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      “You’ll never amount to anything!”

      His father’s words echoed inside Kevin’s mind as he strolled by the small lake a few miles from home. A strong gust of wind blew his MIT rejection letter out of his hands and it floated in the air before landing on the water’s surface.

      Was his father right? Was he good for nothing?

      Kevin had dreams and aspirations; he wanted to make a difference. He wanted to change the world and make people’s lives better. Like Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, or even Henry Ford before them. His brain was full of ideas, but he never managed to convince anyone to take a financial risk on them, and the rejection letter was the final nail in his proverbial coffin.

      My life is over, he thought. I’ll probably end up flipping burgers.

      That was his father talking, and he knew it, but in this moment of utter despair, it felt like a very real, possible future. It scared Kevin. He would do anything to avoid such a future, but at this moment, he felt utterly alone and hopeless.

      His smartphone buzzed inside his pocket. A text message.

      Get your useless ass back to the house, STAT; you’ve got dinner dishes to wash.

      Typical. Kevin hadn’t even stayed for dinner. Being rejected from the one school he wanted to attend more than anything had ruined his appetite. But his father still taunted him and took every chance he got at putting Kevin down. He wondered why. Was it because his father had not amounted to anything himself, slaving 8 to 10 hours a day with nothing to show for it except an old decrepit Toyota Camry and a house that he refinanced twice so he could pay the bills?

      Were his dad’s own shortcomings the reason he wasn’t supportive of his only son? Kevin wondered as he gazed and lost himself in the immensity of the starlit sky. He had always loved the stars. In fact, up until he was fifteen, his favorite pastime had been viewing them with the telescope his grandfather bought him on his ninth birthday. Until his drunken father tripped and broke it. Somehow, Kevin was blamed for his father tripping and breaking his most prized possession. Typical.

      Something caught Kevin’s attention. A red dot in the night sky where there shouldn’t be one, and it was growing in size.

      Was it a meteorite?

      Kevin’s heartbeat accelerated as the object grew bigger. Even though the approaching fireball was coming straight at him, Kevin was riveted in place and couldn’t move. Prior to impact, the fireball seemed to slow down before splashing into the lake, sending a massive wave of water upward upon its entry. Kevin looked around, but he was alone. He took a few steps closer to the shoreline.

      About fifty yards in front of him, the water turned yellow and bubbled heavily. Soon, a metallic sphere slightly smaller than a compact car emerged and floated upward as billowy steam evaporated around it.

      What is that thing? Could it be a UFO?

      Small, colorful light sources reflected on the surface of the lake, only now returning to its usual peacefulness. The last ripples created from the strange object plunging into the body of water were fading away in the distance. The sphere emitted a low hum and, upon closer observation, didn’t feel of this Earth.

      The implication sent Kevin into a panic, and he took out his smartphone and tried dialing 911. Before establishing a connection, the screen flickered and died, and sparks shot from the phone, prompting Kevin to drop it and let it fall to the muddy grass.

      Before he could bend down to pick it up, the phone tumbled and slipped into the water.

      “That’s just great!” exclaimed Kevin. “The last thing I own that didn’t suck complete balls, and now it’s toast.”

      A bright red light shone inside the metallic sphere and bled through what seemed to be a dark glass porthole, grabbing Kevin’s attention. A hand slammed against the inside glass. It didn’t look human, and it appeared wounded.

      Kevin swallowed hard, and his first instinct was to run away as fast as he could, but somehow he felt compelled to look at the sphere. Before he knew it, he was already knee deep in the water, walking toward it.

      “What are you doing, Kevin?” he said timidly, trying in vain to convince himself to turn tail and run.

      The spherical pod had been slowly drifting toward the shore and stopped as its undercarriage scratched the lake’s bottom. Kevin stopped when he heard a pneumatic noise followed by heavy steam expelling on both sides of the dark glass. The injured hand was no longer there. A rounded door opened. Red flashes inside the pod illuminated the lake with crimson hues, giving it a blood-like feel.

      Kevin heard breathing and a wheezing sound, and he had to muster all his courage to resume approaching the pod. He decided to swim the rest of the way.

      “Anybody hurt in there? Do you need help?”

      There was no answer, so Kevin grabbed the side of the door that was at water level and carefully raised himself out of the water. When he looked inside the single-seat pod, he saw a humanoid-looking alien, who had purple skin, four-finger hands, and from what Kevin could tell, appeared to be a sizable man that was at least over 7 feet tall. The alien appeared to be battered and in bad shape, as light blue fluid oozed from the slashes in its skin.

      “Holy hell!”

      Kevin’s blood froze, and he was overwhelmed with fear but also excitement at the implications of what this could mean. Was he really seeing an alien ship and lifeform?

      Kevin wondered what to do next. Part of him wanted to run away and tell someone about this, perhaps officials that could deal with the matter properly. He had seen enough SciFi shows and feared he was inadequate to be the one to make first contact.

      What if the alien was hostile? But something compelled him to try and help.

      “Hey, are you alright?”

      Stupid question, he thought.

      When the alien’s eyes painfully blinked open, they revealed large yellow irises. Just by looking at them, Kevin could tell the alien was in tremendous pain. The armor he wore was scorched, bent, and shattered in various places, prompting Kevin to believe the alien had been in an intense battle.

      The alien mumbled something in a tongue that made no sense whatsoever to Kevin. It was a mixture of words, clicks, and whistling sounds.

      Kevin pointed to his ears with his fingers and then shrugged. “I’m sorry, dude; I don’t understand a word you’re saying.”

      The alien touched something on a wrist device. A holographic screen hovered near the device. He keyed in a few commands.

      The alien then spoke, and, now, Kevin could understand everything he said.

      “I’m dying; please help me save my people before it’s too late.”

      “Did you just learn English?”

      The alien pointed toward his wrist device.

      “This computer is translating for me in real time.”

      “Neat! Siri on steroids.”

      The alien looked momentarily confused. “Please, you’ve got to help me.”

      “Buddy, you’re from outer space, and I’m just a puny human who can’t even get a good education; I don’t know why you’d think I could help you, but I can’t. However, I can try to get help; it looks like you may need a doctor.”

      Kevin used his hands as a megaphone.

      “Help! Can anyone hear me? Call 911; we have a wounded. . .” Kevin stopped and pondered his next words. “Man here.”

      “Please— don’t. There is no time; I will die shortly. I need your help, now.”

      Kevin looked at the alien and felt compassion for him. He wished he could help him, but he didn’t know where to start.

      “The only way I can help you is by getting you some medical attention.”

      “No; there is another way.”

      The alien keyed a few more commands on his wrist device, and a small compartment on his armor slid open. He reached in and grabbed a pill that looked like a piece of candy but was blinking with lights from within.

