I guess I need to make a better first impression then.

      Chris quickly veered around and flew back toward the back of the creature. The hydra’s tail was huge, but Chris decided to grab it at its thinnest point. Perhaps that would get the beast’s attention. And that it did. The moment Chris caught the very tip of the massive tail, four heads turned around. The next thing that happened sent Chris swiveling uncontrollably into space as the creature shook its tail so fast and taking him by surprise.

      He recovered his senses in time to see a massive bolt of plasma traveling at high velocity toward him. Chris could probably have deflected the attack, but he feared that if he used too much of his powers in space, he could tear the fabric of space and time in the area like his father had in the past.

      Chris dodged the bolt, darted forward, and started buzzing around the hydra’s head making sure to get its attention; at times coming a little too close for comfort and having to fly between the creature’s large teeth to escape being turned into a space snack.

      But the distraction worked, and the Iron Fire changed its heading without the hydra noticing, its focus now entirely devoted to trying to eat Chris.

      The air within the force field thinned, and Chris regretted not creating a bigger bubble around him. He would not be able to keep this going for much longer, and he passing out was not an option.

      What’s your status? asked Chris to his father.

      You’re doing a great job, another minute and we should be able to beam you back aboard and get the hell out of here, said Chase. Do you think you can hold the hydra at bay for that long?

      Chris wasn’t sure he had enough oxygen to do so, but for the sake of their mission and his family’s survival, he preferred not to disclose his doubts. He could always try and execute his last maneuvers holding his breath.

      Not a problem.

      It was only a handful of seconds later that his vision started to blur, and he was losing focus. As a result, he had to take much less complex trajectories, and that opened up possibilities for the hydra. Each mouth thrust toward Chris was getting closer, and he could feel the creature’s frustration boost its already enraged demeanor.

      Chris tried to count the seconds in his mind, but he had already lost the ability to keep up with the passing of time. His oxygen ran out, and having to spend a lot of energy and focus on dodging the creature, Chris felt his lungs burning. He used his self-healing power to alleviate the symptoms to some extent, but there was simply too much to do to focus appropriately.

      Then suddenly, everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, Talon returned to the bridge and was surprised to see Tar’Lock was the only one there.

      “Where’s the rest of the crew?”

      “I sent them to their quarters to get some rest. They’ve been informed we may ask them to come back at a moment’s notice. They were on edge, and I thought if they can grab some sleep, even an hour’s worth, it might be better for both their spirits and reflexes.”

      Talon stayed silent as he reflected on Tar’Lock’s words.

      “Good thinking. It’s not like there’s much they can do right now. Though we may want to call them when you send out your probe.”

      “Probe is already on its way.”

      “Isn’t that reckless? What if the enemy pinpoints our position from the probe’s exit vector?”

      “I’ve made sure it took a non-linear trajectory to make its exit. It’s also using one percent of its engines, moving at minimum speeds.”

      “Which means it will take hours to get free of the cluster.”

      “It also lowers the chances of being detected, especially within the cluster.”

      “As much as I hate to admit it…well done, Tar’Lock.”

      “Thanks, Captain.”

      “Any luck locating the Spectre ship?”

      Tar’Lock released a series of semi-muffled clicks. “No, but I dare not push our sensors to full power, we could reveal our position just like we did the first time we detected the ship.”

      “If only I had not insisted on scanning the area, we’d be on our way to resupply and on our way back to the jump gate.”

      “Don’t do this to yourself, Captain. It’s not your fault. You saw something out of the ordinary and wanted to make sure it didn’t pose any threat to your ship and crew.”

      “That’s irony for you. My overzealousness actually put us in way more danger than if I had left it alone.”

      “If there’s one thing I learned these past few years, is that nothing good comes from second-guessing our past actions. What’s done is done, what’s the point in lingering in what could have been?”

      “Well, my Gorgar friend, you have an advantage in that matter, you have a small amount of memory and the ability to erase parts of it at will. In fact, for you, it’s not so much an ability as a way of living. You must erase memories to form new ones. The human condition, well…let’s just say we can’t forget the things we’d love to more than anything.”

      “Oh, I’ve been around enough humans and humanoids in general to have a good understanding of how you torture yourselves this way.”

      Talon smiled.

      “In humanity’s defense,” Talon said, “we don’t do it on purpose, well, at least, I don’t think so.”

      “I know, and while I would give a great deal to have even a tenth of your capacity for storing memories, sometimes I think it may be better to just hold onto a select few.”

      “Trust me, in some cases it is. I don’t know what’s worse, Tar’Lock, not knowing whether we’ll survive this or the waiting. Perhaps we should choose a heading at random and just make a run for it.”

      “Well, you’re the Captain, so that particular decision is yours, but if you want my advice, I say as long as the status quo doesn’t change, it can’t hurt to wait.”

      An intense light filled the bridge, and then the ship rocked. The lights turned red, and sparks flew from a terminal near Tar’Lock.

      “On the other hand,” said the insectoid with a series of panicked bleeps.

      “All crew to the bridge on the double,” said Talon over the comms before turning to Tar’Lock. “Looks like the status quo has just been broken.”
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      The royal guards left the throne room a moment before Loki beamed in. The next shift would be on duty in about ten minutes, though they sometimes arrived tardy since people were seldom present at this late hour. He sat, looking around the room, and imagined what it would be like to be the King of Asgard.

      Deep down he knew that Thor would probably be chosen to replace Odin one day. Loki had always been ambitious, but he loved his family too much to ever think of attempting a coup. If he ever got to rule Asgard, it would be because he was chosen to do so.

      In the meantime, he would do whatever was necessary to protect his world and his people. Right now that was the focus of his secret dealings with the Spectres. He had debated whether or not to tell Thor and his father, but he knew very well how they’d react. Loki was the only one in the Alliance that had detected the presence of the Spectres in their dimension. This gave him a window of opportunity to secure a deal with the race that has the potential to wipe out all life in the universe.

      Loki wasn’t stupid to think this deal would last forever, and, actually, he wasn’t interested in forever, what mattered to him was buying his race some time to prepare. If war were coming to this dimension, they would need time to build up their defenses.

      The Fury War had left Asgard vulnerable. More so than it had been in the last ten thousand years. A few years, or even a few months respite, could be the difference between the fall of Asgard or its ultimate victory. Loki didn’t intend to lose.

      After all, the deal he was about to strike with the Spectres didn’t cost Asgard much. A small quantity of pentalium, which they could spare, and some intel the Spectres had requested him to gather on their behalf. In exchange, they would leave Asgard alone.

      Pentalium was a rare element native to Asgard and not found anywhere else in the universe. It was the critical element derived from a crystal that powered Asgardian hyperspace engines. Thanks to pentalium-powered ships, Asgard had the fastest hyperdrive engines in the Alliance.

      The Earth Alliance requested access to the material, which Odin denied. Even though the King of Asgard was thankful for the Alliance’s help during Arakan’s attack on Asgard, he posited there wouldn’t be enough pentalium to go around for the entire Alliance. Right now, the stockpile was quite low because Asgard was focused on rebuilding their fleets. As a result, it took more effort and resources to dig deeper into the planet’s crust to retrieve new deposits with enough purity to fuel hyperspace engines.

      Loki wondered what the Spectres wanted with the rare crystal. He had no doubt they had something nefarious in mind. But because they had requested such a small quantity of it, Loki was inclined to think it couldn’t be too much of a threat. The Asgardian’s train of thought got interrupted when his wrist comm vibrated.

      It was time.

      Loki interacted with the throne’s holo-controls, and a figure beamed into the center of the room. Loki rose from his father’s chair with the intent to greet his guest.

      The Spectre appeared massive, taller than even his brother, Thor, and his skin was as dark as a moonless night. A single emotion overtook Loki’s heart: Fear.

      “Right on time,” said the Asgardian, presenting his hand in friendship.

      Asrak’Vor looked at the hand for a second and returned his deep gaze to Loki.

      “We…do not shake hands,” said the Spectre coldly.

      “I see. Well, in any case, welcome to Asgard.”

      “I also don’t have time for useless pleasantries.”

      “To business, then?”

      “As you say. Do you have what I requested?”

      Loki tapped his wrist holo-device, and a small crate beamed to the side of the Spectre.

      “The amount of pentalium discussed. I’ve even rounded it up a bit.”

      “Good. What about the coordinates of the Olympian ship and requested DNA sample?”

      Loki reached inside his vest and took out a small data crystal that he handed to Asrak’Vor. “Everything you’ve asked for is stored on that.”

      Asrak’Vor grabbed the data crystal from Loki’s hand, making sure he did so without touching his skin.

      “Are you guys germophobes or something?”

      Asrak’Vor growled.

      “Never mind,” added Loki.

      “You can go now,” said Asrak’Vor.

      “Huh…this is my place.”

      “Go! Now.”

      “I see. Well, I would say it’s been a pleasure doing business with you, but. . .Well, anyway, I want to make sure you’ll keep your promise and leave Asgard alone from whatever plans you have. I wouldn’t stay up here too long, the next shift of palace guards is scheduled to arrive any minute now.”

      Asrak’Vor’s eyes flashed briefly, and that was all it took to make Loki’s blood freeze. Asrak’Vor’s facial tattoos dimmed to nothingness. Loki decided not to push the issue and entered a command on his wrist device and beamed out of the throne room.
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        * * *

      

      A plasma bolt grazed the ship, lighting the small bridge of the Bellerophon.

      “That was too close for comfort,” said Tar’Lock.

      “Where the hell is the crew?” barked Talon.

      A series of rapid clicks escaped Tar’Lock. “I don’t know, Captain. They should have reached the bridge already. We need to get out of here though. The enemy fire, while pretty random, could still blow up the ship, especially with our engines powered down to their minimum. I fear the current shield levels would do nothing if we catch one of these plasma bolts full fro—oh, crap.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I think I know where the crew is.”

      “Where?”

      Tar’Lock pointed at the viewport.

      Talon got up from his captain’s chair. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “I’m afraid so. There goes our short-range cargo shuttle, which means that we don’t have a way to get off the ship, should we need to, as the Bellerophon’s only escape pod is currently inoperative.”

      Talon’s face went from worried to red-hot mad.

      “Hail them, now!”

      “No response, Captain.”

      Talon shook his head. “Abandoning ship at the first sign of trouble, quite the faithful crew I assembled.”

      “Look on the bright side, Cap, I’m still here.”

      Talon gave Tar’Lock a dubious look before allowing a chuckle to escape.

      When plasma fire grazed the ship once more, Talon regained his composure.

      “Alright, let’s use this to our advantage. The plasma fire is focusing more around this area, and I think we now know why. They must have detected the shuttle’s engine as it left the ship.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      Talon sat back down. “Let’s plot an exit course that is diametrically opposed to the shuttle.”

      “If they detected the shuttle’s engine, won’t they detect ours if we push them?”

      “We’ll operate at thirty percent. Unlike the shuttle, we have stealth tech installed. I think we’ll minimize chances of detection that way. Hopefully.”

      “You think?” snapped Tar’Lock, doubled with a series of anxious clicking sounds.

      “Unless you have a better idea?”

      “Never mind. Plotting course now.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase could sense Chris was in trouble, even though he had told Chase he could manage to hold the creature off. He silently swore, regretting trusting Chris’ words at face value.

      Chris? Are you hurt? Son? Please respond, thought Chase. Chris!

      “Something’s wrong with my son; I’m turning the ship around.”

      The Iron Fire veered, and Chase redistributed power to the sub-light engines, siphoning energy from virtually every other system on the ship.

      “Beam him back,” said Argos.

      Chase queried the Iron Fire’s main computer with his mind, trying to beam Chris back onboard. The computer couldn’t get a lock on Chris’ biosignature because of interference. Chase then remotely launched three pilotless StarFuries.

      “Computer’s not letting me! Dammit. Launching fighters remotely,” Chase said.

      “Chase, fighters won’t make a dent, beam me out instead. I’ll go help Chris.”

      “Hurry up, Argos. I don’t think he has any oxygen left. He’s gonna pass out any moment.”

      Chase diverted some of his focus getting the fighters out to lock on his brother and beamed him out in space. Argos rematerialized outside the Iron Fire and darted forward like a shooting star.

      Chase feared that even at full Fury flight speeds, Argos would be too late, but he nodded in agreement and beamed him into space with a single thought command from the central computer. Whatever interference was preventing transporters from locking onto Chris’s signature must have been generated by the hydra and only affect the area surrounding the creature.

      Chase unleashed torpedoes from every launch tube from the ship, bypassing the computer’s warning they were too far away to lock onto the target. Instead, he manually aimed toward the creature.

      There was a risk he might hit Chris in the process, but feeling his son’s consciousness wither away, Chase felt he needed to provide him with cover, and hopefully distract the beast, even for just a moment until Argos reached him.

      Chase felt Chris had lost consciousness and feared the worse. The torpedoes approached their target with Argos right behind them.

      Keep an eye on the torpedoes. If one looks like it’s going to hit Chris, take it out before it does, Chase said to Argos telepathically.

      Understood; might blow up a few just to get the beast’s attention, anyway.

      Good thinking.

      Chase felt his son’s body temperature was getting dangerously cold, the force field around him was failing, and he would soon be exposed to the deadly frost of space.

      The hydra shot a plasma bolt at Chris, and it took whatever shield was left around him. The impact sent Chris spinning wildly.

      “Chris!” shouted Chase.

      The hydra followed Chris when multiple of its heads roared as they saw the incoming torpedoes. One of the heads was still deadlocked on Chris, and it opened its mouth to eat its prize.

      Argos shot three fireballs, two of them detonated torpedoes next to Chris, the resulting explosions pushing Chris away from the monster’s teeth as they bit on nothing but space void.

      Shit! That was close, swore Chase.

      You’re welcome.

      Argos swooped to try and grab Chris, but the hydra opened fire from multiple heads, forcing him to slalom in between the plasma projectiles. Many of them impacted with the torpedoes, illuminating space with one explosion after another.

      Argos was only meters away from Chris when a hydra head violently knocked him off course. The Fury recovered and deflected two plasma projectiles targeting him.

      The Iron Fire was still far away from the battle. Which brought Chase’s anxiety levels to their paroxysm.

      Argos’ aura grew exponentially, and his right fist was engulfed in an expanding fireball. He then darted toward the nearest head and smashed it in full force.

      The creature screamed, and before Argos had ended his power punch motion, the tail of the creature hit him with full force, and Argos illuminated blue for a second and was catapulted away so fast he entered hyperspace.

      “Argos!” shouted Chase.

      Brother? Are you alright? Argos? Come in!

      I—I don’t understand what happened, Chase, somehow I got thrown into hyperspace. I’m coming back, but I have no idea how far I’ve been thrown away.

      Things were looking bleak, and the Iron Fire was still too far to help cover Chris. With Argos out of the fight, he was now an easy prey.

      Chase extended his mind to find his son’s life sign and realized that Chris was mere seconds away from death. His body temperature had dramatically dropped, and his heart would stop beating any moment now.

      It felt like time stopped inside Chase’s mind. What happened next made no sense, but somehow he found himself in space next to his son. A force field englobed them, and Chase started warming and healing his son.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t paying attention to anything else around him except bringing Chris back from the dead, and when he saw a massive mouth approaching their position, there wasn’t much he could do.

      Just before teeth impacted with Chase’s force field, the creature’s head was smashed away by an incoming Argos. Chase’s brother hit the beast with both his fists at full speed, sending it hurtling kilometers away into space.

      All safety measures in using their Fury powers in space had just been overridden. Survival was now their prime directive, even if they destroyed this part of the universe’s fabric.

      Chase could feel his son’s heartbeat increase slowly and steadily, and he continued to send Chris as much healing energy as needed.

      Hang on, Son. I’ve got you.

      A fleeting thought came into Chase’s mind. It was exactly for this reason that he hadn’t wanted anyone to accompany him on this mission, but now was not the time to obsess about it. Chase needed to learn to accept the consequences of his decision and act accordingly.

      Thanks for the save, brother.

      Sound didn’t travel in space, so they used telepathy to communicate.

      Argos flew next to them. You’re welcome. I’m just glad the creature didn’t send me farther away than this. How come you’re in space? Did you also beam here?

      I wish I could tell you for sure; the only explanation that makes sense is that I can still teleport under certain conditions. At the very least, for shorter distances.

      Well, that’s a start and good news if you ask me. We’ll have plenty of time to find out later though; let’s incinerate this beast first.

      Agreed. Chris is still in critical condition; do you think you can take care of the hydra on your own?

      Argos looked straight into his brother’s eyes and then smirked. I thought you’d never ask.

      Argos unleashed five crimson-colored and powerful fireballs at the hydra that was already speeding back toward them. The fireballs did not have the anticipated result, and the hydra used five of its heads to swallow them.

      “Oh, come on!” shouted Argos, to no one in particular.

      Smoke erupted from each of the head’s nostrils as all the pairs of eyes glowed red.

      I stand corrected; doesn’t look like it’s going to be an easy fight. We need a plan B, and fast, Argos said with a vicious edge to his tone.

      The Iron Fire swooped between them and the creature and unleashed a barrage of laser fire. All laser cannons opened fire on the creature, and quantum torpedoes blazed from every tube. But unleashing the full firepower from the Earth Alliance destroyer had little to no effect against the scaly armor of the giant space-faring beast.

      The hydra retaliated in kind by sending a salvo of plasma bolts that illuminated and swiftly drained the Iron Fire’s shields. The lights across the ship flickered madly and then suddenly died out. The engines shut down, and the Iron Fire drifted in space like a giant piece of metal junk.

      That’s not good, said Argos.

      No shit.

      Chris’ eyes flew open.

      What…what happened?

      Chase released his son. Long story, one we can talk about later. Can you fight?

      Chris grabbed his neck and cracked it. Yeah, I think so.

      Sorry to interrupt, said Argos, but the creature is going after the Iron Fire.

      They’re sitting ducks, said Chase. We can’t let it get to them.

      Chase exited Chris’ force field after refilling it with oxygen. Then all three of them turned into Ultra Furies and flew at max velocity after the hydra.
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        * * *

      

      Asrak’Vor scanned the data crystal with a device embedded in his palm and sent the gathered information back to his orbiting ship. He opened a holo-transmission.

      “Yes, Master,” said his second in command.

      “I’ve sent you a set of coordinates and a DNA profile. Have a scout ship go to these coordinates, and make sure it takes out the Olympian destroyer. Destroy it from within by sending someone inside to deal with the crew and take control of the ship. The Olympian destroyer is no match for a scout ship, and it should take all necessary precautions not to reveal its presence.

      “Once the operative is aboard, have him either destroy the ship or at the very least disable it so that we can retrofit it later. As for the DNA profile, you already know what to do with it. This is a top priority. I want this done right and done fast.”

      “Absolutely, Master. Thy will be done. Should we beam you back to the ship?”

      “Not just yet. I’d like to observe this place a little. We may have to fight these people in the near future, and observing their architecture and their art could provide me with insights on how to defeat them on the battlefield.”

      “Understood. We’ll be waiting for your beam out signal. Gorak’Shen out.”

      Asrak’Vor walked to the nearest window and gazed at the city. It looked different from anything he had ever seen. Many of the buildings shimmered in the starlit sky. They looked like giant amethyst crystals as if the city itself had been carved inside a natural formation but then perfected itself. Green was clearly a predominant color for Asgardians, who seemed to break the architectural rules with such grace that nothing appeared incommensurate. The symmetry and creativity danced together to form a balanced tune in all their details.

      Observing the intricate details for a little longer gave Asrak’Vor some food for thought about how to fight these people.

      Inside the throne room, parts of the design were mirrored in how the walls were carved with angular shapes and attention to triangular geometry. From that, Asrak’Vor deduced that the Asgardians were a focused people who had mastered an impressive level of technology compared to other races the Spectres had fought, eradicated, or assimilated into their souls pool. They would make a fine addition when the time came.

      “Who the hell are you? Who let you in here?” boomed a deep voice behind Asrak’Vor.

      The Spectre turned and saw an elderly Asgardian standing a few feet away. The man wore very intricate armor that gave the Spectre additional insight into their culture. Asrak’Vor could tell they were proud and strong warriors who believed in duty, sacrifice, and honor.

      “Don’t mind me, I’m just passing through.”

      “You’re in my throne room. Nobody gets in here without my authorization or at the very least without my knowledge.”

      Asrak’Vor smiled. “All evidence to the contrary.”

      “Guards!” shouted Odin.

      Armed warriors, thrusting long, glowing green lances, filled the room.

      “This isn’t necessary, I was just leaving. I gave my word I wouldn’t harm your people. Please don’t make me break that promise.”

      “I don’t care who you are or who you gave your word to. I would; however, appreciate it if you told me who the hell you are,” demanded Odin.

      “No one you need to concern yourself with.”

      At least for the time being.

      “I’ve had it with your cryptic answers. No one sneaks into my throne room and lives. Guards! Take him out.”

      All six guards pointed their weapons at the Spectre and opened fire. The concentrated beams of green plasma resembled lasers in their shape, but they packed a punch, energy wise.

      Each of the streaks stopped a few centimeters from Asrak’Vor’s face, and they vanished into nothingness.

      “That was a mistake,” said Asrak’Vor calmly.

      A black aura engulfed the Spectre, and chaotic whirlwinds of dark smoke danced around him, sending both Odin’s and the guards’ hair swirling around as if they were in the middle of a storm. The aura increased and was so dark it made everything behind it disappear as if swallowed by an invisible void.

      Asrak’Vor’s eyes glowed for a fraction of a second, and what happened next defied belief. Green astral projections exited from each of the guards, and in a heartbeat, their souls were snatched from their bodies. Pain was etched on their faces as they traveled and entered the Spectre, whose eyes flashed green briefly as Odin watched in horror.

      All six physical bodies, now only empty shells, collapsed on the ground, dead. Asrak’Vor snapped his fingers, and they disintegrated as if they never existed.

      Odin adopted a fighting stance as his aura radiated around the throne room with radiant green tones.
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      Nyx was running as fast as she could.

      “Where the hell are you going?” asked Ares.

      “To the cargo bay, we need to steal a shuttle and get the hell out of here.”

      “No! We can’t go yet, I need to gather more intel.”

      “Then be my guest and stay here for as long as you want, I won’t stop you.”

      “I just saved your life!” protested Ares.

      “You most certainly did not. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself, though I will admit that your intervention might have sped up the timetable of my ineluctable escape.”

      “Be that as it may, you owe me, and you know it.”

      Nyx stopped short in the middle of the dark, cold corridor.

      “Show yourself, Olympian.”

      Ares materialized in his golden energy form.

      She wasted no time pointing a finger at him.

      “Let’s make one thing clear, Olympian, I owe you and your kind nothing, except maybe a swift execution. You’re the reason I’m trapped in this dimension in the first place, so the way I see it, if anything, you owe me my freedom.”

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Finally, something we can agree on. Now, since there’s no love lost here, I suggest we go our separate ways. I’m the last Fury in existence, and I don’t intend to die here for whatever fool’s quest you’re cooking up. Is that clear?”

      “You’re not the last Fury.”

      Nyx studied him with piercing scrutiny. “What did you just say?”

      “I said you’re not the last Fury. There are others, in the other dimension. As a matter of fact, they’re the ones I’m trying to get this information for.”

      “Why would you care about helping Furies? You’re not making any sense.”

      “Look, I understand how you feel about me and my kind. If it makes any difference, I’m sorry for whatever part my race played in trapping you here. However, I’m glad we found each other, and it seems to me like we can use each other’s help. As for helping Furies, it’s best you meet them directly and decide for yourself. How does that sound?”

      Ares had chosen his words carefully, the last thing he needed was to reveal to Nyx that these Furies weren’t pure-blooded. Worse still, if she knew they had Olympian blood, she would probably lose interest altogether in their existence.

      “What are you saying, Olympian?”

      “Let’s start with my name…please.”

      Nyx sighed deeply. “Very well. Ares.”

      “That’s better.”

      “Are you telling me that if we team up, not only will I meet other Furies, but that we could return to my dimension?”

      “Our dimension, yes. That’s the plan, at least.”

      “Alright then,” conceded Nyx. “For the time being, let’s see where this leads us. Just don’t expect us to become friends.”

      Ares smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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        * * *

      

      “What have you done to my guards?” said Odin.

      “I’ve ate their souls; though I suppose technically assimilated would be a more accurate description. They are part of me now and will live forever inside my body.”

      “Return them to their bodies at once!”

      “That’s not how this works. Even if I had the ability to do so, I wouldn’t. They’ve granted me their life’s essence, prolonging my own, and I can also access their powers.

      Asrak’Vor smirked. “In this case, that power wasn’t very big to start with, but I suppose every little bit helps, and I appreciate their sacrifice.”

      “Sacrifice? You’ve executed them!”

      “I could have killed both their bodies and souls, but I chose not to, at least part of them will live forever, through me.”

      “You’re insane!”

      “I’ve been called worse, but never by anyone who survived to tell the tale.”

      Odin growled. “I’m going to kill you!”

      Asrak’Vor laughed aloud. “Not going to happen, old man. You can’t kill me. You can try, and even though I can sense your powerful aura, you’re no match for me.”

      “You’re correct about being no match, but I think you’ve got things mixed up. I am the King of Asgard, the most powerful warrior on this planet.”

      “I have no doubt that among your people you’re considered as such. However, against a high Spectre like myself, you don’t stand a shadow of a chance. Maybe if you arduously trained for thousands of years. But as it stands, your soul is about to join the hundreds of thousands of souls that animate me and grant me near-limitless powers.”

      “We’ll see about that. I haven’t met an enemy I couldn’t defeat,” spat Odin between clenched teeth.

      Asrak’Vor smirked. “You have now.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      Odin pushed his aura to its absolute limits and raised a hand to the heavens. “I summon thee, Gungnir!”

      A green energy-based lance materialized into Odin’s hand. He swiveled it so fast between his fingers that it unleashed a typhoon shockwave that darted toward the Spectre. Upon slamming into Asrak’Vor, the strong concentrated winds split and died out.

      Odin’s eyes widened, and his face turned ashen with fear. “That. . .That’s not possible!”

      “Your puny powers are a fun diversion, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut our meeting short. I would love to stay and chat, but I have an entire dimension to conquer.”

      “I’m not done with you yet!” exclaimed Odin.

      “But I am done with you.”

      Odin growled and concentrated his aura into his right hand, transferring a massive amount of energy into his weapon and threw Gungnir toward Asrak’Vor. The lance pulsated with crackling green energy, enough of it to take out a large starship.

      The lance impaled the Spectre’s abdomen, and exploded. The resulting shockwave knocked Odin himself to the floor while green flames engulfed the Spectre. Odin rolled several meters, his throne room rocking as if hit by a massive earthquake. The walls and ceiling cracked like eggshells, and large stones fell from the ceiling.

      Odin struggled to get back to his feet, panting heavily as the billowing clouds of smoke from the explosion dissipated.

      “To think I had that room redecorated not that long ago...That will teach you to invade Asgard and insult its king. How puny are my powers now?”

      “Pretty pathetic, really,” said Asrak’Vor.

      Odin couldn’t believe his ears and what he heard, and his eyes grew wide. “What?”

      As the smoke cleared, it revealed a still standing Asrak’Vor where the legendary Asgardian weapon had hit him and incinerated half of the room. The area around the Spectre was fully scorched, with parts of the ground obliterated. The Spectre hovered above the resultant crater. A small hole in his stomach mended itself as a viscous dark matter regenerated the missing tissues.

      “Goodbye, old man.”

      “Not so fast!” protested Odin. The Asgardian king’s aura exploded back into existence, and new lances came to life in both his hands.

      Asrak’Vor smiled, and his eyes sparkled for a split second as a high-pitched sound resounded within the room.

      Both of Odin’s hands exploded, and the energy lances vanished. He fell to his knees as he looked toward the ends of his arms—but his trusty hands were no longer there.

      “What the hell are you?” he said, his face deformed from the pain.

      “The future. Which means your end.”

      Asrak’Vor moved so fast it was impossible to see. To Odin, it looked as if he teleported. The Spectre ripped through the Asgardian’s chest, and in one sweeping motion grabbed and extracted Odin’s green translucent soul, which struggled to remain inside his body, but Asrak’Vor’s pull on the Asgardian soul was too strong.

      Asrak’Vor’s eyes flashed green for a fleeting moment after devouring Odin’s soul. The king’s hollow body collapsed to the ground, his skin color quickly morphing into ash-like tones.

      “You fought well, King of Asgard. Your life’s essence is now mine, for all eternity.”

      Asrak’Vor pressed a holo-control on his wrist armor and beamed out of the throne room.
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        * * *

      

      Athena walked into the hydroponics garden of her ship, the Olympian flagship and supercarrier Prometheus. She stopped in front of a purple-flowered tree. The psychotropic-inducing flowers weren’t fully matured yet, but that didn’t stop her. She used telekinesis to rip one from the tree and bring it in front of her nose.

      With a single thought, she ignited the flower and inhaled a deep breath of the highly pleasurable and intoxicating smoke.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” a familiar voice said behind her.

      She turned around. “Hello, Uncle. What can I do for you?”

      Poseidon smiled.

      “Just checking on you. You’ve been keeping to yourself lately.”

      “Looks like I haven’t been doing such a good job of it. But really, what is there to talk about?”

      “A lot, actually. We haven’t talked in weeks.”

      Once she took a second whiff of the smoke, there was nothing left of the flower but scattered dust. She released her telekinetic hold, and the ashes fell to the blue-colored grass below. She turned around.

      “I understand you feel like you have to keep an eye on me, but I’m a big girl, Poseidon. I don’t need your pity nor do I need anyone’s company.”

      “Who said anything about pity?”

      “Then why don’t we drop the act and you tell me what’s really on your mind.”

      “Look, Athena, you’ve been coming here often and losing yourself in this…activity. I think you need to talk about Menelas.”

      A single tear slid down her cheek. “There’s nothing to talk about. Menelas is dead.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.”

      She wiped away the tear with the back of her hand. “Don’t we now?”

      “Chase said he disappeared into a man-sized wormhole.”

      “And that’s supposed to make me feel better? You may want to work on your pep talks.”

      Poseidon sighed. “I can only imagine how you’re feeling, but we all lost loved ones during the Fury War. In your case, there is still hope.”

      Athena also sighed. “Look, Uncle, I appreciate what you’re trying to do here, but it’s unnecessary. Instead, why don’t you tell me why you needed my ship?”

      “I didn’t need it, per se. I was hoping we could spend some time together, the resupply run was more an excuse to do just that.”

      “Typical. I have half a mind to turn around and go back to New Olympus right this second.”

      “And it would be your right. But in this instance, we can’t do that, and you know it. I’ve already agreed to help the Asgardians, and we’re almost there. You know how much I hate breaking my word.”

      “Very well, but that doesn’t mean I have to enjoy your presence. And if you really want to know: Yes, Uncle, I’m hurting. But talking about it won’t help.”

      “As long as you’re sure that’s all that’s bothering you.”

      She shook her head. “What else would there be?”

      “You tell me. I don’t think grief is the only emotion eating at you. Hence my worry.”

      Fire burst inside Athena’s beautiful blue eyes.

      “Very well, I’m angry at him, furious even! It took ten thousand years for Menelas to get back to me, and after all this time, he used my blind love for him to take me out of the equation just before the last battle against the Spectre. So, yeah, I’m mad at him. Wouldn’t you be?”

      “He didn’t use your love. All Menelas wanted was to protect the one he loved more than anything in this world. How could you not see that?”

      “That was not his choice to make!” screamed Athena. “I—I had chosen to…”

      But Athena never finished her sentence.

      “Let it all out, just say what’s weighing on your heart.”

      This time tears flowed like rivers down the Olympian goddess’ face.

      “I had the right to be in this fight with all of you! I needed to be there, if only to protect our sons and…”

      “And Menelas.”

      She nodded.

      “We both know that Chase and Argos didn’t need protection. And don’t take this the wrong way, but I doubt your presence would have tipped the balance. Tanak’Vor was too powerful. It’s a miracle we survived.”

      “Still, I wish I had been there.”

      “Believe me you don’t.”

      Athena made a fist. “Damn you, Menelas!”

      “I’m not going to try to defend his actions. Instead, I’ll tell you this: I understand why he did it. In his place, I might have done exactly the same thing. And I think Chase regrets not doing so with Sarah.”

      “You can’t be serious? We both belonged in that fight, with the rest of you.”

      “Perhaps you did, perhaps you didn’t, we’ll never know. Do I think your presence would have changed the outcome of the battle? I honestly don’t think so. Tanak’Vor was too powerful. As a matter of fact, he killed me and mortally wounded Sarah.”

      “And yet you’re standing here telling me I shouldn’t have been there to try to put him down, you see the irony, don’t you?”

      “It was pure luck that Chase managed to grab and reintegrate my soul into my fallen body. Your son saved me; he saved all of us.”

      “Not all!” she spat.

      “I’m sorry, poor choice of words. But he did save everyone he could. I don’t understand why you haven’t tried to keep in contact with either him or Argos.”

      “We’ve talked. Chase paid a dear price, and unlike some people, I can tell when someone needs time alone.”

      Poseidon shook his head. “Very well, I can take a hint too. I’ll leave you be. If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      Poseidon walked away, and Athena watched him go. She didn’t enjoy being sharp or dismissive, but she was still hurting, and as much as it saddened her, she didn’t know how to process that pain. Talking about it certainly didn’t seem to help her in any way.

      I’m sorry, Uncle.
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        * * *

      

      It only took a couple of seconds for the trio of Furies to catch up with the hydra. The beast was hurtling through space at full speed and would rip the Iron Fire into pieces, killing everyone on board with little to no effort.

      Chris attacked the back of the beast, while Chase and Argos split and attacked its sides and opened fire with salvos of fireballs, no longer caring that they could destabilize the very fabric of space and time.

      By all accounts, it should have happened already, so either this region of space was different, or the creature’s presence was the reason for the lack of a black hole forming as the Furies unleashed their full powers in space.

      They managed to infuriate the creature enough that it reluctantly turned its attention back to them. Then they concentrated their fire while flying around the hydra as fast as they could in order to disorientate it, but that was not an easy feat since the creature had seven heads and could easily keep track of all three of them.

      The Fury’s attack seemed to be more efficient against the creature than Earth Alliance weaponry but not strong enough to make a dent or get the massive creature to reconsider its strategy in favor of fleeing. As a matter of fact, Chase could sense that the creature was even more determined to kill everything and everyone in its path than it had been earlier.

