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      While you can start with Book 1 (this book), Far Beyond began as a short story named Across the Galactic Pond that I had written for Craig Martelle’s excellent The Expanding Universe Anthology (Volume 3). The Story was later released as Far Beyond Book 0. If you do decide to read Book 1 on its own, below is a short synopsis to catch you up on what happened in Book 0. It was challenging writing a 10k story with the scope I wanted to give to Across the Galactic Pond. But in doing so I discovered that I really enjoy this new universe. Many of my readers echoed that they loved Kevin and the short story, so I’ve decided to write a full-length novel about Kevin and his adventures in galaxies far, far away.

      If you’d like to read Across the Galactic Pond, you can get it FREE (A $1.99 value) below:
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            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kevin receives a rejection letter from MIT, and his father loves to tell him how much he’s a failure and a loser at every turn. Having skipped dinner, Kevin witnesses a spacecraft crashing into a nearby lake. Going against his common sense, he swims toward the crashed craft to find a dying purple-skinned alien who implores Kevin to help save his people. All Kevin has to do is put a blinking pill under his tongue. After a short inner debate, Kevin does, and his consciousness is teleported to a far beyond (see what I did there?) galaxy where his thoughts are remote-controlling a deceased alien crew member aboard a super-duper top secret R&D ship with superior firepower. That ship is not only the key but the last hope for the Arcadian Confederate to defeat, or at the very least, repel the Kregan final assault. There’s only one hitch, the ship’s AI, Mira, has been disconnected from her ability to fly the ship, which is about to be destroyed. Kevin’s arrival changes all that, and his extreme compatibility with neuronal interfaces make him an ideal candidate to not only become the ship’s new captain but also save the Confederate.

      Armed with renewed motivation, Kevin helps Mira save the ASF (Arcadian Space Fleet) Thalamos and turn the tide of the Confederation War, thanks to the latest in R&D weaponry called Project Sigma. Paired with Kevin’s astute piloting skills honed from countless hours of video game practice back on Earth, Kevin is victorious, even though the Thalamos, a one of a kind prototype ship, is destroyed in the process.

      When presented to the princess on board Arcadia Prime, he’s granted one wish. He chooses a kiss that he, unfortunately, never gets the opportunity to receive, as the Arcadian Princess’ exotic scent makes him sneeze, and the device that allowed his consciousness to be present in the far beyond galaxy is lost in the process.
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      “I need to find a way to go back to Arcadia,” Kevin murmured. “You know I have to, right?”

      But his dog, Boomer, was sleeping. Not that he would have been able to answer.

      Kevin smiled as he looked at his best friend in the whole world who was resting his head on his paws. “Don’t worry, this time I’ll take you with me.”

      It had been less than a week since Kevin had saved the Arcadian Confederate, and already his life felt like it had resumed its tasteless, borderline depressive state. Kevin tried to convince everyone that his experience was real, only to be laughed at and ridiculed at every turn.

      Shortly after Kevin had sneezed the conscience-transference device into the lake, frying it in the process, the capsule with the alien also decided to erase itself from existence. Kevin assumed that was a security measure to either not botch a first-contact situation or simply self-preservation of Arcadian technology, preventing it from being reverse engineered by the wrong people.

      Kevin was more inclined to believe the latter. Not that it mattered. All that did matter was nobody had seen the crashed ship but him, and nobody believed a word he said. In fact, upon insistence by his mother, Kevin had to undergo both a physical and psychological evaluation when he insisted that what happened was real.

      His father now had even more ammo to knock his son down a few more pegs. Not that he needed it, his father was already doing a bang-up job.

      A wheezing sound startled Kevin, and for a split second, he thought he heard another dying alien. But it was just Boomer wheeze-snoring. The sound had been eerily familiar to Kevin’s memory of the dying alien’s last breaths.

      Had he imagined it all? Could he just have been under a tremendous amount of stress and his mind had needed an escape, and that’s what it came up with?

      With no proof for him to regain a little dignity, pretty much everywhere he went, news traveled fast in their small Massachusetts village and his “issues.” And not that Kevin had many friends to rely on. As a geek doubling as a nerd and being the son of a big-mouthed, raging alcoholic, he had not had the easiest of childhoods. At one point, his sister had been his best friend. Once she started junior high, a chasm developed between them, and now, like everyone else in his life, she joined in the camp of people making fun of Kevin’s delusions. She had changed so much in the last few years. From a confidant, to someone who didn’t even ask how he was doing. All she cared about was hanging with her prom queen-type crowd and trying to land the star quarterback, Mitch Edenstack, to date her.

      Kevin hated the guy. He was the embodiment of everything that was wrong with the world. An athlete built like a mountain with barely the IQ sum of a couple of oysters. Muscle and looks over brains.

      If only I could go back. . .there’s nothing for me here on Earth.

      To make things worse, some of his old schoolmates were actually making fun of him online with their videos reaching viral status on YouTube. Kevin felt, even more than ever before, estranged from the world.

      Since it didn’t look like he would find sleep tonight, he got up from his desk chair and got dressed. Perhaps a walk under the stars would do him good. But for some reason, he felt compelled to view the latest video making fun of him. He booted up his aging PC, the one his dad had given him five years earlier when he upgraded his own.

      The machine was a wreck, but Kevin had managed to upgrade a few parts so he could play some video games at the lowest settings. Though, ever since his PlayStation had been confiscated on the grounds of him lying, he had no desire to play the few crappy games that ran on this pathetic excuse of a computer. The video he was viewing was named Bozos Are Among Us, and the counter showed two point five million views. He was not only the laughing stock of the area but soon his loser standing would reach worldwide status.

      Swell.

      As if sensing his despair, Boomer raised his head, then jumped down from his spot at the end of the bed and came to comfort him. Kevin petted his dog playfully, patting his side and bottom. Boomer’s tail wagged.

      “I’m lucky to have you. At least you’re not judging me like the rest of the world.”

      Boomer barked.

      “Shhh…you’re gonna wake the rest of the family.”

      Kevin became distracted by the wagging tail of his cute and trusty Beagle. That is until Boomer’s fur took on a bluish hue. Kevin glanced back at his computer screen, which was filled with an error message. The dreaded blue screen of death.

      “More like Winblows, if you ask me.”

      Kevin sighed.

      “Alright,” he whispered. “Since you’re up too, you can come with me.”

      Boomer jumped around as Kevin gathered his keys and the pathetically old phone his father had given him after he’d learned that his son had lost his own in the lake. That part of the story he believed, and, in fact, it felt like it was all he had focused on when Kevin first tried to explain his otherworldly encounter.

      The crappy knock-off smartphone brand was barely worth the name phone, let alone smart. But at least it would connect to the Internet. Well, most of the time, as the phone’s communication chip seemed to have a mind of its own.

      Kevin and Boomer exited the bedroom in the middle of the night.

      Shortly after Kevin had closed the door, the computer screen filled with static and a high-pitched distorted voice echoed.

      “Hello, anybody there? Kevin? Are you there?”
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      No wonder Kevin couldn’t sleep, even if it was past 3 a.m. It was a full moon. For some reason that messed up his sleeping patterns. Almost every single time, he would just toss and turn during full moons. At least outside the air was fresh and walking around helped his mind focus on other things.

      The moon was more significant than usual, orange and quite ominous looking. But it didn’t scare Kevin, he liked every and all celestial objects. His love for the stars had no bounds, and now that he had gone into galactic space once, he had to find a way to get there again. Granted, technically only his consciousness had traveled light-years to wherever Arcadia was, but it had felt like he had been there nonetheless and his memory of the adventure was still crisp and the most amazing thing that he had ever experienced.

      Kevin grabbed a branch from the ground and threw it as far as he could. Boomer darted forward and caught it in midair, after making quite an impressive leap for a dog his size. He brought the branch back, his tail wagging on overdrive.

      Kevin grabbed Boomer by the face and shook his head vigorously but playfully, while Boomer wiggled around. “That’s a good dog,” Kevin remarked, before throwing the stick a few more times.

      Eventually, Kevin got bored with the activity before Boomer did.

      From captain of a prototype warship to throwing a stick meters away. Life can be cruel.

      Suddenly, Boomer started barking loudly at Kevin.

      “What is it budd—” but an intense burning sensation in his pocket cut Kevin’s words short. He grabbed his phone, which was burning hot, and threw it to the ground. Smoke swirled from the device as the screen flickered madly while sparks flew.

      “What the hell!” exclaimed Kevin as he shook his burnt hand madly.

      Boomer growled and continued barking.

      When the phone started levitating, Kevin knew something was amiss.

      Is this happening? Or am I dreaming?

      A red glow enveloped the smartphone, and the screen cracked like an eggshell.

      “Anybody there?” a high-pitched voice resounded from the device.

      “What? Hello?”

      “Who’s Hello? Did I dial the wrong device? I’m looking for Kevin.”

      Kevin slowly blinked twice. “I’m Kevin, who are you? And how are you communicating with me?”

      “My name is of no importance at the moment. I’ve hacked your device via a subspace link, though I doubt you’ll understand the technology involved. We need your help, urgently.”

      “Hacked? More like fried it. Who are ‘we’?”

      “I’m an engineer with the Arcadian Confederate. Sorry about your device, its low quality and archaic design made it quite the challenge to access and modify in the first place. I apologize for the quality of the call, there’s some random weird feedback loop interference.”

      That’s when Kevin realized that Boomer was still panicked and barking frantically at the flying phone. Kevin got to his knees and reached to hug his scared dog.

      “Easy, Boomer, it’s not going to hurt us.”

      It took a few more seconds for Boomer to calm down, but eventually, he stopped barking.

      “Oh,” said the voice, “the interference seems to have lowered, that’s good. I could barely hear you.”

      Boomer is not interference, you twat.

      But Kevin knew that the person on the other end of the call couldn’t have known that.

      “What’s going on? You said something about needing my help.”

      “Yes. Princess Kalliopy has been kidnapped by the Kregan. She needs your help.”

      “Who’s Princess Kalliopy?”

      “The cute girl you sneezed on, does that ring a bell?”

      Loser status now upgraded to interstellar fame. That’s just great!

      “Yes, it does. Vividly, in fact. Just beam me out already and let’s go get the princess.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. It’s already a minor miracle that I can send my voice from this far away into this pathetic excuse for a communication device.”

      “How am I supposed to help you from here?”

      “I’m working on that part. I’ve sent a probe your way through a wormhole. It should arrive not too far from your location in about twenty minutes. It contains a portable transporter that will beam you onto my ship. Hopefully, it will do that before it’s too late.”

      “Why would it be too late?”

      “I didn’t mention the fact that we’re on a tight timetable, did I? Sorry about that. The Kregan spy network has learned of your involvement in our war, and since you were instrumental in defeating them, they’ve sent someone to make sure you don’t help us again. Kinda.”

      “What do you mean someone? Or ‘kinda’?”

      “Mmmm…There’s no easy way to say this.”

      “Say it anyway!”

      “A highly trained operative, or assassin, we’re not exactly sure, might already be on Earth looking for you. Though our own intel isn’t clear at this point, they might want to kill you on sight, or they might just want to abduct you and learn everything they can about you.”

      “Oh, that makes me feel so much better!”

      “Really? It shouldn’t. Believe me, death is preferable to Kregan interrogation techniques if you ask me.”

      Kevin’s heart beat like a racing freight train, and he took a long, deep breath with his eyes closed, trying not to let his rising anger explode at the person on the other end of the interstellar call.

      “I wasn’t asking you. And that’s just great, thank you for putting me in danger once more.”

      “Oh…you’re perfectly welcome then. If you enjoy danger, you’re not going to be disappointed by what comes next.”

      Any and all other attempts for Kevin to remain calm failed shortly after that.

      “I was being sarcastic!” shouted Kevin.

      “Riiiiight. Never mind then. May I suggest you pick up your phone and start running?”

      “Why?”

      “Well, if my implementation of the Kregan life form detection sensors I built into your phone is anywhere near correct, I’d say you have five, maybe ten seconds, before the operative reaches your location.”

      Kevin swallowed hard. When Boomer jumped around and started barking harder than ever before, it gave Kevin his cue. He grabbed the phone and shoved it into his pants pocket. When a red laser-looking blast flew between him and Boomer and obliterated a tree nearby, panic overcame Kevin and a hefty dose of adrenaline flooded his body.

      Kevin ran the opposite direction from the now intensified blaster fire. “Come on boy, we gotta go.”

      Boomer didn’t need the encouragement, as he darted in the same direction as Kevin.

      “Hey, interstellar dumbass? I don’t think they want to extract anything from me,” he screamed. “Help me!”

      “What’s a dumbass? Is that blaster fire I hear?”

      “No, it’s a techno dance party! Of course, it’s blaster fire!”

      “Oh, I see, you’re being sarcastic again. I’ll attribute that to your elevated vital signs and stress levels.”

      And I’ll put my foot up your ass if I make it out of here alive.

      “How long until the probe finds me?” said Kevin, panting from sprinting madly toward the forest in the hope of losing his alien attacker.

      The next blaster impact incinerated a bush in front of Kevin’s path, and he had to adjust his heading to the left.

      “Yeah, about that, it’s more along the lines of you finding it than the other way around. There’s a good chance it may land near your current position, though.”

      “Ok, you listen to me—” but Kevin felt compelled to duck as blaster fire burned through some of his hair. He finally reached the forest and kept running, with Boomer close by his side. “You listen carefully, I don’t care what you have to do, but you’re going to get that probe here STAT, and you’re gonna find a way to help me lose that Kregan assassin while you’re at it.”

      “There’s very little I can do with the hardware you’re carrying.”

      I miss my old phone.

      “I don’t care! Just do something, or I will die, and if I die, how do you expect me to rescue Killiopa?”

      “Kalliopy.”

      “Whatever!”

      “Alright, alright. Give me a minute.”

      More blasts grazed Kevin’s right shoulder, burning through his T-shirt and probably some skin as well, and then it blew a football-sized hole in a tree meters in front of him.

      “I—don’t think—I have that kind of time,” he panted, darting between trees.

      “Hang on…”

      “Wish I could, but if you don’t do something soon, then I’m afraid—”

      Before Kevin could finish his sentence, he saw copies of himself begin to pop up and run parallel to him; it took a while for his brain to process what was happening.

      Woooow. . .Holo-decoy, that’s wicked.

      “Did you just do that?”

      “Well, you asked for help. Would you rather I deactivate the holograms?”

      The blaster fire was growing wider, and it was clear that the Kregan wasn’t only firing toward the real Kevin but also on the decoys.

      “Are you fracking kidding me? No! Keep the holograms on. Can you cast more of them?”

      “I’m afraid there’s not enough memory on your device for that. My genius compression algorithm can only do so much.”

      Kevin wanted to throw a smart-ass comeback at the alien regarding its overinflated sense of modesty, but he decided against it, seeing as he had just modded his nearly ten-year-old crappy smartphone via subspace to cast holographic projections.

      “I wonder what you could have done with a full-blown iPhone.”

      “What’s an iPhone?”

      “Never mind, let’s just say I take back everything bad I ever said about my crapola 1Xe shit-brown edition.”

      Kevin’s lungs were burning from the intense effort as his body filled with even more adrenaline. He had never run this fast for this long. Fortunately, Boomer was still by his side, probably also pushed by his own fear. Thankfully, the holographic distraction didn’t seem to affect the ever-loyal Beagle.

      That’s when Kevin noticed his skin began to glow blue.

      “What’s this blue crap all over me?”

      “Electrokinetic-energy, I had to find a way to recharge the limited power source of your crapola.”

      “Am I powering my own smartphone?”

      “There’s nothing smart about this device. But, technically, your running does, yes.”

      “What happens when I stop running?”

      “I’d rather not say. Somehow I think you know the answer to that anyway.”

      Perfect, just perfect.

      “Meanwhile, can the decoys fire back?”

      “Holographically, I doubt your pursuer will fall for it for more than a few seconds. It might also help him reveal the real you.”

      That’s a chance Kevin was willing to take if he could put more distance between him and his hunter.

      “Well, I’d even take half a second advantage at this point. Just have one of them cover behind me by returning fire. Hopefully, that will buy me some time.”

      “Understood.”

      And an advantage it did give Kevin as the blaster fire now sounded more distant with every new step he and Boomer took.

      “We should have stayed in bed, right buddy?”

      Boomer barked, and Kevin realized that this could give away his position.

      “Shhh…sorry boy, let’s just keep running.”

      Fortunately, Boomer didn’t answer. They exited the dense forest into a clearing when a metallic object fell from the heavens and crashed to the ground, creating a large crater about five hundred meters ahead of them.

      “Tell me that is what I think it is?”

      “The probe? Yes, it’s just landed.”

      “You and I have different definitions of what actually constitutes a landing.”

      “Well, let’s just say I had to boost the speed of the engines so that it arrived quickly.”

      “I sure hope it didn’t get damaged in that landing,” said Kevin between gritted teeth.

      “Hey, my stuff is well made.”

      So is my foot, as you’ll, hopefully, soon learn.

      “I’m almost there, then what?”

      “I think you’re going to laugh.”

      “Why don’t I like the sound of that?”

      “In order to reach you faster, I had to burn more energy from the probe’s power cell, as a result, the transporter range may have been shortened, which means while you can transport anywhere within its new diminished range, you can’t quite make it to my ship just yet.”

      “Are you fracking shit—” but Kevin ended the cuss word in his head. “I’m assuming you have a way to fix this?”

      “Kinda, yeah.”

      “How long is ‘kinda’ gonna take?”

      “A couple of minutes, five at most.”

      “There’s no way the Kregan will need that much time to reacquire me now that the probe landing gave away my position.”

      “You’re correct about that. In fact, the Kregan will be upon you in about forty seconds.”
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      Kevin’s fear levels elevated at lightning speed. Now that his own body and life were in physical danger, he didn’t feel a similar thrill as when his consciousness had been transferred to the ASF Thalamos a week earlier.

