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            Prologue

          

          Hadrian’s Ship: Milky Way

        

      

    

    
      Hadrian wasn’t the type to abandon his people in time of conflict, but this wasn’t about them anymore. In truth, it wasn’t accurate to say the Elders were his people. They had brought him in, established him as one of their elites and charged him with leading black ops against the enemy forces allied against them.

      The charge was his and he would see it done, but he would do it his way. His entire planet had been wiped out, after all. Since he was the only one left who could truly capture glimpses of what was to come, he had no doubt that his actions were the right ones.

      Still, as he departed the Enderio Galaxy on his ship—a highly modified Destroyer he had taken to calling Noraldian after his lost love—he felt a pang of guilt at the knowledge that they would be attacked and lose at least one of their members. He didn’t know who, as his visions didn’t work like that. The alternative, however, was a complete defeat at the hands of their enemy.

      Other versions of the possible future he saw in his visions involved defeat, but nothing like this. Dreams came at him of torn gates, massive ships, and worse.

      One option would be to destroy all the gates, but that would leave the members of the Enderio Alliance cut off from each other, and Earth completely abandoned. Samantha, completely abandoned. He couldn’t allow that.

      And even if he could stomach such isolation, leaving each race to their own defense, the inevitable defeat would simply take longer.

      As far as he could see, only one path led to victory. There were many twists and turns along that route, potential pitfalls that could even lead the path to cease existing. But if it all worked out, if by some miracle everyone played their part to the closest possible state of perfection, there was hope.

      One distant, barely visible image flickered through his visions… and it was glorious.

      He would do all he could to see that vision come true, or die trying.

      “Sir, proceed as planned?” his captain asked, and Hadrian nodded. “Roger that.”

      They steered Noraldian toward the gate, and Hadrian made a motion across his display, waving a hand so that the gate’s nodes initiated. Purple and turquoise light flooded the area between the nodes, forming the portal that would jump them through several other galaxies before finally reaching the gate he had set up for Earth access.

      “Take her through, Captain,” Hadrian commanded. “They’ve waited long enough.”

      As the thrusters kicked in and the ship entered the gate, they were surrounded by the light, a river of flowing colors. It always reminded Hadrian of back home, before the attack. Before the day of the great destruction that had thrown his life upside down, but left him with these powers. The powers to become any one of the others who had sacrificed their lives so that he might live and save the universe. So that he might absorb their energy, as was their way, and fight as if they were still with him until the very end.

      He was damn sure not going to let them down.

      A vision came through, kicking him inside the head and filling his mind with images of blasters exploding and ships falling, crashing into each other.

      “Prepare for battle,” he told the captain.

      “But…” The captain knew better than to doubt, but his reaction made sense. There was no reason the enemy should be waiting for them on the other side of this jump, but Hadrian had seen it. He knew they were.

      With a quick apology, the captain readied additional thrusters so that they could quickly make it to the next gate. Then he swiped his hands across his display, touching images on the screen as lights flared and announced blasters and turrets ready for defensive maneuvers.

      “Strike that,” Hadrian said with a hint of a smile. “Offensive maneuvers, Captain. We need to send them a message, tell them to get the hell out of our backyard.”

      The captain nodded, likely smiling too behind his golden faceplate.

      As light stopped flowing past and new stars and planets became visible, alarms sounded and the enemy ships flooded into view. At least a dozen of them.

      “Bring ‘em hell, Captain,” Hadrian mumbled, then took his seat on the command deck, preparing for the show.

      There was no way they could’ve been prepared for Hadrian and his Noraldian. As they swept through the fleet, blasting them to debris with blasts of purple light, he imagined it was him and his love out there, tearing through their enemies as they had done in their youth. He let his body transform, glowing gold and then becoming her, in a sense, so that she could have her moment of victory there with him. It was how his people worked—absorbing the others’ energy when they passed. All were gone but him, so he had absorbed much energy.

      The moment didn’t last long, however, and as they left the remnants of enemy ships to fall off into space, defeated, he held his hand to his face and sighed. For you, Noraldian, he thought. I’ll kill them all for you, and then we will be together once again.

      “Permission to jump, sir?” the captain asked.

      Hadrian rose from his seat, transforming back into the old, haggard man he so often preferred—a broken face for a broken soul—and nodded.

      “Well done, Captain. Proceed as planned.”

      Specks of light flickered before his eyes, forming a faint path toward a pulsating glow somewhere out there, but not really out there at all. A vision that showed this path to be the right one. They were making progress.
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          Earth: Ground Zero

        

      

    

    
      The first time Samantha had seen the world end, it had terrified her.

      Of course, that vision had been long ago. Over three years, if her estimation was correct. Since then, the vision had come to her in nightmares and flashes in her mind, and each time it seemed more blurred, more… unsure.

      The vision was always the same—an alien armada unlike anything the world had ever seen. Not the invasion that had already taken over the world and held it in a state of martial law. No, this invasion would put their current overlords to shame. The Syndicate would fight and, in the end, be crushed.

      It didn’t help that others called her crazy.

      It also didn’t help that she was certain she would have a hand in saving the world, because that meant it could only end badly. Either she would be proven right, and an alien invasion greater than any they had ever known would destroy their world, or she would fulfill her destiny, but her so-called friends would go on thinking she was insane.

      The latter would do, she decided as she stared out of her foxhole, waiting for the Syndicate drone to fly by. They always did at this time of day—a patrol, one of many set up to ensure everyone was in by curfew. If the drone was lucky, it would find members of the resistance, the Last Remaining Resistance, or LRR, as its members liked to refer to it.

      There had once been a world with governments and their separate militaries, a Space Corps of Marines—and a resistance. That resistance had sometimes partnered with the Space Corps and other militaries, sometimes went out on their own, and sometimes even fought against the militaries. But not anymore. Now it was simply the LRR, a rag-tag group of survivors that had joined together when the Syndicate had won.

      It all started with the day Samantha’s mom, Quinn, went missing. But Samantha preferred not to think about that, especially not when such thoughts could distract her and ruin her chance of hitting her target.

      Their goal today was simple—knock out the drones within a one-block radius, then hit the local patrol mech.

      Ever since the Syndicate had won, cities were scoured by drones looking for trouble. If they found it, patrol mechs would come through to collect prisoners… or leave bodies.

      Samantha’s faction of the LRR had formulated a plan to secure a block, set up anti-air missiles and a defense against Syndicate air strikes, and then, if possible, take over one of the mechs. With Dan’s hacking skills, Samantha almost believed it could be possible.

      She smiled at the thought of Dan, with his piercing blue eyes like ice. Not the kind of ice that would freeze your heart, but the kind that stopped you dead in your tracks. Too bad he was six years her senior, a fact he didn’t know, but bothered her.

      A whirring sound came from nearby, and Samantha checked the display on her armband. It showed incoming blips that she took for at least three drones. More than she had expected, but not unmanageable.

      She wrapped her arm in the sling of her rifle for stability, then sat cross-legged and formed a triangle with her arms, right finger on the trigger. Breathing in, she watched the sights rise slightly above the zone where she had spotted the drone pass the last three days in a row. Breathing out, the sights lined up perfectly.

      The whirring grew louder. Her mind wandered to Dan again, imagining him down there, preparing his gear to make a move on the mech when it showed up. He was so diligent when he worked, so focused on the task and on achieving the goal. She smiled, remembering how they had met, him guarding her when she was imprisoned by a group of raiders and resistance.

      How funny that now they were working together.

      “Go time!” one of the women in the team, Ashley, whispered through the earpiece, pulling Sam back to the present.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      WHIRRRRR….

      BAM!

      She had squeezed the trigger, the bullet had hit its target, and down went the first drone.

      Checking her screen, Samantha didn’t see the other two. In fact, she saw nothing. This could mean the others weren’t there at all, or it could mean their signals were being scrambled.

      “Shit,” she said into her earpiece. “Anyone there?”

      No response. They were definitely being scrambled. That was bad.

      Without hesitation, Samantha stood, turned back to the fire escape she had been camped out on, and ran up to the roof, ducking between the brick stairwell exit and a series of fans.

      It was dangerous being out in the open, but she had to see what they were up against. She spotted Ashley on the next building over, under a tarp spray painted gray so it acted as camouflage from anyone above. The woman saw her too, gesturing for her to get back down.

      Ashley held her hand to her ear and said something, but nothing came through. Ashley’s face scrunched up, and she repeated herself. It was a look she wore too often—a look that seemed to say “Why are you so stupid?” A look that Samantha had more than once wanted to smack off that pretty face.

      Maybe it had something to do with the fact that Ashley and Dan had been rumored to have feelings for each other, though there hadn’t been any proof on the matter.

      Wait a minute, Samantha realized. If Ashley didn’t know the comms weren’t working, maybe hers still were? And if only Samantha’s weren’t, that meant at least one of the drones was on her side of the building.

      She threw caution to the wind and ran to the edge of the roof, staying low as best she could until she reached the ledge. She ducked and took a deep breath, then lifted her rifle and spun, aiming down, searching.

      She spotted one.

      BAM!

      It fell, only to be replaced by another a moment later. This one had spotted Samantha immediately, and a red light flickered on at the drone’s metallic nose.

      “Shit shit shit!” Samantha said. Then, to her surprise, a click sounded in her earpiece.

      “What’d you do, girl?” Ashley demanded, and Samantha realized taking out the one drone had canceled the interference.

      BAM! She shot, and missed. Blasts flew out from the drone, sending bits of the concrete barrier into the air as Sam ducked, pulling herself across the rooftop and back to cover.

      The whirring grew louder, and she turned to see the drone rise over the ledge. It aimed in at her, and then—

      BAM! Ashley had fired, clipping the drone’s wing and causing its shot to barely miss Samantha.

      The mech turned, did a quick scan of the area, and then retreated.

      “It’s pulling back until reinforcements arrive!” Samantha shouted, leaping to her feet and giving chase. “DAMMIT!”

      She reached the ledge, put one foot on it to use her knee to stabilize her rifle, then fired. The shot made contact, causing the drone to veer to its left and then crash into the building.

      But it was too late. The signal had been sent out and, when she looked at her screen, there were five or six more incoming. And something large.

      “Guys, that mech is coming back, but it ain’t alone.”

      “We see that,” Ashley’s voice responded, the electronics not failing to hide the irritation.

      “Just stay sharp,” Dan said. “I’m coming up.”

      “We need you down there,” Ashley said. “That mech won’t be ours if you don’t do your job.”

      “And if you two die, we’re in trouble.”

      Sam knew he was right. He would need all hands covering his ass while he hacked into the mech. And since the LRR had sent a team of only five, losing two would be a big loss.

      “I got this,” she said, this time standing and deliberately walking back toward the edge of the roof.

      “No!” Ashley called out. “Not this again! Come on, someone get this whacko under control!”

      “I can do it, I swear.” The words caused her mouth to go dry. She had done it before, this magic. More than once, as a matter of fact. She’d had a teacher back then, a man who had shown her how to manipulate matter. To do magic, if you wanted to call it that. He didn’t, though. He said it was simply science, learning how to connect with matter and change it to your will.

      But she had been younger then, barely a teen. The memories were fading, and lately she had even started to wonder if the others were right, if it had all been a dream and she was a nut-job.

      The man who called himself Gunny—nothing more, just Gunny—insisted in his insensitive way that she had “Gone ape-shit” the day her mom went missing. Others, including Dan, had heard about her exploits even before then, and speculated that she had gone crazy years before her mom’s disappearance.

      None of their accusations mattered to Sam, though. Sometimes at night she would wake up, feeling the power course through her. She would imagine that day her mom had left, as Dan had said it happened. She had likely believed Samantha to be dead, a thought that haunted those dreams more than any other.

      Samantha had survived the explosion. She had saved her mom’s life.

      Wherever she fell on the spectrum between normal and bat-shit crazy, she was sure of those two things.

      And right now she was going to put her powers to the test.

      Feet planted firmly apart, she focused on her breathing. Deep breath in, slowly letting it out. Focus.

      The whirring drew closer, nearly upon her. Ashley’s cursing grew louder in her ear, until finally Samantha tore out the earpiece.

      Again she focused on her breathing, but as the whirring grew louder she knew her heart was beating too fast, her palms were too clammy—it wasn’t happening.

      “Dammit, girl!” Dan shouted, appearing next to her with his plasma blaster at the ready.

      The sight of those eyes staring at her would’ve made her weak in the knees, if not for the mix of ferocity and disappointment in them.

      “I can do it,” she insisted, knowing she was trying to convince herself as much as him.

      He just shook his head, a compassion coming over his eyes that bordered on pity, and then turned to lift his blaster and fire.

      Ashley appeared a moment later, blowing her cover to join in the defense of their rooftop, and soon it was clear their scanners had been dead wrong. There weren’t just a few extra drones, there were at least a dozen.

      Dan pulled Samantha back by the collar into the protection of the stairwell, then shouted for her to snap out of it.

      She stared at the drones, hearing them fire and watching as bullets and lasers tore apart the roof nearby, and gathered her will. Shouldering her rifle, Samantha took aim and connected with the red dot of a drone just as it swerved to get them in its sights.

      KA-BOOM!

      It exploded, taking down two next to it.

      “That’s why the hell we keep you around,” Dan whooped in victory. “Thanks for the reminder.”

      He ducked around the corner and let out a series of shots, then flung himself back and out of the way of more fire.

      “Dammit, Dan!” Ashley’s voice sounded through Dan’s earpiece and from the other roof at the same time, reminding Samantha that she hadn’t put her own earpiece back in yet.

      She did so just in time to nearly go deaf as Ashley shouted, “Get off that roof!”

      “She’s right,” Samantha said. “Go!”

      He shook his head and was about to argue, when his eyes went wide and he aimed his blaster over Samantha’s shoulder. She felt the vibration through his arm as it came to rest against her, and then he was pulling her toward the stairs.

      “You go, I’ll hold them off.”

      “No, Dan—” She was cut off by an intense whirring as five drones appeared behind him, the red circles at their noses already lit, ready to fire.

      Without time to think, without the slightest bit of hesitation, Samantha aimed in, focused on the farthest drone. She took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger as an intense warmth flooded through her muscles. But her weapon never went off. Instead she sat there, staring, as the drone she had focused on shook, rattling, and everything froze in place except for the mechanized beast.

      Samantha stared, amazed and confused.

      Time moved again as the drone shook harder, turned red-hot, and then exploded, taking down the rest of them with it. The blast sent Samantha and Dan tumbling down the stairs, and he landed on top of her with an “Oompth” as her head smacked the floor.

      At first she saw stars, blue stars, then realized they were his eyes, inches from her. Close enough to kiss her. She cocked her head, and as out of place as the thought was… she hoped he would.

      But no, he was shouting something, his lips moving. And then he had her, pulling her up.

      “Are you okay?” The words came like a distant whisper, accompanied by a dull ringing that grew louder and then suddenly popped, allowing his voice to come in clear this time. “Sam, are you with me?”

      She nodded, eyes wide. Holy cajoles, she thought. What had happened? Had she had something to do with that?

      “Must’ve been a malfunction,” Dan said, wrapping an arm around her and leading her down the stairs as fast as they could go. He holstered his blaster and pressed his earpiece back in. “Ashley, you up there? We’re making our way back.”

      “Copy that,” Ashley said through their earpieces, her voice shaky. “They’re all down… I don’t know what the hell happened, but they’re all down.”

      “Malfunction,” Dan repeated, but for the slightest second his eyes flittered over to Samantha. There was awe there. Terror-filled awe, but definitely awe.

      He had seen her do it!

      With a smile at the fact that she no longer doubted herself, and that he had looked at her like that, she said into her earpiece, “Gunny, you out there?”

      “Yeah, girl,” Gunny’s raspy voice replied. “What you got for me?”

      “We’re coming out, me and Danny boy. Get everyone in place, we’re taking over this mech.”

      “Cheer-E-Os!” Gunny called back in his gung-ho way.

      “Just… get everyone ready, you corny S.O.B.,” Dan said into his earpiece, then paused at the second-to-last stairwell down, hands on Samantha’s shoulders as he stared into her eyes.

      “Um…?”

      “Checking for a concussion,” he said, then nodded and released her. “You ready for this?”

      She nodded back.

      “And whatever that was… up there. Think you can do it again, if needed?”

      This time she grinned with a more enthusiastic nod.

      “I’ve got some questions for you when this is all done,” he said. “Maybe an apology too, for ever doubting you. I’d say a drink, if you’re old enough?”

      “We’ll figure something out.” The words slipped out, and she blushed at the sound of them.

      His eyes went wide, apparently seeing right through her. She wanted to meld into the wall behind her, just become part of it and sink out of existence.

      But then his smile returned and he shook his head with a chuckle. “Just… keep those bastards off of me if they return, got it?”

      She nodded, wanting to thank him for ignoring her accidental flirtation.

      With a wave of his hand, he was off, and she was forced back to thoughts on their present situation instead of teenage swooning. Probably for the best, she told herself. Right now she needed to stay focused.

      They emerged from the dim stairwell into the blinding light of day. A vibration rumbled through the ground, and then another, quicker and quicker.

      “Mech incoming!” Gunny shouted over the earpieces.

      Dan took off at a sprint, only pausing long enough to turn back and say, “Hurry your ass!”

      “Sam,” Gunny said, “get in position six!”

      “And follow your damn orders this time,” Ashley chimed in.

      “On it!” Samantha replied, breaking off from Dan to turn left past an old thrift store recently turned to rubble. She moved along the side streets of what had once been Cleveland. The smell of smoke and gunpowder hung in the chilly air, and sometimes the team would joke that it sure was cold for hell.

      She darted past Gunny, gave a nod, and found her spot at an improvised bunker at the edge of their block where she could see the incoming mech.

      Holy balls, she thought as she set the thing in her sights. It was huge, bounding forward with each step and given an extra boost from thrusters at its back. While most would think of mechs as smooth or angled like a tank, this one was clearly meant to be part kill-machine, part intimidation. Its back was ridged to give it an alien look, its face glowing red. Spikes rose from its arms above the cannon on one side and the blaster on the other.

      THUD. THUD. THUD.

      “Almost on us!” she shouted.

      “I’m in place,” Dan’s smooth voice came back. “You tell me when.”

      She waited, feeling each heartbeat send her blood coursing through her skull. A warm tingling went through her, and she wondered if it was an aftereffect of whatever she had done on the rooftop, or simply a rush from the thrill of the moment.

      “NOW!” she shouted, and everything moved into double time. She was up, firing at the mech’s feet, and then retreating into the nearby building to distract it.

      BOOM!

      Its cannon took out a twelve-foot radius of the area where she had just been standing. Lucky for her, she moved fast. A rattling sounded as its shoulder gun readied, but she was hurrying past the next building already, preparing to loop back around.

      More shots sounded, and she knew Ashley had taken her spot on the roof. More explosions, followed by shouting in the earpiece, and then Samantha was in her second position.

      Where was that son of a bitch?

      She glanced around, seeing only rubble and smoke. Beyond all that, more smoke rose in the distance—black, thick. Was that… it was!

      “Gunny, we got smoke coming from the direction of home base!” she shouted into her earpiece.

      “Dammit, Sam!” he replied. “Stay focused.”

      “But Gunny—”

      “I KNOW! Ain’t nothing we can do about it right now but keep to the mission. We get this mech, we score a point against the Syndicate. Right now, we need a damn point.”

      If the Syndicate is really our ultimate enemy, Sam thought, remembering her visions of the end of the world. Remembering what the man, or alien, whatever he was, had shown her. Hadrian… that was his name.

      And if her power was real, then so was he.

      The validation hit her like a punch to the throat, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. All her memories came flooding back to her.

      Then, she saw him.

      A quick glimpse—at first a tail of smoke, then a man in a robe. He was gone when she looked again, but it was enough to rattle her.

      If he was back, why? Why now?

      “Sam, you got eyes on the mech?” Dan asked.

      She spun, searching, and then… THUD. THUD. THUD. It appeared around the corner, its massive metal spikes of blue and red facing her.

      “It’s got its back to me, facing your way,” she hissed.

      “I’m going for it,” Dan replied.

      “It’s too risky!”

      “Risk?” Dan chuckled, though it was a nervous one. “Risk is what we’re doing, Sam. We’re out here risking our lives for everyone back there, and I mean to see it through.”

      Sure, Samantha thought as she glanced back at the smoke coming from the direction of their base. If anyone was back there to keep alive anymore.

      “AHHH!” Dan shouted, and then he appeared, leaping from a building and going straight for the mech. While she and others opened fire—away from the mech so as not to hit Dan—the mech turned, ready to engage, and Dan did his magic.

      “The plate’s off,” he said. “Connecting wires.”

      “We’ve got more drones incoming!” Ashley shouted, and Gunny cursed.

      “Give me thirty seconds!” Dan hissed.

      More gunfire, the sound of the mech’s cannon, and then an explosion.

      “I’m hit!” Gunny said. “Holy Eggo-Waffle balls that hurts!”

      “Stay put,” Ashley said, “I’m coming for you!”

      “Dammit, Ash,” Gunny replied. “Stay where the hell you are! Dan needs you!”

      “I can get to you,” Sam said, turning to see where she had last seen Gunny. “How’s that mech looking, Dan?”

      “Got the wires, just—”

      “Don’t you dare, Sam!” Gunny shouted. “Everyone stay put. Just… a little… blood. I’ll…”

      Silence followed. Or, as much silence as could while buildings exploded from a mech going berserk and three LRR fighters shooting to distract it.

      “Gunny’s… down… HE’S DOWN!”

      “DAMMIT!” Ash screamed.

      After a moment, Dan’s voice came through again. “And… we got the mech.”

      It was a moment of horrible internal conflict. Gunny had been important to the cause, and yet, this had been something they’d been working toward. Something they knew had the possibility to turn around the fate of the Resistance.

      Still, no amount of success could make up for the pain tearing through Sam’s chest over the loss of Gunny. It was almost unbearable, but it wasn’t the first time they’d lost someone, and wouldn’t be the last. If they let this stall them, then that meant they would have let it beat them.

      “Get that mech moving, Dan,” Samantha said over the comms. “We’ve gotta go.”

      “For the love of—” Ashley started, but Dan cut her off.

      “She’s right. Gunny would’ve wanted it.”

      Silence.

      Whirring again. LOUD WHIRRING. Samantha spun to see a pack of drones coming her way, rising up and taking aim.

      “We’ve got company!” she screamed, backpedaling.

      They aimed in, the lights of their targeting systems creating red lines in her eyes. Her mind was telling her to reach for the gun and shoot, or run. Anything but sit there like a target.

      Bullets started flying, and she could see them in slow motion, emerging from the barrels. It was as if time had slowed and now… stopped.

      A flash of red and black, an arm around her torso, another under her legs, and she was at the next building over as time reset and the drones pulverized the empty spot where she had been a split-second before.

      Her vision cleared, and she saw her rescuer.

      Hadrian.

      His face was fluid, changing before her eyes. It settled on an image he knew she would find pleasing, if not slightly disturbing. Especially since she still wasn’t totally convinced her memories of him were real.

      A man in his forties, salt-and-pepper hair with a bit of stubble, and the same smile as her mom. It was what she sometimes imagined her dad might look like, even though she had no way of knowing. She had never met the douchebag Marine who impregnated her mom and then took off.

      The drones whirred, confused. Then they zipped away, sensing something around the corner.

      “We have to go back for them!” Sam shouted, struggling to break free from Hadrian. “They already got Gunny! We can’t just…”

      She trailed off as gunfire sounded nearby, followed by explosions and then more gunfire and shouting.

      “Dammit.” She pushed Hadrian away and fell to the rooftop. Another wave of drones appeared, followed by a second loud stomping toward them.

      “This is the time,” Hadrian said, holding out a hand for her to take. “This is your time.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” She pulled her rifle around, aiming in on the drones and firing. Now they were on to her, but at least she’d kept them away from the shit-storm that was happening down below.

      Hadrian closed his eyes and held out a hand. A pulse of energy like a shockwave flew out from him and hit the closest drone, causing it to start vibrating. The other drones zipped around it as the mech came within feet, then the vibrations stopped. All sound seemed to cease, and then—

      KA-BOOM!

      All of the drones were blasted by the explosion, tearing them to pieces as the mech below was knocked onto its back, its control box shattered and its shields down.

      “This is bigger than them, Sam,” Hadrian said, and this time he didn’t wait for her to take his hand. He grabbed her, picking her up, and turned from the battle.

      “Nothing’s bigger than them!”

      He sighed, looking at her and then at the devastation below, and said, “I’ll show you. They will be fine.”

      In a flash, they were on a completely different rooftop. Samantha saw the first mech go running by, glide forward with its thrusters, and strafe across an opening between buildings as it unleashed with a blaster that took out the last two drones.

      She couldn’t believe Dan had really done it. With a yelp of excitement, she ran to the edge of the roof, looking for them. She spotted him with his controls on the opposite side of the street, within the skeleton of a building.

      He moved his head as if about to look up, and her hand raised in return. But then something caused him to look behind him instead. A moment later, Ashley was there, jumping into his arms, laughing. And then… they were kissing.

      It hit Samantha like a lead pipe. She couldn’t breathe. Her muscles tensed and her vision blurred, and then the window beside Ashley and Dan started to vibrate. They both turned and looked up, but Hadrian yanked Samantha away.

      “This is precisely why you must come with me,” he said. He moved a hand out in front of him and a gateway opened. “You have the power, now you must learn to control it.”

      “That wasn’t me. I can’t—”

      “Yes, it was, and you can. One more minute, and those people you care so much about would’ve been full of shards of glass, thanks to your inability to control what I have taught you.” He smiled, though the smile looked unnatural on his face. “Now, it’s time you reached the next level.”

      “But the Resistance, they need me.”

      “Sam, look at me.” He held her shoulders, staring into her eyes. “You have been fighting for Earth, but not in the way you think. What I’m offering is for you to be part of an elite team, one of several chosen to go up against the real enemy here. An enemy I’ve hinted at before, but only now will you begin to truly comprehend.”

      She felt like she had tasted a cake and loved it, then had the whole thing shoved into her face. How the hell was she supposed to process all of this?

      Hadrian added, “What you’ll be fighting for from now on isn’t just Earth. It’s much more. Sam, you’ll be fighting for the fate of the universe.”

      How does one argue that? Samantha was here for the fight, and if there was an opportunity to take it to the next level, she was ready. Or at least, she couldn’t say no. She only wished she had been told earlier.

      Turning to the flowing light of the jump point, she steeled any remaining doubts, pushed them deep down, and then burned the hell out of them with her passion and determination. No more room for doubts. No more room for failure.

      She stepped into the gate, ready to save the universe.

      Everything went black, then lights flashed around her and she lost consciousness.

      Visions returned of massive spider mechs and aliens so vile she wanted to turn and cry at the sight of them. An assault on Earth opened before her like a veil being lifted to reveal the universe, all of it in chaos.

      And then she was in a bed, a cold sweat on her brow. She sat up, looking around, confused. Her head ached and her stomach clenched and unclenched repeatedly. How long had the travel taken? Where was she, and when was the last time she had eaten?

      Then she noticed the man at the end of the room, and he noticed her. No, not a man, but man-like. Humanoid, but with translucent skin and eyes that looked like they were literally balls of fire.

      He cocked his head, said something muted and indistinct, and then walked toward her.

      Samantha’s heart fluttered, her mouth went dry, and then… she fell back to the bed, once again unconscious.
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          Hadrian’s Ship: Sick Bay

        

      

    

    
      Napalm, as they had nicknamed him in the great wars against the Old Ones, bent over the girl’s bed and called out for Hadrian.

      When the old Magi stuck his head in the doorway, still in his salt-and-peppered haired form, Napalm nodded at the girl and said, “You told me to let you know when she awoke.”

      Hadrian entered, ran his hands in the air a foot above Samantha’s body, and then nodded. “She’ll need to eat, when she’s up. Send her to the showers, and—”

      “I’m no one’s babysitter,” Napalm said. “You get to teach me your way, you don’t get to be my boss.”

      Hadrian shook his head. “You have more to learn than I thought. See to it.”

      With that, the Magi was off, leaving Napalm alone with the girl. Son of a bitch.

      He went over to the small desk and sat, staring at the lamp. After a bored moment, he reached over and placed his hand on the bulb, absorbing its energy until it started flickering.

      “Don’t…” Samantha said, sitting with a hand to her head. “It’s annoying as hell.”

      He turned to her, lifted his hand, and let the energy flow back to the lamp so that the light flared steady again.

      “What are you?”

      He smirked, but just shook his head at the idea that there were still those in the universe who didn’t know about him and his kind. So many spoke the common tongue, the language adapted by Hadrian and the Elders, spread out through the allies. Her language. And yet, she didn’t even know he existed.

      “Fine.” She looked up at him, staring. “How the hell’d you do that, anyway?”

      He shrugged. “How does the human body heal on its own? Not all races have that power, you see. My people thrive on energy, and using that same energy can heal, much like you…but only if the energy is around.”

      It riled him that they had chosen her for this training, and especially for the mission to follow. He didn’t know much about it yet, but had a feeling they weren’t up here just to load bullets or charge plasma blasters.

      This was going to get dirty, and someone had brought in a teenage girl. Judging by her build, which wasn’t bad for a human, she couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen.

      Clearing her throat, Samantha gave him a Can I help you? look, and he realized he must have been staring.

      “You hungry?” he asked. “I’m going that way, and don’t mind if you tag along.”

      “I could eat.”

      “Earthers always can,” he said with a chuckle as they left the room and headed down the white, sterile hall.

      She frowned in a way that reminded him how young she looked. “Are we…moving? It doesn’t feel like we’re moving.”

      “Hadrian’s powers go beyond explosions and fancy swordplay,” the man replied. “He’s set up the ship with counter-points that turn ten gravities of flight speed into the equivalent of floating along in a hot air balloon, as far as our bodies are concerned.”

      “And…that accounts for the artificial gravity?”

      “Look at you, Miss Fast Learner.” He chuckled. “Good. We need fast learners on this ship.”

      Not much of what he had told her made sense, but she knew enough to know that travel in space on any ship other than Hadrian’s would likely feel very different.

      “So, what’s your story?”

      “I don’t got one. My life isn’t a damn story, it’s a series of people dying, me getting revenge, and struggling to survive. You want to call that a story, I’d say it’s a horror story, but I sure as hell ain’t sharing it with you.”

      He blinked, totally taken aback, and liking it. “You’ve got more spark than I would’ve thought, kid.”

      “Ooh, you’re impressed. Now I can die in peace.” She smirked.

      “Sassy… Just remember, a little sass is cute. But the amount you’re putting off? It gets old real fast.”

      “I’ll be sure to jot that down in my notebook, along with all the other opinions of yours I don’t care about.”

      He laughed. “Okay, not old yet. And for the record, I don’t find you attractive.”

      “What? Where the hell did that come from?”

      He gestured back to the room. “I could tell you thought I was checking you out. That couldn’t be farther from the truth.”

      She frowned, then rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Maybe most women you meet think you’re checking them out. I always assume someone’s judging whether they could take me in a fight. Guess what? Answer’s usually a big, fat N.O.”

      “No?” He chuckled to himself, wondering how a girl like her could ever hope to try and hold her own in a fight against him. But he decided not to press the issue, for now. There’d be plenty of room for that later.

      They reached the mess hall and he pointed her in the right direction, then stood with arms crossed watching her find her way around.

      “Something bothering you, Napalm?” A woman’s voice came from behind him, and he turned.

      “Just observing.”

      Carma. She was a Jaxite, a planet of same-sex procreators. Napalm had spent some time studying their culture when they had been asked to interfere in the Jaxite civil war. Males against females, as often happened on that planet, as neither sex needed the other.

      She was also the sexiest woman he had ever met.

      “You don’t like the new girl?” Carma asked.

      “Well, that’s just it, isn’t it?” he scoffed, certain Carma would see his point. It took all his focus not to be distracted by her curves, the way her blue and red robes wrapped about her body like silk.

      “I’m not following,” Carma said, stepping closer. Her scent was like mint with a hint of vanilla.

      “We have Kwan, another Earther—a damn Republic of Korea Marine,” Napalm explained. “A ROK Marine, they call them, and everyone on Earth knows how hard-core they are. Then you and me, so what the hell do we need this teenage drama queen up in here for?”

      “You don’t know she’s a drama queen,” Carma argued. “In fact, judging by your reaction, I’d have to argue that the drama queen’s standing right next to me.”

      “Go screw yourself,” he replied. “I hear your kind specialize in that.”

      She turned her violet eyes on him and he felt his blood rushing to his cheeks. Quickly, he turned to walk off.

      “Don’t be ashamed,” she called after him.

      He stopped and glared back. “Of what?”

      She smirked and let her eyes drop to his crotch for a moment. “Most male species have a similar response to my presence. I’m not offended, really. More… flattered.”

      “Great, you’re welcome for the compliment.” He rolled his fiery eyes and walked off, hoping to run into Hadrian.

      After a few minutes, he found him on the space deck.  Hadrian stood in his ceremonial robes, looking like the deformed man who Napalm assumed most closely resembled his true form. Hadrian shifted form often, and it could be annoying.

      Taking a spot next to him at the window, the two watched as a long, silver transport ship began to dock on their ship’s landing pad.

      “What’s up with the little girl?” Napalm asked.

      “It’s good to see you already questioning my decisions, Areck.”

      Napalm turned to face him, the scars on his face creasing with his amused smile.

      “Napalm, sir. That name’s no longer part of me.”

      “Ah, true soldier through and through.” Hadrian nodded, eyeing him like a father would. “That’s why you were appealing to the cause.”

      “And the girl?”

      Hadrian laughed. “Trust me, you’ll be thanking her for saving your life by the time this is all over with.”

      Napalm frowned, wanting to argue that point, but not wanting to give more offense than he already had by asking. The light flickered around him, and Hadrian raised an eyebrow.

      “My choice unsettles you so?” Hadrian asked.

      The frustration was boiling over. “These can’t be your choices! You’ve brought the she-bot seductress here and a little girl. If these are your choices, we’re doomed. The universe is doomed!”

      “You’ll have to learn to control your temper, at some point.”

      Napalm hung his head, still seething. “Yes, I know. Forgive me.”

      “Don’t forget, I also brought you, Kwan, and… this one.” He gestured to the space ship docking outside the window.

      “And who is that?”

      “You’ll see soon enough. The point is, the five of you will be the keys to our survival. I would say trust me, but you really have no choice in the matter.”

      Napalm nodded, hands folded behind his back, and watched as the doors to the silver transport ship opened. His heart clenched as he caught sight of the emerging passenger, and he took a step back.

      “A… Dexolitiatite!”

      “Relax,” Hadrian said. “This one’s on our side.”
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          Hadrian’s Ship: The Mess Hall

        

      

    

    
      Samantha had just found herself a plate of stir-fried vegetables and what looked like chicken, pleased to see they had such food in this place. She was still pretty clueless about what exactly was happening, but was happy to put something in her belly.

      The mess hall wasn’t all that different from what she had seen in the cafeteria in her school, before the Syndicate alien forces had invaded.

      It had been a weird time back then, she thought to herself as she found a table and began to eat. When you’re ten and told there’s an alien invasion coming in two years, you live a very different lifestyle. Everyone had been on a big kick of saying they were all going to die. It had scared the hell out of her and her friends, but seemed to give some of the other kids an excuse to just give up. Lots of her friends even stopped going to school, and their parents didn’t seem to care.

      But Samantha stayed busy, teaching herself how to fight and watching survival videos on the global net. Then, when it really happened, the others all fell apart, but not her.

      Being assigned to the squad with Dan had given her a chance to use what she had learned. And she grew up on that squad, from a young girl to the soldier she was now.

      But Dan had met her when she was only twelve, and he had a hard time seeing her as anything other than that little girl.

      That had been one strike against her.

      Now she was here, somewhere else in the universe… far away from home. Her chances of getting anywhere with Dan were looking slimmer by the minute.

      A bite of the chicken made her feel better though, because it was the best damn chicken she had ever had. Her grandmother had raised her after her mom went to join the Marines, and while that had stung, her grandmother had always made this amazing butter chicken with lemon and basil. This chicken brought Samantha back to those days, but to be honest, as good a cook as her grandmother was, this food was on a whole new level.

      Her bench shook slightly as someone sat down at the other end of the table. Samantha looked up to see a grizzled soldier wearing all black, special ops clothes. The patch with his name said Kwan, and she guessed he was from the Chinese or Korean military, or maybe global command.

      A glance down at her LRR cammies made her feel a little less than inadequate. But that wasn’t fair, she told herself. Sure, she was still only sixteen and not exactly classical-military trained, but she’d killed more Syndicate, and people, for that matter, than most grown soldiers.

      Kwan nodded once to her and returned to his meal.

      Embarrassed to have been caught staring, she looked straight ahead, took another bite, and then nearly choked.

      The doors had just opened, and in walked death itself. The thing wore long black robes that trailed behind it, floating in a wind that didn’t exist. A hood covered its head so that all she could see inside was darkness, even in the harsh lighting of the mess hall.

      “Got ourselves a Dexolitiatite, it’d seem,” a woman said, sliding into the booth across from Samantha and blocking her view. “That, or we’re under siege.”

      Samantha’s shock at the black-robed figure switched to awkwardness at the sight of the woman next to her. She was beautiful, and in her silken robes, she couldn’t imagine any man not looking at her without desire. And then they would look at Samantha, comparisons would be made, and Sam would be found wanting.

      Samantha adjusted her sitting position, trying to straighten her posture. The woman’s violet eyes seemed to see right through her efforts at composure. “A, um, what?”

      “Hadrian already told me about him,” the woman replied. “Dex, for short. Their type don’t really have names, but that’s what Hadrian called him since it’s easier to refer to him. I go by Carma.”

      “Samantha.”

      Carma nodded as if she already knew that, then leaned in, revealing way too much cleavage in the process. “I’ll tell you a secret, Samantha. Would you like that?”

      She wasn’t sure she would, but felt compelled to nod.

      “The rest of them, me included, we’ve got nothing on you.”

      Frowning at that, Sam shook her head. “I don’t buy that for a sec.”

      Carma laughed. “You’ll see. I mean, sure, you could fail. You could be killed in the first five minutes. But I sense things about people, and from what I can tell, you’re going to blow us all out of the water.”

      “Hadrian came calling,” Samantha protested. “That’s all I know.”

      “Hadrian beckoned all of us, dear.” Carma turned to watch Dex glide across the floor. “And I imagine he knows what he’s doing.”

      Carma turned back to stare at her, and Samantha was relieved when the doors opened and Hadrian walked in. As he walked, his form changed. First he was the man he had been with Samantha, then the shape of a deformed gentleman. Moving deeper into the mess hall, he shifted to a being of mostly light, then a beautiful woman.

      With his final step, he settled into a mixture of them all, and seemed to glow faintly.

      The others turned to him, waiting patiently as he stood at the front of the room where the ceiling rose to form a dome.

      “You’re all wondering what this is,” Hadrian announced. With a grand gesture to the dome, the lights went out and forms appeared, shining above him like little lights.

      No, not lights, Samantha realized—planets. Hadrian walked beneath them and then pointed to a cluster. “We’re here, in what Earth won’t discover for another fifty years or so…if Earth is still around. The rest of you will know this area as Entono Fos Prime, but I call it home.”

      “We’re going to your planet?” Carma asked, voice hushed with excitement.