      I’m running out of air, said Argos.

      So am I, confirmed Chris.

      We can’t take this much longer, but what choice do we have? Try to conserve your oxygen by holding your breath at the risk of damaging your lungs, we can heal later.

      That tactic didn’t seem to work very well for me earlier; in fact, the pain in my lungs made me lose consciousness quicker than I expected. It’s just a theory, but I think in Ultra Fury form we’re burning oxygen faster.

      Lights inside the Iron Fire came back to life, and so did the ship’s engines. That seemed to anger the hydra who immediately fired three plasma projectiles at it.

      We can’t let those touch the ship, warned Chase.

      On it, said Argos.

      He fired three small super-charged fireballs that detonated the plasma attacks before they reached the ship. The last one exploded so close to the Iron Fire it scorched a large portion of its paint job as well as causing structural damage to its surface.

      Chase sent a telepathic message to Daniel.

      Daniel! Can you beam us back? We’re running out of both oxygen and juice here.

      Transporters are offline, so is life support. It’s a miracle Yanis and Kvasir jump-started the engines just now. In the meantime, Cedric is working on transporters.

      Dammit! Chase swore in his head.

      Alright, try to put some distance between the beast and the ship.

      Understood, good luck. Hang in there.

      They would need more than just luck, but Chase decided not to let his mind sink to a dark place during the fight.

      The ship activated its sub-light engines and tried distancing itself from the battle. They clearly weren’t at full power yet and took some time to travel to a relatively safe distance.

      Perhaps we’re going at this the wrong way, said Chris.

      If you have a better idea, we’re all ears, said Argos.

      I do. Keep firing at it, I’ll be right back.

      Chris flew straight at the beast.

      He’s your son, alright, said Argos.

      Not exactly sure it’s a good thing in our predicamen—but Chase stopped short. What the hell does he think he’s doing?

      Chris aimed himself at one of the beast’s open mouths and disappeared inside the hydra.

      “Chris!!!” shouted Chase.

      Argos flew toward the head that had swallowed his nephew.

      A second later, a bright-orange aura emerged from the creature’s neck and the neck exploded, spilling dark-purple blood and hydra flesh all around. In the center of the orange glow was Chris as the shockwave he unleashed to free himself from the beast dissipated all around.

      He looked ready to pass out as he had expended too much energy. Meanwhile, Argos swooped him up and returned next to Chase.

      That was ballsy as hell, but he’s not going to be doing that again any time soon.

      The creature didn’t appreciate having one of its heads blown off, and the other heads started unleashing a flurry of smaller plasma attacks at an increased rate.

      Fortunately, the Iron Fire was out of range. However, the Furies had to do some fancy flying to avoid getting hit.

      I don’t think I have enough energy and oxygen left to try and replicate your son’s maneuver.

      Chase felt an intense dread fill his soul as he realized they were at an impasse, and they had no way to get themselves out of there alive.

      Neither do I. I expended a lot of energy healing Chris earlier. But if I’m going down, I’m going down fighting.

      Chris was very low in energy at this point, but he nonetheless took a fighting stance. All three Furies’ auras shone brightly in the darkness of space like a tri-solar system.

      It acted like a beacon, and the creature eventually stopped its incessant firing, and all six heads fixed their gaze upon the light show.

      I think it’s pissed, said Argos.

      I could have told you that earlier, confirmed Chase. Perhaps if we get another head or two, it would reconsider and leave us alone.

      We’ll never manage with our current energy levels, not to mention the advanced carbon dioxide poisoning we’re all suffering from.

      Would you rather we let it kill us?

      Good point. Alright then, one last tango?

      Let’s go, said Chris.

      Chase wanted to say something meaningful to them, but they were running out of time. They had to charge the creature in the hopes it would be enough to defeat it or at least force it to flee. He just hoped he would be given a chance to say how he felt later.
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      When a guard appeared at the cross section of the next corridor, Nyx slid on the cold floor. She reacted instinctively and telekinetically reached to crush the windpipe of the arachnoid crewman, making sure it couldn’t call for help.

      When he tried to reach for his wrist control, she sprinted forward.

      Oh no, you don’t!

      She fired a small-powered fireball to swat his hand away from the controls and used her telekinetic abilities once more, this time grabbing the entire arachnoid and drawing him toward her while at the same time she threw a punch with all her might.

      Her fist, followed by most of her arm, pierced his torso. His mouth opened wide, but he was unable to vocally express his dying pain. Nyx removed her arm from the guard’s chest with both disdain and brutality, and the crewman fell to his knees and then collapsed. Thick black blood coated the Fury’s right arm.

      Ares materialized in his golden energy form beside Nyx.

      “That was gross,” said Ares.

      Nyx engulfed her arm in purple energy, lifting the blood away from her skin before disintegrating it.

      “I don’t remember asking for your input.”

      “Any chance you could drop the big bad girl act for a moment? I get it, you’re a kick-ass Fury warrior. And perhaps that’s how you deal with danger, and I have no doubt that it keeps you alive; but just for a little while, until we get out of here, could we please at least try and pretend to act like partners?

      Nyx growled. “You’re a nuisance, but you know that already, Ares. Would you have preferred he called for reinforcements?”

      “Of course not!” Ares shook his head. “Now what?”

      “Well, you tell me, partner. I think we’ve established that for the time being this is your show.”

      “Can you read the arachnoid language?”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I’m fluent, but I know some basics.”

      “Then we need to find a data terminal. Any idea where one would be?”

      Nyx nodded. “Follow me, your highness.”

      “Cut it out!”

      “You’re impossible to please, Ares. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Ares sighed. “This is going to be one long day.”
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        * * *

      

      Thor jumped out of bed when the ground shook, and a deafening sound resounded in the area. An explosion lit the throne room, which Thor saw through his bedroom window.

      “What the hell?” he said. A sense of dread rose inside his soul. He commanded his armor, which attached itself to him piece by piece in the blink of an eye, and he ran out of his quarters. Expecting trouble, he conjured Mjölnir. The legendary hammer materialized as a green holographic shape before it solidified into his hand.

      It took him a couple of minutes to reach the center of the royal castle. There were sixty flights of stairs to climb, but instead, Thor swiveled Mjölnir and used its momentum to fly upward. He landed on the green-tinted marble floor.

      The throne room doors were wide open, and a lifeless body was in the middle of the room.

      Father? No!

      Thor ran, then slid on his knees and stopped in front of Odin’s slain body. His skin was gray, and Thor immediately knew that his father was dead. His forearms were missing hands, and there was blood spilled all around. Thor went to check for a pulse. But where he reached for a glimmer of hope, he found none.

      Tears filled his eyes as darkness swallowed Thor’s soul.

      Light, rapid footfalls echoed behind Thor, he knew to whom they belonged.
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        * * *

      

      Loki fell to his knees next to Thor.

      “What the hell happened?” he shouted.

      Did the Spectre do this?

      “I—I don’t know. The explosion woke me. I rushed here, but Father was already gone.”

      Why did they do this? They promised to leave Asgard alone. What…what have I done?

      Loki never expected this to be the outcome of the deal he made with the Spectres. He wondered why Odin had been in the throne room in the first place so late at night. Could it be?

      And then it struck him. Loki had used the controls on his father’s throne chair. He hadn’t given it a second thought, but perhaps there were safeguards in place to inform Odin when someone else tampered with his chair.

      How could I have been so careless? This…this is all my fault.

      Thor took his brother in his arms and squeezed him hard. Loki could barely swallow as he let his tears express his sorrow, and the guilt threatened to swallow his heart and soul.
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        * * *

      

      The pain inside Chase’s body was intense and the damage to his lungs extensive. It didn’t matter how much he tried to heal them, they felt like they had been plunged into a sea of molten lava, and soon the lack of oxygen in Chase’s brain would make him lose consciousness. Then he’d die; him and the rest of his family.

      When he decided to set out for the unknown regions, he never thought they would be populated with creatures so massive and powerful. All of a sudden, being an Ultra Fury wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be.

      Stay focused! complained Chris.

      Chris was right, if they were going down, they at least should stay focused on trying to make their last attack count, if only so the Iron Fire would survive. Chase didn’t have to tell his family how he felt, and they didn’t need to tell him in return. In their last desperate charge against the monstrous hydra, they were all very attuned to each other’s feelings.

      I’m sorry, Sarah, thought Chase as they approached the head all three of them had targeted.

      But then everything changed, and something large struck and catapulted them off course. It took them a couple of seconds to recover from the jolt, and when Chase visually reacquired the hydra, his brain had trouble interpreting what his eyes were seeing.

      A dragon with blue crystal formations around its arms, neck, and legs, about half the size of the hydra, was engaged in battle with it. The dragon incinerated one of the hydra’s heads, burning it to a crisp.

      The hydra retaliated with multiple salvos of plasma, but the dragon deflected them with its wings and inflicted more damage to another head by slashing through it with its razor-sharp claws. The hydra’s blood flew away from the wound before flash freezing.

      At this point, the monster finally decided to turn tail and flee the scene just as a blue light engulfed Chase, Argos, and Chris.

      A second later they were on the bridge of the Iron Fire, on all fours, gasping for much-needed air. Chase’s lungs burned so badly he nearly passed out from the pain. But he needed to see if what had happened outside was a figment of his imagination due to oxygen deprivation or if a space dragon had saved their asses.

      Chase’s energy pool was dangerously low, but now that he didn’t have to maintain a force field, fight pain, or fly in space, he managed to heal his burning lungs enough to get back to his feet, albeit with difficulty. So did Argos, who helped Chris up and gave him some of his energy in the process.

      “Boy, it sure looks like we were right on time fixing the transporters. You guys look like you are at the end of your ropes,” said Daniel. “Are you going to be okay?”

      Chase flashed his best friend a trembling thumbs-up as he walked toward the viewport. He hadn’t been dreaming, the dragon was still firing what looked like warning shots toward an already fleeing hydra, making sure it kept going. Eventually, the beast entered hyperspace.

      What else awaits us in this part of space? I wonder.
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        * * *

      

      The space dragon adjusted course and flew toward the Iron Fire.

      Daniel was still sitting in the captain’s chair. Ever since they had returned, Chase stood by the Iron Fire’s main viewport, his attention focused on the approaching dragon.

      “Should we prepare for combat?” Daniel asked.

      “Not just yet,” said Chase. “Let’s not forget it saved our hides. I don’t think it wants to do us any harm, and I’m not sensing any aggression toward us.”

      Argos joined Chase by the viewport.

      “Are you alright?” asked Argos.

      “I’ll live, just a little shaken that we almost got killed on our first day out.”

      “We’re either getting too old for this shit or perhaps we’re a giant magnet that attracts trouble.”

      Chase had already reached the same conclusion about trouble following him wherever he went, and ever since after that first day Aphroditis had contacted him.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, at least about being old,” said Chase with a smile.

      I know we said we’d have that talk later, but you’re over two hundred years old already, said Argo telepathically.

      Chase barely looked to be in his late twenties, Earth-wise years. The Olympian blood running in his veins most likely granted him immortality or at the very least a long lifespan, but he would never have guessed it had already been over two centuries. Perhaps he needed to have that talk with his brother to learn about his past. Which as far as he was concerned was made of only about a dozen years worth of memories.

      You can’t be serious?

      Well, technically, if we don’t count the time we both spent in stasis that is. Otherwise, we’re both over ten thousand years old.

      They heard Chris laugh in their heads. You both are definitely too old for this shit, then.

      That was an information Chase wasn’t ready to deal with, but deep down he knew that had to be the case. After all, Menelas had fathered them during the first Fury War, so it couldn’t have been any other way.

      Chase decided to not let his mind go down this particular rabbit hole for the time being and focus on the fact that they were alive and still needed to find a cure for Sarah. He just hoped the next encounters wouldn’t all turn out to be such close calls.

      “I hate putting you all in such danger, though.”

      “You have done no such thing. We came of our own free will, Chase. And look on the bright side, we’re still alive. Though I predict in a short time, our future will involve time in the regen tanks to recover from this battle.”

      “I sure could use it,” admitted Chris.

      “As soon as we’ve seen what this dragon is and wants, we’ll all go into tanks. But I just want you both to know that I’m glad you guys are here.”

      Argos nodded, but Chris stayed silent, his arms crossed against his chest, mimicking his uncle’s favorite posture.

      While they all longed for a regen tank, they needed to see what the dragon would do and if it could establish contact.

      The dragon flew right in front of the nose of the ship and peered in at them.

      Thank you, said Chase telepathically, hoping the creature would understand him.

      Telepathic communication transcended languages, and Chase had long suspected that whenever he did engage with a race that spoke another language, his brain would translate on the fly, like a universal translator.

      You’re welcome.

      We owe you our lives. Is there anything we can do to thank you for your help?

      As a matter of fact…Would you mind if I came aboard?

      Chase looked right and left as if to size up the dimensions of the bridge, which wasn’t even a fraction of the creature’s wingspan.

      I’m afraid I don’t think we have a room big enough for you to get in. You’re nearly as large as our ship.

      This is not my only form.

      Before Chase could ask what the creature meant by that, the dragon began shrinking, and as it did, it morphed into a more humanoid shape with wings.

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

      “Get ready to receive this…being,” said Chase when he couldn’t put a label on what it was he was looking at. “He’ll be our guest, at least until we hear what he has to say.”

      “He?” asked Chris.

      “His voice sure sounds male.”

      From the looks on both Argos’ and Chris’ faces, Chase surmised that he had been the only one who heard the dragon’s telepathic conversation.

      “Sorry,” Chase added. “He asked me if he could come aboard, and from his voice, I think he’s a male. That is if their species have gender.”

      The dragon shrank all the way to humanoid size, a large figure still, slightly bigger than a Droxian, Chase estimated. His wings shrunk as well and folded behind him. The scaly skin slightly changed color: from the pitch black of the dragon to a dark shade of gray. The crystals he had in full dragon form had morphed inside his body and were no longer visible. He had deep-blue shining eyes.

      “Should we beam him inside?” asked Daniel.

      “I’m not sure, I’ll ask him.”

      But before Chase could ask the question, the dragon had disappeared from space.

      “That won’t be necessary,” said the dragon from the other side of the bridge.

      Everyone turned, shocked and surprised.

      The dragon walked down the small ramp to the center of the room. He stopped near Daniel and bowed.

      “Thank you for allowing me on board, Captain.”

      Daniel blinked a few times, still trying to understand what happened and not sure what to say.

      “I—I’m not the captain of this ship. And…you’re welcome, I guess.”

      “Who’s the commanding officer, then?”

      Daniel, his fingers slightly shaking, pointed toward Chase. “He is.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Chase could tell Daniel was as dumbfounded as they all were with the dragon’s manners. There was something about such an imposing being displaying such humanlike courtesy that was surprising and felt out of place.

      When Chase walked toward the dragon and reached out, he noticed the dragon was squinting intensely, and his eyes were watery.

      “Is there something wrong with your eyes?”

      “My kind is sensitive to strong light, especially the synthetic kind. It’s quite uncomfortable at the moment. I can barely see you.”

      “I’m sorry. Let me take care of that for you.”

      Chase mentally reached the computer and lowered the artificial lights to a candlelight-like dimness.

      “Is that any better?” he said as he extended a hand of friendship.

      The dragon blinked multiple times while his pupils adjusted to the light. Then his expression changed radically, and before Chase knew it, the dragon took a knee and lowered his head.

      “Forgive me, Master Dragonheart.”

      “Dragonheart?” echoed Argos.

      “Master?” Chris said, dumbfounded.
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        * * *

      

      Rain was a rare occurrence on Asgard, especially during this time of the year. But it had been heavily raining ever since Odin had been killed. As if the planet itself was mourning the loss of her king.

      She was not the only one. The entire Asgardian population was shocked over the announcement about Odin, who had lived and reigned for so many millennia.

      The streets of Asgard City were filled with mourning people attending their king’s funeral. Atop the center spire in the middle of the city shone a capsule containing Odin’s remains. Bells resounded throughout the planet as it rose slowly upward.

      The capsule was glowing gold as translucent rings of yellow light pulsed skyward.

      Thor, like everybody else, was drenched as he watched his father rise to his place of eternal rest.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” sobbed Loki by his side.

      “Not now, Loki, it’s disrespectful to talk during the ceremony, you know that.”

      As the capsule reached the halfway point between the surface and the top of the planet’s atmosphere, thirty royal guards brandished their lances to the heavens and fired green plasma bolts.

      After a few minutes, the capsule reached its destination over the planet. It ignited and dispersed the king’s ashes into space.

      As the light died off, the Asgardian royal guards shot one last farewell salvo of green fire toward the heavens.

      A massive holo-projection of Odin’s bust took shape in the sky. It would stay there for an entire month as the people of Asgard mourned, at which point, another ceremony would take place, the one where Thor would officially be crowned the new King of Asgard.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Onboard the Prometheus, and throughout the ship, lights flickered madly before the engines turned off and the emergency lighting kicked in. The soft blue illumination gave the ship’s corridors a peaceful glow.

      Athena’s old ship, also called Prometheus had been badly damaged during the Fury War. Thanks to the Alliance sharing the new tech it had developed from the merging of various races systems, the new iteration of this ship had received the latest and most innovative technologies. It didn’t bode well that there would be a power failure so early in its deployment and barely a couple of weeks after its maiden voyage.

      Athena was in her quarters when she felt the engines die.

      “Athena to the bridge. Status report?”

      But there was no answer. Perhaps the power fluctuations having caused the engines to shut down had affected other systems. She tried hailing engineering next with similar results.

      “I miss my old ship,” she said with a long sigh.

      She reached out with her mind. Poseidon, any idea what’s going on?

      I’m not sure. Almost every system suddenly turned itself off. I’m heading to engineering. I’ll report back to you when I know more.

      Athena’s quarters were on the same deck, and something told her to also head to engineering.

      I’ll meet you there.

      Understood.

      It took less than a minute for Athena to reach engineering, and immediately upon arrival, she knew something was wrong as she heard crewmen screaming in agony from the other side of the sliding doors.

      She rushed inside and saw the creature standing in the center of the room, holding one of her engineers by the neck.

      “Let him go at once!” she commanded.

      The Spectre turned around and established eye contact with Athena. “As you wish,” said the Spectre, the corner of his mouth curling into a wicked smile as he crushed the windpipe of his prey. He then opened his hand and let the dead Olympian crumple to the floor, joining several other dead engineers scattered around him.

      Athena didn’t personally know the man the creature had killed, but rage filled her soul, nonetheless. Her kind had been nearly wiped out by Arakan and the Furies, and only a few thousand Olympians survived. Every death brought the entire race a little closer to extinction.

      Athena aimed an open palm at the Spectre as her blue aura engulfed her, shining brightly and sending her beautiful blonde hair whirling up into the air. In a swift move, she created a bright-blue fireball and fired at the Spectre.

      He faced her without trying to dodge her attack, and the fireball impacted with his torso. The fireball fizzled against the creature’s thick black skin.

      “That tickles. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t do that again.”

      Athena’s heartbeat accelerated. “What the hell are you, and what are you doing on my ship?”
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      Loki almost didn’t pick up the incoming subspace call. He knew who was on the other side of the call, and he had no desire to talk to the monster that had killed his father.

      “What the fuck do you want? I gave you everything you asked for, and as a thank you you’ve killed my father!”

      “I suggest you change your tone, Loki. You’re obviously grieving, so I’ll let this one pass. But don’t make the mistake to think I’ll tolerate being spoken to in this fashion in the future,” said Asrak’Vor.

      Loki’s anger boiled to the surface of his psyche, and it took considerable self-control to lower his outrage and not lash out further.

      Loki took a deep breath. “Why are you calling me?”

      “Better…I did not intend to kill your father, but he erupted into the throne room like a volcano and left me no other choice. I gave him plenty of opportunities to stay alive, but he refused them all.”

      That didn’t surprise Loki. Odin had always been a proud Asgardian, fearing no one, even foes more powerful than him. In this case, that pride had cost him his life.

      “And I wish I could rip your head off, but in the spirit of future cooperation, I will take your words as a half-hearted apology.”

      Asrak’Vor smiled. “Not exactly the sentiment I was going for, but because your father’s soul has strengthened my abilities quite a bit, I’m willing to meet you halfway. So if it makes you feel better about it, so be it.”

      To say that this was the last thing Loki wanted to hear was an understatement of massive proportions. He’d never wished his father to be killed. To protect their world, Loki had accepted the Spectre’s deal, which also included protecting his father. But Loki knew very well that it was his inattention that brought the King of Asgard to the throne room in the middle of the night. It was an equal split for Loki between hating the Spectre and hating himself.

      Even though it would be easier to hate someone else and deflect the blame and focus his anger onto Asrak’Vor, Loki knew better. His carelessness was at the root of the tragedy, and he would have to live with it for the rest of his life.

      “I’m not sure what you are expecting me to say or do.”

      “I’m not expecting you to do anything. I just called to say that I’m pleased with our transaction and hope we can cooperate again in the future if need be.”

      In your dreams. If you ever set foot on Asgard, I’ll fucking kill you myself.

      However, Loki once more bit his tongue and nodded instead.

      “Oh,” Asrak’Vor continued, “and thank you for the Asgardian ship you provided us; your men are good at following orders. I feared they wouldn’t respond well to my authority, but I’m glad to see they’re as loyal as you said they would be.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, if you don’t mind, I have plenty of things to do.”

      Loki didn’t wait for the Spectre to answer and ended the holo-transmission. He then shot a fireball at the holo-terminal, projecting sparks and molten metal all around him.

      Loki’s eyes watered and turned red from the inner rage rousing his soul.
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        * * *

      

      The Dragonman’s words echoed inside Chase’s head—Master Dragonheart. The Atlantian ship, Dragos, had also called him Dragonheart. Was it a coincidence or was there a link?

      “Please rise, there is no need for that,” Chase said.

      The Dragonman rose but kept his eyes downcast.

      “Why did you take a knee?”

      “You’re him. You are Dragonheart. My people have been waiting for your return. I never expected to find you on this ship, though I now understand why I felt compelled to drive the hydra away. Destiny wanted me to find you today.”

      “I don’t know who you think I am, but I think you’re mistaken. I’m a Fury Olympian hybrid, and my name is Chase.”

      The Dragonman shook his head. “No mistake, you are who I believe you to be. Finding you is a godsend, and as the prophecy foretold, you arrived in a great time of need, as we certainly could use your help.”

      “Who’s we?” asked Argos coldly.

      “Forgive me, I should have introduced myself. I am Ka’Rij. One of the last remaining Dragonmen of Kyria.”

      The name Kyria struck a chord with Chase. He recognized the name from the Kyrian snake venom he once used, the same substance Argos had been highly addicted to.

      “Why do you think we can help?” asked Chase.

      “The planet where we sought refuge after Kyria was destroyed is under attack. The prophecy states that Dragonheart would return in our hour of need and help us defeat the enemy.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said Chris, “but it seems to me you’re way more powerful than we are, so how can we help you?”

      Ka’Rij looked at the boy. “The defiant one. It’s an honor to meet you as well.”

      “I don’t know what you think you know about me, but my name is Chris.”

      “I did not mean any disrespect, young master Chris.”

      “Stop that, we don’t call each other master around here.”

      “Very well. To answer your question, we Dragonmen can only transform into full-blown dragons in space. There’s something in our world’s atmosphere that prevents us from taking this form, which is when we’re most powerful. We still have powers in our humanoid form, but without the right conditions, they’re limited.”

      “I don’t suppose you can take the fight into space then?” asked Argos.

      Ka’Rij shook his head. “The enemy figured out our weakness, and ever since, we’ve been losing the war. One on one we’re stronger than they are, but they do have strength in vastly higher numbers. Many of my fellow soldiers have perished already. It’s only a matter of time before the last of my people are killed. I can’t let that happen.”

      “I see,” said Chase. “Do you know why the hydra attacked us?”

      “That surprised me as well. Hydras aren’t inherently aggressive.”

      “That makes us feel so special,” said Argos without even trying to hide his sarcasm. “This one certainly seemed intent on killing us, and by any means necessary.”

      “Yes, I sensed that,” answered Ka’Rij. “It acted as if killing you was a matter of life and death. It’s the first time I’ve seen a hydra so determined to kill. As I said, it’s usually not in their nature.”

      Chase wondered why that was. He had tried to calm the creature by connecting to its mind, but it was enraged beyond anything he had ever sensed and reminded him of the few times he had lost control of his emotions. Like when he fought his brother on Damocles-3 or the state of pure rage he entered before killing Tanak’Vor.

      “Well, hopefully, we’ve not made an enemy of their kind,” said Chase absently.

      “There are very few hydras left. Perhaps that was the reason for this one’s aggression. It may have been protecting its nest,” said Ka’Rij.

      Could we have jumped right in the middle of the creature’s nest?

      That would certainly explain its reaction to their presence. Trying to defend unborn children would warrant such aggressiveness.

      Ka’Rij interrupted Chase’s train of thought.

      “So, will you help us?”

      “We were actually on a mission of our own,” said Chase.

      When sadness filled the Dragonman’s eyes, Chase knew he couldn’t dismiss this request from the being who just saved all their lives.

      “However,” said Chase, “maybe we can help one another.”

      “How so?”

      “Do you know of any powerful healing methods that could bring the near-dead back to life? Without going into too much detail, my wife was mortally wounded and is now in stasis. While Furies can heal others, we seem powerless against what ails her. That’s why we’re here, searching for a potential cure.”

      Ka’Rij smiled. “Then we were really destined to meet. Tears of the Dragonmen have incredible healing capabilities. I’ll gladly try to heal your wife myself if you’re willing to help me and my people.”

      This moment reminded Chase of his first mission with Sarah. They had aided Ryonna, someone they didn’t know they could trust, but a deep bond and friendship were established, and together they fought many battles.

      “Then we have a deal. We’ll do everything we can to help you, but you’ll need to guide us in this part of space, I’m afraid we don’t even have a starmap of the area.”

      “Not a problem, my world isn’t very far from here.”
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        * * *

      

      Nyx stopped in front of a large door and froze.

      “What is it?” asked a bodiless Ares. It made little sense for him to keep his energy form where he was sticking out like a sore thumb.

      “Shut up, Ares. I’m trying to concentrate…I’m pretty sure there’s a terminal behind there, but I’m sensing at least two arachnoids. I can dispatch them quickly as I’m not sensing any warrior-class energy emanating from them.”

      “I believe you can, but our last encounter nearly resulted in catastrophe, so perhaps we should consider stealth. I question whether you can dispatch them both without one of them managing calling for reinforcements first.”

      “Watch me,” she smirked as she prepared to walk through the door.

      “No, wait!”

      She stopped short. “What?”

      “I think I have an idea. . .”

      “Mind cueing me in?”

      “I was getting to it…if you would let me finish. We need to divide and conquer. Be ready to kill whoever steps through this door.”

      “You’re not seriously asking me to trust that you can invade these arachnoids’ bodies any better or faster than you did earlier?”

      “The guard was a warrior, his mind was strong. I’m pretty sure I’ll do better this time.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Would you prefer we broadcast our position if you’re not fast enough in your brute-force attempt?”

      “You better not mess this up, Ares.”

      “I won’t…I hope.” He said this last part under his breath.
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        * * *

      

      Ares entered the room in his invisible form, roaming around and getting a lay of the land. Nyx was correct in her assessment sensing two crewmen inside the room. It must have been a lab of some sort as there were three pods lined up against the right side of the wall.

      A thick layer of ice had turned the glass opaque so that Ares couldn’t tell if they were occupied or not. They bore a resemblance with the Earth Alliance stasis pods, and he wondered if they also shared a similar function. They’d have plenty of time to worry about that later. Right now he needed to make sure they could access the terminals to garner as much intel on the arachnoids as they could.

      The scientists worked in separate parts of the lab, which could play in Ares’ favor, but he needed to act before that changed. He chose the nearest arachnoid and approached him.

      I’m only gonna have one shot at this, better make it work.

      Ares invaded the scientist and felt the arachnoid’s mind try to fight him for control. As Ares had guessed, this mind was weaker than the guards. Still, it took a good ten seconds for him to gain control over the motor functions of the alien.

      Ares hated the sensory feedback he received from these half-man half-insectoid creatures. There was darkness in their minds, which felt like a black hole that could suck his sanity at the first sign of weakness on his part.

      He tried taking a couple of steps to confirm that he could use this body. They weren’t the most agile steps, but they would have to do. He turned and walked toward the door.

      I’m getting out in a few seconds, be ready to incapacitate this arachnoid, said Ares telepathically to Nyx.

      Ready, she answered.

      As he walked to the door, the other scientist uttered something in their distinctive language. His words were incomprehensible, but Ares could feel that their meaning posed a problem. He dismissed him with a wave of his hand but never turned, hoping that this distraction would buy him a few seconds.

      He heard sharper-toned words from the other scientist and then footsteps.

      No turning back now. Nyx, wait for the door to close before making your move.

      She didn’t answer, but he couldn’t wait for confirmation, and he walked out.

      The moment the doors began closing, he sent another telepathic message.

      I’ll invade the second one; get inside when you’ve dealt with this one.

      Ares didn’t stay to see how Nyx would deal with the body he just presented her. He teleported back to where he estimated the other scientist would be and arrived a couple of meters behind it. Ares propelled his consciousness inside this second being.

      His mind resisted much more than the first one, and Ares struggled to invade it fast enough before the scientist reacted.

      Crap. Nyx, hurry!

      Ares felt the newly invaded body trying to reach a red button on a nearby console. He fought with all his might to try to gain control over the arm, which trembled as a result but kept advancing little by little.

      Shit!

      A centimeter before its elongated furry fingers touched the holo-control, Ares registered intense pain and saw the hand severed from the arm and plopped onto the floor. He felt the vocal cords of the body constrict on their own before feeling intense heat. Then there was nothing.

      Ares was no longer connected to the body, and he witnessed a headless figure fall in front of him, smoke rising from the neck and a pungent smell of burnt flesh invaded the room.

      There stood Nyx, a palm still extended. Hanging from her other hand was what was left of the first scientist. She let this one fall to the floor as well.

      “Good job, Ares.”

      He wanted to say that if she hadn’t intervened at that moment, she probably wouldn’t be congratulating him, but he knew better than to feed the fire of Nyx’s explosive soul with gasoline if it wasn’t needed.

      “Thanks. Do you mind my asking how you knew about this place?”

      “It’s one of the labs where they experimented on me, and it’s not something I’d like to reminisce about any further, so if you don’t mind, let’s get to…”

      “What is it?” asked Ares when she let the words hang.

      “Kind of a moot point now, but wouldn’t it have been simpler for you to wait outside with the first scientist while I killed this one?”

      “Now that you mention it…”
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        * * *

      

      “Status?” asked Talon.

      “Well, we’re still breathing, but you probably didn’t need me to tell you that.”

      Talon smiled. “Anything on our sensors?”

      “Not yet. But, then again, we’re still inside the cluster.”

      “ETA to exit?”

      “Just about now. Let’s hope your theory was correct, or this will be a very short trip.”

      “Don’t jinx it, will ya?”

      “Sorry, Captain. Exiting the nebula cluster in 10. . .9. . .8…—Uh-oh.”

      “Mind elaborating, my insectoid friend?”

      “Up until a minute ago, I still had a faint signal of the shuttle. I can’t detect it anymore.”

      “Which means…”

      “Well, either our sensors can’t penetrate the cluster at this distance or—”

      “Or the crew got what they deserved.”

      Tar’Lock clicked twice. “A bit harsh don’t you think?”

      “Considering that we don’t have anything resembling an escape pod anymore, I’m not so sure. I never liked the lot of them, anyway.”

      Tar’Lock still thought it was a little cold, but he could see why the captain had reached this conclusion. The rest of the crew had indeed made their decision, but there was no reason to focus on that at the moment.

      “If they were destroyed, shouldn’t we cut off all engines and let our momentum carry us out? I’m afraid that even with our engines at thirty percent, the spider ship might still be able to detect us. Especially when we factor in the amount of damage we’ve already taken.”

      The ship emerged from the nebula cluster, and the viewport of the Bellerophon turned black, and within seconds, the stars appeared.

      “Captain?”

      “Very well, kill the engines. Let’s hope it’s not too late.”

      The faint hum of the ship’s engines died out, and the lights on the bridge faded to nothingness as the Bellerophon silently drifted into the deep black unknown.
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      Nyx interfaced with the arachnoid ship’s operating system. She could tell Ares had no idea what she was doing or what any of it meant. Not that she was one hundred percent certain herself.

      “Anything yet?” inquired an anxious Ares.

      “What part of ‘I’m not fluent with their language’ didn’t you get?”

      “I don’t think we should stay here too long, we risk being discovered.”

      “Luckily for us, Zarna isn’t in a hurry to visit me in the brig. What I don’t understand is why they didn’t notice my absence from the cell already. That spider bitch is obsessed with me. I have a hard time imagining not having me surveilled all the time. I would think by now the entire ship would be roaming with guards trying to catch me.”

      “As far as they know, you’re still in there.”

      Nyx’s eyebrows raised. “Mind explaining that one to me?”

      “I’m projecting a holographic version of you sleeping in your bed.”

      “What? How?”

      “I’m not even sure I can explain the how, but let’s just say that there’s a lot more I can do without a body just by thinking about it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, but whatever. I’ll chuck that one into the good news category. Though I can’t imagine not having a body. I think I’d miss simple pleasures like touching, eating, kissing, and well…you know.”

      “Yeah, I know, I’d appreciate if you didn’t remind me what I’ve lost. For now, let’s be grateful I can do these things, though it is taking a toll on my energy levels. Probably explains why I had such a hard time invading the second crewman.”

      Nyx turned to face his golden form. “What happens if your energy levels deplete?”

      “Off the top of my head? Alarms blaring, all hell breaking loose, and more unpleasant things I would imagine.”

      “That’s not what I meant, Ares.”

      “I don’t really know, and I’d rather not find out.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Nyx nodded and returned her attention to the holo-interface when something caught her attention.

      “What’s this?” she added.

      “Did you find something?”

      “No, Ares, I just felt like saying that out loud.”

      “Very funny. What is it?”

      “If I’m reading this right, and I very well could be mistaken…”

      “Last I checked, I’m still not able to read spider—ish…

      She gave him a look. “Spiderish?”