      “I can hear it coming behind me,” protested Kevin. “I’m nearly at the probe, what do I do when I reach it?”

      “That depends,” answered the alien voice. “How good are you with weapons?”

      “I don’t know, I never fired anything outside of a video game.”

      “Well, then I guess you’re about to find out.”

      “You can’t expect me to hold my ground with a trained killer for my first time?”

      “I’m sure you’ll do great. The moment you’re at the probe, just touch it with your palm, it’s been programmed to recognize you. It will synthesize a weapon for you to use and I’ll provide you with a shield. It won’t last very long, though, so try and distract your attacker for a minute or two. Or make sure you’re not hit too many times.”

      The sheer burning inside Kevin’s lungs from the long, continuous effort was beyond anything he had ever experienced. Strength was slowly leaving his muscles.

      “You’re not running fast enough, what’s going on?”

      “I’m getting tired, I’m not used to running for this long.”

      “Let me see what I can do.”

      Kevin saw a green energy bolt shoot from a dust cloud around where the probe crashed, and before he could do anything, let alone try to dodge it, the bolt hit him full force on the chest. At first, he thought he was shot, but instead of pain, he felt his energy levels rise up to a much higher level than he thought his body was capable of experiencing.

      “Wow! Thanks for the power up.”

      “Don’t thank me, yet, you’re gonna need the energy. The Kregan will catch up with you in fifteen seconds.”

      “How will I know how to use the weapon?”

      “The nanites inside my tech will form a neuronal bond with your brain. The weapon’s basically gonna obey your wishes and your thoughts are going to shape the weapon to your mental images. It’s a prototype, so hopefully it works. Actually, it only needs to for about a minute or two.”

      “Make sure it’s not more than that. And make sure to beam out my dog with me.”

      “What’s a dog?”

      “The smaller life form that’s running next to me.”

      “Oh, alright, I’ll reprogram the probe accordingly.”

      Kevin was a mere five meters away from the crater, and he skidded on the grass, like riding a skateboard, the rest of the way before gravity unceremoniously planted him next to the probe, face first in the mud.

      He turned around and spat dirt as he saw blaster fire streak past him again.

      He looked around trying to locate the probe as Boomer caught up to him, barking sharply. Kevin found the sphere under a mound of mud and quickly pawed through the debris so he could touch it. A small white light sphere grew from the side of the probe, and the metal that had been there vanished, revealing a small compartment with a metallic cylinder inside.

      “What the hell is this? How am I supposed to defend myself with this?”

      “Grab the cylinder.”

      Kevin felt like arguing, but when a red bolt blasted a column of mud upward like a geyser less than a meter away from him, he knew time was of the essence.

      The moment he grabbed the cylinder, he felt a tingle and something strange happened inside his body. A persistent humming sounded as a green shield enveloped him like form-fitting armor. The cylinder in his hand morphed into the coolest blaster he had ever seen, with pulsating cyan lights on each side of the weapon.

      When Kevin asked himself where the trigger was, one morphed into place.

      “Is this thing really reading my mind?” he asked.

      “It’s an oversimplification of the tech, but basically, yes.”

      Now I don’t know if I’m hoping this is a nightmare or if it’s real, but damn, it’s just too cool!

      A creature, the Kregan Kevin assumed, growled from the top of the crater. Kevin aimed the weapon at the crater wall and shot through the dirt. It created a smaller cavity.

      “Get in there, buddy, and don’t you move, okay?”

      Boomer was whimpering and trembling with fear. Kevin insisted by pointing his finger toward the newly made depression, and the trusting Beagle obeyed.

      A second later, Kevin felt something smack against his back, and his translucent green shield lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “You won’t be able to get too many hits like these before the shield fails,” said the voice.

      “Copy that.”

      Kevin turned and started running away as more blaster fire screamed past him. Their vector gave him a good idea of where his attacker was, so in between shots he turned and aimed his blaster in a reflex motion and depressed the trigger.

      A blue energy bolt exited the weapon and hit the Kregan. An orange light glowed around him.

      “He’s also shielded?” protested Kevin.

      “I would think so.”

      “Thanks for the heads up.”

      “Remember, your personal shield can only take a handful of hits before it collapses.”

      The shield deflected a second bolt headed for Kevin’s shoulder. Capacity was already down by a third.

      “This is the shittiest rescue in the history of the world, I hope you know that?” screamed Kevin as he jumped to dodge the next salvo of incoming laser fire. “If I get out of here alive, I’ll kick your ass.”

      “Your motivational speech doesn’t exactly incentivize me to work any faster.”

      “How long?”

      “Forty-five seconds. Give or take a minute.”

      “Oh, come on!”

      Another shot hit Kevin in the leg. Again, the shield did its work. A familiar female voice inside his head cooed.

      Shield integrity down to fifty percent.

      “Mira? Is that you?”

      Hello, Kevin, miss me?

      Kevin ran and hid behind a boulder.

      “Bet your ass I did. Tell me, how do I gain an advantage over my attacker?”

      This weapon is intuitive. It pretty much does what you think. So the bigger your imagination, the more powerful you can make it. Remember your experience on board my ship? Well, this is similar. Just think of what you want and let the weapon do the rest.

      A corner of Kevin’s mouth arched into a grin. “Now you’re talking.”

      Kevin waited for the next salvo of enemy fire to impact on the boulder before he slipped out of cover, aimed his blaster at the Kregan, and thought rocket-launcher boom. A massive blue bolt of plasma shot from the blaster and hit the Kregan with an enormous explosion. It sent the alien spiraling high in the air.

      Rapid-fire, thought Kevin. Super-fast streaks of blue energy shot from the blaster into the still falling Kregan assassin, draining his shields. But it took too long.

      Force push, bitch!

      A powerful, focused shockwave blast smashed into the Kregan and sent him tumbling over a hundred meters.

      “I love this thing!” exclaimed Kevin.

      I’m afraid ‘this thing’s’ power source is now fluctuating. It won’t be able to shoot for a while, said Mira.

      That wasn’t good news, but Kevin’s hunter had been temporarily taken out of the fight, so hopefully, the power would be restored before that changed.

      “How come you’re here? I thought you had perished with the Thalamos.”

      Long story, but I’m the operating system for the probe, so I hopped on board the blaster as well. I thought you could use the assist.

      “Good call, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      In place of an answer, static saturated Kevin’s inner ear.

      “What the hell?”

      “A nearby field is interfering with the weapon,” said a staticky high-pitched voice. “Mira is offline.”

      “Why haven’t we been beamed out already?”

      “Trust me, I’ve been trying, but that newly activated field is affecting my ability to get a perfect lock on you and your—dog.”

      “And does the lock need to be perfect?”

      “Well, that depends if you want to share DNA with your dog, perhaps end up with a mixture of his features and yours, I could try an unsafe beam out, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      “Yeah, me neither! What do I do?”

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to defeat the Kregan warrior.”

      “I was afraid you were gonna say that. Worst. Rescue. Ever.”

      “Look on the bright side, Kevin, you’re still alive.”

      “Will the weapon work? Or am I supposed to just scare the Kregan to death with my ugly mug?”

      “I could drain twenty-five percent of your shield to fix the power fluctuation, but you’ll probably only get a shot or two out of it. Depending on what you come up with, that is. I would not recommend your explosive or shockwave firing solutions though.”

      “You’re killing me, you know that? Don’t answer that. Here goes nothing.” Kevin looked at the crater hoping he would see Boomer safe and sound before sprinting toward the Kregan who was only now getting back to its feet.

      The moment the Kregan saw him coming he raised an arm and blaster fire resumed. Kevin did his best to zigzag slightly as he approached the Kregan.

      “Why aren’t you firing?” asked the voice.

      “Not now!”

      Two more blasters bolts collided with Kevin’s shield and it flickered. He was only a couple of meters away from his target when he decided to end his mad run by skidding again on the grass. The next couple of incoming shots missed by mere centimeters. Once Kevin was nearly upon the Kregan massive warrior he thought—

      Lightsaber.

      The blaster morphed back into a cylinder, and the blade made of burning plasma shot upward, and as Kevin slid between the Kregan’s legs, he slashed most of the warrior in two.

      Sparks shot from his lightsaber and burned his fingers, causing him to drop the weapon. He jumped back to his feet, his heartbeat playing a speed metal version of the Star-Spangled Banner as he looked at the Kregan who remained on his feet but didn’t move. Smoke rose from its body, and a small breeze delivered a strong smell of burnt flesh directly into Kevin’s nostrils.

      As his dropped cylinder exploded in front of his eyes, Kevin hoped with all his heart that he had killed the Kregan warrior. He swallowed hard.

      “Are you dead, Mr. Kregan badass murderer?”

      “I can no longer detect a Kregan life sign in your direct vicinity, however, I’m getting a strange reading,” said the voice.

      Kevin approached the Kregan and walked around him. The Kregan looked half-humanoid and half-bird like. Kevin’s slash had burned most of his upper body and cauterized the wound as it passed through. The Kregan looked dead alright, but Kevin noticed a blinking red light on its right chest piece, and soon the blinking doubled with an ominous beeping sound that filled Kevin with dread.

      “Does this mean what I think it does?”

      “Run, Kevin! Run fast!”
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      Kevin sprinted toward the crater while the beeping turned into a continuous tone that got higher in pitch with every second.

      “Get us the hell out of here!” screamed Kevin.

      “Initiating transport sequence,” the voice said.

      Suddenly, Kevin’s legs left the ground and he was thrown into the air from the shockwave of an explosion coming from behind, just as his vision filled with green light streaks. He felt intense heat radiate through him before everything changed.

      Still in midair, he was no longer in the forest clearing but inside a ship. Gravity grabbed him instantly and he fell hard, shoulder first, onto the cold, hard metallic floor.

      “Arrrrrg!” he screamed, unable to contain the feelings of intense pain on his right side.

      The next thing he saw froze his blood. A tall humanoid robot walked toward him. The metallic clang echoing around him was reminiscent of old sci-fi horror movies he loved watching on movie-marathon nights.

      Fuck, is that a terminator? I’m so dead.

      Kevin instinctively raised his arm to cover his head. The robot aimed at Kevin and before Kevin could say or do anything more, he was engulfed in fog and particle foam. Some entered his mouth and burned his eyes upon contact.

      “What kind of killing machine is this?” exclaimed Kevin, his eyes closed shut from the painful sting. “Are you still there? Help, I’m being attacked by a robot!”

      “Calm down, it’s not attacking you; he’s putting out the fire, you were still in flames upon arrival.”

      Kevin blinked multiple times, and even though his vision remained blurry, he saw the robot turn around and walk away. Kevin got up, holding his painful shoulder as the foam dissolved into nothingness in seconds. Kevin tried the best he could to dust himself off.

      “Where am I?”

      “Well,” said a voice on his left side. “You’re on my ship. Welcome aboard the Osiris.”

      Kevin’s vision was slowly returning and he looked toward the familiar voice, the same one that had guided his escape from the Kregan assassin on Earth. What he saw made no sense, so he tried vigorously rubbing his eyes, but that didn’t help.

      There sat a blue, long-furred cat with deep-green eyes, hovering on a purple pillow.

      “What’s the problem, Kevin?” the talking cat asked.

      “You—you’re a talking cat?”

      The cat frowned. “What’s a cat?”

      “So, let me get this straight. You guys have big space warships, fully aware Artificial Intelligence, but you don’t have mirrors? Because you,” said Kevin pointing a finger at him ”you’re a CAT! A talking one, at that.”

      “I think you must have me mixed up. I’m a Sphynx.”

      For a moment, Kevin wondered if he really had left his bed for that walk or if he was having a trip of a dream. He pinched himself and the pain feedback surely felt real, as did the resulting red mark on his arm.

      “Where’s Boomer?”

      “What’s a boomer?”

      “My dog, pet. . .where is he?”

      “Oh, the computer detected small foreign organisms on him, so he’s being decontaminated as we speak.”

      “Boomer has fleas?”

      “Give me a second, Kevin. I’m having trouble understanding some of your vocabulary.”

      The cat held up a paw and a holographic sphere appeared on top of it; his other paw began interacting with the holographic controls within the sphere, which rotated, blinked, and changed colors with each new input. Shortly after, a green holographic picture of Kevin’s bust appeared to the side.

      “Hey, that’s me!”

      The cat’s tail raised as a finger would to request silence. “Hang on for just a second.”

      What the hell is he doing?

      “Sure,” conceded Kevin.

      The cat highlighted Kevin’s brain on the hologram; it turned orange. A couple more commands resulted in a beam shooting from the holographic brain directly to the cat’s head. Lines of green code superimposed inside the cat’s eyes, giving him a crazy look. Crazier than he already looked that was. He was a talking cat after all.

      The beam ended and the cat’s eyes blinked yellow for a brief moment.

      “Mmmm, that’s better,” said the cat. “Yes, Boomer has fleas, and no, I’m not a cat, though I can now see why you would think so. I suppose there are obvious genetic similarities between our two species.”

      “What? What did you just do?”

      “I’ve uploaded some of your memories into my own mind. Technically an implant, we Sphynx are a little fussy about letting anything. . .how should I phrase this—foreign, get directly into our bodies, don’t take it personally.”

      Kevin tried to let all of this sink in and only answered the cat with a nod and dumbfounded blinking. Eventually, he had to ask.

      “Okay, talking cat that’s not a cat, I’m not sure I understand everything here, but it’s okay. What’s your name?”

      “Zironakolovitich-hel’am’ekat’nantatum,” and then the cat added a burping sound at the end.

      “Huh…gross, and could you repeat that?”

      “I don’t think you’ll be able to remember, but you can call me Ziron for short.”

      Kevin raised his eyebrows. “Whatever you say, Zee.”

      “Ziron.”

      “Yeah, I just decided to shorten it more. I’m still trying to count the syllables of your name. And I’m curious, did your dinner not agree with you or was that burp part of your name?”

      “That sound is actually defining my gender.”

      “Which I assume is…” but Kevin let it trail off.

      “Male, of course.”

      “Right. What would it had been if it was female?”

      “According to the data I got from your brain pattern injection, I don’t think you want to know.”

      Kevin made a face and farted hard. “Something like that?”

      “How the hell did you know? Though technically, we don’t make that much noise, we do, however, significantly change the atmosphere around us in doing so.”

      “Just a wild guess,” said Kevin as he covered his nose. “Yeah, and you’re not the only ones.”

      Every strand of fur on Ziron’s body stood straight up and his face tensed, he blinked his large almond-shaped eyes as if he were trying to clear a burning sensation.

      “That’s pretty potent, what are you being fed?”

      “Ah, you know, the usual diet, burgers, pizzas, hot pockets, and loads and loads of cheese—everything the body needs.”

      Ziron’s eyes blinked yellow for a fraction of a second.

      “I would posit that the content of the gas cloud you’ve unleashed probably means you’re providing your body with excess waste, but we have, as you say on Earth, bigger fish to fry.”

      “So, when your eyes flash like that? It means your accessing my memories?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Can I block you from doing this? It’s a little creepy. And I don’t remember giving you my consent, Zee. You know on Earth we have rules about this kind of stuff.”

      The cat emitted a strange sound that Kevin realized was probably the Sphynx’s version of a laugh.

      “Stop it, why are you laughing?”

      “No, you apparently live under the impression that your privacy is your own in your world. It’s very cute. But, you’re right, I’m sorry. And, no, you can’t block me, as I’m not accessing your brain directly.”

      “Then what are you accessing? I don’t get it.”

      “When you connected with Mira onboard the Thalamos, it recorded your brain patterns and memories. I’m basically accessing a backup of your mind that’s about a week old.”

      Part of Kevin knew he should be mad, but on the other hand, he was exactly where he wanted to be. Away from his troubles on Earth and back into the fray in a galaxy far, far away. And Ziron had just saved his life, so he decided not to push the issue.

      “That’s pretty neat, I guess. But enough chitchat, you say Princess Kanyanna is in trouble.

      “It’s Princess Kalliopy. What’s with you and remembering that name? Look, it’s easy: Ka-lli-o-py. It’s a wonder your mind was so compatible with Mira’s prototype AI.”

      “When you’re done taking potshots at me, would you mind telling me what happened to her?” Kevin scratched the back of his head nervously. “How has she been doing? Did you two talk about me?”

      “I’m not exactly her best buddy, Kevin, and if I’m reading your body language correctly, and I think I am, you’d better remove those silly notions that you and the Princess could be an item. She’s the ruler of a confederate that spans over twenty galaxies, three hundred plus inhabited planets, and more races than I care to count.”

      Kevin could feel a tingling in his neck, and his face grew red.

      “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Ziron’s eyes blinked yellow again. “I’m only gonna say this once on the matter, in terms you can understand: Out. Of. Your. League.”

      “Told ya, dunno what you’re talking about,” Kevin said as he tried shrugging naturally, but it ended up being awkward, as he cramped up and the pain in his shoulder flared again. “Ouch…”

      “You’re injured. Let me help you.”

      “Yeah, the shoulder’s been hurting since I landed on the metallic floor over there, ever hear of carpet?”

      “You complain a lot. Did anyone ever tell you that?”

      Kevin forced-blinked two more times. “Are you gonna help? Or—”

      Ziron’s face distorted as he made the most peculiar sound. By the time he understood what the cat was doing, it was too late.

      “No, wait—”

      But Ziron didn’t and spat so hard and fast that the projectile made a large grey stain on Kevin’s torso.

      “That’s disgusting.” Kevin grimaced at the stain. “Oh damn, it’s everywhere. Why did you spit on me?”

      “You said you were in pain. I’m just trying to help,” said Ziron dubiously.

      “By ruining my favorite shirt? Are you serious?”

      Kevin was so disgusted that he didn’t realize that the stain was getting bigger and moving about.