      Hadrian slowly shook his head. “That would be… quite impossible. But we are going to the next planet over, where I and several others have agreed to train you. To teach you so that you will have a chance of defending our universe against… this.” He pointed back up at the dome, and where there had been planets, images flashed. Massive spaceships with lasers firing, others exploding. Giant mechs swooping down on planets, aliens bursting out of egg-shaped metallic transports. And fierce, black eyes on creatures of almost pure white, staring at them.

      With a wave of his hand, Hadrian cast aside the images and the lights came back on.

      “The hell was that?” Samantha gasped. Too many of those images resembled the ones she had in her dreams, the ones that had started back in her first year of fighting the Syndicate. It seemed so long ago.

      “What you just saw, everyone,” Hadrian walked out among them now, “was what you will be going up against. Each of your planets—well, almost each,” he corrected with a glance toward Dex, “is defending itself in some way as we speak. I know most of you want to be there on your own planets, helping to win the war. Well, let me assure you that if we don’t succeed up here, your worlds will never stand a chance. The enemy is bigger, badder, and more terrifying than you could ever imagine. Believe me, I know from experience.”

      A deep sorrow fell over him, and for a moment images appeared again on the dome. Blurry figures, running, mouths open in silent screams. An explosion. Nothing left.

      The woman across from Samantha leaned in and whispered, “Dex is a defector.”

      Sam shot her a curious look.

      “His whole planet fights for the other side, except for him,” the woman continued. “If they ever found him, woo-wee… let’s just say…it’d be bad.”

      Samantha’s brow furrowed. “Wouldn’t it be bad for any of us if we defected and were caught?”

      The woman thought about that, then shrugged. “True. You’re a smart one.”

      Hadrian lifted his head again, and silence returned, everyone waiting for his next words.

      “I have only one question for you all at this point. There’s no time to waste. You’re already here, so it’s a bit late, but… Do you accept? Will you stand with the others in this room, stand against the tyrannical forces that mean to destroy everything we hold dear?”

      Samantha was the first to stand. “Hell yes.”

      The others looked at her as she stood tall, hands at her side. She was ready for this. As far as she was concerned, this was what she was born for.

      Hadrian glanced around the room, and the rest followed one at a time, declaring their commitment in their own languages. It amazed Samantha how far ahead the rest of the universe was compared to Earth.

      When everyone had voiced their commitment, Hadrian smiled and nodded. “Then we have chosen wisely. The ship will be leaving the gate shortly, where we will touch down on…”

      His words trailed off as his eyes moved to the massive window that took up one side of the mess hall. A bright light, purple and turquoise, was forming between five metallic objects. Suddenly the light shot out, illuminating the entire area between the points. Pure darkness formed in its center, and then something started to appear.

      “Everyone, to their rooms, the rest, to your battlestations!” Hadrian shouted. “We’ve waited too long as it is.”

      They all stood and began to move, but not before Samantha caught another glimpse of the thing coming through the gate. First came long, pointed objects that could have been rock or old bronze, followed by a massive shape. Her breath caught as she realized they were horns, and the shape a head. Its yellow eyes glowed brightly, cut with black slits along the middle, and as it emerged from the gate, its mouth opened to reveal rows upon rows of sharp teeth.

      “MOVE!” Hadrian shouted, now running.

      Samantha was about to go to her station as commanded, but realized that she didn’t know where that was.

      Instead, she followed Hadrian.
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          Hadrian’s Ship: Command Center

        

      

    

    
      Samantha hurried after Hadrian through the brightly lit halls, feeling the surge of the engines as the vessel turned to face the beast. They burst into the command center, where four aliens wearing dark gold armor and helmets manned the ship. A red line marked their helmets at eye level, and their gear reminded Samantha of video games she had seen her neighbor play as a kid. It was always about jumping around and shooting alien enemies, getting new guns and armor, and looking as badass as you could while doing the most damage.

      Well, these guys certainly looked badass, she thought.

      “Got it in our sights, sir,” one of the aliens said, glancing up as Hadrian entered.

      “We’re fighting it?” Samantha asked.

      Hadrian turned to her, frowning at her presence, and said, “Fire.”

      Not fighting it, she saw as the ship’s blasters began their assault. Attacking the gate.

      “Will that work?” she asked.

      Hadrian gave her another annoyed glance. “You’re going to have to learn to follow orders, if you’re going to make it on your first mission. But… yes, it will work, in a fashion.”

      The beast had seen them and was turning, the points on its horns beginning to glow bright yellow.

      “Full power,” Hadrian said, then pressed his fingers to the side of his neck and spoke. His voice projected across the ship like a stereo sound system. “Napalm, we’re going to need you on the command deck.”

      One of the glowing horns fired, sending a blast of energy through space. It connected with a bright explosion of light and a ripple of the shields around Hadrian’s ship.

      “Evasive maneuvers?” the alien at the controls asked.

      Hadrian shook his head. “Steady the attack.”

      They let loose a non-stop barrage against the nodes of the gate, not even trying to move out of the way of the next explosive attack. Judging by the glow around the other horn, that attack was about to hit at any moment.

      “Sir?” the alien said, voice quivering.

      “Hold…” The glow intensified, but they continued their barrage. “Hold…” Here it came, Samantha thought, bracing herself against the wall.

      The node exploded just as the horn released its attack.

      “MOVE!” Hadrian shouted, grabbing the backs of the two chairs in front of him.

      Everyone tilted as the ship jolted with the blast, then took off in flight mode, narrowly avoiding the explosion. They circled up and then came back around, the bright light of stars in the distance causing Samantha to stare for a moment, nearly forgetting their predicament.

      “FIRE!” Hadrian shouted, the words pulling Samantha back to the present. She saw that the edges of the gate now looked like a sheet of plastic closing in on itself. It vibrated with sparks of light as the shots hit it, and the monster turned to them with a silent roar.

      The doors to the command center slid open and Napalm rushed in, his eyes narrowing in curiosity at the sight of Samantha there.

      “Reporting for duty, sir,” he said, taking a solid stance at Hadrian’s side.

      “Let’s show Samantha here why you got your name, shall we?” Hadrian nodded to the control panel and said, “We need all expendable energy channeled into those blasters, can you do that?”

      Napalm looked uncertain for a moment, but then said, “You tell me when to stop pulling, right? Monitor what we need?”

      The alien he had addressed nodded.

      “Do it,” Hadrian commanded.

      Napalm stepped up, put his hands on the control panel, and closed his eyes. The ship continued its flight, but a massive drain of energy caused a shudder and all lights went out.

      “We only need engines and blasters,” Hadrian commanded his pilot.

      “We’re at forty-nine percent overall, sir,” the alien replied.

      “More, Napalm. Give us more!”

      Napalm gritted his teeth, muscles tensing, face turning red. Again the ship shuddered, and Samantha stared in horror as another explosion of energy came at them from the monster’s horns.

      “Thirty-five,” the alien said, then leaned in. “Now fifteen!”

      “RELEASE THE CANNON!” Hadrian commanded. The ship went still, a perfect target for the monster. But a massive blue light had formed at the front of the vessel, just visible from the edge of the command ship window. Suddenly, the light exploded outward.

      It connected with the translucent gate, shattering it like glass that vanished from sight a moment later, along with the monster.

      Samantha staggered back, finding a seat on a bench that ran along the back wall.

      Hadrian turned to Napalm, a hand on his shoulder. “Well done.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” Samantha said, shaking her head in awe. “That was amazing.”

      “What the hell was that thing?” Napalm asked.

      Hadrian hesitated. “I’ll brief you all, but for now, just know that’s only a sample of what’s to come.”

      “And it made it through that gate… why?”

      “There are various gates we’ve set up within this galaxy, and others, for inter-galactic travel,” Hadrian explained. “Gates are set up with star nodes, given the power to create a jump. Destroying that node as we did didn’t hurt the monster, it just redirected the gate back upon itself.”

      “Sending it home,” Napalm offered, as if that wasn’t clear.

      “Yes. The problem is, they aren’t supposed to be able to access these gates to begin with, which means…”

      “A traitor?” Samantha asked.

      His gaze this time wasn’t annoyed, but slightly worried and impressed. “As inexperienced in such matters as you may be, I’m still surprised at your insight, at times. Yes, the only explanation is that they’ve gotten to one of us. Somehow.”

      “Sir, continue as planned?” one of the aliens asked.

      Hadrian nodded. “The journey will take longer without the gate, but we can reach the next one within a week. In the meantime, we’ll begin our training on board, though that wasn’t what we’d planned.”

      The alien pilot turned to him, waiting. “And… once on planet?”

      “I’ll have to meet with the Elders, but I imagine they’ll agree with what I assume you’re thinking.”

      “That we have to strike before they reach any more gates?”

      “Precisely.” Hadrian’s eyes were now directed at Samantha and Napalm. “Meaning we’re going to have to accelerate training, in a sense. I believe on Earth it would be called in the field training. Or… on the job, maybe?”

      “Meaning you’re going to send us to fight those things, as part of our training?” Napalm asked, fiery eyes going wide.

      “No,” Samantha said, standing again. “Not those things. We’re going to find the one they’re using. We’re going to find the traitor.”

      Hadrian nodded. “If they’ve captured one of our own and are using him or her to access gates, it must be stopped.”

      “But why us?”

      “The Elders are fighting a bigger war, a different kind of war. You five will be my strike team, a sort of black ops team in space, sent in to see to these sorts of jobs. Missions that are critical to the survival of our universe, but that are best done by a small team that can get in, kick immeasurable amounts of ass, and get out unharmed.”

      For a long moment, Samantha and Napalm stared at him. Thoughts of running around space in black commando clothes, the type that Kwan wore in the mess hall, and sniping badass aliens or blowing up their ships before diving into space got her heart pumping with excitement.

      “Let’s get to it!” she said.

      Napalm smiled. “This is what I signed up for, chief. Put us out there. You won’t be disappointed.”

      “That’s what the next week aboard this ship will test,” Hadrian replied, but he couldn’t hide his smile. “I’m glad to see this doesn’t scare you off.”

      Samantha shrugged. “Is it terrifying? Hell yes. Does it thrill me to know we’re going to be saving the universe? Double hell yes. The latter outweighs any chance fear would have of raising its ugly face.”

      Napalm laughed. “What she said.”

      “Good.” Hadrian nodded to the door. “Now, follow orders. Get some rest while I brief the others. When we’re clear of this section of the galaxy, we’ll begin training.”

      Samantha didn’t hesitate to follow orders this time, and as one of the aliens showed them to their chambers, she couldn’t wipe the smile from her face. Her friends back on Earth had thought she was crazy. She had started to believe she was crazy! Now that craziness was going to be unleashed on those alien bastards she had seen in her visions and nightmares.

      They had no idea what was coming for them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hadrian stared out at space as they flew away from the gate, annoyed that he couldn’t simply transport the whole lot of them along with the ship instantly. It was inevitable, he figured, that the gate would be breached. The group needed time to train, so this wasn’t the worst setback. What came next though, would be the determining factor.

      To what extent had the enemy breached the gates?

      “Jackal, pull up the Elders,” Hadrian commanded.

      His pilot looked up, then nodded. “On it.”

      Screeching sounded as the windows shifted to a viewing screen showing a display of the reception room of an ancient castle. As Hadrian watched, the room in the image vibrated as if struck.

      The image of Elder Orlean appeared, her eyes off-screen as she cursed. At the sight of Hadrian, her expression darkened. Still, she retained her regal poise, lavender hair tied up behind her and a crown of glowing white resting on her turquoise forehead. Golden robes flowed about her, and in the background the other members of the Elders were visible, each wrapped up in their own heated discussions.

      “They opened siege the moment you left!” Orelan screamed into the display. “You were given strict orders—”

      “I’m an equal member of the Elders,” Hadrian corrected her. “You very explicitly voiced your opinion, and I told you it was wrong. Need we carry on with this charade, or shall we move on to the topic at hand?”

      Orlean seethed, but nodded.

      “It’s worse than you thought,” he went on. “They haven’t just begun the assault there, they’ve breached the gates.”

      The anger on Orlean’s face was replaced with concern. “How is it you know this, but your ship still operates and you’re still alive?”

      “The team is with me. One of them took out the nearest gate, but that won’t hold the enemy off for long.”

      “All I can say is hurry,” she replied, then swiveled off-camera to order a team of pilots to mount the defensive. “We’ll meet you on planet,” she added when she turned back to Hadrian. “We’ve been compromised here. It’s the only way.”

      “It’s a signal to the alliance, one we can’t afford to ignore.”

      “And if we stay here the Elders die. What sort of signal would that send? What would that do for morale?”

      Hadrian consented to that with a grunt. “Then I look forward to seeing you soon, Elder Orlean.”

      She nodded, then turned with a flurry of golden robes and walked off, leaving Hadrian to clear the display with a swipe of his hand.

      The Elders watching his every move wasn’t exactly welcome, though he had expected something like this after setting off against their will.

      He had no choice. None of them knew what was truly happening. None of them understood what these five chosen ones would bring to the alliance, what great feats they would accomplish as they carved the path to victory.
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      Samantha had lain in bed for hours trying to sleep, thinking about home while staring up at the perfectly white ceiling. If all this was real, what’d that mean for what she could do now?

      If her memory of those days fighting alongside her mom was accurate, she had made things explode just with her mind. She had even flown, to a degree. All such memories had been pushed aside as nonsense, her mind’s way of coping with a disturbed childhood. But didn’t Hadrian’s presence prove otherwise?

      At first, she hadn’t thought much of it—another mission her kickass mom was going to dominate. But then they never came back, and the real assault by the Syndicate began. It got worse and worse, and by the time Dan found Samantha, she was different. She wasn’t the same fighter. She wanted to hide in the dark corners and just be done with all of the explosions, death, and chaos.

      Soon, that different had become the norm, until Dan had convinced her to join the LRR. It wasn’t long before her gusto for life and fighting the Syndicate had returned, but by then she had convinced herself most of what she remembered was a dream.

      Her mom? Likely killed in some ambush that Samantha had blocked out of her memory, she thought.

      But not anymore. This journey was real, as had been her powers…which meant the story Dan had told her of her mom going to a time ship could have been real. Whatever happened after that was anyone’s guess.

      Finally, Samantha’s eyelids had grown heavy and she let sleep take her. For the first time she could remember, it was a sleep full of rest and pleasant thoughts. Her dreams took her to a day with her grandmother, visiting the old house in the country. Fields with fireflies dancing in the evening, sipping lemonade in her grandmother’s lap, and hearing stories about earlier days, what Samantha’s mom had been like before joining the Marines.

      That was the world she fought for—a world of moments that mattered.

      When she woke, she did her usual routine of pushups and stretches, then found an outfit someone must have dropped off for her while she was sleeping. It was a black training gear, much like the outfit Kwan had arrived in. The shoes were a hybrid of running shoes and boots, and the pants were made out of a material that was tight enough to not catch on anything, but loose enough to not restrict her movements.

      She practiced a few kicks and takedown moves, stuff Dan and others before him had shown her, and felt ready for anything. The tank top was slightly too revealing for her tastes, but she was glad to see another shirt to wear over it. That was another part of growing older that had annoyed her—having to worry about clothes being too revealing and the thoughts they sent through the men’s minds on her team. She was supposed to be just another one of the team, a fighter, a warrior. It was hard to pretend that was true when eyes wandered where they shouldn’t.

      Not that she would have ever complained if that had been the case with Dan… but it never was.

      The last thing she wanted right now was to get lost in thoughts of him, so she went to find the others and see when training would start. The excitement over having a true purpose was overwhelming, and if she wasn’t preparing every spare minute, she thought she would burst.

      Three doors down, she heard a muffled sound and figured that whoever it was must be awake. Pausing, she noticed the door ajar and lifted her hand to knock, but then froze.

      In the mirror, she saw the reflection of Carma, completely nude, on top of someone. The two were moving as if in a small boat that rocked with the waves. She watched as hands moved up, caressing the woman’s back, then moved lower.

      It was a sight Samantha had never seen. Sure, she had walked in on men and women making love back on Earth. Sometimes in the barracks of the LRR she had even seen it happening in a bunk three or four over, as if they didn’t know anyone was awake, or didn’t care.

      This was different, though she couldn’t put her finger on why. Suddenly, Carma sat up and turned to look her way. For a moment, her eyes lingered on Samantha, then her eyebrows raised in a Do you like what you’re seeing way. Horrified to be caught looking, Samantha was about to turn and go when Carma backed up off the bed and the other figure rose to look—another Carma!

      Before Samantha could process this, the second version of Carma had vanished and it was just the original, throwing on a silk robe that barely covered her.

      “My apologies,” Carma said, coming to the door and pulling it the rest of the way open. “It must have opened without me knowing.”

      Samantha wasn’t sure if she should believe that, but was too flabbergasted by what she’d just seen to make a decision one way or the other. Instead, she just blinked hard, trying to get the image out of her mind.

      The sensation of being tempted by something that went completely against your natural cravings was a frustrating and very curious one.

      “On my planet, we don’t always need someone else to keep us… occupied,” Carma said. “Is it not the same on yours?”

      Samantha blushed. “I was hoping the training would start soon and was looking for the rest of the team. Sorry to interrupt.”

      “Is it not the same on yours?” the woman repeated.

      Frowning, Samantha couldn’t help but notice the way the robe was falling slightly too low as Carma asked the question.

      “I’m just… gonna go.” Samantha turned and started walking, mind spinning.

      “Wait, I’ll come with you,” Carma said, skipping after her like a water nymph skimming across the pond.

      Running a hand through her hair, Samantha bit her lip, wondering how to phrase her thoughts. “I don’t know if it’d be appropriate. In those clothes, I mean.”

      Carma glanced down, realizing she was slightly exposed, and smiled. “My, you have a point. The men would likely explode, am I right?”

      “I’m sure you are.”

      “Give me two minutes.” Carma disappeared back inside, once again not bothering to close the door. Samantha stood in the hallway, arms folded across her chest, waiting.

      A door nearby opened and out came Kwan, dressed now in the style of training clothes they all wore.

      “Training?” he asked, and she noted that he might be a man of few words. She nodded, then motioned to Carma’s door.

      “Just waiting on her.”

      He grunted and approached, then turned to look through the open door before Samantha thought to warn him not to. Without a second glance, he turned back away with a beet red face. Samantha couldn’t help but smile as he continued on without them. At least Carma was making others uncomfortable, too.

      “Meet you there!” Samantha called after him, to which he just replied with another grunt and a nod of his head.

      She had to laugh at that, and made a note to have a word with the lady later. Maybe this kind of behavior on her own planet was fine, but in a team like this it was likely to cause some major issues.

      Carma appeared a moment later, now wearing the black training gear and looking much more appropriate.

      “They expect me to move around in this?” she asked, clearly not excited about having to wear clothes that actually covered her skin.

      “You know,” Samantha offered, “on my planet, women fight with their hands and feet, even guns and knives… not only with their sexuality.”

      “Why take away one of our biggest weapons against the enemy?”

      “The enemy?” Samantha frowned.

      “Oh, well maybe not in this war. But in the wars against men, surely you must admit the power of distraction does wonders?”

      That deserved another laugh, though Samantha had to admit to herself it was as much out of humor as discomfort. “On Earth, we don’t have wars against men.”

      “Truly?” Carma shook her head. “Odd, considering I heard all of your armies are led by men. You’d think one of you women would step up at some point and put a stop to it all.”

      “Yes, one might think that.”

      As they continued down the hallway, a feeling of foreboding came over Samantha, and she glanced back to see Dex floating along in his hooded cloak. The sight of him sent a shiver up her spine.

      “Guess we don’t all have to train in these clothes,” Carma noted. “Good, I may take mine off if they get in the way.”

      Samantha held up a hand. “Please, don’t.”

      With a shrug, the woman continued on. Two bay doors slid apart at their approach, and they found themselves back in the mess hall. Kwan was at the opposite side, where a door opened and the sounds of someone training came from within.

      Samantha picked up the pace now, curious to see what they were dealing with, and really starting to wonder how big the ship was. Judging by the hallways and what she had seen of the command center, it certainly wasn’t some fighter. She had a feeling they were riding in a fairly good-sized, badass space ship.

      Knowing Hadrian to the extent that she did, how could it be otherwise?

      The walls of the training room were a silvery blue, and the room was full of sparring equipment, weights, and a small obstacle course. Various doors led out of it, though she couldn’t see to where. At one side she noticed a rack of swords. Each had a unique level of intricacy, some with glowing lines of green or blue. On the wall to her left was a pair of mechanical wings. To her right she saw a wall covered in various types of rifles and pistols. Apparently, this was the training room and the armory.

      Kwan was jumping up and down, shaking his arms, and then moved to the pull-up bar. He busted out a set like they were nothing. Dex floated in behind them and lingered for a moment, then moved to the swords.

      A hint of his dark black hand showed when he reached for a bright blue sword, and then he was moving like the wind, sword flowing as if caught up in the various gusts that brought it smoothly up and  then fiercely down. It was enchanting to watch.

      Carma nudged her. “Men, right? Always showing off.”

      “Is…?”

      Carma leaned in, lowering her voice. “The hooded one… is he a man? Is that what you were going to ask?”

      Samantha turned away, blushing. What a stupid question, and who really cared.

      But Carma added, “Nobody knows, really. Many put the standard ‘he’ on their kind, such as one would for God. Well, idiots would, I should say. Of course God is a woman. I’m right here.”

      Samantha glanced over, not sure if the woman was joking. Judging by the broad smile, she was.

      “It’s not really showing off when we’re here to be training,” Napalm said from behind them, startling Samantha. “I’d say there are other ways of showing off that a certain someone has been guilty of since arriving, way worse than what’s going on here.”

      “Ah, yet more pleasing to the eye,” Carma said, seeing the insult for what it was.

      “Let’s go. Obstacle course you two,” he commanded.

      She frowned. “I thought you were just another member of the team.”

      “I am, but we all have strengths here, and mine’s taking charge and getting butts moving when those butts are busy being lazy.”

      Carma smirked, shaking her head. “Keep your mind off my butt while training, and I’ll do whatever you say. Consider it a challenge.” She started toward the obstacle course. “Oh, and I’m doing it, but not because you said so.”

      At the first section, a small wall with bars above for maneuvering over, she stopped to stretch, leaving Napalm a nice view of her ass. He quickly recovered, looking away, and found Samantha staring up at him.

      “It’s normal to stare on your planet, I’m guessing?” he asked.

      “Sorry, getting to the obstacle course.” She ran over, not bothering to stretch. Her adrenaline was still pumping at the close-up view of those fiery eyes. They were unlike anything she had ever seen before, as if someone had lit a flame within marbles and then put those marbles in his eye sockets.

      “You trying to make me look bad?” Carma called after her.

      Samantha was too busy working her way past the first bars, then up a rope that led to a ledge for her to roll across. Friends had died back on Earth, and she’d left others behind to get here. Napalm was right. This wasn’t a place to play games or partake in gossip. It was time to train.

      When the time came for her to get revenge on those sons of bitches in the Syndicate, she meant to bring them unspeakable amounts of pain. So she pushed herself, rolling out of the way of simulated blaster fire. She hoped it was simulated, anyway.

      She ran full speed at the next obstacle, a wall, preparing to run halfway up and jump the rest as she had done many times when fighting the Syndicate. Halfway up though, two figures leaped out at her—one from the ground, one from the ceiling, swords at the ready. Both swung, and one caught her on the shoulder, sending a jolt through her arm that made her fall sideways and step off the area marked as the course.

      BRRRRT!

      A light flashed and everyone turned to see Samantha on the floor.

      “Guess this obstacle course has a sense of humor,” Napalm said, stepping over to help her out. “Again?”

      “You first.” Her arm was still stinging, and she was kind of pissed about it even being part of the course.

      “Together,” he stated. It wasn’t a question.

      They took their positions, Samantha rolling her eyes when she saw Carma still stretching. On noticing this, the woman stepped forward.

      “Allow me, big man,” she told Napalm, and stepped into his path. Again, the woman made a point of turning her ass in his direction, especially as she bent into an arched-back stretch. Glancing over her shoulder, she added, “Do you mind?”

      He looked more annoyed than anything else, but gestured for her to go ahead.

      “Watch how it’s done, little rose,” Carma said, and then took off. Each jump and placement of her limbs was precise, delicate, and smooth. She didn’t have the wind-like style of Dex, but moved like a river maneuvering around large boulders and anything put in its path.

      “Any day,” Napalm said behind Samantha, and she remembered that she was supposed to be going too.

      She broke into a run, throwing herself from one obstacle to the next, keenly aware that Kwan and Dex had both stopped to watch. Don’t embarrass yourself now, Sam, she told herself, swinging down from the bars to hit the ground with a roll. Then she was up and running, ready for the two figures with the swords this time.

      Carma had paused, glancing back with a smile, and then charged forward as one with Samantha.

      The figures leaped out at them, but this time the mock swords came from a different direction. Carma rolled with it, moving around the figure to land a reverse elbow and then a jumping, backward push kick, throwing herself at the wall.

      By the time Samantha had ducked under the first strike and landed a roundhouse kick to the attacker—a mannequin, she now saw—Carma was already up and over the next wall.

      Now it was her turn, and she was relieved when she made it. She kicked off from the wall and was over the other side, only to find a line of spikes waiting.

      She cringed as she fell right onto them. No pain came, though, and she saw a flicker as she landed. Holograms, then. Her landing was accompanied by another loud sound and flash of the light.

      “Disqualified,” Napalm said, stepping around to see what had happened. “Always have to know what you’re jumping into.”

      “And you know what we’re jumping into here?” Samantha asked, wheeling on him. “Because I sure as hell don’t!”

      Failing at anything had never been her strong suit.

      The others walked over, Dex staring at her with his face of darkness. For all she knew, there wasn’t even a face in there. That thought combined with Napalm’s fiery eyes pulled her past her comfort zone, and she felt her hands shaking as she went on.

      “We’re out here on someone else’s word, being chased by what looked to me like a damn space dragon or something, and you’re here talking about knowing what you’re jumping into.” She spun, eyeing each of them. “Well, come on! Who here knows and isn’t saying? Because I’d sure as hell like to be filled in on what it is I left my friends behind for, and how the hell anyone expects us to make a difference!”

      For a long moment, silence followed.

      “If you’re wondering how serious it is,” Carma said stepping forward, her standard grin replaced with a solemn expression and far off gaze, “know that I was one of our top warriors, and that we’ve been at war on my planet for many years. Still, when Hadrian called, I knew my duty.”

      “I, too,” Napalm chimed in, “left behind much. But it wasn’t out of fear for my planet that I joined this mission. It was because of loyalty to Hadrian. I was there when the attack on his planet happened, and while that’s a story best told by him, I’ll say this. If they were able to do what they did to his people, a people with immense powers beyond our comprehension, no planet is safe. Nobody is safe.”

      “And we’re going to change that?” Samantha asked. “How?”

      She hadn’t heard the sound of the door sliding open, but a second later she saw the glow of Hadrian as he approached.

      “By going into the depths of the universe that no one else can enter,” he said, walking up to the group with hands behind his back. He now wore a golden robe over his blue battle armor, one that glowed as he did.

      Samantha’s chest was still heaving, her left eyelid slightly twitching. It was time for answers.

      “We need more than that,” she muttered. Then, raising her voice, she added, “I need to know what I’m getting into.”

      “That won’t always be possible,” Hadrian replied. “But to the extent that I can illuminate your path…” He waved to one of the walls, then moved his hands until an image appeared, growing larger until it took up the whole wall.

      Galaxies flew past, images of spaceships fighting, humanoid aliens charging through jungle. Then others on another planet that glowed red, the aliens looking like demons. Finally it stopped. A planet glowed, growing larger and larger, until they could see green and blue.

      He pointed to a particularly wide blue line. “Until recently, the goal was to train you and then have the Elders decide on a mission, when you are ready. However, things change. Your new mission starts here. Somewhere along this river, deep within enemy territory, we believe there might be a survivor from my planet. Someone they’re using to find the gates and travel through them. It’s the only plausible explanation.”

      “So it’s a rescue mission,” Samantha said. “But why can’t you do it yourself?”

      “There are parts of the universe where some of us cannot go. The inhabitants of this planet have set up blockers to my gates, along with other systems to sense my power and keep me out.” He turned, looking at each of them. “I can’t say for sure you will even be able to enter, but I know I cannot. I have tried. The other Elders have tried… and we’ve all failed.”

      Samantha scratched her chin, trying to process.

      “What you’re saying, I believe,” Carma interjected, “is that we’re the special ones from our own groups, but we’re possibly just not special enough for the security measures they’ve set in place to stop us?”

      “Precisely.” He allowed a smile at her wording of it.

      “And the point of all this?” Samantha asked, gesturing back at the training room.

      “Let’s say there is a thin line for being detected, right? A certain level of special… skills. Each of you falls just below that level.”

      “Leaving me to wonder what the hell you are capable of,” Carma said, eyeing Hadrian with an intense look.

      Hadrian simply smiled at her and nodded. “This is why I mean to get you all to the extreme of your capabilities as quick as possible. In the short amount of time we have, I mean to test your physical and mental prowess, and see if we can maybe push you to your limits.”

      “But we know how to fight, we know—”

      “You can always be better. You can always learn more about working as a team. You can always improve upon your weaknesses and learn new skills.”

      Carma scrunched her nose, annoyed at being told she wasn’t perfect.

      “Sounds like a blast,” Napalm said. “Now can we get to work?”

      “If we want to survive this and play our part in defeating the enemy, we have no time to spare.” His face settled on the salt-and-pepper haired man, looking every bit the military commander, and he motioned to the swords. “Each of you, pick one. It will be yours.”

      Samantha’s heart skipped a beat. Swords? Back home she had become very familiar with guns, grenade launchers, you name it. But not with swords, spears, or any type of weapon easier found at a Renaissance fair than a modern battle.

      Her frown must’ve shown her thoughts, because Hadrian said, “You’ll have many opportunities to learn to appreciate a weapon such as this. The day will soon come when you won’t understand how you could’ve ever fought without one.”

      A soothing, rhythmic sound came from Dex, as if he were quietly singing.

      “Swords don’t need bullets, or time to recharge,” Carma translated.

      Samantha turned to the swords, choosing one that was long and slender with a greenish blue, glowing line along its blade.

      To her side, Dex turned his cloaked face toward her and made that whispering sound again. “Now, you name your sword,” Carma translated. “Mine’s called Stormcaller, because you get in my way and you’re in for a shitstorm of pain.”

      Sam grinned, liking that, and held her blade in front of her, testing its weight. It twirled nicely, an extension of her arm, and moved through the air like the wind cutting through the fog.

      Energy flowed, and she could sense the air moving around her as she practiced. Finally, she stood still. She was in love. It thrilled her thinking about how many enemies she was going to destroy with this blade.

      She turned back to Carma and Dex and said, “I’ll call it Soulcrusher.”
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      The others were going through sword movements, instructed by Dex, the apparent expert here. Carma translated for him. She and Napalm both understood Dex, but Napalm knew that the creature’s voice came through a different plane, one that the humans couldn’t access.

      Napalm was having a hard time with the sword. Drawing in energy? Causing explosions or hitting the mark with a blaster? No problem. Among his people, he was one of the better fighters, but hand-to-hand combat wasn’t his specialty.

      On his tenth attempt to perform the swiping pattern and spinning thrust, part of a series of fluid strikes and blocks Dex was showing them, he spun to see Hadrian in the doorway, staring at him.

      A quick motion for him to follow, and Napalm placed the sword back on the rack and trailed Hadrian into the mess hall.

      “Sir?”

      Hadrian smiled at that. “No need for formalities. You’ve seen them move… do you still feel as you did? That we’re hopeless?”

      Napalm rubbed his hands together, considering this. “I’ve sensed something in the girl that I hadn’t seen before. She’s not like Kwan, nor other humans, I imagine.”

      “There’s something there, that is true.” Hadrian’s stare remained unbroken.

      “I’m curious to learn more. And even more curious to know what her limits are.”

      “Very good. That’s one of two things I wanted to speak with you about—her training. While I’m occupied, I’d like you to teach her. Special one-on-one classes.”

      “Teach her?” Napalm shook his head. “But you can’t teach an Orak to be a Doray.”

      Hadrian chuckled. “It amuses me that I still don’t know all of the animals from your planet. Perhaps I will spend more time there in the near future.”

      “Right, please do. And the girl?”

      “Consider her somewhere between an Orak and a Doray.”

      “Ew,” Napalm said, scrunching up his face.

      “Maybe not exactly, then. But considering what she is capable of, I believe you will be pleasantly surprised. Just… teach. Her mind has forgotten much of what she so easily accepted in her youth. She just needs to be reminded. Nudged.”

      “I nudge real damn hard.”

      “She can take it.”

      Napalm didn’t like the situation, but he nodded. If they were going to be on a team together, he might as well do his best to ensure she could hold her own.

      “And the second part of why you called me out here?”

      Hadrian raised an eyebrow. “I thought you would’ve guessed. It’s time for our own one-on-one lessons.”

      “I’m confused,” Napalm admitted. “What would you like to teach me that you haven’t yet?”

      With a laugh, Hadrian nodded. “While most of my powers come from my people, it’s true that you taught me much about the powers of energy. I believe I have reached a point where I can repay the debt. Come, join me in the training chamber.”

      Napalm followed the old man, the appearance Hadrian wore now, into a training room. The two waited for the doors to close, and then Hadrian smiled. It wasn’t the smile of a general looking down on his troops, as one might expect from someone who was effectively an Elder of the universe. It was friendly, nostalgic.

      “Use your energy against me,” Hadrian commanded. “As you would an enemy.”

      Napalm hesitated and, in that instant, Hadrian flicked a wrist. As if the light were alive, bits of it moved and circled Napalm, lifting him into the air and spinning him.

      “Will the enemy allow hesitation?” Hadrian asked, moving around him, still smiling pleasantly.

      As the light began to squeeze, Napalm struggled, trying to push back.

      “I don’t have these powers!” he said, grunting as a sharp pain hit his ribs.

      “Ah, but you do.” Hadrian waved a hand and the light released him. Napalm fell to the floor, catching himself at the last minute.

      He looked up, confused. “I was the one who taught you this skill. How can you tell me what I can and can’t do?”

      “Because I’ve been studying, practicing… and experimenting.”

      Napalm shook his head as he stood. “You have abilities beyond what I’ve taught you. That doesn’t mean I can do the same.”

      “You think I don’t know which abilities do what?” Hadrian’s smile faltered, a slight annoyance crossing his face. “All I ask is that you try. Instead of focusing the energy in a large area so that you get the explosion, try to pull the energy into yourself, and then control your surroundings.”

      Napalm licked his lips, then blinked, wondering if he’d heard the old man right. “If I do what you say and mess it up… I create an explosion within myself.”

      “Then don’t mess it up.”

      “You’re insane.” He turned to leave the room, but Hadrian caused the light to circle him again, turning him back around. “If you could do this, imagine what that would do to your hand-to-hand skills. They would be obsolete.”

      Napalm stood glaring, then finally nodded. He trusted Hadrian, so he might as well act the part. And it was true that his close-range combat needed work. Or to be made obsolete.

      “Close your eyes, focus,” Hadrian said, smiling.

      Napalm did, trying to ignore the doubt plaguing his mind.

      “What do you think of the team?” Hadrian asked, walking around Napalm.

      “I’m trying to focus here,” Napalm said, eyes still closed, imagining the energy coming in toward him.

      “You think Samantha’s too young,” Hadrian observed. “She’s not. That one’s more warrior than many out there. Possibly one of the best you’ll ever meet.”

      “Then why ask?”

      “It wasn’t about her that I wanted to know your opinion.”

      Napalm ignored him for a moment, focusing instead. He felt the room shudder, his energy trying to break free. A heat washed over him, forming in his gut.

      He released it with a shout.

      “Agh! This is pointless!”

      Hadrian just nodded and said, “Try again.”

      Instead, Napalm went on the offensive. “If you aren’t sure about them, why’d you put them on a team with me?”

      “In fact, I never said I wasn’t sure about them. I asked what you thought of them.”

      “The ROK Marine will be good in a firefight, no doubt there. Dex… shit, I’d never want to go up against Dex with a sword. Or a gun, for that matter. Carma seems… tough to handle?”

      Hadrian laughed. “Her kind can be.”

      “And then there’s me,” Napalm said. “Hot headed, literally. But also figuratively.”

      “As much as you like to say that about yourself, I don’t think any of them has anything to worry about from you.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “You’re a softy, Napalm.” Hadrian shrugged. “Prove me otherwise, focus, use your mind. Don’t be afraid to hurt your old student. I’m a big boy, I can pick myself back up.”

      “It’s not you I’m worried about.”

      “So you’re a coward, then?”

      At that, Napalm felt the heat surge and burst outward—it wasn’t even a conscious act. The air shifted around Hadrian as if it would explode, but then the old man flicked his wrist and it was gone.

      “Within you,” he said, “and no more of this hot-headed bullshit!”

      Napalm stepped forward, shouting, and then steeled his emotions. He pulled in and thrust his hands forward. It was more of an impulse than anything else, a visualization technique, maybe, but it worked. Energy moved forward like an extension of his hands, and he lifted Hadrian into the air.

      The old man had to counter Napalm’s maneuver before his head smashed into the ceiling. When he had recovered, kneeling on the floor, he looked up with a broad smile.

      “You see?”

      “Holy flames.” Napalm stared at his hands, unable to believe what had just happened. Nobody on his planet could do anything like he had done. Only the rare ones were even born flame-blessed.

      In a society where physical power meant everything, he would rule if he ever returned. How ironic then, that he never meant to.

      “Again,” Hadrian said, whipping his cloak behind himself and taking up an offensive stance. “Only this time, we spar.”

      With newfound confidence, Napalm prepared himself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When his training with Hadrian was over, Napalm made his way to the mess hall to grab a snack before hitting the rack. He had to admit he had learned more in the last half hour than the previous few years, but his body had taken a beating to get there. His back was aching as he hobbled in, but he stood straight as he noticed he wasn’t alone. Samantha sat at the same spot she’d been that first day, now eating green jello. He went to the kitchen and nuked a sausage and some potatoes, appreciating these Earth customs.

      When he returned to the table, he found a spot nearby.

      “For someone who claims not to be a kid…” He didn’t finish the thought, just nodded at her choice of food as he sat his plate down next to her.

      She glanced at his sausage and laughed. “Really? You want to go there? For someone who makes a very obvious show of checking out Carma, you sure seem excited to jam that wiener down your throat.”

      He frowned. “It’s a sausage. And… aren’t you young to be making jokes like that?

      She shrugged. “Shit, I’ve been fighting alongside Marines, soldiers, and all manner of fighters for the past four years. If you can tell me an inappropriate joke I haven’t heard, I’ll give you a free lesson in hand-to-hand. It looked like you could use one, back in the training room.”

      “Oh, no. Please.” He stood, deciding it was time to head back to his room for sleep. “More hand-to-hand combat lessons are the last thing I could want right now.”
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      Samantha had only been practicing for three days, but already she found herself in love with her sword. She couldn’t understand how she had ever been without it. It was like having just discovered a second arm after thinking you only had one your whole life.

      However, while others were called off individually by Hadrian to train, she had not been. It was starting to bother her. What made them so special that they got to spend time with him when she didn’t? Her questions about her past, about the memories she had about him and the images she had seen, were starting to take their toll. She thought about approaching him and demanding answers, but the timing hadn’t felt right.