      “Just put this under your tongue, and save my people.”

      “I think you must have a concussion, because you’re the only one here. I’d love to help, but…”

      The alien convulsed and a large quantity of blue blood dripped out of his mouth.

      “Oh, crap! I’m so sorry; your wounds look really nasty.”

      “Take the pill, place it under your tongue.”

      Kevin looked at the bloodied open palm and the pill.

      “What if that thing is toxic for my species?”

      “It isn’t; it’s a conscience transference device. I beg you; please take it. You’re my entire world’s last hope.”

      What is he talking about? This doesn’t make any sense.

      “That can’t be right, dude. If I’m your last hope, then I’m sorry to be blunt, but your world is already dead.”

      Tears filled the alien’s eyes.

      “My children, my wife, billions of souls, their lives all depend on you now, whether you understand it or not,” he stopped and coughed up more blood. “You are the only one who can help them. If you don’t take the pill, they will all die; but if you do, you have a chance to save them. I— I can’t explain further, but I can assure you there is no risk to you. Please, do this for a dying man, I implore you.”

      Kevin thought about it. On the one hand, his natural curiosity was tickled by the alien’s proposal, and on the other hand, as far as he knew, this could all be a ploy to get him to take the pill, which could very well be lethal to human physiology. Yet, the dying alien seemed sincere in his plea.

      “I can’t initiate the transference if I’m dead; please, please hurry and save my people.”

      Kevin took the pill from the alien and gazed at it.

      “Under the tongue you say? I take it I shouldn’t swallow it?”

      The alien tried to speak but coughed blood instead. He just shook his head from side to side.

      “And you’re not trying to poison me, or body-snatch me with this thing?”

      The alien’s voice got weaker and lower as he spoke his next words.

      “I give you my word, on my wife and my children’s honor and lives, which will perish if you do not help me.”

      His father’s words came back to him; his insistence that Kevin didn’t take anything seriously and never dared to try new things, or venture into the unknown. Perhaps this was the answer to his prayers, and he finally had the opportunity to do something worthwhile, something that would better people’s lives. Even if those lives weren’t human.

      Kevin looked at the blinking pill one last time, took a deep breath, and put it under his tongue. It tickled, but that’s all Kevin could register.

      “I don’t think this is working. I’m not feeli—”

      But, before Kevin could finish his sentence, and with his last dying breath, the alien pressed something on his holographic screen, and everything changed.

      Kevin felt himself being catapulted into the heavens at incredible speeds; in less than a second, he had left the solar system, passing through nebulae and nearby planets and stars. He accelerated to a point where he saw entire galaxies fly by him in the blink of an eye.

      Then, all of a sudden, he rammed into a spaceship, and everything turned dark for a second.

      A loud blaring and other strange noises and smells surrounded Kevin. He had to blink multiple times and let his brain adapt to what he was seeing. He was on board a spaceship, on its bridge from the looks of things. There was smoke, sparks, and evidence of extensive damage. Through the viewport, Kevin saw another ship pass by and fire at the ship he was in. Upon impact, the ship rocked, and equipment exploded nearby.

      “Alert! Alert! Ship’s structural integrity at twenty-five percent. Please engage autopilot, or the ship will explode,” said a synthetic female voice.

      Am I dreaming?

      Kevin wanted to pinch himself, but then he saw his skin was purple, the same shade as the alien’s who had given him the pill. There was blood on his hand and forearm as well.

      “What the hell is this? Whose body is that?”

      Kevin felt a large pit form in his stomach, and before he could do anything about it, he vomited onto the floor. Looking at the puke, he saw worms moving about, and that made him vomit even more. But, this time around, he closed his eyes.

      “This is all in my head; I’ve been drugged by that alien, and I’m having a very, very bad trip!”

      The ship rocked once more.

      “Structural integrity down to seventeen percent; ship destruction is imminent.”

      Kevin reopened his eyes and looked around. What he saw was foreign to him. Granted, the technology was advanced, but the controls all seemed holographic in nature, just like what he had seen in some science fiction shows and movies, but even more alien than his brain could fathom. Then there was the crew. All of them dead; some at their consoles, some flat on the floor near pools of blue blood.

      Kevin painfully stood up and pinched himself. He felt immediate pain feedback.

      “If I’m not dreaming, then what the hell is this? And how do I get the hell out of here?”

      A floating sphere came quickly next to him and scanned him from head to toe with a blue wave of light.

      “Xanton’s bridge officer; no life signs. Remote brain activity detected,” chirped the hovering spherical drone before flying away as fast as it had come.

      What did that mean? Fortunately, Kevin had watched and read enough science fiction to conjure up a theory. Could that alien, a species apparently named Xanton, use a technology on Kevin that allowed him to remote-control a dead body on board a ship that was countless light years away from Earth? And, if that was the case, how cool was that?

      When the ship rocked once more, and another small piece of equipment at the far right of the bridge exploded, Kevin decided to put his doubts aside and do something. He felt like he was in the best virtual reality simulation he had ever experienced and playing space simulation was something he could do, and do well. Whether or not this was a simulation, it didn’t matter right now. The ship was in trouble, and he needed to turn the tide of this battle.

      “Computer?” he inquired timidly.

      A blue woman’s face appeared in the form of a hologram and hovered in front of Kevin. The holographic projector must have been damaged because there was static, and the image flickered from time to time.

      “Will you be my pilot? The ship needs you; without a pilot, I will be destroyed.”

      There was a clear emotional implication behind the words of the ship’s avatar, which told Kevin that it must have been one hell of a piece of artificial intelligence.

      “I will be your pilot, yes. Why aren’t you firing back on your own, though?”

      Before Kevin could say anything else, the spherical drone flew in front of him, and a couple of blue lights blinked on.

      “Stand very still, please,” said the ship’s avatar.

      Blue lasers shot from the drone and directly into Kevin’s eyes, forcing him to shut them when he felt an intense burning sensation. But the pain quickly faded.

      “Nanites deployed. Neuro-interface online. You now have access to the entire ship. Your brain compatibility is set to 98.97 percent.”

      Before Kevin could ask any question, he felt a flurry of information invade his mind and brain. It was overwhelming; he could literally sense everything about the ship. Its current power levels, where it was damaged, what it could do, everything. The sensation was both scary and empowering at the same time. And when he thought of a particular system, a holographic projection inside his mind would activate a HUD (heads-up display) with all the information he could use.

      A quick check of the damage list and Kevin knew why the avatar hadn’t taken control of the ship. Relays that linked her core programming to the rest of the ship had been corrupted. As a safety measure, the ship had switched to pilot-only controls.

      Kevin saw the attacking ship turn around and ready itself for another pass.