      “You know what I mean. So, if you wouldn’t mind spelling it out for me, so I’m kept in the loop. . . ”

      “Hang on, Olympian, let me make sure I understand this first. Okay…it seems to be schematics for an inter-dimensional something. I’m not sure about this symbol,” said Nyx pointing at the interface. “Could be engine.”

      “And that’s a good thing why?”

      “For one, it could be our ticket home.”

      “Yeah, but we’d be bringing gods know how many Spectres with us. I’d rather we didn’t do that.”

      “I haven’t seen a single Spectre since I got captured, and I’ve spent quite some time on board.”

      “Well, you may not, but I have. There’s one on the bridge, so there could potentially be more. . .as this is kind of a massive ship.”

      “Wait a second. There’s a Spectre on board?”

      “Yes, at least one that I know of. Why?”

      “Spectres are not the kind of creatures we want to pick a fight with.”

      “I’m aware of that. As a matter of fact, let’s try and make sure we don’t even make contact. What else can you tell me about the engine?”

      Nyx frowned. “It’s not only schematics. Unless I’m mistaken, it’s this ships’ secondary engine, but it’s never been used, and if I’m reading this right, the crew is set to test it in a few hours.”

      “Why a few hours? Why haven’t they tested it already?”

      “I don’t think you’re going to like the answer to that question.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “They’re waiting for a fleet of ships to meet them first.”

      “So what you’re telling me is that it’s not a test but an invasion?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “We have to stop it.”

      Nyx stared at Ares. “Do we now?”

      “The thought of bringing one Spectre to the other side was troublesome enough. Even though I’m pretty sure there are already a few that made it in the other dimension, the last thing we need is to let them establish a foothold. We just can’t.”

      “For the sake of argument, let’s assume I give a shit about the state of our dimension, you know, now that my people are gone and all that. I don’t see what you and I can do about it.”

      “I’m sure I can formulate a plan; you’ll just have to tell me more about the technology.”

      “It was hard enough locating it inside the computer, but Ares, I’m not an engineer,” protested Nyx. “Even if I can identify the meaning of symbols, I won’t be able to understand how the technology works.”

      “Then perhaps you need to share what you know with me some other way.”

      “Why do I get the feeling I won’t like what that entails?”
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        * * *

      

      Chase cradled his head in his hands. He was sitting alone at a table in the Iron Fire’s mess hall. Since it was late, there were only a few crewmen around.

      Argos approached him and looked at the empty plate in front of his twin brother.

      “What did you get? Pizza?”

      “Actually, I felt like having Asian tonight, so I went with Pad Thai. A little spicy for my taste, but delicious, nonetheless.”

      Argos sat across from Chase. “How are you doing?”

      “Taking into account that we almost all died a few hours ago, I guess I’m okay. You?”

      “Same here, but we both know that’s not what I meant.”

      Chase smiled. “What did you mean then?”

      “I see…You want me to spell it out,” Argos paused and nodded before continuing. “How do you feel about Chris? He hasn’t been displaying much affection toward you, and I’m sure you sensed the tension.”

      “Oh…that. I’m not sure how I feel. Obviously, I’m sad at our current rapport, but I’m not an idiot either. Whatever bridge I burned between us, I’m not fooling myself into thinking there will be an easy fix. Like, for example, going out on a death-defying mission and hope it will magically rekindle a father-son love with the snap of my fingers. Even though Chris’ body and mind matured at an accelerated rate, he’s way more mature than I gave him credit for. He’s his own person with his own demons to deal with. I’m gonna let him decide what’s best for him.”

      “That’s the last thing I expected you to say, but I’m glad you’re looking at it from this perspective. I think it’s very healthy.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I tried controlling everything, including the safety of my family during the Fury War. I did everything I could to protect them both. To such an extent that I made unilateral decisions I ended up regretting. The universe doesn’t give you points for succumbing to fear, and I learned that lesson the hard way, and by association, so has my son. I’m fully aware my actions brought Sarah to the brink of death.”

      Argos’ face darkened. “Since we’re on that subject, I don’t think the universe rewards blame either.”

      Chase chuckled. “I bet it doesn’t.”

      “At the end of the day, you two will either mend your fences or you won’t. Just give yourselves the time you need to work things out. And we may have found exactly what we were looking for—a potential cure.”

      “I can’t lose her, Argos.”

      “And as long as I have life in me, I’ll do everything to make sure you don’t. So will Chris. But you need to believe it too.”

      “Thank you, Brother.”

      “Anytime, Chase. Now, I don’t know if this is the right time, but there’s something else I wanted to discuss with you.”

      Chase nodded. “Sure, what do you want to talk about?”

      “Aren’t you the least bit surprised that Ka’Rij called you Dragonheart? I mean, isn’t that the nickname your Atlantian soul ship chose for you?”

      “It is. I don’t know what to think of it. But the fact that Ka’Rij is mentioning some sort of prophecy is what got my attention.”

      Argos smiled. “Yeah, I could see why. Last time someone came at you with the concept of prophecy, we engaged in an intergalactic war.”

      “One in which I almost killed you.”

      “I wish I could say I hold a grudge, but let’s be honest about it. Back then I deserved it. Obviously, I’m glad you didn’t, which is a testament to what a good heart you have. When you’re not wallowing in self-pity that is.”

      Chase laughed. “Touché!”

      “Yes,” Chase continued. “If Daniel hadn’t stopped me, I would have killed you aboard Damocles-3. I was ready to, I’m sorry to say. This conversation is taking a rather macabre turn, perhaps we should change the subject.”

      “Not on my account, no. I’ve had plenty of time to go over my evil ways and learn from them. In fact, I wonder if a part of me didn’t actually want to die. I felt alone, and even with all the power I acquired by managing the Zarlacks and enslaving the Obsidian Empire, I still felt like something was missing in my life. I wasn’t able to pinpoint what it was, and not in a million years did I think I would let go of my thirst for power, but, by putting my life in your hands, everything changed for the better. So thank you for that, and I’m glad you listened to Daniel. What other pearls of wisdom did he impart on you?”

      “He’s the one who convinced me to bring everyone along.”

      “Looks like you’re learning from your past. How does that play into the Dragonman’s plight?”

      “We’ll help him. Not only because he saved our butts, but because I can’t feel any ill will emanating from him. He just wants to save his people. For a change, it’s good being the ones being asked for help rather than the ones needing it. Don’t you think?”

      “Yes. I just hope we’re not heading into another war. We know virtually nothing of the enemy we’ll be facing. Ka’Rij made the biggest, most powerful creature we’ve ever seen crawl in fear and turn tail. Doesn’t that worry you about what is expected of us?”

      “I thought you were trying to help me not go back to my control-freak ways and over-worrying patterns?”

      Argos chuckled. “Right. My bad. It’s gonna be a piece of cake.”

      “It feels like destiny all over again, Argos. I fought the concept every step of the way during the Fury War, thinking that destiny was a burden, and I think, for this reason over others, that’s why the outcome wasn’t the one I expected. Since we’ve moved to the philosophical portion of this chat, I think perhaps it’s time for me to accept that there is a destiny for each and every one of us.”

      Chase could tell from the look of shock on his brother’s face that he didn’t expect to hear this from him.

      “You definitely did a lot of thinking.”

      “A year’s worth as a matter of fact. And I concluded that there’s no reason to fight destiny. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not saying one must surrender to it. I think we create our own fates with our actions, but parts of our lives still feel like a destiny is attached to it, for better or for worse. Take our trip here, for example, I chose a random place for our first jump, simply by trusting my instincts, and we’ve ended up finding a potential new ally.”

      “After almost being swallowed by a seven-headed hydra.”

      Chase winked “Details, details.”

      Argos chuckled. “I like the new Chase. I hope he sticks around.”

      “You and me both. Like I was saying, a blind jump put us into the path of a race of beings at the brink of extinction in need of our help. You can’t tell me you don’t see the irony in that?”

      “True, the thought had occurred to me.”

      “And that’s how it all started for me when you were intent on destroying Earth with your Zarlack armada. Back then we needed quadrinium to power our rag-tag fleet if we were to have a shadow of a chance to stop you. So Sarah and I went into the mission blind, and we met Ryonna. The rest is history.”

      Argos put his palm on the side of the table and a holo-screen popped up, he interacted with it, and two small glasses filled with colorless liquid materialized in front of them.

      Argos picked his up, as did Chase.

      “To destiny, then” said Argos.

      They clinked glasses, and Chase replied, “Bottom’s up.”
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      The vegetation on board the Iron Fire awed Ka’Rij. It reminded him of his beautiful but now lost world of Kyria, a world full of colors and once teaming with life. That is until the demons rose and war claimed the planet.

      If it weren’t for a ship arriving near the end of the last battle, Ka’Rij and the several hundred Dragonmen that were crammed into the ship would have perished, along with their planet.

      Light footsteps approached the wooden bench where Ka’Rij was sitting. The youngling sat next to him.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” asked Chris.

      “Not at all.”

      “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Chris.”

      “I know who you are, son of Dragonheart. I’m Ka’Rij, son of Pyros.”

      “How could you possibly know about me?”

      “Our prophecy mentions you as well.”

      “Is that why you called me the Defiant One earlier?”

      Ka’Rij nodded. “You are mentioned by another name too.”

      “And what would that name be?”

      “Heart of the Tiger.”

      Chris laughed. “I think I prefer that one.”

      “I can see why. But even if you weren’t mentioned in our prophecy, when I intervened with the hydra, I sensed a father’s love and his fear of losing you above all else.”

      Chris made a face. “I didn’t sense that. And we Furies can sense emotions. Sometimes even see them as clear as daylight. So perhaps it was your imagination.”

      “That’s because you’re angry, a state of mind that often happens to younglings.”

      “What happened to Heart of the Tiger?” Asked Chris with a playful smirk.

      “I mean no disrespect. That’s how we address our young ones. When you’ll be over thirty-six thousand years old, maybe you’ll understand what I mean.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ka’Rij saw Chris turn his head and size him up.

      “You sure don’t look a day over fifty. I didn’t mean to overreact. I guess there might be some truth about me being angry.”

      “It’s okay to be angry from time to time. I understand. I’ve also been angry in the past, but nothing good came out of it.”

      “And I’m supposed to listen to advice from a stranger I just met why, exactly?” asked Chris with a smile.

      Ka’Rij laughed. “No, and you are neither obligated to listen nor learn from anything I say youn—, sorry, Chris.”

      “I don’t enjoy being angry at my father. I just can’t help it.”

      “It means you’re probably not ready. Let time do its job. Sometimes it’s the only thing that can heal deeper scars.”

      “Not ready for what?”

      “Forgiveness. Sometimes I think it’s the most beautiful thing in the universe, but it can be difficult to master.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. May I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why do you need our help? I understand that you’re not as powerful when world-bound, you made that pretty clear…But even in this form, I still sense a tremendous amount of power emanating from you. Perhaps not as much as a Fury, but not too far behind either.”

      “That may be because I’m the most powerful Dragonman among the survivors. My fellow warriors are both brave and strong, but they’re not as strong as I am. That’s because none of them started their journey as warriors. I fought the demon war on Kyria, and as such, I’ve been trained to fight since a young age. My fellow men were innocent souls trying to escape a dying world.”

      “Well then, you and I have something in common. I’ve also fought since a very young age.”

      “We’re soldiers. And while I trained my people ever since we escaped Kyria, and while I’m proud of how strong they’ve become, they’re not soldiers, they were never meant to be. There’s just too many enemies for us to fight. And while I could defeat them one by one, I can’t ask them to line up in single file and fight them one at a time.”

      Chris chuckled, “Yeah, I can see why they wouldn’t. I’m just not sure how three more soldiers will help you.”

      “Your ship seems powerful. That’s another advantage we can use.”

      “You don’t have ships?”

      “Do you think I would have been flying through space on my own if we did have ships similar to yours? No, the last of our warships were destroyed long ago, and we’ve been engaged in battle for so long, with dwindling resources, so over the centuries, we’ve all but abandoned our pursuit of technology.”

      “I see. What can you tell me about your world?”

      “Which one? The one I originated from or the one we’re heading to now?”

      “I guess I’m interested in both, but for now, let’s talk about where we’re going.”

      “When we found it, it used to resemble Kyria, our birthplace. But that was before the Hellion Empire came and tried to drive us away.”

      “Why did they do that? What do they want with…what’s the name of your new planet?”

      “It’s unpronounceable in your tongue, but basically we call it New Kyria.”

      “So what does your enemy want with New Kyria?”

      “Its resources. Well, one, at least. The planet is mostly dead now because of the wars waged through the generations and the heavy mining of the planet’s resources. When I entered this hydroponics bay, it brought back many memories. I haven’t seen such lush vegetation for a long time. It calms my mind sitting around this many living plants, just as it should be, really.”

      “If New Kyria is in such a desolate state, why don’t you all just leave and find a new world to settle on?”

      “We’d love to, but the reason is twofold. Not all Dragonmen can turn into full-blown dragons, only a select few of us can do that. That’s why we stopped fighting the enemy from orbit. At first, there were enough of us to match their fleet of ships, but over time, both sides incurred heavy losses. While the enemy can build ships to replace those we destroyed, we couldn’t grow enough dragons to keep up with them. It takes tens of years for a Dragonman to reach maturity, and even more to see if he or she will be able to transform. The second reason is that we’ve lost the heart of Kyria, and we can’t leave the planet without it. First, we need to get it back.”

      Chris raised an eyebrow. “What’s the heart of Kyria?”

      “It’s a large jewel, forged in fire, that was once part of our birthplace. It’s the last thing that remains from our world. It holds an amazing power for those who know how to wield it. But that knowledge has been lost through the eons, even to us.”

      “What makes you think the enemy hasn’t destroyed it? Perhaps you’re fighting a war to recover something that’s long gone.”

      “It is said to be indestructible. But maybe who knows? Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’re fighting for nothing. Sometimes I wonder what it all means. Why can’t we all just live in peace?”

      “I’m obviously too young to hold the answer to that question. I for one know what I’m fighting for, and it works for me.”

      Ka’Rij cracked his jaw a couple of times, which startled Chris.

      “Sorry, I do this sometimes. It helps me think. What do you fight for, young Chris?”

      “I fight for those I love. Ever since I was born. In fact, even before.”

      “Before? How is that possible?”

      “That’s kind of a long story.”

      “I have nothing better to do at the moment.”

      “Very well…you asked for it. It all started when I was inside my mother’s womb…”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, I think you know very well what I am,” said the Spectre. “You killed one of us a year ago, which was the biggest mistake your kind ever made. For this, your entire universe will burn. I’m Ergon’Kar, and I serve Asrak’Vor, my master. He has sent me here today to bring back your head.”

      Athena’s heart raced, and a sense of dread filled her soul.

      “You’re a Spectre?”

      Ergon’Kar smiled.

      How the hell was a Spectre standing in front of her? The implications were massive. The last one they fought almost wiped out her entire family. She survived because Menelas made sure she never faced the threat. In the end, Chase had prevailed, but he almost accidently killed both his brother and son in the process, and the battle left his wife, Sarah, at death’s door.

      How was Athena supposed to dispatch a Spectre on her own? Even though she was one of the most powerful Olympians still alive, she was nowhere near as powerful as her half-Fury sons.

      Her fear levels increased exponentially, but she would not succumb to the fright.. Instead, she let the Spectre’s presence feed her aura and soul with anger and thirst for payback. Tanak’Vor had taken Menelas from her, the love of her life and father of her children, and she wouldn’t let any harm come to her family.

      Athena’s blue eyes shone brightly as her aura increased. “You’re mistaken, Ergon—whatever the fuck your name is. There’s only one person dying here today, and that’s you.”

      The Spectre laughed as Athena launched two fireballs at him, which he easily deflected with the back of his hand.

      “Then you’ll have to attack me with a little more than a child’s attack. Let me show you what true power is.”

      The Spectre aimed an open palm toward Athena, and a black fireball came to life. Smoky snakes danced around the center of the attack as crimson lightning bolts sizzled on its surface. The engine room was plunged into darkness. Athena’s blood froze.

      Ergon’Kar smiled from ear to ear. “Goodbye, Athena.”

      The attack was as fast as it was powerful, and Athena was acutely aware she was standing inside the room containing the jump engines. She would have to be very careful about how she dealt with her enemy’s attacks.

      So Athena stood her ground and quickly drew an invisible circle in front of her with her index fingers. “Athena’s shield!” she shouted.

      A transparent, golden-energy shield materialized just before the Spectre’s massive fireball advanced toward her. The shield blocked the assault, but the sheer power of the attack made her skid backward.

      Athena used all her energy to plant her feet into the hard metal floor, so much so that her feet dug into the metal in order to stop her momentum. The shield blinked madly, informing Athena that it had trouble diffusing the black energy. The fireball kept spinning against her shield but then started waning in size.

      Athena fed more energy into her shield, accelerating the process. Then she heard Ergon’Kar’s evil laugh as his eyes shone red.

      “And you wanted to kill me. Look how much you’re struggling dealing with my very first attack. Olympians are pathetic. Your kind think you’re so superior, but, in fact, you’re nothing more than children who have been given too much importance in a universe not truly fit for powerful beings. And that’s why we’ll take great pleasure wiping out whatever is left of your dying race.”

      “You talk too much, asshole!” spat Athena between clenched teeth.

      She put all her strength into her next move. While keeping her shield up, she drew another circle.

      “Perseus Mirror Shield!” she cried.

      The golden shield turned blue and sent the remainder of the black fireball hurtling toward its sender at five times its original speed, giving the Spectre no chance to dodge his own attack.

      Athena caught a glimmer of surprise in the Spectre’s eyes, informing her he had not anticipated her tactic. Even though he tried to get out of the way, the black fireball burned through his flesh and ripped through both his left arm and shoulder.

      The scream the Spectre released was equally satisfying as it was terrifying. It felt as if a thousand people all screamed at once in reaction to the pain.

      Athena didn’t wait to see if her move worked. She knew how difficult it was to kill these things, so she didn’t intend to underestimate her enemy. She raised her right hand.

      “Athena’s Justice Spear!” she said.

      An energy spear formed in her hand, and the bright white light emanating from the energy weapon illuminated everything in the room.

      “Now you die, motherfucker! This one is for Menelas.”

      Athena thrust the energy spear, and it took a fraction of a second for it to leave her grasp and impale the Spectre’s chest, dead center.

      It didn’t go completely through, but instead, half the energy spear protruded out of each side of the Spectre, whose dark, viscous blood continuously spilled from his missing left shoulder and arm. The screaming of the thousand voices also stopped the moment the spear impaled him.

      When the Spectre stumbled and had to put a knee on the floor to not fall fully, Athena knew she managed to defeat her enemy.

      But her victory lap felt premature when Ergon’Kar lifted his head and looked her straight in the eyes with a crooked smile that terrified her.

      That’s not possible, he should be dead!

      Athena panicked and unleashed dozens of golden fireballs toward the Spectre in the hope of finishing him off. The Spectre’s red eyes lit up with so much intensity that the light they cast forced Athena to squint.

      The fireballs continued to slam against the Spectre’s thick skin and disappear inside his body as if swallowed by an invisible miniature black hole.

      Athena’s attacks grew in size and intensity for more than a minute, but then she finally gave up this tactic when she saw it wasn’t working.

      Ergon’Kar rose back to his feet as the light inside his eyes changed color briefly and flashed gold.

      He took a deep breath and smiled. “Thanks for the power up, Athena.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you propose we do, Ares?” asked Nyx, not sure she really wanted an answer to her question.

      Her instincts told her that whatever Ares meant by another way of sharing information wouldn’t sit well with her.

      “Let me invade your mind so I can add my own engineering expertise to your understanding of the alien language. Together we’ll understand the puzzle more efficiently.”

      “No fucking way!” she protested. “I’d rather die than let an Olympian inside of me.”

      An alarm blared.

      “I guess you may get your wish sooner than expected. They must have figured out the projection inside your cell was a hologram.”

      “It was bound to happen, at least it bought us some time. We still need to get the hell out of here, it just means we have to do it sooner rather than later.”

      “No, you don’t understand. They’ll keep hunting you down. You can run, but you can’t hide, not forever. As long as you stay in this dimension, you’ll never rest, they’ll keep hunting you down.”

      “That’s my problem!”

      “Tell me Nyx, even with your hatred for me and my kind, what sounds better to you? A life where you’ll always be looking over your shoulder, and possibly worse, be captured over and over again until they get what they need from you and finally take you out of your misery, or a chance to return to your original dimension, meet with other Furies, and fight for a worthy cause?”

      “We don’t have time for this, they’ll be all over us in a matter of minutes, we have to go Ares, now!”

      “I’m projecting other holograms of us all around the ship; it is, however, quickly expending my energy reserves, so you can take a minute to make a decision. Do you want to run or do you want to fight for a chance for true freedom? That’s all that it boils down to in the end, but I’m afraid you have to decide now.”

      Nyx stayed silent for what seemed like a long time. Her mind felt under attack by a thousand arguments, and for a moment, she felt overwhelmed and as if she would have a nervous breakdown, but then she heard her father’s voice inside her mind. Recalling a memory from her childhood. After a fun day with her family, she had asked him a question: “What’s the most important thing in the whole word, Daddy?”

      “I think you know it, child. Freedom. In every sense of the word.”

      Nyx winced and her eyebrows drew together. “You’d better not be fucking with me about this, Ares.”

      “I just want to give us a fighting chance. We need to stop them from invading our dimension, or at the very least, delay them so we can prepare. I’ve seen firsthand what one Spectre is capable of, and I can only imagine the horror of what millions could do to a defenseless universe.”

      “They’ll kill everyone and everything in their path. Like they have done in their dimension. They only keep enough civilizations alive to use as their slaves.”

      Even though there was no love lost for the rest of the inhabitants of her own universe now that Erevos was gone, Nyx still hated the Spectres and arachnoids with a vengeance.

      “Very well, Ares…You win. Do your thing, fast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone on the Iron Fire’s bridge anxiously waited for the ship to jump out of hyperspace.

      “You mentioned something about a blockade defense?” asked Chase.

      “The coordinates I’ve entered into your system will bypass it,” said Ka’Rij. “But there could be a couple of ships in orbit. From time to time they send a few to replenish their resources.”

      “What I don’t understand is why they keep attacking you if most of your world’s resources have either been mined or destroyed? What is there to fight for on New Kyria?” asked Argos.

      “We suspect they’re after something residing inside the planet’s core. An ore of some kind,” said Ka’Rij.

      “I guess it doesn’t matter why they stay on the planet,” said Chase. “It only matters that we help Ka’Rij get rid of them by any means necessary.”

      Not that I don’t enjoy the new, improved Chase, said Argos telepathically, but we know nothing about these people, who’s to say the Dragonmen of Kyria aren’t the ones that started this war?

      My gut tells me Ka’Rij is telling the truth.

      We don’t have time to second-guess ourselves, added Chris. Chase is correct, I spent enough time with Ka’Rij to tell you he’s not trying to deceive us. To him, we’re the saviors his race has been waiting for, and for fuck’s sake, we wouldn’t even be here arguing about it if it weren’t for him. So, even if we don’t know the whole truth, the way I see it, we still owe him our lives. Not to mention he said he could help save my mother. I don’t care who started this war, for her sake I’m ending it today, with or without your help.

      Easy there, tiger, said Argos.

      Chris is right. We owe it to him and Sarah to help the Dragonmen.

      “You’re doing it again,” protested Daniel.

      “Doing what?” asked Chase.

      “You know very well what, having a Fury walkie-talkie mind conversation.”

      Chase smiled. “We’re done. ETA on our return to normal space?”

      Daniel fixed his gaze on his friend for a second before looking down to gather the requested info from his holo-controls. Of course, Chase knew the ETA. His mind could directly connect with the ship’s computer, but this gave Daniel something to do, and it would give the rest of the crew the info at the same time.

      “We’re a minute away from jumping out,” said Daniel.

      “What about our sensors? Are they now able to detect any energy signature?”

      “No, either there’s nothing there, or we’re being jammed.”

      “Ka’Rij,” asked Chase. “Which do you think it is?”

      “As I told your son, my people haven’t used technology in a long time. We’re fighting with our own devices, and I really couldn’t tell you if the enemy is using technology to disrupt your sensors. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay, Ka’Rij, I guess we’re about to find out.”

      The bridge was silent for the last ten seconds of the jump, and tension rose as the blue-purple light tunnel outside the Iron Fire’s main viewport appeared as if it collapsed into itself, revealing stars, a sizeable dark-red planet, and something else—a fleet of five large ships standing in between the Iron Fire and New Kyria.

      “I guess we can safely say they were jamming us,” said Argos.
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      Altair stopped in front of their quarters and peered down at the engagement ring he purchased for Ryonna. He didn’t know if he was doing this right. After all, Droxian tradition didn’t involve the same union rituals as humans. Neither did the Obsidian ones he was accustomed to. But living on Earth for about a year, they had had plenty of time to get acquainted with their customs.

      Altair was surprised how anxious he felt thinking of the moment he would finally pop the question. Their relationship was still mostly a secret affair to the rest of the world, and he had no doubt that if Ryonna accepted his marriage proposal, they would still keep it secret until she had a chance to talk with Ronan about it.

      He closed the ring box and hid it in the inside pocket of his official Earth Alliance uniform before entering their quarters. He was surprised not finding Ryonna home at such a late hour. An LED holo-message indicator blinked on the smart wall. He approached and pressed it.

      Ryonna’s face filled the holo-screen.

      “Hello, love. I’m sorry to have left without letting you know, but I thought it was time for me to go to Droxia and let Ronan know about us, in person. I felt this was not the kind of news I could deliver over a subspace holo-transmission. I won’t be gone too long.”

      Altair smiled and wondered if Ryonna had felt his intentions. Even though he wished he could have hugged her before she left, it filled his heart with happiness that she took the initiative to move forward in their relationship.

      The day had been long, with a lot of paperwork and problems to fix in regard to the construction of the Alkyonidon Space Station. However, the core of the station, which would act as the command center of the station, would be operational in the next few days. Altair removed his uniform jacket and threw it on the bed before letting himself crash onto the soft satin sheets.

      The station was still several weeks away from completion, but as soon as the command center would be up and running, they could send a crew to oversee the rest of the construction.

      Altair still didn’t have a commanding officer for the station. Daniel seemed interested in the position but since he left with Chase to the unknown regions, there was no way of knowing when he would return.

      The station needed a commanding officer soon, but since Altair still had a few weeks, he decided not to worry too much about it for the time being.

      With a lingering smile on his face, Altair closed his eyes and quickly fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Do it, Ares,” said Nyx, “before I change my mind.”

      “You’ll need to let go. If you fight me, it won’t work,” warned Ares. “Do you think you can do that?”

      “Define let go?”

      “You need to willingly surrender your body and mind to me. Once that happens, and for a little while, I’ll have full control over who you are. Your consciousness will be silenced.”

      “The more you open your clap-trap, the less it makes me wanna do this. So shut up and do what you gotta do.”

      His energy form nodded. “Close your eyes and try to empty your mind. We don’t have much time, so don’t resist when you feel something invading you. I give you my word you have nothing to fear from me.”

      “Uh-huh,” said Nyx as she reluctantly closed her eyes.

      Trusting others wasn’t Nyx’s forte. However, she accepted that desperate times called for desperate measures, like letting a filthy Olympian enter her very body and soul. The thought froze her to the core.

      I must be out of my damn mind!

      “Nyx, what part of empty your mind didn’t you understand,” insisted Ares.

      “Don’t push it, I’m trying!”

      “I suggest you try harder, any minute now warriors are going to burst into this room and kill us. Well, kill you. We need to learn all we can before that happens.”

      “Not exactly helping, Ares.”

      “Please, Nyx, just try. Take some deep breaths first.”

      Nyx did as instructed and tried her best to not think about anything. It took a few moments to calm her mind to the point where she could lower her current stress levels.

      Ares’ golden energy form floated toward Nyx and tried entering her body. A couple lightning bolts shot from Nyx’s skin toward Ares.

      “You’re resisting me.”

      “This is never going to work.”

      “It has to, or you’ll die here and so will the remaining Furies in our dimension. Surely, that’s not what you want.”

      That thought didn’t exactly help her stress but was a good motivator. There were still Furies out there, and perhaps even more than Ares was aware of. Her people weren’t extinct, and she knew she was duty-bound to do everything in her power to make sure that never happened.

      Slowly, she could feel another consciousness inside her mind and felt like hers was being erased. Fear kicked in and the result registered intense pain throughout her body.

      Let go, said Ares in her head.

      Nyx took another deep breath, and for the first time in her life, she released control. Soon darkness took over, and her consciousness vanished into oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      Ares was now fully in control of Nyx’s body with enough access to her conscious mind that when he looked at the schematics on the holo-console, it started to make sense.

      He understood that things were way worse than he ever could imagine. The Spectres’ had been working on this machine for a long time in order to achieve an inter-dimensional jump. Fortunately, all the ships that had attempted it in the past had been destroyed. Scanning the files at light-speed indicated to Ares that the Spectres accomplished a recent breakthrough. When Zeus ordered the Furies to be sent into the Spectres dimension, not knowing that this was what the ancient tech would do, they gave the Spectres all they needed to replicate the technology.

      The repercussions of this threatened to overtake Ares’ sanity. In ridding themselves of the Fury threat, Zeus had potentially opened a door to a stronger, viler enemy to step into their universe and wipe out every living being.

      Ares didn’t allow his mind to wander into that dark place too long. He kept reading as much as he could about the inter-dimensional engine and other Spectre technologies much to the dismay of Nyx’s incomplete understanding of their complex language.

      Having lived for tens of thousands of years, his own understanding of languages allowed him to fill the gaps that Nyx’s mind couldn’t.

      He knew full well that time was running out, and he needed to get out of her mind soon. If arachnoids stormed this place, there was no way he could use her body as efficiently as she could to repel them.

      Ares extended his mind to try and estimate the amount of time he had to gather further information. The God of War knew he needed to bring back as much intel as he could so the Earth Alliance could prepare for an upcoming battle, one with the potential of making the Fury War look like a walk in the park.

      He didn’t sense any life forms in the immediate vicinity but could feel many warriors scrambling around the ship. It was a massive ship, probably even bigger than the largest one the Earth Alliance created, but in this case, its size played in their favor.

      Ares checked their ships’ capabilities, their stealth technology, their weaponry, their power requirements and how they generated it, and any information he could find about both the Spectres and the arachnoids.

      He got lost in his reading, to the point where the more he read, the more he forgot to check their surroundings for incoming enemies. More time passed when his gaze fell on something strange—a holo-file about the Furies.

      It seemed like the Spectres had accumulated a massive amount of data research about their physiology. That explained why they valued Nyx so highly, after all, she was most likely the only breathing Fury in this dimension and therefore their only gateway to continue their experiments. But why were they so interested in Fury physiology?

      The door of the lab suddenly opened, and Ares knew his time inside Nyx was up.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think your friends will get your distress call?” asked Talon.

      “I don’t know. If someone is listening, I’m sure they’ll come. I only hope they do before the spider ship finds us.”

      “I don’t like depending on others for survival, my insectoid friend.”

      “Aye, Captain, neither do I. But what other choice do we have? If we fire up the engines, we’d surely be detected. Without jump engines, what are we supposed to do if we’re discovered?”

      “We could make a run for the jump gate.”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it. If the enemy failed to detect us, surely they’ll backtrack to the gate and wait for us there.”

      “We can’t just drift in space hoping someone answers our call for help either. As far as we know, the enemy may have jammed the probe or worse, destroyed it, in which case it never reached anyone inside the Earth Alliance.”

      Tar’Lock clicked his tongue multiple times without realizing it while he was pondering his captain’s words. They were, indeed, in a less than ideal situation, and the Gorgar made sure to not let Talon know how dire the situation actually was.

      With their engines off, running on battery power meant their sensor range was also very low, and there was no way for them to detect the spider ship if it cloaked, which it certainly would be.

      If the enemy found them, they’d dispatch them with ease. They would never see them coming, and they would probably die instantly.

      “I know, Captain. There’s equal risk in both approaches.”

      “Then perhaps we should flip a coin?”

      Tar’lock’s tongue clicking evoked surprise. Should they entrust their lives to chance? The idea was mildly amusing to Tar’Lock under the circumstances. But the more he thought about it, the more his anxiety rose, reminding him they could die at any minute.

      “I guess I can live with a toss,” said Tar’Lock.

      Talon rose from his chair and dug deep inside one of his pockets, taking out a rusty old coin.

      “That surely doesn’t seem current,” said Tar’Lock.

      “It’s a few centuries old. I got it on Earth while you were visiting your friends. I thought it would bring us luck, though not exactly the kind I had in mind.”

      “That really depends on how you look at things, I guess. We’re still alive. So maybe it has fulfilled its purpose.”

      “Hmm, I guess there’s wisdom in looking at it this way. So…what do you say? Heads we stay, and tails we make a run to the jump gate?”

      Tar’Lock had seen plenty of TV shows when he first set foot on Earth to be vaguely familiar with the concept.

      He nodded and clicked furiously.

      Time seemed to stop as the coin spun in the air over and over again. Tar’Lock held his breath even though he didn’t know what outcome he wished for. All he wanted was for the decision to be made for him, and yet he felt compelled to participate beyond just watching it, so he ran and grabbed the coin right before it fell into Talon’s hand.

      Talon took a step back and breathed heavily.

      “You scared the crap out of me! Why did you do that?”

      “I don’t know, Captain. I’m sorry, I just felt I needed to. Let’s do it together.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Talon nodded and extended his hand toward Tar’Lock who looked at it while his heartbeat accelerated. Talon swallowed hard.

      Tar’Lock gently slapped his palm atop the human’s and slowly lifted it.

      “Tails,” he announced.

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “We agreed to let the coin choose, didn’t we?”

      Talon smiled. “We sure did. Then I guess it’s time to rejoin your post, crewman, we’re getting the hell out of here.”

      “Yes, Captain.”
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      “What do you mean you’ve lost them?” barked Asrak’Vor.

      “I’m sorry, Master. We’ve destroyed one of their shuttles, but it’s possible we didn’t get them all.”

      Asrak’Vor’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

      “They’ve entered a nebula cluster, it played havoc with our sensors, but many hours later a smaller ship emerged. We destroyed it with ease; it had multiple life signs on board, perhaps even the entire crew.”

      “Perhaps isn’t going to cut it. We can’t afford to have a single one survive and report what they’ve found about our presence here.” Asrak’Vor’s eyes flashed a dark red. “Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Master, we’ll keep looking for the main ship.”

      “Do not fail me, you know what the punishment would be.”