      “Who said anything about spitting on you? That isn’t phlegm, I don’t know what your pets are doing on Earth, but we Sphynx are more evolved than that.”

      “Says the cat who loogied on me!”

      “If you stop complaining for just a second and pay attention to what’s happening, maybe you’ll learn something, Kevin.”

      Kevin looked at his shirt and saw that the grey compound was dramatically extending and covering most of his torso. It moved about as if it were alive.

      “What is this stuff?”

      “It’s a nano-bonding agent, self-replicating, and polymorphic in nature. It’s basically going to become a part of you. It’s my latest invention,” Ziron said with a big proud smile. “I call it the nano-armor or nano-suit. Haven’t really decided yet. It’s gonna take care of your injuries shortly, but that’s only one of its functions…”

      Kevin was so tantalized by watching it expand over most of his body that he wasn’t listening to Ziron anymore. Soon the nano-armor had traveled over Kevin’s body, but it stopped at his neckline. Then the most peculiar thing happened, small shreds of his clothing fell off.

      “Are those. . .?”

      “Your old clothes, you don’t need them anymore now that you have the nano-armor.”

      Kevin looked more closely at the shredded pile of clothes. Blue from his jeans, beige from his T-shirt, and a sort of white from his underwear. Next to go where his shoes that added black shredded fake leather bits to the pile growing on the ground around him.

      Kevin jumped, startled, as the same robot from before stepped back into the room, aiming its palm toward the ground, a circular hole formed inside his palm and what was left of Kevin’s clothes were vacuumed into his hand.

      “Neat,” said Kevin, pointing a finger at the robot. “I’m gonna call you Super Dyson.”

      “It doesn’t have a name,” said Ziron.

      The robot walked out again.

      Kevin smiled. “He does now. But am I naked under here?

      Ziron tilted his head slightly to the side. “Technically—I guess so.”

      Kevin buried his face into his palms.

      “What is it, Kevin? Are you in pain?”

      Kevin let his palms forcefully slide down his face, revealing fiery anger in his eyes.

      “What part of ‘this was my favorite shirt’ didn’t you get?” Kevin screamed.

      “That’s how my invention works, I’m sorry. I should have asked you to remove your clothes first.”

      “Yeah, I’d say you should have. How am I getting back on Earth now? Naked?”

      “You have the nano-armor, look!” said Ziron pointing at Kevin’s shoulder.

      In the heat of the tantrum about losing his precious Star Wars collector T-shirt he had worked an entire week to buy on eBay, Kevin hadn’t realized that his right shoulder was glowing orange and the pain was almost gone. Another thing he realized was that his body felt like it was at a perfectly cool temperature, just like he liked it as if he was being air-conditioned from within.

      Kevin grabbed his shoulder and moved his arm in circles. He felt no pain.

      “Wow—this thing’s wicked.”

      The hovering cushion moved nearer to Kevin and soon Ziron’s face was uncomfortably close to Kevin’s. “I invented it, you know.”

      “Heard you the first time,” said Kevin fanning the air in front of his face. “Speaking of inventions, do you know what a toothbrush is? You may want to use one, Zee.”

      Ziron’s face retracted as his eyes blinked. “How rude!” But then the Sphynx breathed out, with his paw over his mouth, and took a large whiff that resulted in his eyes opening so wide that they almost doubled in size. “On the other hand…”

      “When you’re done discovering that you have stinky breath, mind taking me to see Boomer.”

      “I’ll do you one better.”

      Ziron reactivated his holo-sphere control panel, input a couple of commands, and Boomer beamed into the room at Kevin’s feet. The Beagle jumped around for joy, bouncing on his hind legs at Kevin, and released a series of happy howls.

      “It’s good to see you too, buddy,” said Kevin as he grabbed his dog and held him in his arms. Boomer licked his face multiple times.

      Kevin noticed his best friend’s fur was clean and shiny.

      “Did you wash him too?”

      “Yeah, he really needed it.”

      “Look who’s talking,” mumbled Kevin.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing—I guess I should thank you for saving us both.”

      But then Boomer turned his head and started growling the moment he saw Ziron. The Sphynx arched his back and his fur raised, as did his tail.

      “What’s with your pet?”

      “Easy buddy,” said Kevin patting the Beagle affectionately. “Ziron’s a friend.”

      Boomer looked at Kevin then at Ziron and back to Kevin before barking once.

      “There. He got it.”

      “That’s quite a limiting way of communicating; how the hell do you understand each other?”

      “Don’t worry about that, we’re doing fine,” said Kevin as he gently put Boomer down on the ground and stroked his head. Boomer’s tail wagged playfully.

      Kevin straightened himself, and his facial expression turned serious.

      “Now, tell me about the Princess—” Kevin paused. “Kalliopy. How can we help?”
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      “What do you mean they never saw it coming?” inquired Kevin.

      Ziron licked one of his paws and rubbed the top of his head. When he didn’t answer, Kevin lost his patience.

      “Hey! Are you even listening to me?” Kevin insisted, his tone rising.

      “Yes, yes, sorry, I get distracted when I feel filth on my fur. I’ll have to recheck the bio filtering function of the transporters.”

      “Are you saying that we brought filth with us? Well, guess whose fault it was that I had to run for my life in the middle of the night through trees and mud?”

      “I can’t, Kevin. I saved your life, I didn’t put it in jeopardy in the first place, even though I can see how your primitive mind would jump to such conclusions.”

      Kevin’s eyebrows furrowed. “Primitive? If I’m primitive then what the hell do you need me for? Just send me back to my planet.”

      “I could do that, but the Kregan will send more agents to grab you—at best.”

      “And at worst?”

      “I think we can safely assume that elimination isn’t out of the question, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Kevin had to admit that his encounter with the Kregan operative didn’t feel like he was interested in taking Kevin alive. Even though he had thoroughly enjoyed saving the Arcadians when only his mind had been connected to a remote body, the risks felt lower obviously, but things were different now. Still, Kevin would not give his father any more reasons to call him a quitter, even if that meant he would need to risk his life at every turn.

      Without Ziron, Kevin knew he probably would have perished back on Earth.

      “Okay, so going back to Earth will serve no purpose. Can we get back to the attack that resulted in Kalliopy’s abduction?”

      “The enemy hit the brand new ship with an EMP-based weapon. The shields should have deflected such a tactic, but obviously they found a way around it. All escort ships, as well as fighter patrols, were disabled in one swift move.”

      “Which means they either had help from the inside or discovered how to circumvent your shield technology.”

      Ziron hissed. “Nonsense! This tech is impregnable. I designed these shields myself.”

      “You obviously did a bang-up job!”

      Kevin could tell from Ziron’s face that he wasn’t amused. “But you must be right. If it were perfect, they wouldn’t have captured her.”

      “That’s okay, don’t beat yourself up. I’m sure you thought your tech was adequate. I certainly was impressed by the nano-blaster you sent with the probe, I hope you have more.”

      Ziron purred. “That’s nice of you to say. But if we’re being honest, my inventions aren’t always the most—how should I say this: reliable, even if I tell myself otherwise.”

      Well, shit happens.

      Ziron made a dubious face and then blinked his eyes rapidly. “Ah, interesting saying, I guess it does.”

      “I thought you couldn’t read my direct thoughts?”

      “Oh, now that you have on the nano-armor, I can access your brain directly.”

      “Swell, now you can read my mind,” said Kevin pointing at Ziron, “This isn’t my favorite invention of yours. It’s a little creepy you accessing my brain or whatnot. Quite honestly, I’m not sure I’m very comfortable with the whole thing.”

      Ziron extended his claws and scratched one of his ears. “I wouldn’t be if the roles were reversed, I suppose, but I’m just accessing live data so I can better interact with you. I don’t care about what you do at night when you think everyone’s asleep.”

      Kevin’s neck and cheeks glowed red. “You didn’t just go there.”

      “I’m an excellent secret keeper, don’t worry.” Ziron winked.

      Kevin buried his face into his palms. But before his mind could go into overdrive of paranoid thoughts on the subject the ship rocked heavily.

      “Shit!” uttered Ziron. “They found us.”

      “Who? The Kregan?”

      “Who else?”

      Ziron entered a couple of commands on his spherical holo-interface, and the wall behind him turned into a giant screen, showing space and a ship whose design Kevin recognized immediately.

      “I need you to interface with Mira 2.0 now!”

      “How do I do that?”

      “Close your eyes and think of her.”

      “What?”

      “Just trust me.”

      Kevin closed his eyes and thought of Mira.

      Mira? Can you hear me?

      Five by five, Kevin, it’s good to hear your voice again.

      We talked earlier, remember?

      The ship shuddered and rocked once more, harder this time.

      That was a separate instance of my AI matrix. A copy if you will. But we don’t have time to catch up I’m afraid, shields are already down to seventy percent. Are you authorizing me for AI-pilot partnership?

      I am.

      I’ll observe your tactics and intervene only in case you’re incapacitated or dead. Neuronal link now complete and operational.

      Yeah…ok. I’ve missed you too—I guess. Can I reopen my eyes?

      Only if you want to, I can project holographic instruments both inside the ship and inside your mind.

      Kevin reopened his eyes, and a holographic war center appeared superimposed in his field of view. It gave him all the tactical information he needed, as well as a HUD that allowed him to keep an eye on the ship’s vitals and access to all the weapons with a single push of his mind.

      There was only one enemy ship on their tail, but it looked significantly bigger than the Osiris. It took Kevin a few seconds to reacquaint himself with the neuronal link, but soon he got the hang of it, and the Osiris roared to life as he powered sub-light engines to seventy percent in an attempt to create distance with the pursuing Kregan destroyer.

      Alright, there’s nothing to it, Kevin said to himself to bolster his confidence, even though he was acutely aware of his quickly rising anxiety levels. This didn’t feel the same as last time, as this time around, if he messed up, both he and Boomer could die. That worried him.

      May I suggest you don’t focus on your own demise right now? inquired Mira. That won’t help you fight any better.

      Easier said than done, you’re a machine, you probably have backups of your consciousness in other places. I’m, for the lack of a better word, unique.

      Would it make you feel better if I backed up your consciousness? Or disabled some of your emotional pathways?

      What? You can disable my fear?

      Not completely, but I can help you manage it with software, yes.

      Kevin thought about it but then a torpedo slammed into the shields, and the lights inside the bridge flickered wildly for a second.

      No, not yet anyway. I think fear could be a great motivator in this case. But thanks, Mira.

      Of course, Captain.

      He missed hearing Mira call him that. But the captain needed to command his ship and not let himself become distracted, so in the end, Kevin did close his eyes and was surprised that every overlaid element in his field of view remained active.

      “Why aren’t you firing back?” inquired a worried Ziron.

      “On it. I do suggest you strap in though.”

      “You aren’t strapped in either!”

      “Well, I haven’t seen many chairs around.”

      “Just think of a chair and sit.”

      “What?”

      “For crying out loud, just do it!”

      Kevin did as he was told and was surprised when his bottom hit what felt like the seat of a chair. His eyes flew open, and he had a hard time believing what he saw: A beautiful and comfortable beige, leather chair with controls at the end of the armrest.

      Holy crap, am I sitting on Jean-Luc Picard’s captain’s chair?

      “Did my mind do this?” he asked Ziron.

      “With the help of your nano-armor, yes. The nano-armor will help you construct anything you think of. I see you’ve created this one based on fond memories from a show you enjoyed.”

      You can say that again.

      Boomer barked nearby, and Kevin thought of a way to secure his pet. A couple of leathery bands looped around the Beagle and secured him to the bottom of the chair. Boomer yelped in fear.

      “It’s okay, buddy, these will keep you safe.”

      Boomer barked twice.

      Kevin had to admit that the level of technology he witnessed today alone was far beyond anything he thought would even be possible. It was enthralling, but awe would have to wait, he had a Kregan destroyer to deal with first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The Kregan destroyer came about for another volley of laser fire and torpedoes. Kevin banked the ship at the last moment in order to avoid the full brunt of the torpedo spread and managed to dodge sixty percent of them. The multiple collisions rocked the ship and lowered the shields to forty percent.

      Boomer growled and barked several times, straining against the leather straps.

      Kevin was where he wanted to be now regarding position. A quick simulation ran in his mind while maneuvering the Osiris and showed him that its shields should be able to sustain grazing the shields of the Kregan destroyer.

      It was time to put this theory to the test, and Kevin changed his heading to position the Osiris face to face with the enemy ship. The ship vibrated, and the shields lowered another twenty percent.

      “Are you nuts? Are you trying to get us killed?” Ziron complained.

      “Let me fight my way!”

      As if echoing his master, Boomer barked and growled at Ziron.

      Kevin redirected power from life support and artificial gravity but not before thinking seatbelt. A metallic belt looped around the top of his shoulders, however, Ziron was left floating in the bridge knocking against the ship’s interior.

      The Sphynx hissed. “I’m starting to regret saving your life.”

      Kevin ignored the blue cat and unleashed all laser batteries and torpedoes, hoping the power boost to the shields would protect the Osiris from the destroyer exploding near their ship.

      The result was devastating. Multiple explosions appeared on the surface of the Kregan destroyer, and its shields flickered and died within seconds.

      Sparks flew inside the bridge as an alarm blared. Their own shields were critically low, but the alarm resounded because of an overload of the weapon’s systems, disabling the Osiris’ offensive capabilities in the middle of the fight.

      “I told you, you’re going to get us all killed,” said Ziron, holding on for dear life to a nearby piece of equipment.

      “Well, at least I won’t have to hear your incessant complaining anymore.”

      “How rude.”

      “Shut up, let me focus if you want to keep breathing.”

      Kevin ignored the resulting Sphynx’s spit-hiss.

      He had to admit that his strategy had been bold, and in this case, he had been too cocky for his own good. The Osiris clearly wasn’t as strong as the previous ship he had remote piloted with his mind. He longed for the Thalamos. Nevertheless, he needed to get them out of this predicament.

      “Mira, any other weapon online?” said Kevin, not realizing he was speaking out loud.

      “Only the multiphasic quantum torpedo prototype I’m afraid,” Mira replied.

      “That’s not ready for use!” protested Ziron.

      “Well, today it is,” Kevin answered dismissively.

      I’m only gonna have one shot at this, better not waste it.

      Kevin analyzed the sensors and his eyes focused on the star of the system. A bright orange sun that seemed significantly larger than the one from his own solar system.

      “Mira, can you locate the Kregan engine’s weak spot now that their shields are down?”

      A hologram of the enemy ship appeared in front of Kevin’s field of view and rotated momentarily, then stopped when a portion of the hull painted itself in red.

      “Thank you, dear.”

      “You’re perfectly welcome, Kevin,” Mira cooed.

      Here goes nothing.

      Kevin redirected all weapons power to the shields while delivering nano-bots to the weapons in order to repair them. He had no doubt that this battle could be over before that happened though. But better safe than sorry, and he needed to think two or even three moves ahead if they intended to survive this battle.

      Then came the crazy part of the plan. Kevin locked onto the destroyer with the Osiris tractor beam, and the moment the lock was confirmed, he activated a micro-hyperspace jump toward the sun. The moment the jump ended, the viewport filled with an intense and burning bright yellow light, nearly blinding Kevin on the spot.

      “Deploying shading coating,” said Mira.

      “I’m blind!” screamed Ziron. “You’re a menace, Kevin!”

      Was he? In all fairness, Kevin could have clued him in on his plan, but he had been forced to swiftly react to the failure of his first maneuver. He’ll have plenty of time to apologize later for his rush tactics. If they survived.

      Kevin blinked a few times as his vision slowly returned. He locked the prototype torpedo onto the spot Mira showed him earlier.

      Another alarmed blared, and the bridge filled with red hues.

      “Forty seconds to structural integrity failure. The Osiris can’t take this much heat with our current shield levels,” said Mira.

      Hopefully, the Kregan ship would sustain even more damage with their shields down, but its armor was much stronger than the Osiris’ armor, so Kevin had to make sure he finished them off. With a brief subconscious prayer, he fired the multiphasic torpedo.

      The torpedo veered madly and started doing loops.

      “What the hell? What—What’s happening?” Kevin’s voice stuttered with fear.

      “I told you the weapon’s not ready for deployment, I never got the guidance system working properly,” answered Ziron.

      “A little heads-up would have been nice.”

      “You’re not seriously blaming me for this? I told you it wasn’t ready, you decided to use it anyway, and now we’re all going to die!”

      “Nobody but the Kregans are dying today.”

      “Mira, can you link me to the torpedo’s guidance system like you did with the starfighters on board the Thalamos last week?”

      “Affirmative, link established.”

      Kevin thought he would throw up when his vision was replaced with what the torpedo’s head was showing him, which was wild spinning in between the Osiris, the Kregan ship, and the scary, massive sun.

      Definitely not what I expected it would feel like.

      Kevin had to fight the urge not to vomit and he had to focus his mind in order to regain control over the wild torpedo. It took a second or two, and soon the projectile was flying more or less in a straight line.

      “Is that…?” said Kevin.

      “You’re flying the torpedo toward the Osiris’ engines!” screamed Ziron.

      “Oops, my bad, hang on.”

      Kevin calculated a new trajectory and a blue line was drawn in his holographic HUD. It ended in the part of the enemy ship that Mira had told him would damage the Kregan’s engines. He stayed with the torpedo until impact, making sure it hit its target.

      The moment it exploded, Kevin’s vision was replaced with flames hurling back toward the bridge, which did nothing to lower his need for vomiting, but he fought against it nonetheless.

      “Ten seconds to structural integrity failure. Shields are failing,” said Mira.

      Kevin disconnected the tractor beam and veered the ship hard to port. He redirected every ounce of power he could from other systems, including life support, and injected them to the engines.

      The Kregan ship’s engines had been disabled and it continued its course toward the burning star. Flames engulfed it little by little and soon it exploded into a raging inferno.

      “We have a kill!” cheered Mira.