      “Redirect all power to the shields. Including life support,” said Kevin.

      “Redirecting power now.”

      A shield gauge began filling on Kevin’s neuronal HUD. It reached twenty percent by the time the enemy ship was in firing range.

      “Lock on that ship and fire phasers,” said Kevin with a smirk.

      “Unable to comply,” said the avatar. “The ASF Thalamos does not have phasers.”

      “Just lock any weapon and fire!”

      “All power is directed to the shields,” said the avatar, as the ship rocked again.

      The shield’s gauge dropped down to five percent. Kevin would have to rapidly find a way to either recharge the Thalamos’ shield or temporarily get out of Dodge.

      “Can this ship jump? And do you have a name?”

      “The hyperspace engines are currently offline. And my name is Mira. What’s yours?”

      “I’m Kevin.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kevin. What do you propose we do next? The enemy ship will have a new firing solution on us in less than 30 seconds.”

      “What’s currently working?”

      “Laser turrets at twenty percent, Quantum torpedoes at thirty percent, tractor beam and inertial dampeners fully functional. Shields recharging, currently at fourteen percent. Nano-repair circuitry is fully functional. Would you like me to activate nanite repair of the ship’s systems?”

      “The ship can repair itself?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why haven’t you done—” but Kevin didn’t finish his sentence.

      The ship had been set in manual pilot mode with no survivors on board, so it was just adrift, taking a pounding.

      “Activate the nano-repair thingy,” said Kevin.

      “Nano-repair circuitry deployed,” said Mira.

      “How do I pilot the ship? We’re a sitting duck at the moment.”

      “Just think what you want the ship to do, and it will respond to your thoughts. Your neuronal link with the ship’s computer is off the scale, so much so that you shouldn’t experience a delay between thinking and the ship doing what you’re asking it to do.”

      It took Kevin half a second to process that last one. But when he saw the incoming ship, he thought thrusters at maximum and hard to port and that’s exactly what the ship did, dodging the enemy’s latest round of fire in the process. He was surprised that he didn’t feel the ship move at all when it happened.

      “Impressive dampening,” said Kevin absently.

      He then thought of tactical scenarios and his HUD displayed a superimposed star map with both the Thalamos and the apparently named Kregan Flotilla Dreadnought enemy ship. The Thalamos was blinking orange denoting its current level of damage while the Kregan enemy ship was showing in solid red with blue shields and no reported damage.

      Kevin knew he needed to turn the tide of battle and fast. He closed his eyes and hoped he could see his ship as he would in a video game, and sure enough, his neuro-HUD changed to display the information he needed - the radar and all system levels, just by thinking he was flying the ship.

      This is amazing! he thought.

      The enemy ship vectored toward them and was about to re-enter firing range. Kevin rotated the ship on its axis and boosted ventral shields, redirecting power from other parts of the ship. It raised the shields up to seventy percent while the enemy ship pounded the Thalamos. The ventral shields lowered to forty-seven percent and the moment the Kregan ship flew by, Kevin activated the tractor beam and locked onto the enemy ship.

      The Thalamos was now being dragged by the Kregan ship, but it gave Kevin enough of an angle of fire. He thought weak points, and multiple areas of the Kregan ship’s image in his HUD lit up, with superimposed legends telling Kevin what each highlighted system was. He selected weapons, redirected power from the shields, life support, and other systems to deliver a charged laser beam to the enemy’s weapon distribution power node and opened fire.

      The shot drained the enemy shields and, after ten seconds of continuous firing, it pierced them and started scoring structural damage. Kevin mentally fired three quantum torpedoes through the shield’s hole and watched with satisfaction as they impacted with the ship’s hull creating three successive explosions.

      The Kregan ship’s engines flickered briefly and stopped. Smoke, debris, and crewmen were expelled into space. Kevin’s HUD reported heavy damage to the enemy ship. Most of their power distribution had been obliterated, and the ship was pretty much dead in space.

      “Very impressive tactic, Kevin.”

      “Thank you, Mira.”

      “Let’s finish them off.”

      Seeing crew being ejected and flash-frozen in space hadn’t been Kevin’s favorite moment of the day, and the entire experience had been way too real to just be a simulation or a bad trip. Kevin’s instincts told him this was real, and it was happening somewhere out in space. Therefore, killing defenseless living beings now that their ship was disabled didn’t sound right.

      “Do we have to? They’re disabled.”

      “As were we before you assumed the pilot function; that did not stop them, neither did it stop them from destroying multiple worlds and wiping out entire civilizations in their pursuit of conquest. Their ship can also self-repair like ours, so, eventually, they’ll be operational again and won’t hesitate to try and destroy us and others given the chance. Why are you hesitant, Kevin?”

      “Defending myself and preventing more deaths in the process, that I can easily deal with and handle, but killing in cold blood…” he let the words hang in the air.

      “This is war, Kevin. The Kregan Empire is at war with the Arcadian Confederate, and they have already destroyed thousands of vessels, wiped out eleven worlds in the Confederate, and this is their last invasion push. If they succeed, the Arcadian Confederate will fall.”

      “I understand that, but I’m an outsider; I’m part of neither side. I don’t even know why either side is fighting.”

      “Would you feel more comfortable if I finished off the ship myself?”

      Kevin didn’t have to think about it long. It would indeed make him feel better if he wasn’t the one pressing the trigger, so to speak.

      “Yeah. I guess.”

      “Then I need you to switch from pilot-only command of the ship to AI-pilot partnership. You are still the commanding officer, and I will execute your orders to the letter, however, should you become incapacitated, then I’ll be able to pilot the ship myself.”

      “Okay, that sounds good.”

      “Mode set to AI-pilot partnership. Thank you, Kevin.”

      Before Kevin could answer, three more quantum torpedoes fired, and the Kregan warship exploded into a million pieces.

      “That was fast. Don’t you have any sub-routines in your code to protect living beings?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do, Kevin, but I am an artificial intelligence built for war. I’ll do everything I can to protect any Arcadian life, but Kregans are the enemy; they must be destroyed, and that supersedes all other parameters.”

      Kevin thought that was cold.

      “And every ship in the Arcadian fleet possesses a war AI like you?”

      “No, the Thalamos is a prototype warship. The Arcadian Confederate is peaceful by nature, but when the Kregan invaded and started killing millions on different worlds, I was created, the first of my kind. A ship designed for one purpose only.”

      “War,” said Kevin.

      “That is correct.”

      “How many battles have you been in?”

      “Two hundred and sixty-two. All victorious, until the ship was damaged beyond my ability to recover control over it. The captain still managed to destroy our foe before he lost consciousness and died.”

      “Did you send the man that gave me the pill that transported me here?”