      “I know, Master.”

      Asrak’Vor was furious and swiped the holo-communication away with a sharp movement before releasing a growl that got the rest of his bridge crew’s attention.

      “Status on the infiltration of the Olympian ship?” he said coldly.

      “The assassin is aboard the ship, but he hasn’t reported for a while,” said one of the crewmen.

      Asrak’Vor answered with another deep growl that made some equipment on the bridge tremble.

      This day is not going at all as I’d hoped.

      Asrak’Vor knew very well that he couldn’t be in multiple places at once, no matter how much he hoped he could personally influence the outcome of every single mission that was happening simultaneously.

      In a few hours, they’d reach their coordinates, and with the materials they had brought back from Asgard, they would be able to start the next phase of their plan. Hopefully, all these missions and objectives would be finalized before then.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean power up?” asked Athena, unsure if she really wanted to know the answer.

      Still impaled through his chest was the energy lance pulsating a bright-white light that cast ethereal shadows of the Spectre all around him.

      “You see, those pathetically weak attacks of yours, their energy levels are so low that I can easily assimilate them and power up my own pool of energy. That, however,” he said, pointing at the energy lance, “was something unexpected. I had no idea you possessed this kind of strength and resources. I’m almost impressed.”

      “I don’t care what impresses you.”

      “Yes, yes, we’ve established that you only care about killing me. And while this attack never had the ability to do so, I have to admit it came closer than I expected.”

      He grabbed the lance with both hands and arrogantly pulled it out of his chest slowly. Thick black blood oozed down to his feet.

      “There’s no way you can recover from that wound.”

      Ergon’Kar chuckled. “Watch me.”

      With the energy lance out of his body, the Spectre held it from both ends as wide as his arms would let him. The attack was still in effect and kept burning his hands, but the burnt skin particles turning into ash froze in midair and reversed their course back to reattach to Ergon’Kar’s hands, performing an endless cycle of burning skin being reattached to him while he held the weapon.

      His eyes intensified to red as his dark aura grew.

      This isn’t possible, thought Athena. How can this monster regenerate this way? The lance of justice is my strongest attack.

      The Spectre’s muscles doubled in size, and he growled between gritted teeth as he applied more force to the energy-based attack. Eventually, Athena’s lance broke and exploded into a million white-energy particles, which started swirling around him resembling a tornado. Little by little the energy bits were sucked inside Ergon’Kar and the more particles entering his body, the quicker his wound healed.

      His injury was half its size by the time all of Athena’s attack energy was siphoned. Black tendrils of dark goo shot in between the edges of the wound, recreating organs, muscles, and then skin, until Ergon’Kar looked as healthy as he had been at the beginning of the fight.

      “I have to hand it to you. You’re a much more formidable warrior than I thought you’d be. I guess that explains why your son managed to kill my master’s brother.”

      So the Asrak’Vor he mentioned earlier is the brother of the one who killed Menelas. Tanak’Vor, the Spectre who also took out Olympus, my father, most of my race.

      “And I’ll take great pleasure in helping my sons kill your master as well. We defeated the Furies, and we’ll beat you, too.”

      Ergon’Kar’s laugh resonated around the engine room of the Prometheus.

      “The Furies were unguided children with parlor tricks disguised as power. Look at what it took to defeat just one of us; what will you do when my entire race comes here to eradicate you like the bugs you are?”

      So that’s their plan, an invasion of this dimension. But how would they get here? The Pandora device that opened portals between dimensions was destroyed.

      “We will stop you, no matter the cost. However, right now, I’m sick of looking at you,” spat Athena. “Time for you to join Tanak’Vor.”

      Ergon’Kar smirked. “I don’t think so.”

      Athena powered up and brought every ounce of power she could to bear and burned her aura to its absolute paroxysm. It shifted from blue to a gold tint. She made fists and raised both her hands to belt level.

      Her blonde hair flew upward, resembling a golden flame caught in the wind as her aura turned into a whirlwind around her like ten thousand angels dancing.

      “Don’t waste what little energy you have left, Athena, this battle is over.”

      Athena’s eyes glowed gold. “It’s over when I say it’s over!”
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        * * *

      

      “I thought you said there wouldn’t be any ships here in orbit?” asked Chase.

      “I did not expect any to be. I’m sorry, Dragonheart,” said Ka’Rij.

      “Commander Aniotis, status report on the fleet? Can we take them on with the Iron Fire alone?”

      “Initial scans are inconclusive, while they seem to have lower firepower than us, their shield technology is very different. There’s no way to know how well our weaponry will be able to penetrate it. Admiral, we’re being hailed.”

      Chase briefly looked at Argos and Chris then took a step forward. “On screen.”

      The Iron Fire’s holo-screen filled with a green-skinned humanoid the likes of which Chase had never seen. The man’s nose was non-existent and in its place was three thin black lines where air could get in and out. The man’s eyes were a lilac-purple with deep black pupils. When he blinked, two sets of his eyelids came into play, first one horizontally, like most humanoids, then one vertically.

      He had no hair and half a dozen yellow horns adorned his forehead.

      The first few words from the creature were incomprehensible until the computer analyzed the language and translated.

      “I’m High Commander Xertan of the Hellion Empire. You’re trespassing on sovereign territory. Turn your ship back, leave, and never return, or we’ll be forced to destroy you.”

      “Hello to you too, Commander Xertan, is it?” said Chase. “I’m Admiral Chase Athanatos from the Earth Alliance. I’m afraid we can’t comply with your wishes. You’re occupying the world of a friend of ours, and I’m afraid that we’re the ones who request that you stand down or be obliterated. . .” Chase’s look turned ice cold, “at once.”

      The high commander’s eyes morphed into thin lines. “You’re outnumbered five to one, and we can call reinforcements. You don’t stand a chance, Admiral.”

      Ka’Rij, asked Chase telepathically. Are you able to take care of a couple of these ships in your full-size dragon form?

      That shouldn’t be a problem, but I would not be able to take on all five.

      You won’t have to.

      “Last chance, High Commander,” said Chase. “I don’t have all day and will require your answer now?”

      The high commander growled, punched something in front of him, and the holo-communication ended.

      “I think we can safely say that means no,” said Argos. “Now what?”

      “Admiral!” exclaimed Commander Aniotis. “All ships are targeting us and powering their weapons.”

      “Shields to maximum. Battle stations, everyone,” said Chase before turning to Ka’Rij. “Let’s first take care of this fleet, then we’ll help you clean up forces on the surface. Any chance you can call some of your people to join us?”

      “They’ll be shot down by ships before they have time to transform fully. The enemy knows that about our weakness. It takes us between twenty to thirty seconds to transform, during that time we’re highly vulnerable to attack. There are only two of my men left who can reach orbit and transform. I’m not sure we can take the risk.”

      “We’ll cover them, you have my word, and maybe we won’t need their help, but have them ready to join this fight if the need arises and we need reinforcements.”

      Chase could tell that Ka’Rij was still thinking it over, but he nodded in agreement, nonetheless.

      The enemy fleet opened fire with hundreds of laser turrets. After the first few impacts on the Iron Fire’s shields, Chase remote-piloted the ship with his mind and went evasive. He returned fire with the Iron Fire’s laser cannons and sent a volley of torpedoes toward the nearest target.

      The first minute of engagement gave them sensor data as to the capabilities of their enemy’s level of technology. Fortunately, their laser turrets were no match for the Iron Fire’s brand new, multi-phasic shields, which meant the ship could take a serious amount of pounding before it would be in jeopardy. That gave them time to come up with a solid tactic to dispatch the enemy.

      “Argos, Chris, I don’t know about you, but I’m aching to get back inside a cockpit for a change. I’ll remote an entire squadron, but I feel like I need to be on the frontlines of this battle.”

      “I would argue,” said Daniel, “that the place of the ship’s captain in battle is one the bridge. But somehow I think I’d be wasting my breath.”

      Chase smiled. “And deprive you of commanding the ship in my absence? I would never,” he said and then winked at his friend.

      “Yeah, that works too.”

      “I’ll remote control another squadron,” said Chris. “I’ll take Beta Squadron. Uncle? What about you take Gamma?”

      “I’m nowhere near as proficient as the two of you in this exercise, but I’ll assist in any way I can.”

      “We also have real pilots,” protested Daniel.

      “Tell you what,” said Chase. “We’ll have Gamma Squadron with real pilots and Argos will be their wing commander.”

      “Babysitting, that’s just great,” said Argos. “Now I wished I had accepted Chris’ offer on teaching me that skill.”

      Chase smiled at his brother’s remark before looking toward Daniel.

      Take good care of my ship, said Chase telepathically. And yourself while you’re at it.

      Daniel nodded.

      “Very well, be careful out there.”

      “What’s the fun in that?” said Chase as he and the rest of his family ran out of the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx felt tremendous pain way before she fully recovered consciousness.

      “What the hell is happening, I can’t see shit!” she exclaimed. “Did you blind me?”

      “I had to extract myself from you in a hurry, your sight will return momentarily. In the meantime, just try to sense the enemy by homing in on their energy signatures.”

      “You’re telling me how to fight now?”

      Three arachnoid warriors lurched toward her, firing plasma weapons. Nyx raised her palm forward and erected a shield to deflect the fire while her sight slowly returned. She tried reaching with her mind to locate the enemies in her surrounding space, but the side effects of Ares forcefully removing his consciousness from hers made it harder for her to concentrate.

      “This is bullshit, Ares! You’re gonna get us killed.”

      “I’ll distract one of them. You’ll feel better soon.”

      “What if soon is too late?”

      “It will return, trust me.”

      “Not gonna happen any time soon!”

      But the more she swore in her head, the more her senses came back to life, at which time two arachnoid warriors were almost upon her. Her vision was still slightly blurry, but she saw well enough to engage one of the warriors, who seemed to struggle, stumble, and fall. No doubt Ares was trying to forcefully invade his body. The diversion was all Nyx needed.

      She immobilized the nearest warrior with a telekinetic grasp and dodged the energy web the third warrior shot from his mouth by somersaulting over him. While she was perfectly inverted above him, she grabbed his head and twisted it with all her might, snapping his neck. By the time she landed, he had collapsed, lifeless, on the lab’s floor.

      She aimed an open palm at the back of the still-immobilized warrior and impaled him with a column of purple energy, blasting flesh, bones, and blood through what was once his ribcage.

      He was dead before his carcass hit the floor. She turned to see the third warrior, still struggling to keep Ares out of his mind and body, trying to reach a control on his forearm’s holo-device.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” she exclaimed.

      Nyx was still far away from the warrior, so she slashed her hand in the air, and an invisible wave of energy cut the creature’s arm. He screeched in agony, and a sound that felt like it came from the depths of hell pierced Nyx’s ears.

      The intensity and high-pitched tone destabilized her and she lost her sense of balance, making it difficult to walk.

      That’s fucking new, she thought as the pain and dizziness grew exponentially.

      There was an easy, albeit rather painful, fix for that. In a swift, penetrating motion, she pierced both her eardrums with her index fingers. The paralyzing screech muffled into oblivion, and once she recovered the rest of her senses, she incinerated the warrior’s head with a well-placed fireball.

      She let herself fall onto her knees, her breathing ragged. She healed her wounds and pierced eardrums with a single thought.

      “You fucking bastard!” she screamed. “You almost got us killed.”

      “Well technically, I can’t die, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have exited your body so quickly. I was hoping we could focus on the almost part of the getting us killed comment and move on.”

      Nyx rose to her feet and dusted herself off. “I’m not amused, Olympian. This is the last time I trust you.”

      “Look, I made a mistake, I got too involved with the data I was sifting through, and by the time I realized my mistake, they were upon us. I panicked and extracted from your body too quickly. It won’t happen again, you have my word.”

      “It won’t happen again, period!”

      “Alright, calm down, the good news here is that I found out a lot of things about the Spectres’ plans, as painful as that experience was, trust me when I say that it definitely was worth it.”

      “I don’t care about their plans, I just want us to get out of here and rejoin the other Furies.”

      “And the intel I gathered will help us achieve just that, but we need to make sure this reunion isn’t blemished by a full-scale invasion from the Spectres. We’re not ready to face them, yet.”

      Nyx took a deep breath and tried calming her anger. “You’re disillusioned if you think a few Furies can take on the Spectres, no matter the time frame. But, for the time being, I’m listening.”
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      Tar’Lock clicked nervously as a holo-control flashed on his console.

      “What’s that, Tar’Lock?” asked Talon.

      “Since we’re back at full power, I recalibrated the sensors so we can detect the spider ship with long-range sensors.”

      “Let me guess, they’ve found us.”

      “They have, indeed.”

      “Well, we knew that was a risk.”

      “I don’t think you understand. They’ll destroy us with ease. Like I said before, we’re no match for them, almost nothing is except perhaps a full-blown Earth Alliance destroyer.”

      “You sent your distress call, so it’s possible that one is on its way.”

      “Or they either jammed us or destroyed the probe before it could complete its subspace transmission.”

      Talon smiled. “What’s with the negativity today, Tar’Lock?”

      “Sorry, I am a little on edge. I guess I had plenty of time to do some soul-searching while we waited inside the nebula cluster, and I kinda came to a conclusion.”

      “Mind enlightening me?”

      “I decided that I don’t want to die before I tell Ryonna how I feel about her.”

      “Don’t you think she knows already?”

      “Probably…maybe…I don’t know.”

      “But there’s that little problem of her being with the Emperor?”

      “Yeah…at least I think she is.” Tar’Lock paused and clicked a couple of times. “I guess it doesn’t matter. I’ve been a coward, I hid my feelings for so long, and even though it’s probably too late, I owe it to myself to have the guts to face her and tell her how I feel. I know what you’re going to say—that it makes no sense whatsoever.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say at all.”

      “Oh?”

      “I think you need to do what you feel is right. If it makes sense to you, who cares what the rest of the universe thinks?”

      Tar’Lock turned his head so he could look directly into Talon’s eyes and smiled at him.

      “That’s better,” said Talon. “Now, you need to keep the faith and let us both do whatever it takes to stack the odds in our favor, so that the universe grants you your wish.”

      “I’m not sure the sentiment will help us defeat the spider ship.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t have to. Maybe all you need to do is focus on staying alive and trust that destiny will attend to itself.”

      “As crazy ideas go, I’ve heard worse. Definitely worth a shot.”

      “At this point, what do we have to lose?”

      “Uhh…our lives.”

      “I’ll have none of that, you have a message to deliver. That’s an order, Tar’Lock. In the meantime, what’s your estimation on the spider catching up with us?”

      “About ten minutes before we reach the jump gate ourselves.”

      “At least that means they’ve been looking for us and are not parked in front of the gate, that would have made things much more difficult.”

      “You’re ability to always see the good in any situation is baffling sometimes. Interesting, yeah, but baffling.”

      “You should try it sometimes, Tar’Lock. Life’s easier that way.”

      Whatever’s left of ours anyway, thought Tar’Lock to himself. Even though I’d love to punch your face, Altair, I sure hope you got our distress call, and I may even enjoy seeing you save our butts.
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        * * *

      

      “Alright, everybody. It’s been a while since we engaged in a good old space battle,” said Chase over the comms. “Stay sharp.”

      “Aye, aye, Admiral,” Argos said with a chuckle.

      Chris stayed silent.

      “I propose we focus all three wings on one target,” said Chase. “Let’s see if the added firepower of all the StarFuries is strong enough to take down one of these ships while Daniel engages the rest of the fleet with the Iron Fire.”

      “Lead the way,” said Argos.

      Chase missed the times where he had to rely on pre-programmed macros to fly an entire squadron of fighters, but the ability for his mind to remotely control machines had come a long way, and it allowed for a more dynamic way of fighting the enemy. He could make on the fly changes with so much precision, granting him significantly greater control than his old macros.

      By the time the squadrons entered firing range of their intended targets, the ships had deployed their own defenses; pilotless drone fighters much smaller than StarFuries.

      “We may want to use our own drones to fend them off while we continue a direct run to the tango,” said Chris.

      “I like that tactic,” answered Chase. “Let’s do it.”

      Every StarFury unleashed six automated drones that targeted the incoming drone force and engaged them. The StarFuries didn’t change their heading, and soon incoming laser fire streaked past their respective cockpits, a few hits impacting their shields.

      “Now let’s see if we can make a hole in these shields,” Argos said as he deployed his squadron and ordered them to open fire.

      Chase and Chris followed suit almost perfectly in sync, and the twenty-four StarFuries unleashed a veritable barrage of laser fire toward the enemy shields. As anticipated, they held remarkably well, confirming that their shielding technology was quite advanced, especially their recharging time.

      “I think we need to add missiles to our run,” said Argos. “We won’t bring their shields down with lasers alone.”

      “I concur,” said Chase.

      “Not yet,” said Chris.

      “What do you have in mind, Son?”

      “Watch, and on my mark, fire a pair of missiles and quantum torpedos from each of your fighters.”

      “I’d rather you clue us into what you have in mind.”

      Defensive fire from the destroyer increased as they drew nearer to the enemy ships and so did the enemy impact ratio. The StarFuries’ shields were getting heavily pounded.

      “No time,” said Chris dismissively. “Just get ready.”

      Trust him, said Argos in Chase’s mind. He’s no longer the kid that needs saving that you remember.

      While nothing would make Chase prouder than this fact, he didn’t enjoy being left in the dark when strategy was involved. But he decided to let it play out, and, as requested, he armed all his weapons.

      Three of Chris’ StarFuries blinked out of existence and almost instantaneously three major explosions lit up the shields on the enemy destroyer, draining most of them in one go.

      “Fire now!” ordered Chris. “Before their shields recharge.”

      Chase sent his squadron payloads as did Argos. Streaks of missiles and quantum torpedoes filled the space between them and the enemy. Chase wasn’t as much surprised by his son’s choice of strategy as he was mystified. While Chase had used the tactic in the past to great effect, Chase preferred sacrificing fighters only when needed. This felt like wasting resources way too early in the fight.

      But Chase decided to not voice his concern.

      The missiles that were faster than their bigger torpedo counterpart hit the tango’s shield first and almost all were in sync. The resulting onslaught of explosions on the enemies’ starboard shields drained them enough to pave the way for the torpedoes to finish the job and blow the target to pieces.

      “Good job, Chris,” cheered Argos.

      “Thanks, Uncle.”

      Chase wanted to echo Argos’ congratulatory attitude, but he just couldn’t.

      “I like the way you think, Chris,” said Chase. “However—”

      “Here we go. Never satisfied.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, Son. We’ve splashed one, and that’s a good thing but at a heavy cost. We’ve spent half our ordnance and sacrificed three fighters. We may need them later during the fight, especially if the enemy brings in reinforcements.”

      “Yeah, yeah. It’s fine when the mighty Dragonheart does it, but gods forbid you don’t see the tactical advantage of finding a surefire way to quickly take care of a destroyer, which is what you’ve asked us to do by the way. Typical.”

      His words resonated in Chase’s mind. Was his son correct? Was Chase still trying to win the next engagement with as little loss as possible? Early in the Fury War, Chase probably would have used a similar tactic, even though the Alliance didn’t have that many resources. So, was it fair to blame his son for trying to make sure they got rid of as many enemies as fast as they could?

      “Forget I said anything,” he conceded.

      “It’s forgotten already, we have more ships to destroy,” said Chris sharply. “If you don’t like my tactics, fine. I can live with that as long as my results speak for themselves.”

      Like father, like son, said Argos to his brother.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel was sitting in the captain’s chair on board the Iron Fire.

      “Bring us about, and watch our distance. I don’t want us in the crosshairs of the four different destroyers’ firing range at once.”

      “Aye, Captain,” said Commander Aniotis.

      “I should go and transform. Your friends will need my help,” said Ka’Rij.

      “Seems a little too hot outside for that at the moment. If you’re as vulnerable as you say you are while transforming, you should wait.”

      “If I wait too long, we may lose this engagement. I’ll take the risk.”

      “Clearly, you don’t know Chase besides whatever prophecy you think he belongs to.”

      “The prophecy is not a matter of think, with all due respect, Captain. I know it to be true.”

      “Yeah, alright. Allow me to be both skeptical and suspicious on this one. The last time someone spoke about his destiny, it didn’t end very well for him.”

      “I understand and respect that,” said Ka’Rij, pausing for a moment. “This is what I propose: I’ll stay in your shadow and use your shields for protection during my transformation.”

      “I don’t see how that will work. In your dragon form, you’re larger than the Iron Fire.”

      “And I can start flying before I reach full size; it will work, trust me.”

      Daniel thought about it and knew that if Chase had agreed to help Ka’Rij it was so he would in turn help cure Sarah. He wouldn’t be able to do that if he died in this engagement. The strategy was too risky, and the stakes were too high.

      “Be that as it may, please hang on a minute.”

      Daniel opened a channel to engineering. “Yanis, can you guys extend the shield far enough so that our guest can stay protected inside it while he transforms into his full dragon form?”

      “Technically we can create a larger bubble, but the dragon is massive, so that will significantly diminish their strength. How long will they have to be extended to repel enemy fire?”

      Daniel looked at Ka’Rij, his eyes doing a good job at relaying the question.

      “Forty seconds, give or take,” said Ka’Rij. “I can usually do it under thirty but that’s when I don’t have to be aware of my surroundings like impacting either the ship or the shields,.”

      “Forty, forty-five seconds, if you can swing it,” answered Daniel, not willing to gamble with Ka’Rij’s life and any misplaced optimism on the Dragonman’s part.”

      “We’ll make it work, but by the time he’s transformed, they’ll probably have drained completely.”

      Daniel hated the prospect of entering the battle in these conditions, but it didn’t look like they had much of a choice. Fortunately, the enemy’s laser turret tech was way weaker than theirs, so the Iron Fire’s thick quadrinium-reinforced armor plating should be able to take some sizable hits before they got into too much trouble.

      “Roger that, get ready to expend the shields,” said Daniel before turning to the commander. “Change of plans, Commander, let’s head to six by twelve by three. We need to stay at the very edge of the firing zone. Once Ka’Rij teleports out of here, start firing every torpedo tube toward the nearest enemy, let’s give them something else to shoot at other than us, at least for a minute.”

      “Understood. Firing now.”

      “I said once he’s teleported!”

      The commander pointed to where Daniel thought Ka’Rij was and saw that he had vanished.

      “I guess the countdown starts now, then. A little heads up would have been nice. Yanis, I sure hope you already started expanding the shields.”

      “Yep, Cap, they’re already expanding.”

      “At least there’s that,” said Daniel as his gaze traveled over the dozens of white streaks from the advancing torpedoes as they filled the main viewport.

      I sure hope we won’t need this ordnance later.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s our ETA?” asked Altair from the captain’s chair of the Hercules.

      “We’re forty minutes out,” answered his navigation officer. “Asgardian hyperspace boosting optimizations are at sixty percent. The highest we’ve pushed them so far.”

      The Hercules was the most advanced ship of the Earth Alliance fleet. While it lacked a true Asgardian hyperspace engine, due to the rarity of pentalium to power these engines, Thor and his people had worked in concert with Spiros on optimizing the new hyperspace engines’ designs .

      The Hercules was a ship built for war, even though it had been commissioned in a time of peace. The idea behind the ship was that it needed to keep the peace and be an even bigger deterrent than a small fleet of Warheart class destroyers.

      During the Fury War, the Alliance had been caught with their pants down too many times in terms of firepower, with always bigger and stronger ships making their engagement a matter of life and death. So, when the time came to create a new class of ship, Altair ordered the construction of the Armageddon-class dreadnoughts. The Hercules was the first, and there were another three in service: the Nemesis, the Pegasus, and the Medusa. Spiros, the engineer who had supervised their creation, referred to them as flying fortresses.

      The other dreadnoughts were patrolling the Alliance’s biggest entry point for invasion, so Altair decided not to bring them on this mission but requested that they get ready to jump on his command. Part of him also wanted to see its firepower on its own. He hoped he wouldn’t regret the decision but trusted that his ship could take care of the threat.

      Altair had been surprised receiving the distress call in the middle of the night, even more so seeing Tar’Lock’s signature attached to it. Even though he wasn’t technically a member of the Earth Alliance anymore, Altair was not the kind of man who forgot who his friends were. He also knew that if Ryonna had been there, she’d be on board the ship with him right now.

      He had left a holo-message for Ryonna before leaving Earth orbit but never got an answer.

      Tar’Lock’s message was as succinct as it was terrifying.

      Spectres back—under attack by spider ship—help!

      Since the Fury War, nothing had frozen Altair’s blood faster than reading that note. He hoped with all his heart Tar’Lock was mistaken about the Spectre part. That would be terrible news for every living being across the entire Alliance and beyond.

      It was not an easy decision leaving the other ships at their current posts, but Altair’s thinking was that if the Spectres were indeed back and tried to take out a major stronghold of the Alliance, such as Earth, Droxia, New Olympus, or Asgard, that would be bad, very bad. So having them scattered around these locations unless ordered differently was the most prudent course of action for now.

      Altair hoped the Hercules would make it in time to help Tar’Lock and that the ship’s exceptional firepower would suffice to repel whatever was waiting for them at the coordinates Tar’Lock provided.

      “Boost Asgardian hyperspace optimizations to seventy-five percent,” Altair said out of the blue.

      “We’ve never tested this level of optimization, and the exotic particle created into our hyperspace engine could rise exponentially if we do so. We risk damaging them.”

      “I’m well aware of that, but we need to get there faster. Carry out my orders.”

      “Aye, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      “And what do you propose we do, exactly?” asked Nyx. “It’s only the two of us on this ship, there’s no way we’re taking it over and doing an inter-dimensional jump on our own.”

      “We have to figure out a way to make this happen, except we’ll make sure the ship doesn’t survive the trip. Once on the other side, we need to destroy the ship. ”

      Nyx’s eyes remained steady and unblinking. “You think? You don’t even have a fucking body, how do you intend to make these modifications?”

      “I’ll just borrow one.”

      “As long as it’s not mine.”

      “I know.”

      “Good luck with that then. Your ability in this matter deems approximate at best.”

      “That’s because I had to grab people in the middle of their work or while they were trying to kill us. If I invade a sleeping body, I know I can suppress their consciousness in the blink of an eye.”

      “Okay, for the sake of argument, let’s say we do that. Then what, I’m supposed to take down an entire ship on my own? There are hundreds of warriors on board, and according to you, also a Spectre on the bridge.”

      “Yeah, that’s the tricky part, you’ll need to kill that Spectre. I just hope for all our sakes that he’s not as powerful as Asrak’Vor.”

      “Is that the one you told me the Furies took out, almost losing their lives in the process? The multiple Furies, and they almost lost.”

      “Among them were three Ultra Furies.”

      Nyx’s face dropped. “Ultra Furies don’t exist, they’re a myth told to children. Seriously, why am I even listening to this? I have half a mind to let you deal with this on your own, jump on an escape pod, and try my luck at surviving alone.”

      Ares knew he had to find a way to convince Nyx to help him on the mission, without her there was no plan.

      “If you do that, you’ll stay stuck here forever. And. . .there’s something else. Something I don’t think you will like.”

      “Oh. My. Gods! What the hell are you talking about, Olympian? What else is there?”

      Ares lowered his head and pointed to the chambers lined up against the wall. “You may want to look at the pods. But be prepared for a shock.”

      Nyx turned and gazed at the pods. What was inside them? A thick layer of ice was rendering their windows opaque. Nyx could distinguish a humanoid silhouette inside, but that’s as much info as the visual inspection provided.

      She stepped in front of one, surprised by her heart pounding at an increasingly rapid pace. It felt as if the organ wanted to escape her chest.

      She wiped some of the frozen condensation from the surface of the glass. The coldness stung her palm. Then her entire expression dropped.

      “This can’t be,” she said. “It just can’t.”
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        * * *

      

      “ETA to the gate?” asked Talon.

      “Two minutes.”

      “Are we going to make it in time?”

      The ship rocked and trembled, sending Talon crashing from his chair.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” he said through pursed lips. “Plan B, then?”

      “That doesn’t seem like a way to optimize our chances of survival.”

      Tar’Lock put the ship on evasive, avoiding as many plasma bolts as possible from the cloaked spider ship. Fortunately, the enemy ship was engaging from outside its optimum firing range and never scored direct hits.

      “I don’t think we have much of a choice. We must drop our shields to enter the jump gate, thanks to your friendly Earth Alliance regulations, or it will consider us a hostile, and we’ll get blown to bits.”

      “I won’t argue that it was a dick move from the council, but it has slowed down the raiders abilities to perform hit-and-run raids.”

      “Fair enough, and you’re sure you can trick them into going toward the jump gate?”

      “We’re about to find out.”

      Talon noticeably swallowed.

      “On the next impact, I’ll blow up the pyro charges on the hull. The enemy will think they scored damage, which will hopefully buy us a little time.”

      “How much time?”

      “Fifteen, thirty seconds if we’re lucky.”

      “For the record, this is the most daring and batshit crazy plan I’ve ever heard. If it works, my little insectoid friend, I’ll kiss you, but if we get killed. . .”

      “Well, if we get killed, there wouldn’t be much you could do about it, now would there?” asked Tar’Lock pre-emptively.

      “I don’t know, but I’ll kill you again.”

      Tar’Lock chuckled, but when the master lock alarm buzzed, he verified that all the variables of his plan were in place, and there were quite a lot of variables.

      “Here goes nothing. Activating in three. . .two. . .one.”

      The spider ship took a shot at the Bellerophon, and a massive explosion engulfed the ship for a brief moment before it rapidly shot through the flames and headed toward the gate. The spider ship boosted their engines in pursuit, taken by surprise with the impressive acceleration of their target.

      The jump gate started its activation sequence, with bright-orange lights flashing progressively stronger, a visual indication to any approaching craft that a hyperspace window was about to open.

      The spider ship kept firing increasing amounts of the plasma toward the Bellerophon. Because of their increased rate of fire, each projectile was less powerful than the fully charged ones the spider ship was using when in closer range. Multiple explosions and debris flew off the crummy old ship as it kept accelerating.

      The spider ship, realizing they wouldn’t catch the Bellerophon before it entered the gate micro-jumped and then dropped its cloak. It was now right on top of the Bellerophon as the hyperspace window opened. The beat-up ship was a handful of seconds away from entering the hyperspace window.

      A column of translucent light shot toward the Bellerophon as the enemy deployed a tractor beam, but the beam passed through their target, causing the Bellerophon to stutter in and out of existence.

      At the same time, the flames and smoke from the earlier explosion had just dissipated, revealing there was another Bellerophon. The real one.

      On the bridge, Talon stood in full view of the cracked viewport. A smile spread across his face.

      “Fire at will, make that jump gate disappear. Now!”

      Tar’Lock had already started the firing sequence. The Bellerophon diverted every ounce of power from its engines, life support, and self-repairing systems to only one—the weapon’s systems. Last minute optimization had allowed Tar’Lock to boost their efficiency by forty percent and deliver a sustained beam of red laser energy toward the gate.

      The key would be the precise timing of hitting the gate while it was using all its power reserve to form the hyperspace window. The jump gate blinked before it exploded into a pure inferno, trapping the spider ship dead center inside the kill zone.

      “Goodbye, assholes,” said Talon.
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      A couple of enemy fighter drones broke away from their formation and were on Chase’s six.

      Chase checked his own drones and only three were still operational. They had done a bang-up job of keeping the smaller fighters out of the way of the Alpha, Beta, and Gamma Squadrons when they made their runs at bigger targets.

      But the enemy seemed to have a near infinite supply of the damn things, and while the kill ratio was four to one in favor of the Earth Alliance forces, they would eventually all be destroyed if the enemy was given enough time.

      Right now, though, Chase and his friends couldn’t worry about that, as their own StarFury drones were doing what they were programmed to do, which was to divert the smaller craft’s attention while the fleet took care of the larger ships.
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        * * *

      

      The Iron Fire’s barrage of torpedoes provided a good but short reprieve from the hundreds of laser cannon turrets firing toward the Earth Alliance destroyer. If it hadn’t been for the life-or-death battle happening outside the viewport of the Iron Fire, it would almost have been a pleasant, if chaotic, light show to look at.

      Daniel looked at the holo-timer floating a few centimeters over the right armrest of the captain’s chair. Twenty seconds left until the dragon fully transformed. The shields were down to sixty percent already, and now that the fire intensified, they were losing power at an alarming rate.

      The enemy’s tech was inferior to theirs, but in this case, it didn’t matter, it was the intensity and storm-like rate that was taking the Iron Fire’s defenses down faster than they could afford, especially if Daniel wanted the dragon to survive.

      He opened a channel.

      “Chase, we need a diversion. We’re getting pounded here while Ka’Rij transforms. I’m not sure we’ll be able to provide enough cover for him, and if he’s as vulnerable as he says he is in this phase, we could lose him. I would use the main primary plasma beam if we had the energy, but we’re using all our power to provide shielding to both the ship and Ka’Rij.”

      “We can’t afford to lose him. If you need a distraction, we’re happy to provide one. Don’t worry about not being able to use the primary weapon now, you’ll get your chance later. In the meantime, divert all power to your shields, even from life support if you have to.”

      “I’ve already done that.”

      “Of course you have.”
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        * * *

      

      “Chris,” said Chase. “You heard Daniel, time to take out a second ship, but as much as I don’t like it, we need to take it down even faster than before.”

      “There’s only one way to do that, and you’re not going to like how many ships it will cost us. Since we don’t have time to argue, fire every missile and torpedo your squadrons have left at the next tango. I suggest we take out their capital starship, which should considerably cut down their firepower.”

      Chase was frowning as his son relayed his plan but decided that time was too critical to be wasted again on debates. At this point, if they wanted Ka’Rij to survive and help them save Sarah, fast and wasteful would have to do. And time was not on their side, so the tactic would have to do.

      “Firing now,” said Chase and Argos in unison over the comms.

      Dozens upon dozens of missiles and quantum torpedoes screamed forward, filling the space ahead with their light-gray trails.

      The enemy capital ship’s turrets changed their firing priority almost instantly, stopping their onslaught toward the Iron Fire and trying to destroy as many incoming bogeys as they could. But their efforts were in vain as missiles and torpedoes impacted the capital ship by the dozen. A concerto of explosions engulfed the ship in flames.

      As the fire dissipated, the capital ship had been well scorched but still operational. It had suffered massive structural damage, but once it resumed firing, Chase knew their maneuver hadn’t succeeded.

      “At least their shields are down,” said Chris.