      But the Osiris wasn’t out of Dodge just yet; the engine rumbled and complained as the gravitational forces of the sun were trying to tear the ship apart.

      “Can we jump?” asked Kevin.

      “Chances of survival in these conditions are lower than fifty-two percent.”

      “What are our chances of survival if we keep pushing the engines more?”

      “Less than five percent.”

      Well, I know which odds I prefer.

      “Jump!” said Kevin, feeding their last pre-jump coordinates into the jump engines with his mind.

      The ship blinked out of existence and reappeared in space a fraction of a second later.

      The lights on the bridge turned off, sparks flew from the ceiling and nearly burned Kevin’s eyes.

      Time seemed to slow to a crawl when Kevin noticed a bolt of blue lightning shoot from a console and head straight for his torso. All he could think of was how much he needed a shield as he raised his forearms in an attempt to protect himself from the deadly jolt of electricity heading his way.

      Translucent blue circular shields enveloped both his forearms and deflected the bolt. At that moment, time felt like it resumed to its normal pace, and Kevin watched in horror as the bolt of energy grazed Ziron.

      The Sphynx screeched as the brunt of the bolt burned the tip of his blue tail.

      “Sorry Zee!” said Kevin, his face somewhat apologetic. “Mira, status report?” he asked.

      But there was no answer.

      “Mira?”

      Kevin noticed all the holographic instruments had disappeared from his field of view. Only a few emergency lights provided very subdued lighting to the bridge. Mira, just like most of the ship, must have been disabled.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer was barking madly, his sharp cries reverberating inside the bridge. Kevin reached with his hand and scratched his best friend’s head to calm him down. Boomer added one last sharp woof that sounded like a way to grab Kevin’s attention. That’s when he saw it.

      Ziron’s motionless body floated through the bridge. He was drifting toward the wall.

      “Zee! Are you okay? Please, wake up!” said Kevin alarmingly.

      But the Sphynx was out of it. The pain from his tail burning earlier probably made him pass out.

      Kevin released his restraints. He started floating almost instantly, which brought back his earlier motion sickness. But then Kevin realized that he had unlatched the seatbelts with a thought, which meant that even though most of the ship’s systems were offline, his nano-armor wasn’t.

      He thought magnetic boots and his feet grounded with the metallic floor. He ran toward Ziron but wouldn’t make it in time before the blue cat cracked his skull against the wall. Kevin had to improvise. He thought lasso and lashed forward to grab Ziron. Things didn’t go as he hoped though, and instead of lassoing and grabbing the blue cat in midair, he whipped Ziron. The cat’s legs extended, and he screeched hard from the lasso’s impact that propelled him against the nearest wall face first.

      An unpleasant clanging noise stopped Ziron’s momentum. The lights in the bridge blinked back into existence and gravity was restored. Ziron, still spread eagled against the wall, started sliding down with a squeaking sound until he hit the ground.

      Kevin ran to his aid but stopped short the moment he saw fire in the cat’s eyes and long diamond-like claws shot from Ziron’s paws.

      Ziron hissed. “Don’t! Don’t try to help, in fact, don’t you do a single thing—please.”

      “I—I’m sorry, Zee, I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “Yeah, well you did a bang-up job at it…nice work!”

      Ziron picked himself up and dusted off his blue fur when his eyes locked onto the now black tip of his tail. He turned his head slowly toward Kevin with so much fire inside his eyes that Kevin thought for a second that they were two miniature suns.

      “I think it’s best I leave the bridge now.”

      Ziron didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. Kevin deactivated the magnetic boots since gravity had been restored and took a knee as he undid Boomer’s belts with a single thought. Boomer jumped into his arms and licked Kevin’s face a couple of times before the Beagle’s face changed.

      Before Kevin could react, the dog barfed all over him.

      “I guess I deserved as much,” said Kevin.

      He wiped the vomit from his face as he headed off the bridge.
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      Kevin walked down the corridors of the Osiris and tried the first door he came upon. It opened into sleeping quarters with four bunk beds organized in pairs. He climbed into the top bunk on the right and stared up at the ceiling. Boomer couldn’t jump that high, so he climbed into the lower bunk, circled twice, and flopped down on the comforter with a loud sigh.

      Maybe my dad was right, perhaps I am useless.

      Kevin couldn’t help but feel that he had failed, even though everyone was still alive, the Kregan had been taken care of, and the ship he was on was equipped with nano-tech that would repair all the damage Kevin had brought upon it.

      Still, he couldn’t help but feel like he could have approached the battle more sensibly, not taking immediate risks in the first encounter with a new ship, whose capacity he might have overestimated.

      “Are you alright, Kevin?” Mira asked.

      “That depends on how you define ‘alright,’ I guess.”

      “What’s troubling you?”

      “I failed. I wanted to impress Ziron and instead it’s a miracle that the Osiris is still in one piece.”

      “I’m having trouble with categorizing your assessment of failure. Ziron gave you one mission, destroy the Kergan ship, and you did so.”

      “Yes, but at what cost?”

      “Nano-circuitry is well on its way to repair most of the critical systems aboard the ship. We are all still alive. It seems to me all objectives have been achieved.”

      “Tell Ziron that.”

      “As a matter of fact, I already have. He’s not accustomed to being in perilous situations. As an engineer, he mostly works behind the scenes in safe environments. He’s not used to this type of commotion or thrill; I think he’s let his fear get the best of him. I’m sure you can understand that, as your species capacity for empathy seems very strong.”

      “Still, this didn’t feel like a victory, at least, not like it did the last time around.”

      “Interesting…let’s recap this, shall we. You engaged an armada of Kregan destroyers equipped with the latest prototype warship and AI, aka, me, and used the Project Sigma weapon to do so. Nobody but you ever succeeded in doing so, your use of the technology and the logs we’ve recovered are priceless and will allow us, over time, to perfect this tech.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Mira, I kicked ass last time; this time around, I almost got us all killed.”

      “That’s where I have to disagree with your assessment, Kevin. While your primary objective was achieved last time, you lost your ship, and me. Fortunately, I was able to send a partial backup of what I had learned while being linked with your mind via subspace, which is the reason why we’re talking now. I was, am, one of a kind.”

      “Yeah, you told me, a prototype warship AI.”

      “That’s correct. And as such, I’ve derived the following conclusion: while you managed to achieve victory in your previous engagement with the Kregan, you couldn’t have fully won if the last captain of the Arcadian Confederate hadn’t sacrificed his ship, his life, and the lives of his crew.”

      A pit started forming in Kevin’s stomach.

      “Please, note,” added Mira, “that I am not trying to be harsh in my assessment, just as accurate as possible.”

      “Yeah—not exactly filling me with pride at the moment.”

      “Pride is irrelevant, Kevin. Did you help us and risk your life just to go on a power trip for yourself? Or did you truly want to save billions of lives?”

      “The second one, of course. I think…”

      “Even though our time in being linked was brief, I can echo your first answer and will attribute your current doubts to exhaustion. You’ve been fighting for your life for the last couple of hours, it’s normal that the drop in adrenaline could bring your spirits down in a physiological way.”

      “Not that I don’t enjoy talking with you, Mira, but is there a point to all of this?”

      “There is. Your last mission was a success at a price and with external help. But it was your courage and determination as well as your highly compatible mind that brought victory. Primary objective completed, but secondary objectives, like bringing the Thalamos back home, was not.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t think it mattered that much.”

      “Compared to saving Arcadia Prime, it didn’t.”

      “I’m still not sure why we’re doing this, though.”

      “Today you had two major objectives. One: survive the Kregan assassin and save your life. You achieved both goals, even dispatching a highly trained operative in your first inter-species fight. I have to give you exemplary points for that, and if I had a body, I’d deliver you a medal myself. Then, shortly after arriving on the Osiris, you had to go into battle again, with a far less advanced ship than the Thalamos, and not only destroy the enemy, but make sure all passengers on board this ship survived. Again, you’ve accomplished that objective.”

      “Are you saying that even though I’m feeling like a loser, I actually performed better than before?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Kevin.”

      Kevin smiled, and most of his bad mood began to fade away.

      “Thanks, Mira.”

      “You’re welcome, Kevin.”
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        * * *

      

      The cell was cold and damp with virtually no light source. Kalliopy was utterly alone. In an attempt to get her to provide vital information on her planetary defenses, the Kregan had systematically executed her royal guard one-by-one.

      The fleet battle that took place around orbit of Arcadia Prime had ended with every destroyer and warship on both sides being destroyed. And now a rearmament race had started. One the Kregan was afraid of losing; mostly because when it came to technology and production speeds, the Arcadian Confederate had no equal and that was why they wanted to attack her world from within.

      She should have known when her sister, on the other side of the galaxy, asked for her presence that it was a trap. But she loved her more than anything in the world, and even though her advisors asked her not to make the trip, she couldn’t leave Athala in distress no matter how high the chance of a trap existed.

      Had she been manipulated by a crafty fake message? Or was her sister really sick? And if that was the case, she knew with certainty it had something to do with the Kregans. The destroyers protecting Zalonda, the world where her sister Urania lived, had been called back to Arcadia Prime in the last hours preceding the final battle. The battle during which the young and peculiar human Kevin had helped them win on board their prototype warship Thalamos.

      More warships based on the prototype design were now being constructed. But first, her eccentric inventor, Ziron, would have to recover the youngling and some of the data lost when the ship prematurely exploded a few seconds before his neuronal footprint had been beamed back to the planet.

      Kalliopy became distracted from her current train of thoughts when she heard heavy footsteps approaching. She had declined the last two meals her Kregan captors had sent for fear they would drug the food in an attempt to extract information she wouldn’t willingly provide.

      Her heartbeat accelerated with each new step. Would they bring more food? Or would they ratchet things up a notch? Kregans were known to resort to both psychological and physical torture, and she was surprised they hadn’t already attempted that.

      When the door of her cell opened with a high-pitched squeak, she had to silence a yelp. It was one thing to be afraid, but she didn’t want them to know. A bright white light invaded the room and temporarily blinded Kalliopy. She raised her arm and had to blink multiple times until she began to see a large dark shape in the hallway.

      “Get up,” commanded a deep voice. “He wants to see you.”

      “Who’s he?” Kalliopy tentatively said.

      “I’m not here to chit-chat, you either get up and follow me on your own, or I’ll drag your pretty face any which way I can. The choice is yours.”

      Kalliopy swallowed hard.

      Not much of a choice, she thought.

      “And hurry up, I don’t have all day, your highness,” added the voice with no shortage of disdain in his voice.

      It took some effort on her part to get to her feet. She had stayed for days on the cold, concrete floor. Her beautiful dress now all but ruined.

      As she stepped out of the cell, she was finally able to get a better look at the rude Kregan officer. His orange skin was full of scars, some incredibly deep. No doubt the warrior type who had killed many Arcadians in the line of duty.

      “This way,” he said, with a wave of his hand.

      “Where am I going?”

      “You’ll see soon enough. For the time being, just shut up and walk. And no funny business either.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziron gracefully sauntered to Kevin’s location. Arriving at the room, he tapped on the door with his extended claws.

      “I’m not in the mood to see anybody,” said Kevin’s muffled voice from the other side.

      “I need to talk to you, and…apologize.”

      The door slid open with a whooshing sound.

      Ziron entered and was greeted with Boomer’s sharp bark and a low growl. No doubt Kevin’s pet had sensed that his current frame of mind was due to Ziron’s attitude to what had happened earlier. From what Ziron had learned from Kevin’s mind, dogs are very loyal pets.

      The Sphynx still had a hard time accepting the notion that on Earth, a lesser genetically advanced cousin race, called cats, were also pets. Even though they didn’t seem to be as loyal and as malleable as the dog.

      Maybe they’re moving into place to take over.

      With that pleasant thought, he jumped to the lower bunk opposite to Kevin’s and Boomer’s.

      “Hey, Kevin. I—I kinda need to talk with you.”

      “Yeah, you said that already. Spit it out.”

      “I’m not sure I understand what that means?”

      “You mentioned an apology.”

      “Oh, that…”

      Ziron wasn’t accustomed to apologizing to anyone. He didn’t think he needed to. After all, his highly advanced intellect was partly the reason why the Arcadians were still standing. If not for all his inventions, they would have lost the war to the Kregan already.

      But he could sense that Kevin was adamant about hearing the words.

      “I—I…” but Ziron was having a hard time uttering the words.

      “Get out. If you can’t even say it, why come in the first place?”

      Ziron’s eyes dropped, and he gazed at the dark-grey carpet for a moment before looking back into Kevin’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did. You managed your objective, and we’re still alive.”

      “That wasn’t that hard, was it?” said Kevin rather sharply.

      Oh, it was…

      “I’m not used to apologizing, that’s all.”

      “Well, for an advanced race, you sure are dumb on some levels. Saying you’re sorry is liberating, if more people took responsibility for their actions instead of blaming others for the failings in their lives, the world would be a better place. Trust me on this.”

      That was an interesting concept. One Ziron made a mental note to try and research further.

      “Now that this is out of the way, can we talk about the next part of our mission?”

      “Interesting how you’re assuming I’m still on board after the crap you pulled.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      Kevin shook his head. “Of course, I am. I’m just not doing it for you.”

      “That’s perfectly understandable. But I can’t rescue Kalliopy without you.”

      “I know. Let’s just let bygones be bygones.”

      Ziron accessed Kevin’s memory banks to fully understand the meaning of the young human. His eyes shone briefly as they always did in such circumstances.

      “Okay, here’s the deal. The tracker I’ve installed on Kalliopy stopped transmitting about five minutes after her ship was attacked.”

      “You think they disabled it?”

      “That or—I’d rather not think of the alternative.”

      “She’s alive, I know she is.”

      Is that what humans refer to as instinct? I wonder.

      “Well, good. That’s what I think too.”

      For different reasons, however, it made little sense for the enemy to go to such lengths in acquiring her just to kill her. They could have achieved that goal by destroying her ship in the first place.

      “Alright, so what’s the plan, Zee?”

      “We need more data. Without her tracker, and with days gone since she was taken, the trail has become cold.”

      “Where do we get more information then?”

      “That’s the part of the plan that worries me.”
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      “What do you mean the worst place in the universe?” exclaimed Kevin.

      Kevin and Ziron were walking along the ship’s corridor. Boomer had fallen asleep, so Kevin decided not to wake him. He must have been exhausted from their recent adventures. After all, he had seen things no other dogs ever saw. That ought to take a psychological toll on Kevin’s furry friend.

      “Can you be a little more specific?” added Kevin.

      “Well, it’s a planet that holds the biggest scum you’ll ever find in this cluster of galaxies. Killers, bandits, and worse. Not to mention it’s not a safe place for me to be in the first place.”

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say the cooks on that planet find Sphynx meat to be kind of a rare delicacy, one that rich inhabitants will pay a large sum of money to enjoy.”

      “So, it’s basically an upscale Chinese restaurant?”

      Ziron’s eyes flashed before he answered. “I guess you could say that, except that anybody who sees a Sphynx on Omicron will just drop whatever they’re doing and try catching me, hence lining their pockets with enough credits to last them for years.”

      “That’s pretty rude, I’m sorry you have to live with that kind of weight on your shoulders. So I take it Omicron is where we’re going next?”

      “It is.”

      “I heard the jump engines engage earlier, how far are we?”

      “A few hours away. That will give us time for me to teach you to use your armor optimally.”

      “I think I have the hang of it.”

      “This mission is too critical for you to just wing it. So, it’s best I put you in a virtual simulation that will be a near identical match for what you’ll encounter on Omicron.”

      Part of Kevin’s pride was hurt hearing the words, but part of him knew that winging it could be dangerous, just like it had been against their last space battle.

      “Better safe than sorry. I can understand that.”

      Ziron stopped in front of one of the multiple doors they were passing.

      “We’re here. I’ll monitor your progress from the bridge. I just need to know one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The holo-training room can be set in different ways. You can either disable pain receptors from your armor or leave them on. You can’t die in there, but you have the option to feel real pain or an attenuated version of it if you choose to.”

      Kevin didn’t like the idea of being in pain. But he remembered one of the few things his father said that actually made some sort of sense, though he didn’t get credit for coming up with it. It was something that he often repeated: No pain, no gain.

      Kevin felt a lump in his throat and swallowed hard. “Pain. I think it’s best I train in a way that prepares me from what’s coming, especially if this place is as bad as you’re saying it is.”

      “I’m afraid it’s probably worse.”

      Kevin flashed Zee two thumbs up. “Have you ever considered being a motivational speaker? You’d make a killing.”

      “Really?” asked Ziron.

      “No, I was pulling your leg. As a matter of fact, your bedside manner and pep talks suck balls,” said Kevin as he stepped into the holo-training room.
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        * * *

      

      When Kalliopy passed the decorative doors, they closed behind her, and the Kregan officer didn’t follow her into the room. It was a big change from both her tiny cell and the ship’s rather narrow corridors. The room was almost as massive as one of her palace party chambers and equally decorated.

      Kregans had a soft spot for gold and silver, and it was reflected in their trinkets and decorations. It lacked the subtlety of Arcadian craftsmanship, but it was still pleasing to the eyes. In front of her stood a long dinner table, filled with lots of food, and it was only when someone a fair bit away spoke that she realized she wasn’t alone.

      “Please, your highness, sit and have a hearty meal.”

      The Kregan man was on the other side of the table that could easily seat fifty guests or more. His voice was softer than any Kregan the princess had ever heard. Before her ship was ambushed, she had had very few direct dealings with them. But she had seen enough war reports and witnessed several of the civilized interrogations on the few prisoners they had captured over the years.

      “I’m not hungry,” she said.

      But then her stomach called out her lie, and the unceremonious sound echoed throughout the room.

      “It seems to me you are. Rest assured, it’s not poisoned if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

      “I wouldn’t trust a Kregan no matter what he says.”