      “No, I can only surmise that Arcadia’s headquarters sent a distress call to get help back to the ship and dispatched their own agent.”

      “How long had the ship been adrift?”

      “For several days, until that Kregan Flotilla Dreadnought found and engaged us.”

      Kevin reflected on all this information. He knew nothing about this war, just that he was thrown in the middle of it, on a ghost ship with only a prototype war AI onboard. Or so it seemed.

      “Anyone left alive on the ship?”

      “I’m afraid not; life support was damaged during one of our last engagements, with my systems disconnected from the main systems controls, it took me too long to restore them to save the few souls that hadn’t perished in the last attack.”

      “I see—”

      But, before Kevin could finish his sentence, Mira interrupted him.

      “I’m sorry, Kevin, but I’m detecting a distress call from Arcadia Prime. Engaging hyperspace engines.”

      “I thought they were offline?”

      The ship hummed and jumped into hyperspace. Stars extended into streaks in the viewport, and soon they were in a luminous corridor of purple and blue lights. It was beautiful to witness.

      “Now that I’ve regained control of the ship, I’ve managed to divert enough power and nanites to repair some of the power distribution to the engines. I had to disable safety measures in order to engage the jump engines.”

      “What’s the status on Arcadia?”

      “Long-range sensors show two massive fleets fighting; the last of the ships engaged in this war on both sides. The Kregans know that if they take Arcadia Prime, they will have won the war.”

      “What will one more ship do?”

      “One Arcadian ship wouldn’t make a difference, but remember the Thalamos is one of a kind, a prototype with heavy firepower. With both my AI sub-routines and your creative tactics, we could very well turn the tide of this battle.”

      “I’m taking, then, that the Kregan are currently winning the battle?”

      “Correct.”

      Kevin sighed. Then he smiled and felt exhilarated and thrilled. He was taking part in an interstellar battle, and the ship he was on had the potential to save an entire confederate of people. It felt like so many games he had played, except this time it was real life and death. Having already defeated one ship, his confidence in what was to come was bolstered.

      “How far are we from Arcadia Prim—”

      The ship exited hyperspace directly in the middle of the battle. Laser streaks of all colors and torpedo trails could be seen everywhere. It was pure and utter chaos.

      “Never mind,” said Kevin, before closing his eyes.

      The tactical view of the ships appeared on his HUD.

      “Which ship do we engage? I’m unfamiliar with any of this!” said Kevin, suddenly panicked at the sheer complexity of this battle compared to their previous one-on-one engagement.

      “I’ll target the ships for you and let you engage them any way you see fit. I’ll provide power management duties and keep smaller ships at bay with laser turrets and starfighters.”

      “We have starfighters?”

      “Yes, they’re launching now.”

      “Can I control them, too?”

      “You can override controls anytime you wish. For the time being, I’m controlling them so you can take care of the targets I’ve assigned you.”

      “Understood. Give them hell.”

      “I’m not sure I’m familiar with that expression.”

      “It means destroy as many as you can.”

      “Understood.”

      Three squadrons of starfighters deployed and engaged the enemy. While they were making a dent in the enemy defense lines, Kevin thought their flying patterns were too simple and repetitive.

      “That’s not going to work for much longer,” he said.

      “What’s not?”

      “How the starfighters are flown.”

      “Those are the pre-programmed macros I loaded. Unless you can provide more, that’s how they’ll fight.”

      “Take over our ship for a minute while I see if I can do something about it, please.”

      “Understood.”

      Kevin wondered if he had hurt the AI’s ego or feelings. Then, again, it was a war AI, and it would make little sense to give it too strong a personality and even less sense for the AI to have an ego. That could interfere with its core programming.

      “Can you record my flight tactics and apply them to the rest of the ships?”

      “That is within my capabilities, yes.”

      “Then, Mira, by all means, please do so.”

      Kevin focused on a single starfighter and remote-controlled it. He was amazed when his HUD projected a full holographic image of the fighter’s cockpit, making him feel like he was inside the spacecraft. All of Kevin’s years of playing space combat simulation came back to the surface as he engaged his bogies.

      A missile lock interrupted Kevin’s nostalgic trip down memory lane and forced him to go evasive. He broke hard to starboard and deployed countermeasures just before pushing the thrusters to maximum. Once clear of the present danger, he engaged the enemy fighter that had locked the pair of missiles. Kevin set his lasers to maximum repeat fire and low-power delivery, optimizing power consumption to deliver a massive number of hits on the enemy’s shield, draining them much faster. That tactic proved efficient as the aft enemy shields weakened. Kevin locked on a missile and blew the starfighter to smithereens.

      “Efficient tactic,” cooed Mira.

      “I’m glad you agree. Now, watch this.”

      Kevin acquired a new target, fired a few laser shots on its shield to get the aggro, and the moment the ship veered and engaged his fighter, he swerved and selected a second target, raining heavy laser fire on its frontal shield. Both pursuing and incoming ships opened fire on his craft, quickly draining his shields. He redistributed power on-the-fly to divert it to both his frontal and aft shields, keeping only some power to his weapons and thrusters while completely draining both life support and inertial dampeners. There was no one on board these ships, so those systems were wasting power.

      His holographically projected cockpit flashed red twice, indicating that both ships had acquired a missile lock. He boosted the thrusters to full capacity and started a mental countdown. To his surprise his HUD displayed the countdown but requested that he release countermeasures to divert the missiles away from his craft. For his maneuver to be successful, timing would be everything, so he ignored the warnings.

      When he was dangerously close to the incoming ship, Kevin released aft countermeasures only, went into a spin, and pointed the nose of his ship upward just a split second before the incoming missile would have hit him. The missile, having fallen for his countermeasure, flew straight, impacting with the missile coming from the other side.

      The impact created a bright explosion and the enemy’s starfighters, with their visibility impaired, collided with each other. They blew up in a fiery display.

      “Woohoo!” cheered Kevin. “Buy one, get one free!”

      After several minutes, Kevin had taken down close to a dozen starfighters, each time using different tactics so that Mira could learn his flying skills. But after downing so many enemy craft, the larger Kregan vessels took notice, and long-range plasma fire began flying by his cockpit window at an alarming rate.

      Kevin went evasive, but eventually his remote-controlled starfighter was hit on the left thrusters causing it to spin. It took all of Kevin’s concentration to vector the ship toward one of the larger Kregan destroyers in the area. He opened fire with his lasers and shot all but one of his remaining missiles at the larger ship, just before redirecting every ounce of power to the frontal shields. A fraction of a second before Kevin’s starfighter was about to impact with the destroyer’s shields, he shot his last missile, destabilizing them just enough so that his fighter darted through, but not without incurring massive damage. Kevin saw sparks shot in his holographic vision as well as his controls blinking madly, with multiple alarms blaring around him.