      Multiple visual alarms blinked inside Chase’s StarFury mental HUD. It informed him that a secondary shield generator inside the flagship had kicked in.

      “No, they’re not,” said Chase. “This capital ship has redundant shielding technology. They just activated.”

      “Holy crap,” said Argos. “That’s not good.”

      “Maybe taking on the bigger ship wasn’t my best decision,” said Chris.

      It had been the first time Chase hadn’t led the assault himself, and he wanted to be supportive. Even though he agreed the plan hadn’t work, he probably would have made the same targeting choice and take the biggest threat off the board.

      “It doesn’t matter now, and for what it’s worth, I would have made the same choice in targeting this very ship.”

      The radio crackled as the Iron Fire opened a channel to all squadrons.

      “Guys, we have a major problem,” said Daniel. “Ka’Rij just informed me that transforming inside the protection of the shield bubble has generated some unforeseen issues for him. It’s gonna take more time for him to end his transformation.”

      “How much more time?” asked Chris.

      “I don’t have an exact figure, but a lot!”

      To make things worse, the remaining ships then all focused on firing toward Ka’Rij as his expanding shape was hard to miss, and the enemy obviously decided he had became the bigger threat. Neither the Iron Fire nor Ka’Rij got hit as the extended shield bubble was continuing to intercept and diffuse the thousands of lasers blasts, creating a chaotic blue-orange halo all around the ship.

      They’re now only targeting Ka’Rij. They’ve stopped shooting at us altogether, said Chris.

      The enemy must think he’s the most dangerous thing out there now, added Argos.

      And Chase could see why—the dragon was now bigger than the Iron Fire.

      Chris brought about what was left of his squadron, and Chase followed suit.

      “Are we going to sacrifice all our remaining StarFuries?” he asked.

      “Unless you have a better idea.”

      Chase looked at his holo-projected neuronal HUD and saw that the Iron Fire’s shields were weakening at an alarming rate.

      “No, right now we have to take this ship out,” conceded Chase. “I’m linking control of the rest of my squadron directly to you. Their ordnance is gone, though.”

      “Roger that.”

      “I can’t do the same, obviously,” added Argos.

      Argos’ squadron was made of living, breathing pilots, so having their ships micro-jump in a kamikaze fashion wouldn’t be wise. At worst, it was up to each pilot whether or not to sacrifice their life to achieve the objectives, but neither Argos nor Chase would directly ask this of them.

      “That’s okay, have Gamma Squadron focus on diverting some fire from another ship,” said Chase.

      “Roger that,” said Argos.

      “Now, for the promised light show,” said Chris.

      All of Chris’ Beta Squadron StarFuries opened fire with low-powered laser shots but at extremely fast rates, and the more hits on the shields, the faster they lowered. This lasted for a handful of seconds before the enemy capital ship finally diverted some of its turrets toward the incoming starfighters.

      Every single missile and quantum torpedo onboard Beta Squadron fired all at once at their target.

      Even though the enemy captain made that decision a little on the late side, at these ranges, their turret gunners were pretty efficient at taking out the Earth Alliance’s veritable barrage of missiles.

      Soon, all incoming fire directed at the Iron Fire from the capital ship ceased, leaving the task to target the transforming Dragon to the remaining three destroyers, while the enemy flagship concentrated on defensive fire.

      By Chase’s estimate, the flagship had shot enough missiles and torpedoes out of the sky for its shields to deflect multiple impacts from kamikaze StarFuries.

      “Is this going to work?” asked Chase.

      “We’re about to find out,” answered Chris.

      With a single thought, Chris ordered every remote-controlled StarFury to micro-jump, and they all blinked out of existence at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      Ergon’Kar slowly walked toward Athena, like a hunter toward a prey he knew he had already defeated. His facial expression was mixed with conviction and determination.

      Athena’s blue eyes shined stronger, and their color switched to gold. She pushed her aura more than she ever had and created another energy lance, bigger and brighter than the last one. She roared as she threw the legendary attack at her enemy, this time aiming for the Spectre’s head.

      This time, however, Ergon’Kar was ready and tilted his head to the side and grabbed the lance in midair. The intensity of the attack burned half of his hand, but his regenerative abilities allowed him to keep a solid grasp on the energy-based attack.

      The Spectre produced a broad smile. “You didn’t really think I would fall for the same trick twice, did you? Who do you think I am, a Fury?”

      Athena stayed silent as her aura slowly flickered down around her. She was barely able to remain standing, and her knees trembled and began to buckle under her. She had used the lion’s share of her energy in this attack for nothing.

      “What is it with you Olympians? I told you this battle was already over. Why wouldn’t you listen?”

      Athena’s heart thumped and raced wildly as her aura died off. Her beautiful, floating blonde hair fell back behind her shoulders. A dark veil of fear and sadness fell upon her soul.

      With agility, Ergon’Kar swiveled the lance half a rotation, now aiming the lance’s tip back at her.

      “For what it’s worth,” said Ergon’Kar, ”you fought bravely. I would normally assimilate your soul, but when a fighter displays incredible resilience and fights well, my caste believes they deserve a warrior’s death and for their soul to rest.”

      Athena swallowed hard as her eyes filled with tears of regret. She now realized why Menelas didn’t want her to face Tanak’Vor. Her next thoughts went to her children, and her heart filled with dread at the idea of never seeing them again.

      Chase, Argos, I’m so sorry.

      “I think this belongs to you,” said the Spectre. “Die well, Athena.”

      With extreme force and velocity, Ergon’Kar threw her attack back at her. Even though it only took a fraction of a second to travel the distance separating them, Athena felt like time froze. Her consciousness filled with regrets of things past and things she had hoped to achieve in the future, such as seeing Menelas again.

      Everyone thought he was gone, but in her heart, she always kept hope that he was still alive, somewhere, somehow. The remorse of realizing that she would never see him or her children again was overwhelming her.

      Then, suddenly, a typhoon appeared in front of her, swallowing the energy lance less than a meter before it impaled her. The typhoon’s circular motion slowed and then spun the opposite direction at an even faster pace, and the energy lance shot back again toward the Spectre, who never saw it coming. It impacted and pierced Ergon’Kar’s shoulder.

      It sent the Spectre crashing and sliding on the floor for twenty meters and finally pinned him to the farthest wall of the engine room. Thick black blood dripped like a dark cascade from his wound and puddled onto the floor.

      Athena blinked multiple times, still not sure if she imagined the whole thing. Then her uncle stepped in front of her, his mighty golden Trident glistening in his cybernetic hand.

      “Are you alright, Athena?” he asked.

      Athena’s energy was too low to answer, her knees buckled and she fell, losing consciousness. Poseidon caught her before she hit the floor, and he delicately rested her against the glass behind where the Prometheus’s engines were located.

      Rest now Athena, I’ll take care of this.

      Poseidon rose back to his feet, cracked his neck, and turned around to face his niece’s attacker. His eyes glowed a strong greenish-blue, giving him an intense presence.

      “You’re going to pay for this with your life,” growled Poseidon.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx thought she would lose her mind as she just couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Inside the lab’s pods was a weird, mutant copy of a being but with darker, arachnoid skin. There was no mistaking it, the monstrosity she peered at looked like her.

      “What the hell is this?” she asked.

      “From what I gathered from the data,” said Ares, “they’re a Fury-arachnoid, hybrid clone.”

      Nyx snarled and her purple aura grew and turned a deeper crimson hue.

      Suddenly, it clicked inside her mind. The reason Zarna was so obsessed with her. Nyx had wondered how come they never killed her on the numerous occasions when they caught her again and again? Now she understood why. Yet, somehow she wished Ares had never found the truth.

      Her Fury pride increased her anger tenfold. “But to what purpose?” she asked, smashing her fist against the pod.

      “To use as cannon fodder in their next war.”

      “And you think your friend Chase can stop this?”

      “If anybody can, it’s him, but we have to warn him first. Also, he could use another Ultra Fury.”

      “The Ultra Fury is a myth.”

      “You’re so close to transforming into one right now, you don’t even realize it.”

      She turned and looked at Ares. “Can you show me?”

      Ares nodded. “Yes.”

      He approached her and put his hand on her shoulder.

      “Close your eyes.”

      Nyx was reluctant to trust Ares so soon after she had sworn she wouldn’t, but she had been on such an emotional rollercoaster that she didn’t hesitate for too long.

      “Now what?” she said.

      “Visualize your anger, let it take shape inside your mind.”

      In her mind’s eye, a giant red ball of fire the size of a star burst into view.

      “Good. That’s your hatred, and it’s fueled by your energy, which is very strong. Now, project yourself in its center, and let it explode from the inside out.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “You don’t need to if you do what I tell you. Just focus on the center of the star you see in your mind, the absolute center. Think of it as a nucleus or the core of a planet if that helps you visualize better. With your mind, make that core explode.”

      What happened next made no sense to Nyx, but every particle in her body received an energy boost so strong she thought she was the one that would explode from the inside out. The amount of power that ran through her was beyond anything she thought possible.

      “You can open your eyes now,” said Ares.

      An orange glow radiated all around her, and her aura was shining brighter and expending much more energy than ever before. Her eyes sparkled orange and looked like a pair of miniature suns with multiple exploding flares.

      Her hair danced atop her head like a golden flame.

      The lab doors split open, and three more arachnoids opened fire on them.

      She mentally grabbed the plasma fire with a single thought, feeling the energy at a subatomic level, grabbing hold of it and destabilizing each sub-particle bond with one another until it vanished.

      She then used another mind push to grab all three warriors with telekinetic energy, and she paralyzed all their muscles with ease. She opened her palm and a golden fireball shot from her hand. A fraction of a second later, the energy split in three smaller projectiles that impacted with each enemy.

      They disintegrated from the amount of concentrated energy impacting with their frail bodies, leaving three burnt shadow outlines on the door behind them. A few concentrated specks of dust were the only remaining proof that these beings ever existed.

      She looked at her palm with awe. “I—I’m an Ultra Fury.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The jump gate exploded into a greenish-yellow inferno, engulfing the entire spider ship like a black hole relentlessly devouring matter.

      Secondary and tertiary explosions made the blast even bigger and shook the Bellerophon to its core, but its shields held, miraculously, just long enough to protect them from the radiation of the blasts before giving in.

      Tar’Lock released a long sigh of relief. “That was a great strategy, Captain.”

      “Thank you, Tar’Lock,” Talon said with a smile.

      Three impacts on the hull rocked the ship heavily.

      “What the hell?” exclaimed Talon.

      “Grappling hooks…but that can’t be,” said Tar’Lock.

      The green-yellow flames receded, and a hazy shadow appeared in their place; it wavered back and forth like dancing flames, but there was no mistaking the overall shape—it was a dark spider.

      “How could they have survived that explosion?!” exclaimed Talon, trying to convince himself that he wasn’t hallucinating.

      The Bellerophon was immobilized by the hooks that had pierced through the hull as if it wasn’t even there.

      “We must have at least damaged their tractor beams, which is why they used grappling hooks instead. Let’s try and get free of these. Reverse engines at maximum!” ordered Talon.

      Tar’Lock entered commands at light speed on his console, but the only effect it had was a grinding noise as the ship barely budged.

      “It’s not working.”

      “I’m sorry, Tar’Lock. I was sure this was going to work.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. He, too, thought they had defeated the spider ship. But he should have known better as he knew how resilient they could be. Back during the war with the Furies, the Hope had barely survived its skirmish with one of these, granted that it had been a larger class of enemy ships.

      “Can we fire at it?” asked Talon.

      “Currently, I’ve transferred all power, trying to break free of their hold.”

      “Little good that’s doing us. Transfer it back to the forward particle cannons, and open fire with everything we’ve got.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      The Bellerophon opened fire toward the spider ship, but its weak shots were no match for the spider ship’s armor plating and the few shots that did get through just bounced off the dark surfaces.

      “We simply don’t have enough power to damage their hull. I think we’re screwed,” Tar’Lock said with a multitude of interlaced clicking sounds at a rapid pace, even for him.

      “Maybe we are, Tar’Lock. But if we go down, we go down fighting, agreed?” asked Talon, locking eyes with his first officer and friend.

      Tar’Lock nodded.

      “Kill the engines.”

      The moment Tar’Lock did as his captain ordered, the grappling hooks started to bring the Bellerophon forward.

      “Why aren’t they blasting us with their plasma bolts?” asked Tar’Lock.

      “Perhaps for the same reason as they didn’t use a tractor beam. They may have survived a jump gate exploding in their faces, which is quite a feat, especially for a ship their size, but that had to cost them something. And we’re about to find out if this thing can be killed, even if we lay down our own lives to achieve the goal. Lock onto the center of the ship, and on my mark, give me ramming speed.”

      “Coordinates locked.”

      “It’s been an honor having you on my crew, my little insectoid friend.”

      “Likewise, Talon.”

      Talon took a deep breath. “Now!”

      The Bellerophon darted forward, picking up speed at a blistering pace.
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      Multiple StarFuries collided with the enemy’s shields at nearly the same time as the lion’s share of the remaining missiles. The shield flickered and blinked off. The remaining quantum torpedoes were primed to finish the job.

      The nearest enemy destroyer micro-jumped in front of the enemy flagship and its shields took the brunt of the torpedoes damage, barely staying up.

      “Dammit!” exclaimed Chris over the comms.

      Let me take care of the rest, said a familiar voice. Thanks for the cover.

      The dragon flew past the StarFuries, temporarily plunging each cockpit into darkness.

      Ka’Rij, in full dragon form, was a thing of beauty. His shiny black scales made him look like a metallic shadow flying through space.

      The dragon used his enormous wingspan to swipe at the destroyer and send it into a wild spin. Ka’Rij roared, and a massive fireball shot from his mouth and zoomed toward the enemy’s flagship.

      Since its shield were down, it ripped through the metal effortlessly and engulfed the ship in flames. Sensing the Iron Fire was positioning itself into firing position, Ka’Rij banked left and gave the Earth Alliance ship a clear shot at their enemy.
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        * * *

      

      “Status of main weapon?” asked Daniel from the bridge.

      “Primed and ready at full charge, Captain,” answered Commander Aniotis.

      “Lock onto the center of the ship, and open fire,” Daniel said with coldness.

      An intense ray of yellow plasma energy shot from the nose of the Iron Fire and struck dead center on the enemy flagship.

      The continuous beam of plasma turned the metal red, melted through it, and cut the enemy ship in half. The bow and stern floated in opposite directions before secondary and internal explosions blasted the ship into a million fiery pieces.

      “We have a kill!” exclaimed the commander.

      Daniel smiled.

      Tough little ship. I think I’m in love.

      It was moments like these that made Daniel doubt he would be a good fit for the station commander position that Altair offered. Though, he did no doubt that the Alkyonidon Station would probably be a flying fortress of its own with more firepower than any of the Earth Alliance destroyers and dreadnoughts.

      “Multiple hyperspace windows detected,” said Commander Aniotis.

      For a split second, Daniel thought enemy reinforcements had arrived, but the last three ships, including the one Ka’Rij had sent into a spin, all opened hyperspace windows and turned tail.
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        * * *

      

      They’ll be back, said Ka’Rij directly into Chase’s thoughts, and in greater numbers next time. But, for now, this gives us a window of a few hours to try to retake control on the surface. Thank you so much for this, and I’m sorry you wasted so many resources in doing so.

      Don’t worry about it, answered Chase. We’re happy to be of assistance. That’s the least we could do considering you saved our hides earlier. As a matter of fact, if it weren’t for you, we’d have lost more than just a few starfighters and ordnance.

      I can sense there’s something else on your mind.

      Chase smiled for a second before continuing.

      My wife. . .I’m really hoping you can help us with that, too. We—We’ve tried everything, in vain, and I can’t lose her.

      I’ve lost my other half to this war. I would give everything to bring her back, so I think I have a good idea as to what you’re feeling. We’ll do whatever we can to help her. I give you my word.

      Thanks, Ka’Rij.

      Chase still didn’t know what could possibly be stronger than his own Fury healing abilities, besides the elixir from Asclepius, which died with him when Arakan destroyed Olympus. The elixir had brought Chase himself back to life by reaching deep in the Underworld and returning him to the land of the living. There had to be similar compounds out there that would do the same for Sarah. Chase hoped that the tears of the Dragonmen were one of these.

      The comms crackled to life. “Well, we’ve won, so what’s next?” asked Argos.

      Ka’Rij? Can you enter the atmosphere on your own?

      Yes, it’s always a little tricky as the transformation happens while I am planet-bound, but I’ve done it enough times that it’s become almost second nature. Just follow me in.

      Ka’Rij banked right and started his descent.

      “Let’s follow Ka’Rij,” answered Chase.

      “Roger that,” said Argos. “What about my squadron pilots?”

      “Back to the barn, only Furies from this point forward.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” argued Chris. “We may need their firepower for cover.”

      “They’ll be risking their lives if they come,” Chase protested.

      “And what have they been doing in this battle, knitting sweaters? I think as part of the Earth Alliance they know what they signed on for, wouldn’t you think? I don’t want to sound insensitive here, but they’re only alive today because we've risked our lives to kill the Furies. If they chose to come on this mission, they know that they may be risking their lives.”

      Chase didn’t like the idea, as the Earth Alliance was not officially part of this war. However, Chris was only trying to maximize their chances, and he was becoming a voice of reason against one of Chase’s own failings—the ability to accept that in any engagement, there would be losses.

      “Let your squadron know, Argos, that it’s a voluntary mission. Those who want to come, can; the rest should return to the Iron Fire. We’ll be putting them in the line of fire against unknown forces, so I don’t want to make that decision for them.”

      “That’s what an admiral does,” said Chris. “As a matter of fact, even when you were a lieutenant that was and still is the burden of command.”

      The words stung even though Chase knew his son was right. It was time for him to let go of the fear and guilt that was paralyzing him.

      No one from Argos’ Gamma Squadron changed course. This made Chase feel a little better and did confirm that he had to accept that men would die under his command, no matter how he wished it not to be true.

      You need to get your shit together, barked Chris telepathically. Having turned your back on me when I needed you the most is one thing, but don’t fail everyone else because you’re scared shitless. Or have you forgotten who you are? For better or for worse, you’re the hero of the Fury War, you’re the one who killed Tanak’Vor. Why are you still acting like you lost that war?

      Because I feel like I did.

      That’s bullshit. If you ever want to earn back an ounce of my respect, you need to become that fearless, maximum risk-taking father I remember. This. . .this other guy, I don’t know who he is, and I don’t care much for him. Still. . .thank you for saving my life earlier with the hydra. Hopefully, the way of the warrior still runs through your veins and will return to your heart and soul. If not, and if the Spectres return, then gods help us all because without Chase the Dragonheart, we’re all fucking doomed!

      Chase’s eyes watered. He knew his son was right, but that didn’t make it any less painful to hear. However, hearing his son thanking him for saving his life earlier did help bolster Chase’s confidence if only ever so slightly.

      Son, I truly hope this man you talk about still exists…

      If he doesn’t, then on top of my mother, I would have lost my dad. And I don’t want to live in that world. You hear me? So listen to my words for once: get-your-shit-together!

      Tears fell down Chase’s face. In his own antagonist ways, Chris had still hit a chord with his father.

      Thank you, son.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Poseidon marched toward the Spectre for the kill, Ergon’Kar had removed the energy lance that had pinned him against the wall. He didn’t wait and promptly threw it back at Poseidon.

      The God of the Sea blocked the attack with his Trident. The tip of the weapon glowed, and the energy lance stopped in midair. It disintegrated into a million small particles of light that were siphoned into the Trident and then into Poseidon himself.

      “Who the hell are you?” asked the Spectre.

      “My name is Poseidon.”

      Ergon’Kar smiled from ear to ear. “The head of the Olympians himself? Must be my lucky day.”

      “I’ll make you swallow those words soon enough.”

      “I would already have returned a hero with Athena’s head, but bringing both of yours, I’ll be instantly promoted, and songs will be written about this moment.”

      “I would worry more about making it out of here alive than your social status if I were you.”

      Poseidon pointed his Trident, and a laser-thin, blue energy attack pierced the Spectre’s chest. It traveled completely through him.

      “Then you’re going to have to unleash stronger attacks,” smirked Ergon’Kar before launching forward.

      Poseidon smiled in return. His blue-green eyes flashed briefly, and the Spectre’s chest exploded as if a small grenade detonated from inside his body. It sent the unsuspecting Spectre crashing to the ground, spilling massive amounts of black ooze on the floor.

      Ergon’Kar roared with a mixture of pain and frustration.

      Poseidon aimed his cybernetic arm at the downed Spectre, and a ray of super-concentrated blue energy shot from his palm.

      The Spectre raised a palm at the last second and tried to block the attack. Little did he know that it was a freezing ray. His hand started to feel numb almost immediately, and soon after, he was encased in an ice coffin. Poseidon increased the level of the ray until Ergon’Kar was trapped inside two meters of solid ice.

      When he was satisfied, he turned and ran back to Athena. She was still unconscious.

      He triggered some commands on his cybernetic arm, and the inside of his palm glowed orange. He delicately put it about ten centimeters from her chest. A warm orange light traveled from his palm and penetrated her chest. After a couple of minutes, she finally blinked her eyes open.

      “What—what happened? The Spectre?” she said trying to get up.

      “Shhh…try and not move for a moment while I heal you.”

      “That being is dangerous. Is it dead?”

      “The next best thing, really.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Of course I do. I fought Tanak’Vor, don’t you remember?”

      “Yeah, and he killed you. Where—where is it?”

      Poseidon moved slightly so her field of view was replaced with Ergon’Kar entrapped in the ice coffin.

      “That won’t hold him forever.”

      “We don’t need forever.”

      Poseidon manipulated the controls on his cybernetic arm and a small, round drone no bigger than a penny flew upward and stuck onto the ice block. Poseidon then opened a channel.

      “Bridge, come in?”

      “This is Commander Actarios. How can I help, Poseidon?”

      “Lock into this frequency tag, and beam it out to space.”

      “Locking on.”

      Blue and green streaks of light engulfed the iced Spectre, and he disappeared.

      “Thank you, Commander.”

      “Your or Athena’s presence is needed on the bridge, Sir. We’ve received a distress call from the Earth Alliance.”

      “Lock onto Athena and beam her to her quarters, then beam me up to the bridge.”

      “No—belay that,” said Athena. “Beam us both to the bridge.”

      “Understood,” said Commander Actarios.

      As the beaming streaks enveloped them, Poseidon spoke:

      “You know you should rest.”

      “Thanks to you, I’m much better; it’s my ship after all.”

      Poseidon smiled just before they beamed away.
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        * * *

      

      The time had come for both Tar’Lock and Talon to make peace with whatever deities they believed in. They were three seconds away from the end of the line when a big bright light flashed and blinded them.

      “Hang on to your socks,” a voice over the comms resonated in the bridge.

      The Bellerophon slowed down brutally, which sent Talon’s head crashing into the viewport, and he lost consciousness.

      Tar’Lock almost stumbled over his console but managed to grab it as a lifeline. His eyesight returned in time to see a massive shape pass in front of the ship and slice through the spider ship’s grappling hooks in the process, while a blue tractor beam set to reverse polarity was slowing down the Bellerophon.

      Tar’Lock didn’t remember ever seeing this particular ship, but the design was unmistakable. It was an Earth Alliance warship, and from the size of it, a big one. They had gotten his distress call, and not a second too late.

      The holo-screen filled with a familiar face.

      “Hello, Tar’Lock. You okay?” said Altair.

      “Hello, Altair, you’re a sight for sore eyes. My captain wasn’t strapped into his chair and he hit his head pretty hard, but considering what could have happened if you didn’t intervene, I think he’ll be fine. But, Altair, this is a Spectre ship, you need to blow it out of the sky while it’s damaged. The damn thing survived the explosion of the jump gate.”

      “Understood. Just tend to your captain, Tar’Lock. We’ll take care of this.”

      “Don’t underestimate it though.”

      “Don’t worry, Tar’Lock, I don’t intend to. Thanks for the heads up.”

      The holo-screen turned off and Tar’Lock ran so fast to Talon’s side, that to the human eye it would appear he teleported. A moment later, he had left the bridge and was on his way to med-bay.
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        * * *

      

      “Lock all weapons on the spider ship, maximum firepower and open fire,” ordered Altair. “I want this thing destroyed sooner rather than later.”

      “Firing now,” said the weapons officer.

      The Hercules’ batteries all fired at once, and a massive volley of thirty-two torpedoes screamed toward the spider ship.

      It returned fire and destroyed as many incoming projectiles as it could. Red shields erected around its black metallic hull and lit up like a Christmas tree as it absorbed the thousands of incoming blasts.

      “Enemy shields are holding,” said the weapons officer.

      “Lock primary weapons to the center of the ship. Wait until the torpedoes impact their shields, then open fire. Don’t wait for my order.”

      “Understood, Captain.”

      About half of the torpedoes made it to the target, engulfing the spider ship in flames upon exploding on its shields. But Altair knew how advanced these ships were.

      He never had fought one himself, but he had read the reports and analyzed the sensor readings that Yanis had dumped into the Earth Alliance weapons’ database. As a matter of fact, the new plasma cannon of these latest generation warships had been specifically designed to counter the spider ships’ nearly impenetrable shields.

      It was time to test if Spiros’ advancements would pay off.

      After the volley of quantum torpedoes impacted on the spider ship’s shields, the main plasma cannon came to life, and a large stream of yellow energy fired at the center of the still flaming inferno.

      The velocity at which it impacted with the enemy shield hit dead center, which turned completely red as the shields fought to deflect it.

      “Status?”

      “Enemy shields down to thirty percent and…holding. Their power is fluctuating heavily, they must have diverted every particle of energy to their shields. I wouldn’t be surprised if they dropped life support even.”

      Altair smiled. “Then let’s increase power by twenty percent, divert all power from hydroponics, life support in the lower cargo decks, and reduce artificial gravity all the way down to twenty percent if you have to.”

      It took about three seconds for the weapons officer to key in the changes for the bright yellow beam.

      “Their shield dropped to seven percent. But again, they’re holding.”

      “Chances of penetrating the shields if we go all-in?” requested Altair.

      “Simulations say we have an eighty-seven percent chance of destroying the ship if we do. But, Captain, if we don’t, we’ll be dead in the water for forty-five seconds until the emergency batteries recharge the shields.”

      “I am well aware of that. Charge the main weapon for a full energy-draining shot.”

      Altair could read the fear in the officer and everyone else on the bridge. But if he had learned anything from the Fury War and how Chase and his friends waged battle, it was that you had to be willing to risk everything when faced with superior technology.

      “Charged, Captain.”

      “Open fire!”
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        * * *

      

      While engulfed in flames, Ka’Rij turned from a full-sized dragon to a humanoid dragon form. Watching the transformation was nerve-wracking for Chase.

      But their newfound friend had assured him he had done this enough times that it would go well, and soon enough, they burst through the thick layer of atmosphere of New Kyria as a still conscious Ka’Rij folded his now much smaller wings into a gliding position.

      Are you alright? Chase inquired telepathically.

      Never better, thank you.

      Where to now?

      Follow me.

      It only took five minutes to arrive at their target: a large industrialized base.

      We need to neutralize this base, said Ka’Rij. It serves as their starport and provides a steady stream of troop reinforcements for them. We’ve been unable to stop them due to the massive aerial firepower they have protecting it. We should start here, as that will lower the amount of resistance we face in our planet-bound engagement.

      Chase realized Ka’Rij was addressing all of them simultaneously when Chris answered before he did.

      Can we flatten it? What about the precious artifact you told me about?

      It’s indestructible. But I doubt you can flatten the base with just your few StarFuries and my aerial support. My fire-breath attacks are way less powerful inside the atmosphere since I’m much smaller. Simple physics really, my fire-producing glands have been reduced at the moment and so has my lung capacity.

      Chase chuckled. At this point in time, our StarFuries are holding us back, Ka’Rij. If you’re okay with us leveling the base, trust us, it won’t take long.

      Laser turrets turned in place and opened fire on the incoming squadron. Aircraft lifted from the base and pierced through the shields on their way to intercept.

      I’m not sure I follow, said Ka’Rij. But yes, you have my approval to level the base.

      “Gamma Squadron,” said Argos, “engage and destroy the enemy fighters, but have them pursue you at a far distance, or you’ll get caught in the crossfire.”

      The pilots confirmed their orders and engaged the fighters briefly before veering left and steering them away from the base as ordered.

      Why are you doing this? asked Ka’Rij.

      Chris? said Chase. Wanna do the honors?

      I thought you’d never ask.

      Chris’ canopy opened, and he flew out of his ship. As the laser fire intensified toward Ka’Rij, Chris flew in front of him and formed a shield to deflect the laser streaks that would pose a potential threat to the Dragonman.

      “How are you doing this?” said the wide-eyed Dragonman.

      “What, that? That’s nothing, my friend. Watch this!”

      Chris’ green aura exploded like a supernova, and soon after, turned a similar shade as the Earth’s sun as he turned Ultra Fury. Chris thrust both his palms toward the base.

      Dozens upon dozens of orange fireballs shot from his hands and impacted the base’s blue shields, illuminating them like rain impacting a pond during a downpour in the middle of a storm.

      It took less than ten seconds for them to fail, and then Chris raised a hand to the heavens, and a rapidly growing fireball grew over him. In less than three seconds, it grew to double the boy’s size.

      Chris unleashed a mighty roar that echoed around the entire valley as he sent the fireball hurtling toward the base.

      Upon impact, there was a brief blinding flash before the inferno devoured metal structures and enemy flesh alike. Moments later, a large crater had replaced the base with heavy smoke rising from its center.

      “That’s—that’s not possible,” mumbled Ka’Rij.
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      The lights inside the bridge of the Hercules lost ninety percent of their brightness as every bit of energy was siphoned from its system. A ball of supercharged plasma energy grew in front of the Earth Alliance dreadnought and merged into the already thick energy beam, making it increase by another forty percent.

      Most of the lights inside and outside of the ship went off, making it look like the Earth Alliance ship was powering down, except for the massive plasma beam that was still shooting toward the smaller spider ship.

      This better work, thought Altair, or we’ll be sitting ducks.

      The spider ship moved and tried to deflect the blast from its center as if it knew that if its shields failed at that angle, it would be obliterated. The bright red shields blinked.

      “Almost there,” said Altair. “Keep it going! And try to adjust for the enemy’s drift while you’re at it.”

      “We’re running out of power, the beam will shut down in ten seconds, and we don’t have enough power in this firing mode to adjust the orientation, I’m afraid,” the weapons officer said as his voice trembled.

      Come on! thought Altair. Explode already.

      The shields flickered right before they gave up entirely; the beam was no longer hitting the spider ship dead center.

      The plasma energy cut through whatever was in its way, which resulted in a massive explosion that took out three of the four legs on the port side of the spider ship.

      Whatever few lights were still on in the bridge blinked off and sent the crew into relative darkness except for the light show coming from the viewport but eventually even that died out and full darkness ensued.

      We’re in trouble.

      Forty-five seconds without shields and weapons could very well be an eternity if the spider ship still had firing capability. That was plenty of time for them to either inflict massive damage or destroy the ship altogether if they knew where to fire, like the quadrinium chambers, especially now that they’d be working overtime to try and restore power to every system on the ship.

      Yanis had come up with this all-in firing system to give Chase a battle advantage with much stronger Fury destroyers during the war. But Chase had an uncanny ability that not many other captains had, which was a sense, or instinct, about when to use it. Altair swore internally about using this tactic.

      From Altair’s captain’s chair, a small, low-energy LED display turned on and counted down. It showed forty-three seconds.

      Taking down that spider ship was paramount for the Earth Alliance. And perhaps it had been a hidden remnant of the Fury War, but it could also be a new scout ship that hinted at a future full-scale invasion.

      The thought was too horrible to contemplate. Especially, seeing how hard it was to damage the damn thing with a ship that was considerably larger. Then he remembered the conversation with Chase where his friend indicated that the Spectres might return.

      It all made sense. Why would Tanak’Vor work in the shadows of the Furies, manipulating Arakan from day one to try and destroy the Earth Alliance if they didn’t have a bigger plan in the works? These dark thoughts were terrifying and sent Altair to a very uncomfortable place where fear reigned supreme.

      Right now, it all boiled down to whether they had damaged the ship enough so that it retreated, or at least was disabled enough so that the Hercules would have time to regain its power.

      They only needed another twenty seconds for the Hercules to restore power and defend itself again. Altair’s heart froze when the spider ship started moving toward them.
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        * * *

      

      Tar’Lock finished installing the unconscious Talon into the only regen tank on board the Bellerophon. Minutes after activating the pod, Talon’s head stopped bleeding and a counter ticked down from one hour and thirty minutes, the time required to heal all of Talon’s wounds.

      The prognosis was not life-threatening though. A long sigh of relief escaped Tar’Lock.

      He returned to the bridge to see the battle still raging outside. Upon glancing at the scene, he nervously clicked as he wished he hadn’t been curious.

      The spider ship appeared damaged, but it was slowly advancing toward the Earth Alliance dreadnought. The ship looked disabled, and none of its usual deck lights were on.

      A very bad sign, thought Tar’Lock.

      He quickly entered a flurry of commands on the nearest holo-console, trying to see if he could bring any semblance of weapons to bear. But the Bellerophon was simply too damaged to be of any help. Its antiquated self-repairing circuitry would take hours, if not days, to restore it to flying shape.

      The spider ship didn’t fire on the Hercules, which Tar’Lock took as a good sign. After everything the enemy ship had been through, like exploding inside the jump gate and getting fired upon by the Earth Alliance dreadnought, it had to have sustained some level of damage.

      What Tar’Lock didn’t like was the sensor reading showing an increased amount of energy emanating from the power core of the ship. The rise was too rapid and could mean only one thing. The spider ship intended to self-destruct and send them all to hell in the process.

      He tried opening a channel to the Hercules but got no response.

      Tar’Lock’s heart rapidly beat as he looked on helplessly to the spider ship approaching and latching onto the hull of the Hercules. He swallowed hard and braced for what would inevitably come next.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx couldn’t believe the amount of power her body now possessed. She felt, for lack of a better word, godly.

      “This is unbelievable.”

      “Yes, that’s the power of the Ultra Fury. I may be mistaken, but you seem to generate even more power than what I’ve witnessed from any Fury in this form.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “I don’t know, there’s something about how concentrated your aura is. It looks supercharged, which is good because three Ultra Furies barely managed to take out a single Spectre.”