      Instead, she put that frustration into her swordplay and maneuvering around the obstacle course. She had even been allowed through one of the side doors, where a different sort of obstacle course had been set up specifically for testing one’s ability with the sword. She would duck under spinning blades, come up with a thrust to a target, roll aside, and strike at another target. There were plenty of noncombatants she was to avoid hitting, and usually she did pretty good at that. The first two times through she nearly chopped off an old lady’s head, but today she sliced inches above, narrowly missing the old lady and hitting the next target just before it disappeared.

      It was her fourth time through that day. Afterwards, she wandered back into the main room and looked for the others, but could only see Dex. He was in the corner, sitting cross-legged on the floor and apparently meditating. She wasn’t sure what good that would do. From all the fighting she had done against the Syndicate, sitting and focusing on your breathing hadn’t led to any victories.

      Her curiosity about the other doors was getting the better of her, so she approached one with a surreptitious glance around to make sure nobody was watching.

      She reached the door, but it didn’t slide forward like the others. Frowning, she tried pushing on it, but no luck. It was a simple gray door on the silvery-blue wall, with no door handles or obvious way in.

      Well, that’s annoying, she thought. Moving on to the next door, she tried again, but it was the same.

      Growing frustrated, she turned and kicked the door.

      Dex was up in a minute, his hooded face turning her way. A murmur passed, and though she didn’t understand it, the tone of it translated well.

      “Sorry,” she said, then sheathed her sword.

      Dex and Kwan were the only two on the team she hadn’t gotten to know much at all. Dex because he didn’t exactly speak, and Kwan because he only spoke English in short bursts.

      Standing there now in front of Dex, she wondered what he was capable of. Holding out a hand, she made a fist and then shrugged in a Care to spar? kind of way.

      Dex bowed his head, robes flowing about him, and took up a defensive stance. His dark hands formed fists, sticking out from the robes, and he brought one leg forward, leg bent slightly, bare foot on its toes. She saw he had only three toes, and hands with three fingers and a thumb larger than normal.

      A murmur flowed from Dex. Samantha tilted her head, then struck. It was a simple jab, moving forward to test her opponent.

      With a slide to the side, Dex took her arm and flipped her over herself.

      “Damn,” she said, lying on her back with the wind knocked out of her. “I like that.”

      She stood and turned to face him again, this time more hesitant. She moved in with a kick, but used it as a fake so that she could spin and try a backhand. Dex hip-checked her and sent her stumbling over herself, then whipped around to land two soft jabs on her gut. Dex thrust his hand out, stopping so that the skin of his knuckles barely touched her throat.

      The touch was like ice, but his proximity brought with it a scent of gunpowder. Perhaps that would have been an unwelcome smell to some, but to Samantha it took her back to days fighting alongside her mom. To the years that followed and led to her and Dan growing closer.

      And then she was in those memories, floating from one to the next, until she was pulled backward from them, struggling to hold on.

      She stumbled and caught herself on the wall. With a deep breath, she looked up at Dex and stared.

      “How the hell are you doing that?”

      Dex simply nodded, then turned and went back to his corner where he resumed his meditation.

      “The robes are part of it,” a voice said.

      Samantha spun and saw Hadrian, hands folded behind his back. The bright lights glinted off of his blue armor.

      “Come again?”

      “The robes,” Hadrian repeated. “They have a bit of a life of their own. Think of it like biotech, much like this armor.” He held out one of his arms, moving it and looking at the armor. “It adapts, grows to fit the wearer.” With a wink, his golden cloak suddenly flipped around him, and he flashed from one side of her to the other in an instant.

      “Your cloak…?”

      “A gift from Dex,” Hadrian said with a nod. “Perhaps you too will receive a gift, once you’ve proven yourself.”

      “And the armor?”

      He smiled. “That will come much sooner. It’s one of the reasons I’ve come to speak with you now. Well, that and the fact that you’re going around kicking my doors, which I can’t have.”

      She blushed, but then the memories flashed back and she blinked.

      “The biotech does more than just adapt the robe to the wearer,” Hadrian offered. “It’s been known to have other effects as well.”

      It didn’t totally make sense, but that wasn’t what she was worried about. Instead, her mind was racing with ways to prove herself to Dex so that she could get herself one of the robes. Gold wasn’t exactly the most practical for battle, but that fact might be countered by how amazing it looked.

      “The door,” Hadrian said with a gesture toward it. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “I have no idea what’s beyond, so how can I be?”

      He smiled. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” she answered immediately, not allowing any hesitation this time.

      As they passed, Dex seemed to be turning his head to observe, though it wasn’t clear. The door didn’t move this time either, but when Hadrian waved his hand across a portion of it, it lit up and slid open.

      This room was nothing more than a large circle of white and silver reflective plating with a metallic gray and black swirl of a ball in its center, large enough for a person. As they approached, the metal moved aside like liquid, forming an opening perfect for her to fit in.

      “Your spirit is what sets you apart, but it could also get you killed. It’s time you overcame yourself.” Hadrian nodded and motioned for her to enter the opening in the liquid metal.

      “I hope you’re not serious,” she said.

      “Either you’re ready, or you’re not,” he replied. “But if you’re not, I need to help someone who is.”

      She held up a hand, focusing on her breathing to pull herself together. Hell, if she was going to travel into space and put her life on the line to serve under Hadrian, she knew better than to doubt him.

      She nodded, then approached.

      The metal was moving within itself, with nothing in one place for more than a second. Patterns of gray and black moved inside, occasionally interrupted by bursts of blue or red light.

      She paused with a look back. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me anything here? Just throw me into the deep end?”

      “A wonderful choice of words,” Hadrian replied. “Just… go with the flow. This is the first real test of your training. Your first real reward will follow, if you prove yourself worthy. Lucky for you, we both know you will.”

      Her smile turned serious, and she took a deep breath before turning and ducking into the opening.

      She immediately regretted it. The metal closed around her and she felt herself fall into it, surrounded by the substance—almost like it was alive.

      For a moment she couldn’t breathe, and then the liquid metal was passing over her, forming waves, blue and red lights weaving through like snakes. She wanted to scream, to lash out and break free, and then…

      … she was free, but not on the spaceship.

      She stood in a rocky cavern, an opening on one side where tall, pointed mountains of red rock jutted into the sky. A slithering sounded behind her, and she turned to see the red lights again.

      Wait, no… those weren’t lights, they were glowing red eyes. A blue was reflecting from somewhere too, and she spun, trying to see if there was another set of creatures with blue eyes coming at her. A glance down, however, showed a thin layer of metal armor covering her with small blue lights along it.

      Growling came from the red-eyed creatures and she took a step away, looking for a weapon. Then a thought hit her—the lights, they had to serve some purpose, right? She pressed a finger to the one at her waist and, as she had hoped, a sword formed in a sheath.

      Not just any sword, she saw as she drew it. Her sword, Soulcrusher.

      She turned, holding her sword steady, and prepared for the monsters to attack. She was damn sure ready for them.
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      Samantha braced herself, mind racing to remember all the training she had received over the last three days. Three days—not nearly enough time! As much confidence as she had felt seconds ago, now she was starting to step away from the dark forms in the cavern with their glowing eyes.

      If she just turned and ran, what would happen?

      The thought hurt. Not just on an emotional level. She actually felt the armor tighten around her.

      Well, then, forget that as an option. Her fingers shifted on the sword’s handle and she watched one pair of eyes moving to the left, unblinking and focused on her.

      She had never backed down from drones and mechs back on earth. Syndicate warriors were nothing compared to her. So a few rodents with glowing eyes wanted to pick a fight?

      “BRING IT!” she shouted, and charged them.

      Now the armor was snug around her skin, pulsing at certain points. It amplified her strength and made her more alert, more flexible.

      Too bad this was a simulation—she could get used to it!

      And then she saw the first creature. They weren’t rodents at all. Some were like snakes, others a mesh of bats and lizards, clinging to the walls and ceiling. They ranged in size from miniature dog to the size of a dire wolf.

      The first ones came at her, slithering across the ground, while a large one from the wall pounced.

      Her sword sliced through the air. The monsters dodged, coming up at her from another angle, but this time she twisted the blade, bringing it down without hesitation. The first monster fell with a crunch as she cut through it like butter, bits of it flying around her. The blade nearly hit the next one, but it was a big sucker and lunged at her, knocking her backward and onto her ass.

      More monsters were slithering over to her. She swiped at her feet, sprung up and punched the flying monster before driving it into the wall with her sword.

      Catching her breath, she stepped back. Her eyes flitted from one side to the other, scanning the cavern for her next attacker.

      But as she stood there, she noticed a new glow, and realized it was on her sword. The green line was now glowing partially up the blade. Another light caught her attention, this one from her arm. Four little dots lit up, then a fifth. She counted the dead monsters—five. Interesting.

      There was no way that was a coincidence, but she wanted to test it out. Again she charged, and the fighting continued. One after another, she cut them down, pausing from time to time to watch the green light increase on her sword. The little blue lights lit up along her arm until they were almost to her shoulder.

      Now the chamber was positively glowing, and only three monsters remained. The same number of unlit circles on her arm’s armor.

      She threw herself at them, quickly destroying them, then stepped back and looked down. The sword glowed to its full potential, and her last blue circle filled in.

      A rush of energy filled her, tingling up from the suit. She felt it growing thicker, stronger... better.

      As if she had just leveled up. Holy shit. This was too much fun. She checked, and sure enough, the lights had reset back at zero.

      With a new zest for the fight, she charged into the cavern, her battle cry piercing the darkness. Now the creatures were falling left and right, but she noticed that the blue lights weren’t filling up quite as fast as before. When she came to a fork in the tunnels, a light appeared inches from her face and she nearly stumbled back, not expecting that.

      “Danger,” a voice in her head said as the light flashed with the same word. She realized there was a layer of something in front of her—no, not in front of her, but surrounding her face. She lifted her hand to try and touch her face, and realized her hands were gloved now too, but still allowed for feeling through some sort of sensors. Around her head was a helmet, though she wasn’t sure if she had gotten it when she leveled up or if it had been there the whole time.

      “This is too weird,” she said, and then stared as the word danger on her display disappeared. Unable to recognize command appeared in its place.

      It was a HUD. But how did the helmet allow for full visibility—cameras around the sides or something? She was pretty sure the whole thing couldn’t be made of glass, but she had to know. Pausing to take it off, she ignored the words that popped up saying, Danger, do not remove helmet in combat.  She found a switch near the back, twisted, and off it came.

      Sure enough, it was a metallic helmet with a black faceguard, opaque at this angle.

      She was about to put it back on and continue when a screeching sound came from one of the passageways. A moment later, a burst of red light rushed at her.

      Throwing herself backward, the light hit the wall behind her and sent pieces of red rock flying in all directions. One hit her in the back, sending her staggering forward and causing her to drop the helmet.

      Again the sound came and a flash of red. She leaped up, but only had time to brace herself, arms up to shield her face. The action caused a circle of blue light to form an inch from her left arm, and when the red light hit, it sparked, then vanished.

      Without pausing to think about how she had made the small force field, she grabbed the helmet and put it on as she stood and charged down the tunnel. The danger warning was flashing, but she didn’t care. Something had just shot at her!

      The next laser came at her and she swatted it aside with her sword, causing the green light of the sword to increase—Hell yeah! More experience points toward the sword upgrade she realized, as she spotted the creature holding a gun and screaming at the sight of her.

      Instead of continuing to run straight, she pushed off of one side of the tunnel, then hit the other and pushed again, coming at him from an angle he hadn’t expected. Her sword sliced through the weapon first, then the creature. When he lay dead, she looked down at what appeared to be a short, purple-skinned man wrapped in various cloths of black and purple.

      This simulation was a little too real. Her skin goose-prickled under her armor, and she could sense the change of wind in the tunnel through her sensors.

      “Turn sensors off,” she said on a whim, and was glad to see that the HUD display responded that it would do so. A moment later, the feeling of wind stopped. Now she could hear her breathing in the helmet, and it felt much more like she was in battle armor.

      Another message flashed across her screen. Unspent skill points.

      She frowned, then laughed. That was a message she was all too used to from her video game days. She saw several options flash before her on the HUD, along with the number two.

      

      Defense

      Grip

      Strength

      Speed

      Shield

      Weapons

      

      The last one made her wonder. But she had always been one for upping her strength and speed before bonus skills, so she said, “Speed” and “Shield.”

      An image of herself appeared, looking quite badass, she had to admit. She was in full combat armor, the sleek metal conforming to her figure without being constraining.

      Confirm Upgrade?

      “Yes,” she replied. She watched as the word Speed appeared over the figure and a line of yellow increased from zero to one beside it. Next to the word Shield, a blue line extended from zero to one.

      This was too cool, in her nerdy she-never-would-have-told-her-friends kinda way. The HUD display vanished, leaving only the image of the tunnel that had been partially obscured a moment before.

      Unsure how to test her supposed upgrade, she moved around, then paused and raised her left arm quickly, as if defending from an attack. Sure enough, the light shield appeared, slightly larger and more intricately designed than the last time she had seen it.

      She was about to test her speed when another shrill sound came from farther down the tunnel, then more… and more. With a grin, she hefted her sword up to her side as Dex had shown her, and charged.
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      Hadrian had lingered in the large room just long enough to ensure Samantha’s heart rate didn’t escalate, but he wasn’t surprised when she began her training in the simulation room without delay.

      The next stop had been Training Room B, where he had Napalm and Kwan working together. The door swished open at his press, and he watched intently as Napalm attempted a feint before coming in with a punch that Kwan easily swept aside and countered.

      Napalm stumbled back, fire raging in his eyes, but he regained his composure and came in for another strike. Again, Kwan sent him back without apparent effort.

      The two turned to face Hadrian as he stepped into the room. It was very much like the room he had Sam training in, with metallic walls like the inside of a hollow egg.

      “Keep at it,” Hadrian said, nodding his approval.

      “Easy for you to say,” Napalm grumbled. “You’re not the one covered in bruises.”

      “Which will make you stronger,” Kwan said, with almost a smile on his lips. The man never smiled, so he was clearly enjoying this.

      “Both of you are experts when it comes to shooting,” Hadrian stated, “but Napalm has a distinct advantage in that area. Especially considering the added explosions he can create with energy. You have taught me this skill, Napalm, and I in turn taught it to Samantha. Though she seems to have forgotten how to harness it for the time being.”

      Napalm frowned, then his eyes widened as he understood. “And now you want me to teach Kwan?”

      Hadrian shook his head. “Not exactly. Maybe… Truth be told, I’m not sure regular humans can learn it.”

      Now it was Kwan’s turn to frown. “But the girl…?”

      Hadrian simply nodded, not ready to answer that half-question. “We will try regardless.”

      “So this guy can punch, and that makes him deserve my powers?” Napalm turned to Kwan with distaste. “Sorry, big guy. But I don’t think it works that way.”

      “How does it work, then?” Hadrian asked.

      “I signed up to kill baddies, to get them for what they did to my people and yours. That don’t mean I’m ready to trust humans with our secrets. You already taught Sam, why don’t you teach this one too?”

      Hadrian shook his head. “She was unique. As I said, I’m not even sure other humans can learn. But if they can, it would have to be from the source.”

      Kwan grunted. “I never said I wanted his power.”

      Napalm stared, then motioned and said, “There you go.”

      Hadrian raised an eyebrow, then nodded. “Very well. Let’s see how the two of you do as a team. Maybe that will change both of your minds.”

      With a wave of his hand, liquid metal rose out of the middle of the floor and formed into two pods, each large enough for one of the fighters. Just like Samantha, they were hesitant to enter, but complied soon enough.

      He lingered, watching the images of the metallic room shift as Napalm and Kwan checked out their new body armor, then began taking down enemies to grind for skill points. Hadrian noted how little Napalm used his ability to manipulate energy and cause explosions, instead mostly focusing on the use of his sword and trying to improve his hand-to-hand combat.

      It was only when they found themselves surrounded by enemies that Napalm finally shouted for Kwan to get back, then unleashed his power. The enemy was gone, though Napalm’s experience didn’t rise as much as it would have if he had used the sword or hand-to-hand combat.

      Watching them move on to their next enemy, Hadrian thought back to his own training days, when he and his friends back home had been through the gauntlet, as they called it. Fighting and leveling up until their armor and weapons were the best around.

      The only one to best him had been Noraldian. He still remembered the day she strode past the city temple in her armor. She had paused to lift up into the air and float by, proving that she had reached the level he had been attempting for several months.

      He had rushed to the training halls and spent every waking hour training, even going without sleep for two days, before finally achieving it. When he rushed out and found her to show off, she was of course at the next level already. But they had floated up to each other, sharing a smile that he would never forget, and he’d felt a spark that would never leave him.

      If the invasion hadn’t happened, that spark would still be the raging fire it had grown to be between them, and he would have a child soon. Instead, they had ripped it all away from him.

      Now the fire still burned, but it had taken on a different direction—one of destruction. He would fuel the flames until they consumed all who had been involved in the death of Noraldian and the rest of his people.

      Hadrian turned from the training room and decided to check on Carma, nodding to Dex as they passed in the hall. Dex was the only one he had no need to train, and he didn’t worry about his ability to perform when it came time for action. But there was something else there, too. Another reason he didn’t put the being in one of the simulations. If Dex’s race learned how to use these simulations, learned the secret of his jump spots, the alliance would lose their advantage. He couldn’t risk it, no matter how much he wanted to trust the being.

      Carma was already in her simulation, so he stood nearby and watched, observing. She was good. Even if her skills had been used to declare war on men back on her planet, he had to admire her abilities. When he had first met her, sensing her power and the advantage she would bring to his team, he had gone in the guise of Noraldian. Her death allowed him to take on her likeness, as did all others of his species, but he had found this likeness particularly painful to wear. Carma had tried to seduce him in that form, but the minute he revealed himself, she had attacked. After the fact, he often wondered if she had known all along, and her attempt at seduction had been a trick to get him to change form and reveal the ploy.

      Either way, she had agreed that the fight for the universe was greater than her civil war, so she had come.

      She had already increased her speed by five skill points, though it was clear she didn’t need to. The blur across the screens made him dizzy, so he departed, leaving her to it.

      As he left, he realized there was another reason he had turned away. Carma had a way about her, even in body armor, that tempted the strongest men. While he grieved over his loss, it had been many years, and he couldn’t help his mind from wandering.

      Couldn’t help it, but didn’t like the feeling. Especially the guilt.

      So instead, he headed back to observe Samantha and be ready for her when she came out of training. She was the youngest and needed the most guidance.

      But also, he had to remind himself, had the most potential.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Samantha had gained two more skill points, but the enemies were coming too fast for her to take time to upgrade herself or her sword. Every time she cleared a path, more skittering bugs came at her, more purple shooters. Finally, she decided she’d had enough.

      Lasers shot out from behind her as she ran, the tunnel caving in around her as she felt the extra boost in speed. Her feet were taking her faster than she had ever run before, though she still felt in complete control as she navigated her way through the tunnel and back to the cavern.

      Emerging from the cavern, she suddenly found herself rolling across metal, bright lights surrounding her, and the form of Hadrian looming over her.

      Samantha pushed herself to stand, only then realizing she still had on the full armor and helmet. She removed the helmet and started to take off the gloves, then stopped when Hadrian approached, amused. He pressed a button on the underside of each wrist, and the armored gloves pulled back into the sleeves of the body armor.

      “It works the same with the helmet. No need to pull it off like that.” He stared at her a moment longer, then said, “So?”

      “That was… insane. I loved it.” She beamed, sweat casting a shine across her forehead. “I want more, but…”

      “Yes?”

      “Those enemies… They weren’t Syndicate.”

      “You’ll find many of your enemies aren’t.” Hadrian gestured to the walls. “That was a simulation… Next time, it might not be.”

      She frowned, then shook her head. “Explain.”

      He smiled. “You see, this ship has been places. It keeps memories and knows where enemies lie in wait for its return. It can also send projections of me, or anyone in that armor, to those locations. You will be fighting the enemy, but only lesser ones, for the point of training. I have taken to calling this training ‘grinding.’ The term’s from your Earth video games.”

      She laughed at that. Video games had been a product of her youth. But what she was doing now was so much better.

      “But… how is the armor still with me?” she asked.

      He gestured to where the liquid metal pod was sinking back into the ground, forming a dark gray hexagon on the floor. “It is made from the same material. An ancient form of metal from my planet. It is very strong, a form of biotech… though some call it magitech. You have earned it by proving yourself to the tech. Congrats.” He turned to leave, but added, “Get some rest. We don’t have much longer now, and I’ll want you all to get some group training before we arrive.”

      Samantha crossed her arms. “I can rest when we’ve killed the enemy. How do I get back in there?”

      Hadrian laughed, shaking his head. “When wearing the armor, just step into the middle of the room. But… be warned… It’s not all simulation.”

      “You mean I can be hurt for real when in there?”

      He nodded, then exited.

      For a moment she considered leaving, resting as he advised. She shook her head and laughed at the idea. Her, resting when she knew this was here waiting for her? Hell no.

      With that thought, she turned and stepped into the middle of the room. The liquid metal rose up around her in a bright flash of light, like a waterfall going backward, and she was engulfed in it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They were moving in the right direction, but something felt off to Hadrian. His eyes roamed the stars, hoping for a sign of what it was. Normally he might catch a glimpse of something in the future right about now, but it was as if there was a faint veil of fog over that part of his vision.

      What could be causing this?

      A buzz sounded, interrupting his thoughts, and his captain’s voice rang through.

      “The Elders, sir,” Jackal said.

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      Hadrian secured his gold robe and turned to face a display on the wall, making sure his normal self was showing.

      “Put them through,” he commanded. A moment later the wall lit up and a life-sized hologram of the table of the Elders appeared. He took a seat in his chair, pushing it up to the holo table as if he were really there.

      “Where are you and these knights of justice?” Orlean demanded. She had features similar to him, though her species had eyes of pure blue, no white to them, and hair that flowed as if alive. He often joked, when discussing Earth lore, that Orlean had been where the legend of Medusa had come from. Though he never said so to her face.

      She had apparently done her own Earth homework, referencing King Arthur and his knights of justice here. Hadrian smiled, finding he liked that, especially since in this scenario that made him King Arthur.

      “I have them each in training, High Elder Orlean.”

      She smiled dryly. “I was more getting to the fact that you and your ship have yet to arrive.”

      “My apologies. We are coming upon an outer gate now, and since the quickest route had to be destroyed, it will be a series of four quick jumps instead of the one.”

      Orlean turned to listen to someone beside her, then returned to the screen with a frown. “Meaning you’ll be going through the Outer Stars?”

      He nodded, not liking it any more than her. This was a system unclaimed by the alliance or the enemy, as neither was able to hold it long.

      “Be careful, Hadrian,” she said, glancing around the table. “We eagerly await your arrival.”

      They would have to watch their backs, and he knew it.
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      Samantha had barely slept since learning about the simulation, only taking breaks when she needed to eat to replenish her energy. This was any nerdy, badass, fighter’s dream. Kicking butt while improving your skills, preparing for potential fights—it was amazing.

      Soon she learned she could go outside the cave.  A spot at the entrance glowed faintly in her likeness, and if she stepped into it she would be swept back into Hadrian’s ship. But if she avoided it, she could venture into the land beyond the cave. She wasn’t sure if she ever really left the ship at all, actually. But that’s how she liked to think of it.

      During this session, she had made her way out toward the tall hills at the other side of the caves, and here the enemies were worse. They were still mostly Kolack, as Hadrian had told her they were called, but now she faced taller ones that wielded shields, double blades, and attacked in groups with drones flying overhead. One had even come at her with a mini-mech, taller than her but nowhere near as large as the mechs she had seen back home, like the one Dan had taken out.

      She would charge through them, using her enhanced speed and strength to take them down. Soon she began to feel she was performing a dance, or a kata to rid the land of Kolack.

      This was starting to feel more like the fights back home, only with a sword.

      It was when she realized she could use the guns of the fallen drones that she really found her groove again. She wanted the skill points on her sword, so used it most often, but using the armor’s support base to heft up that drone gun and just unleash on a horde of them got her blood moving.

      One afternoon as she made her way down one of the hills, having just taken down a couple of drones and a tall, ape-like alien that had attacked her with a spear, she froze at the sight of someone staring at her from the base of the next hill over.

      Squinting, she realized he looked to be a boy, not much older than her. Not quite human, she thought, based on his white eyes and the small, yellow triangle at his hairline, barely noticeable against his skin. He wore a thin armor that could almost be mistaken for pajamas if one didn’t see the hexagon-shaped armor plates showing through.

      Everything here had been so violent so far, this felt out of place to her. Wrong.

      Samantha took a step toward him, causing him to startle, and then move away.

      “No, wait,” she said, moving slowly down the hill. “Who are you?”

      The boy glanced back, clearly debating whether he should run or not, then turned to her with a hesitant stare.

      “You… you’re part of the simulation?” she asked, removing her helmet so as to not frighten him.

      He frowned at that word, thought about it, then said, “No.”

      “No, what?”

      “I don’t know about any simulation.”

      She was at the base of his hill now, moving toward him, and he was only a couple of paces off. Now that she was so close, she could see he had a stance and facial structure much like Dan, although this boy’s hair was dark black and his skin a darker tone.

      “If you were part of the simulation, I don’t suppose you’d know otherwise,” she commented, to which the boy smiled and shrugged.

      “I honestly don’t know how that would work. I know I exist, just like you. But I have no idea why you’re here.” He approached now, looking her up and down and frowning at her body armor. “We don’t get many visitors, and when we do, they’re always bad people who want to hurt us.”

      “So you live here?”

      He glanced around, then shook his head. “I’m not far off.”

      “Can I see?”

      He smiled and stood, “I’ll take you in that direction, see if I can trust you, then decide.”

      “Seems fair enough.”

      “But you have to stay low,” he said, motioning her beside him as a new batch of drones flew overhead, scanners searching. His eyes went wide and he pulled her down so that she landed at his side, one hand on his arm. His eyes met hers and he mouthed, “Sorry.”

      “Whose drones are they?” she whispered, watching the sky and longing to take them down.

      He glanced at the way her hand was clenching the sword. “Have a habit of bringing knives to a gunfight?”

      “I have a habit of not giving a shit,” she replied with a laugh. “And another habit of kicking butt when I get a chance, instead of hiding.”

      He nodded, considering that, but then said, “Sometimes, hiding is the only way to survive. There are animals on my planet that hide in holes until their prey has passed them by, then leap out and get them from behind.”

      She smiled. “I’m sure we have those too. It’s just not me.”

      The boy’s smile was charming, but Samantha frowned, not wanting to be distracted right now.

      TWANG! A shot hit the rocks nearby, exploding them, and Samantha and the boy ducked. She instinctively pressed the button to put her helmet back on.

      “This way,” the boy said, taking her by the hand and running down the hill and around the bend.

      She followed, but when he leaped over a ledge and started heading underground, she slowed. “Wait, I don’t understand…Why are you here? Who are you?”

      “Call me Ralod,” he replied. “And get that sword ready. Down here it’s not as crazy as those drones, but we’ll need to fight.”

      “We?”

      He gave her a charming smile again as he pressed a button on his arm. Instantly, a helmet covered his face and he was holding a sword not so different from her own. They continued into a chamber that would have been completely dark if not for the glow of their swords.

      “Won’t the light give us away?” Samantha asked.

      Ralod cocked his head, then laughed. “You don’t know? The light can’t be seen by them. Take your visor off.”

      She debated not doing so, considering there could be combat at any moment, but then retracted her helmet as Hadrian had shown her. Sure enough, when it was gone, the place was practically pitch black.

      “That’s a neat little trick,” she commented, putting the helmet back on so she could see.

      “You’ll need to learn a lot more,” he replied, raising his sword. “Behind you.”

      Samantha turned, and stumbled back at the sight of her green light shining off a tall beast, its canines long and gleaming in the subtle light. It stood like a panther on its hind legs, but with an extra set of arms and claws.

      Ralod leaped into action, swinging for the creature’s hind legs. It came down to all six, then turned on him for an attack.

      A paw swiped and knocked the boy down, but it left the creature open for a thrust from Samantha. Flesh sizzled as she pulled the sword out, and she saw the lit area had acted as a heat source—a likely effect of leveling up the sword.

      She was about to strike again when she heard a whirring sound behind her. Spinning, she saw several drones filling the entryway to the tunnel.

      The creature hit her from behind, knocking her down, but that also meant he took the shots from the drones. A moment later, he had collapsed on top of Samantha, smothering her with his dead weight. Blood seeped out around her and she shrieked, attempting to heave it off. It wouldn’t budge, so she lay still, watching Ralod scramble out of harm’s way as more shots came.

      Three drones went after him, the others swooping in to confirm their kill.

      Samantha debated her next move here, remembering the way Hadrian had blown up the drones back on Earth—or maybe she had? It was all fuzzy. Focusing on the nearest drone, she tried to imagine it exploding and taking the others with it. She tried with all she had to push energy out, to manipulate matter and reconnect with the flow of the universe or whatever it was that had given her such powers.

      A red scanner hit her and began to flash, then the drone directly in front of her aimed, about to fire.

      Maybe she was a nutcase, she thought. Maybe all of this was part of her imagination, and she was back on Earth right now, dying alongside Gunny. It was possible that Dan was holding Ashley while Samantha bled out, all the while imagining she was on some secret black ops mission to save the universe.

      No way was Samantha going to accept that. She would go out fighting, even if she was already dead.

      Thrusting her sword up and behind her, she stabbed through the dead creature’s rib cage for leverage, then heaved it over. It landed between her and the drone, taking the shots as they rained down. From farther down the tunnel she heard an explosion, followed by another, and hoped Ralod wasn’t hurt.

      A glance up showed she had more reason to be worried for her own safety than his, though. Two more drones were turning to aim at her.

      The sword was still stuck in the creature, so she was pretty much defenseless. Then the blue lights on her armor caught her, and she had an idea. She could use the level ups on speed she had been gaining, and try out a new one she had upgraded just that morning—grip.

      She threw herself back, kicking off the wall. But instead of moving away from the wall, she ran up it. Sure enough, the armored boots gave her a bit of a false gravity along the wall as she moved. She leaped off, landing on one of the drones and using her momentum to spin it to its left and take out the other one. The drone below her now collapsed under her weight as the other one exploded, careening down and plowing into the dead creature’s corpse.

      The third drone spun on her, but she grabbed it, tore off the gun, and opened fire just as the one above hit her. Two strong shots to her chest knocked her back to slam against the wall, sending her own shots wide and causing her to drop the drone.

      Gasping for breath, she stared up at the drone as it started to fire again, but a sword took off its gun and then speared it, and it was done.

      She collapsed to her knees, sending her helmet into recession as she looked down, feeling her chest for blood or holes. Two dents, but nothing else.

      “That was a close one,” Ralod said, pulling back his faceplate. “Careful, there could be more if they heard the sounds.”

      He helped her to stand, and together they continued down the tunnel.

      “Good thing you upgraded defense,” Ralod stated. “Otherwise, you might have problems right now.”

      She eyed him briefly as she triggered her helmet back up, wondering how much to tell him. It was a simulation, after all. It wasn’t like she would really die if she was hit… right? Now that she thought about it, she realized she didn’t have a clue what would happen to her if she died in here. That was poor thinking on her part, and she made a mental note to remember to ask Hadrian about that the next time she saw him.

      Farther and farther they went into the tunnel, fighting more of the creatures and the occasional slitherers she had met before. Ralod proved he knew how to handle himself, and Samantha found herself wondering again where he had come from.

      A circle of light appeared ahead, and soon the two emerged on the other side of the hills. They looked out over a large lake with more hills surrounding it. She hadn’t come across this place before, and looking around the deep valley, she realized it wouldn’t have been discoverable unless someone flew over it or climbed to the top.

      “What is this place?” she asked, sending her helmet into her armor.

      The boy did the same, then pointed at the far side of the lake where several short trees were visible.

      “There, you see it?” Ralod asked.

      She frowned, unsure what he meant, until she squinted and saw that the trees weren’t trees at all, but camouflaged rooftops.

      “Your village?” she asked.

      He laughed. “Mine? No, not exactly, though I do find myself staying there from time to time.”

      “You’re here to train, just like me?”

      He shrugged and said, “Sure.”

      Something about the way he said that caused her to pause, looking at him with curiosity. “You have the armor, the sword… Is this some trick of the simulations? Are you Hadrian or one of the others, just messing with me?”

      Ralod laughed. “I don’t know who those people are. And no, I don’t exist outside of this world.”

      “So you’re… like part of my training, then?”

      He seemed to like the idea, based on his smile and the way he winked at her. “Yeah, let’s go with that.”

      She pursed her lips, unsure how to interpret that response.

      “So… Hadrian?” the boy asked. “He’s like your dad or something?”

      “Dad? God, no.”

      “You mentioned a team, though.” He looked her up and down. “You’re kind of young, and I’m guessing you’re an Earther. Don’t tell me they have you all doing this for school projects now.”

      “Hardy-har-har,” she mock laughed. “For your information…” Her voice trailed off as she frowned. “You have a lot of questions for part of a simulation.”

      “Do I?”

      She frowned, considering how to get the right information out of him and find out who he really was. Before she had a chance, however, a notification sounded and she looked around, confused.

      Ralod laughed and pointed to the button that made the helmet emerge. “Try that.”

      She did, and when the HUD screen from her helmet was in front of her, a message flashed across the screen that read, “All passengers of the Noraldian report to the command center for evasive maneuvers.”

      With a frown, she released the helmet and turned to tell Ralod she had to go, but he was gone.

      Strange, she thought, though if he was part of her training simulation and it was time for her to return, she supposed that made sense.

      Turning back to make her way through the tunnels, she took off at a sprint to find the area that glowed in her likeness. It would’ve been so much easier if she could just press a button and exit the simulation, but she imagined this way taught accountability and sense of direction, being able to return to where you started.

      As she made her way back and finally stepped into the light, she found herself once again thinking about Ralod. She felt a strange longing—a curiosity about what could and couldn’t happen in a simulation. The logical part of her mind wanted to slap that part away and tell her to focus.

      She hadn’t left the LRR behind with the Earth on the verge of collapse so that she could make oogly eyes at a simulated young man.

      Next time she came across that part of the simulation, she told herself to treat it like a test at being distracted. Learn the teamwork aspects, fight the temptation. Easy peasy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hadrian ended his call with the Elders, still considering saying they could all go  to Hell and leave him and his team to their mission.

      But the Elders had been very specific: if there was the slightest chance they had discovered the hideout of one of their own, they had to investigate.

      The others started filing in. He had them strap into seats along the walls of the control deck. When they were all there, he said, “I wanted you all to hear this. We’re going through a gate, and have been rerouted.”

      “Any reason for the reroute?” Napalm asked.

      Hadrian sighed, not sure how much to share yet, so he simply said, “We have a prisoner pickup, in a sense. Might get hairy out there. On the bright side, this’ll be an excellent chance to test your training.”

      He appreciated the look of excitement in Napalm’s eyes, but couldn’t help but notice the distant, thoughtful look from Samantha.

      Considering what he had just seen from observing her training, he wasn’t surprised. But he wondered how much she knew.

      Moving past deep space and into range of their assigned gate, he checked the system for any signs of enemy ships. They were in the clear.

      “Captain, prepare for the gate.”

      The captain glanced back, nodded, and moved his hands across his display. As he did so, the nodes floating like stars in space lit up, and the image of the stars beyond vanished, replaced instead with turquoise and purple light like a curtain drawn across it all.

      “Gate confirmed, sir,” the captain said.

      “Proceed,” Hadrian replied.

      The ship floated forward, and then soared through the blanket of light. They felt a surge of pressure as they slowly emerged from another gate, this one in the Clamnor system. A small star was visible in the distance, along with two gas planets. Not visible yet was, Hadrian knew, a chain of several inhabitable, but inhospitable, planets. They were often avoided because of the large populations of violent creatures, but were also known to be a hideout for criminals and those on the run.

      Hadrian confirmed the landing coordinates and sent them to his captain, then turned to watch the others stare in awe as they approached the middle of the three planets.

      “Prepare to land, ladies and gentlemen,” he said as a proud father would to his children. “We’re going on planet.”

      He’d decided not to tell the team yet why he and the Elders had chosen this planet first. That information was best for Samantha when the two of them were alone. From there, she could use the information as she wished.
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      Samantha stared at the planet as they approached, the gaseous clouds forming circular patterns of purple and red on its surface. She was amazed by these worlds she had never known existed, but now surrounded her.

      Large spacecrafts, some in boxy shapes like shipping containers and others angular like the tip of a spear, floated in the distance.

      “First time?” Napalm said, glancing over at Samantha with an amused smile.

      “It’s incredible,” she replied, returning her gaze to their surroundings.

      “And it never loses its magnificence.”

      “Eh.” Carma, on the other side of him, shrugged. “I’ve seen more impressive.”

      “I don’t mean here, exactly,” Napalm said with a hint of annoyance. “I’m talking about the feeling each time you enter a new planetary system. For me, it’s always like I’m opening my eyes for the first time.”

      Carma scoffed. “Men are always so…”

      “Inspired?”

      “I was going for touchy-feely emotional babies.” She leaned forward to smile at Samantha. “Nothing like us, am I right?”

      Samantha pursed her lips, unsure what to think of that, but shook her head. “I happen to like men, and think being impressed by the beauty of all this is respectable and makes sense, actually.”

      Carma rolled her eyes. “One of those.”

      “Wait, on your planet, are there any women who like men?” Napalm asked.

      With a shrug of disdain, Carma turned back to watching their approach. “There’re freaks in every culture.”

      Sam couldn’t help but laugh out loud, earning her a stern glance from Hadrian.

      “We have company,” he said, giving them a look that told them it was time to be quiet. With a swipe of his hand, the screen in front of him faded to black. It was replaced with the image of a man that looked like Carma—mostly human, but more elegant. He looked too beautiful to be human. His curly, dark hair perfectly accentuated his olive skin and stark green eyes. His navy blue military uniform clung to his muscular chest in a way that made her shift in her chair. She started to feel uncomfortable looking at him.

      Napalm cleared his throat and gave her a look, to which she blushed and made sure to avoid his gaze.

      “Commander Blaze,” Hadrian said and held a hand across his chest in greeting.

      The man, Commander Blaze, did the same and frowned. “Hadrian... I can’t say I’m not surprised. Especially given the company you’ve chosen.”

      “She’ll stay aboard the ship, if needed,” Hadrian said, “but will not be harmed.”

      Commander Blaze raised an eyebrow as if he wasn’t used to being addressed like this, and for a moment Samantha thought they might be discussing her. But then she saw the way Carma was glaring.

      “Proceed,” the commander finally said with a nod, but paused. “If it were anyone else but you, sir…”

      “Let’s all be happy I’m me, then,” Hadrian replied with a grin.

      With another salute, the screen returned to the image of space. They were pulling in closer to a planet, mostly brown with large patches of green and blue. As they approached, they could see tall hills that rose up into a thin layer of scattered clouds.

      “It’s… inhabitable?” Samantha asked. “By people like me, I mean?”