      “Ship structural integrity critical.”

      Half a second later, his starfighter, still well into a spin, crashed and exploded near a fighter’s launching bay. The sensation of seeing the flames around him just before he lost the subspace signal connecting him to the holographic projection of the fighter was strange. For a split second, his brain thought he was going to be burned alive, which shot a hefty dose of adrenaline into his system.

      Kevin opened his eyes and exclaimed: “Wow, what a rush!”

      He looked through the viewport and saw the remainder of the explosion from his starfighter. A secondary explosion took out the destroyer’s fighter bay near where he had crashed his remote-controlled ship. Flames spewed from the bay’s landing pads. The destroyer’s lights flickered madly for a couple of seconds before turning off. He must have accidentally hit a major power node within the ship. The nearest Arcadian destroyer didn’t wait long before firing no less than five torpedoes toward the disabled Kregan destroyer, sending it right to hell in a fiery blaze.

      “This tactic has cost you your craft; should I record it?” inquired Mira.

      “That wasn’t much of a tactic; just making sure I made the best use of a damaged starfighter by taking out as much of the enemy as possible. I doubt you can recreate those conditions easily, though.”

      “My tactical matrix is fully capable of adding the tactic to damage crafts under certain parameters.”

      “Then, by all means, add that move as well.”

      “Did you manage to upload the new flight tactics to the rest of the wings?”

      “I have added each tactic on-the-fly the moment their recording was over. My kill ratio of two to one jumped to five to one thanks to it.”

      The ship rocked as multiple plasma cannon shots hit its starboard shields.

      “We do, however,” continued Mira, “attract more attention to ourselves with our fighters performing better than the rest of the fleet.”

      “The Thalamos can take it; she’s a tough girl,” said Kevin with a smile.

      “My readings aren’t in alignment with your juvenile enthusiasm, I’m afraid.”

      “Juvenile? What makes you think I’m a juvenile?”

      “From the patterns of your overlaid brain activity to the deceased pilot’s body you’re currently occupying, I would say you’re still a youngling.”

      “On Earth, that’s called a young adult, thank you very much!”

      “I meant no offense. In fact, you seem very proficient in combat tactics for someone of your age.”

      Tell that to my father.

      “Thank you, Mira. That means a lot.”

      The ship rocked as more plasma fire impacted with its shields.

      “You’re perfectly welcome, Kevin.”

      

      Kevin realized that now was not exactly a good time to focus on his own existential questions; there would be plenty of time for that later, once the battle was won. He took back control of the ship and put the Thalamos into evasive action. The starboard shields were almost depleted. A quick rotation on the ship’s vectoring axis fixed that. Kevin locked and fired a full complement of torpedoes toward the enemy destroyers whose shields were at their lowest. The first eight torpedoes finished the job of bringing the shields down and the last two in the salvo burst through the ship’s hull, splitting it in half just before exploding into a million pieces.

      “We’re being hailed,” said Mira.

      “On screen…I guess.”

      The bridge holo-screen came to life, and a green-skinned humanoid with vibrant facial tattoos appeared.

      “ASF Thalamos, we thought you were lost in the battle around Zalonia. Good to have you back.”

      Kevin smiled.

      “The reports of our demise have been largely exaggerated.”

      He, he. I always wanted to say that.

      A full-sized body of Mira’s hologram appeared next to Kevin.

      “If I may, Admiral Sarkis, I’m Mira, the ship’s war AI and technically last survivor onboard Thalamos. The ship was almost lost on Zalonia, but thanks to a remote pilot hailing from a distant planet, we managed to survive and rejoin the rest of the fleet. Kevin here is a proficient pilot with fresh tactics, which has helped us get the best of our enemies, so far. But, we do seem to have attracted the attention of other enemies. I’ve detected another three destroyers vectoring toward the Thalamos.”

      Unsure if he should say anything, Kevin just nodded. Feelings overcame him; two things he had hoped for during his life: recognition and pride for his deeds.

      The Admiral’s face hardened. “I see. Well, thank you Mira; and thank you, Kevin. As for the approaching destroyers, we’ll make sure the fleet redeploys and covers the Thalamos. Mira, what’s the status of Project Sigma?”

      “It has suffered damage, but the nanites are near completion with repairs,” said Mira.

      Project Sigma? What’s that?

      “I don’t have to tell you how important it is that this tech not fall into the enemy’s hands.”

      “Understood, Admiral. I’ll self-destroy the ship before that happens.”

      The Admiral nodded.

      “And while I don’t like the idea of using prototype tech in a critical battle like this one,” the admiral continued, “it could tip the balance. Do you think your pilot’s cognitive abilities are sufficient to control the weapon?”

      “His link with the ship’s system is the strongest we’ve ever had, Admiral. I think Kevin can do it.”

      Can do what?

      “Any risks to him?”

      “We’ve never tested the weapon with a remote link; there’s no way to know if negative feedback could affect Kevin’s biological mind, I’m afraid.”

      The Admiral looked straight into Kevin’s eyes.

      “Then the choice of deploying the weapon will be yours, Kevin. I’m sending the firing authorization command code to your ship’s AI, which will authorize you to deploy the weapon.”

      The Admiral’s holo-screen flickered as he almost lost his footing.

      “I have to cut this short, providing the Thalamos cover has proven a difficult task and I need to tend to my ship. Kevin, on behalf of the Arcadian Confederate, I thank you for your service. Your AI will let you know about Project Sigma. I trust you’ll use it wisely. Admiral Sarkis, out.”

      “Uhh…” but before Kevin could continue, the holo-screen turned off. “Bye, Admiral.”

      Mira’s hologram turned and looked at Kevin.

      “What’s Project Sigma?” he said preemptively.

      “The most guarded secret weapon to come out of the Arcadian R&D labs. It’s a deadly one-shot weapon that, if not working at full capacity, could destroy the Thalamos.”

      “So far you’re not filling me with confidence. What does it do?”

      “The weapon is twofold. It sends a cocktail of cognitive boosting drugs to the pilot who deploys the weapon, giving them the illusion of slowing time. All the while, the experimental power source will boost every system on the ship by a factor of ten for a few seconds. It will allow your engines to run faster, the ability to make multiple small hyperspace jumps, and fire all the weapons at your disposal with an increased yield.”

      “And the reason why we haven’t already fired it is? I mean, the battle out there is fierce, and if I understood you correctly before, if this battle is lost, Arcadia Prime would fall.”