      Nyx sensed Ares wanted to say something else, but he restrained himself.

      “What aren’t you telling me, Ares?”

      “Nothing of importance right now. You need to get to the bridge and kill the head of the snake while you still can.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “In this form, you’ll burn your energy pool way faster than you usually do. Sure, it’s larger than any I’ve ever sensed, but it’s not infinite, no matter how powerful you feel right this moment. Also, it’s your first time wielding this power and that could also impact the length at which you can keep this transformation going.”

      Right now, Nyx felt indestructible and that she commanded an infinite source of energy, but Ares had told her the truth until now, so she had no reason to doubt him.

      “What’s next, then?”

      “I’ll teleport you to the bridge; there you can take out the Spectre as fast as possible while I sabotage the ship so that it doesn’t survive the re-entry into our universe.”

      “And you’ll do that how?”

      “Let me worry about that. You just make sure the enemy is too busy with you wreaking havoc on the bridge. But, please try not to destroy the ship in the process, it’s the only prototype with inter-dimensional jump capabilities, so we need it to work its magic at least once, or we’ll get trapped here for gods knows how long.”

      “I’m sure they can build another one, or one is already being constructed.”

      “Perhaps, but from what I’ve gathered, they require some pretty rare ore to make it work, not to mention the time dilation between dimensions.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Months can pass in our dimension while only mere hours have gone through here.”

      Nyx tried doing the math in her head, but it gave her a slight headache.

      “How long was Erevos trapped here? After the first Fury War, I mean. Not just a few years?”

      “It’s been roughly ten thousand years between the time it first was sent to this dimension, then returned to be destroyed a few months later.”

      Nyx’s mind had a hard time assimilating what Ares was telling her. While her planet was in exile in this dimension, entire civilizations must have risen and fallen on the other side. Would she even recognize her universe of origin? But the thought of meeting with other Furies fueled her determination and bolstered her courage.

      “I know it’s a lot to process,” said Ares. “But, right now, none of that matters.”

      Agree to disagree, she thought.

      Nonetheless, she acknowledged that maybe this was their one and only shot to get the hell out of this gods-forsaken prison of a dimension once and for all. She sure wouldn’t miss this awful place.

      “Ready when you are,” she said.

      Ares put his energy-based hand on her shoulder. “You won’t feel a thing, but you’ll be transported directly onto the bridge.”

      She nodded. “Any last words of advice?”

      “Go in firing, be fast, surgical, and whatever you do, don’t underestimate the Spectre, or it will be the last thing you ever do.”

      Determination burned inside Nyx’s now orange-glowing eyes as she nodded.

      She turned around for a brief moment and fired fireballs at the pods containing the freak clones created from her DNA. She incinerated them, making sure nothing remained.

      She took a deep breath. “With that out of the way…let’s do this!”
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        * * *

      

      Poseidon helped Athena onto her captain’s chair aboard the Prometheus.

      “You should really get some rest,” said Poseidon.

      “I’ll rest later, for the time being, someone needs our help. Fortunately, we’re not far away from the source of the distress call, so we’ll first render assistance. That’s the least we can do for the Earth Alliance.”

      “Not disputing that.”

      “I’m getting a newfound understanding why Menelas didn’t want me to fight these beasts. I did not expect them to be so powerful.”

      “Yes, and I can tell you that this one was much weaker than Tanak’Vor. By a huge factor.”

      Athena’s eyes shot open at this realization, even though her uncle words  did make sense. If the Spectre she fought had been as strong as the one her sons defeated, she wouldn’t have lasted as long as she did. She had no delusions of grandeur when it came to her own battle powers, and knew full well Chase and Argos, and even Menelas, were stronger warriors; no matter how much she had trained after the end of the Fury War.

      The training had been a way for her to externalize her anger and frustration at having been denied the choice to participate in the last battle. And her own way to cope with her grief. Well, today she got a taste of what she had missed, and knowing there were more of these Spectres, some of them more powerful than Ergon’Kar, was not a pleasant thought.

      “Menelas did what he did because he loved you. I understand your earlier frustration and anger, but it won’t change the simple fact that he wanted you to stay alive. I wish I had done that for my brother. But Zeus is the one who saved my life instead.”

      Athena quickly wiped away a forming tear.

      She missed them both. Menelas and her father Zeus. The hope she felt that he might still be out there was what helped her get up every day since the end of the war.

      “I know. What’s our ETA?” she said, trying to change the subject.

      “We’ll jump out of hyperspace in a little under two minutes,” said commander Actarios.

      “Be battle ready, engage shields, and power all weapons the moment we jump out,” she ordered.

      “As you command,” answered her crewman.
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        * * *

      

      Ka’Rij hovered over what was once the enemy base, flapping his wings to stay level with the young Fury. Ka’Rij’s people had tried for years and failed to severely damage this base, and now it was gone.

      “I—I can’t believe your powers. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Chris smiled. “Well, believe me, there are beings infinitely stronger than us.”

      The look of shock on Ka’Rij needed no interpretation as to how he received this new bit of information.

      “What are these beings you’re talking about?”

      “Spectres. One alone almost destroyed us all. My father eventually defeated it, but not before my mother was mortally wounded,” said Chris, his face expressing the deep sadness hacking at his heart with every new beat.

      “I hope we can help your mother.”

      “We hope that too, Ka’Rij.”

      “I do have a question, though. Why didn’t you use these powers to dispatch the fleet in orbit?”

      “You see, in space, you have these incredible powers, you can turn into a full-blown dragon and destroy larger targets. Well, with Furies it’s the opposite. We can unleash these powers only when we’re planet-bound. Well, that’s technically inaccurate, but when we use our powers in space, we risk creating rifts in the very fabric of space and time.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Because it has happened already, pushing our energy levels to their maximum and unleashing energy-based attacks has resulted in the formation of black holes in the past. If one had formed in orbit, your world and people would be gone now.”

      “I understand.”

      “What I don’t is why we didn’t create any against the hydra? By all accounts, all three of us used our powers in that battle, and yet we haven’t created a black hole.”

      “Could it be because the part of space I found you isn’t like any other place in the galaxy? It…it’s where Kyria once stood. Where my planet died, and it has affected the space around in ways that no one understands. It was once an entire solar system with twin stars, but after the demon war that took out my home, it became this strange space where the only creatures that dare roam it are large beings like the space hydra.”

      “I see. That could explain why.”

      Chase flew in and joined them. “Speaking of which. I don’t mean to be insensitive, but you talked of a possible cure for my wife?”

      Ka’Rij looked at Chase. He could sense a sadness looming in the Fury’s heart.

      “Of course. You’ve helped us achieve a major victory today. I’ll come back with you, and we’ll try the cure.”

      “You have it on you?”

      “Tears of the Dragonmen are the most powerful health elixir we have.”

      “That’s not the name of the potion, you mean it’s your own tears?” asked Chase.

      “Yes. Now that you chased away the Hellion Empire, my people will have time to attack and destroy smaller targets on the remainder of the surface of the planet.”

      “We could probably blast a few of these from orbit, too. Or, if you prefer, we can take care of all of them for you. It won’t take long”

      “That’s very generous of you, and on any other day, I would gladly accept your offer, but we Dragonmen are very sensitive beings. The best way to explain it is that we have a direct communication line with the universe.”

      Chase raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”

      “The universe is a breathing, living entity. It’s connected in ways most beings inhabiting it are oblivious to. We do not know why Dragonmen have this intimate link, but it’s both a gift and a curse. When we come in contact with new people, we not only feel what they feel, but we sense emotions from everyone whose lives they’ve touched or important people they’ve interacted with. The stronger the bond a person has with someone, the more his or her emotions, like echoes if you will, will reach us. And right now, a lot of people you care about are in danger. I can sense this through this universal ripple effect.”

      Argos rejoined the group.

      “What?” said Argos. “That makes little sense. We Furies can also sense these things, at very large distances, and I’m not sensing it now.”

      “Perhaps, but trust me when I say that my senses are more acute than yours in these matters. I’m certain friends of yours are in danger. You can always come back and help us later. As a matter of fact, we’ll probably need you to do so, as the Empire will return in greater numbers. But for the time being, we can deal with the remaining bases.”

      “Then we should go,” said Chase.
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        * * *

      

      Back onboard the Iron Fire, Chase, Argos, Chris, and Ka’Rij were heading to the bridge. Chase had already asked Daniel telepathically to enter hyperspace and push the engines to their absolute maximum the moment they stepped aboard.

      “Tell me, my dragon friend,” said Chase. “Can you tell me more about what you’ve sensed?”

      “I sense something regarding members of your family, Chase,” said Ka’Rij. “More specifically, the one who gave you and your brother birth. I would say anxiety and sadness. I also sense an old enemy now turned ally in jeopardy, fear permeates that man’s thoughts right now. As well as a mentor, trapped in a land far, far away, trying to return to you with troublesome news.”

      Chase’s heartbeat accelerated furiously. Was Ka’Rij talking about Athena, Altair, and Ares? Was Ares still alive somehow?

      “How can you know all of this?”

      “As I said, we have a powerful bond with the universe. We’ve sensed for a while now that the biggest threat the universe would ever face is building up.”

      “Then you were right, Chase,” said Chris. “Spectres will come back.”

      “Tell me this,” asked Chase, “we’ve fought a terrible war about a year ago, have you sensed the ripples from that war?”

      “Yes, through a faint connection with a man who has forgotten who he is, but still, we knew a large-scale conflict had taken place, but only after the fact. That war feels more like it was a test of your resolve, a way for the universe to see if you had what it took to face the real threats to its very existence. You see, we are the universe. You, me, everyone, is part of that one sentient being, and that being or entity that the universe is knows when danger is near. We pick up on these emotions and can sense them through the many invisible energies and connections that exist between living individuals.”

      “Can we help any of them?” asked Chase. “Is there still time?”

      “There was never any time for you to be a part of this conflict; you chose a different path coming here, looking for new allies and a cure for your wife. But this part of your journey is at an end now. I’ll return with you and help your wife. Since we came back to the ship, I’ve had more insights into a few different people you’re connected to, and I believe they’ll prevail. You, Chase, seem to be a nexus point; you’ve created a powerful network of individual connections. These are in play as we speak, and I think they’ll prevail on their own.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I’m not seeing the future, just sensing emotions from people I don’t know personally, but the picture I’m sensing tells me that these people you’ve formed connections with, they’re capable of taking care of themselves.”

      Chase was not sure he liked the sound of that. He hated being far away when people he cared about were in danger. But Ka’Rij’s words somehow echoed with the telepathic pep talk he had earlier with Chris. If the Spectres were coming, then his son was right. Chase would not be able to deal with this enemy if he kept looking back to the past. He needed to ground himself to the present and make sure his head was in it for the win.

      Still, his curiosity was quite strong, and so he had to ask about Ares.

      “Is Ares still alive?”

      “If you’re referring to your old mentor? Yes. Though the true definition of alive is a little blurry in his case since he’s been lacking a physical body for some time now. Is that who you’re talking about? Someone that died but still exists on another plane of existence as pure energy?”

      Whatever doubts Chase had regarding Ka’Rij’s abilities just vanished upon hearing these words. He certainly did have a special connection with the universe, and he wasn’t just blowing smoke up Chase’s ass, no matter how farfetched it all sounded at first.

      The Dragonman couldn’t possibly have known so much about Ares unless he felt all of this from Chase’s connections or, at the very least, the residual emotions he had toward all these people. To Chase, the fact that on a certain level, imperceptible to most, everything was connected made sense.

      “He’s fighting to come back to your dimension,” added Ka’Rij. “The odds are stacked against him, but if anything, he’s quite the resourceful fellow. Death itself doesn’t seem to have a grasp on this soul.”

      The description the Dragonman provided was clearly Ares. Which meant he was alive and in the other dimension. Hopefully, he would find his way back to them. Chase had missed his mentor tremendously, especially in the last few months. His guidance, his words of wisdom, and his presence; something Chase had taken for granted for so long, and on a personal level, Ares was someone that Chase relied on and missed dearly.

      With any luck, the dragon tears would also help Aphroditis.

      “We left kind of in a hurry, you didn’t even inform your people.”

      Ka’Rij smiled. “They already know.”

      Right. Because of their connections to each other, they would have known everything that Ka’Rij knew. Chase wondered if he would ever develop such a connection with the universe himself one day.
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      The Hercules shook as the spider ship attached to its hull.

      “Status report?” asked Altair.

      “Power regeneration has stopped!” one of his officers shouted.

      The timer on the captain’s chair was indeed frozen.

      “How?”

      “Unknown.”

      “Theorize, please.”

      “The only explanation that makes sense is the spider ship is siphoning our power at the same rate we’re recharging our systems.”

      “With what we have, is there anything we can power?”

      “It will take a toll if we drain the energy before the process is complete, but I can safely, at the least, get us sensors and communications.”

      “What about weapons or engines?”

      The officer shook his head. “Not a chance.”

      Dammit!

      Altair had not foreseen this. He had assumed they would be in trouble for a minute while the power systems recharged, but it never occurred to him this period could be extended due to external factors.

      “Restore those systems. We need to know what the enemy ship is up to.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      The officer entered a few commands, and light partially returned to the bridge, and some holo-screens came back to life.

      There was no need to check with his crewman as Altair could see with his own eyes what the sensors displayed. His officer had been correct, and the enemy ship was somehow siphoning power from the Hercules, and in doing so, it was overloading its own engines.

      “They’re trying to blow us to hell by overloading their power core,” said Altair, his voice unsteady.

      “I’m afraid so,” said the officer. “In five minutes, their core will reach critical condition, and then…”

      The officer didn’t finish his sentence. He didn’t need to.

      And then we would all die.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx appeared on the bridge, and she didn’t wait for the enemy to react to her presence. She reached with her mind and killed every crew member with a strong telekinetic push, blowing their heads before they even knew what was happening.

      Dead bodies crumpled onto the cold, hard floor. A dark figure sitting in a chair a few meters in front of her stood up.

      “Impressive. I can see why Zarna was obsessed with you. You’ll indeed serve our needs well,” said the Spectre.

      “I don’t think so. I’ve already taken care of your freak show experiment involving my DNA. You’re not using it to create an army of brainless warriors.”

      “What you think you know and what is true are two different things. As for your DNA, there’s plenty more where that came from. You should never have come here.”

      “Enough talking, asshole. I’m here to kill you.”

      “You’re welcome to try.”

      Nyx opened fire on the Spectre with three orange fireballs that he blocked with ease.

      She tried sending more attacks, but her muscles stopped working.

      The Spectre walked toward her.

      “You’re no different from all the other scum inhabiting this universe. You’re weak, feeble, and no more than an insect. Your excessive pride and ego are the reasons why it will be so easy to kill you and everyone else in the other dimension.”

      The more Nyx tried to move, the more pain and resistance she felt. An invisible force paralyzed her.

      The Spectre came closer. He smelled her and pierced her with his gaze.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” she said. Even the act of talking was a painful endeavor.

      “Your soul smells delicious. I’m looking forward to assimilating it into the thousands of warrior souls I’ve already defeated over the eons.”

      Nyx had heard stories over the years about the Spectres and their soul-sucking abilities, but she always dismissed it as myth to scare the inhabitants of this dimension. Obviously, there was some truth to it after all.

      She had no intention of letting her soul be sucked out as a trophy. She dug deep and expanded her aura, trying to muster up the energy to break free, but it didn’t work.

      Ares had been right, she shouldn’t have wasted time engaging the enemy with words. She should have attacked him immediately when he wasn’t ready for her. But it didn’t matter now. She couldn’t turn back time, and she needed to find a way to get herself out of his grasp.

      While no muscles would move, there was still one thing she could try. She waited until the Spectre’s head aligned perfectly with her eyes and then she opened fire. Two orange laser-thin energy blasts shot from her eyes and burnt through the Spectre’s brain.
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        * * *

      

      Chris felt his father’s presence at his quarters’ door. He knew that they eventually would need to talk about their relationship, but he didn’t feel like it.

      There was very little he wanted to add on the matter, so he didn’t answer. Eventually, when Chase rang a second and third time, Chris resigned himself.

      “Come in.”

      Chase entered. “You have a minute, Son?”

      “Sure,” said Chris, a little sharper than he meant. “I guess. Take a seat.” Chris gestured toward the nearest chair.

      “That’s okay, I’d rather stand.”

      “Suit yourself. What can I help you with?”

      “I wanted to get your read on Ka’Rij.”

      Sure, divert the conversation from the real reason you’re here. Predictable.

      “He seems like a stand-up guy, dragon, whatever he is. I like him myself. Do you doubt him?”

      “No, not at all, I mean he did save all our lives. I only wonder if his tears will be enough to save your mom.”

      “It’s not like we didn’t try everything else up till now. Haven’t we?”

      Chase nodded. “We have.”

      “Now that this is out of the way, why are you really here?”

      Chase smiled briefly. “This may be a long journey. Getting your mother back.”

      “Or, it may be a short one, and Ka’Rij’s tears will heal her.”

      “I don’t want us to get our hopes up, that’s all.”

      “Yeah, optimism hasn’t been your strong suit for quite some time. You’re probably already worrying about Altair, Ares, and Athena.”

      “Aren't you? She’s your grandmother after all.”

      “She shares your taste for distant family relationships, so, not really.”

      Athena also had not lived the end of the war well—losing the man she loved. Chase definitely could relate to how she felt but understood why Chris would feel the way he does.

      “They were looking for a new world to settle, and she’s still grieving.”

      Chris sighed. “There’s always something. Always excuses for people’s shitty behavior. As for worrying, I choose not to. Ka’Rij said they had to deal with their threats on their own and it was unlikely we’d get there in time to help any of them.”

      Chris reminded Chase of how impetuous and borderline arrogant he was when all of this started. In fact, it was even earlier, at the academy, when he was riding on his high horse, thinking he was the best pilot in the entire Star Alliance. And even if he was just that, back then he wasn’t aware the reason for that edge over his fellow pilots was due to his Fury genes.

      “Look,” Chris continued. “Let’s trust that our friends can take care of themselves. Destiny will attend to itself.”

      Chris didn’t need to probe his father to guess how that last sentence would land. His father struggled with the concept of destiny ever since Aphroditis first contacted him.

      “Understood. I miss your mother, I hope you know that. I miss you, too.”

      “No offense, but you have a funny way of showing it.”

      “I guess I deserve that. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about how I dealt with my pain this past year. I never wanted to hurt you.”

      Chase could sense that his words shook Chris more than he thought they would, but he wasn’t ready to forgive Chase. Not yet anyway.

      Chris stayed silent.

      “I’ll let you rest,” said Chase turning toward the door.

      It slid open with a soft whooshing sound.

      “Before you go,” said Chris.

      Chase stopped and turned. “Yes.”

      “I meant what I told you while we were on New Kyria. When the Spectres return, it will turn into a shitshow faster than we can say oops. If you’re still stuck in that loop of self-hatred and regret, who will stop them?”

      “Looks to me you may very well be the man for the job.”

      Chris smiled. “That’s the last thing I expected you to say. But no, and I think Ka’Rij said it better. You’re a nexus in this universe. Sometimes a nexus for shit to go all kinds of wrong.”

      Chase chuckled. “I definitely earned that.”

      “But seriously, this Dragonman calls you Dragonheart, and I think that deep down, that’s who you are, but losing mom shook your self-confidence, and the reason why we prevailed in the last war was that you were willing to do whatever it took to win.”

      “I know, and you’re right. I’ve tried stopping myself in being that man at one point, even in the last days of the war, and we paid a dear price. I never should have let your mother come with us.”

      Chris’ eyes watered. “No, you shouldn’t. But she was always stubborn, and it was her decision. I think the last thing she’d want for you would be to blame yourself and lose your ability to be that man, that hero, who looks death in the eyes and finds the courage to send it packing. For what it’s worth, I’m proud of that man.”

      Chase couldn’t hide his tears. “Thank you, son. You have no idea what these words mean.”

      “I’m still pissed at how you handled the situation, and it may take a while until you and I are really okay, but perhaps I’ve been a little hard on you, considering.”

      For a moment, Chase wondered if he was in a dream and about to wake up, but a huge weight lifted from Chase’s soul.

      “I’ve messed up, Chris, I know I have. And I thank the gods for having you; you’re the best thing that ever happened, and you have a lot of your mother in you.”

      “Get out before this becomes too weird.”

      Chase chuckled as he left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Ryonna was on the transport returning from Droxia from her son’s ship. Her time with Ronan had gone well. She had dreaded so much the moment she would tell her boy that she was seeing someone.

      As it had been a few years now since Ronan had lost his father, she didn’t know how he would react.

      “That’s okay, Mom, as long as you’re happy,” he had told her.

      Ronan had come a long way. In his two years in the Droxian star force, he had been put in command of two separate ships and was up for yet another promotion, thanks to his extraordinary ability to wage space battle.

      His father would have been proud. The thought stung Ryonna’s heart a little more than she thought it would.

      Was she having second thoughts? Was it too early to move forward with Altair? Up until now, they had kept their relationship hidden, keeping it a secret to the outside world.

      The first few weeks had been complicated. She couldn’t relax and felt like she was being unfaithful to her husband. Earth had different customs, people separated and lost loved ones all the time; the ‘until death do us part’ was not exactly a part of Droxian marriage customs, though.

      While there was an unspoken agreement that a widowed Droxian could seek a new partner, it wasn’t widely accepted. Usually, the remaining partner would finish his or her life on their own, alone, remembering and honoring their loved one.

      When it came to Droxian matters of honor and etiquette, Ryonna was usually very much aware and respectful of them. But her late husband, Jax, once told her that if anything ever happened to him, he would want her to move on and not heed this particular tradition of remaining alone.

      Jax was always more open to the outside world and other cultures than she was, even though they both shared a difficult period when Ronan was sick at birth.

      They had to trick the system and authorities, to make sure that another well-established Droxian custom didn’t cost them their son’s life. That one they both fought openly for the sake of their son’s survival.

      On Droxia, sick children were removed from their parents and euthanized. Droxians were a warrior race first and foremost. Weakness, especially in a child, was not tolerated.

      Ryonna contemplated the old days and all the stratagems they had come up with to give Ronan a fighting chance. Now he was about to reach the task force commander rank, bringing pride to her and the rest of his people. He would be the youngest Droxian to ever hold that rank, too.

      Fortunately, since joining the Earth Alliance, Droxia had abandoned some of their old, antiquated ways. The weeding out of weak and sick children was one such custom that had been abolished and a condition to continued membership in the Alliance.

      The Earth Alliance had a liberal attitude on letting each species govern their own people, but anything that resembled cruelty was where they drew the line.

      There were die-hard protectors of old Droxian traditions that wished they had not joined the Alliance in order to keep their beliefs one hundred percent intact, but Ryonna was obviously glad that this change meant that no other parents would have to go through what they did with Ronan.

      Unlike most Droxians, though, Ryonna knew full well that sometimes rules were meant to be broken, but that didn’t mean it came easily to her.

      All life was sacred, and it was time for her people to let go of these old and decadent traditions. The Fury War had devastated their world, with billions of casualties when only three Fury soldiers had attacked it from within. If it hadn’t been for Chase’s courage and his willingness to fight them until his last breath, quite literally, her world would probably have been fully destroyed.

      She wondered how Chase was doing. She hoped with all her heart that he would find a way to cure Sarah. He didn’t deserve this; having risked everything at every turn to save countless civilizations. The Fury War had been very cruel to her friend.

      Altair should have checked in with her by now. So she opened a holo-comm to Earth Alliance Headquarters, directly to his office.

      There was no answer, and the call transferred to his assistant, a human blonde female with ocean-blue eyes.

      “Hello, Ambassador,” said the assistant. “I’m afraid Altair isn’t in right now. Would you like me to leave him a message that you called?”

      “Can you please transfer me to his personal holo-comm device? Unless he’s occupied?”

      “That won’t do you any good, he left on the Hercules.”

      What?

      “Do you know where he went or why?”

      “I’m sorry I don’t have all the details, I think they were answering an Alliance distress call.”

      “Thank you, Sophie.”

      “You’re welcome, Ambassador.”

      The holo-screen turned off.

      What’s going on? Ryonna wondered.

      In order to get back to Earth as fast as possible, she didn’t wait for the Earth Alliance ship that took her to Droxia to return from its tour of duty. Instead, she had the transport she was on diverted toward the Droxian-Earth jump gate at once.

      While on her way to the gate, she decided to call Ronan. Perhaps he could help her get news on the Hercules. When that failed, she linked directly with the home world to inquire why her call hadn’t gone through.

      She connected with a Droxian military officer who told her that her son’s ship had left for a mission of grave importance, and, unfortunately, even her diplomatic status didn’t grant her access to the details on what that mission was.

      Some things never change, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      “Well,” said Poseidon, “if you’re not going to rest, I think I will. I know little about fighting spaceships, anyway. Call me if you need me to board an enemy ship.”

      Athena smiled. “That’s a good idea. I will. Thank you for the save earlier.”

      Poseidon winked playfully. “Don’t mention it.”

      The Olympian God of the Sea released his hold on his Trident; The weapon was magnificent. It radiated a small blue-green aura at all times. It levitated on its own, around Poseidon, and locked itself on the back of his silver and gold armor.

      Athena was still in pain from her battle with the Spectre. Perhaps Poseidon was correct, and she needed to rest. But right now, she wanted to see what threat they would be responding to.

      If it was from the Spectres, she couldn’t leave her captain’s chair in good conscience. She was the most decorated admiral in the Olympian fleet, for eons now. A natural tactician with a flair for feeling the enemy’s move before they even expressed the thought. Although, her skills hadn’t been required for thousands of years after the first Fury War. They were put to good use to help Chase and the Earth Alliance defeat the Furies a second time.

      Long-range sensors caught brief shadow glimpses of energy signatures that partially matched the Furies. She was having trouble believing the data, likely they were glitches in the main computer.

      But it couldn’t be, Erevos had been destroyed and the last remaining ship in orbit during the final battle. She concluded the sensors must have been glitching, and she asked the computer to run a self-diagnostic.

      The sensor data now showed an Earth Alliance dreadnought and two smaller ships, one matching the database for Spectre design.

      “ETA to hyperspace exit?” she asked.

      “A couple of minutes away.”

      “Are subspace sensors picking up energy signatures?”

      “We’re about in range now.”

      “On screen,” said Athena.

      The sensor data allowed the main computer of the Prometheus to construct a holo-3D image of what happened in normal space.

      A damaged spider ship was attached to one of the latest Earth Alliance dreadnoughts, the Hercules. The ship was in trouble, low in power, shields down, and no sign of its energy reserves rebuilding.

      Athena knew the design of the spider ship very well. This was a smaller version of the one in her database.

      It was damaged, but unlike its prey, its power consumption was through the roof and growing still. It appeared that an overload of the ship’s core was in progress.

      “Make sure to adjust our exit vector to within a thousand kilometers or less from the Hercules, and that—thing,” Athena ordered.

      The ships female computer voice resonated on the bridge, “Hyperspace window is too narrow, chance of collision high, recalculating a safer exit vector.”

      “No!” said Athena. “Override, Athena Gamma-Six-Three-Omega.”

      “Confirmed. Adjusting exit corridor as requested,” the computer replied.

      Athena zoomed the holo-display with her fingers and painted three of the five remaining legs as targets for the Olympian’s ship’s weapons to fire upon. She also pre-locked the tractor beam to lock onto the ship’s energy signature. From the amount of energy its core was radiating with each passing second, Athena knew they wouldn’t have much time.

      She brought in a star chart to see what lied beyond their hyperspace exit. A red dwarf was only seconds away at maximum hyper-speed, so she pre-programmed the coordinates into the jump engines as their next destination.

      “I’ve pre-programmed our battle plan, get ready to execute all three commands on my mark,” said Athena.

      “Understood,” answered her tactical officer, the only Droxian member of her crew.

      Times sure had changed, more than half her crew were not of Olympian heritage since Olympus was now gone. When Zeus was still alive, and their beautiful planet was still teeming with life, this would never have happened. Now with Olympian survivors numbering in the low thousands, the external help provided by the Alliance was more than welcome, if not a little strange.

      Athena had nothing against other races, but she had been accustomed, mostly through her father’s way of ruling Olympus, of not interacting with many outsiders, let alone trust them with her life. But her sister, Aphroditis, and her nephew, Chase, had changed all that for the better.

      “Exiting hyperspace in three. . .two. . .one,” said her officer, interrupting Athena’s train of thought.

      The Prometheus jumped out of hyperspace very close to the Hercules. Real-time sensor data confirmed that the core of the spider ship was about to explode.

      “Now!” she ordered.

      The Prometheus’ plasma batteries surgically opened fire on the targeted legs and scored multiple impacts. Olympians had some of the best targeting sensors in the universe, which had always allowed Athena to come up with very meticulous strategies.

      “The enemy ship’s engines are about to explode,” informed her tactical officer. “Recommend we clear the area.”

      “Negative, keep firing.”

      “As you command, Admiral. As you command.”

      Two of the three legs targeted were now in flames but still holding, and large dark pieces of metal were floating around as the Olympian’s plasma turrets continued targeting the remaining legs.

      That will have to do.

      “Engage phase two. Deploy the tractor beam and jump the moment we have a lock.”

      “We could rip part of the Hercules’s hull that way,” argued her officer.

      “Better rip a deck or two than have it explode. Just do as I say, and be quick about it, or we’ll be the ones who pay the price.”

      “Understood, tractor beam locked and firing.”

      Athena used her chair control to redistribute power from the weapons to the tractor beam, and she had already pre-programmed the rest of her plan.

      As the Prometheus flew by, its tractor beam ripped the spider ship off the hull of the Hercules, snapping two legs that were still holding on like delicate twigs. One of the attached legs unstuck from the hull of the Hercules and exposed that particular deck to space for a moment until an emergency force field activated.

      Immediately after, the Prometheus micro-jumped dangerously close to the red dwarf in the area. The moment it re-entered normal space, the tractor beam reversed polarity and pushed the spider ship into the burning sun.

      Athena had pre-programmed a volley of quantum torpedoes to make sure they would finish the job, even though she doubted the enemy’s core overload could be stopped at that point.

      The tractor beam released its grasp as the volley of torpedoes flew toward their target like blue shooting stars heading toward a red inferno.

      The Prometheus micro-jumped away a fraction of a second before the spider ship exploded into smithereens and the debris was consumed by fire.
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      “What the hell just happened?” asked Altair as every system on the ship came back to life.

      “Checking sensors,” said the officer. “The ship looked Olympian. Actually, it was the Prometheus.”

      Athena’s ship, thought Altair. Well, they sure arrived in the nick of time.

      “We’ve got an incoming transmission.”

      “On screen.”

      Athena’s face filled the bridge’s main holo-screen.

      “Are you alright, Altair?”

      “We are. Thanks to you. I didn’t expect anyone else to show up. Did you pick up Tar’Lock’s distress call as well?”

      “We did. But we were delayed by a Spectre that boarded our ship.”

      One more confirmation, besides the ship they had engaged with in battle, that Spectres had forces in their universe. And just when every sentient life in this dimension was getting used to this time of peace. In the grand scheme of things, one year wasn’t much, and it had come and gone so quickly. Whatever doubts or hope to the contrary inside Altair’s mind lifted—war was coming.

      Altair’s expression turned grave. “I was hoping this was a single occurrence, but if one attacked you, then we have to assume they have more ships. Speaking of ships, what did you do with the one stuck on our hull?”

      “Extreme suntan.”

      Altair chuckled. “That’s good. One less thing to worry about. We’ll have to intensify patrols and long-range scans; there must be more out there.”

      “We know there are. We received some troubling news from Asgard on our way here. I’m afraid a Spectre killed Odin.”

      Holy shit!

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I can only imagine how Thor is taking this.”

      “He wants us all to meet on Earth and discuss an aggressive strategy to hunt them down.”

      It made sense, even though Altair had no doubt this decision was tainted by Thor’s thirst to avenge his father. They had to proceed carefully since it took three Ultra Furies to bring down the one Spectre a year ago. Which begged the question. . .

      “How did you defeat the Spectre?”

      “I didn’t,” said Athena, looking down. “As a matter of fact, if Poseidon hadn’t intervened, I would be dead right now.”

      “I take it his intense training paid off?”

      “That, and according to his own admission, this Spectre wasn’t as powerful as Tanak’Vor. That much he was certain of.”

      “Well, I’m glad you managed to neutralize the threat. I wonder if we shouldn’t try and contact Chase. He’s deep in uncharted space, but perhaps if we boost our subspace transmission, we could get in contact with him.”

      “I’m not sure we should. Right now we have dealt with the immediate threat, perhaps we should allow them time to take care of their own mission. I don’t think Chase is ready to fight another war, not until his wife’s condition is treated.”

      “I understand that, but if the Spectres attack us full force and Chase is away, what chance do we have of winning?”

      “None of that has happened yet. I wish we could have interrogated the Spectre for more information.”

      “It’s doubtful he would have revealed anything.”

      Athena nodded grimly. “Probably not.”

      “Are you alright, Athena?” asked Altair.

      “The fight took a lot out of me.”

      “I can imagine, but thanks to you, there’s no immediate threat anymore. We owe you a big one. I suggest you get some rest on your way back to Earth.”

      “Will do. It’s good to see you again, Altair.”

      “It’s been good seeing you too, Athena.”
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        * * *

      

      The power holding Nyx captive wavered, and she pushed her aura to its extreme and broke free of the invisible force.

      This time she didn’t wait for the Spectre to recover, and she sent him flying against the nearest console with a powerful mental shockwave. Her enemy’s spine made a satisfying cracking noise as it slammed into the metallic structure.

      The power she now wielded was intoxicating but also scary. She would have to use it wisely as she remembered Ares’ warning about the ship. They couldn’t risk damaging the prototype engine. They’d still need the ship for a little while so that they could get back to their dimension.

      Keep your head in the fight, said Ares in her mind. I can sense your thoughts are all over the place. I’m almost done with the modification. Just another few minutes and we can get the hell out of this damned place.

      Ares was right. She needed to stay focused on destroying the Spectre, and even though her powers seemed boundless at the moment, she never heard of a Spectre losing a duel with any other race, before that Fury, Chase, Ares had told her about.

      Understood. Thanks, Ares.

      For what?

      Having my back and unlocking this power in me.

      Sure thing, just kill this fucker, fast!

      She smiled. On it.

      Nyx darted toward the Spectre as he was getting back up. It was time to end this fight. This thing would pay for all the suffering inflicted upon her, experimenting with her, and trying to build a clone hybrid army based on her DNA.