      Hadrian left the final piloting to his captain and turned to her with a nod. “That’s right. Much of the universe Earth hasn’t yet discovered has pockets of planets very similar to Earth. When humans are ready to expand, they will find doing so isn’t as much of a hurdle as they thought. Especially if I’m still around to help with gates.”

      “That puts even more questions into my head,” Samantha replied with a laugh. “You have a way of doing that with your answers.”

      He smiled knowingly. “We’ll get to them, in time.” Turning to his captain, he added, “Take her in, but to the eastern side of port, over by those hills.” He gestured. “I want to ensure we don’t run into trouble, and be just as sure nobody on board goes out to cause trouble.”

      Carma scoffed. “You insult me.”

      “Is it below you?” he asked, turning to face her.

      “Not at all, but going against your will is. You lead this team, and I’m on the team. If there’s one thing my people are known for, it’s for loyalty to chain of command.”

      “That’s the one thing?” Napalm said, trying to hold back a laugh.

      “That and slapping the shit out of idiots when they need it,” she replied with a cold stare.

      Hadrian cleared his throat. “I am glad to hear we won’t have any problems.”

      Carma and Napalm turned forward, but Samantha thought they did a pretty poor job of hiding their irritation at each other.

      The captain lowered the ship, putting thrusters on at the last minute to slow the landing. Soon they were staring out at a spread of pinkish earth, a city in the distance and hills surrounding them.

      It was a city not unlike New York or San Francisco, Samantha observed, though smaller. Tall buildings met the clouds in spears on one side, domes and orbs on the other. If this was an outpost of rebels and insurgents, they had been at it for quite some time, and hadn’t felt much need to hide, she observed.

      “That’s why Carma isn’t impressed with this place,” Napalm offered as they unstrapped and prepared to disembark. “These planets are largely populated by exiles from her own system. Men who went into hiding and eventually formed an insurgency in her planetary system’s back door.”

      “With men like that…” Samantha caught herself, not wanting to vocalize that thought.

      Apparently, Napalm figured out the rest. “Why would anyone be enemies with someone so good looking?” He laughed. “Your world must be an odd one, if that’s how everyone thinks.”

      She blushed. “Of course it isn’t. I just mean, well… I have no idea what I meant.”

      “That’s the power their kind has over us simple folk,” Napalm said, then nodded at Kwan, who quickly glanced away, caught in the act of watching Carma storm out of the control center. “Isn’t that right, Kwan?”

      “Shut up,” Kwan said, curtly, earning him a laugh from Napalm. He held out his hands as if to say he rested his case.

      They had finished preparing. An additional ten crew members that Samantha hadn’t even known were on the ship had lined up with guns and swords.

      “Gear up,” Hadrian said, nodding to the weapons.

      “I thought we weren’t expecting trouble?” Napalm took his sword, then eyed a corrosion rifle. “How bad might this get?”

      “That depends on how much the commander talks.” Hadrian grabbed a rifle and tossed it to Samantha. “But it’s not them we’ll have problems with, I’d imagine. Rather, someone in hiding outside the city.” His captain entered at that moment, and he turned to address the man. “Jackal, I’ll send you with credits to deal with this commander. Use them if they’ll be enough, force only as a last result. Make sure he knows we were never here.”

      Jackal nodded, then returned to the bridge to ready for his side mission.

      Soon the main group had departed the ship and were setting up a perimeter, Hadrian having Sam stay close.

      “The Elders think there’s a spy on this planet, and I think you might be the key to finding that spy.”

      She glanced up at him, wondering what he meant.

      Without offering more, he turned, eyes scanning the horizon and over to the hills.

      “Come, Sam,” Hadrian said, motioning for her to follow. “The rest of you, stay on lookout in case there is trouble.”

      She stood and followed him away from the group, wondering what was happening. A glance back and one look at Carma’s questioning glare showed they didn’t know either.

      On and on they walked, until soon Hadrian was leading Samantha through a passage between tall hills, cut through rock as if someone with massive swords had carved out the area. For a long time, there was an awkward silence between the two, until finally Hadrian said, “There was a reason we chose that specific simulation.”

      “Which was?”

      He assessed her as if debating how much he should say, then sighed. “First, you tell me what you’ve been keeping from me.”

      Her heart started pounding and she looked away. If he was asking, he already knew, she realized.

      “There was a boy…”

      He nodded. “I observed, Sam. Don’t forget that we were on my ship, after all.”

      She shrugged. “I figured he was part of the simulation, nothing to worry about.”

      Hadrian considered this as they walked. “It’s possible, yes. Maybe it would have been the truth, except that… as far as I know, no boys are on this planet.”

      She frowned, confused. “This planet? But…?”

      He paused, motioning to the lake ahead of them, surrounded by hills. Barely visible in the distance was the hill where she had sat with that boy, and not far off from where she stood now, the camouflaged town she had originally mistaken for trees.

      “It… it wasn’t a simulation at all,” she said, realization dawning. “But…how?”

      “Jump points,” he replied. “Set up on various points on different planets throughout the universe, though many have been found and destroyed by our enemy. Your mission, though you didn’t know it, was to explore while training. None of us expected any of you would come across this information, and what we suspect to be the hideout of this man, but you did. What worries me is how you did.”

      “You think it could be a setup?”

      He nodded. “That boy… could very well be leading us into a trap. An ambush. Someone might have been watching on his end too, waiting for us to show up.”

      “So why are we here?”

      His eyes shone with excitement. “The best way to walk into a trap is knowing it’s a trap. Besides, we need this man. If there’s a chance he’s here, we have to face the risk of extracting him for questioning.”

      “Let me get this straight,” she said as they continued walking toward the camouflage town, “you sent each of us to different planets for training, but knowing we might find this person?”

      “There is no better way to train than to be doing it for real, but we figured this way you wouldn’t let fears hold any of you back. And we only sent you to planets within the galaxy where we suspected he would be hiding, precisely where our redirected path has taken us.”

      “Well then,” Samantha said, not sure what else to say, “you’re welcome.”

      Hadrian laughed. “I’ll thank you if this all works out, but haven’t forgotten your little omission about the boy.”

      “Doesn’t he seem inconsequential at this point?”

      “You think so?” Hadrian glanced down, his expression looking haggard. “Well, you’re wrong. I just don’t know what role he has yet to play.”

      She bit her lip to keep from saying more. It wasn’t just that she wanted to believe the boy wouldn’t cause trouble. He had helped her. She had spoken with him, and couldn’t believe he was dangerous. In the small amount of time she had known Ralod, she had started to think he could make a good friend. Maybe something more… or maybe more of a brother to her.

      But an enemy? She couldn’t see it.

      “To your left,” Hadrian muttered, putting his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      She glanced over, not seeing anything, then noticed a movement in the darkness. Hadrian led the way toward the camouflaged hideout.

      More figures were moving, and now they were coming in fast.

      “Just ignore them until they’re upon us,” Hadrian said.

      “You mean… let them ambush us.”

      He scoffed. “If you think these guys are capable of truly ambushing us, you vastly underestimate our abilities.”

      “Your abilities, you mean. I haven’t been able to control mine since…”

      “Since you saved your mother?” He nodded, understanding. “You just need to find yourself again.”

      They kept walking through the darkness, ignoring the ambushers behind them.

      Even in the darkness, there was no question that this was the place Samantha had come with Ralod. It was a strange sensation, walking through a land you had thought was part of a video game, but had just learned was real.

      “Was this the place?” Hadrian asked. “The place he brought you?”

      She nodded.

      Hadrian paused, frowning. “He wants us to find this man. He wants us to find him too, but why?”

      “You think it’s a trap?”

      Hadrian nodded. “When dealing with groups like this, everything’s a trap.”

      They approached the compound, entering to find it empty. Hadrian didn’t look surprised, and began moving between barrels and other objects along the wall. Suddenly his head jolted up, turning to the left.

      “There!” Hadrian shouted, pointing to a man who was running, taking for the hills.

      With a flick of his hand, energy surged as if hit by a heat wave. The escapee was flung into the air, straight back and toward them, where he fell on the ground with a groan and a thud.

      “Where’s the boy?” Hadrian demanded.

      “He comes and goes,” the man replied, slowly pushing himself up onto his elbows so he could see his captors and study Hadrian. “Now that you’re here, I’d imagine we won’t be seeing him again in these parts.”

      “And yet, we’ve found you.”

      “They insisted I stay,” the man replied, sneering. “As… bait.”

      “Bait?” Samantha repeated, then turned, eyes searching the hills as she heard a familiar whirring. “Dammit!”

      She had just spotted the dark shapes moving at them over the water—drones, mechs, Kolack of all shapes and sizes, and more forces in the hills.

      It was an ambush.
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      Napalm, Kwan, and Dex stood at the mouth of the passage between the hills, each on edge. They had heard the sounds of blasters and shouts from the direction Hadrian had gone with Samantha, but they had been ordered to stay put.

      “Something big’s going down,” Napalm said, staring out into the darkness. “We’ve gotta act.”

      “If I act without authorization, I betray Hadrian,” Carma argued. “I gave my word.”

      “And if they’re in trouble out there?”

      “I don’t know how long you’ve known him, but the day Hadrian’s truly in trouble is the day I surrender on behalf of my kind. Screw the universe at that point, right?”

      Napalm shook his head, thinking back to stories he had heard about what had happened to Hadrian’s world. He wasn’t as invincible as this Carma lady seemed to think.

      More shooting sounded. He was about to turn and tell Carma that she could stay there by herself, then, when he heard a muttered curse and then the sound of footsteps running.

      He spun, confused, and found Dex and Carma staring after Kwan as he ran in the direction of the sound of fighting.

      “Huh,” Carma said, eyes darting between the other two.

      “Kaja!” Kwan shouted in Korean, and then bursts of light came from where he had disappeared into the darkness. An explosion followed overhead, then another. A drone fell from the sky, landing several paces from the ship.

      “I think this constitutes self-defense now,” Carma shouted. “Agreed?”

      “Damn right I agree!” Napalm shouted, and even Dex made a sound of affirmation.

      “Then let’s get some!” Carma drew her sword and darted out into the night, Dex and Napalm close behind.

      Drones were exploding as Kwan showed how badass ROK Marines really were, but more were swarming at them from the direction of the city. Napalm turned and pulled energy from the air around him, then blasted it at the drone in the middle. The drone exploded and took down several others in its vicinity, while Carma dropped a dozen more with well-placed shots.

      Turning to look for Dex, Napalm saw that creatures were coming down from the hills. Some had purple skin barely visible under their brown cloths, and he recognized them as mercenary aliens his kind called Kolack—the word for a plant very similar to Earth’s eggplants.

      He had always loved squishing those little bastards when he got the chance. Seeing Dex floating through them like a shadow and chopping them to bits, he shouted, “Save some for me,” sent two more blasts of energy up to destroy more drones, and then ran off to help fight the Kolack.

      “Where you going?” Carma demanded as he hurried past, turning to see. Her eyes went wide, and then Napalm saw why.

      Kwan was running back their way, dodging left and right as a small army came after him. Close behind zoomed a cruiser, shooting lasers.

      Napalm sighed at the thought of putting off the Kolack squashing, and instead focused his energy on the cruiser. He probably only had one or two more good blasts in him, so he made sure this one counted. His energy struck the front of the cruiser, causing an explosion that left much of the ship intact so that it careened into the surrounding drones, knocking them from the sky before it hit the ground with an explosion.

      As the fire and smoke cleared, a larger ship appeared, dwarfing the cruiser in size and apparent firepower.

      “Commander Blaze,” Napalm said, his voice dripping with irritation.

      “This is my night,” Carma muttered at Napalm’s side, hefting up her sword as Commander Blaze’s ship faced their direction and lowered to set down more troops.

      Kwan was engaged in combat against two soldiers who had appeared from the hills, and now Napalm saw more men coming at them.

      “Maybe there’s another way?” he shouted to Carma. “I mean, other than killing everyone?”

      She was about to respond, when a fluttering sounded and then a thud. Napalm spun to see Hadrian, Sam in one arm and a strange man with wild, purple hair gripped firmly with his other hand.

      “Kill them all, but I want a word with the Commander,” Hadrian commanded.

      A loud sigh came from Carma, just before she shot another drone out of the sky. “Can I pretend I didn’t hear that and just slit his throat?”

      “No.”

      “Fine.” She ran forward, sword at the ready, and shouted back, “I’ll keep him alive, don’t worry. But I don’t like it.”

      “That’ll do,” Hadrian called back, and then glanced around at the chaos. “We don’t have time for this.”

      Tossing the man to the ground and then releasing Samantha, he started shooting out blasts of energy as Napalm had taught him long ago. Napalm laughed with excitement as he watched this master of the craft go to town on their enemies.

      Drones exploded, soldiers fell to the ground as their legs were knocked out from under them, and Kolack heads imploded.

      “Save some for us,” Samantha shouted as she took a knee and aimed in, shooting down one of the drones.

      Hadrian paused, then nodded. “You all do need the experience,” he admitted. “Very well. But make it fast and bring Commander Blaze to the ship when you’re done.”

      Samantha smiled, then pressed the button that caused her helmet to unfold, covering her head and face.

      Napalm glanced over, excited to finally see what this young woman was capable of.
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* * *

      Samantha wasn’t about to let her first display of her military prowess in front of her team be anything less than legendary. Using her full speed and upgraded strength to lift her rifle and keep it steady, she ran at her enemy, blasting them as she went. Years fighting against the Syndicate had turned her into a battle-hardened war machine, one that knew how guns of every size and shape worked.

      Drones fell before her, Kolack in mounds. When the armored soldiers emerged from Commander Blaze’s ship, shielded in gray and green armor and weapons at the ready, she almost felt like she was back home. Except she had never been able to fight quite like this back home.

      It gave her a rush, the sounds of her teammates fighting at her side, the knowledge that the explosions before them were their enemies being destroyed.

      Then she reached the line of new arrivals and exchanged the rifle for her sword, smiling as she saw its green glow reflect on her enemy. Some sort of targeting system, she surmised. She knew it was a light that only she could see through the visor, but it made her feel more powerful.

      Commander Blaze’s ship lifted back into the air and a command came out in his voice. “Surrender, members of the Alliance, or you will be fired upon.” More ships were coming up behind him now, their massive guns big enough to cause Samantha to take a step back.

      However, Napalm moved forward, smiling. “My turn,” he said, then lifted his hands toward the enemy fleet. A shockwave went through the air, and then the middle three ships exploded. The nearby ships careened out of control, knocking into each other and then, finally, the commander’s ship. It spun, trying to regain its position, spraying bullets into the ground at Samantha’s feet.

      She dove out of the way, rolling back, and came to a kneeling position where she could watch Napalm as he created a smaller explosion on one of the ship’s wings.

      The ship couldn’t stay up now, and slammed into the ground moments later. Two of Commander Blaze’s soldiers emerged, pulling him to safety, and then all three of them were charging in for the fight.

      Dex took out one, sweeping through the darkness like a ghost, his blade sending the man’s body in two separate directions.

      Carma was on the third while Kwan continued to blast away at the others on the hills, leaving Samantha to happily deal with this commander prick.

      Blaze surprised her by throwing a disk that exploded nearby and sent a shockwave through her system. He had a gun out before she had recovered, and laser beams tore through the ground at her side. But she was rolling, using her speed and ready for each shot.

      The last blast flew at her, about to hit. She raised her arm and the shield formed, absorbing the shot before fizzling away.

      Shield down, recharge in 1 minute, her HUD said. She had better end this right now, before another use of the shield became mandatory. She dove forward, came up in a roll, and sliced. But the commander blocked with a force field shield of his own, then kicked her in the thigh before handing a punch across her face.

      The strikes didn’t do much damage through her armor, but were jarring. Apparently the commander had meant them as a distraction, because now he had his gun aimed in on her facemask, point blank.

      Could the armor take that? She was skeptical.

      Not that it mattered though, because Kwan had seen what was happening and turned his fire on the commander. Two shots pinged off the man’s armor, giving Samantha enough time to recover, knock the gun aside, and slam the commander across the face with all the strength she could muster. To her delight, the blow sent his helmet flying off his head.

      He turned to her with a look of horror and shock.

      With a kick, she sent him flying backward. He landed, shook his head as he pushed himself up, and then prepared to charge back into the fight.

      He froze, a blade at his throat. Carma held the handle of the blade, and looked up to remove her mask and show her smile.

      “I do so love a good victory,” Carma whispered into the commander’s ear, then heaved him up and started marching him back to Hadrian. Samantha prepared herself to join the rest of the fight, but was a little let down to see that the others had either taken the rest out or sent them fleeing back to the hills.

      Carma stopped three paces from Hadrian, kicked out the commander’s knee, and threw him at Hadrian’s feet.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” Hadrian asked.

      Commander Blaze grunted in pain, pushing himself up to a kneeling position. “We go to the biggest bidder. You’ve always known that.”

      Hadrian sighed, a heaviness in his eyes. He turned back to Carma. “This man and his followers are no longer friendly to the alliance. You have permission to turn him over to your planet.”

      Carma’s eyes flared with excitement, a satisfied smile spreading across her face.

      “Go on.” Hadrian nodded toward the ship. “You can notify them from there and have my crew give them the coordinates.”

      They waited, and when she returned she looked truly happy for the first time since they’d known her.

      “They’ll be here soon,” Carma said with a grateful nod to Hadrian. “I’m sure they would like to thank you.”

      “I’m not taking sides in your war,” Hadrian replied. “All we’re doing here is removing a group that has proven themselves disloyal to the alliance.”

      “In time you’ll learn that we don’t fight them simply because of the dangly bits between their legs,” Carma said. “In fact, there are those among their kind that we wouldn’t call enemies. It just so happens that most males of my species are on the wrong side of this war.”

      Hadrian gave her a curt nod, then walked off to board his ship.
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          Hadrian’s Ship: Simulation Center

        

      

    

    
      Samantha stood with the others in a new room, similar to the training room where she had earned her armor. It fit so comfortably, she barely noticed she still wore it. It even had a cooling system that felt rather natural, like a spring day.

      They were rapidly approaching Entono Fos Prime, the planet Hadrian told them housed the Elders, and became his new home after his own planet had met a horrific fate.

      “Before we arrive,” Hadrian said, pacing across the metallic floor, “I’m going to send you all as a group into your simulation. This will be the location we just left, with one goal… We have the man the Elders wanted, and they’ll get the information they need. But we want to find this boy, and see what else we can learn in the process.”

      “So then why all of us?” Samantha asked. “And why this way?”

      “If he’s jumping like I suppose he is, I suspect he has some way of knowing when you are jumping, and will therefore come to you.” He paused, looking at the rest of them. “The rest of you are going to hold off any straggling attackers, so that Samantha and the boy have a chance to talk.”

      “So we’re chaperones,” Carma said with a laugh, turning to leave. “Call me when the date’s over. I need my beauty sleep.”

      Hadrian gave her a look and she stopped mid-step, then returned to her spot with a barely noticeable nod.

      “How’s all this connect?” Napalm asked.

      Kwan said something in Korean, to which Hadrian nodded. Hadrian stared at the spot behind them, a large hexagon like the others in the training rooms; only this one would fit them all.

      “In more ways than I can explain,” he replied. “The simple version is that we had you all train for the specific purpose of hoping you would find a clue. This is a very large and very important clue. The boy might be related to why the enemy is able to use our gates.”

      “I thought…” Napalm’s eyes went wide.

      “What?” Samantha asked.

      Hadrian gave him a nod.

      “Only Hadrian’s people can create and control gates,” Napalm explained.

      Now it was Sam’s turn to show her surprise. “But I thought…” She didn’t want to say it. She thought the rest of his people had been killed.

      Smiling with a distant, sorrow-filled gaze, Hadrian turned from salt-and-peppered haired man to the old, disfigured man. The reasoning behind this resonated with Samantha immediately. She had never paid much attention to the slightly yellow tint to his skin, or the small triangle barely visible on his forehead, just under his receding hairline.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed as it hit her. “He’s one of you?”

      “And likely a traitor at that.”

      “It’s the only way to explain the gates,” Napalm confirmed. “Someone survived.”

      “Taken by the enemy, forced into this.”

      Napalm frowned. “Or, betrayed you?”

      Hadrian breathed deep, then shook his head. “I cannot accept that.”

      For a long moment, everyone turned to Napalm. He very much seemed to want to say something to that, but finally clenched his jaw.

      “We’re ready,” Carma offered, breaking the tension.

      “Most of you have likely increased your skill points since the skirmish down there,” Hadrian reminded them. “I want to make sure you are all at your best. Please, take a moment to upgrade.”

      Samantha was pleased when she put on the helmet and saw she had four skill points ready for her. Her sword was due for a skill add-on, as well.

      A new function showed up that she hadn’t noticed before. It allowed her to swipe right on her display simply by gesturing with her hand in the air. When she did, she saw two skill trees, each showing combinations of different skills that unlocked based on skills from before.

      Wow, this was going to get complicated.

      However, at the bottom of one skill tree was the image of her surrounded by lightning. There was no doubt in her mind that she would achieve that skill tree, so she worked backward and selected one of the top two skills available to her for that particular branch. It was entitled Lightning Shield, and she had to imagine that was something cool.

      She applied the rest of her skill points to grip, after having seen how she could run along walls with that skill.

      Her sword was next, and she picked an image that looked like lightning, figuring it would be cool to match the sword with the specialization branch she had chosen. An image on her screen showed her, sword charged and glowing. When she thrust it forward, electricity lit around the sword for a moment before vanishing.

      That could be damn useful, she thought with a shiver of excitement.

      Finishing, she lifted her visor to see the rest were looking at her.

      “How many points did you have?” Carma asked.

      “Five, why?”

      Carma laughed, and Kwan nodded his approval.

      “They each had one or two,” Hadrian noted. “Though they hadn’t been on the other side of the hills as we were.” He gestured. “If you are all ready, begin.”

      Samantha lowered her visor and was the first to step onto the silver hexagon. She expected to instantly reappear planet-side, but nothing happened until they were all in position. Then, Hadrian made a hand gesture that must have been a command.

      Instantly, they were back on the planet, but now at the edge of the small camouflaged outpost they had originally set off for.

      “The old man must’ve set a jump point here,” Carma stated, glancing around at the line of dead soldiers and drones nearby. “Guess they haven’t cleaned up yet.”

      “Who would?” Kwan asked.

      He had a good point. They had taken down these forces, and likely started the chain reaction that would win Carma’s people her civil war.

      “Spread out,” Napalm said. “We’ll cover possible entries and exits, like Hadrian said, to give Sam room.”

      As they moved out, Sam glanced around, debating her next move. Her heart raced at the thought of being back here again, so soon after what they had just fought through to get out. But now it was slightly less risky, at least. She glanced back and saw the light silhouette of her jump point—glowing faintly like a ghost.

      She walked back over to the now-destroyed outpost, its camouflage canopies flapping in the wind, torn to shreds.

      Walking into a place like this, she wasn’t sure what to expect. So when the boy suddenly materialized before her, she was almost relieved. She had always been the type to prefer direct confrontations over wandering around not knowing what would happen.

      “Ralod,” she started, “I don’t think you’ve been honest with me.”

      A wicked smile slowly spread across his face. “You all messed with my playthings. You’re going to have to say you’re sorry.”

      She wasn’t sure what he meant, but when he glanced around at the dead drones, she got it. “They attacked us… you do realize that, right?”

      “Oh, you don’t know anything about an attack,” he replied, and then started to laugh. As he stepped back toward the light that would take him out of there, he said, “I know Hadrian’s watching. Tell him to crawl back under the rock, and… well, tell him this for me. You. Never. Deserved. Her.” With that, he stepped into his light and was gone, leaving behind only the sound of a sudden cacophony of shots from all directions.

      Samantha spun to see gunshots and lasers lighting up where her teammates had secreted themselves. A projection appeared on her HUD, and she knew they were all seeing it. Hadrian appeared at her side, looking more alarmed than she had ever seen him.

      “Return immediately,” he said. “We’re under attack.”

      Samantha spun to make her way back to the light that would carry her out of there, but saw that a crew of Kolack had blocked her way, along with a tall battle mech.

      What happened if she was killed here? If she never made it back to the jump point? She had meant to ask Hadrian that, and preferred not to have to find out firsthand.

      She pulled out her sword and ran forward, glad she had upgraded her speed so much. With her peripherals, she looked for any ledges she could use the grip upgrades on, but so far, none. Then it hit her—the mech.

      Now this was going to be fun.

      Parrying strikes aside and dodging shots, she leaped for the mech. It swatted, knocking her out of the air and rolling across the ground. Her back spasmed in pain as she recovered, but that wasn’t going to stop her.

      This time she ran again, cutting through the Kolack and feeling her sword charge. That gave her another idea. She pivoted around the mech so that it couldn’t get a good angle on her, cutting down more Kolack as she went. Spotting a particularly large one, she used it as leverage for her jump.

      The mech tried to hit her again, but she had an extra two feet and she leapt over it easily. The massive metal arm swung beneath her, and she ran up its side, her feet sticking as they had on the wall.

      She reached the mech’s controls and smiled at the Kolack operating the thing. His little purple face scrunched up in anger, then terror as she brought her fully charged sword up and thrust it through the thick glass. The sword burst with electricity, shattering the glass before going through the Kolack and into the mech’s body. Kolack and mech fell, as Samantha pulled her sword free and leaped to safety.

      Her jump spot was only blocked by several Kolack now, so she charged.

      As she approached, she saw Dex floating over, cutting through the enemy, and she was reminded how much she still had left to learn about the sword. He was a true master. Kwan came charging down from his direction, gun blasting, with Carma bringing up the rear.

      A Kolack came at her with a strike, and Samantha raised her arm so that her small force field appeared. As soon as her attacker made contact, the shield lit up, sending a wave of electricity through the unfortunate Kolack.

      He smelled of charred meat as he collapsed to the ground in spasms.

      “Where’s Napalm?” Carma shouted as she arrived at the jump spot, the rest of them there except for him.

      Samantha spun, considering running back out there. The problem with that idea was that she had no idea which direction he had gone.

      Then she saw two dots of light moving toward them—fire. Napalm’s eyes!

      He had an army of Kolack on his tail, along with several drones and two mechs. The mechs and drones were lighting up the ground behind him with bullets and lasers, gaining on him.

      “Come on,” Samantha said. She started to run, but he held a hand out.

      She wasn’t sure what was happening until he suddenly stopped, turned, and focused. A rumbling sounded as the ground vibrated, then one of the mechs, and—KABOOM!

      All of the enemies vanished in an explosion of white flames.

      Napalm turned back with a smile, took a step toward them, and fell.

      There was no hesitation this time. Samantha ran for him, reaching him just as Carma did. They saw several shots had gotten him in the leg and torso.

      “Get him to the jump spot!” Carma shouted, and Samantha turned to see Kwan, and Dex standing lookout.

      Together, Kwan and Samantha lifted Napalm, while Carma turned to ensure there were no more following them. The flames were still licking the sky—nothing was coming through there.

      When they reached the jump spot, Dex was at Napalm’s side. He took a layer of cloth from his robes, wrapped the man in it, then waved.

      “Go,” Carma said, helping them pull Napalm into the jump spot.

      With a flash of light, they were back on Hadrian’s ship. A screech sounded and the ship convulsed. Shots echoed, and  again the ship shook, causing Samantha to lose her balance.

      The ship was indeed under attack.

      Dex kept his robe wrapped around Napalm and said something, to which Carma nodded and motioned for Samantha and Kwan to follow her.

      “He’ll take care of Napalm. Let’s get to the bridge and see what’s happening.”

      Samantha didn’t want to leave him, but one glance at the slight glow coming from the robe that held him told her he was in good hands. Something was at work here that she couldn’t begin to understand. She ran after Kwan and Carma, hoping they could keep the ship from being torn apart.
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          Hadrian’s Ship: The Final Gate

        

      

    

    
      Hadrian stood at the control center of his ship, watching as his blasters and turrets took turns tearing the enemy ships from the sky. Unfortunately, they weren’t doing a damn thing against the Scurries that had now caught up with them. These creatures, pure black with many limbs, lived on the space dragon. But now they were clawing at the metal of his ship and searing through it with their laser eyes.

      He had thought there was no chance of the dragon finding them, that they were safe. That is, until he saw that boy with the mark of his race. Now it all made sense, though he hated the answer. One of his own was alive… but who?

      Whoever it was had to be stopped. They would be thrown into a maximum-security alliance prison at best, killed at worst. He had just found out there was one more of his species alive, and he knew all too well that it would be up to him to stop him.

      If his survival came down to it, Hadrian knew how he would respond, and he had no reason to think the other would act any differently. What this meant, of course, was that at the end of their journey, only one would be left alive.

      He closed his eyes, focusing his energy.

      For a moment the entire universe flowed across his mind, little snippets of possible futures playing out—the horrors, the beauties, all of it. Then he was there, and a wave of energy swept over his ship like a blanket of destruction that he slipped through without a scratch.

      Scurries were shattered to bits, limbs and pieces of carapace left to float through the emptiness of space.

      But the space dragon was too powerful for such a simple attack as that, and it was gaining on them fast.

      If he had Napalm here too, perhaps they could create an energy wave strong enough to push his foe back so they could reach the gate.

      Relief washed over him as he heard the doors open, knowing they had arrived. In walked Samantha, Carma, and Kwan. No sign of Dex or Napalm.

      “Where are they?” Hadrian asked, voice betraying his worry.

      “Napalm was hit,” Carma replied, running up to see that the display now showed images from around the ship. Floating parts of the Scurries, and in the center display, the rear image of the space dragon closing in on them. Its many horns were starting to glow as it charged up. Massive wings spread out from behind it, and though they couldn’t see the body, Hadrian recognized the beast.

      He had survived then, but only barely.

      But without Napalm, he felt a sensation unfelt for quite some time—fear.

      “What is it?” Samantha asked.

      “The gate’s very near, but the dragon is closing fast on us. If Napalm were here…” He turned to Carma. “Dex, you say? He has the robes around him?” Carma nodded and Samantha frowned. Before she could ask, though, he explained. “Dex’s robes are advanced biotech, almost to that magitech level. One robe accelerates the healing process, merging some of itself with the one in need of healing.”

      “And the other layers of robes?” Samantha asked.

      “I’ll let him tell you,” Hadrian replied. “The point is, if he can heal fast enough…  Kwan, go check on them and let them know they are needed here as soon as possible. In the meantime…” His eyes wandered to Samantha.

      She took a step back. “No, I don’t… I told you I can’t remember how.”

      “You might not have a choice.”

      “And if I blow a hole in the ship?”

      He winced, considering that. “It’s a real possibility.”

      She stared up at him, eyes wide and full of doubt. “I…”

      “Have no choice,” he finished for her. “Come, close your eyes, focus. Feel the universe, reach out and pull on it, let it flow through you.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, she closed her eyes.

      “Now I need you with me,” he said. “Focus on the energy around us and pushing it to the rear of the ship, throwing it… On three…”

      He counted and prepared to push, but nothing came from her.

      “It’s not working,” she said, stating the obvious.

      He turned to his captain and said, “Fire everything we have at it. We have to stall for time.” He nodded at Samantha, trying to look encouraging. “We need to make this work, do you understand me? I need you to recall what you learned, return to your past self if you must, and bring everything you can into this before—”

      With a loud explosion, the ship rocked. Everyone looked toward the screens to see a second shot coming at them, a yellow burst of light that exploded on the ship’s force field. It rocked again, harder.

      “It was ready faster than we anticipated,” the captain said. “Weapons engaged.”

      Lasers and turrets opened up on the dragon, but at this range, Hadrian knew it wouldn’t do much.

      “Samantha, now!” he shouted, turning back to her and realizing the effect of his frustration. Her eyes looked betrayed, but she was stronger than that. Setting her jaw, she breathed deep and closed her eyes. Hadrian felt a movement around him. He closed his too, focusing, and said, “NOW!”

      The wave of energy tore past them, joining the weapons in a strike against the space dragon.

      Hadrian stared at the screen, Samantha looking up beside him, and they waited. It must have closed on them, because now the weapons were in range. Missiles exploded and the force hit a second later, causing the dragon to flinch… and then ROAR!

      It continued at them, unfazed.

      “Holy shit,” Samantha said, earning her a frown from the captain.

      Hadrian just stared. He knew it was no good. He was about to say so, when the doors slid open again and Dex came in with Napalm at his side.

      “Someone said my skills were in demand?” Napalm said with a grin. He was still injured, but his wounds looked like they had been healing for weeks instead of mere minutes.

      “We’re going to need all three of us,” Hadrian said, motioning him over. “It’s stronger than anything I’ve ever seen.”

      Napalm sucked in a breath at the sight of the full beast.

      “Three?” he asked, then glanced over at Samantha. She gave him a confident nod. “Then let’s not waste another second.”

      Together, they closed their eyes. Hadrian said the word, and he felt a wave spread through the galaxy—this time growing with intensity as it expanded. He stepped forward, eager to see what would happen.

      The dragon’s horns glowed bright and it let out its own attack. Hadrian braced himself, unable to blink or turn away.

      Space seemed to ripple as the wave of energy reached outward, destroying the attack and smashing the dragon in the face like a wall. It reeled back, roaring, as particles of glowing horn drifted off into space.

      Before the dragon had a chance to recover, another image showed on the display. The gate.

      “Captain, get us out of here!” Hadrian commanded. He turned to his seat and strapped in, hoping to hide his exhaustion from the effort of the battle.

      Soon they were at the gate and passing through the purple light. As soon as they exited, he would shut off the nodes, so the space dragon couldn’t follow. Then they would find the one responsible for allowing their enemies through the gates.

      If they didn’t hurry, who knows where the enemy could attack. In fact, he thought as his mouth went dry, they might have already caused more damage than he could imagine.

      With a sigh, he focused on the path ahead, on the knowledge that they were doing all in their power, and on the pride he felt in Samantha for being able to find her connection to the universe once again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Samantha kept thinking about how it had felt when the powers had coursed through her again. It was like everything from her youth came back. Like a window to her past had been painted over, and now someone had stripped away the paint. Each snippet of memory felt clear, washing over her with the metallic scent of blood and gunpowder, the cool breeze on a warm morning when she had sat with her mother before a gunfight, watching the sunrise and talking about the old days.

      Then a memory came into focus of a time with Dan, when he had found her wandering the desert of Arizona, lost and confused. It had been the low point of her life, a time when she had almost given up. She hated that version of herself and wanted to banish it from her mind forever. But she couldn’t separate it from the smile she had seen on Dan’s face and the way he had embraced her after running over and shouting her name.

      They had barely known each other then, and she had nearly killed him with an explosion. The reception was completely unexpected, yet very welcome. Soon she was back on her feet, coming to realize that Dan had started a real resistance—one with access to drones and weapons. And now, mechs.

      Only now she was up here, without a clue as to how he and his LRR were holding out.

      Closing her eyes, trying to block out the thoughts, a final one slammed into her. One in a grocery store with Hadrian, holding her against her will with his powers, looking very different from the mentor she now stood next to.

      “It’ll pass,” his smooth voice said, and she opened her eyes to stare at him. He smiled. “The use of our powers frees up parts of the brain generally untapped. We have to open up those parts of the brain to access the power.”

      “And then the memories…” She shuddered. “But you… I remember a different side of you.”

      He nodded, thoughtful. “There is much I can’t explain yet, but you must trust that I have your best interests at heart. All we do is for the survival of the alliance, and for Earth. You are key to both of those.”

      The others in the command center were glancing around nervously at this exchange.

      “It’s not the first time I’ve been used,” she said, then stormed out, followed a moment later by Napalm.

      A glance at his wounds made her feel like her problems were very petty. But she remained silent, unable to push out the negativity. She continued to the mess hall, not complaining when he sat down next to her at one of the tables.

      “You know,” he started, “we’ll be there soon. We’ll meet some of the most powerful beings in the universe, the Elders. Is this pouty face really the one you want them to see when they meet you?”

      She couldn’t help but smile. “Shut up.”

      “There you go. A laugh never killed anyone.”

      “Since our job is apparently to kill a lot of someones, maybe laughing shouldn’t be part of our existence anymore.”

      “I’m going to imagine that you’re still being affected by using so much energy.” He eyed her skeptically. “I like that explanation way more than you just being a teenage girl.”

      “I’m not just a teenage girl.”

      “But you are a girl, right?”

      This time she hit him, playfully, in the shoulder.

      He laughed and said, “Hmm, doesn’t hit like a girl.”

      “I’ve known plenty of girls who could hit harder than most boys. Me included.”

      “And you’re a teenager.”

      She considered this, not sure how to think of her response. “I am sixteen, yes. But I feel like I’ve lived fifty lives, if you know what I mean.”

      Napalm nodded. “Definitely.” For a long moment he stared at her, and then said, “If I ever had a daughter, I’d want her to be as kickass as you are. I mean, what parent would have to worry about you being safe with what you can do?”

      “Yeah, well, both of my parents are gone, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “So that’s it.”

      She frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “Why you expect so much out of Hadrian. No parents, then he comes along with all his powers and this strong, fatherly attitude about him… of course you’d want him to be perfect.”

      “I expect everyone around me to be perfect,” she replied. “Present company included.”

      “Me?” He scoffed, his fiery eyes flashing for a moment. “The first time I used my powers, it left me raw, vulnerable. I lashed out. Nearly killed my entire family when I accidentally leveled the whole building we lived in.”

      Samantha stared, caught off guard by his opening up and unsure if she should say something.

      After a moment, he continued. “I saved them all… all but the one I loved. She was precious, a treasure to my planet, and then she was gone.”

      “I—I’m so sorry.”

      “So was I.” He ran his hands together, pushing as if trying to remove gloves. “It was bad. Dark places. Thoughts of ending my life. But in the end, I chose to study my power, to work on the craft until I knew without a doubt that I could be sure nothing like that would ever happen again. And in so doing, I became more powerful, so much so that Hadrian chose me out of all the members of my planet. Just as he chose you.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not doubting my ability. I was there. I saw what I was capable of.”

      “But…?”

      “It’s just, the memories, the feelings of distrust I felt toward him when we first met. All of that came flooding back, and it hit me. How do we know we’re on the right side here? We’ve been doling out a lot of justice, without really bothering to step back and ask that question.”

      He smiled knowingly. “The fact that you’re having those thoughts is good. It shows me your heart’s in the right place.”

      “My heart would be in a better place if it had answers.”

      “How’s this then?” He stood, hands behind his back and at ease, as if briefing a superior in the military. “The first time I met Hadrian, he saved my life. He is therefore responsible for all of the lives I have saved since. And he returned more than once to my planet when times were tough. But it wasn’t all violence, either. One time he took me to a lake and showed me what happened to his world, to the love of his life, and to his people. It was… horrible, and real. I saw it in his eyes—and eyes don’t lie. At least, not to me.”

      He looked down so that his eyes met hers, and she couldn’t turn away from the fire there.

      “I want to do what’s right. I want to believe in him… but not blindly.”

      “You see, you’re telling the truth there.” Napalm held out a hand. “You have the desire to believe, but there’s no proof. Not yet, or at least, not in the sense that you want. But you can choose to have faith. Faith in him, and faith in me when I tell you that he is trustworthy and that we’re on the right path.”

      She considered this, wanting nothing more than to accept. Finally, she took his hand and nodded, repeating the word, “Faith.”

      “That’s all we can ask for in times like this. Come, we’ll be landing soon and you’re going to want to see this.” As they walked, he gave her a broad smile. “Welcome back, kiddo.”