      “As I was telling the Admiral, the weapon was damaged before you became the pilot. It will be ready momentarily. But, I feel obligated to warn you that the weapon hasn’t seen a successful deployment yet, I’m afraid. In many instances, the volunteer pilots who tried using it ended up…how should I say this—”

      Kevin frowned. “Give it to me straight, Mira.”

      “Irreparable brain damage.”

      Oh, swell.

      “But, am I not shielded since my brain is still on Earth? Or did I somehow teleport here? I did see space and galaxies fly by on my way to the ship.”

      “That’s a side effect of the subspace link; your brain is aware of the distance of the subspace link as it traveled to the Thalamos. But, you are correct, your physical body is still on your home planet.”

      “So…shouldn’t that protect me?”

      “Kevin, the subspace signal linking your brain to the deceased pilot’s whose body you now inhabit is very complex. Thanks to nanites we’ve injected into the deceased crew member, you can move around the ship and use its systems. I’m afraid there’s simply no way to know what would happen to you should the weapon malfunction.”

      Kevin didn’t like the sound of that. While he had found the entire experience up until now to be exhilarating beyond anything he had experienced in his life, he was very attached to his brain and the prospect of living a full life. With so many experiences still to be discovered, like getting married, making love to a woman, starting a family and having kids so he could love them and guide them better than his father had done with him. And, there were so many places on Earth he wanted to visit, though nothing compared to flying and literally captaining a ship into battle like he was doing now. It was like playing the best VR game on steroids, and he was addicted to the experience, already.

      But is it worth the risk? Kevin wondered.

      “I’m not sure what to tell you.”

      Multiple flashes of light bled through their viewport.

      “Oh, no!” exclaimed Mira.

      “What is it? What’s happening?”

      “Another fifteen enemy destroyers have entered orbit around Arcadia Prime. My new battle simulation projections are not good. The arrival of these new ships gives us less than a five percent chance of winning this battle. By the time the day is over, every man, woman, and child on the surface of Arcadia could be enslaved…or killed.”

      Oh shit.

      “How many people live on Arcadia Prime?” he inquired.

      “Arcadia Prime hosts twenty-two billion souls.”

      A bright explosion nearby caught Kevin’s attention. A ship had been destroyed.

      “What ship was that?”

      But Kevin’s question was rhetorical; he had seen the ship bleep out of existence on his HUD’s holo-radar. Still, he felt compelled for confirmation.

      “I’m afraid, Kevin, that was the Admiral’s ship; the strongest ship in the fleet, next to me.”

      Kevin felt a pit form in his stomach.

      Two more Arcadian destroyers that had redeployed to provide the Thalamos with cover fire succumbed to enemy fire.

      “Mira…” said Kevin slowly. “By your estimation, how long until the battle ends?”

      “At this rate, this battle could be over in less than ten minutes. My programming obliges me to inform you that I have no way of knowing what would happen to your brain if the ship is destroyed while the mental subspace link is still online. You could suffer brain damage due to feedback.”

      “You’re all good news at the moment, aren’t you, Mira?”

      “I detect a smidge of sarcasm in your last comment, but considering the position we’re in, I suppose it is warranted.”

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “A smidge?”

      Mira’s hologram tilted her head to the side.

      “Never mind that,” said Kevin. “So, what is it you’re telling me?”

      “You’re clearly an intelligent lifeform, Kevin.”

      “I still want to hear you say it.”

      “You seem to have two options at this present time. Deploy the Project Sigma superweapon and hope it doesn’t fry your brain, or ask me to disconnect the remote mental subspace signal, sending your consciousness back into your body.”

      At first glance, the choice seemed clear; if Kevin wanted to live, and he really wanted to, the safest course of action was to disconnect the link. But could he live with himself knowing that he abandoned billions and sent them to their deaths so he could save himself? All his life he dreamt of making a difference in people’s lives. Sure, in his head, he had imagined he would do that on planet Earth. But, he knew very well that right at this moment, using this distinction as an argument, was a mixture of fear and cowardice. The two forces in his life he knew full well had been preventing him from achieving anything worthwhile up until now.

      His brain had always been bursting with ideas and big dreams, but he never managed to fully believe in himself to do anything about it or for those ideas or dreams to materialize. Was today the one chance to do that? And if that was the case, could he turn his back to being a hero and save billions? Kevin knew no one on Earth would believe him if he told them this tale. But at the end of the day did that matter? If he could do something to save all these people, could he just turn his back to save his hide? What kind of person would that make him?

      A failure. That’s what he would be if he turned tail and ran. And that would make his father’s words true, something that he simply couldn’t stand.

      “Very well; let’s do this, Mira!”

      “It will take fifteen seconds for me to disconnect your brain connection to the host body.”

      “No! The other thing, Mira; activate Project Sigma.”

      “Are you sure, Kevin?”

      “More than anything in my entire life. I just wish we had time to prepare for this.”

      “Project Sigma will drain most of the ship’s power once it’s done, so if you don’t get all the enemy ships with that one manoeuver, we’ll surely be destroyed.”

      While Kevin pondered Mira’s words, more than a third of the fleet fell. Time was quickly running out, and Kevin knew he had to try at least.

      “How long will the weapon be active?” he asked.

      “Anywhere between ten and thirty seconds. But because your perception of time will be greatly altered, it will feel much longer for you.”

      “Can I access battle simulation scenarios? Like you do to calculate our current odds of survival?”

      “You can; the computer will also receive a boost, allowing you to interact with it faster than you can at the present time. As for our odds of survival, they’ve dropped below one percent in the last minute.”

      No pressure!

      “Can you dose me with the drugs a few seconds prior to activating the experimental power source so I can spend the first few seconds running a few simulations, and so I can gauge the enhanced power of the weapons? That way I won’t waste any of the limited time I have with the enhanced power.”

      “I can, but that will probably lower your chances of survival even more.”

      “By how much?”

      “Five percent more.”

      “And, right now, where do my chances stand?”

      Mira took a moment to answer. “Do you really want to know, Kevin?”

      He nodded.

      “Seventeen percent; though you have a better link with the ship’s system than any pilot that has ever taken control of Project Sigma, so I’m hoping these figures are on the low side, and your chances are higher.”

      Seventeen percent chance of survival. Kevin now regretted having asked for the odds.

      No pain, no gain.

      “Please reprogram the weapon to give me a five-second heads-up so I can run weapon impact simulations just before going into my battle move. And, please, give me firing control.”

      “Adjustment complete. Firing control added to your HUD.”

      “One last question, Mira. If I disable every non-essential system onboard the ship and redirect their power into Project Sigma, could that boost its function time and weapons’ efficiency?”

      “Theoretically, yes, Kevin. Both, in fact. You could gain up to twenty-five percent more firepower and an additional second or two of deployment, but it would put more stress on the system, which could lead to its failure or malfunction.”