      The wound she had inflicted to his brain was almost healed. Black, oozing liquid was already rebuilding the burned tissues.

      She sensed the Spectre trying to block her with telekinesis again, and her rage exploded and multiplied by several factors, boosting her aura and energy, and she broke through the block.

      Orange lightning bolts sizzled around her as she enhanced her energy to its paroxysm. As she approached her prey, she saw something in his eyes, something she had never seen in a Spectre before. Terror.

      “Wait!” he shouted.

      “Not a fucking chance.”

      She concentrated all her power into her right leg and slashed it upward the moment she was upon the Spectre. The kick was devastating and cut him in half.

      She pushed away both halves of his body with telekinetic energy. They crashed to the floor with a squishing sound and left a long trail of sticky black blood on the tiles.

      Hundreds of small tendrils shot from the open core, growing toward the other half.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” shouted Nyx.

      She aimed her palms to the gestating halves and opened fire with concentrated beams of golden energy, consuming the black flesh and blood. His body parts moved about like a virus running from a cure, recreating more flesh and trying to survive.

      The sight wasn’t pretty, but it was also scary to think that these organisms could reconstruct themselves from a small biomass. Something Nyx was intent on not letting happen. She intensified her energy beams and rapidly burnt through the rest of the flesh until the last molecule of the Spectre turned to dust.

      When she was confident he was gone, she stopped her attack but looked at the scorched floor, making sure she hadn’t missed any part of the Spectre. He was gone. A whooshing sound came from behind her.

      She expected more arachnoid guards to burst in, but her eyes locked onto something even viler.
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        * * *

      

      Tar’Lock and the Bellerophon were tractored aboard the Hercules without issue. The regen tank, which contained Captain Talon Epizon, was transferred to med-bay three.

      Altair walked in and stood next to Tar’Lock.

      “I’m told he’ll be fine.”

      Tar’Lock solemnly clicked. “Yeah, fortunately, his injuries were minor. I’m not sure how he will feel when he wakes up, being onboard an Earth Alliance dreadnought, though.”

      “I checked his record before coming here. He resigned his commission from the Cronos during the Fury War. Do you know why?”

      “I do, but I don’t think he’d want me to tell anyone about it. I’d rather not share something he me told in confidence.”

      “I can respect that. I’m mighty impressed that you guys survived as long as you did against a spider ship. Know that if Talon were open to it, I’d love to give you guys a ship of your own in the fleet. To think you escaped death on that hunk-a-junk like that one…no offense.”

      “None taken, the Bellerophon surely has seen better days.”

      “Still, you’re both very resourceful, and the Earth Alliance could use you.”

      While Tar’Lock wouldn’t mind rejoining his commission, especially now with the looming danger of the Spectres abounding, he knew Talon would never go for it. He had too much hatred, however misplaced, toward the Alliance, and Tar’Lock was quite fond of his captain. Even more so after all they’d been through lately.

      “I doubt it’s in the cards.”

      “Well, the offer stands nonetheless.”

      Tar’Lock nodded. “Thanks.”

      They both quietly looked at the regen tank. After a few minutes, Altair broke the silence.

      “Do you mind if I ask how you’re doing, Tar’Lock? To be honest with you, I didn’t expect our paths to cross so soon after the anniversary reunion of our victory over the Furies.”

      “I didn’t either. And in such circumstances,” Tar’Lock said, his latest series of clicks sounding like a sad song.

      “I know how you feel. We thought we were safe now that the Furies are gone, and here we are, with another shadow threat hanging over our heads.” Altair sighed. “I had hoped we would have more time to prepare.”

      Tar’Lock’s eyes widened. “You knew this was coming?”

      “No, not really. But Chase told me he felt that the Spectres would eventually return. He didn’t think it made much sense for them to send Tanak’Vor in our dimension just to micromanage the Furies. They obviously had longer-term plans. Gods know what they are.”

      “We’ll probably know soon enough. If they used Arakan like a puppet to wipe us out of existence by controlling the Furies, it stands to reason that whatever plans they have for us must not be pretty.”

      “I’m sure they won’t be. Whatever they are, we can’t afford to let them achieve their goals,” said Altair.

      “I have no doubt we’ll fight them. At least you have a cohesive Alliance, finally working together instead of fighting among themselves. That has to count for something.”

      Altair looked straight inside Tar’Lock’s eyes.

      “Right?” insisted Tar’Lock.

      “Right,” said Altair with a slight nod before putting a hand on Tar’Lock’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Tar’Lock wondered how sincere Altair was being. While he had learned to respect the former Obsidian Emperor during the war, he had little to no doubts that Altair knew of his feelings for Ryonna.

      “Thanks to you,” said Tar’Lock. “It seems I owe you my life twice over now. At the very least.”

      “Let’s not keep a running tally, okay? That’s what friends are for.”

      Tar’Lock attempted a smile, but deep inside he really wondered if he could ever consider Altair a friend. His feelings for Ryonna were too strong for him to like the guy she was with now, no matter how much of a stand-up person Altair was, and honorable, too.

      Tar’Lock thoughts went to a place he knew he shouldn’t venture, but he couldn’t help it.

      “How’s Ryonna doing? Is she on board?”

      Altair twitched slightly. “No, she’s not. She’s been on Droxia. Some internal affairs to take care of.”

      “How does she like her ambassador position?”

      “I think she enjoys it very much.”

      Tar’Lock clicked. “That’s surprising.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Ryonna is the most badass warrior I know next to Chase. With courage the size of a planet and with enough power to snap both our necks with her fingers, if she wanted to. It’s just weird to think of her working behind a desk.“

      “Well, the war was over. She had to adjust as we all did.”

      “Looks like her warrior abilities might be needed once more in the near future. How does that make you feel?”

      Tar’Lock could sense that Altair didn’t want to answer this question and had to take a moment to formulate a response that would be neutral.

      “Ambassador Ryonna is free to choose her own path, I’ll support whatever she decides.”

      I bet you will. Not like she’ll need your permission, though.

      Tar’Lock wasn’t proud of how he handled this part of the conversation, but his heartache was simply too fresh. He knew deep down that he and Ryonna could never be anything else but friends, and though he still harbored some anger toward her for the death of his sister, he was still very much in love with the Droxian warrior.

      “Well…when you see her, say hi for me.”

      “Sure thing. Would you like to grab something to eat?”

      “I’d rather stay and be here when Talon steps out of the regen tank if that’s okay with you?”

      “Sure thing, Tar’Lock. I’m sure we’ll have other occasions to share a meal in the future. Let me know if you or Talon need anything, okay?”

      “Will do. Thanks again, Altair.”

      Altair nodded and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      After over two days of travel, the Iron Fire was only minutes away from entering Earth’s hyperspace. Chase and Daniel were alone on the bridge, and since Chase didn’t need a crew to fly the ship, they were sent to their quarters to rest after the eventful journey to the unknown regions.

      “I didn’t expect us to be back home so soon,” said Chase from his captain’s chair.

      “Me neither. But I have to admit it feels good. Not exactly a fan of flying space hydras. That thing is sure to give me nightmares for years to come.”

      Chase chuckled. “Ka’Rij said there are not that many flying around anymore. They’re a rare sighting, even in the unknown regions.”

      “That makes me feel sooo much better,” said Daniel sarcastically. “It’s not like shit tends to gravitate around us, right?”

      Chase smiled. “Fair point. At least we made new allies. That can’t be a bad thing, considering.”

      “Speaking of, it took me a while to assimilate Altair’s last holo-communication. I can’t believe the Spectres are back already.”

      “You and me both, bro.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “What else? What we always do. Fight them. Right now we know very little about their forces. It could just be a scout force or a remnant from the Fury War we weren’t aware of. After all, the soul ships destroyed the inter-dimensional device.”

      “Okay, thanks for the reassuring speech. Now please tell me what your gut is telling you.”

      “You sure you want to know?”

      Daniel stared at Chase for a few seconds that seemed to last for several minutes before nodding.

      “They’re coming. I feel it in my very bones.”

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t ask questions I don’t want to hear the answer to.”

      They both chuckled.

      “We’re about to exit hyperspace,” said Daniel.

      Chase got up.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m gonna get Ka’Rij, Argos, and Chris to a shuttle.”

      “Chase?”

      “Yes?”

      “I hope with all my heart that Ka’Rij’s tears will cure Sarah. We all miss her.”

      “I know. Thanks, bro.”
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      Nyx couldn’t help but smile at the sight of Zarna stepping onto the bridge. The arachnoid female looked around and saw the multiple headless warriors scattered on the floor.

      “Where is my Spectre Master?” she inquired, her voice shaking.

      “I’m afraid he’s indisposed…permanently. But I’ll gladly send you to join him.”

      “You have no idea what you have done, Nyx.”

      “Oh, I know exactly what I’ve done. I’ve freed myself from your grasp and your nefarious plan to use my DNA to breed a hybrid.”

      Zarna’s face registered surprise, and Nyx could tell that Zarna didn’t expect her to know about this pet project.

      “It doesn’t matter, the hybrids are gone, and so will you be in a minute. If you have any last words, now’s the time.”

      “You just delayed the inevitable. Deep down I’m sure you know that. We were right to bet on your DNA, you’re the first of your kind that managed to kill a Spectre.”

      “That’s not entirely true, Zarna. But I think you know that.”

      “Then let me rephrase: in this dimension.”

      “This dimension where your corpse can remain and decay for all eternity. I’m getting out of here.”

      “There’s no escape.”

      “We both know this ship is my ticket out of here. But you know what? Maybe I’ll return one day and burn you all to the ground.”

      “I don’t know how you managed to acquire all this information, but it doesn’t matter, you’ll never be able to stop my masters.”

      “I would worry more about your own life if I were you, especially since it’s about to end.”

      “That’s your problem, Nyx. You’re always talking too much instead of acting, and that is why you’ll lose.”

      Zarna reached for a control on her wrist armor, but her finger stopped a centimeter away from pressing down.

      Nyx slowly approached. She enjoyed every second of it as she could sense the fear growing to utter terror inside her tormentor’s soul. Zarna tried to talk, but Nyx blocked her mouth with telekinetic energy.

      “It’s not pleasant, is it? The feeling of being trapped with no escape? Not that I’m expecting an answer out of you,” Nyx said, smirking. “I want you to know that this time you’re not escaping my wrath, but we’re on the clock, and unfortunately, I won’t have time to make you suffer the way you truly deserve.”

      Zarna noticeably swallowed hard as she and Nyx stood face to face. Nyx’s aura morphed to Ultra Fury form with lightning bolts sizzling all around her. The energy waves made every hair on Zarna’s black skin crawl.

      “Goodbye, bitch.”

      So much energy was shot into Zarna’s body that Nyx was somewhat surprised that the arachnoid didn’t implode on the spot. Instead, Zarna glowed orange as the energy burned her from within.

      Nyx let go of her telekinetic grasp, and as soon as she did, Zarna released an agonizing screech. The intense sound threatened to pierce Nyx’s eardrums.

      She removed her hand from the arachnoid’s shoulder, her palm still open, then turned and took a few steps back. Zarna continued to burn from the inside out and soon her agonizing scream diminished as her vocal cords fused with the rest of her body from the intense heat.

      Nyx brought her open palm to shoulder level and smiled before making a tight fist. Zarna exploded into millions of pieces of charred arachnoid flesh.

      A deep breath of satisfaction escaped Nyx as her aura died out and her hair fell back down to cover her shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      Ares materialized onto the bridge of the Spectre’s prototype ship.

      “What the hell is that smell?”

      Nyx smirked. “That would be Zarna.”

      “Oh…well, she stinks.”

      “Yeah, and I once thought she reeked from the outside. How are we doing?”

      “We’re ready to activate the inter-dimensional drive.”

      “You’re sure it’s going to work?”

      “If it doesn’t, I don’t think either of us is going to survive.”

      “Easy for you to say, you already lost your body.”

      “It’s going to work—I think.”

      Nyx growled. “If it fails, I’ll kill you.”

      “I’m already dead, remember.”

      “As I’ve said before, I’ll kill you again, then.”

      Ares chuckled. “Good luck with that.”

      “Shouldn’t we be aboard a transport, ready to leave the ship before it blows into a million pieces?”

      “The snag in that plan is that won’t work. They don’t have anything jump-worthy in their landing bays. Apparently, the alarm we heard was not only meant to find us but also for scientists aboard the ship to escape.”

      Nyx raised her eyebrows. “I hope it doesn’t mean what I think it means.”

      “I wouldn’t know, I can sense strong emotions, but I can’t read minds clearly.”

      “They better not have taken a copy of their research with my DNA.”

      “Right now, even if they did, there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      “We could pursue and destroy them.”

      “We don’t have the time, the Spectres have sent an entire armada to these coordinates. If we don’t leave here within five minutes, they’ll blow us to pieces.”

      Nyx’s frustration was palpable. She hated the idea of her DNA reproducing hybrids to be used as cannon fodder against their enemies. But Ares was right, five minutes wasn’t enough time to do anything about it.

      “How the hell are we supposed to survive if we have to destroy this ship when we arrive on the other side? Shouldn’t we just bring it back to your people?”

      “I’ve thought about that, and I’ve tried memorizing as much as I can about the inter-dimensional drive specs. But since it’s the only working version of the drive in existence, it’s too dangerous. Also, we don’t know the state of the other dimension; they could have started their invasion already. I’ve seen records of a fleet of ships, at least a partial one, making it through the portal when Erevos was destroyed.

      “How long ago was that? Surely your people would fight an invasion.”

      “I have no idea, and there’s a huge time dilation between this dimension and ours.”

      “Take a wild guess?”

      “I don’t know, months, maybe a couple of years passed on the other side. I’m not sure since I don’t know how long I’ve been out floating in space after—”

      But Ares stopped short.

      “After my planet blew up,” Nyx finished the sentence for him.

      Ares nodded.

      “Which brings me back to how are we escaping this ship once we’re on the other side?”

      “I’ll teleport us out.”

      “What if there’s nothing in range to teleport us to?”

      “Let’s just say that in this shape, range isn’t much of an issue for me.”

      “Alright then, what are we waiting for?”

      “Go to the terminal in front of you.”

      Nyx approached it. “Now what?”

      Ares stepped closer to Nyx and touched her hand. She felt warmth going through her.

      “See that red holo-control?”

      “I do.”

      “Press it when you’re ready.”

      Nyx didn’t wait and touched the holo-control. The ship’s inter-dimensional drive hummed to life, and a red wormhole-looking anomaly filled the viewport, illuminating the walls and pieces of equipment with crimson hues.

      The anomaly swallowed the Spectre’s ship into the darkness just before collapsing in on itself.
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        * * *

      

      Chase’s heartbeat raced with each new step he took inside med-bay one in the medical premises of the Earth Alliance. Accompanied by Chris, Argos, and Ka’Rij, they were directed toward a pair of suspended animation pods resting near one another.

      In one laid Sarah, with black tendrils still showing on her neck, and the other one contained Chase’s aunt, Aphroditis.

      Chase wanted to speak but was too overwhelmed. He stood and looked at Sarah through the pod’s glass. Chris must have sensed his state, so he spoke first.

      “Do you have enough tears for both of them?”

      “Yes, I can produce enough,” answered Ka’Rij.

      “Without compromising their potency?” added Argos.

      “The tears are as potent as they can be. Drawing more of them does not change their composition or efficiency. As a matter of fact, one tear is enough to heal every ailment I’ve come across in the galaxy.”

      Chase hoped with all his heart that Ka’Rij wouldn’t be proven wrong today. He couldn’t envision a world without Sarah by his side.

      The Earth Alliance doctor gave Ka’Rij two small vials. He took the first one and placed it near his tear duct. A watery liquid that looked like glistening diamonds dropped into the vial. He closed it and handed it to the doctor. While he repeated this procedure with the second vial, Argos asked a question he assumed was on everyone’s mind.

      “Who goes first?”

      “Let’s manage expectations here,” said Chris in an uncannily cold tone. “I think we should bring Aphroditis back first, see how she reacts to the tears.”

      Chase was glad someone made that decision for him. Sure he wanted to try it on Sarah as soon as possible, but trying his aunt first, even though they didn’t suffer from the same ailment, would at least demonstrate if the tears of the Dragonmen were as potent as he said.

      The doctor didn’t wait and inserted the first vial into a small compartment on the outside of pod with Aphroditis inside. The slot swallowed the vial and injected it into the patient and then started the stasis reanimation procedure.

      Everyone held their breath, but they didn’t have to wait long. The holo-display embedded on the pod’s glass came to life, showing Aphroditis with very low vital signs. All metrics were in either the red or orange. The metrics increased, changing colors from yellow to a bright green until all her vitals hit their maximum values, and she returned to a healthy state.

      “That’s—that’s amazing and borderline impossible,” said the doctor. “I never expected the healing to go so fast. If these readings are right, I think we can take her out of the pod right now.”

      Chase nodded, hopeful that the cure would work for both of them equally. It only took a few more seconds for the stasis pod to finish its cycle. Aphroditis slowly blinked her eyes open and looked around.

      The doctor opened the stasis pod and steam rose, engulfing them before it dissipated into the med-lab.

      “What happened? Why am I still alive?” she asked.

      Chase took a step forward. “How do you feel?”

      “I—I feel perfectly fine, which is confusing. I thought I was dead or at the very least, dying.”

      Chase smiled. “No, you’re in great shape, now, thanks to our friend Ka’Rij over there.”

      The Dragonman of Kyria took a slight bow.

      Aphroditis looked at him with curiosity.

      The doctor helped Aphroditis step out of the stasis pod, and she caught a glimpse of Sarah in the pod next to her.

      “Is that. . .? What’s wrong with her?”

      “One thing at a time, Aphroditis, let’s first make sure you are fully rehabilitated,” said Argos, “and let’s hope Sarah won’t stay in the pod for much longer.”

      The doctor took a still confused Aphroditis to the nearest medical bed, then returned and inserted the second vial into Sarah’s pod. A similar response in terms of health metrics occurred as Sarah’s vital signs jumped from low red bars to high greens.

      Chase’s heart beat so fast that he thought it would burst through his chest. He could feel a similar anxiety mixed with anticipation in both his brother and son. The darkened veins on Sarah’s neck cleared up in a matter of seconds.

      That has to be a good sign.

      But Sarah did not open her eyes. The doctor looked at the results and frowned.

      “What’s happening, Doctor?” asked Chris, his voice unsteady.

      “All her vitals are back to normal, just like Aphroditis, but…”

      “But what?” asked Chase, unable to contain his stress.

      “I don’t detect any brain activity. Her body is fine, but it’s like she’s…”

      “Spit it out,” warned Argos.

      “She’s brain dead.”

      The news hit all three of them like a sledgehammer to the gut.

      “Get her out of there, we can heal her the rest of the way,” said Chris.

      The doctor looked at Chase.

      “Do as he says, now!”

      The doctor opened the stasis pod. As soon as the steam evaporated, Chris grabbed his mother and carefully laid her on the nearest med-bay bed. Chase, Argos, and Chris put their hands on Sarah and used their healing powers, enveloping her body with bright-white energy.

      “I can’t sense anything wrong with her,” said Chris.

      “Neither can I,” said Chase, tears beginning to run down his face.

      “Why isn’t this working!?” barked Argos.

      Ka’Rij kneeled next to Chase.

      “I—I’m sorry it didn’t work.”

      Chase’s anger was so strong it ran the risk of exploding. But he fought hard to stay as calm as he could. Not an easy feat under the circumstances.

      “It—It’s not your fault.”

      “I’m sorry, nonetheless. I’ll do whatever it takes to help you find another cure.”

      Chase felt his son’s mind spiral out of control and fill with rage. Chase put his hand on Chris’ shoulder.

      “We’ll keep trying until she comes back to us, Son.”

      Chris swiftly got up, both his fists clenched so tight that they were dripping blood. Before Chase could try and console his son, Chris abruptly left the med-bay, his eyes full of tears.

      “Stay with her,” said Argos. “I’ll speak to Chris.”

      Argos got up and followed the boy outside.

      The emotions inside Chase grew at an impossible rate until they overtook him completely. He smashed the silence with a deafening scream that felt like it came from the depths of hell, making the entire structure shake as if a massive earthquake had come to life.

      Once his animalistic roar subsided, he let his body collapse on top of Sarah’s. He had lost all control over his thoughts and emotions, and that resulted in thousands of tears cascading down and onto Sarah.

      “I—I’m so sorry, love. I failed you.”

      He grabbed her face in his hands and kissed her on the lips, his tears raining on her sweet, motionless face.

      Please, wake up, please, Sarah, wake up.

      But she didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Argos caught up with Chris at the far side of the hall.

      “I’m not in a speaking mood, Uncle. Just leave me alone.”

      “I’m sorry, Chris, I truly am. But I think you should be with your father in this moment of sadness.”

      “You don’t get it, do you?”

      Argos raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Chase is broken, or am I the only one who sees that? Hopefully, he realizes that and on the way to heal his soul. When the Spectres come, if he hasn’t healed his spirit, he’ll be the first casualty of this next war.”

      “Don’t you dare say that!”

      “Why not?!” screamed Chris. “Talk to him, you’ll see. He knows what I’m telling you is true.”

      Argos shook his head in dismay.

      “I just think we need to go through this as a family, Chris.”

      “Well, for what it’s worth, I understand what he felt a year ago a little better. And like him, I need to be alone right now.”

      Argos stood in the hall, looking at his nephew running away. He wanted to go after him but knew better than try to change the boy’s mind.
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        * * *

      

      Ares was only slightly surprised the ship hadn’t blown them to smithereens as it jumped. The inter-dimensional engine was operational, which was good news for them but terrible news for every living being in this dimension.

      “If I had lungs, now would be a good time to exhale deeply,” said Ares.

      Nyx let a deep breath escape her, and Ares smiled.

      “Yeah, just like that.”

      Nyx returned the smile. “Did it work?”

      “Let me check,” said Ares.

      He expanded his consciousness and reached out to try to find Chase’s mind. It took a little while but he sensed he was back in their dimension. Eventually, he touched Chase’s mind but could feel it was in utter despair.

      He felt the same strong connection to Chase he was used to in the past, so he was sure he could teleport him and Nyx there. For a moment he stopped to think if he should bring Nyx with him. Without her, he would not have been able to return, but she was a Fury, and not the good kind of Fury. What if she became their enemy when she learned that the Furies Ares talked about were actually the ones responsible for the deaths of everyone she knew and the destruction of her home world?

      Not to mention that she was potentially stronger than Chase, at least stronger than the last time Ares had sensed his pupil’s power. With the Spectres hell-bent on coming to this dimension to wipe it out, could they afford to have their focus split between two enemies should Nyx turn against them?

      Ares was conflicted. On the one hand, his heart told him not to betray the woman that had risked everything to make his plan a reality, but on the other hand, his mind was screaming at him to be logical about the decision.

      Nyx interrupted his thoughts. “So?”

      When Ares heard multiple footsteps running toward the bridge, he knew that he needed to make a decision and quickly. While there was probably no one aboard the ship that could stand up to Nyx now, she had expended a lot of energy in her fight with the Spectre, mostly because she had pushed her Ultra Fury powers to the max, burning through her energy pool at light speeds. And there was hundreds of enemies roaming the ship’s decks.

      “Press the auto-destruct sequence holo-control.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Ares put his hand on hers. “No…but we have to make a decision, and that’s the one I’m making.”

      “Here goes nothing. Don’t you dare leave me here.”

      “Of course not,” said Ares.

      Had she sensed his hesitation? It didn’t matter, even though his logic told him he should take the Fury out while he had the chance, his heart couldn’t reconcile with the idea of murdering the person responsible for him returning to his friends and family. In his past life, way before he met and trained Chase, he probably could have gone down that path, but he was a different person back then.

      Nyx pressed the holo-control, and a five-second timer in the arachnoid language counted down. Ares and Nyx teleported out of the ship.

      Two platoons of arachnoid soldiers burst through the bridge doors, armed to the teeth and ready to shoot at anything they encountered. But all they saw was the hellfire that devoured their bodies and souls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Ares rematerialized with Nyx inside an Earth Alliance structure. Having sensed Chase’s despair, Ares didn’t think introducing Nyx to him now was a good idea.

      “Where are we?” asked Nyx.

      “Home. My home anyway, well, sort of—”

      “You’re not making much sense, Ares.”

      “I know, I’m sorry, but there’s someone I need to see right away.”

      “Is he one of the Furies?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you take me with you?”

      “Not right away. Please, just trust me on this. Now is not a good time.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      Ares escorted Nyx to a nearby room. It was the mess hall in the medical facility, but Ares could tell it was late at night on Earth. When they entered, the lights came to life, revealing dozens of empty tables.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Actually, I’m starving.”

      “Come with me.”

      Nyx followed Ares to a food synthesizer. “Press this button.”

      Nyx did and the machine beeped.

      “It’s preparing pizza,” said Ares.

      “What the hell is pit-za??”

      “Trust me, I think you’ll like it.”

      The synthesizer hummed for a second before its holo-light turned off and a warm light glowed from outside the glass door.

      “There’s food inside,” said Ares hurriedly. “Careful, it might be hot. I’ll be back in a while. Please wait for me here.”

      “And then we’ll meet my fellow Furies?”

      Ares flashed her a thumbs-up before teleporting away.
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        * * *

      

      Ares materialized near Chase’s current position, his golden energy glow the room’s only light source. He saw Chase’s silhouette sitting on the ground, sulking.

      “Chase? What’s the matter?

      “Ares? Is—is that really you?”

      “Yes…I’m back. What’s wrong, Chase?”

      “It’s Sarah, she…I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like her body is there but not her soul. I don’t understand. The Dragonman’s tears worked with Aphroditis, why didn’t they work for Sarah?”

      Ares was relieved to hear that his sister was doing better, but right now was not the time to focus on his happiness. The Olympian God of War could sense that Chase’s soul was crushed.

      He sat next to Chase and touched his back.

      “I’m so sorry, Chase. I didn’t know Sarah was hurt. I’m sure we’ll find a way to cure her. Together.”

      “I thought we had. I really thought we had found a way. Now I don’t know what to think anymore.”

      “Don’t give up hope.”

      “Yeah, everyone keeps telling me that. They just don’t know how it feels. Daniel, Argos, even Chris, they all helped me get better these last few days. Hope is dangerous, Ares, you know? It can make you move forward, but when it gets crushed. . .”

      “I certainly do know how you feel.”

      Chase lifted his head and looked at Ares. “I guess you would, on some level. At least your sister’s fine now.”

      “Thank you for keeping your promise. I’m sure you gave Sarah a similar one, did you not?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “Then sulking in the darkness is not going to make it happen.”

      “I know…” Chase took a long deep breath. “I knew it was a long shot, but… you know?”

      “I do, Chase. I know this is the worst timing but…I’m afraid I’m the bearer of bad news.”

      “Not sure I want any more bad news for the day, Ares.”

      “While I normally would respect that, especially considering the circumstances, I don’t think this one can wait.”

      Chase sighed. “What is it?”

      “The Spectres are coming.”

      Chase couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “That’s the last thing I expected you to do upon hearing the news.”

      “That’s because you’ve been away. Ares, we know. Athena, the Asgardians, and even Tar’Lock, all engaged with them today. They barely got away with their lives, in fact.”

      “What about you?”

      “I wasn’t there. I—we were getting Sarah the cure…one that obviously didn’t work.”

      “What are the doctors saying?”

      “That we should let Sarah out of stasis. Her baby is healthy, and they think that even if Sarah doesn’t wake up, the baby will be born. It’s all speculation at this time. It’s like she’s in a coma, but the doctors don’t understand why.”

      “Sarah is pregnant again?”

      “Yeah, I guess you have been away for a while.”

      “How long, Chase? How long has it been since you defeated the Furies?”

      “A little over a year. Speaking of which, where were you all that time?”

      “When the Pandora device transported Erevos back to the Spectres’ dimension, it sent me there with it. I think I lost consciousness when the planet exploded. All I remember is billions of voices screaming to their end and then nothing. Everything just turned black. I woke up, floating in space, some time afterward.”

      “How did you get back here?”

      “It’s a rather long story. The short version: I stole a Spectre ship.”

      “How? You don’t even have a physical body.”

      “I had some help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “That’s not important right now.”

      “Did you keep the ship?”

      “No, I had to destroy it.”

      Chase sighed. “Bummer.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I would have loved traveling back to the Spectres’ dimension with it and kill them all, that’s why.”

      “I think we’ll get the chance to do that sooner rather than later, though I’m not sure we should wish for it. As you no doubt know, Spectres are incredibly powerful. I doubt even you could defeat the whole of them, no matter how thirsty for revenge you are.”

      “I know…that’s why Sarah is in the state she’s in, and I almost killed Chris trying to defeat just the one Spectre.”

      “Looks like we have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Chase nodded as a tear rolled down his cheek.

      “Why don’t we go get some fresh air and you catch me up?” proposed Ares.

      “Alright,” said Chase with a long exhale before struggling to get back on his feet.

      Chase and his former mentor walked outside the medical center and merged with the night.
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        * * *

      

      Argos was by his aunt’s bed when she woke up.

      “Chase?” Aphroditis muttered as her eyes blinked open.

      “Close enough,” said Argos with a smile.

      “Sorry, Argos,” she smiled. “Where’s your brother?”

      “He is around but needs some alone time right now.”

      “What happened? I remember seeing Sarah when I woke up, she didn’t look well.”

      Argos took some time to recount all the latest events that had transpired. Aphroditis cried when she learned the cost to Chase in defeating the Furies.

      “That’s one of the reasons why I didn’t want to be kept alive,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw multiple futures. In some, the Furies won, thanks to you overthrowing Arakan and leading them to victory against the Earth Alliance.”

      What?

      “Then I’m glad that particular future didn’t come to pass.”

      “I wish I had your certainty…” Aphroditis let her words trail.

      Argos narrowed his eyes. “Why would you ever say something like that?”

      “It’s not easy to explain. You see, the only few possible futures where you and Chase defeated the Furies…well, it always came at a price and were veiled in darkness and pain.”

      “Are you talking about the Spectres?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps. My memory is foggy. I only remember a dark presence overshadowing the Furies, something way more powerful and vile. The Furies set the universe afire, this darkness, however…I felt it had the potential to bring about the demise of our universe, the end as we know it. Freedoms and liberties would disappear; we’d become enslaved, by the trillions, where the lucky ones living in this world were the ones allowed to live. The rest—the rest would be trapped into darkness for all eternity.”

      Argos didn’t like what he was hearing, but it made sense, she must have been talking about the Spectres. From what they knew of Spectres, more often than not they stole and stored their enemy’s souls inside their essence, which could explain the reference to being trapped and death being a release.

      Argos even witnessed the scene during their fight. The mere thought about the amount of energy and power that had been required to kill just one of them gave him shivers.

      “What do you see now? Did you have any more premonitions?”

      She slowly shook her head. “I haven’t had any visions since I woke up. And between you and me, I truly hope I won’t get them anymore.”

      “They could come in handy though.”

      Aphroditis let her tears flow freely as she spoke again. “I don’t think so, Argos. I now think with all my heart that my precog abilities were a curse and that one should let destiny attend to itself. Of course, I can only speak from my own perspective. The ones who are at the crossroads of destiny, those who can change things on a large scale with their decisions and brave acts, these Nexuses, as I call them, they tend to pay a higher price.”

      “You mean Chase?”

      “And everyone close to him, yourself included.”

      “I understand this has been hard for you, and you suffered because of me, something I don’t think I will ever forgive myself for, but I don’t see how me leading the Furies to victory would have been a better outcome for us.”

      Aphroditis cradled Argos’ hand in hers.

      “You wouldn’t…and this journey has changed who you are tremendously, for the better, and for that I’m thankful. You should forgive yourself, as I’ve forgiven you. I’m proud of both you and Chase, you are both to be commended for your victory against the shadows. That being said…if there were one race that could ever stand up to the Spectres, it would be the Furies. But with most of them gone now, there’s nothing to stop the Spectres’ nefarious plans. Athena should never have saved my life during the first Fury War. Ever since that day, I feel I made things worse for everyone I know.”

      “Don’t say that, Aphroditis.”

      “You don’t understand how it feels to tell people about my visions and to see how it affects their future decisions…the consequences they may face, the future being remolded, sometimes it feels like I did more harm than good. I’m not talking only about you and your brother here. I’ve—I’ve single-handedly ruined Zeus’ life, among others.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating a little. You’ve been through so much to ensure we defeat the Furies, at least you can get some comfort from that, couldn’t you?”

      “And now the Spectres are coming without the one race that could stand up to them.”

      Argos had a hard time reconciling with this concept. Had there been a potential future where he defeated Chase and the forces of light, and where that future could be a better one? No, no matter how he looked at it, he refused to accept that this could be true.

      Aphroditis closed her eyes. “I—I’m tired, Argos. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll sleep a little longer.”

      “Yes, get some rest. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up later.”

      Argos kissed Aphroditis on the forehead and left the room, his heart heavy. Her words echoed in his mind and imagining himself as the head of the Furies, defeating his friends and family, was not something he enjoyed.

      Argos willed himself to put that image aside. He thought about the fact that seemingly only the Furies could stop the Spectres. If that were true, then what would happen next?

      These thoughts caused him to shiver and he had to consciously will himself to shrug them away. Times were dark enough without the need to add more doom and gloom. Whatever was coming, there was no choice other than for him and Chase to fight it head-on.

      Ares materialized in front of Argos, which made Argos jump.

      “Damn, Ares. You’re the last person I expected to see, and you almost gave me a freaking heart attack.”

      “Sorry about that. The rumors of my demise have been widely exaggerated.”

      “Apparently so. It’s good to see you, and even though I’d love to hear how you’re still here, something tells me you’re longing to see your sister now.”

      Ares nodded.

      “She just fell back to sleep. I can tell she needs it, but I’m sure you won’t mind waiting by her side until she wakes up.”

      “I don’t mind. It’s good seeing you again, Argos. We’ll catch up later?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Ares walked through the door of med-bay five as if it weren’t there.
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        * * *

      

      Thor exited Altair’s office of the Earth Alliance’s headquarters and walked to the nearest window to gaze outside.

      My father used to love Midgard.

      Midgard had once been an intricate part of the Asgardian’s world. But when Olympians had taken over protecting the humans, Odin had decided that challenging the Olympians for control over the planet was too dangerous. It could have had disastrous repercussions for the stability of the region.