      “I can understand and even respect that, your highness. Why don’t you take a seat and use the Arcadian scanner on the table that I had brought from your ship for you to scan your food? Would that be satisfactory?”

      Kalliopy took two more steps and sat on a chair. Next to one of the multiple forks displayed rested a shiny Arcadian portable scanner. No doubt taken from one of her executed crewmembers. She looked at the man and then back at the scanner.

      “Now you’re wondering if I haven’t tampered with the scanner.”

      “Are you a mind reader?”

      “No, I’m only putting myself in your shoes for a moment. Just pick it up, make some scans, and decide for yourself. I suggest you do it soon, some of the meals I’ve had my chef prepare for you are much better warm, or so I’m told. I’ve never been a fan of Arcadian cuisine.”

      Kalliopy grabbed the scanner and used its various sensors to look for foreign substances, poisons, or any other type of tampering of the food present in her vicinity. Nothing seemed tainted. She ran the device’s self-diagnostic mode and looked at the scanner’s logs. It hadn’t been used since before the attack on her ship. The last DNA that handled the interface was Arcadian. Her ship’s first officer.

      “You know this proves nothing,” she said.

      “I know. But this may be your one and only chance at a delicious meal, so it’s up to you if you want to squander it. I just thought you’d enjoy it.”

      She locked her gaze onto the man’s blue eyes. His skin was a paler shade of orange than most Kregans. There was a trace of grace in his facial traits, something rare for the species.

      “Who are you?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “As a matter of fact, it does.”

      “Very well. My name is Xonax. At your service, so to speak.”

      “The name means nothing to me.”

      “Yeah, I would imagine it doesn’t. What about Yxantion? Does that ring a bell?”

      Kalliopy recognized the name instantly. How could she not? The Kregan emperor was well known for both his cruelty and his wrath toward the Arcadian people.

      “It does. What do you have to do with him?”

      “Not much really, only that he’s my father.”

      Either the man was a liar or her spy network would need some serious overhaul. Pollux, the son of Yxantion, had been killed in battle five months ago. A fact that had sent the emperor in such a rage and thirst for revenge that it accelerated both the pace and the brutality of their war.

      “I was informed that the emperor’s only son was killed.”

      “That is partly true. My big brother did meet his demise when he underestimated your forces at the battle of Grontor. The part about his being the emperor’s only son—well, that’s another story altogether. And it’s a rather long one, so may I suggest you eat something while I tell you more about it.”

      As much as Kalliopy wanted to avoid touching any of the food, she was starving, and she could no longer stand in the presence of so many colors, aromas, and delicious-looking food. Reluctantly, she took a few bites of the well-prepared Arcadian dishes and delicacies.

      “Better,” said Xonax. “I would imagine my father prefers telling people he only had one son. We never saw eye to eye, you see.”

      Kalliopy listened to her guest explain the fallout with his murderous father and his subsequent banishment as she kept indulging in as much food as her stomach would accommodate.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin stood in a totally white room. It immediately felt unreal. The paint was so reflective it gave the entire place an ethereal feel. Almost like the representation of going to paradise. Because of the reflectiveness of the paint, Kevin couldn’t see a single seal or border in the room. He knew he had taken maybe ten paces inside, but everywhere he looked, it felt like there were no walls, no horizon. It was very disconcerting, and his mind was having a hard time reconciling with what his eyes showed him.

      “Alright, Kevin,” said Ziron. “I’m about to turn on the simulation, are you ready?”

      “Yeah, the sooner I see something different the better. I’m getting a headache just looking at this infinite brightness.”

      “Hmm—interesting, I find it relaxing.”

      “Of course you do. Just jack me up to the Matrix, already.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind, Ziron, just make it start.”

      “Alright. Good luck, Kevin. I’ll provide you with vocal support along the way to help you make the best use of your armor.”

      “Okie dokie.”

      And then the white was instantly replaced by a completely stunning world brimming with lights and movement.

      “Whoa, now that’s what I call virtual reality.”

      Kevin was standing on a street in the most futuristic city he had ever seen in either video games or movies. It was nighttime, and his eyes were overloaded by millions of lights and movement around him. Every color imaginable was within his immediate vicinity. Holographic content was hovering on the ground, in the air, and as far as the eyes could see. His mind had issues processing the overload of information.

      In the sky there was an intricate ballet of dancing lights belonging to all sorts of flying vehicles.

      “How many people live on this planet?” asked Kevin.

      “Omicron has a bit of an overcrowding problem there with about sixty-seven billion people. The capital houses a third of that.”

      “Is that where I am at the moment?”

      “Yes, it’s called Omicronia.”

      Something hit his shoulder and forced him to stumble forward.

      “Hey!” said the female that had just bumped into him. “Watch where you’re going, punk!”

      How rude.

      She looked partially humanoid, with pink skin, glowing red hair, and a full-size visor covering her eyes. She waved a dismissive hand before merging into the massive crowd made up of so many different alien life forms that it made Kevin’s head spin just looking at it.

      “We’re not in Kansas anymore, that’s for sure.”

      An open booth on his direct right flashed for a brief instant, and a sizeable upright reptile with blue scales walked out of it and joined the crowd.

      “What the hell is that booth?”

      “It’s called a Telecommuter. It lets you teleport instantly anywhere on the planet.”

      “Neat. Then why are there so many flying cars up there?”

      “The tech isn’t free. Only those with serious credits or credit lines can afford the subscription to such a fast way of traveling in-world.”

      “I see. Do I have credits in this world?”

      “Yes, they’re pretty much unlimited, but that won’t be the case once you’re on Omicron. I can forge enough of their currency for our needs, though.”

      “Understood.”

      Kevin approached the booth and jumped back in fright when it activated again, this time letting out a grey-skinned insectoid woman with reflective blue wings. Kevin touched the booth with his hand. It felt cold, and yet real.

      Kevin remembered trying out a friend’s Oculus Rift headset that allowed him to play while being inside a 3D-simulated world. His mind had been amazed by the sensation. But this was something else entirely. He really was inside that world, not through an avatar, and not through holding some clunky controllers to help him clumsily interact with stuff around him. He could feel, touch, and smell everything. For a lack of a better word, it simply felt real.

      “This technology is unbelievable. Why would anyone want to live in the real world when you can live in any simulation?”

      “As a matter of fact, it’s a rampant problem on many planets. Some worlds have basically become overcrowded with billions of non-productive customers who never leave the many VR realms they use or create for themselves. We call them the Lost.”

      “Interesting name.”

      “And accurate at the same time, they’ve lost all grip on reality. They have let themselves be subdued by these virtual worlds.”

      “Well, they have to get out sometimes to take a piss or eat, don’t they?”

      “You’d think so, but the mega-corporation who owns these virtual reality farming planets have created pods that tend to the user’s every biological need.”

      “But I take it it’s not free, right?”

      “You’re correct. There is a hefty initial payment, then they sign a contract that allows them to stay in these pods dozens of years or more. As a matter of fact, it’s much easier to get in than to ever get out.”

      “How so?”

      “We don’t really have time for a full history lesson, but in a nutshell, the mega-corps have the right to all data in a person’s mind while they’re in the system. They resell the data to other worlds as marketing research and develop patents for the ideas developed inside the virtual world. By signing the contract, the user waives any right to everything he or she thinks or invents. The exit fee is so expensive that most users are trapped there forever.”

      “That’s not fair. It’s exploitation.”

      “Nothing about Omicron and the countless similar worlds here on the rim is fair, Kevin. That’s one of the reasons I hate being in this part of space. It’s everything that is wrong with the universe amped up to eleven, really.”

      “I see you’re getting well versed with my language.”

      “Technically, it’s my AI language implant that is adapting pretty fast; but I’m glad you think so. I created it.”

      We’re so far behind in the matter of technology on Earth.

      But seeing how it was being used to enslave or exploit people instead of helping the various civilizations thrive, perhaps it was blessing in disguise that Earth lagged behind in this area.

      “Alright, what’s next, how do I train in here?”

      “You see that tall tower behind you?”

      Kevin turned and saw the biggest skyscraper he had ever seen, in fact, he had no idea where the thing ended, as it disappeared into dark-purple clouds.

      “Holy shit? Is that thing real? I mean on Omicronia? Will it be there?”

      “Yes, this is the tallest building in the entire universe as far as I know. It sticks out visually even from orbit. It nearly reaches the atmosphere and can be used as an elevator to a space dock built on its roof.”

      “This is unbelievable. I never imagined in my wildest dreams, or nightmares, that such a place could ever exist.”

      “Yeah, well, I personally don’t like it.”

      “I’m with you Zee. This doesn’t look like a place a sane mind could live a fulfilled life. It’s still impressive to look at, though.”

      “Well, once we get there, let’s try to get the info we need and get the hell out of there as fast as possible.”

      “I hear you. So I just go into that building? What happens next?”

      “I’ve programmed the simulation so that it will be difficult for you to get to the seven hundredth floor.”

      “Why that high?”

      “’Cause last I checked, that’s where the person that has info about Kalliopy lives.”

      “Can’t you beam me directly inside the person’s office?”

      “I wish it were that simple. There’s security systems that even I can’t crack installed around the building. Without entering into too much details, you’ll basically have to climb one floor at a time, all the way up to your destination.”

      “That’s a bummer. Will the simulation

      be as hard as the real mission?”

      “It will depend on how you want the simulation to be. The AI in charge of this simulation has been fed with as much data as I have found on this world. It’s a result of over fifty years of data collection. Because of your innate competitive nature, I just amped the level of aggressiveness of most inhabitants so that it provides the maximum challenge. Which means the simulation will be harder but should adequately prepare you for the real thing.”

      “Ok, like playing Doom on Ultra Nightmare. No sweat, then.”

      “Oh, you’ll sweat, believe me.”

      “Speaking of AI’s, can Mira also assist me here?”

      “I’m here to assist you.”

      “I know, Ziron, but you’re more like the admin of the place, I’d like a real-time assist, which I assume I can use on the actual mission, right?”

      “Yes, Mira can come along with you if that’s what you wish.”

      “I do.”

      “Done.”

      “Hello, Kevin,” said the sweet voice of Mira.

      “Hi, Mira. Let’s do this.”

      “Ready when you are.”

      Kevin smiled. “Ok, here goes nothing.”
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      Shit hit the fan the moment Kevin stepped into the main hallway of the building. Almost everyone in visual proximity turned their heads toward him. Before he had time to prepare himself mentally, he saw all kinds of alien life forms reach for some type of weapon and aim it at him.

      “Uh-oh!”

      “Kevin, I suggest you don’t just stand there,” proposed Mira.

      “Right,” said Kevin as blaster fire screamed past his face.

      Kevin thought shield and a large blue translucent shield materialized in front of him as he ran toward the elevator, a good hundred meters ahead. But then a burning sensation made him trip forward and crash on the cold marble floor.

      The amount of pain he felt simulated what he would have felt in real life.

      “Holy shit! Zee didn’t joke about the pain part.”

      “You are correct, but get up right now, or that large dude will cut your head clean off in less than a second,” warned Mira.

      That sent a jolt of adrenaline coursing through Kevin’s system, and he could see the energy ax coming toward his head. Instinctively, Kevin backflipped onto his feet, sacrificing a handful of hair to the swinging ax. Upon impact with the marble floor, the weapon dug through the stone with ease.

      Then he thought, Desert Eagles, and a duo of guns materialized in his hand. He squeezed the triggers and made more holes in his assailant than there are in Swiss cheese.

      The grey-skinned alien, more akin to a rhino than a human, but still a cross between the two, fell on his back with a satisfying thud.

      What a rush! Forget Doom, this is the real thing.

      What kind of antiquated weapons did you just invoke? asked Mira directly in his mind. Was that a projectile-based gun?

      “Yes, but they’re Desert Eagles, they pack a punch, and well, they look cool.”

      “Agree to disagree there, but we don’t have time to argue the subject, as a matter of fact, I had to slow down your perception of time, so I can communicate with you without putting your virtual life in jeopardy.”

      “Oh, that’s why those guys,” said Kevin pointing forward, “are all running toward me in slow motion?”

      “That’s correct. Time will resume to its normal pace shortly. But I wanted to let you know some of your options since you’ve elected me as your personal trainer over Ziron.”

      “I heard that,” said Ziron, his echoing, omniscient voice resonating over Kevin.

      “We weren’t exactly trying to hide it,” cooed Mira.

      “Yeah,” added Kevin, “even when I do try and have a personal thought, he’s still listening!”

      “I’m sorry, this is just all so exciting,” answered the Sphynx.

      “Well, giving me a little privacy from time to time wouldn’t hurt. Just saying, Zee”

      When Ziron didn’t answer, Mira continued.

      “So here’s the deal, if you die in the simulation, you’ll respawn at the beginning. But since you’ve elected to feel the pain, rather ballsy there if I may say so myself, it might be quite unpleasant, and you may be disoriented after your virtual resurrection.”

      “I don’t intend to die,” Kevin smirked.

      “Yeah, well at this level, you will, more than once.”

      “We’ll see about that. What else can you tell me? It looks like these guys have advanced a couple of meters already, and if I don’t get back in the fight very soon, they’ll get a healthy head start on trying to kill me.”

      “Ok, so you can create anything you can imagine, and the suit will make it so. Here in the virtual world, you pretty much don’t have an energy level to worry about, but in real life, even though the armor will work just as it does in the simulation, you will need to worry about power consumption. I’ll overlay this information on your neural HUD so you can see how much energy each of your weapons or defensive creations actually drain. Not wasting energy on Omicronia will be a matter of life or death.”

      “Can’t you just equip me with a bigger battery?”

      “The nano-tech of the suit is complex, and there is an exchange of energies between your body and the nanites, and they are in perpetual motion, recharging themselves, but it’s not infinite and takes time. You’ll be able to pack extra power as you would grenades, but not too much or they will slow you down, and that too could be fatal.”

      “Ok, let me have a run at it, if I get killed, we’ll talk more.”

      “Very well, Kevin, you’re the boss.”

      That was something Kevin wasn’t accustomed to hearing, but he enjoyed it very much.

      Time resumed to its normal pace, and Kevin emptied the clips of his guns at two of the nearest targets, one coming at him with a lightsaber and one with some sort of pulse cannon, which Kevin didn’t intend to become the recipient of.

      His years of practice playing first-person shooters really paid off, and he managed the headshots with ease, barely registering how fast his heart was beating, and thoroughly enjoying the simulation.

      But when he tried shooting at a mechanical humanoid, his gun refused to fire.

      Oh crap, here comes the Terminator.

      Thinking reload, he recharged both his clips, but the bullets bounced off the hard metal shell of the robot hurtling toward him.

      Time for a change in strategy. By thinking he could fly, a jetpack formed on his back and he shot upward just in time to avoid a deadly punch from the cybernetic enemy. Then he remembered what Mira had said, and it gave him an idea.

      Grenades.

      Five concussion grenades flew off of him in a star pattern and exploded shortly after hitting the marble floor, sending three-dozen attackers to their deaths. The amount of blood, of all colors and viscosity levels, was so realistic, that Kevin almost puked.

      It was one thing seeing blood in video games with his butt uncomfortably parked in his crappy bedroom chair, but it was another hearing the drips and drops and his mind making it seem downright real.

      Kevin stabilized in midair for a moment, trying to get some sort of situational awareness of the mess below. Because the atrium was massive, he was hovering a good twenty meters over his enemies. Or so he thought. Another two metallic foes jumped and rocket flames ignited under their feet to propel them in his direction.

      Localized EMP pulse gun was what his mind came up with. He fired the first shot toward the nearest tango and was overjoyed with the result. The EMP pulse disabled the cybernetic enemy, cut its thrust instantly, and then gravity did the rest.

      By the time Kevin turned around, the red glow of a laser pointer filled his eyes, and he felt his mind melt as everything went black for a few seconds. It felt as if Kevin was losing parts of his mind, his memories, and an uncomfortable burning sensation was present for most of it. Then everything around him changed, and he stood in the middle of the street back on Omicronia, where he first arrived in the VR world.

      “Crap!”
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      “So, basically,” said Kalliopy after taking a sip of the exquisite white-bean coffee, “you don’t like your father, and you’d like to take his place.”

      Sitting back in her chair, she had to admit that everything she had eaten had been made to perfection, some of it even better than her royal cooks had ever created.

      “I just despise the man and his methods. I mean, I wouldn’t go as far as having him killed, he’s still my father but. . .”

      “And the reason why you’re telling me all of this?”

      “I wanted to reassure you that I don’t mean you any harm. We do need to know how to get past your defenses, that’s true, but it’s not to give my father an advantage over you.”

      “Then what is it for?”

      “I think you know.”

      Kalliopy took the last sip of the coffee.

      “I really don’t, Xonax, please, enlighten me.”

      The Kregan prince rose from his chair and slowly walked toward Kalliopy. This man’s demeanor, grace, and posture was equal to what she had seen in the Arcadian royal court. But he could have set all this up in order to gain her trust.

      And the day Kalliopy of Arcadia trusted a Kregan would never come. No matter how charming he appeared on the outside, she knew all-too-well how cruel, brutal, and deviant his race was.

      “It’s all about the human, you see.”

      “What human? I don’t follow.”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, if anything, I was hoping this meal would deserve some honesty in return.”

      “There, you see, if you expected something in return for what you perceive a good deed, that’s not a good action, that’s a ploy. I’m not very receptive to those. But for what it’s worth, thank you for the meal,” she said as she rubbed her belly. “It certainly was delicious.”

      Xonax chuckled. “I only expected to have a conversation. You want to keep your secrets, that’s your prerogative.”

      “Then I guess I should return to my cell now?”

      “It’s up to you really.”

      “Let me guess, if I please you in other ways, you’ll arrange for a comfortable bed with Arcadian satin sheets next? Do I strike you as an easy girl, Prince?”

      “Don’t call me that, please. The chasm that separates my father and me is mutual. I am no prince, nor is he my emperor.”