      Kevin chuckled. “You mean more than it already is? You don’t need to answer that, that was rhetorical. But you know what, Mira, if my brain fries as a result of this, I don’t think I’ll give a shit if it’s deep fried or extra crispy. Give me a list of systems I can redirect power from on my HUD, please.”

      A list of systems appeared in front of Kevin. As he selected them one by one, he paused on the last one in the list.

      “That’s you, isn’t it?”

      “Correct, Kevin. My systems take a lot of power. You should deactivate me.”

      “It’s been an honor fighting by your side today, Mira.”

      “The honor has been mine, Captain.”

      Kevin got goosebumps upon hearing Mira’s last word. He deactivated her and reinjected Mira’s power into Project Sigma.

      “Goodbye, Mira,” said Kevin for no one’s benefit but himself.

      Kevin activated Project Sigma, and the sensation he felt when the drugs were released was like nothing he thought possible. Time seemed to slow to a crawl while his brain activity and thinking patterns multiplied beyond his wildest dreams. He felt like he could literally think at the speed of light. His head hurt, but he was able to ignore the pain as if it was just a pesky program he could put on hold.

      He activated the simulation and checked the amount of power that he would require to take down the enemy ships. Mira had not undersold the power of the weapon. With a few hits from the multiple laser turrets, he could bring down the enemies ships’ shields. The Thalamos would also gain in speed and maneuverability, which would give him a great tactical advantage. He could also perform up to ten hyperspace micro-jumps, which to the enemy would appear as if he teleported around them.

      He ran a multitude of scenarios at mental speeds that defied the imagination. When he thought he had a good grasp of the Thalamos’ power once Project Sigma would activate, he focused his brain power like never before.

      No losing focus today. Keep your eye on the ball, Kevin.

      Kevin activated Project Sigma and began his attack run. He vectored the ship through enemy fire with ease, making sure the Thalamos avoided all dangerous firing zones, making sure his ship was never in a kill box position as well as aligning his shots in a way that he could create the most damage to the enemy fleet. He plotted his moves beforehand like a furious game of chess, making split-second decisions.

      In the first few seconds of engagement, which felt like minutes to Kevin, he had obliterated no less than seven Kregan destroyers, blasting their shields to kingdom come with the Thalamos’ laser turrets while sending them to hell with just the right number of torpedoes. Every time he took down a few ships, he would micro-jump to the other side of the battle theater, never letting the enemy fleet redeploy and target him properly.

      After twenty seconds, he only had five destroyers to get through, but alarms and warnings flashed on his HUD, indicating that the ship was being pushed to its utter limits.

      I thrive under pressure, he thought to reassure himself and keep his focus laser sharp.

      He had another two micro-jumps and only a handful of seconds left in the Project Sigma time-diluted mode. Only three enemy destroyers remained, while the Arcadian fleet had all but been disabled or decimated. While his thoughts were still flying faster in his mind than ships flying in hyperspace, he could feel the effects of the drug starting to falter. Soon it would end. He targeted the nearest ship with half a complement of torpedoes and fired upon his target. Without waiting for confirmation, he moved to the second destroyer and tried jumping behind it to avoid the laser fire rain of death the ship had unleashed toward the Thalamos. An alarm resounded around him as his HUD flashed orange, indicating that the ship’s hyperspace engine had failed to micro-jump. They were damaged earlier when the previous enemy destroyer exploded in close proximity of his ship.

      Dammit!

      His frontal shields melted like ice in the sun, and he had to think fast. He dropped all but his frontal shields in order to boost them. He would need them to hold for the bat-shit crazy maneuver he was about to attempt. He focused all laser turret fire to a single point on the incoming destroyer’s shields and boosted sub-light engines to their maximum limits, which were already past safety settings, to achieve ramming speed.

      The ship trembled and shook under the incoming fire from the Kregan destroyer. Kevin recited every prayer he knew as his ship rammed the Kregan and broke it in two. Shortly after impacting with his prey, he redistributed power to the rest of the shields, so they could deflect the flames and debris from the exploding destroyer.

      While time was slowly resuming to normal speed, from his perspective, Kevin was still experiencing the scene in slow-motion, the flames burning around him felt like demonic souls shouting their last scream before being extinguished into the oblivion of cold space.

      Consoles near him exploded, and sparks flew from the ceiling. The ship had taken major damage as time resumed its normal pace. Alarms blared and wailed, the bridge’s light flickered, and the ship entered into a spin. He tried to get the ship to turn to face the last remaining Kregan destroyer currently vectoring toward him. The Thalamos veered with great difficulty, but he eventually managed to come face to face with the enemy.

      The Kregan destroyer unleashed every weapon at its disposal upon the Thalamos. And Kevin knew that the ship wouldn’t be able to take it for much longer. He tried returning fire, but everything on his holo-HUD flashed red, and most controls refused to work.

      I guess today is a good day to die.

      Three more torpedoes hit the Thalamos’ shields, bringing them down. Each new plasma fire and laser hit from the Kregan ship now scored damage on Kevin’s ship, sending debris and flames dancing around him.

      I failed. As always.

      Kevin thought about finding the mental subspace link and disconnecting it since his ship was now nothing more than a flying brick heading toward oblivion. But, he felt compelled to see the battle through. If he were indeed the Thalamos’ captain, he would go down with his ship. Kevin redistributed all power to the sub-light engines and locked onto the Kregan ship. The Kregan ship, in turn, continued to pound the Thalamos with everything it had trying to destroy it by ripping it to shreds.

      The viewport cracked when a flurry of laser fire impacted upon it. The emergency systems activated a blue force field to prevent explosive decompression. But Kevin could tell it wouldn’t last long from the way the field was flickering.

      “I’m sorry, Mira, I…I failed you; I failed all of Arcadia.”

      Kevin knew very well that the Thalamos would be destroyed before he could ram into the Kregan destroyer still pounding him with everything it had. For a fleeting moment, Kevin regretted not going home and doing the dishes as he had been instructed. Perhaps he would survive this, and he would wake up on Earth, but if that meant that the Arcadian people would suffer and die, he’d rather lay his life down here and now and be done with it.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw another ship on the starboard side of the Kregan destroyer. It was in flames and spewing a trail of debris and smoke in its wake. The Arcadian ship opened fire with plasma cannons and torpedoes as it accelerated and rammed the enemy ship. Upon impact, the massive explosion illuminated space with a bright white flash that nearly blinded Kevin, but he felt duty-bound to keep his eyes open to see what happened next.

      As the bright flash diminished, large flames filled the viewport as the Thalamos darted through the remains of both obliterated ships.

      Kevin exhaled deeply.