      In hindsight, Thor’s father had made the right decision. If Asgardians and Olympians had been enemies, the second and last Fury War could have turned out differently.

      His father had always been a wise man. One that Thor didn’t think he could replace as the King of Asgard. But soon he would be crowned in place of his late father.

      “Hey there,” said a familiar voice.

      Thor turned around and smiled at his friend, Poseidon.

      “It’s good to see you,” said Thor

      Poseidon hugged Thor.

      “Likewise,” said Poseidon. “I wish it were under better circumstances, though. I—I heard about your father. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Thor’s facial tattoos flashed once and died down.

      “Thank you.”

      “Shouldn’t you have stayed on Asgard?”

      “I needed to report back to Altair.”

      “You could just as easily have done that via holo-transmission.”

      “I know…I guess I also needed to clear my head.”

      “I can understand that. Do you know who killed your father?”

      “From the security footage, it seemed to have been a Spectre. A very powerful one, too.”

      “I was afraid of that. I suppose you ordered a full investigation?”

      Thor nodded. “Hasn’t yielded any results yet. Our systems were tampered with.”

      “In what way?”

      “Footage in several areas of the temple has been deleted beyond recovery.”

      “Why do you think that would be?”

      Thor shook his head. “Could be a number of things. Perhaps the Spectre’s doing. Or perhaps…” but Thor let the words trail.

      “A traitor?”

      “The thought has crossed my mind, but I’m having a hard time accepting that.”

      “I’m sorry, didn’t want to burden your grief.”

      “Don’t worry, you haven’t. My father always loved this place, so it’s fitting that it’s my first destination after his passing. How did your encounter with the Spectre go?”

      “It almost cost Athena her life. I guess my intense training paid off. But luckily for my niece and me, he wasn’t nearly as powerful as Tanak’Vor. That much I could sense.”

      “Well, I guess that’s good news. But…”

      “I know, while this one was weaker…what about the next ones, right?”

      “Something tells me we’re about to find out and soon.” Thor nodded, his facial tattoos resuming their usual neutral shine.
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        * * *

      

      Tar’Lock and Talon entered Altair’s office.

      “Please, gentlemen,” said Altair, “have a seat.”

      Tar’Lock nodded. “Thanks, Altair. This is Captain Talon Epizon. He’s the reason I’m still breathing. Well, so are you, obviously.”

      Altair looked at Epizon. “Nice to meet you, Captain. And the reason we’re all breathing is your ingenuity in escaping the spider ship and sending that distress call. The rest, well, we were fortunate Athena also picked it up.”

      Talon nodded without saying a word.

      “Please, sit,” said Altair.

      Tar’Lock sat, but Talon didn’t.

      “I’d rather stand if it’s all the same to you,” said Talon, his voice cold.

      “Absolutely. As long as you don’t mind that I do.”

      “It’s your office.”

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously.

      “Why did you want to see me, Tar’Lock?” said Altair.

      “Well, we wanted to come by and extend our thanks for answering our distress call. If you hadn’t come when you did…”

      “You shouldn’t have troubled yourself for that. Even though you left the Earth Alliance, which was your right, you’re still a friend. I’d hope you’d also answer a distress call of mine if you ever got one.”

      “Absolutely,” said Tar’Lock.

      “I don’t want to sound rude, but I actually have some important plans tonight. Was there anything else?”

      Tar’Lock clicked rapidly. “There is. I would like to know if your offer to have Captain Epizon assume command as a captain of an Earth Alliance destroyer still stands?”

      “What?” barked Talon, obviously taken by surprise. “What are you doing Tar’Lock? I don’t want this.”

      Altair looked at Talon then returned his gaze to Tar’Lock.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “Captain Epizon resigned his commission with the Star Alliance shortly after arriving on Earth. I think it was a mistake. As you told me when I stepped onto the Hercules, the Alliance needs good captains, especially now, and I think Talon would make a terrific one, even if he doesn’t seem to realize it just yet.”

      Altair’s gaze shifted to Talon. “Are you sure you don’t want to sit, Captain?”

      Talon grimaced but eventually sat in front of Altair. Fire was burning in his eyes.

      “I sense some tension. Perhaps before we continue this discussion, we should clear the air?” proposed Altair.

      “And perhaps Tar’Lock should focus on his problems instead of meddling in the affairs of others,” Talon retorted.

      Altair steepled his fingers together and pressed them to his lips.

      “I’m not sure why you’re here. What’s clear; however, is that you haven’t discussed this among yourselves. As I said earlier, I do have plans, so let me tell you what I think. I’d love for the both of you to rejoin the Alliance. Tar’Lock is correct, with the impeding threat from the Spectres looming on the horizon, we could use good captains. And you’ve proved yourself incredibly resourceful surviving a spider ship against incredible odds. I commend you both for that. However, I sense some animosity on your part,” said Altair, pointing one of his fingers toward Talon. “Then again, I know I’m not very popular with ex-Star Alliance officers.”

      “You can say that again,” snorted Talon.

      “Talon!” Tar’Lock exclaimed.

      Altair raised a hand. “That’s alright, Tar’Lock, I’d rather Captain Epizon spoke his mind.”

      “Since we’re being frank, I’d rather let a gun do my talking,” said Talon.

      Tar’Lock clicked nervously. “I’m sorry, Altair, this was a mistake, and it’s all my fault. I think we should go.”

      “No, that’s alright,” said Altair, calmly. “I’ve checked the captain’s Star Alliance records before the two of you came in. I can see why he’d like nothing more than to shoot me where I stand. We all know that on some level, I certainly deserve it for my past actions when I was leading the Obsidian Empire.”

      Talon made a threatening rumbling noise in his throat.

      Altair grabbed his service blaster and slid it across his desk to Talon. “Do what you need to do, Captain.”

      Talon looked at the blaster as Tar’Lock clicked in rapid succession. Talon slowly grasped the blaster and then pointed it toward Altair’s head. His hand was shaking.

      “Are you crazy!?” shouted Tar’Lock. “Put that down!”

      Talon ignored Tar’Lock as his gaze locked with Altair’s. There was a mixture of pain, sadness, and extreme anger in his eyes.

      “There’s nothing I can do to bring your family back, Captain. The only thing I can say is that I truly wish I could turn back time. I stupidly, though somewhat unwillingly, allied myself and my empire with the enemy, and every morning when I wake up, I am faced with the fact that millions died because of my lack of foresight in doing so.”

      “That’s all well and good, but then why give me your gun? Do you have a death wish?”

      Tar’Lock watched in horror as the two males squared off.

      “Not particularly, no. I’ve accepted the fact that my life now is about making amends and trying to save people rather than enslaving or killing them. I know that won’t bring back your family nor will it appease my conscience. That’s a burden I’ll have to live with for the rest of my days, and if that’s my destiny, then potentially for just a few more seconds. But you know what? I have no control over that. All I can say is I’m sorry for the part I’ve played in your tragic loss. I didn’t fire the shot that killed your family, but my ships did, and for that, I am ready to accept any and all consequences. Whether you shoot me dead today or another grieving widower does tomorrow, that’s the price I’m willing to pay in my quest for redemption. So…by all means, Talon, if you think it will make you feel better, or if you think that’s what your loved ones would want you to do to honor their memories, then by all means, take that shot.”

      There was a long pause, and it felt like the oxygen was being sucked out of the room.

      “Please, please, Talon, don’t shoot him,” said Tar’Lock. “He just saved our lives risking his and an entire crew no less.”

      “Stay out of it, Tar’Lock,” Talon replied. “This is between him and me.”

      “He’s right,” said Altair.

      “How can you be okay with the prospect of dying?” asked Talon.

      “We all die, Talon. Sooner or later. I try to better myself with every moment that’s given to me. If I get more time, I’ll do my darned best to do more good. If my life ends here, then at least I die knowing that I’m doing my best here and now, even if that wasn’t always the case.”

      Talon’s hand shook harder.

      “You’re nothing like I expected you to be.”

      “I get that a lot. I’m not your enemy, Captain. I’m only trying to do some good in this world. That’s all.”

      Talon took a deep breath and slowly rested the gun in front of him. Tar’Lock released a very long sigh of relief.

      “I’m sorry for even pointing that at you, Altair. You’re not the monster I thought you were when I stepped in your office. I think I need to do some soul searching of my own. If anything, you’ve triggered that, and I’m thankful for it, as well as for your risking your life to save ours.”

      “You’re perfectly welcome. But let me ask you this: would you be interested in doing your soul searching while commanding an Earth Alliance starship?”

      Talon’s eye widened. “You’re still offering me a command? After this?”

      “After what? Nothing happened. As a matter of fact, you strike me as someone who can think on his feet and not let emotions overtake his sense of logic. That’s a strong pitch for a captain, and exactly the kind of men I’d want at the commands of our starships. We could use you, both of you, actually.”

      “Could Tar’Lock be my first officer?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “Wait, what?” said Tar’Lock. “I don’t have the right military training.”

      “You’ll do fine,” said Talon.

      Altair smiled. “I agree. Your heart is in the right place, and you’ll have a captain teaching you the ropes, I’m sure.”

      They all rose from their chairs.

      “So, what do you say…” added Altair. “Captain Epizon, should I find you a ship?”

      Altair extended his open hand.

      Talon grasped it and shook. “I think I’d like that very much.”

      “Good. Welcome to the Earth Alliance.”

      “Thank you, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Asrak’Vor received a transmission on the bridge of the spider ship. The holo-screen came to life and the face of the Spectre whom he had tasked with investigating the lack of progress from Ergon’Kar filled the screen.

      “Report.”

      “I found him, frozen in space. I can tell from his wounds that he engaged in a tough battle.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “He would be if I hadn’t reached him when I did. I put him in a healing chamber, but I can just as well terminate his life if that’s your wish.”

      Asrak’Vor despised failure, and the thought of killing Ergon’Kar lingered in his mind. But they had already lost a ship, adding to the tally of manpower they couldn’t afford to lose, at least not until reinforcements from their dimension arrived. Even though the Spectre hated rewarding failure, this time he decided not to let his anger and thirst for revenge dictate his actions. Instead, he used logic.

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      Asrak’Vor could feel multiple sets of shocked eyes peering at him from the shadows of the dimly lit bridge. The crew wasn’t used to Asrak’Vor showing mercy of any kind.

      “Very well, Master. Will there be anything else you need me to do in the area?”

      “No, come back aboard, we have work to do.”

      “Thy will be done,” said the Spectre as he saluted Asrak’Vor.

      The communication ended, and Asrak’Vor walked away from his chair and into his ready room.

      Shortly after, his first officer arrived.

      “What is it I can do for you, Zanon’Zar?”

      “I’m surprised you spared Ergon’Kar.”

      “As am I. But I see his survival as a sign that he may still have a role to play. We’ve lost enough people today.”

      “I didn’t think you cared much about signs and portents.”

      “Usually, I don’t. Though we lost a ship, we managed our primary objectives. We have the necessary material to start building the gate as well as recovering something that was ours.”

      Zanon’Zar nodded. “It won’t be easy to assemble the gate. Now that the Earth Alliance knows of our presence, they will patrol every system looking for us.”

      “I know…that’s why it was important to recover Ashra’Lur. The moment she wakes up, she’ll take care of the Earth Alliance for us.”

      “You seem to have quite a bit of faith in her.”

      “Why wouldn’t I? Technically, she’s of my bloodline.”

      Even though she represents way more than that.

      “If that will be all,” said Zanon’Zar.

      “Actually, no, before the scout ship was destroyed, did you receive any subspace transmission from them?”

      “Yes, we have. It contains the sensor data on the new prototype shields they were equipped with.”

      “And?”

      “And the technology is viable. As a matter of fact, the scout ship held its own against the biggest Earth Alliance dreadnought. Should we use Loki’s pentalium to upgrade our fleet to the same shielding technology? That would give us a considerable advantage over them.”

      “But then we wouldn’t have enough of the material to create the gate.”

      “We can always attack the Asgardians and steal their stockpile.”

      “And incur more losses. Not to mention that the technology may not be as efficient against their own fleet.”

      “So that’s a no for using the new shield tech?”

      “Only for the time being. We must conserve what limited resources we have, and if we’ve learned anything these past few days, we can’t overextend ourselves. Bringing more ships and troops to this dimension always was and remains our top priority. When that is done, we can wipe out the Asgardians and use the advanced technology to crush the Alliance.”
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        * * *

      

      Chris didn’t expect to find anyone in the mess hall this late at night. But a lone woman sat at one of the tables with a half-eaten pizza in front of her. A powerful aura emanated from her body.

      “Who are you?” he asked as he approached the woman. “I don’t remember seeing you around here before.”

      “I haven’t been here for long. My name is Nyx. If you see Ares, tell him I’ll kick his ass for leaving me here on my own for so many hours.”

      Chris’ eyes widened. “Ares is still alive?”

      “Well, he keeps saying he’s not, and I really don’t know what gives.”

      “I guess the term ‘alive’ is relative in his condition.”

      “That about sums it up, I guess. And you are?”

      “Chris. My name is Chris.”

      “I sense a lot of power from someone so young. Are you a Fury?”

      Chris furrowed his eyebrows. “Who are you again?”

      “A friend of Ares. Everyone else I know is dead.”

      Chris pulled up a chair and sat opposite Nyx.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” he said.

      “Makes no difference to me. But I’d like an answer to my question if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “I guess you could say that I’m part Fury. Technically, a quarter Fury, a quarter Olympian, and half human.”

      “So you’re a freak, we Furies don’t mate with other inferior races.”

      Chris hardened his face. “Nice to meet you too, Nyx the Fury.”

      “We have a bit of a problem though, I hate Olympians with a vengeance.”

      “You’ll get over it, most of them are dead anyway. Arakan saw to that.”

      “You know of Arakan?”

      “I’ve had the displeasure of fighting him, yes. But technically it wasn’t exactly Arakan, possibly some Fury-Spectre hybrid or an Arakan meat suit is more accurate.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Well, the Spectre called Tanak’Vor took over his body. So he looked like Arakan, but really he was more Spectre than Fury, at least in the end.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Like every other Fury, my family excepted, yes.”

      “And that Spectre, did he kill the Furies?”

      “I guess you could say he was overly responsible for their demise, but my family were the ones who finished them off.”

      Chris briefly saw a flash of pure hatred inside of Nyx’s eyes before she fired a purple fireball at him. Instinctively, he turned Ultra Fury and blocked her attack with ease. He looked at the fireball, which stopped just mere millimeters from his palm. It looked like one of his father’s attacks. Chris made a fist and the fireball dissolved into nothingness.

      “I’ve had a very long, hard day, so I’ll let this one fly,” said Chris. “But if you ever do that again, I’ll kill you.”

      Chris could tell from the shock in Nyx’s eyes that she hadn’t expected him to block her attack.

      “You—you’re an Ultra Fury, too.”

      “I don’t subscribe to labels, I’m Chris, and I’ll kill anyone that wishes me or my family harm. I can tell you’re not too fond of us right now, so let me ask you this: Do I have to kill you? I wouldn’t want any bad blood between Ares and me. But I’m not found of being attacked unprovoked.”

      “That two-faced son of a b—he lied to me. I should have known not to trust an Olympian.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Ares tricked me to get back to this dimension; he said I’d meet other Furies. And what do I find here, the very people who killed my kind.”

      “Your kind needed to be killed, no offense to you personally. As a matter of fact, until you attacked me, I thought you were rather charming, in a twisted kind of way. I guess I shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.”

      “Was there a compliment hidden under all that sarcasm?”

      “You tell me.”

      There was a strange energy building between them. Chris didn’t know or understand why, but there was definitely some sexual tension building up, one that was being fueled at light speed.

      Nyx smiled. “I’m older than you.”

      “So what? I’m probably half-immortal on my Olympian side.”

      “This is getting weird.”

      “On that, we can agree. What are we going to do about it, though?”

      For reasons that made no sense to Chris, he felt a strong attraction to the Fury female, even though she was clearly antagonizing him and had just tried to kill him. Perhaps that might have had something to do with the exponential build up of physical attraction.

      Before they knew it, they were kissing while undressing and made animalistic love right there on the mess-hall table.
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        * * *

      

      Chase was staring at the ceiling of his temporary quarters near the medical center. He couldn’t find sleep, no matter how hard he tried. He had gone looking for Chris, hoping they could have a father and son talk, but his son had telepathically informed him to stay away and that he needed the time apart.

      How ironic that his son would employ the same tactic as Chase had done only a year earlier, something that Chris had given him quite a bit of flack for doing.

      But Chase had an inkling as to what could be going on inside his son’s head, and he was the last person that could fault him for reacting this way.

      Argos had checked on Chase earlier, but the conversation had been short. Now, more than anything, Chase wished he could fall asleep, hoping the night would offer words of wisdom, or at the very least, that getting some rest would help his mood.

      When it was apparent that sleep would continue to elude him, Chase jumped out of bed and took a long hot shower, which had the opposite effect than he had hoped for, making him even more awake.

      He had been standing for minutes in the middle of the bathroom, naked and dripping wet, when the steam evaporated from the mirror in front of him. Chase caught a glimpse of his reflection and had to suppress the urge to break the mirror.

      Instead, he grabbed a pair of scissors and started cutting away big chunks of his hair. Minutes later, it was nearly as short at it had been in the academy, and the bathroom floor was covered with long black hair.

      Chase also decided to shave his beard, even if it really didn’t change how he felt about himself, at least the reflection in the mirror was different, and right now he needed different.
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      When Ryonna beamed into the restaurant on Earth, she was taken by how fancy and beautiful the place looked. Her gaze traveled around the large and romantically lit dining room until her eyes landed on Altair.

      He saw her and smiled. She approached the table as he was pushing his chair back and came to greet her.

      Such a gentleman, she thought.

      “Thank you,” she said. “This is such a lovely place. I’m glad you surprised me with this dinner. I thought for sure after you took a ship to go to battle, you’d have a ton of paperwork to take care of.”

      Altair smiled. He pulled out Ryonna’s chair for her and walked back to his own chair and sat. He poured white wine into both their glasses, starting with Ryonna’s.

      “I do, but it will still be there in the morning. I wanted to spend a nice evening with you now that you’re back. How are things on Droxia?”

      “Same old, sometimes it feels like there are two opposite forces at work there. Those who have fully embraced being part of the Alliance, and the old farts who care more about million-year-old decrepit traditions.”

      “Did you manage to talk with Ronan?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I did.”

      “And?”

      “And my son is a wonderful Droxian, and even though he was surprised, all he cares about is my well-being. So long story short, I have his blessing, which means we can now decide, if that’s what we wish, to stop hiding our relationship.”

      “You have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that.”

      “I know this has been hard on you.”

      “I wouldn’t say it was hard. Just not always easy. For either of us.”

      “True. Well, it’s over now. We can tell the world how we feel about each other,” Ryonna said as she took a sip of her wine.

      “In that case, I’d like to tell you how beautiful you look tonight and how much I love you.”

      Ryonna smiled.

      “You’re sweet. I love you, too.”

      Altair reached for something inside his suit jacket.

      “Initially, I wanted to wait a little bit before asking you this, but…”

      Before Altair could finish, a waiter was at their table.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, ma’am, but there’s an urgent holo-transmission for you.”

      Altair reacted with surprise. “I wonder who it could be? I haven’t told anyone about our plans. How could anyone know you’re here?”

      Ryonna shrugged. “I have no idea. I haven’t told anyone either. I best check on this urgent call. Did the person give a name?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said the waiter. “I believe his name was Ronan.”

      Ryonna had tried to contact her son when Altair had left on the Hercules. But then why would the call be urgent? Something didn’t add up, and Ryonna had a bad feeling about it.

      “If you’ll excuse me, love, I—I’ll be right back,” said told Altair.

      Altair removed his hand from his pocket and nodded. “Absolutely, I hope everything is fine. Do you want me to come with you?”

      “That’s alright, you can wait for me here. Hopefully, I won’t be long.”

      When Ryonna arrived at the private guest holo-room, her heart was thumping madly against her chest. She went to the holo-control and pressed the acknowledge communication button.

      She became engulfed in rays of light, and everything changed.

      “What the hell?” she exclaimed.

      She spun around. She was in orbit of Earth, inside a ship whose design she immediately recognized, except. . .it couldn’t be.

      The cockpit holo-screen came to life and filled with the face of her dead husband, Jax.

      That can’t be Jax! I must be having a nightmare.

      He was covered in bruises and blood, his voice trembling.

      “Ryonna, I. . .I’m sorry to do this to you, but I need your help. Ronan is in grave danger.”

      Before Ryonna could say a single word, the ship opened a hyperspace window and left orbit.
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        * * *

      

      Chase had been using the gravity training room for so long he had lost track of time. Had he been there for hours or days? He didn’t know nor did he care. He had lost interest in firing at holographic targets with his fireballs some while ago. Now, instead, he just stood there, letting his mind wander.

      The doors of the room split open, and a long shadow traversed across the floor. He looked up to see Daniel standing by the door.

      “Hey,” said Chase.

      “I—I have to leave in the morning, and I wanted to talk with you.”

      Chase reached with his mind and set the room’s gravity back to one G. The engine progressively adapted with a fading humming sound. As the gravity returned to normal, the room’s lighting changed colors, from red to yellow, all the way down to green, and eventually returning to a warm white light once the engine was entirely off.

      Daniel stepped in and hugged Chase. It took a little while for Chase to embrace his best friend. But, eventually, he did and clapped him twice on the back.

      “How are you holding up?” Daniel asked as they broke their hug.

      “I’ve been better.”

      “I can imagine. That’s a new look for you,” said Daniel pointing at Chase’s now significantly shorter hair. “I like it.”

      “I needed a change.”

      “Understandable. Want to talk about it?”

      Chase shrugged. “What is there to talk about? Sarah…” but Chase paused. “She’s gone, Daniel, I can’t sense her soul anymore, it feels like she’s just an empty shell now.”

      “I—I don’t know what to say Chase. I’m sorry, I know how much you hoped to cure her. But how come you can’t sense her soul? Doesn’t seem right.”

      “I wish I knew. I’ve been asking myself that over and over. I—I’m sure I felt her soul after she was wounded, heck, even when she was in suspended animation. But now, nothing. It makes no sense.”

      “Could it be you sensed what you wanted to sense back then?”

      Chase pondered the words.

      “Does it matter?”

      “I think it does, Chase. But more importantly, I think you shouldn’t abandon hope. The Spectres are coming, whether it be sooner rather than later, they’ll come and try to claim our universe.”

      “I know. And don’t get me wrong, I do care about what happens, but I’m just trying to process this set of emotions right now.”

      “Yeah, that I can understand. I just hope you’re not going for another spin down a dark place.”

      “I’m this close,” said Chase gesturing with two fingers. “I’ve done everything I can to help, tried to make sure the Furies didn’t destroy every living being in the universe, and was rewarded with nothing but grief for my trouble. Put yourself in my shoes for a moment, what is there to look forward to if Sarah is gone?”

      “We don’t know that she’s gone. You brought Spiros back to life from the Underworld. And you’ve managed to teleport to save your son. Perhaps you could visit Zeus in the Underworld, see if Sarah’s soul is there. For that matter you could also check if they saw Menelas in the Underworld.”

      “I can’t explain how I managed to teleport, and believe me, I’ve thought of going to see Zeus. I have tried. And failed. My teleportation power is gone, at least on a conscious level. I can’t seem to convince my subconscious to activate it to make the trip to the Underworld.”

      “Well, you did it once, perhaps you can do it again. It may not be entirely gone. I’d look at it as a good sign that you managed to do it, even if it was a short distance. At the very least, the power isn’t fully gone.”

      Chase frowned. “I’m not having the best time looking at things in a positive light at the moment.”

      “Then maybe you should spend less time focusing on what you’ve lost and more on what you still have. As well as what you must protect, like your unborn daughter. She’s still breathing, that has to count for something.”

      “She might very well be the only reason I’m hanging in there.”

      “Chase, that’s not like you!”

      “Chris said the same thing. That I used to be this hero, and that I’m now no longer myself.”

      “Look, Chase, you’re my best friend, heck, you’re my brother even, but from the outside, it does look like something changed, and not in a good way.”

      “Could it be that you all put too much hope into the fact that I could fix everything, defeat any enemy, that you didn’t realize that I’m only a living being, not a god.”

      Daniel smiled. “I never thought of you as a god, if that helps.”

      Chase attempted to smile.

      “Look,” said Daniel. “I can only imagine what you’re going through right now. But you still have things to look forward to. Even if you don’t see it right this instant, which is understandable considering…but trust me: there’s still hope. Chris is still here, he’s still your son, and sure, things are tense right now between the two of you, but that can change at a moment’s whim. And you also have Argos, Aphroditis, your mother, and we still don’t know what happened to your father. I, for one, don’t believe anybody is dead unless we have a body to prove it. Even then, stranger things have happened in the last couple of years.”

      Chase had to admit Daniel was making sense. And Chase had not thought of his father much lately. Could he still be alive somewhere?

      “I know…and you’re right. I still have things to look forward to, but without Sarah, all of it seems—pointless. You know?”

      “That I can understand on some level. But, Chase, allow me to be the devil’s advocate here, have you wondered what she would want you to do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Ok, just for the sake of argument, let’s say she’s truly gone.”

      “I’m so glad you came to lift up my spirits…you’re going a bang-up job so far.”

      “Chase! I’m serious. You asked me to put myself in your shoes, so let me tell you what I think, okay?”

      Chase nodded.

      “Alright,” Daniel continued. “Look at it this way, if Sarah is gone, then what would she want you to do? Do you think she’d want you to give up all hope? And then what? Jump into a quadrinium engine or a pool of lava and be done with it? What does that accomplish? Besides ending a suffering that…and I get it, is very painful. But life is pain, Chase! You’re not the only one who lost…”

      But Daniel stopped himself and wiped a tear forming out of the corner of his eye.

      “I know you miss Fillio. And, I’m sorry. I know many of us lost loved ones,” Chase said.

      “We have and more than likely we’ll continue to with what’s coming our way. But I think what they’d want us to do is to honor their deaths, make sure they didn’t give their lives in vain. When I feel bummed out, I sometimes ask myself, what would Fillio want me to do? You know? So I ask you this, what do you think Sarah would want you to do? Especially now with the Spectre threat looming over our heads. Do you think she’d want you to give up hope? Or would she want you to fight and make sure you looked after Chris and make sure your unborn daughter grow up in a world that’s worth a damn? To protect your children and everyone you both loved?”

      “You know the answer to that, Daniel.”

      “I’d still like to hear it.”

      “She’d want me to be strong, to face whatever dangers are ahead, and should she really be gone…”

      “She’d want you to move on and make a life for yourself. I know this and you know it as well. Right now, hope is a hard pill to swallow, but deep inside, you know that she would never wish for you to feel defeated and give up on life. That would not honor her memory. If anything, you’d be insulting everything she fought for.”

      “You’re right,” Chases eyes looked down. “That’s the last thing she’d want.”

      “You’re damn right about that! If you don’t do it for yourself, then do it for her. On some level you must want to rip these Spectres’ hearts out to get back at them, right?”

      Chase felt hatred fill his soul. Daniel was right. Perhaps his sadness had masked a deeper, stronger emotion—payback.

      Without realizing it, Chase turned into an Ultra Fury. A golden aura engulfed him and radiated, casting moving shadows around him and Daniel. Bursts of golden lightning sizzled near Chase.

      “That’s more like it!” Daniel exclaimed. “That hate you’ve been trying to bottle up these past few months…I know it’s been eating you inside. You once told me you didn’t want to use it to get more powerful, and perhaps there’s wisdom in focusing on more balanced emotions, but right now, if you ask me, you could use it to fuel what’s eating at you. There might just be a million Spectres that could be a good recipient for it. Just unleash it, for Sarah and for everyone we’ve lost.”

      Chase raised an eyebrow. “A million?”

      Daniel gave his best friend a large smile as he scratched the back of his head. “Heat of the moment kinda thing. Hopefully, there aren’t that many.”

      But Chase liked the idea of unleashing the pain and hatred inside his core onto the Spectres. No matter how many and how powerful they were, he would train and get stronger still. After all, fighting and protecting those he loved had always been his way.

      He knew that’s what Sarah would want. Not just defend those he loved, but also the trillions of innocent lives throughout the universe, those that couldn’t possibly fend for themselves. As a matter of fact, Sarah would despise Chase if he let Chris and Argos try to defeat them on their own. And if something happened to either of them because he’d given up all hope, he’d never forgive himself.

      Now was not the time for Chase to obsess about what had been lost, it was time to fight and protect what he still had.

      Chase briefly stared at Daniel.

      “Doesn’t matter how many they are. I’ll kill them all.”

      “That’s the spirit. But you, more importantly, won’t have to do it alone, we’ll be by your side all the way. Together we’re stronger.”

      Chase nodded. He could always count on Daniel to lift his spirits when things got tough, and today was no exception.

      “Speaking of being here, what’s that you said about leaving in the morning?”

      “Right. Altair asked me to make a decision about Alkyonidon Station. He said I either take the job as commander or he’d have to give it to someone else. I hate the idea of being away from all of you, but then again, I’ll only be a jump away. It should be a few weeks, at least until the station core becomes operational. In these uncertain times, I think we could use a headquarters in space, a place where we can rally all the races together to make the Earth Alliance bigger and stronger than it is now.”

      “We’ll sure need allies in the future, and if Alkyonidon Station can help do that, I’m glad you’ll be part of it. This sounds like the right move. Congratulations on accepting the position.”

      Chase extended his hand, and Daniel shook it. “That doesn’t mean we won’t see each other, and you’re welcome to visit me there anytime you feel like it.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Thanks, Daniel. I really needed to hear all of this.”

      Daniel nodded and smiled “Anytime, Chase.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, mother,” Chase said without turning away from the large glass window.

      Chase had been peering at the inner garden inside the Earth Alliance’s complex for what seemed like hours.

      “How are you doing, son?” asked Athena.

      “How do you think I’m doing?”

      She delicately put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I know it must be hard. But don’t despair, and whatever you do, don’t give up.”

      These words were easier said than done, but Chase was done feeling sorry for himself. And giving up had never been in his nature. The last time he thought Sarah had been lost to him, it had sent him in a whirlwind of hatred and despair the likes he wasn’t keen to experience again. Ever, in fact.

      Chase turned and took his mom in his arms. He then attempted to smile.

      “I won’t give up. As long as there’s a glimmer of hope, I’ll hold onto it.”

      Athena smiled, her eyes moist. “That’s good, Chase. I’m glad to hear it.”

      “But the same has to go for you, you know?”

      She nodded, almost absently. “I know.”

      “We don’t know what happened to my father. He may still be out there. The only thing I’m sure of was seeing him be swallowed by a miniature black hole of some sort.”

      “You’d think he would have found his way back by now, though.”

      “Not necessarily. Time dilution, space anomalies, gods know what else, nothing surprises me anymore. I’m just glad you survived your encounter with a Spectre. Really, I don’t know how I would have reacted if you hadn’t.”

      “Well, we have Poseidon to thank for that. I clearly bit off more than I could chew. I was so angry, Chase, I wanted retribution for Menelas. Deep down though, I knew I didn’t stand a chance, but I couldn’t step away from that fight.”

      Chase knew very well how his mother felt. Sometimes the emotions in his own heart had been so strong that he had gone into fights he knew he couldn’t win. Like when he fought both General Arkoolis and Miseo. Was it courage, he wondered? Or misguided stubbornness?

      There was no denying that Chase had been born a fighter, it was in his blood and what he did best. Even if he craved peace in his heart, deep down he wondered if that would ever satisfy the warrior part of his soul, the one that needed to burn higher than a star going supernova.

      It was pointless to try and be something he was not. Chase was born to fight the darkness, and darkness was coming their way. He could feel it in every fiber of his being.

      “I can relate and understand that. But please, in the future, try and be careful. These Spectres are something else, defeating them won’t be as easy as it was dealing with the Furies.”

      Athena raised an eyebrow. “Easy, you say?”

      Chase smiled. “You know what I mean. Arakan was a powerful Fury, but he was nothing without the help of Tanak’Vor. Which begs the question as to why they didn’t come to our universe in full force in the first place?”

      “They probably thought they could let us destroy ourselves and finish us off with ease. Divide and conquer, let the Furies rule the universe by exterminating countless civilizations, each one being one less enemy to conquer.”

      “Well, if that was their plan, it failed miserably. Instead, they’ve united us against our enemies.”

      “I never thought I’d say this, but under the circumstance, let’s be grateful that the Fury War brought that.”

      Chase nodded.

      Yeah, how ironic, he thought.

      “One thing is for sure, Spectres are coming, and I intend to be ready for them.”
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        * * *

      

      In a dark room, a man woke up gasping for air; his heartbeat fast and erratic. He looked around but all he saw was blackness. He blinked his eyes multiple times, trying to discern some shapes or images, but it was all in vain.

      Where am I? he thought. And, more importantly…who am I?

      His memory was an empty slate, and for some reason, that scared the crap out of him. He was breathing heavily and it felt like the air was having trouble getting to his lungs.

      What’s going on? What is this?

      A faint noise grabbed his attention. He swiveled his head toward it, but he couldn’t see anything.

      “Who’s there?”

      “Shhh…try and relax,” said a soft female voice.

      “Where am I? Who are you?”

      “I’m not exactly sure where we are. All I know is that we’re prisoners. My name is Diaspira. What’s yours?”

      Tears filled the man’s eyes. “I—I don’t know,” he sobbed.

      “That’s okay, don’t worry about that right now, I can help you remember.”

      “How?”

      He sensed something moving in the darkness, and soon he heard soft breathing next to him.

      “Is it okay if I take your hand?”

      The man had no idea who he was and why he didn’t remember anything. He was scared and felt alone. He didn’t even know what to answer.

      “I—I suppose so, yes.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.”

      “Okay.”

      Diaspira’s embrace was warm and soft. After she took his hand, he felt a warm energy fill his body and soul. Images flashed quickly in his mind but before he could grasp what they were or what they meant, they were gone.

      “What was that? I—I think I saw memories for a brief moment.”

      “That’s good,” said the sweet voice of Diaspira. “Take it slowly. It will come back to you, eventually. I’m low in energy, so I can’t do much more for you today, but we’ll start over tomorrow.”

      “Okay…thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “What’s your name?”

      To the man’s surprise, the answer to that particular question now came naturally to him.

      “I’m Menelas.”

      “Nice to meet you, Menelas.”
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