      “I’m not a kiddo,” she snapped back, then smiled. “But yeah, thanks. If… if you can show me how to control that aftershock, I’d love to be able to never act like such a brat again.”

      He chuckled and said, “I will. We would all love that, I’m sure.”

      To everyone’s credit, they were all moving on, nobody mentioning the outburst.

      “Would anyone here like to see something magical?” Hadrian said, turning with a sparkle in his eyes. He nodded to the captain, who brought up the display screens to show the image directly in front of them.

      They were rapidly approaching a large planet of deep pinks, purples, and areas of green. Blue flowed through it all, and she knew it must have some similarities to Earth, but was obviously vastly different in terms of its plant life.

      The sight took Samantha’s breath away, along with any worries or doubts. All she felt in that moment of first seeing Entono Fos Prime was a burning passion to rid the universe of evil. It was time to grow up. No more training, only kicking butt in the name of survival.
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      This was the first time Samantha had stepped foot on a planet of such beauty.

      It felt magical, like a painter might have imagined Earth to have looked like once, long before the invasion. Orange and pink light sparkled off of misty waterfalls in the distance, tall hills with lush vegetation growing as far as the eye could see. It wasn’t the shades of green from back home, but more of a purple and red that reminded her of a tulip field in a dream.

      They had landed in a high-tech facility in the slopes of a mountain, then taken a path out and around to the side, where a valley led to a series of buildings with high, slanted roofs.

      “It’s so…” Carma started.

      “Majestic,” Samantha finished for her.

      “I was going to say similar to my homeworld, but yeah, that fits.”

      Samantha turned to Napalm and Dex. “If you two tell me your worlds are the same, I’m going to feel like Earthers got a pretty shitty deal.”

      Napalm laughed. “My world’s more like islands of land surrounded by lakes of fire. Not the most pleasant. But his…?” He turned to Dex, but Dex just kept moving forward.

      “You all don’t want to see Dex’s world,” Hadrian commented. “There’re worse places in the universe, but not many. In fact, Earth is one of the more beautiful planets in the universe, if you know where to look.”

      “I’m guessing those places are areas man has yet to get its hands on,” Samantha replied.

      He nodded. “Somehow, your people have a way of really messing up everything you touch. Now, let’s not pretend that’s an anomaly, though. Much of the universe shares that in common with you all.”

      “But your people didn’t?”

      “When we inhabited our planet, we increased its beauty. We did not destroy it.”

      “And those who live here are doing a fine job,” Samantha noted.

      Hadrian agreed, and soon they were entering the village below. A young woman with skin like moving water showed them to their rooms, and said that the Elders would call them for a feast soon, during which they could discuss business.

      “First, rest,” the woman said. “I know it’s been a long journey.”

      She excused herself, and Hadrian turned to address his team. “She’s right. After this, we will be moving quickly. You won’t have time to rest, for all we know. A true warrior learns to get it when she can.”

      Samantha didn’t have to be told twice, although she did long to wander the hillsides of this foreign planet. That could come later, she told herself as she stepped into her room, then stopped in awe.

      The room was like a futuristic palace. High, arched ceilings with chandeliers, walls that looked like marble but were warm to the touch, and furniture laced in a white and gold that resembled silk.

      She stumbled in, realizing how exhausted she was, and threw herself on the bed, not even bothering to change. Her bio-armor suit now almost felt like pajamas, likely due to the biotech aspect Hadrian had mentioned.

      She turned over onto her back, and stared. A round window on the ceiling showed the bottom of a pond. Strange fish of turquoise and bright pink swam by, some pausing to look down at her, then moving along, all in a rippling water that reminded her of a kaleidoscope from her youth.

      Finally, she grew restless. As tired as she was, being on this new planet made her mind race with questions. She sat up and paced the room, then pressed the button at the back of the suit’s neck. Her helmet came out, and she checked to be sure she had used all of her skill points.

      She had. She looked at the skill tree anyway, and was intrigued by the different possibilities. While she had chosen the path with electricity and lightning, there were elemental paths, and others she hadn’t noticed before. Some focused on being a powerful warrior, others on being more sneaky and even… more of an assassin? Flicking through that path, she started rethinking her original decision. Maybe she could do both, if she spent enough time grinding? Hell, maybe she could do it all.

      Now that she had performed the blast again with Hadrian, she wondered what else she was capable of. In the past, she had been able to hover, almost like flying. While her mind had told her that couldn’t have happened, that it was all a dream, she now understood that not to be the case.

      With time to kill, and since her eyes insisted on staying open instead of letting her drift off to the sleep she certainly needed, she stood on the bed and decided to test it. Trying to focus on the universe and its energy as she had before, she took a step from the bed… and fell.

      The impact of her fall didn’t hurt, but it annoyed her. If she could do the other thing, why not this? Calling on the energy again, she held her hands out and imagined the air lifting her up, carrying her across the room.

      If anyone could’ve seen her, they would have thought she was an idiot. Standing there like that, she had to admit she felt the part.

      When she opened her eyes, she saw she was right where she had started. Screw all that, she thought. At least she had upgraded her grip a few times. She dashed at the wall and leaped up onto it. She ran along it for a few steps, then decided to try something new. Instead of simply jumping off, she stopped.

      For a moment, she lingered… and then fell.

      It hadn’t worked. But, for that split-second she had felt the possibility of it, a sensation of pure ecstasy took over. It could be real, she knew, if she put her mind to it.

      Pulling up her skill matrix, she saw that grip could go up at least ten more levels. Maybe if she maxed it out, she would be able to cling to the wall like a spider? That thought thrilled her. If she changed trajectory to the assassin skill branch, it would likely be an invaluable part of her abilities.

      Her mind was reeling with questions and possibilities, when she heard voices whispering loudly in the hallway.

      She put her ear to the door, eyes glancing around for exit routes in case it got dangerous.

      “You go,” one of them was saying in heavily accented English. “Come on, she’s not going to chop your head off just for knocking on the door.”

      That was enough to assure her it wasn’t a threat, though she wondered about them speaking her language while speaking with each other.

      She opened her door to find a group of four younger locals, their skin with the same watery effect as the woman who had welcomed them. They seemed to be nudging each other forward, as if wanting to ask something. They were intimidated, Samantha realized, so she pressed the button to remove her helmet.

      “Yes?”

      One got shoved forward from the rest, and said something in a completely unintelligible language that sounded more like grumbling from the back of his throat.

      She frowned, confused.

      The young man made another sound, then reached forward, toward her ear. She pulled back, but he held up his hands, repeating the phrase, and then moved in slowly. The way his skin moved was even more noticeable this close, and she could see it was an illusion—like a thin layer of mist, though solid. Maybe a shield of some sort?

      “Is that better?” the man asked, pulling his hand back just as a small pinching sensation hit Samantha’s ears.

      She pulled back, hand to her mouth. “I understood you!”

      He nodded, trying not to laugh, and pointed to her ear. “That button there, at the side of your suit. Same effect as when you have the helmet on, but this way we can see your face.”

      She felt her ears and, sure enough, there were small metallic items cupped there with a ribbed side like a seashell.

      They introduced themselves to Sam, and then one of the young women said, “Will you come with us? Napalm said to show you the place, said we have a bit of time before dinner.”

      As tired as she was, and as much as she wanted to explore her suit’s skills, she was also interested in checking out this new planet. So, she agreed.

      Soon she was walking along a cliff with the small group. The distant sun—she knew it was technically a star, but it was just easier to think of it as a sun—was high at an angle in the sky. It cast deep shadows across the hills and made the many waterfalls glisten, reflecting the pink of the surrounding flowers and glimmering like rose gold. Three moons were partially visible at different points in the sky.

      “Is your world like this?” the tallest of the group asked, the one who had introduced himself as Ferder. He wore a dark blue jacket with a high collar that reminded Samantha of a military dress uniform.

      She shrugged. “Earth has its differences. One moon, for instance.”

      He beamed. “We have thirteen.”

      She licked her lips, trying to imagine that. “I’m sorry, but who are you all? I mean, what role do you play here?”

      “Oh, they haven’t told you?” Ferder said, smiling broadly. “We’ll be your escort, your guards. They’re going to discuss the details of the mission at dinner, but there’s no doubt there will be a mission.”

      “A mission worthy of guards?” Samantha actually found herself relieved by that. She would have hated to have been taken from the fight back home to be doing menial work out here.

      The thought of her friends caused her to walk in silence for a moment, watching the water plummet into the river far below. Dan would likely be wondering where she had gone. Maybe he thought she was dead, or taken by the drones. Or maybe they figured she’d been crushed under one of the collapsing buildings.

      Would he stay and try to dig her out? She certainly hoped not, but knowing him, she wouldn’t be surprised.

      With a sigh, her mind wandered to him and Ashley. Those two deserved each other. They should be happy. Though images of a dead Ashley flashed into the part of her brain she couldn’t control at the thought of them together, she knew that wasn’t what she wanted for them. She was off fighting in space now. The least she could hope for them was that they had each other, to watch each other’s backs, to be there when the other was lonely.

      “Thoughts of back home?”

      Samantha nodded. “Caught me.”

      “I’ve always dreamed of visiting Earth someday.” Ferder glanced away, frowning. “But… I hear your people aren’t very open to outsiders.”

      With a laugh, Samantha shook her head. “Considering we’ve been in a fight with alien invaders for three or four years now, I’d have to say that’s accurate. Before that, it was more that nobody would have believed you existed. Well, maybe the crazies.”

      “Crazies?” He looked at his companions and they all burst into laughter.

      “Did you all always believe in life on other planets?” Samantha asked, offended.

      The woman, Olivay, gave her a friendly smile, but it had a hint of pity. “Of course. But then again, we’ve always had multiple planetary species living on this planet. So much so, as a matter of fact, that I don’t know if I could really tell you who the aliens are and who the original inhabitants are.”

      “I haven’t seen anyone that looks very different from you guys,” Samantha noted.

      Ferder shrugged. “Not yet. Just wait for dinner.”

      “We’re here!” Olivay shouted with a yelp of glee as she ran ahead. Samantha was about to ask where, but a moment later the woman had gone over the cliff, laughing with excitement the whole way down.

      “Holy shit!” Samantha exclaimed as she ran to the edge of the cliff. She looked down and saw Olivay land in the water far below. “Is—is she okay?”

      “Only one way to find out,” one of the others said as he and the other woman jumped too.

      Only Ferder remained now. He smiled, shrugged, and ran.

      “You all are nuts!” Samantha called after him. “Freaking crazy-ass loonies!”

      All she heard in response was a long, “WOO-HOOO!” and a final splash as he hit the water below.

      Again she looked over, her view blocked by a flock of winged creatures, somewhere between a swan and a bat, with webbed, red wings.

      “Well, dammit,” she said to herself, glancing around to see she was alone. Being the last to do anything wasn’t her style, and she certainly wasn’t going to just stand there while the others had jumped.

      With a deep exhale, she ran and jumped. The power and speed of the armor gave her an extra boost, so while the others had fallen almost straight down, she went flailing out past them, arms windmilling as she screamed. The air rushed past and mist splattered her face, and she saw the water coming up fast.

      At the last opportunity, she reached back and hit the button for her helmet to come up. Just as it surrounded her head, she hit the water, sinking until her feet nearly touched the bottom of the lake.

      All around her, creatures scattered. Fluorescent fish, some with legs and wings like sea-dragons, others with long snouts that reminded her of anteaters. Her HUD flashed a warning sign, and then she was on the bottom of the lake. She could breathe, but she supposed that made sense, considering that the suit allowed her to breathe in space.

      In no hurry, she watched the creatures move around her, slowly coming out of hiding to see what had disturbed them. One with at least a hundred long arms, somewhere between a jellyfish and an octopus, started for her, and at that she decided she’d had enough.

      She bent her knees and pushed off, flailing her arms until she reached the top. It was a good thing her apartment growing up had a pool, because other than that she hadn’t had much opportunity to swim. It wasn’t like such luxuries were commonplace during the war against the Syndicate army back on Earth.

      As her head surfaced, a pang of guilt hit her at the thought of being here having fun when they should be out there finding the bad guy. Hadrian knew what he was doing though, she supposed. If they had to have this dinner with the Elders before setting out, so be it. But that didn’t mean she liked the wait.

      “You made it!” Ferder said, swimming over. The rest had already climbed out of the water and had apparently been running along the water’s edge looking for any sign of her.

      Samantha sent the helmet back but kept her translators in place, and smiled. “And the suit works in water, too. Good way to find out!”

      “Get over here you crazy girl!” Olivay shouted. “We thought you were dead.”

      “I might be. Maybe I’ve been dead for years and you all are part of my afterlife experience.”

      “Sounds like you got screwed in that deal,” Ferder said, beaming and treading water next to her. “If we’re angels, we’re poor excuses for angels. Demons? Even worse.” He motioned and then started swimming. “Stay close.”

      When they made it to land, Samantha’s suit engaged in an auto dry function, causing the rest to step back and eye her with surprise until it was done.

      “I don’t appreciate games,” Samantha said, when the suit completed the drying process. “I’m not here for that.”

      “Then you’ll be glad to hear this isn’t a game,” Ferder said, pointing up at the nearby cliffs.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Now we climb. Truth is, since we’re going to be your guards up there, Napalm thought it best to get in some joint training. Get to know each other’s abilities and all that.”

      “Did he?” Samantha laughed. “And I bet he’s up there right now, relaxing in a bath and laughing his ass off.”

      The others frowned, confused.

      “Sorry, laughing one’s ass off doesn’t translate in our language,” Olivay said, turning to glance at Samantha’s ass. “They don’t… actually come off, do they?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” Samantha replied. “Figure of speech. Shall we?”

      “Well then,” Ferder slapped his own butt and nodded to the cliffs. “Let’s climb until our asses fall off.”

      Samantha considered correcting him, but instead rushed ahead and shouted out, “Last one up is a rotten egg,” before leaping for the cliff and starting to run along it with her enhanced grip. She was glad the suit had mostly dried, because her first step slipped slightly. But then she was running, finding a ledge, using her enhanced jump, and repeating.

      Halfway up, the other four came whooping behind her. They moved along the cliff like monkeys in the trees, throwing themselves from handhold to handhold with the massive drop beneath.

      Samantha’s armor had given her the ability to make it as she had, and she was damn impressed with what this group was able to do without help.

      “Try to keep up, Earther,” Ferder said, and started to pass her.

      Oh, hell no.

      Samantha threw herself at the ledge, leaping and putting her feet out to catch it in a run. Then she attempted something new—running straight up.

      To her surprise, it worked. Well, it worked until it didn’t, about fifteen paces from her starting point, when the grip wore off. With a shout of surprise, she reached out and grabbed a purple tree that was sticking out from the edge, but it gave with her weight and she felt herself starting to fall. She desperately looked for another, then reached and grabbed hold of a rock, but it crumbled away.

      Here come the curse words, she thought as gravity took hold, and tensed for impact.

      “Whoa there,” Olivay said, suddenly at her side. With one hand plunged into the rock near her, she reached out to grab Samantha’s wrist. Samantha found herself dangling, only this woman between her and falling. They were over the rocks instead of water now, and she wasn’t exactly sure of the limits of her suit.

      “Guess this is a test of trust, huh?” Olivay said with a playful smile. “If an Earther had me like this, think she would pull me up?”

      Samantha pursed her lips, refusing to play that game.

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” Olivay said, swinging Samantha so that she landed on a nearby ledge. “See, I learned some of your phrases.”

      “I happen to not like that one very much,” Samantha said. “And any Earther who would play games like that would be slapped. Hard.”

      “I saved you, didn’t I?” Olivay noted with a shrug, and then took off again, her hands plowing into the rock for new handholds along the way.

      So that’s how they did it, Samantha noted. She glanced down at her gloves, then at the cliff, and wondered. Fingers spread, she jabbed her hand forward to see if she could break the rocks, and then stubbed all of her fingers in a painful moment of regret. Maybe after a few strength upgrades?

      She took a deep breath to push away the fear of almost falling, then stepped back and started running again, this time returning to her upward, semi-horizontal strategy.

      She reached the top, though after the rest. While the suit had helped her, it still had taken a lot of energy, and she knelt, catching her breath.

      “Not bad,” Ferder said, walking over to help her up. “You keep up with us out there like this, you’ll do just fine.”

      “Wait for the combat to start,” she replied, hands over her head to catch her breath. “We’ll see who’s keeping up with who.” She turned to Olivay, frowning. “Speaking of which, maybe we test that out next?”

      “That was all in good fun,” Olivay countered, but her hands were clenched into fists.

      “It is almost time for the feast,” Ferder noted, glancing between the two. “And… did I miss something?”

      Olivay just stared, waiting to see how Samantha replied.

      Finally, Samantha smiled. “You’re right, I’m famished. Let’s head back.”

      The others shared a look of confusion. Ferder dropped behind to have a word with Olivay as they made their way to the palace. But as far as Samantha was concerned, she would let it go, for now. She didn’t appreciate people, or aliens, messing with her, but wasn’t going to be petty about it. Not right now, anyway.

      She had made the combat suggestion as a bit of a challenge, but to her surprise, halfway back to the palace she found Napalm doing just that. A circle of men and women formed around him as he moved in a circle, shirtless. Some looked like her new companions, with others ranging from short and furry to lanky, scaly reptiles.

      Craning her neck to see who he was up against, she nearly missed the lady who darted in, clocked Napalm, and then body slammed him into the ground.

      “Dammit,” he shouted, throwing her off.

      It was Carma.

      “What’s this?” Samantha shouted, stepping forward. “Enough!”

      Napalm held up a hand, while his other went to his bloody nose. “See, Sam? I let you have the fun training.”

      She paused, hesitantly looking at them each in turn. “This is… training? It looks more like an ass whupping.”

      Carma laughed. “Our friend here asked me to train him in hand-to-hand, the others wanted to watch.”

      “So far she’s taught me how to take a punch,” Napalm said with a bloody grin. “Can’t say I’m getting any better at it, though.”

      The crowd laughed.

      “How about you?” a tall, blue alien asked, staring at Samantha. “We hear Earthers are notoriously horrible fighters.”

      Samantha scoffed. “That might be true of most of ‘em, but whoever you heard that from never met me.”

      “We should get going,” Ferder insisted.

      “Give it a rest,” the blue one said. “Eliolations, always following the rules.”

      “When we live under the rule of the Elders,” Ferder replied, “yes.”

      “One small demonstration.” The blue alien smiled, his teeth pointy and black. “I’ll even step in this time.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Ferder whispered to Samantha. “The guy’s a… how do you say, big penis?”

      Samantha laughed. “A dick?”

      Ferder nodded seriously. “Yes. Huge dick. Crippled someone in training a couple years back, isn’t even allowed in the Chronos Corps anymore.”

      But Sam had made up her mind. She put her metaphorical blinders on, turning to the alien.

      “Let’s give them a show,” she said, pressing the button to bring her helmet forward. “What’s his name?”

      “They call me Breaker,” the blue alien said, heaving off his enormous coat so that he came in topless, as Napalm had. Napalm and Carma cleared the area, each with cautious glances Samantha’s way.

      She held up a hand to show she had this.

      “On your mark,” Breaker said, balling his blue hands into fists.

      “Go,” Samantha said, and came at him. Her first strike was aimed at his stomach, but he simply took it and laughed, then picked her up and threw her! She landed with a thud, but quickly rolled out of it. His foot landed, stomping the ground where her torso had been, followed by his knee. She blocked the knee and threw herself forward to slam her helmet into his face, sending him stumbling backward.

      He recovered in time to see her throwing a punch, but not in time to dodge it. The strike took him on the side of his face, a second on his torso again. The face shot caused some damage, judging by the look in his eyes, but the torso shot had been more of a test. It confirmed that he didn’t feel pain in that area, or at least didn’t show it.

      When her third punch came, he tried to block it. But she had thrown it as a feint, and instead went for a leg sweep.

      Breaker smiled, keeping himself planted so that her attack was like kicking at a firmly rooted tree.

      She stumbled back as he plowed forward, again lifting her into the air and slamming her down. This time, it knocked the wind out of her.

      “Not so tough, Earther,” Breaker said, pointy black teeth inches from her helmet. “Maybe I’ll pick on a grown woman next time, see if she fares any better.”

      “Try this on for size,” Samantha said through gritted teeth, grabbing him by the back of his head and slamming his face into her helmet. She brought up a leg and knocked him sideways, so that she was on top of him, and brought an elbow down.

      He moved his head to the side and thrust up, sending her flying away. This time, though, she landed on her feet.

      “She drew first blood on you,” someone shouted from the crowd. Breaker wiped at his nose, where black blood was starting to ooze out.

      “Play time’s over,” Breaker said, and then took a deep breath. Like a blowfish, he suddenly expanded, spikes sticking up and muscles bulging.

      He ran forward, eyes wild and a war cry on his lips. Samantha decided she didn’t want to find out if those spikes could penetrate her armor. It was time to put an end to this.

      She spun, diving under his attack, and came up with a kick to his ass that sent him sprawling in the dirt, face first.

      The crowd erupted in laughter.

      Breaker threw himself over and came at her on all fours, quick and darting like a lizard.

      Seeing his face was exposed, she brought a foot up and stomped, moving fast with her enhanced speed.

      With a crack, the strike made black blood gush.

      “It’s over,” she said, hands up as she took a step back. “Show’s over.”

      “Not your say, you Earth-sucking piece of shit.” He was up, coming at her with wild strikes, hoping for any hit he could land.

      But as she had said, it was over. She dodged, sweeping his strikes aside and throwing the flat edge of her hand at his throat. He stumbled back, gasping for air, and then she stepped forward, ready to end it.

      With a final strike, she spun and backhanded Breaker, knocking him to the ground. A stunned silence followed, and then sudden cheers.

      “Told you,” Ferder shouted over the cheering. “Not many here like big penises. Er, big dicks.”

      “Either way,” Samantha said with a laugh, and then yelped in surprise as the crowd picked her up on their shoulders and started chanting, “Our champion, our champion,” over and over. This was the last thing she had expected, and when she turned back to look for Carma and Napalm, she saw that the crowd had them up on their shoulders as well, carrying all three of them back to the palace. Soon a song started instead of the chant, and she leaned back and let the crowd carry her, simply enjoying it.

      “Remind me never to mess with you again!” Olivay shouted from next to her, then gave her a wink and joined in the song.
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* * *

      Hadrian waited at the window, looking out at the gardens. They had set him up in a room in the Orleanian Palace for his duration on Entono Fos Prime, and he appreciated the hospitality. The family of Orlean was an old and powerful one, and not without its drama. They had started as slaves on the outskirts of the universe, Magna Tenebras Prime. But they had fought for their freedom and become one of the most important families in the Alliance.

      By the time they had moved in on their enemies and taken over the Entono Fos planetary system, a good half of the universe had risen up to follow them.

      Fortunately for Earth, none of the universe’s worries had made it out their way. Until now, that is.

      The tenth Orlean, the woman who now presided over the palace, was far from those early ancestors, though. She was smart and brave, and Hadrian trusted her with his life. Which is why he had sworn to serve the alliance under her.

      Movement on the horizon pulled him back to the view outside, and a smile found its way to his lips. The locals were carrying his team back, chanting one of their ancient warrior chants. It flowed like the wind, pleasant, reminding him of Earthly hymns. Moments like these were good for celebration and levity, as long as they didn’t make his team complacent. They had a long and perilous journey ahead of them, starting with taking care of the one behind the betrayal of the gates.

      One of his own.

      He sighed, the smile fading, and made his way to the dining hall. If they were returning, that meant the dinner would soon be ready. It also meant it was time to discuss who this traitor could be, and how best to deal with it.

      Each hall was splendid in its own right. One was made of glowing green jade, which held the healing factors Earthers so rarely understood. Another hallway was constructed entirely out of emeralds and jewels, some from every known planet on the side of the alliance. Even having walked that hallway a thousand times, its brilliance took his breath away.

      Then came the hallway of shadows, one he often preferred to avoid. With walls that seemed to move and reach for you, many made a point of steering clear of this part of the palace. However, it had its purpose.

      At the end of the hallway were the chambers of the Lord of Whispers, a being from the same galaxy as Dex. Rumor had it this being had emerged from a black hole. Immune to gravity and vulnerable only to the rays of sunlight, he remained hidden at most times.

      His purpose was also hidden from most, but not Hadrian.

      Entering the chambers always gave him a shiver of fright. The passageway was dark, but for a violet glow that emerged from behind the reaching shadows. The shadows seemed alive, floating around Hadrian as he walked, almost pulling back on him as if warning him not to continue.

      A grating sound carried through the room, like bones grinding on the inside of his skull. To anyone else this would have been maddening, but not so with Hadrian. He knew the tricks, and he knew how to block them out.

      On he walked, an impossible distance for the length of the room, and then he suddenly spun around. The being he sought floated before him.

      If these beings had ever visited Earth, Hadrian imagined it would largely explain the human fascination with ghosts. One of its kind could easily be mistaken for a paranormal being, floating with white, torn cloths moving around itself as if submerged in water. Where the face should be, the white robes gave way to violet eyes—the same as the glow from the dark passageways.

      Hadrian bowed, then lifted his hands to show submission.

      A low purring sound came from the being, and then it extended a hand. It was gray and withered, with a pulsating purple light at its center. As the light grew, its center became black, as if there was simply nothing.

      For a moment, Hadrian paused. Even he faced fear from time to time. Visiting this creature had always been one of those times. Not just because of what it was, but because of what the vision might show.

      Steeling his nerves, he bent forward, submerging his face in the light and nothingness.

      Then he was in space, feeling himself pulled in various directions as gravity moved and refused to let go. A series of planets was spiraling around him, and then he was sucked out even farther, to the farthest extent of the being’s reach. He froze. They were there, the Great Deceivers.

      While the universe contained a variety of beings, these were the vilest at times, the most beautiful when it suited their needs. A star map hovered around them with various targets lit up while they discussed plans of attack, shifting in their range of appearances. Some would appear like beautiful gods one moment, surrounded by lights that flickered in and out like their own stars. Then they would sneer at the one next to them, their skin appearing like burnt leather, torn and still smoldering, their eyes like lava.

      Hadrian never enjoyed looking in on them, but it wasn’t their forms that drew his attention. It was the star system that surrounded them. Their map.

      And from what he could tell, they were moving in dangerously close, much more advanced than they should’ve been for this soon in the timeline.

      In a collective movement, the Great Deceivers turned to him, keenly aware of his presence. He pulled back, fighting to be away from them before they could do him harm.

      As he came back, all of space seemingly collapsing around him, he caught a glimpse of the space dragon. It was on the move… closer than he liked to admit. And then he saw the towers—two more great serpents, emerging from the emptiness of deep space.

      With a sputtering breath, he was free of the visions, back in the room with the being. He lifted his arm and produced a knife, then waited until the light had faded from the being’s hands. With a quick downward slice, Hadrian had produced his blood sacrifice. It dripped down into the being’s hand, pulling as if an invisible wind held it.

      He never wanted to know what the being did with the blood. When it was done, he quickly nodded, turned, and departed.

      To know what was truly coming might be terrifying, but it was necessary. The Great Deceivers weren’t supposed to reach Earth yet, he had seen it so. But his visions were fickle, not always set in stone. If this other from his world was manipulating the gates, everything could change.

      Earth and the rest of the universe were undeniably doomed if they didn’t succeed in this mission.

      Unfortunately, he first needed to convince the other Elders of this so that they would devote the resources to seeing it through.

      And dealing with the Elders had never been high on his items of enjoyable tasks.
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      Alien races of all species gathered in the palace’s great hall. Samantha had finally changed out of her armor, and now wore a white robe that draped her body in a way that reminded her of falling cherry blossoms. An emerald braided rope held it up around her right shoulder, its golden cloth trailing behind her.

      Napalm entered a moment later, wearing a similar robe. Seeing it on him, she didn’t feel so silly, though still way more exposed than normal. The way the robe flowed loosely on her curves made her more aware of her body than the skin-tight armor.

      It didn’t help when she noticed Napalm’s eyes on her.

      “You clean up well, kid,” Napalm said, nodding his approval.

      “She’s half your age,” Carma interjected. “I hope you’re not hitting on her.”

      Napalm laughed. “I don’t hit on teammates. Not ones half my age, and not carpet munching aliens that hate men, in case you ever make the mistake in thinking I’m hitting on you too.”

      “For your information, there are no carpets on my planet.” Carma bit her lip, trying not to smile. Samantha already knew what was coming and started to walk away, but had only gotten three steps when the alien lady smiled and added, “Only smooth marble—”

      “Okay, we get the joke,” Samantha said, turning back with exasperation.

      “Joke, statement of fact.” Carma shrugged. “It’s not even a matter of grooming, just how it is among the civilized. No offense.”

      “Oh my God.” Samantha turned to find her seat, and was glad to see Ferder there, motioning her over.

      Kwan was at another table, schmoozing with a group of men who looked very much like him, none of them wearing the silly robes. Instead, they wore red and black in a fashion more like gladiators.

      “That’s not fair,” Napalm complained. “Nobody gave me that option.”

      “Don’t you know?” Carma gave Kwan a wave, to which he nodded curtly and returned to his company. “He’s with us, but the Red Company has already claimed him for when he’s not on mission.”

      “Meaning?” Samantha asked.

      “It means that if we’re not off doing our black ops shit, he’ll be with them, tearing ships to pieces and blowing up planets.” Napalm actually looked impressed as he said it. “Kwan there was with the ROK Marines, and they’ve had a faction up here for some time, actually.”

      “Bullshit,” Samantha said, frowning. “Other Earthers, er, humans are already in space?”

      Napalm laughed. “You thought you were the first? Come on, I think there’s even some of the U.S. Fleet Marines out in one of these galaxies, up to something or other. You just happen to be the first Hadrian has brought up.”

      “Which makes you and Kwan there very special,” Carma noted. “We were going to find our seats?”

      Samantha glanced back over at Kwan as they made their way forward, noticing how at ease he was. Did she give off that same level of comfort, or was it obvious she was the new kid on her first day of school?

      As they sat, Ferder welcomed them and then found his own seat nearby. Samantha turned back to Carma.

      “What do we do when there’s no black ops mission?”

      “My planet has its war,” Carma replied, a darkness moving over her. “They’ll need me, at some point. Napalm here…?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t care where I am, as long as I get to blow shit up.”

      Carma rolled her eyes at that. “And you, Sam… I believe Hadrian has special plans for you. Private training, but also he mentioned something about securing Earth’s future. Sounds very important.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Samantha said with a scoff. “So after this… I might get to go back and finish off this war against the Syndicate?”

      “I don’t know the details,” Carma replied. “But that’s my guess.”

      Samantha felt her palms go clammy as a light sweat broke out. Her eyes darted around for Hadrian, wanting to know more about this. Unfortunately, she spotted him at the head table with the Elders. While she might not know alien tradition and custom here, she was pretty sure interrupting their conversation for such a simple question wouldn’t likely go over too well.

      Instead, she took a sip of water as she watched them in discussion, keenly aware of Hadrian losing himself from time to time, staring off into nothingness. This wasn’t the time to be thinking about herself, this was the time to get the mission done. After that, she’d go with the flow. Whatever was best for the alliance.

      “Samantha,” Carma said, pulling her out of her thoughts.

      “Hmmm?”

      Carma nodded to Ferder, who had apparently been saying something.

      “Try the endrich,” Ferder said, motioning to the platter being passed over to Samantha.

      She smiled and held out her plate as he scooped something that looked like chicken onto it. With an uneasy feeling, she saw the red wings on the platter, knowing it must have been those weird looking bat swans she had seen outside.

      Oh well, she thought. When in Rome. And with that, she took a big, juicy bite.

      “How’s it compare to what you have back home?” Olivay asked, leaning in from down the table a ways.

      Samantha thought about that, considering that it was somewhere between chicken and something she had once tried at a sushi restaurant.

      “Slimy, yet satisfying,” was all she could think to say, recalling a quote from some old movie from way before she was born.

      “Meaning…?”

      “Meaning,” Samantha replied with another large bite. “It’s delicious.”

      The locals beamed at this, then started offering her more dishes. She was famished, so dug in. Though she was pretty sure most of this stuff would have freaked her out any other time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hadrian knew many gathered that evening, but was distracted with the personal nature of the mission. When he set out to put together his team, he had known something was amiss and that the enemy was moving faster than should’ve been possible. He’d never suspected that the mission would be to go after the only other survivor of his own planet.

      Needless to say, he couldn’t bring himself to eat.

      He would sooner stay in his room, maybe have a one-on-one meeting with Orlean to discuss their plans, but that wasn’t the way of the Elders. They did everything larger than life. While he was technically one of them and even had a seat at the high table, it was for that reason he had refused to settle down and help rule. He liked action, not grand talk.

      He meant to lead his team. With his capabilities, it was the only way that made sense. Plus, there was the issue of Earth’s defense and the war they were facing, along with the bigger war they were about to face.

      Hadrian had to be the one at Samantha’s side to ensure it went according to plan.

      The others seemed to be fitting in well with the locals, and Hadrian was glad to see Kwan had met up with his counterparts. If this was going to work, they needed to be a close-knit team, but also part of a larger, cohesive unit.

      No one should see them as outsiders, or the privileged few. Even if they were, at least as far as Hadrian was concerned. When his team put their mind to a task, he had no doubt they’d see it through.

      Orlean finally clinked her glass, just loud enough to get the attention of those seated at the high table.

      Hadrian was already silent, so sat waiting for the dark-skinned Elivite, a tall race with pointed ears and fierce, tiger-like eyes, and the Oracat at his left with her feline nose and mouth, to stop talking. One of the Elders, the only other one to remain quiet for most of the meal, gave him a respectful nod. She was a Rhuramenti, a race that was practically indistinguishable from human and considered themselves peacekeepers. He respected that, and was always put at ease at the sight of her.

      When all were silent, Orlean leaned forward, eyes fixed on Hadrian.

      “I’m not sure you’re the best fit for this mission,” she said, the words hitting him like an Elivitian war hammer to the face.

      “Excuse me?”

      She frowned. “You’re too close.”

      “If anyone’s going to find one of my kind, it will be me.”

      The others whispered among themselves, then stopped at a glance from Orlean.

      “Surely you’ve figured out who it is by now,” Orlean said. “It’s not just about this being a hunt for one of your own. You two were like brothers. Almost inseparable.”

      “Karstrack...” Hadrian closed his eyes, finding it odd that his gut didn’t clench to the extent he had thought it would as he realized she was right.

      She nodded, confirming it. “The prisoner cracked. Didn’t know much, but knew enough for us to be certain on this one fact… along with where we might start our hunt for him.”

      “How can it be?” he finally managed.

      “Only one body was never recovered,” Orlean noted, the blue of her eyes turning dark as she spoke.

      “But I saw the explosion, I saw—”

      “You saw what he wanted you to see,” she cut in with a wave of her hand. “Tell me, Hadrian the great and powerful, did you ever absorb his energy?”

      Hadrian froze, eyes narrowed, feeling a heat burn in his chest. It was true that this had never made sense. When the others of his kind passed on, he had felt each of their powers, their energy and everything they were capable of, absorbing into his soul. Becoming one with him.

      But not this one. Not the brother in arms he had known his whole life, the man who introduced him to his love, and who Hadrian would have done anything for.

      “Karstrack…” Hadrian shook his head, eyes moving to the untouched food before him.

      “There’s no other viable explanation.”

      That much was clear, and Hadrian hated it. He almost hated Orlean for being the one to point out the obvious. And even now, faced with the truth, he couldn’t fully accept it.

      He sat there for a moment, trying to gather his calm. Finally, he stood, placing his napkin on the table in front of him, and said, “If anyone’s going to kill my brother, it will be me. I must look him in the eyes and understand what he has done. Or do my damned best, at least.”

      With that, he briskly made his way to the entryway.

      “Hadrian…” It was Samantha, having stood to come after him.

      He held up a hand with a shake of his head, and then continued on. Right now, he needed to be alone.
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      The dinner had concluded soon after Hadrian’s departure, leaving Napalm, Samantha, Carma and Dex to return to their rooms. Instead, they meandered over to the palace courtyard, where Samantha found an edge of a fountain to walk along. She balanced, looking at the odd fountain of a woman that resembled Orlean, but was much older. Then her mind returned to Hadrian.

      “Is he known to lose his temper?” she asked.

      Napalm, likely the one who knew him best, considered this. “I’ve never seen it. What we witnessed in there was him leaving to think, I’d say. Losing his temper, at least by my definition, would’ve meant shouting and at least one explosion.”

      Samantha laughed as she jumped down from the fountain. “Okay, not to that extreme. But he’s definitely off right now.”

      The others shared a confused look.

      “I mean, he’s distracted. His mind has too much going on.”

      “Ah,” Carma said, then shook her head. “But… maybe you should’ve told him about the boy right away. I mean, when you first met the boy in the simulation.”

      “The simulation that wasn’t a simulation, you mean?” Samantha asked. “First, there wasn’t an opportunity. Second, maybe he could’ve filled us in more to begin with. Then I would’ve had more reason to think the boy was something worth mentioning.”

      “The boy who was a man,” Napalm noted, thoughtfully. “What do you think he was trying to get out of Sam?”

      Kwan made a grunt, then motioned to Sam, still in her semi-revealing robes.

      “It was a simulation,” she shot back, then frowned. “Oh, no… gross.”

      Carma laughed. “Not the best way to get into a girl’s pants though, is it? I mean, arranging a meet-cute in the middle of a battle-ridden territory?”

      “Intel more likely,” Kwan agreed. “But maybe also.”

      “Okay, Kwan,” Sam spat back. “How about you stick to the whole mysterious and quiet type thing you usually have going on. I don’t know if I like what you have to say when you do talk.”

      He smiled with a shrug.

      “Right…” Napalm waited to see if anyone else was going to add something, then said, “So let’s go with intel, a booty call as a potential added bonus.” At a glare from Samantha, he added, “Or not. Maybe not. So he had some sort of scanner or sensor that showed someone had jumped in…”

      “And wanted to find out who you were with, most likely,” Carma finished the thought.

      Dex made soothing sounds, and Carma nodded.

      “Dex says the boy was likely trying to figure out what sort of team you had, and who you were working for. The basics.” After a long stare as she bit her lip, Carma shook her head. “But of course you didn’t tell him any of that, right?”

      Samantha frowned, scrunching her nose in thought. “I… don’t think so…?”

      “Okay, well, a note for future interactions with strangers, even those we meet in simulations. Keep all information locked away deep down inside your cute little heart. Got it?”

      “For your information, I have my shit together,” Sam said, staring at each of them as if daring them to contradict her. “Back home, I’m one of the main resistance warriors now. Part of the Last Remaining Resistance, Earth’s last stand against the Syndicate.”

      Carma leaned up against a nearby pillar, Napalm sitting on the fountain.

      “We have to stick together, no bickering,” Napalm said, staring up into the stars. “If we’re going to be going up there and putting our lives on the line to save the universe, we need something they can call us when they sing our praises. We need a team name.”

      “I thought we were black ops,” Carma argued. “Meaning, not a lot of people will know what we’ve done, let alone sing about it.”

      “Still, it’s a good idea,” Kwan chimed in.

      Samantha nodded, already racking her brain for something.

      “Team Flames?” Napalm offered.

      Carma scoffed. “No. Team Hadrian?”