      The captain and crew of the Arcadian ship had sacrificed themselves to make sure they would take the last Kregan destroyer out. The battle had been won, at a terrible cost of life on both sides, but it was finally over. The Thalamos was now the only ship moving on the battlefield, which had turned into a space graveyard.

      “Ship destruction imminent!” flashed on Kevin’s mental holo-HUD.

      But Kevin didn’t care; he had managed to stop the Kregan from taking Arcadia Prime. Even if the body he inhabited would perish, that person had been dead a long time ago. Kevin looked for the subspace mental link and deactivated it.

      Nothing happened.

      “That’s peculiar.”

      A sense of dread filled his soul. Would he survive the destruction of the Thalamos if he couldn’t sever the link?

      The force field protecting the bridge malfunctioned, and cracks on the viewport intensified. The last few flickering lights on the bridge turned off and plunged Kevin into darkness. Tearing noises resonated around him and Kevin could feel the ship was going to give in any second now. A green light engulfed his body, and he felt himself leaving the ship. One second he was on the bridge, seeing the viewport explode and shards of glass being sucked into space along with the air and dead crew members, and the next second, he was in an entirely different place altogether.

      He stood in a large room with hundreds of aliens of different races, shapes, and colors surrounding him. It felt even more surreal than it had when he was on board the Thalamos.

      Did they just beam me out?

      People around him performed a salute by punching their fists against their chests and bowing.

      “Kevin, I suppose?” said a sweet female voice behind him.

      He turned around and looked up. At the top of the golden stairs, sitting on a throne, was a beautiful blue-skinned female with long flowing golden hair. The moment she got up from her chair, everyone in the room bowed on one knee at the same time and looked down.

      “Yes. I’m Kevin.”

      The woman smiled as she gracefully descended the stairs. Soon, she was in front of Kevin, her face the most beautiful he had even seen. She was simply breathtaking.

      “How can we ever repay you for your bravery? My people and I are in your debt. Name anything you’d like, and it will be made yours.”

      Kevin swallowed hard. His gaze was locked on the woman’s voluptuous lips and, without even realizing it, he was uttering his wish.

      “A kiss.”

      A cascade of what Kevin interpreted as offended murmurs rose up, but it stopped immediately as the woman raised an open palm.

      “That’s one wish I can easily and gladly grant, Kevin.”

      She took his face in her hands and slowly approached her lips to his. A strong scent tickled his nostrils, and before his lips connected with hers, he grabbed her shoulders, turned his head around, and sneezed hard.

      When Kevin reopened his eyes, the first thing he felt was wet and cold. He was trembling, and it took his mind a split-second to realize where he was. Back on Earth and on the crashed pod’s open door. He saw the pill that started it all fly out of his mouth. Kevin tried to grab it, but it was beyond his grasp.

      As it impacted with the surface of the water, sparks erupted, and the pill disintegrated.

      Kevin looked at the water with his mouth wide open.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me!”
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      If you’ve enjoyed this short story, I encourage you to check out my Universe in Flames series and other books. Some of the concepts used in this story such as space battles and dogfights, especially remote-control ships and micro-jumps, are present in my ever-growing series (10 books + 1 novella available from Amazon). To learn more about my books, please visit my website: www.christiankallias.com. Thank you.
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      Publishing books is an extraordinary but difficult challenge. If you reached this point, I guess you liked my work. Please help me support the book by leaving a review and/or a rating on Amazon. You’ll also be helping new readers find books they want to read.
      For further information about the Universe in Flames saga, please refer to my website, you can also follow me on my Twitter account or look me up on my Facebook page.
      I would also encourage you to subscribe to my newsletter to get notified about new publications, be informed about sales and additional content available only through my website as well as some premium free content (like early access to the online Heroic Fantasy series I’ve started writing: The Kyrian Chronicles).

      
      Please note that I will gladly offer my books for free to anyone in exchange for an honest review (including signed Paperbacks). If you are interested, please Contact me here.

      
      I’m always looking for new beta & ARC readers. If you’re interested, contact me on christian@kallias.com (please use Beta/ARC reader request for the subject of your email).

      
      Thank you for reading and supporting me.
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      Thank you for buying my book, here is another exclusive freebie for you. Get the WINGS OF DESTINY book here:
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      Wings of Destiny is a prequel to Earth - Last Sanctuary (could be considered Universe in Flames - Book 0) following Chase’s early days at the Star Alliance Academy. This is a Scifi Reads (www.scifireads.com) exclusive story. Join SciFi Reads’ newsletter and receive a welcome gift of no less than 8 exclusive stories (including Wings of Destiny) from 8 bestselling SciFi authors.
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      I hope you enjoyed this short story, and I am looking forward to writing more about Kevin and his adventures in the coming months. However, I’m already hard at work on the next books in the sequel series of my Universe in Flames series (tentatively named Universe in Flames - Dark Legacy), which picks up right after the events of To End All Wars (Book 10). Universe in Flames Dark Legacy will contain both old and new characters within the universe I started all the way back in 2003 (but only release the first book in 2015). It’s going to be a blast and I can’t wait for you to read it.

      

      I’d also like to take a moment to let you know that I enjoy hearing from my readers, so if you ever want to get in touch with me, don’t hesitate to email me directly at christian@kallias.com or through my website contact page www.christiankallias.com/contact.  I try to answer every email sent my way. Sometimes with my attention deficit I might miss one here and there; if that happens, don’t hesitate to send it back. If I see it, and no squirrel shoots past me in that moment, I’ll definitely answer you back.

      

      Make sure to let know if you’ve enjoyed Across the Galactic Pond and if you’d like to see Kevin return in a new set of adventures in the future. Your feedback might be decisive as to a follow-up (or at least how soon there will be as I’m already brainstorming the sequel on this story for a book that will be at least novella size, maybe even full novel).

      

      If you haven’t visited my website, I invite you to do so. At the end of 2017, I spent some time revamping it. The changes are mostly apparent on the desktop version of the site, and I really recommend you visit it if you haven’t in a while. I’ve added video backgrounds that make the site more dynamic. If you’re on a metered Internet connection, then I recommend you use your mobile to check the page (not as heavy).

      

      There are more projects I’ve been working on. One of them has finally launched last month. Head on to www.scifireads.com to see what I’m talking about ;), with 7 free stories to download, you won’t be disappointed.

      

      So, as you can see, I have many things in store for the future. The most important one, of course, is to keep writing new books. Something I couldn’t do if I didn’t have such faithful and wonderful readers. I’m humbled and grateful to have the best readership an author could wish for. I’d like to thank you for your loyalty, your amazing feedback, and your encouragement and for making my dream of being a full-time author come true. I owe you more thanks than words can convey.
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