      “You’re an interesting Kregan, I’ll grant you that. But I’m not going to tell you anything about how to take advantage of my people, no matter how nice your pretend gifts are.”

      Xonax placed a palm on his chest and bowed playfully. “I’m hurt that you would see this as only a ploy. But if the situation were reversed, I think I would be just as suspicious as you are. Though, you know what? Since I can tell you’re no longer enjoying yourself in my company, I’ll leave you with what I know so far, and why I was hoping for your cooperation.”

      “Let me stop you right there, there will be no cooperation.”

      “Very well, but let me tell you anyway. You see, we managed to dig into your ship’s computer and find enough information to access logs of distant probes around your world. Some of which recorded a very interesting battle, the one we’ve both technically lost. It took some doing, but we detected a neuronal sub-space link with your prototype warship that took out an impossible number of Kregan ships before it exploded.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Kalliopy, smiling.

      “Be that as it may, but let me tell you, you are as bad a liar as you are beautiful, your highness. Nevertheless, it seems an external force helped you defeat my father’s army, which peaked my interest. As a matter of fact, I’ve sent my own spy to this distant world hoping to locate the human that helped you take full advantage of your new ship.”

      Kalliopy visibly swallowed. That was not the kind of news she wanted to hear.

      “And?” she said before biting her lip.

      “I see I finally got your attention. Good. Well, he was no longer there. In his wake, however, my spy found a dead Kregan assassin.”

      Good, Ziron got to Kevin first.

      “I’m not sure what you’re expecting me to say on the matter.”

      “Well, I would imagine you’d want to know why I’d like to get my hands on Kevin.”

      He knows his name. I should have known. He’s trying to play me.

      “Who’s Kevin?”

      Xonax smiled. “I see. I guess we shall continue this conversation the next time you’re hungry.”

      “Oh, I’ve stuffed myself so much, that might take days.”

      “I’m a patient man. As you’ll no doubt learn.”

      Xonax pressed a holo-control on a small bracelet he wore on his left hand. Shortly after, the dining room doors split open, and the same officer that had brought her here stepped in.

      “Want me to throw her back into her hole?” said the Kregan officer.

      The semi-permanent smile on Xonax’s face vanished; in its place was a cold hard frown and a gaze that left nothing to the imagination about what would happen to anyone who crossed this man’s limits.

      Xonax pressed another control on his bracelet and then something unexpected happened.

      The Kregan guard fell to his knees, grabbed his head, and began screaming in agony.

      “That’s no way of treating someone of royal blood.”

      While Kalliopy had not enjoyed the way the rude guard had talked with her, he hadn’t been violent or so insulting as to deserve the level of pain she was witnessing.

      “Please, stop,” she implored.

      Another flick of Xonax’s finger and the screaming stopped. The Kregan guard panted heavily, both his palms gripping the floor.

      “That seemed a little extreme,” complained Kalliopy.

      “I don’t like disrespect. I’ve observed such behavior in this one for a while now.”

      “Nevertheless, the use of extreme force is something you seem to share with your father. For all your talk about his methods, you don’t seem to be using better ones. Thank you for the lovely meal, but if you’ll allow me, I’d like to return to my hole now.”

      “About that, the cell you were kept in isn’t worthy of a guest of your importance, so I took the liberty of having a proper room prepared for you.”

      Kalliopy sighed heavily. “Don’t think because you’re treating me better than your father would have that I will forget your heritage. I thank you for the meal and the better accommodations, but it won’t win you any favors regarding my cooperation.”

      “Who said it had to? It’s been a pleasure, Princess.”

      The Kregan guard took a minute to regain his senses and slowly guided the princess outside, in a much more dignified manner.
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      “I told you, didn’t I?” asked Mira.

      “What?” said Kevin.

      “That you’d get killed at this level of difficulty. You should have started at a lower setting.”

      “Ziron thought I could handle it, and truth be told, I enjoy a challenge.”

      “Nevertheless, we may not have time for this. At the very least, now that you’re back to the beginning of the simulation, let me explain what else you can do and use.”

      “I got it, I think of something, it gets done, and I kick ass. I’ll see you in ten minutes, with my mission objective accomplished.”

      “Kevin, may I?”

      “No, Mira, let me do this.”

      There was a slight pause. “Very well.”

      Kevin re-entered the building and changed strategies involving swords and shurikens, but he only lasted an additional sixty-five seconds before being fragged once more, this time he was cut in half. While the pain setting was only active for a split second after VR death, that one had not been a pleasant experience. Not that having his brain melted by a blaster had been a picnic either.

      Kevin’s face pinched into a tension-filled expression.

      “Can we talk now?”

      “No!”

      “See you soon, then, Kevin. I would say good luck, but, well—”

      Kevin raised a finger. “Not another word.”

      When it became clear that Mira would keep silent, Kevin walked back into the line of fire. And again and again for the better part of two hours. Mira had long since stopped trying to offer advice.

      Eventually, Kevin got lonely, and his repeated failures started to affect his spirit.

      I’m never gonna save Kalliopy. What was I thinking?

      On his umpteenth respawn, Kevin decided to take a break and visit more of the town before heading into more butchery. In the last hour, he’d been sliced, diced, cooked extra crispy, imploded from the inside out, decapitated, flattened into a pancake, and way more gruesome ends he preferred not to remember. And each time he felt the pain, even though it lasted for a brief moment.

      The worst of it was in the attempts where he was badly wounded but not dead. Suffering through the real pain of these situations had almost overloaded his mind and made him lose his marbles. But part of him knew that this was just a simulation, and that’s how he endured it all in the hope it would make him stronger and better at the game, and by association, have him battle ready for the real thing.

      Except it wasn’t a game. The life of Kalliopy depended on his ability to do this, and just like any other time in his life, he could almost hear his father telling him how much of a loser he was. Kevin definitely had a strong case of the blues. And that’s why he decided to take a breather.

      This town ain’t that bad; that is, when people aren’t trying to kill you at every turn.

      He was half expecting someone from the crowd to jump him out of the blue, that maybe the entire city was part of the training, but the more he walked away from the never-ending building, the more he felt safer and relaxed.

      Sure he got some dirty looks and quite a few insults that his suit happily translated for him. After all, he looked like himself in this world, and he was sticking out like a sore thumb. The number of glowing lights, billboards, and holographic commercials were mind-numbing. But since he had never seen or experienced anything like it, he found it almost calming.

      He could spend years in here and not see everything. As far as the eyes could see there was life, light, and perpetual movement. It felt both crazy and magical, in a civilization-gone-mad kind of way that was.

      He probably walked for ten minutes when he decided to look back. The building didn’t look any less impressive from a distance. But looking at it filled his heart with dread.

      I’m never gonna be ready in time.

      “Sure you will,” said Ziron, then immediately added. “Oopsie.”

      Kevin chuckled. “Have you been monitoring my thoughts all this time?”

      “Only since you decided to go on your walkabout.”

      “What’s a walkabout?”

      “That’s just a theory from someone I met a long time ago.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “I don’t really remember much besides the name, something about finding yourself when you feel lost or something along those lines.”

      “Well, sounds appropriate. And it’s not someone you once met, do you take me for a fool?”

      “What? I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “It’s from one of my favorite Babylon 5 episodes, so, in fact, you dug out the term from my memories!”

      “Oh—maybe it is. Then why did you ask me?”

      Kevin sighed. “Because I felt like talking, I guess.”

      “She will talk with you if you ask her nicely.”

      “I feel like I disappointed her.”

      “You can never disappoint me,” Mira’s sweet voice interrupted the conversation. “I’m just worried about you. I wish there were something I could do to make you feel better.”

      Kevin smiled. “You just did.”

      “You can do it, Kevin. I know it with every electron of my being. You need to stop being so damn hard on yourself. If you put the bar too high, of course, you’ll fail. Just take it one step at a time.”

      “Kalliopy’s fate is in my hands if I don’t set the bar too high, what chances do I have to rescue her?”

      “Well, more chances than letting you hack at your psyche by expecting the impossible out of yourself.”

      “I always play video games on their hardest level. And I always managed.”

      “Except this is not your human-based video game. What your world defines as AI and what this simulation can provide are two different things; they are so far apart from one another, just like the distance between our worlds. The rules aren’t the same here. You can’t possibly compare this AI to your benchmark, Doom in Ultra Nightmare level, Kevin. Have you stopped for just a second to consider this?”

      Perhaps he was looking at it the wrong way. Mira, on her own, was so advanced and felt so human in her interactions with him. As a matter of fact, he was pretty sure she could pass the Turing test without breaking a digital sweat. What did humans have that even compared to her? Siri? Bixby? These were barely apt at being smart virtual assistants as they were.

      In a world where technology was incredibly advanced, was it really failure to expect himself to win on maximum difficulty? Mira was on to something.

      “Let me ask you this, Mira. Do you think you can program the simulation to act as realistically as possible?”

      “Of course I can.”

      “And how much easier would it make the building simulation?”

      “By my estimate, a good five-hundred and twenty-seven times easier, give or take point one percent.”

      “You’re shitting me? Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

      “Oh, Kevin…Believe me, I’ve been trying.”

      Kevin smiled. “Right. . .Perhaps I should try it on a realistic level then.”

      “That sounds like the right course of action, Kevin. Level has been adjusted. What about the pain receptors? Should I dampen them to say twenty percent?”

      “Sure, I think I got a taste of what real death would feel like. No need to go overboard.”

      “Shall we try again?”

      Kevin turned back and accelerated his pace. Soon a booth on the left side of the street flashed three times on his HUD overlay.

      “Why not take a shortcut?” asked Mira.

      Kevin stepped into the booth and was teleported back to the beginning.
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      “Mind if I give you the couple of pointers I wanted to give you earlier? I’ll also be with you when you’re really on Omicron, so it’s not exactly a cheat.”

      She knows me pretty well.

      “Sure thing, girl, give me your pearls of wisdom.”

      Kevin heard Mira chuckle like when his sister and her friends got together, and he found it as endearing as it was surprising.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You called me girl, that’s the first time.”

      Kevin’s face turned red. “I—I’m sorry, I hope I haven’t offended you.”

      “Relax, Kevin. I’m not easily offended.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. So you wanted to give me a couple of pointers?”

      “Yes. You see you can invoke a fighting pet to accompany you during your mission. Think of an animal you’d like to go into battle with, and it shall appear.”

      “Isn’t that a cheat? Plus, in the real world, I doubt my armor can do that.”

      “That’s correct. But we could equip Boomer with similar armor, you’d just be in command of the shape it takes.”

      “No! There’s no way I’m putting Boomer in danger.”

      “I respect that, but maybe you should reconsider. Right now it’s not important, just think of a fighting pet, and it will appear. You can then decide if it’s helpful or not. You know, one step at a time.”

      Kevin knew very well which animal he would want to go into battle with and the thought just made him smile like a little kid that found the key to the candy store and had free reign after hours.

      Kevin glanced one last time at the massive building and took a deep breath.

      Let’s do this.

      Things changed when he entered the atrium. This time around not all the people turned into killing machines, only a few did. The first wave of enemies resembling the human-rhino hybrid and two cybernetic life forms were much easier to dispatch. Which bolstered his confidence.

      For the first time since he attempted the virtual mission, he actually made it to the elevator controls and entered the elevator cage.

      “Floor?” asked a feminine voice.

      “Seven hundredth.”

      “That floor is restricted to citizen category twenty-four and above.”

      “What’s my level?”

      “Five.”

      “And how high will that get me?”

      “Two hundredth floor is your maximum. Should I take you there?”

      We’ll see about that.

      “By all means.”

      The elevator accelerated at an incredible speed, and before Kevin realized it, the elevator dinged, and the doors began slowly splitting open.

      “There’s a high level of violence on this level. Have a nice day,” said the elevator voice as blaster bolts streaks screamed uncomfortably close to Kevin’s ears.

      “Thanks for the head’s up,” he said as he jumped forward and rolled on the floor to avoid more incoming fire. He quickly scanned the area and found cover behind a metallic statue depicting an alien he hadn’t yet encountered in the simulation. One that had huge wings that provided a greater surface cover.

      Apparently he arrived at crossfire between two factions trying to kill each other. He wasn’t exactly a direct target. Just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Being on the side of the hallway with the elevator, he automatically belonged to the humanoid side that was battling cybernetic enemies.

      He activated his EMP pulse cannon and started thinning the herd.

      “Who are you?” asked a female fighter who was taking cover under a similar statue on the other side of the wall. “And, more importantly, where can I get that gun?”

      “Nowhere, I made it with my mind,” said Kevin, displaying a proud smirk.

      “That makes no sense whatsoever. But thanks for the assist, stranger.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Kevin as an energy bolt streaked so near his eyes that he could feel the heat practically burning his retinas. “Why are you fighting?”

      “We want to go higher and since the elevator doesn’t let us we have to foray our way upward.”

      “Why do you want to get higher?”

      “Are you a newbie or what? All the riches lie at the top. We’ve had it with this crap, we want better food, better accommodations, better everything really.”

      “And you can take that by force?”

      “What other way is there when the government is totalitarian like here on Omicron. You’re obviously not from here; where are you from?”

      “It’s a little complicated, and I have to get to the seven-hundredth floor, so, unfortunately, I need to keep moving.”

      The girl laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “The fact that you think you can climb five hundred plus floors let alone the next ten. I don’t care what weaponry you hold, it will never work. The seven-hundredth floor is so high you could almost touch the stars. You’ll never get there, but I appreciate your enthusiasm. Was nice knowing you, newbie.”

      Kevin wanted to argue but what was the point? This person was a virtual NPC, she didn’t exist beyond the walls of the simulator. Or did she? In any case, even if her non-player character was based on a realistic simulation of her brainwaves, that version wasn’t real.

      As for the impossibility of getting all the way to the top, he wouldn’t fail this challenge.

      Kevin gave her a two-finger salute and ran toward the enemy with renewed motivation. Into the fire he ran, fearless, with more courage than even he thought possible.
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      Kevin stepped out of the VR simulation after ten straight hours of fighting. He was panting and had sweated so much he couldn’t bear his own smell anymore.

      “That was mighty impressive,” said Mira.

      “Thank you. I sure had my doubts a couple of times along the way. But determination is key. And thank you for making it realistic. I clearly went overboard with my initial approach.”

      “I’m glad to serve you, Kevin. You have a beautiful mind, always coming up with unpredictable solutions to the problems you encounter. Some of them defied logic, and I questioned if they would work, but you did make it work. Congratulations. I think you’re ready for the real thing. That’s why it’s so important for you to be the one helping us on this mission.”

      Finally, someone recognized his abilities. It felt good not being the family loser for a change.

      “Thank you, Mira. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Not true, but thank you. I just provided the right advice at the right time. I must admit that flying creature you used was a stroke of genius. It allowed you to climb to higher levels much easier. What is it called again?”

      Kevin smiled. “A dragon.”

      “Right. You’ll need one of those when we get to Omicron, you know that, right?”

      Kevin knew where the AI was going with this. His first reaction was outrage, but he managed not to vocalize it. There was no way he was turning his best friend in the whole world into a dragon to be shot down by a legion of crazy Omicronians.

      “I can’t let you do that. Boomer is just a pet. All he wants is some food, love, and to play. He doesn’t understand anything beyond that.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      Kevin was about to argue with the AI about how canines worked when he felt a deep sense of dread fill his soul.

      “What the hell did you do?”

      “I haven’t done anything. Ziron, however…”

      “Son of a bi—”

      Kevin sprinted toward the bridge. Swearing continuously through gritted teeth. Now he understood why Ziron had kept quiet for most of the time Kevin trained inside the VR simulation.

      If he’s laid a finger on Boomer or hurt him in any way, I’m going to kill him!
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a pretty rude thing to say,” complained Ziron. “I can’t believe you’re not more grateful.”

      “Grateful for what?” howled Boomer. “I’ve gotten used to not being understood my entire life except by other dogs. Plus, we have other ways of communicating with our masters you twit.”

      “What other ways? Wagging your tiny tail? That’s a very advanced way of communicating.”

      “Well, it works!”

      “On Earth, maybe. Here,” Ziron swatted his paw in the air, “out there in the cold of deep space, you need to be able to talk.”

      “Yes, and that’s why I told you before. ‘Up yours’.”

      “Why did I even bother?”

      Boomer’s ears shot up. “You hear that sound? That’s the sound of Kevin on his way to rip you a new one.”

      “Maybe I should retire to my quarters.”

      Boomer tripled in size and morphed into a Doberman Pinscher thanks to his nano-armor and growled at Ziron.

      Every hair on the Sphynx’s fur stood straight up as if they were magnetized.

      “Easy there, I was just kidding. Though, I’m not sorry I gave you a voice and all the extra abilities that the armor will grant you.”

      “Say that to him. You’re about two seconds away from finding out you don’t mess with Kevin’s canine friend.”

      “I’m his friend too.”

      Boomer laughed-barked-howled out loud and morphed back into his Beagle shape while remaining triple his size. “Sure you are. Let’s test that funky theory of yours, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      The bridge’s doors slid open with their usual whooshing sound, and Kevin burst in with a vengeance. It didn’t take a genius to see that he was mad.

      Ziron raised a timid paw. “Hello, Kevin, my—my friend.”

      “Hi, Kev,” said Boomer casually.

      Kevin skid to a stop and his eyes grew so big that it looked like they were trying to escape their sockets.

      “Boomer? Is—is that you?”

      “Right, my size.”

      Boomer let his body return to his natural size and started wagging his tail for good measure. “Sorry, that must have been a shock for you. Better?”

      Boomer could tell from the dumbfounded look on Kevin’s face that this had probably been a rhetorical question. “No?”

      “You—you—you’re talking.”

      “Yeah, aaaaaah…Right. If it makes it any better, I’ve always talked, you just couldn’t understand me. But now that you understand every word of it, I guess I kinda like it. At first, I wanted to make myself a Sphynx sandwich, but now I’m getting used to my own voice.”