      “Too on the nose,” Samantha countered. “And you were the one who said we didn’t want to be going around telling everyone who we work for and with.”

      “True.” Carma pursed her lips in thought.

      “Shadow Corps,” Samantha said.

      The others froze, considering that. Then each started to nod and murmur agreement.

      “Technically,” Kwan argued, holding up a hand, “a corps is two battalions or more. At least, our definition. But I love it.”

      “And who knows how big we’ll grow eventually?” Carma countered. “After Hadrian’s gotten us all trained up and we’ve proven ourselves.”

      Samantha smiled. “I thought of Shadow Force too, which was cool, but reminded me too much of a video game, Shining Force.”

      “Huh,” Kwan actually laughed. “I can’t believe you know that game. Damn, I loved that game. Played it on this hacked computer I found. Didn’t think anyone else had access to games so old these days.”

      “So, how’d you wind up here?” Samantha asked.

      Kwan looked around at them all. “Me, nothing special. Became a ROK Marine to prove I was the best when my friend decided to join. Didn’t want him to think he was the better of us. When he gave his life to save me in the first Syndicate attack, I guess he proved he was. Now I fight, hoping he’s watching.”

      Kwan eyed Samantha. “And what about you?”

      “Damn.” Samantha sucked in a gulp of air and said, “You all wouldn’t believe half the shit that makes up my life.”

      “Try us,” Carma said.

      “You first,” Samantha countered.

      Carma shrugged. “You all know my story, I think. But yeah, there’s more to it. One of the top fighters back home, they promoted me up the ranks of our military. Then it got political and they made me the equivalent of an Earth general. I learned what the civil war was all about—a family squabble had started it, nothing more. When Hadrian came calling, I was glad to raise my hand and volunteer to get the hell out of there.”

      “But you often talk about getting back to join the fight?”

      Carma bit her lip, then nodded. “It’s tough. I know my girls are back there taking shots, but it all feels so pointless now. So stupid. This here is a war I know is worth fighting, but I still can’t completely abandon my people.”

      “It’s not stupid,” Kwan said.

      Napalm nodded. “Agreed.”

      Carma waved them off. “Whatever, I didn’t share to get all of you on my side, I shared so this one would open up.”

      Samantha held up her hands in surrender. “Okay. The invasion came when I was only thirteen, but we’d received notice it would happen when I was eleven. Can you imagine two years of pre-teen life knowing an alien force was about to invade your world? It made everything different. You want to play a video game where you’re shooting bad guys? Suddenly every shot feels real, every NPC saved is a neighbor or the old lady you see every day at the corner market. It changed me, made me grow up real fast.

      “Then there was the actual invasion, when I was separated from everyone I knew and loved. My mom was already off fighting with the Marines, my dad… well, the most I’ve ever heard about him was that he was some jackoff Marine who got my mom pregnant and then ditched her. So there I was, left to fend for myself.”

      She sighed, glancing around at them all, sure they didn’t want to hear this. But the intrigued expressions on their faces said otherwise, so she continued. “Long story shorter, I ended up reconnecting with my mom, and we actually ended up fighting side-by-side for a bit. Now, here’s the crazy part… Last time I saw her, I was saving her and some others with the powers Hadrian gave me. It was also the last time I used those powers, until recently. I had started to think I had imagined them.”

      “I’m damn glad that’s not the case,” Napalm said with a smile. “And your mom, what happened to her?”

      Samantha sighed. “They must’ve thought I was dead. That’s what I hear, anyway. They told me she went after a ship that had the ability to time travel. She probably thought there’d be a way to get me back.”

      “Do you know where she is now?” Carma asked, leaning in and eyes wide.

      With a shrug, Samantha said, “I know she’s gone, and that’s it. I know that Earth is still fighting for its survival, and, as much as I’m not sure about Hadrian’s complete story, I know that being up here with you all, part of the Shadow Corps,” she smiled at this and earned a couple of chuckles, “well, I can’t think of any better way to serve. Any better way to make my mom’s sacrifice worth it, if there was a sacrifice.”

      “Damn,” Napalm said.

      “And you?” Samantha asked him.

      “Me?” He frowned, looking at the sky. “Shit, now you all make me wish I had some exciting story. I’m a simple one. Hadrian came to me long ago to learn from me, so I could show him how to use my powers with energy. Then he taught them to his people, with my permission. Now he says he needs me to fight the terrors that hide in the shadows of the universe, so I’m here. Simple.”

      “Okay, tough guy,” Carma said with a roll of her eyes. “Let’s see what kinda story you share with us when you’ve had a few shots of the spirits in you.”

      Napalm laughed. “Deal.”

      They all turned to Dex now, who stood in the corner with his robes moving about like slithering snakes. For a long moment the being didn’t make a sound, then slowly reached up and pulled off the hood.

      Samantha could feel her breath stop in anticipation. But what she saw was a face not unlike those she had known back home. Its eyes were pure black and its skin smooth like porcelain, but otherwise it could’ve passed for human.

      “This is me,” Dex said in a smooth, pleasant voice. “You have opened up, so I do the same. I have seen the errors of my people, the evil they have done in the name of the Great Deceivers. If there is any doubt in Hadrian, let me tell you now that such doubt is misguided. Wrong. He will lead us to victory, and I will be there the whole way, until my final breath, should it come to that.”

      “You… talk.” Samantha stated the obvious.

      Dex bowed slightly. “For me to remove my hood is on a similar level to you removing your clothes. But I figured, this one time, I can show you that I am a part of this Shadow Corps, that I mean to be at your side, always having your backs. You can count on me.” The black eyes flickered a quick flash of silver light, and then Dex bowed even further, exposing a bald head. “If you all agree I have shown this, I would very much like to put my hood back on now.”

      They all murmured their agreement, and Dex pulled up the hood so that its face was once again shadowed.

      “Thank you, for that.” Samantha felt an emotional ball welling up in her throat. Loyalty had always meant a lot to her, and if Dex was truthful about what it meant to remove its hood, she wouldn’t ignore the gesture.

      “I mean, we don’t all have to expose ourselves now, do we?” Napalm said with a grin that was clearly directed at Carma.

      She raised an eyebrow and said, “Someone get me my sword, in case Napalm does. I’ll cut it off right here.”

      “Whoa, whoa, a joke.”

      “Me, too… maybe?”

      At that, he chuckled, but it was a nervous one.

      Out of a need to change the subject, but also curiosity, Samantha asked, “And Hadrian? Did he really lose everyone?”

      They were silent for several minutes. As the water from the fountain trickled down behind her, Samantha grew uncomfortable.

      “Nobody here knows, or we’re not supposed to talk about it?”

      “I have bits of information,” Carma said. “Nothing concrete, and maybe it’s a story best left for Hadrian to tell, when he’s ready. But yes, from what I could piece together, his planet was hit. Even with their ability to look into the future, and with the powers they have, it wasn’t enough. This enemy we’re up against… it’s the real deal.”

      “Well, they haven’t met the Shadow Corps yet, have they?” Samantha said. “I for one mean to put them in their place. I imagine that will be at the end of my sword, breathing their last breath.”

      “Damn straight,” Napalm said.

      “Ooorah,” Kwan muttered. Then the rest of them joined in one loud, “OORAH!”
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* * *

      Hadrian roamed the great arched halls of this castle they would have him call home. This planet wasn’t his, though, and never would be. After what the Great Deceivers had done to his people, and what they planned to do to the universe, he didn’t see how he could ever really belong anywhere but out fighting against them.

      How many among the Elders truly believed in the fight the way he did? Some of his people in the early days had bought into the lies, calling his enemy the Great Ones, or the Old Gods. The idea that anyone could think of them as gods caused Hadrian’s blood to boil. They looked at the universe like the Buddhists did their sand mandalas, and it was time to sweep aside the sand, to destroy it all. Their message was simple: destruction was part of the process as much as creation. Everything was temporary, nothing permanent. Nothing, that is, but them and their allies.

      He came to a point where tall pillars gleamed in the purple light of the sun. The wall along this walkway had been engraved with images depicting battles over the years. They showed spaceships shooting each other down, great cities sinking into oblivion, and species of various aliens struggling to avoid destruction.

      It didn’t matter what species one was, simple acceptance of destruction of self and those you love was not natural. Fighting for freedom and justice was. Fighting for that last breath was. And fighting for your loved ones certainly was.

      He stopped at the point in the wall where he had often stood before, contemplating, when on this planet. It was a newer etching, describing the fall of his people.

      There in its center, at the base of the dome of Heirachon, was his Noraldian in all her splendor. Her hair trailed out behind her, arms spread up with hands out as if to push back the invasion that had taken her life. Hadrian would give anything to go back to that moment and change it all, to somehow die in her stead, or save them all if there had been a way.

      But time had its rules. It could be bent, manipulated to degrees, but never completely controlled.

      For all he knew, going back could result in the destruction of the entire defensive alliance.

      His thoughts turned to Karstrack, who he had also thought long dead.

      How could it be that the man had survived? That he was out there, giving access to the enemy through the gates?

      On an evening like this, Karstrack had taken Hadrian aside on that first day of his coming of age training, and told him he would look out for him. He had been there when Hadrian and Noraldian met, even been the one to give each of them the gentle nudge they needed to end up together.

      The first day of the invasion by the Great Deceivers, it had been Karstrack who had run to them and given them the warning that could have saved both their lives, but only saved Hadrian’s.

      For so long now he had been convinced he was the last of his kind. What else was he wrong about? So many relied on him, trusted in him. But as he stared at the engraving, he felt that he knew nothing.

      None of them did.

      But that didn’t mean he would stop fighting for what he believed. Knowledge was the ultimate reward, but belief the ultimate motivator.

      Belief that they were in the right, that living was the correct path over destruction. And belief that Karstrack, a warrior who had once been like a brother to him, needed to be confronted.

      If he had betrayed them all, then he would face justice.

      Finger tracing the outline of his lover’s hair on the wall, he closed his eyes, breathed a deep breath, and then steeled his emotions.

      It was time.
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      The team began boarding Hadrian’s ship, and Samantha paused as the others passed, looking back out at the rolling hills. The hills weren’t so different from images she had seen of the California coast, aside from the strange vegetation and brilliance of colors.

      Whatever journey they were about to find themselves on, Samantha knew she would think back to her time here and remember one moment of peace, one calm before the storm.

      The Elders’ intelligence operatives had briefed them that there had once been a jump in the portion of the universe known as the Black Stars, so named because no light made it this far. But the jump was gone. They couldn’t find it anymore, so Hadrian’s team would go in through the closest gate and make their way over.

      A neutral planet nearby could show them the way: an old outpost still manned by a tribe of Kolack who had broken off from the rest of their species and sworn off the mercenary ways.

      “Ferder and your new friends are escorting us to this Kolack outpost, then we’ll be joined by two Kolack ships before flying into the Black Stars,” Hadrian briefed them all from the mess hall of the Noraldian.

      “Our mission,” he continued, “is to take out the target, set up a new jump point, and then get the hell out.”

      “And the dragon things we saw out there?” Samantha asked.

      “That’s where the alliance comes in,” Hadrian replied with a raise of his eyebrow. “We take out the main threats, they move in and clean up our leftovers.”

      “He calls three space dragons leftovers,” Napalm noted with a bark of a laugh. “Classic.”

      “Well, that and the fact that the six of us won’t really be able to do much more than slow them down. We’ll need a whole army to send them away.”

      “Not kill them?” Samantha asked with a frown.

      Hadrian turned to her with an amused gaze. “That would be quite impossible, Sam. Though if we find a way, please, let’s kill them.”

      Samantha chuckled. “Challenge accepted.”
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* * *

      The Noraldian flew out first, pressing into space and making ten gravities of flight feel like a river cruise. They were followed by their escort—two A-Fighters, named for their style of fighting that was often more similar to incoming asteroids than jet fighters. As Napalm understood it, the fighters would slip in toward their opponents and dump charges into space around them. Then they would fly out with a series of reverse shots that would hit the charges and send their enemies into a barrage of explosions.

      They were able to see it in action on the second day of the journey.

      The announcement of rogue fighters incoming sounded while they were eating breakfast. Napalm pointed Samantha to the windows of the mess hall.

      “You’ll want to see this,” he said, hoping the Noraldian’s lasers and turrets didn’t take out all of the attacking ships.

      “Are they with our enemy?” Samantha asked. “I mean, how’d they intercept us so fast?”

      He shook his head. “They might not be, not specifically. The war in these parts is strong, but there are still bandits, pirates, and bounty hunters. Considering our ship and who we have on board, I wouldn’t be surprised at any of those likelihoods.”

      She glanced up, wanting more of an explanation.

      But Napalm smiled and ignored her silent question, eyes following the action as the A-Fighters charged in. “Here we go!”

      A series of explosions and bright flashes of light, and they were flying past the space debris of their would-be assailants.

      “Well, that was a pretty show, but not exactly eventful,” Napalm stated, a bit let down.

      “You wanted our lives at risk?” a voice said from behind, and he turned to see that Hadrian had joined them. Lately he had taken to appearing as the disfigured old man. He had the others in tow, and motioned to a round table in the center of the dining hall.

      Everyone moved to join him, and he sat. For a long moment he stared down at the table, lost in thought.

      “Uh, boss?” Carma broke the silence.

      Hadrian glanced up at them all, his good eye roaming across their faces. “What you saw just now was a simple display of our power. We have, in addition to our defensive turrets and three mounted lasers, approximately five hundred megaton fusion warheads onboard, one hundred antimatter warheads, and of course the special skills you’ve seen in Napalm, Samantha, and myself.

      “If anyone wants to take us down, it’s going to be a tough battle on their part. Then you add our escorts to the mix, and I’d say the enemy would have to send several military-grade destroyers our way if they even wanted to stand a chance.” He scrunched his nose in thought. “Or… one of those space dragons.”

      “Which we left in our dust, no?” Napalm asked.

      “For the time being, it’s not a concern. However, if Karstrack is behind them, as I suspect he is, and if he thinks we’re moving in on him, I wouldn’t be surprised if we get a chance to butt heads with one again soon.”

      “I get my chance to take one down, you mean.” Samantha leaned back, her sleek body armor giving her the appearance of a much older warrior despite her youthful face. “You all doubt me, but I’m slaying me a dragon.”

      Hadrian almost smiled at that, but instead just nodded. “For all of our sakes, let’s hope you do. As of this moment, we are essentially members of the alliance, an elite team meant to pull off missions such as this.”

      Napalm leaned in. “We already chose a name, boss.”

      “You did?” Hadrian raised an eyebrow, impressed. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

      Everyone looked to Samantha, since she had been the one to come up with it.

      “The Shadow Corps,” she said, hopeful.

      Silence followed, broken by a laugh from Hadrian. “It’s perfect. And who will be leading this Shadow Corps?”

      At this, everyone looked around, confused.

      “Is that not you?” Kwan asked.

      “I’ll do what I can,” he replied. “But as the fight expands, I’ll be needed elsewhere. Consider me the General assigned to this endeavor, but the type of general who runs out at the front of the troops from time to time, leading the charge. We still need to establish chain of command, for once we’re on the ground. I can’t have everyone just doing whatever the hell they please. That’d be chaos, and won’t work once we come across a cohesive enemy unit.”

      A sound came from Dex, and both Carma and Hadrian considered, then turned to Samantha.

      “Dex votes for you,” Hadrian said.

      Napalm frowned, confused by this, then nodded. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea. The rest of us have our egos to get in the way.”

      “I don’t have an ego?” Samantha asked with a laugh. “Come on, everyone of you is fifty times more experienced than I am.”

      “Which means they have habits, ways of fighting their own wars that might not be the best when we come across this enemy.”

      Kwan nodded. “Agreed. If I’m answering to Red Company as well, I don’t want split considerations judging every command I might make. And seeing what you can do,” he turned to Samantha, eyes full of respect, “you can count on me to follow you into battle.”

      It was clear she was overwhelmed, but to her credit she sat straight, doing her best to not show it. With a lick of her lips, she looked to Carma and then back to Dex.

      “You—you all are sure?”

      Dex bowed, almost a nod.

      “I’m here to do what’s best for the team,” Carma replied. “Not to feed my ego. So yeah, screw it. I’m yours, oh capitan.”

      “Technically,” Hadrian interrupted, “you all are somewhere between a squad and a fireteam, with the difference here being that each of you are essentially equals. We’ll have Sam calling shots, but you all have your unique experience. I know you better than to think that I have to tell you to speak up if you see a problem, and I know that some of you are already mentoring Sam here in a way. So keep up the good work. Keep training. We will run into more trouble, and we can’t afford to have any of you injured or worse. So that’s your first order from me—don’t get hit. Got it?”

      They all nodded, and he smiled. “Well then, get back to training, you slackers. What are you all sitting around staring at my pretty mug for?”

      A chuckle went around the table, but then he stopped smiling. “Seriously, get back to work.”
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* * *

      While jump gates had been scarce after leaving Earth, going to their new destination wasn’t a problem at all.

      “Think of it like a game, where the more gates you use, the more they can track us,” Napalm said, doing his best to explain it to Samantha as they moved through the obstacle courses. “At least, as long as Karstrack lives.”

      “So we can be tracked using the gates?” Samantha asked as she ducked under several rotating bags of sand that simulated strikes, then came up and delivered two quick jabs and a right hook to the targets that appeared.

      He nodded.

      “But… not anyone can just use the gates, right?”

      “If one of Hadrian’s people, like Karstrack, is close enough to sense a gate being used, the gate enters into his consciousness. Then he, and anyone he wills, can locate the gate and use it.”

      She paused, turning to look at him. “That’s messed up. So having another Hadrian out there…”

      “Not a good thing, in this case,” Napalm said, coming up behind her. His eyes went wide and he said, “Look out!”

      WHAP! Too late, as one of the sandbags swung down and smacked her on the head. This time when she turned to hit it, she was pissed. Her strike burst the bag open and sent sand everywhere.

      “Nice going, kid,” Napalm said with a chuckle, then wiped sweat from his brow as he exited the obstacle course. “I’m hitting the showers while you clean this up. Meet for dinner?”

      She groaned, glancing around for a broom. “Yeah, sure.”

      A sucking sound came from the floor. She glanced down to see a section of the wall had detached and floated over, then sucked up the sand. It then floated back to the wall, and reattached so tightly she couldn’t even see the seams.

      She made a note to remember to ask Hadrian where she could get one of those for herself, if she ever had a home again outside of this spaceship.

      She walked over to the wall of swords and lifted hers, smiling at the feel of it in her hands again. As much as she had once been against the idea of swords, it felt like a part of her now. It was too bad Hadrian had put a hold on grinding for upgrades. She wanted to be ready when they arrived at their destination, but he said it was too risky with Karstrack out there. While that didn’t make sense to her, yet, she had to trust that he had his reasons and would let her know soon enough.

      So she was stuck performing katas that Dex had been kind enough to show her. There was no way she could ever hope to have his skill level, but as she turned and thrust, parried and lunged, twisting the blade and then striking upward, she knew her form was damn good.

      From everything she had gathered from picking the brains of Napalm and the others, their mission was to get in there, deal with Karstrack to block the jumps for the bad guys, and then reestablish a jump for the good guys.

      That would be easy enough, except for the fact that they had to travel through what Carma had called the universe’s butt hole to get there.

      “The what?” Samantha had asked.

      Carma had laughed. “The only jump to where the prisoner said Karstrack would be is through a specific jump point, set up purposefully by him, deep within the planet Dex comes from.”

      “I hear his relatives are real friendly,” Samantha said sarcastically. What she had heard was, in fact, the opposite.

      “Don’t joke about them,” Carma replied. “You’re not going to feel so jovial once you have to face them in battle.”

      Samantha had nodded and excused herself. She had seen Dex in action, and certainly didn’t want to ever have to face anyone like it.

      That was their destination. The butt hole of the universe. Great. Instead of heading to the showers, she stuck around for a bit. It wasn’t like she wanted to use them while Napalm was there anyway. Although the ship had separate showers, they were still in the same room, just separated by stalls. That, and she didn’t fully trust the water filtration system that filtered it between uses, so wanted to give it as much time as possible. No matter how many times Hadrian told her how it actually worked, she couldn’t quite accept it.

      Having been through her share of crappy bathing situations on Earth, ranging from communal showers to canteen showers—or, as she’d been forced to do one time, a sand shower—this was like living the high life.

      So, when she had the chance, she rather enjoyed being picky.

      As she made her next sword thrust, she noticed a figure out of the corner of her eye. She made sure to end the form in a graceful bow to an imaginary enemy, then turned to see who it was.

      To her surprise, it was the pilot, Jackal. He had his helmet at his side and, for the first time, she got a good glimpse of his face. To her surprise, he appeared in every way to be a human. His nose was slightly longer and more hooked than most men she knew, but other than that he looked like a lanky version of Goose from Top Gun. One of the LRR fighters had plastered his room with old Top Gun images he’d found in a magazine, and had been obsessed with Goose. The guy had a major crush on a figure who had lived some fifty years before. It was creepy, but also a little cute.

      “I’m sorry for staring,” she said, blushing when she realized that she hadn’t pulled her eyes away nor said anything for an uncomfortable amount of time. “It’s just… are you from Earth?”

      He nodded. “My government asked for volunteers without telling us what it was. But the moment I got up here and met Hadrian, I swore to never leave his side if he’d have me.”

      She pursed her lips, frowning.

      “Ah, you thought you were the only one,” he said with a smile. “Hey, you’re not the only human, but you are special. I’ve heard Hadrian go on about you… I’ve seen what you can do. Don’t you doubt that for a minute.”

      “Thanks,” she said, putting the sword back on the wall. “You’re from …?”

      “From Australia, though the accent’s long gone. It happens up here.” He smiled, then his voice took on a distinct Australian twang. “We start to forget who we are, mate.”

      “You’re off duty, I take it?”

      “Even we have to take shifts, you know? Make sure we get some sleep so we don’t crash this thing into a meteor storm or something.”

      Samantha gulped nervously at the thought of that.

      He turned to go, but seemed to want to say something to her and paused. “You know, the answer’s yes.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Is it all real. Yes, it is.” He smiled, and gave her a friendly wave. “I asked myself that every night for the better part of a year when I first came out here. The sooner you realize you can stop pinching yourself, the better.”

      She laughed. “Good night, Jackal.”

      He winked. “Jack works, when I’m not behind the captain’s seat.”

      “Night, Jack.”

      When he was gone, she wasn’t in the mood to train any more. And it was getting late, at least according to her body’s internal clock.

      As she was walking toward the showers, she passed the mess hall and saw Hadrian and a very tired looking Jackal talking. She caught a portion of Jackal saying, “You have to tell her.” Then when they both noticed her, they stopped talking and walked off.

      That was odd.

      Ignoring it for now, she made her way to the shower, got cleaned up, and went back to her room. She took one of the pairs of pajamas prepared for her, slipped into them and lay down.

      Jackal’s words came back to her. What was it they weren’t telling her? While they could have been talking about Carma, they had acted pretty strange when they saw Samantha, so that part wasn’t hard to figure out.

      If it was something to do with her being younger, she swore she’d kick both of their asses when she woke up.

      For now, though, her eyelids grew heavy, and she found herself drifting off to sleep.
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      Napalm was the first of the team to wake. He wandered into the bridge, saw that Hadrian wasn’t there, and was about to leave when Jackal entered and took his seat, replacing the alternate shift.

      With a smile to Napalm, he said, “You see where we are?”

      He motioned for the screen to zoom in, revealing a cluster of planets with ships moving between them. What had appeared to be just more stars and planets was actually a hub of activity.

      “Our last stop before entering enemy territory,” Jackal commented. He pointed to the screen, then moved his finger so that it zoomed in on the closest planet, showing an area of metallic gray that could only be a city. “The neutral zone.”

      “I’ve been here before,” Napalm stated, throat dry. “Can’t say I have the fondest memories.”

      Jackal turned, considering him, but returned to piloting when Napalm didn’t offer anything more.

      “We might have time to throw back some of the famed Devil’s Wine,” Jackal said. “As I hear, the stuff opens you right up. My treat, of course.”

      Napalm eyed the man, wondering if there was any way he had heard the story. It hadn’t been so long ago, when a woman had lured him here with promises of a life together in the Outlands. He had nearly given up on being a soldier, was fed up with death and destruction.

      Then a night of heavy drinking from the Devil’s Teat, as the locals called it, and he woke up the next morning nude in an alley, all of his chips gone—both physical and the ones accessed through his account. Luckily for him, the Brothers in Flames put him back on his feet, but not before he had to obtain clothes and find his way back home. He only escaped a life of servitude because Hadrian came calling.

      He had been a sight for sore eyes, and Napalm would never forget the relief he felt at seeing that man’s face again.

      So would he partake in the Devil’s Wine? Hell. No.

      But to Jackal, he just smiled and nodded. “Sure, we’ll try to work something out.”

      Politely excusing himself, Napalm made for the training rooms. He hadn’t realized they would be stopping by this planet, and it sent his stomach turning. If anyone tried anything with him this time, he meant to be ready.
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* * *

      Samantha joined the rest of the Shadow Corps as they strapped in at the back seats of the bridge and pulled in to land. A mean-looking Acome had hailed them and briefed Hadrian on landing fees and procedures, but all of that went over Samantha’s head. The Acome, Napalm told her, was a race that occupied much of this outer edge of space. They had very humanoid features, if one could ignore the line of three stones that went down the middle of their foreheads. Napalm insisted the stones were actually part of their skulls, and that they couldn’t be removed. Many were the size of small pebbles, but he told her some grew quite large, so that when you said, “That man has some stones on him!” the phrase actually was literal.

      But what fascinated her the most was how, according to Napalm, some had a stone at the top that extended out into a bit of a horn. He and others had termed this type the unicorns, though never to their faces unless they wanted a fight.

      Now she was anxious to get on planet in hopes of seeing a unicorn, though she wasn’t sure if the sight would excite her or give her nightmares.

      They touched down at the boarding station, then took transport ships to the city. The Acome had said something about not having enough room to land all the ships directly on planet, but Carma said she suspected it was a way of monitoring who came and went, and being able to stop anyone from making a quick getaway.

      Ferder and Olivay were waiting for them at the other end when they arrived. Samantha smiled and waved, then took a moment to look around at the great reception hall. It was old and looked like it was made of brown plaster, and reminded her of a train terminal she and the other LRR members had spent a week hiding in after a particularly bad skirmish with the Syndicate.

      “You see the way we dealt with those pirate pieces of shit?” Ferder asked, beaming as he walked up and clasped forearms with her. A look of concern came over him. “Is that… did that translate properly?”

      She laughed, then turned to nod at Olivay. “Yeah, why?”

      His cheeks turned purple, which she imagined was his version of blushing. “Just… I looked up more of the details behind our last communication. I didn’t know we were referring to the man in a phallic way.”

      Olivay grunted, then said, “Is there any other way to think of males?”

      Samantha wasn’t sure which way to go in this discussion. So she smiled and walked past them, admiring a carving on the wall over a metallic tube that seemed to be the tunnel out.

      The carving was of a group of the Acome riding giant bird-like creatures, a ball with lines coming out of it.

      “Just ignore stuff like that,” Ferder said, joining her after greeting the rest of her group. “The Acome have such high thoughts of themselves.

      “I… actually don’t know what it is,” she admitted.

      “Oh?” He looked taken aback. “I keep forgetting how little Earthers know about life out here. Acome believe they created the universe. They have this old tale about being born from the eggs of Dactites, those flying things, but born into nothingness. They took flight, going so fast they created a burst of energy that exploded through time and space, creating everything we now have.”

      Samantha frowned in confusion. She had heard some whoppers in her day, but this just made her head hurt.

      “Sounds like the Chinese,” Kwan said, laughing. “You mention anything, they say they invented it.”

      “I bet the Chinese would say the same thing about Koreans,” Olivay said, earning her a nod from Kwan.

      “Yes, but in the Korean’s case, it’s usually true.”

      The others laughed, but stopped as soon as it was clear Kwan wasn’t joking.

      “I don’t get it,” Samantha said, shaking her head. “Seriously… giant birds?”

      Ferder laughed. “Don’t mock their beliefs when they’re around, or you’ll find yourself on dueling ground.”

      “In and out,” Hadrian said, walking up behind them. Ferder and Olivay quickly bowed low, and Hadrian nodded their way. “We’re here to pick up our guides, the only ones I know who have been through Zeus’s Mouth. That’s where our source says we can find our target.”

      “Zeus’s mouth?” Samantha asked, this being the first she’d heard of it.

      “It goes by several names,” Carma said with a playful grin. “He means the butt hole of the universe.”

      “Yes, some call it that,” Hadrian replied, shaking his head. “Usually those without class.”

      “Ouch,” Napalm said with a laugh.

      “Shut up,” she told him. “You’ve called it that as many times as I have.”

      He held up a finger. “Ah, but never in front of the General.”

      “You kids play nice,” Hadrian said, glancing around. He turned to Ferder. “Where’re the others?”

      Ferder looked ashamed as he said, “Went off to sample the Devil’s Wine, I’m sorry to say. I warned them.”

      Hadrian sighed. “You all find them and get them ready to go. Sam, you’re with me. Partially in case there’s trouble, I could use your help, and partially because you don’t need to see the underside of this corpse of a city.”

      “As intriguing as you make this place sound…” She nodded. “Deal.”

      They made their way down and parted ways with the others, and soon found themselves walking along dark corridors. This planet was the exact opposite of the last one they had been on. While the Elders lived in light and color, this place was all browns, grays, and rust.

      As far as she could see was city—multiple layers of city, all of it covered with ships coming and going. A whole universe was at work outside of Earth’s knowledge. How odd that humans had thought for so long that they were alone in the universe.

      But someone had to have known. The Syndicate invasion had certainly tipped everyone off, but they must have known before. There was the Red Company made up of ROK Marines, and others, like Jackal from Australia.

      Frowning at the thought, she asked, “Hadrian, has the U.S. ever sent people up here? I mean, were they at least aware of all this?”

      Hadrian glanced over, lost in thought, but then nodded. “Certain presidents were more accepting than others. Eventually an arm of the government, a constant arm not affected by politics, decided presidents would only be briefed on a need to know basis. Plausible Deniability, they call it. We have a Seal Team up here, actually. They call it Seal Team Zero, on account of it officially not existing.”

      “And the work of them, or Red Company… how’s that different from what we’ll be doing?”

      He smiled. “They’ll be fighting in a much more… conventional way.”

      “You mean without this power stuff.” She licked the inside of her teeth, trying to think of how to say it. “Magic.”

      He nodded. “These suits you all have been given, they aren’t easily made. The skills you have are special, and the missions we’re going on, well… I’m hesitant to say they are any more or less important than the missions of those other groups, but they are of a much darker nature.”

      The thought of doing tasks of a darker nature than a group titled Seal Team Zero made her stomach clench, but she also found pride in the idea.

      As they walked through the winding halls, merchants reached out to them with strange food, some of it looking like mutated bugs. Others had clothing and jewelry for sale.

      The architecture and layout, however, felt less like some outer space adventure and more like a scene from a horror movie. At any minute, she was sure all of the scaffolding, sheet metal, and pipes would come crashing down around her.

      Finally they reached a long tunnel with light at the end and the silhouettes of two men with rifles. Hadrian glanced around, motioning to what looked like the entryway to a bazaar not far down, at a fork in the road.

      “I want you to keep a lookout here.” He handed her a round, metal disk, about the size of her thumbnail. “See if they have anything in the market that can be a treat for the ship. Only clean and safe though. No taking chances in a place like this.”

      She looked at him skeptically, and he sighed. “Okay, fine, I’m just trying to get rid of you. These men in here… they’re not the type to think bringing a teenage girl along is, well…”

      “They’ll think I’m for sale?” Samantha said, catching on. “Yuck.”

      “Exactly, yuck. But as long as you look like you’re doing the buying, not the selling, you’ll be safe out here. Stay close, so we can leave as soon as I find our man.”

      She nodded, though she didn’t like it. Her preference would be to go in with Hadrian and slap some alien jerks around.

      Watching his silhouette grow smaller as he went farther into the tunnel, she started to feel an anxiety she hadn’t expected. She had no doubt she could take care of herself, but she’d never been alone on an alien planet, particularly one so unfamiliar and generally creepy.

      After Hadrian went inside, she lingered a moment longer. When a man came by with a half-horn sticking up out of his forehead and eyed her up and down with a lecherous smile, she decided she would move on as Hadrian had asked. She also decided she didn’t give two shits about seeing a unicorn anymore.

      The man looked back, and she considered running over and tearing his horn right off of his face. But she decided starting problems like that wouldn’t do anyone any good.

      Get onto the planet, find the guide their captured spy had told them would be able to lead the way to Zeus’s Mouth, and get moving ASAP. That was the mission, and she had been appointed a leader in this group.

      She would lead by example, turning and ignoring the pervert as she entered the market.

      It was even darker and scarier in here, surrounded by high metal walls, and the lanterns that provided the dim light swayed as if a ghost were rocking them. But she started to feel liberated as she moved along the corridors, realizing that everyone was simply worried about making a buck, or whatever the hell they used to pay down here. In a place like this back home, her focus would be on surviving the next Syndicate attack, or worrying the person next door was actually a Syndicate informant.

      The floor sloped down in places, uneven and slippery, so she had to watch her step. Two older men were laughing, playing some sort of game that involved rubies. Samantha watched for a moment, slightly surprised that nobody came by and tried to jack them.

      At a stall selling clothing, she studied a leather dress with a long tail, held together at the front by what looked like belt buckles. It reminded her of old pictures of pirates, and she considered buying it for a moment. But really, when would she wear it?

      The next stall over sold weapons, and she found collapsible batons that flared with electricity when extended.

      “Careful there,” the shopkeeper said, rushing over to take it from her. When he saw the lack of stones on her forehead, he froze, hand halfway extended. “Oh, an Earther. I… see. What brings you here?”

      “A girl’s gotta get her shopping in,” Samantha said, voice dripping with irritation at the way he spoke to her. “I’ll take some of these.”

      He frowned. “They’ll stun, but not kill.”

      “The other girls back home will love ‘em.”

      “Uh, yes… fine.” He accepted the disc and ran it through a metallic device on his arm, then nodded and gave her a bag for the batons. She slung it over her shoulder and moved on.

      Cheering sounded in the distance and she grew curious. As she approached the sound, the crowd grew thicker.

      “You’ll want to stay away from here,” a woman said, eyeing her. She paused at the sight of Samantha’s forehead, and then backed away.

      It was almost a disappointment to see that, at the center of the cheering crowd, the sight wasn’t so different from back home. Two fighters were circling each other, hands up, ready to throw down.

      Never one to miss a fight, Samantha moved to higher ground. Here she could see that one of the fighters was an Acome woman with a horn longer than any of the others. A quick glance around the crowd showed that nobody else’s stones projected like that. Considering there were a lot of Acome in the crowd, Sam felt it was a good indicator of how rare this was.

      The crowd roared. Samantha’s head spun back to see that the other one, a man twice her size but with simple stones, had just landed a punch and was now following up with an elbow to the woman’s jaw.

      He advanced as the woman stumbled back. But then she recovered and came at him with a one-two punch to the gut and an uppercut to the jaw. The man nearly fell, then caught himself and ran in for a tackle. She ducked even lower, moving around him and catching him with her horn so that it tore into the flesh of his side. Blood spewed as she came up behind him.

      A mixture of boos and cheers rose from the crowd, and Samantha figured she had seen enough. Maybe this place wasn’t so different from home after all.

      She had been wandering the stalls at least an hour, and began to think she had better hurry back to reconnect with Hadrian. If it was taking him this long, maybe he was in trouble. But no, not him. The thought was ridiculous.

      Laughter pulled at her attention and she hesitated, looking for the source. It sounded like… yes! Carma was there, a few stalls over, drinking wine with two women.

      When one of the women held out a hand, Carma took it and began walking away with the women.

      As Sam watched, she saw a man with three large stones following Carma’s small group. He had a look about him, carrying his long, purple robes in a way that seemed out of place.

      She trailed along unobtrusively, and soon observed them entering a curtained room along a line of more curtains, decorated with intricate circular patterns of blue and purple.

      Nobody was watching, so Samantha crept forward, carefully. She paused, preparing herself, when she heard a yelp.

      Her breaths came quick, and she decided to act. She darted forward and pulled the edge of the curtain back, reaching for her sword. And froze.

      Where she expected to find the three Acome robbing or hurting Carma, instead she found Carma on her back, completely nude with the two women on each side of her, also nude. The man had just started to remove his robes, and as Samantha stared, struck dumb with surprise, they fell to the floor.

      Knowing Carma, she should have expected this.

      Then Carma’s eyes moved and met hers. For a moment she smiled, almost as if she was about to laugh, only…a flash of worry crossed her eyes before vanishing into her mask of joy. Samantha ran.

      Oh, thank God the man hadn’t turned around and scarred her mind for life, she thought as she scrambled out of the market and back up the street. A strange warmth crept over her and made her inner thighs tingle, but she ignored it.

      She leaned against the wall, breathing, and closed her eyes.   The bag of stun buttons pressed up against her, and she welcomes its comfort.

      All she could see was the image of those four, nude.

      “Dammit,” she said, kicking the wall, and then heard a sound nearby. She leaped back, hand on her sword again, but it was just Hadrian approaching, two Acome women at his side. The women were petite, their stones small but glowing a brilliant royal blue.

      “Dammit as in, you forget to buy us anything?” Hadrian asked.

      “Oh, no food.” As she moved to reveal the bag, she did her best to smile at the two women, then nodded. “Hi, I’m Sam.”

      The women introduced themselves as Thing One and Thing Two, then cracked up laughing.

      “Not your first interaction with humans?” Samantha asked, not thinking it was as funny as these two did.

      “We dated one a while back,” one of them said.

      “We as in…?”

      “Yes, my sister, Agathe, and me, Voira. It’s a pleasure.”

      “Right.” She nodded again, feeling overwhelmed. Fighting and killing she could handle. Weird situations with two sisters dating one guy or walking in on foursomes or whatever they called those… not so much.

      “Meet our Guides,” Hadrian said, giving her a knowing glance. “Come, we must hurry.”

      The journey back seemed to take twice as long, likely because Samantha was so anxious to be done with the place.

      Arriving back at the ship, they were met by Jackal, who told them none of the others had returned yet. That didn’t surprise Samantha, at least in regards to Carma.

      Hadrian turned, looking back at the planet below, and quietly cursed.

      “Take note, Sam. As perfect of a team as you ever put together, they’ll always have issues.”

      That was for sure. She nodded, then followed him as he made his way back out to go find the rest of the team. With a quick shout back at Jackal, he led the way while continuing to give orders, including to watch the guides and keep them on board.

      “What’s your issue?” he asked. “I want to be ready for it, so I’m not surprised.”

      “You mean like a weakness or vice?” She thought about it. “I guess I’m a little too eager to kill my enemies. Maybe that’s ruthless.”

      He nodded. “Maybe. Right now though, that might be more of a strength.”

      She smiled as she said, “Good.”
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* * *

      Napalm had fully intended to stay out of trouble, but when he was close to the planet his mind started flashing back to images of the locals snickering as he walked past, completely naked. He had nothing to be ashamed of, but that didn’t make it less humiliating.

      At first he had sat back, eyes closed, focusing on his breathing while he told himself to stay on the ship, go back to his room and sleep or train. But he just couldn’t do it.