      Ziron hissed at Boomer.

      But Kevin pointed an accusing finger right in front of his nose, putting an end to the empty threat.

      “You!” screamed Kevin. “You did this! Without my consent.”

      “Well, you’ll need backup, we both know that.”

      “I’m not putting Boomer in danger this way. That’s not happening.”

      “Uh—not to be bitchy or anything,” said Boomer. “After all, you have the blue cat for that, but you may not want to talk about me as if I wasn’t here or pretend you can make all my decisions for me. That’s the one thing that I’ve always found baffling about humans. While you guys may think you know better than us what we need, when we need to eat, when it’s the best time for our bodily functions. I mean the list goes on and on, but you often miss our cues. Why can’t we have our say in these matters?”

      Kevin blinked multiple times, opened his mouth, but then stayed silent. Finally, he commented, “I—I hadn’t thought about that. I’m sorry, pal.”

      “That’s okay, buddy,” said Boomer accompanied by a happy half-bark, half-yowl.

      “So, are you saying you’d want to come with me under fire?”

      “The under fire part doesn’t exactly thrill me. I’m still squishy-pooping since our encounter with the Kregan assassin, but I like the thought of you running alone into danger even less. At least I could try to help if I can.”

      “That’s just gross,” complained Ziron.

      “Shut up,” Boomer barked sharply, then smirked.

      “What he said,” added Kevin with a chuckle.

      “Great, I’m giving these two powers beyond their imagination, and I’m being treated this way. Next, you’ll have Mira turning against me.”

      Kevin smiled as he probably sensed what was coming next.

      “Well…” said Mira. “I told you this wouldn’t go well. And I’m forced to side with Kevin on this one. Before you did anything to Boomer, you should have asked for his permission.”

      “There,” said Ziron, throwing both paws up in frustration. “I knew it. Everyone hates me.”

      Kevin looked at Boomer with a huge grin. “This is kinda cool though, that we can talk like this.”

      “Yeah, now I won’t have to paw you repeatedly or pee on the carpet for you to realize I need a pole or a tree STAT.”

      Kevin laughed until his eyes burned with tears.

      “I’m glad you find it funny,” added Boomer. “But yes, it’s pretty cool.”

      “Still, I couldn’t ask you to come with me on the mission,” said Kevin. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “See,” barked Boomer. “You’re doing it again. I do have a say in this.”

      Kevin thought about it, even though his mind was still trying to grapple with the fact that he was talking to his pet and they were arguing about stuff. So many times when Kevin was down, he had hoped that his best friend could answer with words, and now that he could, Kevin had a hard time thinking that this was all but a weird dream.

      He pinched himself. “Nope, I guess it’s real. Okay, Boomer, so what is it you want to do?”

      “That’s a very existential question when you think about it. But if you mean about the mission, it’s pretty simple. You’re my master, but you’re also my best friend. So I can’t let you risk your life without trying to help if I can. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      Kevin smiled. “That’s the exact same reason why I don’t think you should come along.”

      “And yet you’ve decided thousands of times for me before now, so I think this time we’ll agree to disagree, and hopefully you can respect my wishes and abide by my decision.”

      Boomer frantically wagged his tail to help sweeten the deal.

      As much as Kevin wanted to try and convince his cute little Beagle friend against risking his life by helping him, part of him felt overjoyed that they could not only speak now but also perhaps share much more. Something Kevin always wished ever since he got Boomer.

      “Fair enough. Do you know what a dragon is?”

      Boomer started growing, morphing into a beautiful and scary black-scaled creature. The Boomer-dragon was relatively small in size, but he couldn’t expand all the way due to the limited size of the Osiris’ bridge. Ziron screeched in fear and went to hide under his consoles.

      “None of that on my ship!” he complained, his voice trembling and interspersed with hissing sounds.

      “Nice!” exclaimed Kevin, ignoring Ziron’s complaints altogether. “I guess that’s settled then. We’re going to kick ass together.”

      As an answer, Boomer roared so loud that the entire bridge trembled and shook.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”
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        * * *

      

      The Osiris jumped out of hyperspace a few minutes travel from Omicron at sub-light speed. The orbital space was well known for being a perfect area for pirate ambushes; the last thing Ziron and Kevin needed right now was another thing to worry about. The Osiris transporters were more than capable of beaming Kevin from that distance.

      “So you’re clear on what you need to do?” asked Ziron.

      “Get in, find Jared, and have him spill the beans, either voluntarily or otherwise, on where Kalliopy is.”

      “Correct. Don’t take no for an answer; Jared is a bit of an eccentric, but he’s not the most courageous being out there. Boomer’s dragon form should be more than enough to scare the crap out of him.”

      Kevin flashed Ziron a thumbs up.

      “And remember, I’ve linked your suits. You can control both yours and Boomer’s, though he can decide on his own as well. You can override him if you feel you have to.”

      Boomer growled.

      “Or not,” added Ziron.

      “We’re good, thank you, Zee.”

      Ziron nodded. “And, of course, Mira will be with you to assist as needed.”

      Kevin nodded. “Time to beam us down.”

      “Very well. Good luck.”

      Ziron slid his paw up on the holographic controls projected in front of him, and bright green light enveloped Kevin, and he disappeared into nothingness.

      Boomer looked to each side before growling. “Why am I still here?”

      Sparks flew from the console below Ziron’s hovering cushion. “Oh dear…oopsie.”

      Boomer morphed into a Rottweiler, snarled and flashed some seriously yellow teeth at Ziron. “What do you mean, oopsie?”

      “I think we have a problem.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin rematerialized in the middle of Omicronia, which seemed even more crowded and flashy than it did in VR training. He looked around, trying to get his bearings and find Boomer. But his best friend was nowhere to be seen.

      “Boomer? Boomer? Where are you?”

      People around Kevin scrambled and flattened themselves to the ground, covering their heads.

      What the hell?

      Once they realized they had done so in error, they got back to their feet dusting themselves off and throwing daggers at Kevin.

      “Mira, where’s Boomer?”

      “My sensors aren’t detecting him anywhere around. It’s possible he didn’t beam down with you.”

      “Why would that be?”

      “Off the top of my head? Ziron’s clunky, unverified programming. He’s a very talented inventor, but with regard to reliability, it’s not exactly his forte.”

      Like Apple products after Steve Jobs’ passing, thought Kevin.

      “Can we ask Ziron over subspace?”

      “I’ve tried that already; the ship isn’t responding.”

      “That’s not good. What if they were attacked?”

      “The ship is at the farther end of my sensor range, but it’s still there. Ziron probably just overloaded something during transport. He’s probably already working on a fix. We should proceed with the mission.”

      “I thought you were adamant I don’t do this alone.”

      “I’m sure Ziron will send Boomer along shortly. We’re kind of on the clock here. The more time passes, the fewer chances Jared’s information will be actionable.”

      Dusting himself off, the last nearby alien got back to his feet and emitted a rumbling throat noise that Kevin associated with serious frustration.

      “Why the hell did you jump to the ground like that?” asked Kevin.

      The tall purple-skinned alien was svelte and had big pupil-less, bulbous-green eyes that made his face look like a cross between a humanoid and a fly. The eyes almost looked fake and made of glass, and Kevin could see many lights reflecting on their shiny surface. But when his eyelids washed over their large surface and hydrated them with a quick blink, Kevin reconsidered his first assessment.

      “You said Boomer, twice! You fool,” roared the alien, followed by a series of strange noises that Kevin didn’t understand.

      Mira, why didn’t the translator work?

      What he said there doesn’t deserve wasting CPU cycles, trust me.

      Charming.

      “I did say Boomer simply because it’s the name of my dog, pal—well, my friend.”

      The alien cocked his head to the side. “You’re not from here, are you?”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Nobody on this planet would be named Boomer. Plus I’ve never seen such an ugly DNA splicing as yours. That pinkish-hued skin. Yuck.”

      Kevin blinked slowly three times without saying another word, letting the comment sink in.

      “Nice to meet you too, pal. Are you going to tell me why anyone wouldn’t call themselves Boomer, or do you have other nice things to say about my complexion?”

      “That’s the war cry of the Crimson Dawn terrorist group. Before they blow themselves up and three city blocks along with them, they shout Boom—and it’s being posited that another syllable is supposed to come after, but we don’t know because they always explode while shouting.”

      Kevin passed a hand through his hair while releasing a long sigh.

      “So basically it may not be ‘Boomer’ that they cry.”

      “Anything with Boom in front of it is pretty much banned from the Omicron vocabulary. You may want to ask your friend to change his name.”

      Fat chance of that. I just wish he were here.

      “You may also want to scramble,” said the alien.

      “Why?”

      “You’ve beamed into the city outside of the transport pods, that’s a serious violation, drones are probably on their way to arrest you.”

      Great! Just great!

      “Thanks, man.”

      “How rude! I’m female,” said the alien turning away and blabbering more incomprehensible sounds as she left.

      Kevin blinked a couple more times before turning around and running toward the imposing building.
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      Boomer kept barking and growling at Ziron. In his oversized Rottweiler form, he was scary and imposing, especially next to a svelte and medium-sized Sphynx. Boomer drooled and glared as if would swallow the cute kitty cat with just one bite if he felt like it.

      “That won’t make me fix the problem any faster,” Ziron protested.

      “I beg to differ. Fear is a great motivator.”

      “Maybe on your planet.”

      “What if I served you lightly salted for my next meal?” barked Boomer.

      “Savage!”

      “When my master and best friend’s life hangs in the balance, you bet your furry ass. Now shut up and fix this, Kevin needs me!”

      Ziron hissed and almost immediately regretted it. Boomer opened his mouth wide, displaying yellow canines and white-foaming spittle.

      “On second thought—” Ziron added.

      Boomer waited until Ziron returned to quickly entering commands on his holo-console to crack a smile. However, it didn’t last long. He was worried for Kevin and worried that without backup, Kevin might put himself into a situation where he would be unable to escape on his own. The fact that Ziron had temporarily lost connection with Mira didn’t help either.
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        * * *

      

      Everything was going fine until the twenty-seventh floor. There had been far less engagement for Kevin than in his simulation, even though the elevator had refused to let him climb as high as it did in the simulation, which Kevin didn’t anticipate. Upon arrival to the floor, bullets and blaster fire started ringing near his ears the moment he exited the stairway. It definitely was bad luck for Kevin to walk into a gang war, two factions living in the building trying to destroy each other. And, still, he needed to get to the upper floors, and no one seemed interested in letting him go on his merry way.

      Unlike in the simulation, elevator access began at the hundredth-floor level, which didn’t make any sense but was an efficient way of separating the higher class from the rest of the peons.

      Kevin made a mental note to kick Ziron’s ass for the lack of so-called realism he had sold him on in the simulation. Clearly, the rules were different here.

      Mira had failed in hacking the elevator, no matter how many times she tried; there seemed to be an army of skilled hackers always defeating her attempts at every turn. Kevin had exhausted less than five percent of his power reserve, which was about what he expected, but he hoped to find a charging port that he could hack to give him a boost, should his suit need additional juice.

      What bothered him the most was the fact that there was no sign of Boomer. Ziron would definitely get an earful if Kevin survived the day. But he had to, as Kalliopy’s life was in his hands.

      Rogue blaster fire bounced off his head, his armor shield deflecting it away and bringing his mind back to the present.

      Damn!

      Nothing to worry about, your shield is still strong, corrected Mira in his mind.

      Well, at least there’s that.

      May I ask why you are lost in your thoughts? This hardly seems like the optimum time to do so.

      I’m worried about Boomer, and Kalliopy, though I must admit worrying for someone I barely know is strange. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed meeting her, but…

      But you wonder if this is your fight?

      While he wouldn’t have put it exactly this way, that was the correct sentiment. After all, why was an outsider doing this? Wouldn’t a highly trained Arcadian military veteran have better chances of helping the princess?

      I can sense your emotions, said Mira. I think it’s mighty brave of you, putting yourself in danger. It speaks volumes about your character.

      Thanks, I guess. Truth be told, I’ve barely had time for a breather since that assassin came to Earth for me. I guess I just went along for the ride, but now that you mention it, I do have my doubts.

      That’s perfectly normal. But you’re probably safer with the right tech here than you and your family would have been back on Earth with the Kregan sending more operatives to finish the job.

      My family? Please tell me they’re not going to hurt them while I’m away?

      It’s always a possibility, but Ziron sent enough sentries to your world to guard them. Eventually, the Kregan will get the message that you’re not there and will leave.

      That did nothing to reassure Kevin about his family. Granted, he wasn’t fond of his father, but losing his mother or his sister was an entirely different story.

      And how certain are you of this?

      I estimate there is a seventy-two percent chance your family won’t be caught in the crossfire.

      That still left a twenty-eight percent chance they might. All of a sudden, Kevin’s mind raced to places it shouldn’t go, especially not in the middle of a gang war with blaster fire flying about in all directions. Kevin became lightheaded as his heart raced stronger than he thought was possible. The sensation against his ribcage compressing on itself also made him feel uneasy.

      I can’t do this! I need to get back to Earth. My parents must be worried that I haven’t been home for more than a day.

      Kevin, I sense you’re in distress right now, but understand this: the robotic sentries have already dispatched two Kregan incursions to Earth with no danger to your loved ones. They’re still operational, and I have real-time data on your family as well.

      You should have started with that piece of information. Show me!

      Mira superimposed some holographic footage of his family having dinner back on Earth. Everyone seemed happy, even Kevin. Wait! What?

      Why am I looking at myself? How is that even possible?

      One of the sentries is using a holographic projection to impersonate you.

      And my parents, and even my sister haven’t noticed it’s not me? Bullshit!

      As a matter of fact, they haven’t shown any signs of doubt.

      Great, a dumb robot can pretend to be me.

      You seem to forget that we have your neuronal footprint. I can assure you that the sentry depiction of you is quite accurate, down to the things you usually do at night when you’re alone in your bed.

      Kevin felt so much shame upon hearing Mira’s words that he turned redder than a ripe tomato.

      I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.

      Whatever works for you.

      Like that would help. He was a young man, after all, bursting with hormones. But no matter how he tried justifying it to himself, he still felt ashamed.

      At that moment, a nearby explosion took him out of his self-condemnation.

      I really suggest we get back to the problem at hand, said Mira.

      Kevin actually wanted nothing more than to change the subject, so he scooted out of cover and started blasting anyone that stood in his way. It felt like a game of Doom all over again.
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        * * *

      

      Even though she had had trouble falling asleep, Kalliopy actually slept like a baby once she finally succumbed. Being given luxurious quarters with soft satin sheets had been quite the step up from the cold and damp cell she had woken to when this all began.

      She felt rested and able to think. But that alone was a double-edged sword. She knew this gesture on the prince’s part was not without reason. Surely, his apparent kindness was part of his plan. It was still surprising though as Kregans weren’t exactly known for their subtlety. They were the “fire first ask questions later” kind of people, using sheer strength and numbers to bring their enemies to their knees.

      It was clear that Xonax was being nice to obtain something from her. But she wondered what that was even though it was pretty clear it had something to do with Kevin. She had no doubt that eventually he’d be making his next move and reveal a little more information. Then she could try and figure out what his endgame was.

      However, for the time being, she felt less like a prisoner and more like a guest. That would change when she resisted whatever Xonax wanted from her, so she would have to try and buy some time or try to escape on her own.

      But her quarters were not only sealed from the outside, guards were also stationed in front of her door.

      Appearances didn’t matter, she knew she was a prisoner and that they wanted something from her. Being the leader of the Arcadian Confederate, she also intrinsically knew that whatever the Kregan wanted, it would mean bad news for her people.

      The war had reached a standstill, thanks to Kevin’s incredible mind and ability to wield Ziron’s advanced neuronal prototype weapon. But the ship had been destroyed, so what could Xonax possibly want with him?

      She wondered.
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        * * *

      

      If Kevin thought the twenty-seventh floor had been tough, that immediately changed upon arriving at the ninety-fifth floor. The shit really hit the fan and fast, with larger enemies, including humanoid aliens piloting armored mechs, mowing through civilians and authorities alike.

      Not that there seemed to be a strong presence of law-abiding people on this god-forsaken world. He did see a few people in uniform on his way up, but here, they were outgunned and, like Kevin, stayed mostly behind cover.

      When one of the mechs blew Kevin’s cover with a couple of explosive projectiles, sending rocks, dust, and flames around him, he knew it was time to get a move on and engage the mechs.

      With a single thought, Kevin boosted his shield and turned both his shotgun-shaped guns into more massive rail cannons. Kevin instinctively shot at both mechs, hitting the one that had fired at him previously dead-center, piercing through its armor and making a mess of the humanoid body controlling it.

      The second shot was aimed at the other mechs head, which raised its arm and a red circular shield blocked it just before impact. The force of the strike still sent the mech flying backward, crushing three aliens in the process.

      Nice shot! Mira cheered. The coast is clear.

      Thanks. I really worry about Boomer though.

      Kevin made a run for the next stairwell. Up until now, he did not understand why the same stairwell didn’t simply go all the way up, and why he had to traverse the entire building’s length to get to the next floor. It apparently had been by design, no matter how dumb it seemed to an outsider or at the very least to a human.

      Since the building was housing different people of different castes and stations that literally ascended in position as they moved to higher floors, it made sense that the floors were not accessible to just anyone willing to climb the stairs.

      No, Omicronia was definitely alien in many regards. It seemed everyone was inclined to burn a hole in the center of a person’s skull to advance their own lives.

      I’m not in Kansas anymore. That much is certain.

      I’m confused, said Mira. Kevin, my neuronal link to your brain tells me you have never been to Kansas in your entire life.

      Kevin smiled as he rushed up the stairs two at a time.

      Never mind, Mira. But what about Boomer or Ziron? Any news?