      He saw that bastard Fairaway’s toothless grin, the way he had poured that last glass of wine for Napalm. If only the woman hadn’t been so beautiful. If only she hadn’t leaned forward as she had, revealing her cleavage as she reached out and helped lift the glass. The wine had stung, his eyes already fuzzy from one too many.

      Then he’d had two too many, and then… somehow they managed to get another in him. At that point, he couldn’t tell which was the woman and which was Fairaway. He had ended up in a hotel room, feeling hands undoing his belt, pulling at his pants... and then he was out, succumbed to the alcohol.

      As Napalm walked down the streets now, he glanced up at the tall, arched roofs over the walkways, pipes leading like metallic spider webs overhead. The scent of shit mixed with local drugs brought back the burning in his arms and chest, the craving to take Fairaway’s life.

      There was a way to his people. If they had a burning passion, they saw it through until all that was left was ash.

      Well, right now his passion said he had to kill that son of a bitch.

      He turned into a tall building at the end of a series of metal stairs and walkways, the lending house where his fortune had changed. The worst part was he hadn’t even come there for himself, but to tell them to back off a friend of his. It was only after the fact that he had recalled seeing the woman here, and he wanted to punch himself for not making the connection earlier.

      He remembered the beating they gave his friend, the one he had come to this hellhole to help out. Beat to an inch of his life, all because Napalm thought he could erase the debt.

      Though he was vaguely aware there could be repercussions against the crew for his actions here, he didn’t care. All he cared about right now was releasing the fire.

      “Oh, shit!” a voice shouted, followed by the scuffling of someone running. It wasn’t Fairaway, but one of his men.

      Napalm gave chase, lifting his blaster rifle and sending two shots through the wall. Metal melted and gave him a view of the room beyond. The runner darted through a doorway that led to the room and joined three armed men, one of whom tossed him a pistol.

      They all turned on Napalm as he entered, fingers moving for triggers.

      Not gonna happen.

      With a shout and release of energy, the guns exploded, taking hands with them and leaving the men to collapse to the floor in agony. They each had the three rocks that showed they were Acome. To attack Acome in the neutral zone was punishable by death, since they couldn’t hold your people responsible as many nations and planets did.

      Instead of leaving them to talk or do more harm to people he loved, Napalm walked past them and glared. He turned the middle man’s wrist-pc into an explosive device that took their heads and splattered Napalm in blood.

      He glanced down, and then kept moving. Footsteps sounded upstairs, followed by someone making a call.

      Reinforcements would be here soon, and a voice in his head whispered that he should be gone by then. But he was too focused to heed its warning—like a fly’s buzzing, one that you’re mildly aware of but too focused on the hornet’s nest ahead to care.

      Instead of bothering with the stairs this time, he aimed up and shot, spinning in a circle until the floor dropped out, bringing one Acome with it. He quickly darted forward and took the man’s weapon, then tossed it back up through the hole with a charge of his energy. He rolled and used the man as protection as the explosion sent flames to cover both levels. Cries filled the building, and now he was up, darting past screaming, burning bodies of the Acome men and kicking in the door on the top floor.

      He had visited Fairaway in this office before, and was pleased to see him standing there, coil rifle aimed at the door.

      “You…?” the man said, eyes wide.

      “Being a debt collector, I wanted to let you know,” Napalm said, grinning. “I owe you one.”

      Fairaway frowned, cocked his head, and then fired. A shot of electricity blasted the door off its hinges, missing Napalm as he darted down and forward as Dex had been showing him.

      He came up on the other side of the desk, grabbing Fairaway and tackling him to the floor. Lifting his fists, he started raining them down on the man. It wasn’t just his memory of the shame that drove him, but the look in the eyes of his friend’s wife when she told him what had happened. She had blamed him, and he could never live that moment down.

      The best he could do was to ensure Fairaway never had a chance to do that to another. As he struck, bursts of energy rained down too. Energy Hadrian had shown him how to manipulate, after he had taught Hadrian how to pull on it to begin with. The bursts of energy joined in the barrage of strikes, as if he had a hundred arms all slamming the corrupt Acome man into the metal floor, until he was no more than a pile of blood and chunks of bone.

      Napalm fell back, breathing heavily, and looked down to see broken off chunks of the man’s bone on his bloody knuckles.

      He listened to the sound of more men and women shouting, of someone screaming in the distance, and the flames from below starting to take whatever combustible material they could find in the metal building.

      Instead of moving, he just closed his eyes and focused on his friend. “This was for you,” he thought… and then a calm came over him.

      With a startle he came back to reality, realizing what he had done.

      He hated it when the passion took over him like that. But now he was at ease in life, having finally put an end to this feeling that had been burning within himself for so long.

      What he didn’t like, however, was that he was now out here, separated from his team, and had just earned the wrath of every Acome. It would only be a matter of time before a bounty was put out for him, if they knew who he was. In a place like this, that was tantamount to a death sentence.
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* * *

      Sam and Hadrian had started with asking the locals if they had seen a man with fire eyes, as he would likely be the only one here of his kind. But when the gunshots and explosions started, they had a pretty good idea of where to look.

      Halfway to the building with flames blasting out near the top, they spotted Carma and the others running in the same direction. She glanced over with wide eyes and shouted, “I think we found Napalm!”

      “Next time,” Hadrian shouted back, “don’t lose him!”

      “Noted,” Carma replied. They halted as a hover truck came swinging around a side street, Acome men and women pouring out with guns at the ready.

      “On it!” Kwan shouted, jumping to a building for cover and opening fire. This distracted the fighters long enough for Hadrian to use his force to throw their truck at them, and they dove for cover as the Shadow Corps members darted past them for the building.

      Dex took up the rear, making a quick pass to cut the weapons in half and kick the closest attacker back into the others.

      A figure appeared from a walkway above and dropped to the ground with a grunt.

      He turned, and Samantha saw those fiery eyes. It was Napalm.

      “There!” she shouted to Hadrian, pointing.

      Hadrian nodded and led the charge, his gold cloak billowing behind him. Dex darted through the shadows like one of them, and reached Napalm’s side a moment before the others. It was good timing, because three attackers appeared nearby with knives and pistols. Dex took out two of them before the third nearly caught Napalm. Samantha pulled out her sword and felled the last of them, glad to get some experience toward her next skill point.

      “What’ve you done?” Hadrian shouted, lifting Napalm off the ground with a wave of energy.

      Napalm glared, not answering, and finally Hadrian set him back down with a growl of annoyance. He motioned toward the ship and they ran through the city, many of the residents figuring this group of running outsiders was likely responsible for the chaos, and rushing to get out of their way.

      Two cruisers approached and opened fire, but a wave from Hadrian sent the first careening into a nearby building. A motion from Napalm made the next explode.

      They made it to the transports and were halfway to the ship before alarms sounded and display screens turned on, revealing a woman with short-cropped hair and three purple stones in her forehead. She frowned at the sight of them, looking very put out.

      “I wouldn’t have expected this from you, Elder Hadrian.”

      Hadrian breathed deep, not looking at Napalm, and was about to answer when another screen lit up, cutting in on the conversation. There sat one of their new guides, with Jackal standing behind her.

      “Lady Protector,” the guide said, voice smooth with practice. “I trust you can accept our deepest apology. Please check your account to confirm.”

      The woman frowned, confused for a moment, then turned off screen. A moment later, her eyes widened and she turned back to them.

      “All appears to be in order,” she said, giving them a nod. “Carry on, but… I might advise you all to stay away for some time.”

      “Noted,” Hadrian stated. “And thank you.” With a curt nod, the connection with her was broken, leaving just the one with the guide live. “How much do I owe you for that little stunt?”

      The guide smiled wide and said, “We’ll add it to the tab. Don’t you worry about it.”

      At that, the connection went off as the transport reached its destination.

      Hadrian glanced at Samantha and said, “Lesson of the day. Her kind? You don’t want to owe her kind.” With a sigh, he opened the door and motioned them all to move to the ship. “The rest of you… we’re going to have to have a long talk about the importance of the mission and what it means when you put your personal interests above the survival of the universe. For now, though, let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      They could still hear Hadrian and Napalm shouting at each other, even an hour later, all the way from the main training room. Samantha showed them the gifts she had gotten at the market, and Carma pointed out they could have been useful on planet, when they were trying to get out of there without killing too many people.

      “I’m sure we’ll have another situation arise at some point where stunning is preferred,” Samantha argued.

      “Good point,” Kwan said, taking his and slipping it into a spot on the thigh of his armor. “I’ll never argue against free weapons.”

      Carma shrugged and took one as well. Dex had accepted a baton wordlessly, then gone over to retrieve a sword to start training.

      Samantha put the remaining baton in a bag and hung it by the swords, then joined Dex, trying to mimic the being’s form.

      Carma and Kwan moved into a sparring circle and were having a good go at each other, when Kwan hit her a bit too hard and started apologizing profusely in Korean. Sam noticed Carma seemed distracted during the fight, and had kept looking over at Samantha. After assuring Kwan it was her fault, not his, she stood in the corner and waved Samantha over.

      “What?” Samantha asked, spinning and then ducking as she had seen Dex do a moment before.

      With an exasperated sigh, Carma gestured towards the door. Being summoned like that wasn’t one of Samantha’s favorite things, but she nodded to Dex, replaced her sword, and followed Carma out. She was glad to hear the shouting from down the hall had quieted down.

      “About back there…” Carma started.

      Samantha’s eyes went wide, trying not to let her memory flash back to what she had caught Carma doing with those two women and the man. She glanced around, wondering if walking away and ignoring this conversation would work out somehow.

      “Listen, okay?” Carma leaned in, closer than seemed natural. “It never leaves your mouth, right? I mean, this is a huge deal for me. If the women of my planet ever found out I was with a man, I’d be ostracized. It wasn’t my fault, it was the Devil’s Wine, right?”

      “Listen, Carma—”

      “No, just say you agree. Say you’ll never tell anyone, please?”

      Samantha nodded. “Honestly, I’d prefer to forget all about it as quickly as possible.”

      “You and me both, kid.” A weird look came into Carma’s eyes, then a hint of a smile.

      “Ew!” Samantha took a step back. “You’re remembering it right now, aren’t you!”

      “What, no!” She tilted her head from side to side. “Well, maybe. I mean, have you ever been with two women and a man?”

      Samantha frowned, then promptly spun on her heel and walked off, back to training. To get that out of her head, she was going to have to go extra hard on the punching bags today.

      She was about to walk back into the training room when Hadrian called out for her. Trailing him was a worn-down looking Napalm, along with the two guides they had picked up on planet.

      “Bring everyone to the mess hall,” he commanded.

      “Roger that,” she replied. She waved the others out and was soon following him to the mess hall.

      Hadrian gestured for the guide, Voira, to step under the domed ceiling. She was about to speak, when Hadrian lifted a hand and everyone turned to him.

      “Before we start, I trust you all learned a lesson today. In case you are confused about what that lesson is, it’s that your personal shit will not get in the way of our mission. It could’ve cost us dearly back there, and someone could’ve gotten hurt. As is, I can’t imagine we’ll want to return there anytime soon. Remember, the universe and our survival are more important than…” He turned to Napalm with a glare. “More important than revenge and petty bullshit.”

      Napalm nodded, cleared his throat, and said, “I’d like to apologize. To everyone. That was rash. Stupid. It won’t happen again.”

      With a grunt, Hadrian gave them all one last look, then motioned aside for the guides to speak.

      Voira looked up at the dome above, smiled and said, “You all got it fancy up here.”

      “Hey, you’re with us now,” Hadrian said, his mood much lighter now that he had gotten his frustration off his chest. “We. We have it fancy.”

      Voira laughed with a humored glance over to Agathe, and then started. “You all are going to Zeus’s Mouth, or rather, we. Got it. But here’s what w…” She froze, eyes on Dex. Apparently, she hadn’t seen the dark-robed figure there before.

      Agathe now saw Dex too, and turned on Hadrian. “You said you were on the side of the alliance. So what the hell is that thing doing here?”

      “Watch it!” Samantha stepped forward, caught off guard by their reaction as well as her own, but going with it. “Dex is one of us.”

      Agathe and Voira both turned on her now, looking furious, but Hadrian stepped between them.

      “Does it matter?” he asked. “I thought you all were neutral.”

      Agathe spat on the floor. “That’s what I think about neutrality, and you, if you’re with them.”

      Hadrian looked at the spit on the floor with a hint of annoyance, but shook his head. “Dex is not with the rest of their kind, anymore. We are with the alliance, as is Dex.”

      Voira and Agathe shared a doubtful look, but Voira nodded at her sister. “If that’s the case, we’re willing to continue. But…”

      “Keep that thing away from us.” Agathe finished the thought. “They’ve done our people too much harm for us to be one-hundred percent okay with this.”

      Samantha was about to say something again, when Dex held up a hand to her and made a calming sound. She got the picture, thinking of herself having to partner with the Syndicate and how that would affect her. Like the old days if a Jewish fighter suddenly found out a Nazi was fighting at her side. Yeah, she could understand.

      “Please, carry on,” Hadrian said. He glanced back at Dex, and added, “My apologies.”

      Dex gave a bow, then stood back, leaning against the wall.

      With one more cautious glance toward Dex, Voira said, “As I was about to say, the journey leads through the land of the Dexolitiatite. There, we’ll have to leave the ships behind.”

      Hadrian nodded, then motioned to the dome above. Light flooded it, silvery, swirling wisps, and then cleared to show a planet covered in tunnel entrances.

      “That’s impressive,” Voira said, assessing the planet.

      Samantha noted a hiss from Dex, who clearly wasn’t pleased to see the old planet.

      “Yes, you need us,” Voira argued whatever Dex had said, “because we know where this particular tunnel is.”

      “That’s not possible,” Carma argued. “How?”

      “You see,” Voira said, “we were both born into slavery in the Olympius Prime. We made it out, spent way too long traveling the tunnels of the Dexolitiatite, and lost the majority of our friends out there. Some of us escaped, and only the two of us are stupid enough to return.”

      “Because we believe in your cause,” Agathe chimed in. “Because we’re not neutral in the slightest. If we get to help you kill Dexolitiatites and fight the slavers, then consider us part of the team for the time being.”

      Dex made a sound, and Carma interpreted. “Dex is on board, and wants to challenge the two of you.”

      Another sound from Dex.

      “Sorry,” Carma said, then added, “no, challenge everyone here. Whoever kills the most Dexolitiatites will be awarded a cloak. Dex here will personally pair it to you.”

      A collective gasp rose up from the two guides and Napalm, and even Hadrian looked surprised.

      “Am I the only one who doesn’t understand what that really means?” Samantha asked.

      “The cloaks are a large source of their power,” Hadrian explained. “But they don’t truly reach their maximum effect without a pairing by a Dexolitiatite. If that happens, the wearer gains much of their powers, including the ability to nearly become one with shadows.”

      “You’ve seen the way this bastard moves?” Napalm said with a nod to Dex. “Yeah, that’s what I’ll be doing when I win this challenge.”

      Agatha laughed. “We’ll see about that.” She turned to Dex with a frown, but then smiled. “I’m starting to like you, oh great betrayer of evil.”

      A strange sound came from Dex, and Samantha’s best bet was that it was laughter.

      “The briefing, if you will,” Hadrian said, motioning back up to the image of the tunneled planet.

      “Right.” Voira put her hands behind her back, looking up at the planet. “Once we’re in, you must stay close and never stop moving. We stop, we’re dead. We have to turn back once, we get lost… and then we’re dead.”

      “And the man you’re after,” Agathe added, cautiously turning to Hadrian. “I trust you know?”

      “I’ve been briefed,” Hadrian replied. “I know who he is. I know him very well.”

      She nodded. “We were worried you weren’t aware. That you’d change your mind once you learned.”

      “Never. The alliance takes precedence over all personal matters.”

      “Well then, you should know the rumors we’ve heard. He and his have been hitting the alliance hard. This isn’t just some random bad guy doing bad things, this is one of yours who has lost his damn mind.”

      Agathe shook her head, reaching up and moving her hands so that the image changed. First, it showed a darkness, then burst forth into flames, a planet exploding, spaceships torn to shreds. Finally, one of the space dragons and then a face… but the eyes were staring at them.

      Suddenly, a piercing pain hit Samantha, and she heard the others yelp in surprise.

      Hadrian leaped forward and thrust his hands up, blocking the pain and closing out the image, so that only the dome remained.

      When he turned back to face the room, his eyes were wide and full of worry.

      “That’s what we’re up against,” Agathe warned, turning to make eye contact with each of them. “I hope you all know what you’re getting into, because we’re going all the way. If we get part way there and you chicken out, that’s your life, forfeit.”

      “That won’t happen,” Samantha promised. “Everyone here is fully committed.”

      A moment of silence followed, interrupted by Jackal’s voice coming through the ship’s system.

      “Hadrian, Ferder is requesting comms. Should I put him through?”

      Hadrian held a finger to his ear and said, “Connect him to the mess hall.”

      A moment later, the dome cleared and a hologram of Ferder’s blue face appeared. He smiled at them, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

      “We’re approaching the jump, and here’s the thing. We were to escort you this far, then return. However... I’d like to come with you.”

      “All of us would,” Olivay’s voice came from behind him. “We don’t mean to sit back while you get all the action.”

      “You’re team lead,” Hadrian said, turning to Samantha. “What do you say?”

      She was confused, shaking her head. “There’s no way you can come with us?”

      He sighed. “Karstrack won’t be able to sense you all coming, but he would sense me. The moment he knows I’ve crossed over, he’ll be on the run, and we might lose our chance. If we hope to have any chance of taking him down, I cannot.”

      She nodded, thinking of the way Ferder and the others had moved back on the cliffs. With skills like that… “If you won’t be there, I say we take all the help we can get.”

      Hadrian nodded, then turned back to the hologram. “I want one of you to take the ship back to the Elders, give them an update. The rest may accompany my team, but with Samantha as the team lead. Got it?”

      Ferder nodded, but had a troubled look. “The ship takes two to operate. Olivay and I will accompany you.” There was arguing behind him, but he turned to give the others a few words, followed by silence. When he looked back at the display, he added, “We’ll dock up with you here then, and send the ship back.”

      “Understood,” Hadrian replied. He touched his finger to his ear again and said, “Jackal, prepare for boarding.”

      “Roger that,” Jackal’s voice replied, and a moment later the hologram vanished.

      “Well, this is quite the little group we’ll have here,” Agatha said, giving a low whistle. “Let’s hope half of us make it out of there alive.”

      “None of that bullshit,” Samantha said. “Not while I’m team lead.”

      Agathe frowned and looked to Hadrian, but he only nodded and said, “She’s right. And with this team, I’ve already given my order. Nobody is to be hurt, and certainly not killed. I don’t take kindly to anyone failing to follow my orders.”

      “Understood,” Voira said, stepping up next to her sister. “It’s going to be tough, but we’ll do our best to see your orders followed.”

      “If it wasn’t going to be a tough mission,” he replied, “we could’ve found some other, less badass, team to get it done.”

      “Damn straight,” Samantha added with a smile of confidence. “Nobody messes with the Shadow Corps.”

      Her team replied with an “OORAH!” that startled the sisters. Then they smiled and replied back with their own, “OORAH!” followed by cheers and laughter.

      Was Samantha scared? Based on everything she had just heard, she would have to be an idiot not to be. But if she was going to walk right into hell and demand the devil’s life, she was damn glad to have this team at her side.
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      Having Ferder and Olivay onboard didn’t make the ship crowded, as it had plenty of space, but it certainly made the dynamics more difficult to deal with. For one, Samantha wasn’t sure if Olivay had really taken to her yet. The woman eyed her with contempt more than once, always turning away quickly when caught.

      If she and Ferder had something going on, there was no reason to think Samantha would get in the way of it. She considered cornering her somewhere to make this clear, but then thought better of it. Whatever was bothering the woman, she could figure it out herself. Samantha didn’t want to make things awkward by bringing up something that may be way off its mark.

      The other ship had already headed back, while Hadrian and his crew planned how to get the Shadow Corps team on planet and then get out of there, only providing cover fire from the air.

      Hadrian had told them to contact him through the HUD devices if things got too hairy. He would come knocking down doors until he found them.

      “Mission be damned,” he told Samantha as she stood with him, watching their descent. “Without you, there is no mission. If it gets to that, we’ll just have to find another way.”

      “I won’t let it get to that,” she replied.

      He nodded. “I know.”

      As he took command, directing Jackal where to touch down, Samantha took her leave to return to her room and mentally prepare. The planet wasn’t as grand as the others she had seen—resembling a gigantic meteor with swirling darkness over patches.

      This was just another mission, she told herself. It was like freeing the work camps back on Earth, or going after a particular Syndicate General. Nothing new here.

      Except that it was all new. All completely outside of her comfort bubble.

      Ferder emerged from his room and started walking toward her, head down, but he perked up when he noticed her.

      She stopped at her doorway, halfway in, when he said, “Hey, Sam,” jogging over the rest of the way.

      “Ferder,” she replied with a curt nod, glancing up and down the hallways. “Where’s Olivay?”

      “Training, I think. Maybe hitting the showers at this point.” He stepped in, as if that was totally normal, and then leaned up against her desk, almost sitting on it. “This is crazy, right? I mean, did you have any idea you’d be doing this when you met us?”

      She thought about it, then said, “Yeah, actually. Maybe not this exactly, but I left a lot to be out here. It damn well better be an important mission, or I might as well go home.”

      “What’s it like? Your home I mean.”

      She ran her tongue across her bottom lip, thinking about that. “Different… very different than how it used to be, and nothing like all this. Well, the fighting, as sad as it is to say, makes me feel right at home.”

      He smiled. “It’s not all fighting, though, right?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He chuckled, then bit his lip, fidgeting with his hands. “I was back there… when you saw Carma.”

      She shook her head, confused, then put a hand to her mouth. “You mean you saw, too?”

      He nodded, trying to hide his smile. “Is that like back home?”

      “Hell no. I mean, maybe for some people, but it’s nothing I’d know anything about. As if there’s time between all the shooting and running for your life.”

      For a moment he just stared at her, and she was about to ask him to leave, when he said, “We have time now. Not much, but…”

      He took a step toward her as he slid out of his jacket, a craving in his eyes.

      “Oh, God, no!” She moved around him, pointing to the door. “I mean, no offense, but you have the wrong idea here.”

      He frowned, then shook his head. “I’ve noticed the way you look at me. You can’t say you’re not curious.” With that, he started to undo his pants. “Let me quell your curiosity.”

      That was it. She couldn’t take this, not right now. She quickly pushed him out into the hall and turned to retreat to her room, when she noticed someone else there—Olivay. She stared at the two of them, and only then did Samantha realize the action of shoving Ferder out had made his pants fall down.

      Apparently, their kind didn’t wear undergarments.

      “Dammit,” she whispered, returning to her room and waiting for the door to shut behind her. She leaned against it and closed her eyes, trying to wipe the view of his blue ass from her mind. This whole seeing asses when she didn’t want to thing was going to have to stop.

      Hushed arguing sounded from the other side of the door, but soon it moved off, growing quieter as they disappeared down the hallway.

      Samantha just wanted to kill bad guys. Why did all this other craziness have to get in the way?

      Sitting here thinking about it certainly wasn’t doing her any good. She figured the best step now would be to get in some last minute training and stretches before landing and entering the shit.

      A quick glance showed that the hallways were clear. She hustled over to the training room and was glad to see Dex there.

      Dex saluted her with sword held vertical at chest level, then bowed and continued training. As she so loved to do, she joined in, losing herself in the motions.

      This was where she belonged. This was what felt right.

      “All hands, strap in.” Hadrian’s voice sounded throughout the ship, and Samantha realized she had been at it for over a half-hour.

      She nodded with a smile to Dex, then made for the ship’s bridge. Joining the others to strap in, she was keenly aware of Olivay’s glare and Ferder being sure to look the other way. Not that it mattered. Once they were surrounded by enemies, all of that pettiness would be out of mind. She hoped.

      “If the butt hole of the universe is in there,” Carma said as the ship started to rattle with the atmosphere, passing through the masses of shifting darkness, “does that mean we’re about to land on the butt?”

      Agathe laughed at that. “Pretty much. And I gotta warn you, this son of a bitch has some major gas problems.”

      The team chuckled gamely, but all eyes stayed glued to the planet as they emerged from the darkness and saw the craters and tunnels moving up fast.

      A rush of emotions flowed through Samantha, mostly excitement at finally getting to touch down and move in on their prey. Darkness flowed out like fog blowing in the wind and a screeching sounded as they landed. Then more screeches from throughout the planet.

      “They know we’re here,” Agathe said, face going pale and the stones on her forehead glowing.

      “Good,” Samantha replied. “Maybe they’ll line up so I can just shoot once and kill ‘em all.”

      This earned her a couple of chuckles, but a moment later the doors were open and Hadrian was shouting, “Go, go, go!” Then they were on the move, weapons at the ready, helmets up, HUD displays showing heavy activity in all directions.

      “Get into the tunnels so they can’t surround us,” Voira shouted. Dex nodded agreement.

      “Stay safe,” Hadrian said from his position by the door. He paused, sharing a few words with someone out of sight. “No worries. I’ll take the controls.”

      A moment later, Jackal came bounding out, his green and black armor glimmering in the light of the ship.

      “You’re coming with?” Samantha asked, glad for the added company.

      Jackal held up two blaster pistols, and for a moment his visor became clear to show a wide grin. “You think you’re going into a fight without the only Aussie on board? I thought you were smarter than that.”

      The visor became opaque metal again, and Samantha laughed. “You’ll have to show me how to do that sometime.”

      “It’s great for blowing kisses or showing your enemy your war face. The visor’s connected to your mind, so you just gotta will it.”

      “No shit?” She stuck her tongue out and willed the visor to clear, and he laughed.

      “That’ll scare them, sure enough.”

      “Screw you,” she said, and then waved her arm while using her rifle to point to the holes. “Let’s get the hell outta Dodge!”

      The others charged from the ship, Agathe and Voira leading the way. As they went, dark forms flew out of various holes, appearing as shifting shadows, flowing darkness. And when she could catch a glimpse, beings that resembled death itself—just like Dex.

      Screeches filled the air, growing louder. They were joined by the sound of engines as Hadrian’s ship pulled up while unleashing hell on the attackers. Lasers blew new craters in the ground and explosions went off in the distance as the ship worked to create a barrier between the team and any other approaching Dexetilaitite.

      And then the locals brought the noise—sword and claws flashing trying to tear apart their armor and expose them to the planet’s uninhabitable atmosphere. Luckily for Samantha and the others, their armor was damn tough.

      And they had Dex.

      Dex was sweeping through the darkness as fast as the enemy, parrying strikes and tearing through them. Whatever the others were, Dex had clearly been one of the best. It must have been a huge kick in the ass when Dex had abandoned them, but it was even worse now that the being’s wrath was unleashed upon them.

      Agathe, Voira, Ferder, and Olivay didn’t have the same type of armor as the rest. They stayed to the inside of the group as much as possible, taking shots when there were openings and keeping their backs together as they moved.

      “Down!” Voira shouted, and they were all careening through an opening, falling and tumbling. Samantha used her grip and rushed for the wall, running along it to get out of the way. She turned to see three of the enemy following and unleashed hell on them, until her grip wore off and she slid back down to join the others.

      They found themselves in a wide opening that more tunnels led into.

      Backs together, they all aimed into a tunnel and unloaded on incoming enemies, while Agathe and Voira caught their bearings.

      “There!” Voira shouted. But a minute later Dex was in her way, holding out a hand in a different direction. “MOVE NOW!”

      “The thing’s right,” Agathe said, nodding another way. “Come on.”

      Voira took a moment, realized her mistake, and then followed.

      On and on they fought, moving through various tunnels, never slowing. And yet, the enemy never seemed to let up.

      It was going to be a long night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The minute Hadrian saw the others disappear down one of the tunnels, he shot a couple of warheads at the surrounding areas and pushed his ship up and out of range as the explosions went off.

      It was a glorious sight, watching the creatures go up in balls of flame that quickly died out and left nothing in their wake.

      His plan was possibly as dangerous as the team’s, and he meant to hurry and get to it. Putting the first mate in command of the ship, he made his way down the halls, stopping when he reached the hexagon—his most powerful jumper.

      I hope this works, he thought as he closed his helmet over his face.

      With a swipe of his hand, a map of the universe appeared before him. He maneuvered through the stars and planets, various galaxies, until he came to the one he had in mind.

      The one planet in enemy territory that still had a jump point he could access. The fact that it was still untouched meant it was probably a trap, and that was partially what he was counting on.

      He would distract Karstrack, pulling his attention to this spot so that he wouldn’t see the others coming.

      Hadrian selected the planet within the jumper, then closed his eyes as the bright light flooded the room. Suddenly he was gone from the ship, landing in a kneeling position.

      Then, almost instantly, he was swept off his feet, only avoiding being thrown into space by reaching down with his energy manipulation and latching himself to the ground. Grabbing hold of the ground, he realized it was shifting. Large, metallic scales, moving beneath him.

      This was no planet. Somehow, Karstrack had managed to move a jump point to the back of one of the giant space dragons.

      In spite of the danger Hadrian was now in, his plan was working. Scurries were moving about, black spider-like creatures with mandibles strong enough to tear through metal.

      A light shone, and a moment later out stepped the little boy they had met on the other planet. The one Samantha had come to know as Ralod.

      He smiled at the sight of Hadrian, like two friends were being united after a long time. He even had the gall to say, “Welcome, brother.”

      Two forms appeared behind Ralod as he morphed into the form Hadrian remembered—Karstrack. He was lean, with long, wavy black hair tucked behind his ears. His olive skin was complemented by nearly neon green eyes, and his smile would make you forget your worries. Unless, of course, he was the source of your worries, as was the current situation.

      Over his massive frame, he wore armor of pure black. His two companions wore all black too, but Hadrian knew that if they turned, he would see a large red mark on their backs. Redbacks, they were called, and they were the personal guard to the Great Deceivers themselves, the ultimate enemy.

      “You’ve gone too far, Karstrack.” Hadrian gripped the scales, realigning his energy focus to keep his center of gravity on the dragon, and stood.

      The Redbacks were the first to move, charging forward on the back of the dragon. Hadrian realized they must’ve been latched to it with power from Karstrack. Would it hold if he countered it? He thrust his hands, energy surging forward, and then pulled up.  A giant whip of energy grabbed the closest Redback and tossed him out into space.

      A shriek escaped the Redback as it floated off.

      The second Redback had flung itself to the ground and begun firing. Hadrian lifted his arm to produce a force-field shield of blue and red flowing energy. He had maxed out the shield long ago, and then embedded a bit of his own powers into it, but that didn’t stop it from faltering at a strike from Karstrack. The man had apparently used the Redback as a distraction only, because now he was there, throwing blow after blow at his old friend.

      “You never deserved her,” he shouted, a sword of red light emerging from his fist as he unleashed an attack that pierced Hadrian’s shield, tearing into his forearm.

      Armor instantly replaced itself, sealing the hole, but the wound and resetting of the shield would both take time.

      “How did you never say anything before?” Hadrian countered, pushing back and striking while drawing his sword and deflecting several blows from the Redback. “You introduced us!”

      A kick sent Karstrack tumbling back, but he grabbed hold of the dragon and re-latched himself.

      His face illuminated, the helmet letting Hadrian see his old friend. But instead of hatred and evil on his face, there was confusion, sorrow.

      “Not Noraldian, you old fool.” He stood, shaking his head. “Samantha.”

      “What?” Hadrian frowned, unsure what to make of this.

      In that moment, Karstrack flung a shot of energy forward. But it didn’t hit Hadrian at all, and wasn’t even aimed at him. Instead, the surge grabbed the Redback and flung it at Hadrian. Unsure what was happening, the Redback accepted its fate and initiated the sequence that gave its kind their name. It curled into a ball so that it was flying end over end, the red spot on its back pulsating with light. A light that would soon explode and take everything nearby with the equivalent of an eight-hundred megaton antimatter warhead. Hadrian knew this from experience, as the Redback suicide missions had been a large reason for the enemy’s success overthrowing his planet.

      Perhaps the dragon would survive, and maybe Karstrack had prepared for this and had a plan, but there was no way Hadrian’s armor could withstand the blast.

      With a silent curse, Hadrian leaped back through his jump point.

      He landed on the hexagon in his ship, falling to his side with a thud. A wave of heat passed over him—a remnant from the explosion—before the gate closed.

      For a long moment he lay there, furious at his failure to do more damage. But taking out Karstrack hadn’t been the real goal. He had known going in to a jump to fight him would be playing on his turf. He had distracted his old friend long enough, and now it was up to Samantha and her team.

      But there was a new piece to the puzzle. Karstrack was after Samantha, and Hadrian needed to understand why.

      He had done his job. Now it was time to follow the others and see if he could be of any further assistance.
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      As the Shadow Corps emerged from yet another tunnel to find more enemy in their way, Dex made a fierce sound like a wall crumbling. Agathe was nearby, pointing and shouting, “There!”

      Samantha darted forward, approaching the edge of what she now saw was a cliff. Sure enough, below them the ground led into a massive underground crater, swirling inward to a point where it was clear why this place was called the Universe’s Butt Hole, or Zeus’s Mouth.

      A new level of shrieking sounded behind them, and Samantha turned to see a being twice the size of Dex dart forward and catch Dex by surprise. The two struggled, then pushed off and came at each other with swords clashing. The newcomer’s sword wasn’t solid, but seemed to be made of darkness itself. Each clash sent off a puff of smoke, and when the blade of darkness touched Dex’s robes, light burst forth that caused Dex to scream in pain.

      Samantha was there a moment later, driving her sword into the being’s side, but it tossed her away. All around them, the team was taking on new incoming forms of floating darkness.

      Napalm was alternating between shooting and causing explosions farther back in some of the tunnels, but it was clearly draining him. He stumbled to Samantha’s side at one point, and she had to slice through an enemy before helping him to stand and leaning him against a wall.

      “Close all tunnels but one!” she shouted to the others, then pointed to their far left. “Leave that one.”

      The others agreed, and got to work creating walls of bodies in the other tunnels. Samantha and Napalm sent explosions when there was an opening and they had the energy. Rocks fell around them, and it was clear the whole place could fall if they didn’t end this soon.

      The guides were more brawlers than warriors, and did their best to hold off any that made it through the first line of defense.

      Ferder and Olivay were faster than Samantha had realized, almost matching the Dexetilaitite in speed. They leaped up to the walls and grabbed hold, moving quickly and shooting down into the attackers.

      More attacks came, wisps of shadow swooping in and about Samantha. She was fast, and her shield would light up with electricity and shoot her attackers back when she successfully blocked a strike. But her armor was quickly becoming quite notched, and the HUD screen showed that its integrity was falling fast.

      “STOP HER!” Agathe shouted.

      Samantha spun to see Olivay leaping from her defensive spot, moving along the wall away from the fight and toward the gate. She held a small metallic object that was blinking red.

      A bomb.

      “Olivay, no…” Ferder muttered with surprise. But then a Dexetilaitite connected with him, knocking him from the wall and putting its sword through his forearm.

      Ferder’s shout of pain filled the cavern, but Samantha was focused on Olivay. The woman hadn’t been glaring at her before out of jealousy, as Samantha had guessed, but with some other hatred. She was working for the enemy, here to blow up the gate so that they couldn’t use it to access the other side.

      There was no time to wonder why. That could come after. At the moment, she just needed to be stopped.

      Samantha considered her options in the split-second she had. Taking a deep breath, she ran and leaped, not even bothering with her grip—this was all about trajectory and momentum.

      In a flash, Samantha was on Olivay, grabbing hold and pulling her with her. The two fell toward the decline, landing next to the gate.

      “You’re too late. I’ve—” Olivay started, but Samantha wasn’t about to let her stall. One well-placed sweep of the legs and then a jumping push kick sent Olivay straight into the gateway, bomb and all.

      A moment passed, and Samantha stood there, head pounding and catching her breath. Then a sudden clash of swords brought her back to the moment.

      Her friends needed her.

      She ran back to the edge and pulled herself up, just in time to send a shot at a Dexetilaitite that had its sword raised to slice through Napalm’s neck. Maybe the armor would’ve deflected the blade, maybe not. Either way, a nod of thanks later, Napalm was alive and moving on to the next attacker.

      A rustling of cloaks sounded as many of the Dexetilaitite shifted out of the way. Clearly, something bad was coming.

      With a howl, it appeared—the biggest, baddest Dexetilaitite yet. It was at least twice the size of the others, with a massive sword. The sword’s handle split off into spikes, each decorated with red jewels, and red, glowing patterns covered its robe as well.

      It cut through, pushing past Kwan, and plowed its blade into Voira. But it seemed completely fixated on Dex as it charged ahead.

      To Dex’s credit, the being held its own. The two were spinning around each other, blurs of darkness, swords clanging. At one moment the large one had Dex against a wall, then the two were moving again. They flew toward each other and, with a mighty clash, their swords connected in a shower of sparks. Like a small explosion, their swords went flying in opposite directions, skittering across the ground.

      That didn’t stop the assault. The large one slammed into Dex and lifted their teammate into the air, flying high over their heads.

      Samantha froze in shock at the sight of the large being drilling Dex into the ceiling of the cavern. The black robes were acting like a jet’s flames, allowing it to slam Dex’s head into the rocks like a jackhammer. Its other hand moved back, sword materializing.

      If she didn’t act fast, it was over.

      None of the others could reach them, and any explosions from Napalm would hit them both.

      She’d done some amazing upgrading to her grip recently, and she eyed the wall that led to the ceiling. Carma must have guessed her intent, because a moment later she was beside Samantha, her gloves retracting.

      “You’ll need a boost of power,” Carma said, reaching out. “Don’t tell the others.”

      In a quick motion, she retracted Samantha’s helmet and placed her hands on Samantha’s cheeks. A surge of energy and power flowed through Samantha’s body, and she felt stronger and surer than she ever had. Triggering her helmet back on, Samantha turned to take on her opponent.

      Planning her best route, she fired a shot at an oncoming enemy, then ran to the wall and jumped.

      The run was straight up and then almost upside down, but she was doing it. Holy shit, she thought. She was doing it!

      Her grip started to fade as she reached the horizontal part, and she leaped. Jumping while upside down was a strange feeling, but she managed to pull her sword up and drive it directly into the overly large Dexetilaitite. The being tore from her teammate and plunged with her sword to the spiraling earth below, the sliding decline that led to the gateway—Zeus’s Mouth.

      They came to a halt three paces from the gateway, and she didn’t hesitate. In an instant she was up and had her sword back, then brought it down with a roar. Armor cracked, but the next strike brought with it an explosion of electricity, making her glad she had chosen that skill tree. The third strike hit with a sickening crunch, and the Dexetilaitite’s head rolled out of the hood and disappeared into the gateway.

      A moment later, Dex was at her side and she was motioning to the others. “Come on, now!”

      But more of the enemy was streaming in, and she saw they would be overwhelmed even before Napalm said it.

      With a blast of his guns, he turned and said, “We’ll hold them off, then follow when we can. Go on, finish this!”

      Dex turned to her and nodded, and as much as she hated it, she knew Napalm was right. They started to run, but Dex turned back, removed the robes from the large Dexetilaitite she had killed, and then followed closely behind her.

      When Dex caught up, they leaped into the gateway. In a flash of light, they had left the battle behind.

      Her eyes adjusted to show they were in a brightly lit room. She turned to see Dex at her side and then stood.

      That was a mistake.

      Dex pulled her down as darts flew past, stabbing into the far wall. A glance around showed motion sensors and more traps. Of course, Karstrack would have set up the place. He knew how to come through this jump point, so it was possible someone else would, too. And if he was able to, that meant there was a way of making it out alive.

      Hesitantly, Dex held out something. The cloak from the one she had killed.

      “What’s this?” she asked. “I know I didn’t kill more than you.”

      Dex hesitated, then pulled back its hood. “Yes, but you saved my life. You killed it, so have earned the robes. When you put it on, you will be able to communicate with me, and move as I do. There’s more, but that should be enough for now.”

      Samantha knew what it meant for Dex to reveal itself, so she bowed her head. “Thank you.”

      “Stay low while I perform the binding.”

      Dex reached out and wrapped the hood around her head, tearing a layer away and fastening it to her waist. It wasn’t as they wore theirs, but Dex hadn’t completely stripped the corpse. So maybe her power would be partial? She tried not to think about any blood from the previous occupant, and figured she could clean her armor later.

      Now that the robes were attached, Dex ran large, dark fingers along the seams, muttering something. It was like the being was speaking with the robes—they were responding, moving at Dex’s command. For a moment they went rigid, as if fighting. Then, they relaxed, pulling into Samantha’s armor, and she felt a warmth from where they connected.

      “They are part of you now,” Dex said. “Keep the hood up during combat, or anytime you wish to speak with me and don’t wish others to overhear.”

      “Part of me?” she asked, voice shaking.

      “As the armor is biotech-based, so are these robes, but much more so. They need a host to survive, so if you die, they die. Therefore, they have a vested interest in keeping you alive.”

      “So, like, they are feeding on me?” Intrigued and a little grossed out, she stood to look at her robe, forgetting about the traps. A click sounded and she flinched backwards, knowing it was too late. In a flurry, the robes moved like a wave of shadow, catching the darts and casting them aside.

      “It’s not as bad as all that,” Dex replied, and she noticed a smile before the hood came up, creating darkness again.

      She had to admit, what had just happened was cool.

      “Follow me,” Dex’s voice said in her head, though not in her ears.

      “Holy shit, this is awesome,” she shot back with her thoughts, wondering if Dex would hear it.

      “Don’t swear in my head,” Dex replied. She could sense the smile even in their mental communication. “Count of three…”

      “Three,” she replied, and willed herself out of there. In a flash, the cloth tied around her waist had encircled her, and she was moving like a wisp of shadow, darting up and down. Spikes and fire traps exploded as she whizzed by, bouncing off of them, and she was aware of Dex shooting straight out of the room.

      Finally she gained control of her flight and followed, leaving behind the flaming room and destroyed traps.

      She landed outside, next to Dex, and the robe released her.

      “It’s always like that?” she asked.

      “Until you learn to control it. By the way, nice work on setting off all those traps so that the others would be safe if they make it through. Smart thinking.”

      “Oh, uh, yeah, right.”

      They took a moment to assess their new surroundings, and what they saw put their nerves on edge. They spotted Olivay’s body nearby, torn to pieces from traps in the room. A large crater was in the ground not far off—likely where she had tossed the bomb as she tried to get it away from herself.

      “Well, that answers that,” Samantha said, turning at a gasp from Dex.

      Samantha glanced up to see where Dex was looking, and whistled. The sky was dark, with blue and green wavy lights floating over ruins in the distance. Walls and buildings crumbling. She saw destroyed spaceships, all in pieces, torn apart. And then… the bodies.

      It was a graveyard.

      Through the darkness they could just make out a river of red with steam rising from it. Strange lights glowed from groups of rocks, and an eerie looking house or fortress stood nearby. The pure black building and surrounding rocks shot up at an angle, reminding Samantha of sharp crystals, and she imagined a madman playing with magic to forge this place. As they drew closer, it became clear that the fortress was made from bits of the ruined spaceships.

      She had no doubt that was where they would find their target.

      They paused, glancing back at the gate to see if any of the others would make it through. After a few heartbeats, Dex put a hand on her shoulder and nodded.

      “You’re right,” she agreed. “If they’re fighting, let’s get this over with as fast as possible so we can get back and help.”

      She turned to go, then heard Napalm’s voice shouting, “You don’t get to have all the fun!”

      Spinning to look back, she saw Napalm, Carma, and Kwan running out of the gate.

      “The others are holding them off,” Napalm said. “We closed down all tunnels but one, so that they’d have an easier time of it.”

      “Good thing they came with,” Carma noted, giving a nod to Samantha for making the right call on that.

      “That our target?” Kwan asked, glaring at the strange fortress.

      Samantha nodded, drew her sword again and started walking. “Yup. Stay close.”

      As they followed her, Napalm asked, “So… this is your new look?”

      She smiled. “You like?”

      “You bet your ass I do.”

      “Save Dex’s ass, then. Who knows if Dex might have more of these hiding somewhere.”

      “I don’t,” Dex’s voice came through her mind.

      She turned to him and smiled, then said, “Come on, last one there has to clean all the armor when we get back!”

      “She’s joking, right?” she heard Kwan ask as they ran.

      She hadn’t made up her mind yet if she was, but within a matter of minutes she was in, the others close behind. They moved from room to room in the strange fortress, calling “Clear” when they didn’t find any sign of an enemy. They were about to give up when Samantha pulled to a stop in a large room toward the rear.

      The walls were harsh obsidian, the ceiling tall and dark. And in the center of this room was something all of them had come to know and appreciate lately.

      It was a silver hexagon, similar to the jump points found on Hadrian’s ship—the ones they had originally thought were simulations.

      “He’s out there… somewhere.” Samantha turned to the others. “Is there any way to track him? I mean, if we jump while he has jumped, will it take us to the same place?”

      The others shared uncertain looks, torn about what to do next.

      “It could be a trap,” Kwan stated, looking skeptical.

      “And yet, what choice do we have?” Samantha looked around at her teammates, debating. “We came here to hunt him down, to stop him from making gates available to the enemy. If we don’t take him out now, who will? And if he goes on, we all know what that means for the fate of our worlds. We have to try, immediately.”

      The others nodded.

      “Then let’s not waste any more time.” With that, she took a step toward the jump point, the hexagon lighting up as she moved into it. A flash of light filled the room, and then faded as her foot landed. She stumbled, realizing she was standing on top of someone else’s foot. When she recovered, she stood to see that she was face-to-face with a tall man in black armor.

      She had no doubt this was their target. They had found Karstrack.
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      “I’m so glad it’s you,” Karstrack said, the faceplate of his helmet clearing to show a man who didn’t look much older than her, maybe in his early twenties.

      For a moment, the face changed to Ralod, his young face in a friendly smile. Then to a new face—one older, with salt-and-pepper hair. Very similar to the face Hadrian sometimes wore.

      “You found me, but you’re not going to kill me.” She stepped back, taking up a defensive stance. She heard movement and clicking of weapons as the others did the same behind her.

      “Kill you?” He laughed, almost a sad laugh. “Why, Sam, why in the universe would I want to do that? You’re the one who can make all the difference. When father hears you’ve been found, he’ll be overjoyed.”

      She blinked, confused, and held a hand back to her team to tell them to hold off on attacking.

      “What do you mean… father? Who is your father?”

      “Sam,” he smiled, taking a hesitant step toward her. “I’m talking about your father. He’s waiting for you. All these years, he’s been waiting for you. I was sent to find you, but they kept me away. Hadrian particularly. He wouldn’t even let me find you to let you know. But it’s true.”

      Samantha opened her mouth to speak, but found she had nothing to say. Her dad was a Marine, a one-night stand with her mother.

      Or was he? These aliens could take on various forms. And based on Hadrian’s visits to Earth, had been traveling to Earth for some time. Who’s to say one of them didn’t look like a Marine and lust after her mom? The thought made her sick, and the idea of her mom not knowing the truth made her pissed.

      There couldn’t be a chance she did know, could there? She had been fairly eager to fight the aliens. And she had left to join the Marines when Samantha was still young… maybe she didn’t want to be around her daughter? Maybe she couldn’t handle the fact that her daughter was half-alien?

      Or… maybe this guy was full of shit.

      “He wanted to stay, to be there for you,” Karstrack went on. “But he couldn’t, not when they were out here trying to destroy everything he held so dear.”

      “I don’t… I don’t believe you.” Even she knew her voice had betrayed the fact that she was lying. “The fight… Hadrian… they’re on the right side here. The alliance is defending Earth.”

      “Defending Earth from what?” Karstrack asked. “Do you have any idea what the alliance is up against? The Ancient Ones have ruled as gods for an eternity. They’ve cast out evil rulerships over and over, and likewise mean to liberate Earth. You think your corrupt governments, allowing poor to stay poor while hungry people starve, is what’s best for you? Wars?” He laughed, then shook his head. “It’s pitiful, honestly. Then there’s the Syndicate… how many of your kind has had to die so that they might teach you a lesson?”

      “What?” She held her free hand to her temple, wishing she could massage it through the helmet. “No, no one’s arguing that the Syndicate isn’t bad. But you’re invading our home.”

      “So Hadrian says. Liberating, says I. Freeing. We’ll allow you to continue on, we’ll even let you have rulers, people of your own choosing to keep the world running, but under our guidance.”

      “It… doesn’t sound so bad,” she admitted. At least, compared to the situation under the Syndicate.

      “It sounds like the Persians and Ancient Greece,” Kwan said from behind. “Don’t listen to this bullshit, Sam.”

      “He speaks in partial truths,” Dex’s voice said through the cloak. “They are the Great Deceivers, after all.”

      “SAYS THE ONE WHO BETRAYED A WHOLE RACE!” Karstrack shouted at Dex, apparently able to hear their private conversation.

      Kwan growled and aimed, pulled the trigger and—BAM! The gun exploded in his hands, sending him flying backward.

      Samantha ran back to Kwan, cradling him. “Stop!” she commanded Karstrack. “If you’re so not evil, so magnanimous, you will not attack my people.”

      Karstrack sighed. “Sam, I’m here for you, not them. I have nothing to prove. As these minions of yours stand in my way, I am given no choice but to remove them.”

      “Not minions,” Samantha said standing, fingers twitching as she prepared to reach for her sword. “Teammates, and friends. And I don’t care what slimy sweetness exudes from your mouth, I ain’t buying it. I know who my friends are.”

      With that, she pulled her sword free and ran at him, moving with quick bursts. She flew with the shadows as the cloak took her, and he didn’t even see the strike that sent a shock of electricity through his armor.

      As he convulsed and fell to one knee, Karstrack lifted a hand. A blast of energy wrapped around her, flinging her into the sky so that she hung there, upside down with her arms at her side.

      “Observe,” he said as he struggled to stand, “as I destroy all you hold dear.”

      Chaos erupted as he threw energy about, striking at Samantha’s friends and shooting blasters from otherwise unarmed hands. It was unlike anything she had seen Hadrian do, and she understood that, at least in some ways, the two were different. Even as she struggled to break free, she watched his armor mold around him, changing into new weapons as he adapted to the defense against this particular set of enemies.

      Samantha struggled, trying to pull on her energy to release his grip, but nothing worked. Not even her new robes were enough.

      It was hopeless.

      Suddenly, a bright flash erupted and an explosion tore through the room of traps they had come through earlier. In its wake stood Hadrian with Agathe, Voira, and Ferder, all in various states of injury, but standing and ready to fight nonetheless.

      “It’s time for you to answer for your crimes,” Hadrian said. He unleashed a flurry of shots from a large laser cannon at his side, then ran forward and thrust a hand toward Samantha, a motion that set her free.

      Her gravity-enforced boots pulled her down, the cloak softening her fall and letting her immediately spring into action.

      But Karstrack was fast too. Seeing he was now outmatched, he turned, gave her a smile, and stepped into the hexagon.

      A bright flash of light took him—but not before Samantha swept in, cloak shooting out behind her. The others grabbed hold, Hadrian shouting something about moving in before the jump gate closed, and then, in a flash…

      …they all stood with Karstrack at the base of giant mountains. Shadows moved, and when Samantha looked up, she saw a massive space dragon closing in. It was only then that she realized where they were.

      Pink and red flowers covering the mountains, rivers flowing and creating fantastic waterfalls.

      A city in the distance, glowing a rosy-gold.

      Ferder said it first, as he recognized his home. “Entono Fos Prime.”

      “That’s correct.” Karstrack turned to them and smiled. “And I have you to thank for it, Hadrian. The other two are still on the move, and one might soon reach Earth. But this is my mission, and because of your jumps and leaving your back doors open, I’ve moved right in. You’ve brought about an end to the Elders.”

      He smiled evilly and then latched himself to the dragon. They shot into the air until he was just a speck on the dragon’s back. And then he was gone.

      Hadrian’s helmet folded back and he stared in disbelief and horror. Samantha knew they were in for a serious battle.

      “We’re not letting him win,” she said, then shouted, “Let’s go slay ourselves a dragon and the dickhead riding it!”

      The others paused, doubt crossing their faces. Most of them were injured, all of them were worn out. But that had never stopped Samantha before, so again she said, “We’re not letting him win! Now pull yourselves together, and follow me!”

      She didn’t even wait to see how they reacted, but simply started running toward the city. A loud “OORAH!” from behind was proof enough that the team was with her, and that they were going to fight side-by-side to slay that beast, or die trying.
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          Entono Fos Prime

        

      

    

    
      The charge toward the city took longer than they would have hoped, as they watched the dragon wreak its havoc. Fighter ships emerged from the hills around the city, striking at the dragon with laser blasts. But then the Scurries emerged from the dragon and began tearing the fighter ships to pieces, while the massive horns of the space dragon glowed, preparing to take out the city and the Elders within.

      “Sam,” Hadrian called. “We’re going to need everything you’ve got. Me and you, are you ready?”

      He motioned up to the dragon and she shook her head, confused. How would they reach it? And once they were up there, did they really stand a chance?

      “You promised me one dragon slaying,” Hadrian shouted, “now keep your word!”

      She clenched her teeth and nodded. If she possibly had it in her, she’d find out this day.

      At the look in her eyes, Hadrian turned back to the others. “Get into the city, save those you can. Get them to safety. Napalm, when you’re in range, start blowing those Scurries into smithereens.”

      “And you?” Napalm asked.

      “It’s time to fly,” Hadrian replied, and then nodded to Samantha.

      It was time. As he started lifting off the ground, she willed herself up, hoping she could recall what she had only once before managed to do. Nothing came. That day had been one when her mom’s life was at risk. The worry for her mom had given her the power.

      Well, was this day any different? As far as she knew, if these Elders fell, so did the entire defensive perimeter. The entire alliance would be without a head, and the enemy would win.

      She tried again, and nothing.

      “Ahhh!” she shouted, willing herself up, even as Hadrian was shooting off toward the dragon. Then it hit her, the reason for her delay—doubt. Karstrack had put in her a seed of doubt, and now she wasn’t sure who the bad guys really were. If she fought them, she risked losing the only chance at finding her father.

      And yet, she told herself, that really didn’t matter. Her team was here, her friends. Hadrian might have his secrets, but she trusted him. She trusted him with all her heart, and would die a thousand times over for any one of these teammates.

      Pushing aside all doubt, she felt the thrill of the fight surge through her muscles, passion for justice and freedom and all that was good take over. And then she was flying through the air, propelled up toward Hadrian and soaring right past him. She felt her robe fluttering behind her, pushing her forward even faster.

      And then she was on the dragon, Hadrian landing a moment later at her side. The surrounding Scurries gave up their fight against the fighter ships and surged on the two of them.

      “Ready to take your training to the next level?” Hadrian asked.

      She scoffed, pulling out her rifle in one hand, her sword in the other. “I think it’s a bit past training time.”

      “Always learning, always growing,” he said. “Consider this your final exams for grade one.”

      “Finals?” she laughed. “Well, tell them I’ve been known to cheat.”

      “In this test, anything goes.”

      “Great.” She turned to the closest Scurry and unleashed a barrage of bullets that tore through its legs. It came sliding across the dragon’s back, right onto the tip of her sword.

      “Keep it up and I’ll see that you get extra credit,” Hadrian said, then leaped into the air and blasted three more Scurries out of the sky with a sweeping arc of laser shots. He landed with a latching of his energy to the dragon, then pointed at the dragon’s head, where Karstrack had just turned to see them. “He needs to be stopped.”

      “Roger that,” she replied, then took off at a sprint, knocking aside Scurries left and right. They were twice her size at least, with long mechanical legs with claws, and they freaked her the hell out. But that wasn’t going to stop her—she’d been freaked out by crazy alien enemies so much in life that, at this point, it was like walking through a haunted house for the hundredth time. Yes, another flash of light and someone shouting “Boo!” could get your heart thumping, but it became part of the fun instead of the terror.

      The Scurries came at her, five in a line, attacks narrowly missing her head as she moved with the swiftness of her robes, every attack part of a dance. Blue and black liquid shot out as she removed limbs, and nearby a group exploded with an energy blast from Hadrian.

      She’d almost forgotten she could do that, and lifted her hand to send a vibration through the air that took out another cluster farther out, just in time to save a fighter ship. The ship zoomed past her, joining three others in a formation to blast the dragon’s head with everything they had. Explosions followed and a billowing cloud of black smoke, but when it cleared, Samantha could see that the dragon was unharmed.

      Hadrian appeared at Samantha’s side, smoke trailing from the barrel of his rifle, his sword pulsating with light.

      “The dragon’s hide is nearly impenetrable,” he shouted over the noise of fighting and explosions. “It’s going to take more than that.”

      But Samantha had noticed something about Karstrack as he had dodged the explosions. He was only fighting with one arm, while the other he kept in close, as if to protect it from something.

      While he had dodged the strikes, the Scurries had paused in their attack. The way she saw it, the two might be connected.

      “Just get me close to him,” she told Hadrian, and then started running along the dragon’s back, using her momentum of flight to push herself forward.

      Karstrack smiled and beckoned her forth. “You’ve come to change your mind?” he shouted to her.

      “Maybe. I’ll tell you after you surrender.”

      He laughed, then turned from her. At that moment, Scurries landed on the dragon, clawing at it from the underside. The dragon made a dive, moving for the city below them. Clouds swept by in wisps, the wind like a hurricane, but Hadrian and Samantha kept their hold, steadily moving forward as they fought off the Scurries.
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* * *

      Napalm and the others were almost at the city when the first fighter ship came crashing down from above, exploding into the ground nearby. Ferder lunged to see if everyone was okay, but Carma pulled him back. A moment later, the ship blew to pieces in a follow-on explosion.

      “The warheads,” she reminded him, then pointed to the city as she added, “MOVE!”

      Napalm was getting any Scurries he could that came close enough, focusing with his energy so that it would explode, more than once taking others with it.

      He saw the dragon moving in for the city, and froze. The horns were glowing bright yellow, and with a shriek from the dragon, three massive blasts went off.

      It was like watching a falling star, but in slow motion. Napalm had enough time to say, “Holy, shit,” before three parts of the city disappeared in massive explosions of light.

      Ferder screamed, pushing himself harder, and the others tried to keep up.

      All but Napalm, who now noticed something on the dragon. There were three people up there. Somehow, they had all managed to stay on even at that angle. As he watched, Samantha landed a blow on Karstrack, and the dragon seemed to lose its focus, the next wave of attacks faltering as the glow from the horns faded.

      He wasn’t sure what to do with this information, yet, but he knew it would play a vital part in this operation.
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* * *

      Samantha lunged again, this time for Karstrack’s hidden side. There was something glowing there, faintly. He was wearing something, or holding something, that he was using to control the Scurries. Ordering the Scurries to dig into the dragon at different points manipulated the dragon into going in the direction he needed it to.

      From there, it was all about pain for the dragon, as best she could figure. When the Scurries surged on it, digging in from multiple directions, the dragon grew frustrated and shot off the beams from its horns.

      What Samantha had first thought to be the dragon’s companions were actually the tools being used to control it.

      Not that it made the dragon any less of a threat, but at least now she had a good guess as to how it worked. If she was right, taking out Karstrack would solve more than one problem that day.

      So she lunged again, this time trying to work with Hadrian, who had just appeared and moved in the opposite direction. However, they were largely outnumbered, especially when considering all of the Scurries and the dragon.

      This time, however, Samantha remembered her upgrades. She saw that her sword just needed one more kill to be fully charged, so dodging a strike from Karstrack, she moved for a Scurry instead.

      The Scurry tried to lift her up with its appendages, but she used the momentum to get the sword where she needed it and took the monster’s life.

      As she fell, she spun and darted forward with her cloak. But instead of thrusting at Karstrack, she slammed her sword into the dragon, sending a massive electrical shock through it. The attack was enough to make the dragon roar and turn away, circling up and up, away from the city.

      “How’s everything going up there?” a voice said, and then she realized it was Dex, talking through her hood.

      “Could be better, you?” she replied.

      “Just keep doing whatever you did, and keep that thing away from us down here until the city pulls itself together. It’s not looking good.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hadrian appeared at her side and said, “Nice thinking, now get ready.”

      She wasn’t sure how, but he had apparently latched the two of them together with Karstrack, so that they all shot toward each other.

      “Block,” he commanded, and she did as she was told.

      Karstrack had reacted by raising his sword to thrust at them, but his eyes went wide as he saw them both lift their arms to block.

      He likely knew what this could mean.

      As soon as the blade hit, Samantha’s shield set off a shock of electricity that sent Karstrack squirming, while Hadrian’s had an explosive reaction. The latching kept him tight, though, so that he just crumpled to the ground with a wheeze as the electricity left his body.

      Samantha didn’t hesitate, instead leaping over to grab his arm, then pull free a green, horned gauntlet.

      “Wait, NO!” Hadrian shouted, but it was too late. She had already slid it on her hand and started focusing, seeing if she could put a stop to all this. Her first thought was to pull back the Scurries, and to her surprise and delight, it worked. A jab of pain shot through her arm, but she couldn’t stop now.

      As she focused again, she felt Karstrack at her side, pulling himself up. She turned and kicked him down.

      Hadrian leaped forward, sword at his enemy’s throat, and then paused.

      “Do it!” Karstrack shouted. “End it, you coward!”

      But Hadrian turned to Samantha, faceplate clearing so that she could see the pained expression on his face.

      “He’s the only other left of my kind,” Hadrian said. “I can’t…”

      Samantha sighed, looking at Karstrack, and said, “And he’s my only shot at finding out who my dad was.”

      “But if he lives…” Hadrian sighed, shaking his head. “It’ll be more of this. Who knows how many more lives will be lost at his hand.”

      “Together then?” Samantha asked.

      “Wait, I can take you to him, I can—”

      Before Karstrack could finish the sentence, Hadrian and Samantha both plunged their swords into his chest, piercing his body armor. He struggled, stopped twitching, and was dead.

      Hadrian knelt beside him, and Samantha noticed the tear before he let his face mask cloud over again.

      “End it,” Hadrian said.

      Samantha nodded, held the gauntlet high, and then willed the surrounding Scurries to plow into the dragon. They were tearing apart its armor, some starting to get into the flesh beneath. The beast was writhing and screaming, tearing through the sky and then plummeting to the ground before rushing upward again. Explosions from the horns tore into mountains as the dragon turned back on itself, trying to get a good hit on whatever was doing it damage.

      In an awe-inspiring display of greatness, the beast had turned almost in a full circle, similar to the image of a snake eating itself.

      “I have to handle my dead,” Hadrian shouted, holding Karstrack’s body close. “Get to safety.”

      With that, Hadrian went through a jump point, leaving Samantha to hope her ability to fly would kick in. She ran, feeling Hadrian’s tethering magic gone now, and leaped. The shadow cloak pushed her out of the dragon’s reach, and then she was flailing as she fell, screaming at the top of her lungs.

      Her mind flashed to days fighting with her mother, all of the times others had called her out for being too young to fight, but not her. The one woman who should have been sheltering her, telling her it was too dangerous, had always believed in her. Hell, she’d even chosen to fight alongside her.

      Samantha wasn’t about to let her mom’s sacrifice be for nothing, just as she wasn’t going to let that faith in her be misguided.

      With a deep breath in, she ceased her screaming and opened her eyes. The wind stopped. Instead of falling, she was floating toward the ground, and was finally able to take in the chaos.

      Many of the fighters had been destroyed, their wreckage surrounding the smoldering city. The main palace still stood, but large blocks had been destroyed and were still in flames, and the space dragon was spiraling down toward the city. All she could do was watch in terror, trying to block out the screams of the inhabitants below.
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* * *

      Napalm threw another blast at the few Scurries that remained below, but his energy was low. He stumbled along the outside of the city, almost there, when a large shadow crossed over him. The space dragon was above him, writhing in pain and screeching. It was going to hit the remains of the city.

      A figure was floating down from above in the distance, and judging by her dark armor and the fluttering cloths, it was Samantha.

      She had taken down the dragon, and presumably Karstrack, but now there was this new problem of the damage the aftermath would bring.

      His head spun, looking for answers. Instinct said to run, flee and try to survive.

      But his heart said that wasn’t right, that there was another way.

      It hit him—the way Hadrian had shown him to latch onto objects, to use his energy to move things. That space dragon was larger than the nearest mountain by far, and yet… he had to try.

      “CARMA!” he shouted, spinning, and a moment later the woman was at his side.

      “You have a plan?”

      “I have a hope,” he replied, then quickly pulled off his armor, so that he was only wearing his loose-fitting training clothes.

      “If you’re thinking that I’m going to do something nasty here because we’re all going to die anyway—”

      “No, it’s worse than that. I mean, it’ll hurt more. Or, well, I assume.” He frantically looked between her and the falling space dragon. “I think I can move it, at least get it to not destroy what’s left of the city. Your touch… I’ve seen what it can do. It amplifies power, right?”

      She was already removing her gloves. “Prepare yourself. Face the dragon, and when I say go, do what you must.”

      “You—you’ll do it?”

      “You’re not some male, and you’re certainly not my enemy. You’re my teammate, an extension of the body we all now make up. Now shut up and get to work. We don’t have much time.”

      So he spun, focusing everything he had on the space dragon. Just as he was about to unleash his energy and bind the creature, Carma’s hands were on him. She ran her hands across his back, then down to his core and back up to finally reach around him and hold him as if in an embrace.

      The action caused him to pause, but then she whispered, “Now.” Heat flowed through him, along with a tingling and then a surge of power unlike anything he had ever felt.

      He shot his hands out toward the dragon and, with a shout of excitement at the sensation coursing through him, latched his energy onto the dragon and pulled. His whole body vibrated and he could feel waves of energy coursing through his limbs, rising up through him and extending from his fingertips, but still the dragon wasn’t moving.

      “It’s not enough,” he shouted over the loud screams from the citizens and the screeching from the dragon.

      “It has to be,” Carma replied, her voice wavering.

      A moment later Dex was there, quickly removing the healing robe and wrapping it around the two of them. As Napalm had felt its healing effect before, now it sent a wave of cool through him. He felt Carma perk up behind him.

      “Again,” Dex said, removing its hood. “Try again.”

      Now with the power of Carma and the healing of Dex, Napalm gave it his all. He felt the flames spread from within, taking over, filling every bit of his body. And then it was there—he was latched to the massive beast. With a mental pull, he yanked the dragon out of its trajectory.

      The dragon’s tail slammed into one of the towers of the palace as it fell, and then it hit the ground just west of the city. It slid along, tumbling and tearing apart all in its wake, and then went over the side of the cliffs.

      The ground was still vibrating as the space dragon hit the water below. It sent out a huge splash, followed by a mist that moved across them all.

      Carma still held Napalm as Dex came forward and unwound his healing robe. They should have dropped from exhaustion, if not for the being’s powers. After a moment, Carma released her grip, the effect similar to having a great warmth suddenly pulled back to leave you in the cold.

      The sensation only lasted a moment, and then Napalm turned to them. He saw Kwan on the battlefield, his Red Company not far off, where they had been shooting up at the Scurries.

      “We did it,” Napalm said, but shook his head at the devastation.

      “Everyone still alive is so because of you,” Carma said, pulling her body armor back on as if dressing after an awkward one-night stand. He stepped toward her, taking one of her hands in both of his.

      “Together,” he said. “And your people will never know you gave that gift to a male.”

      She smiled, but shook her head. “Like I said before, you’re a teammate. There’s no shame in what we accomplished here today, nor the way in which we saved their lives.”

      With a smile, he released her hand, then turned to Dex and nodded. “Come, let’s find the others. We have a lot of work here to rebuild this place.”

      Dex returned the nod, pulled up its his hood, and joined him and Carma as they walked to meet up with Kwan. There was indeed a lot of work to do, and they were also in need of food and sleep.
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* * *

      Hadrian knew he needed to hurry back, but he had seen how it would end and knew this must be done. Placing Karstrack’s wrapped body into the pool of water beneath the once-great temple on his home planet, he lowered his head in a moment of remembrance.

      Whatever had come over this longtime friend, this man he had always considered like a brother, he couldn’t believe it was natural. Something had taken over Karstrack, he was sure of it. The only problem with that was, his kind was supposed to be immune from such trickery as time manipulation and mind control.

      How did they get to him?

      It didn’t matter right now, but Hadrian swore he would get his answer. For now, he had to complete the ritual. Whenever one of his people died, those that remained would gain their power. Karstrack being the last of them, all of the power of their people was now Hadrian’s. He kept his eyes closed, feeling the cool tendrils of the pool reach out and encircle his arms, moving up until they wrapped around his torso and into his heart. This was the transfer of power, and with a large breath he was lifted into the air, spinning, a great light visible even beyond his closed eyelids.

      And then it was gone, and he was on the stone floor, alone, as the body sank into the pool.

      Now all of his kind were laid to rest, all but him. When that day came, he would be ready. However, with the amount of power flowing through him at the moment, he had his doubts about that day coming soon.

      First he had to help Samantha, get her to where she needed to be, so that she could play her part in saving Earth, and then the universe. The two were largely connected, though she couldn’t possibly understand the degree to which yet. Samantha wouldn’t be able to follow the proper path if she knew.

      So Hadrian walked back into the light image of himself, the last jump point of his planet, and returned to Entono Fos Prime.
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      Weeks had passed since the partial destruction of the city of the Elders, and while there had been much carnage, only one of the Elders had been lost in the invasion. Unfortunately, it was the woman they had all relied on the most—Orlean.

      As the Elders worked on a system to replace her and oversee the rebuilding of their city, Samantha had been tasked with finding what she could about the space dragon that had crashed into their world and now occupied a space at the base of the waterfalls. Water pounded on its scales as she stood at the top of one of the cliffs, wondering how long it would take before the water broke through, or wore it down like a smooth statue over time. Would it someday look like just another of the many mountains?

      “It wasn’t always a tool of evil,” Hadrian said, and she turned to see him, back in his normal state. “They were once a thing of beauty, said to be protectors of the three most sacred planetary systems.”

      “Earth isn’t one of those?”

      He shook his head. “Earth is of the utmost importance, and its people are special, to say the least. But what I speak of is beyond the comprehension of the people of Earth. You will come to know, in time.”

      “And my dad? Will I come to know that in time too, or will you tell me now?”

      He looked startled at that, then his expression softened. “Samantha, I honestly don’t know the answer to that. Perhaps it was trickery, or… perhaps your father is really out there. I would like to get to the bottom of this as much as you.”

      “Really? As much?”

      “You’re right, maybe not as much. But rest assured, I will not give up until we have an answer to this riddle.”

      She nodded, knowing it was the best she could hope for right now. “Thank you. I’m ready, you know. To get back out there. I had a buttload of skill points to use up, and my skill trees are filling up fast. So, what’s next?”

      “Next…” He stared off at the stars for a long moment. “We have two more dragons to deal with, and Scurries might not be available after this. It is something we must look into. Who is controlling them? How?” He turned to her, contemplating. “Karstrack controlled this one with the Scurries and the gauntlet, but that doesn’t mean it’ll be the case with the others. In fact, based on what I know of him and his powers, I’m quite certain it won’t be. And you…your training is far from over, of course.”

      “Training?”

      He smiled. “On the job training, but training nonetheless. I don’t want any of you to think you know all you need to know, to grow complacent. Hubris will be the downfall of our enemy, never us.”

      “You are avoiding the question.”

      “What next… Well, I have a feeling about a certain planet, one where a partner with the enemy uses a form of mind control. There’s a faction of the alien overlords who use mind control on aliens in a certain section of the galaxy. Use of the dragons might be connected, but we must act smart here.”

      “If there’s a possibility of a connection to my dad, then I say let’s get to it.”

      “If he’s really out there looking for you, he might find us before we find him.” Hadrian motioned to the dragon. “I’ll get down there and see what we can learn about these things. As for going to the planet I mentioned, you’re not quite ready. You need to train, to be sure you’re at your peak before we go.”

      He started down, but she stood her ground. “When exactly will I be ready?”

      “Ferder and the others are waiting for you. When you’re done training, you know where to find me.”

      She stared at him, feeling her annoyance bubble up as much as she wanted to push it down. This needed to end, and if the only way she could make it so was to train her ass off, then she would do it. But every bone in her body said she needed to be out there kicking ass, so pardon her if she was a tad annoyed at the moment.

      Spinning to go find Ferder, she saw him approaching with her team at his side, including Voira and Agathe.

      “You ready to get your butt kicked?” Ferder asked.

      She scoffed. “Hey, don’t try to take your clothes off this time, and I’m all for it.”

      He blushed, turning a dark blue, and the others laughed.

      “There’s a story there, I’m sure,” Carma said with a playful smile.

      “Oh, come on,” Ferder said with a laugh. But when the others kept staring, he rolled his eyes and said, “I’ll let her explain after training.”

      “Well then, we better get to it!” Carma winked. “I’m anxious.”

      “As am I,” Samantha replied. “There are way too many alien butts out there that need kicking. Let’s do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      After serving five years in Marine Corps Signals Intelligence, Justin studied fiction at the Johns Hopkins MA in writing program and screenwriting at UCLA. He went on to work in games and screenwriting, where he has optioned several screenplays and written on such games as Game of Thrones and Tales from the Borderlands. 

      

      Justin has presented on writing at the Austin Film Festival, San Francisco Writers Conference, the San Diego State Writers Conference, Gen Con, and more. You can hear his interviews with authors on the Creative Writing Career podcast.

      

      His books are available in audio and print editions, and he has sold Turkish and French rights to several of his series, with the Blade of the Sea series being published under Hachette Publishing Group (under the shared penname with PT Hylton of Jesse Nethermind).

      

      Justin loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.JustinSloanAuthor and JOIN THE NEWSLETTER to receive a free book, receive free giveaways, get the latest exclusive news, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!

      
        Join the Newsletter and Follow Justin

        
          www.JustinSloanAuthor.com

        

        
          [image: Facebook]Facebook

          [image: Twitter]Twitter

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading my first solo book in the Seppukarian Universe, and my first solo science fiction work! I have written others with Kyle and George (Syndicate Wars), as well as with Michael Anderle (Reclaiming Honor, and now Valerie’s Elites). This one is all me, however, which means I’ll be much more sensitive to your criticism, but happy when you tell me you love it. That said, I have a thick skin and love learning, so feel free to reach out and tell me what you think!

      This concept started when I sat down with Kyle and George. We started writing the Syndicate Wars books, but there was something it was lacking—the main character needed a daughter! I suggested this and right away wrote a short around who the daughter is (it’s available as as freebie when you join the newsletter).

      As soon as I had finished the short, I knew I wanted to write a story surrounding Samantha. We explored her and Hadrian more in the books, which you can pick up and consider a bit of a prequel. But now we have this series, the Shadow Corps books. I plan on following up with more of them rapidly, especially if you all love them. Please let me know if you do, and consider leaving a review.

      For all my Kurtherian Gambit fans who have followed me over from that series, thank you! I hope this book lives up to those, although I get that it’s a different sort of beast. No Weres or vampires, but some magic and scifi elements. And then there’s her armor and sword, the ideas that she can level them up and focus her skills in a way that works with what she wants to become as a warrior—as a member of the Shadow Corps. I loved writing that, and want to delve deeper into that in the future books without getting heavy handed. The book is not, after all, meant to be LitRPG. Yes, it has some elements of that genre, in that she went into the simulation and has upgrades, but quickly shows that it doesn’t follow the norms there.

      For everyone who read my fantasy and other books, I hope you see this as a fun bridge to my scifi. It has enough character and fantasy elements to be a bit of a gateway book, right?

      And for everyone who has never read my books before, I’d like to encourage you to check out the Falls of Redemption trilogy if you like fantasy, my new Valerie’s Elites books if you are into paranormal scifi, and of course the sequels to these as they come out.

      I love collaboration, and you’ll see a LOT of books with my name along with other authors’ names. Some of these are mostly my voice (Reclaiming Honor), while others are not. I hope you love them all, but ask that you judge me on this book and others with only my name on them. That’s the tough part of writing collaboratively—there’s got to be some give and take, and one writer’s voice has to shine through more than the others. There are obviously great stories in them all, and maybe you like some of those books more than my solo ones. I encourage you to read those other authors’ solo books as well!

      On that note, I have a great series coming up called WAR WOLVES, that I’m doing with Jonathan Yanez, as well as the series with Gentry Race and L.O. Addison, all in the Seppukarian Universe.

      Here’s what you’re going to love though, more than anything, I think: in January or February of 2018, I’m launching a massive series that I outlined with my wife. It’s basically our version of Game of Thrones in space, with elements similar to this book, and then way more. So stay tuned, and be sure to sign up for my newsletter/ follow my on Amazon so you don’t miss it!

      Thank you again for reading this book. None of this could be possible without you!

      

      Best,

      Justin Sloan

      www.JustinSloanAuthor.com

      Justin’s Newsletter

      https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/u8d3z9
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      Now I have become Death, and my shadow shall consume worlds. 

      

      Samantha continues her journey with the Shadow Corps, an elite group of the universe's most deadly warriors. They must stop the other two ancient guardians turned evil, the space dragons, in order to find out who is really behind this upsurge in the enemy's power. 

      

      Once again she must come out swinging, to bring destruction to evil that lurks in the darkest corners of the universe. 

      

      This book is part of the Seppukarian Universe, though it stands on its own. If you would like to check out the other spinoff series, as listed in the SHIFTING DIMENSIONS anthology.
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      Marines think outside the box, but what happens when they think outside the known universe and time itself? 

      

      Whisked away through time loops that distort reality, a group of Space Marines explore different worlds and shifting dimensions as they combat an alien invasion. The edge-of-your-seat adventures in these alternative realities form the backbone of this anthology, which is full of exciting stories from debut and best-selling authors in the science fiction genre. Come aboard and experience exhilarating battles against mechs, drones, alien warriors with biotech armor, and tales of future combat that will blow your mind. 

      

      Featuring a Foreword by Nick Cole 

      

      Featured Authors: 

      L.O. Addison

      George S. Mahaffey Jr. 

      Kyle Noe

      Gentry Race

      Justin Sloan

      Jonathan Yanez

      

      For the Seppukarian Universe newsletter, join here or head over to www.JustinSloanAuthor.com and join there.

      You can check out the Syndicate Wars books, if you want the backstory for these spinoffs and this anthology. They are like the prequels—you don’t have to read them, but might have fun if you do.
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