      I’m afraid not. Looks like we’re going to have to complete this mission on our own.

      That wasn’t what Kevin wanted to hear. Finishing the mission alone didn’t bother him, he just hoped nothing had happened to his best friend. Ziron better not have put Boomer’s life in jeopardy. Even with Mira's reassurances, Kevin got angrier the more he thought about it.

      I think it’s just a technical glitch, you’ll see Boomer again.

      Is that a fact, or are you patronizing me?

      When Mira took too long to respond, Kevin had his answer. Right now there wasn’t anything he could do about it, so he pushed the unpleasant thoughts aside and readied himself for the next level as the ninety-sixth floor’s access door swished open.
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      By the time Kevin reached the three hundredth floor, his mind felt like warm jelly. He had dispatched so many enemies on his way up that he had lost count, and his armor energy levels were down to forty-two percent. While it was all well and good blasting pixel-generated enemies from the comfort of his bedroom on a computer screen, his stomach turned inside out every time he thought about the fact that this was no longer a simulation.

      He brushed the thoughts away. If he stopped to question it now, he would probably not find the strength, both mentally and physically, to climb one more level. And he was barely halfway through. That thought was depressing, and he wished Boomer were here so he wouldn’t feel so alone.

      You’re not alone, said Mira.

      Thanks, and while I’m glad you’re here with me, hearing a voice in my head compared to seeing and touching a friend is a bit of a different experience.

      There was a brief pause as Kevin wondered if he should have used another word, like interacting.

      Would you like to touch me? I mean if that were an option.

      Kevin turned red as his brain sent him a rather kinky image as a result of Mira’s question.

      Mira laughed. That’s not what I meant, Kevin, but consider me flattered.

      Kevin thought he would die of shame on the spot. Having a sophisticated AI in his head was starting to feel more like an emotional minefield rather than an augment.

      “Let’s. . .let’s just get going,” said Kevin out loud.

      On that subject matter, I think you’ll be happy to learn that I have successfully hacked the elevator, we can climb to the seven-hundredth floor in a matter of minutes.

      “That’s good news, but what took you so long? I thought we could access it starting on the hundredth level. You had also said it was impossible for your matrix to crack the code.”

      That part hasn’t changed.

      “I’m confused.”

      Yes, I have noticed that about you, she said with a short laugh. You see, the security protocols on lower levels were stronger. They seemed to get laxer as we climbed.

      It kind of makes sense, really.

      As one climbed the echelons of this massive skyscraper, they were also climbing the social hierarchy, and therefore, the higher one was, the less one had to prove or work to go higher.

      “Does that mean it will get easier from now on?”

      Let’s hope so. But before we do, you haven’t answered my question. Let’s forget about the touching part, but would you find our interactions easier if you could see me?

      “Is that a philosophical question? I have seen your face already aboard the Thalamos. It did feel more personal I guess.”

      A translucent purple female hologram appeared in front of Kevin. Her silhouette was perfect, and as Kevin noticed, also naked. It took half a second for him to react and he covered his eyes.

      “What the hell? Why aren’t you wearing any clothes?”

      “I’m sorry, Kevin,” said Mira. “I’m such a klutz. All fixed now.”

      Kevin swallowed hard and lowered his hands. To say that Mira was now clothed was a little bit of a stretch. She had small shiny metallic-looking garments covering her sensual attributes, but she basically looked like she was ready for a day at the beach, with a really, really tiny and see-through bikini.

      “Too much?” she asked.

      Kevin blinked noticeably three times in a row trying to form words. “Too much? What about too little?”

      “Easily fixed,” she laughed.

      A whirlwind of sparkle particles engulfed her hologram, and she was now wearing a cloak that reminded Kevin of the multiple MMORPGs he’s played. Except, she was wearing it over the same bikini, which now turned metallic. Not exactly masking much of her virtual female beauty.

      “Better?” she inquired with a wink.

      Kevin shook his head as if he wanted to shake something out of his hair. “Yeah, let’s just move on. You mentioned the elevator? Should we get going now?”

      “Follow me.”

      Mira took off so fast her cloak flew behind her like a cape in the wind and revealed her svelte long legs all the way up to a part of her body Kevin knew he shouldn’t look at but had a hard time turning away from.
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        * * *

      

      In the hydroponics bay of his flagship, Xonax and Kalliopy were admiring the stars out the viewport along with the lush and colorful vegetation of the land.

      “That was a lovely meal,” said Kalliopy.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” said Xonax. “How are your quarters?”

      “A definitive upgrade from my first accommodations.”

      “I must apologize for that. My instructions to my people were obviously not very clear.”

      Kalliopy knew that if she spoke her mind, her stay could be relegated back to the cold, damp, and dark cell. But she just couldn’t take the charade anymore, and knowing full well that she might regret it, she spoke her mind.

      “What game are you playing with me? We need to start being honest now.”

      Xonax delicately brushed a strand of hair to the side of his face. “I’m not sure I understand your meaning, Princess.”

      “First, you attack my ship, kill my subjects by the dozens, throw me in a hole, and then you go out of your way to make my stay here comfortable. I have no illusion that I’m a prisoner of war.”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      Finally, let’s get it out of him.

      “What is it you want?”

      “To end this war.”

      Kalliopy chuckled. “You mean to win it.”

      “Semantics.”

      “Not where my people are concerned.”

      “Well, you could tell them to surrender.”

      Kalliopy didn’t know whether to be offended or mad, but she felt both at the same time.

      “Never!”

      “I was afraid you’d say that. But I’m a flexible man.”

      I’d love to test that theory on your spine.

      “Somehow I doubt that very much.”

      Xonax’s entire expression changed for just an instant, but Kalliopy caught it. What was under the masquerade persona Xonax had been playing all this time? Anger? Not that she had doubted it for a single moment, but the visual confirmation was welcome anyway. She was growing tired of the illusion of diplomacy.

      “Let’s call it a night, shall we?” said Xonax, “A good night of sleep might do you some good.”

      “I’ve slept more than enough, thank you. I’d rather we discuss your terms so that I can tell you where you can shove them.”

      Xonax’s left eye twitched. “I did not expect such a reaction from you. That’s—disappointing.”

      Fire burned in Kalliopy’s eyes. “Life is disappointment, better get used to it.”

      “I’m willing to overlook this—incident, and resume our lovely talk at a later time.”

      “There’s nothing lovely about my condition here. You upgraded me from a cold dark cell to pretty princess quarters, but I’m still your prisoner, and you still want something from me that I can’t give you. I would never betray my people, you hear me? I’d rather die first.”

      Xonax walked three steps away and turned around to face her.

      “I wish you hadn’t said that.”

      “And I wish you were dead.”

      Xonax flinched noticeably and uttered his next words between gritted teeth.

      “Your Highness, I implore you to stop this course of action.”

      Kalliopy shook her head. “Did you really think by charming me and offering me nice dinners and satin sheets I would just give you the Arcadian Confederate on a silver platter? Let me tell you, if that’s what you think, you’re clearly dumber than you look.”

      “Enough!” screamed Xonax.

      The intensity and reverberation of his scream sent a shiver of fear down Kalliopy’s spine. A vein on the Kregan’s right temple doubled in size and pulsed rapidly. She knew she was waking a dragon, but it was better than pretending that everything was fine. Her people either needed her back or they needed to know she had been killed so they could appoint a successor to continue where she left off.

      Strangely enough, the thought that she could be leading this conversation to her own demise didn’t seem to scare her. As a matter of fact, she felt empowered and compelled to see this through.

      “I don’t react well to tantrums,” she said with a smirk.

      For a moment she thought that Xonax’s nasty vein would burst as he tried to contain his anger.

      If only…

      “Very well, you asked for it.”

      Xonax snapped his fingers and everything around them changed. They were no longer in the hydroponics bay. Every sensation she felt with regard to her atmosphere changed. The room she was in was colder, the air felt heavy and dirty with the scent and taste of blood in every breath she took.

      They were painful breaths too, and looking around her she quickly understood why. She was hovering thirty centimeters above the ground, both her hands and feet locked inside holding devices.

      She saw bruises on her exposed skin and could feel more where her ruined royal attire covered her body. A couple of cuts seemed fresh, and drops of her blood fell every few seconds on the ground into small pools of crimson liquid.

      “Now you show your real face,” she spat.

      “I had to try. Our usual interrogation techniques weren’t getting us anywhere.”

      Kalliopy never imagined that the entire charming charade Xonax presented only happened in her mind because it had felt so real. She also wasn’t aware that Kregan possessed an advanced neuronal interface like her people did.

      “What do we do now?” she asked. “Untie me for a dance?”

      “Sarcastic to the end. I must commend your mental strength, but I’m running out of patience. So it’s time to end this now.”
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      The first thing that Kevin noticed once in the elevator was that the numbers, grouped by sliding controls every hundred floors, stopped at six hundred and ninety-nine. He didn’t mind walking to the last level by foot; it was better than continually climbing the levels one by one as he had up until now. He was just glad he could bypass nearly four hundred of them with a single press of a touch control.

      Thankfully, his advanced armor had been doing most of the work. Kevin remembered once visiting one of his friends that lived on the twentieth floor on a day the elevator was out of service. That had not been a fun climb, and it had taken him nearly five minutes just to catch his breath.

      But here he was, three hundred levels later, after having faced a horde of enemies and he could breathe just fine. Sure, he felt some fatigue, but there was no way he could have done a tenth of what he did without Ziron’s amazing suit of nano-armor.

      “What are we waiting for?” asked Mira.

      “Right.”

      Kevin entered the last level as their destination, and the elevator smoothly ascended with no perceptible G-forces and no other perceptible clue other than a slight humming. It was updating every ten floors and it didn’t take long to reach the top.

      The elevator doors slid open to an ominous three-note chime. Dum-dum-duuummm.

      “That’s not reassuring at all,” said Mira.

      “You can say that again,” answered Kevin as he timidly exited the elevator cage into a large room with a super high ceiling. There were only two sources of light, one was artificial and the other a far-off window revealing a dark purple sky.

      It made him wonder how high they were. Could the skyscraper be at the top of this planet’s atmosphere, or even beyond?

      Kevin didn’t want to think as to why this room was so big, though his video gaming instincts were titillating just like when he was about to face some sort of boss character. Hopefully, the room served another purpose.

      A voice boomed, the sound surrounding and echoing against the room’s walls.

      “You’re not welcome here,” said a deep female voice. “You have exactly twenty seconds to turn back or be destroyed.”

      A holographic timer appeared in the middle of the room and started its countdown.

      “That’s unfortunate,” said Mira. “What do we do?”

      Kevin briefly looked at Mira with a dumbfounded expression before returning his gaze back to the timer.

      “We wait and face what’s coming. We haven’t come all this way to abandon the mission now.”

      “While I’m happy standing by your side, my hologram can’t do much.”

      “I know.”

      Kevin was well aware of that as the timer counted down below ten seconds, but perhaps she could distract some of the enemies. And, if not, well, he would fight alone. He had been all day already.

      When the counter reached zero and blinked red three times, the lighting in the room died out. With very few stars outside, what Kevin’s eyes could see was negligible beyond the little light radiating from Mira’s hologram.

      The voice boomed again: “You’ve made your choice, now you die.”

      A little over-the-top cliché, isn’t it?

      Kevin took a deep breath, nonetheless.

      Metallic noises and clangs resounded in front of him, first a couple at a time, then more at increasing frequencies. When fear started settling in his mind, threatening to overcome him, Kevin pushed it off and thought:

      Predator visual modes.

      His armor grew a helmet that covered his face and immediately started cycling views to infrared, energy dissipation, and more. In most of the modes, he saw an army of droids, drones, and mechs. Some modes highlighted the enemies more than others.

      Hybrid mode, thought Kevin, consciously asking his smart armor to use the best of each mode. He received a more detailed picture of the dozens of enemies all pointing weapons at him the moment they opened fire. To say he could see them as well as he had during daylight battle was not true, but he saw enough to target and drill them down. The sheer number of enemies confirmed why this room was so large; it was meant to be a battle arena.

      With the clarity of a dark level on an 8-bit console game, the enemies popped out enough for him to maneuver between them, shoot them, and send them to the recycling bin to which they belonged, even if they didn’t yet know it themselves.

      Adrenaline filled his body as his survival instincts took over. He raised his shields and started fighting back. In midair, a jetpack materialized on his back and he flew over the enemies.

      He didn’t know if it was his earlier reference to the Predator movie or if he just felt like it but in both his hands two large Gatling guns materialized and started spewing six thousand rounds a minute of armor-piercing bullets. Instinctively, he would change some of the ammo on the fly for the bigger targets, making the rounds explosive as well.

      The explosive armor-piercing bullets worked much better on larger mechs. Even though he got more than half of the incoming force within the first two minutes of the chaotic engagement, his power levels were dropping insanely fast and proportionately to the amount of ammo he was delivering.

      But Kevin didn’t see any other usable tactic. This was a boss-battle, a crazed one, like going for Diablo and his minions alone, with some weak-ass loot armor that could break at any moment.

      But where was Diablo? In this case, the bigger opponent that the mob of robots belonged to. Deep in his mind, Kevin knew that this encounter was just the tip of the iceberg, and if he continued expending energy at this rate, he would not survive to see what Omicronia could throw at him next.

      That’s when it hit him. He was using video game metaphors and these could actually be used to save his hide since the armor would create a physical representation of any idea he pushed with his mind.

      In some RPG games, you had shields that would absorb energy hits and convert kinetic energy from inbound projectiles into a charge that could re-power the player. So once that thought entered his mind, the hits on his armor helped recharge his portable power cell. Not enough to bring him back to full energy, but at the very least enough to stop hemorrhaging energy like a sieve.

      As he continued mowing down the rest of the enemy forces, he got hit with stronger weapons. Some of the robot droids had switched to explosive plasma ammunition, and when hit by those, Kevin was thrown into the air and spun wildly until he could recover. That gave the enemy too many opportunities to redeploy and acquire better firing solutions on him.

      He invoked two auto-targeting plasma cannons on each shoulder. He might as well use all of the Predator’s weapons he could think of. The auto-targeting part was trickier since he needed the weapon to locate enemies he might not even be aware of. So he found a way to use Mira.

      Mira, interface with my shoulder plasma cannons and help them target and destroy the enemies that are throwing explosive charges.

      Understood, interfacing now. By the way, impressive thinking on your feet for the energy-absorbing shields.

      Thanks.

      Perhaps he was made for this mission after all. His pop culture obsession and long sleepless nights of video game marathons were not in vain. Without them, he would probably not have climbed past the twentieth floor of this deathtrap building, nor would he have lasted more than ten seconds in this battle arena.

      Robot heads melted, metallic chest cages exploded, and synthetic limbs tumbled about at the rate of a heavy rain. And while his armor’s structural integrity came close to a failing point, there was only one big mech to deal with, one that seemed impervious to both explosive rounds and plasma turret fire.

      No, this particular foe was triple the armor and had one hell of a shield generator. Even with everything aimed at him, it would not budge. But since it was the last enemy standing, its own rate of fire toward Kevin was not enough to recover nearly a tenth of the energy Kevin was spending trying to bring it down.

      Time to change tactics.

      Kevin used his jetpack to drop down onto the ground. His Gatling guns morphed into nothingness as multiple laser targeting red dots danced an intricate pattern on his chest. Kevin smiled as he had his next thought and darted toward the massive mech that opened fire the moment he moved.

      Bullets, laser streaks, and plasma projectiles all screamed past his ears as he slalomed and dodged most of what the enemy was throwing at him as it attempted to crush this little bug that had eluded it until now.

      Kevin used super-speed to finish his course, taking the mech by surprise so that it couldn’t reacquire him as a target, and with a smile on his face, he threw himself to the ground legs first, skidding at crazy high speeds toward the center of the large mech’s metallic legs.

      As he slid, Kevin left a large trail of sparks behind him. Time to use his ace in the hole.

      BFG9000!

      Doom’s iconic Big Fucking Gun 9000 was a plasma fireball-killing machine of a gun. He pushed its power even further by thinking of overclocking the internal gun’s charging circuitry, letting his inner geek come up with a holier-than-thou gun of ultimate destructive power. In his mind, he even added an explosive charge in the middle of the firing circle for kicks.

      As Kevin approached the mech’s gap between its legs, time seemed to slow down to a crawl. Timing would be everything, and it seemed his armor knew that and helped Kevin reduce the perception of his speed so he would not miss his one shot at bringing the super-mech down.

      The weapon’s feature and destructive powers now clear in his mind, the armor started building it in real-time. A holographic shape drew out of thin air in Kevin’s right arm. Meanwhile, a veritable multi-colored and slowed-down light show streak happened atop Kevin as the mech tried to correct for its initial targeting algorithm when Kevin entered both super-speed and bullet-time out of the blue. It was like watching a super-slow motion version of a fireworks finale on TV.

      The mech did not know what hit him. The heavy weapon was fully formed in Kevin’s right arm, and he quickly used his left arm to provide additional stability and strength to align it upward in time.

      To say that the moment the weapon was ready, aimed, and fired within a nanosecond was not an exaggeration. There was nothing Kevin couldn’t do as long as his smart armor would obey his every thought.

      The moment he was under the mech, Kevin vertically aligned the souped-up BFG9000 perfectly and depressed the trigger. Because his smart armor sensed that he wanted to enjoy the result of his tactic, it kept Kevin’s perception of time in slow motion. And as Kevin streaked past the mech’s legs, a yellow-tinted plasma fireball shot up, and Kevin turned his head to watch the show.

      The plasma fireball entered the crotch of the mech and shot upward, melting metal, wiring, and collapsing its shields. Kevin was exhilarated at seeing every nook and cranny while the once indestructible mech crumbled like an apple pie whose crust was too dry. The fireball burned through the upper half of the mech’s torso when its explosive secondary firing mode triggered.

      Watching the mech explode in slow motion was a thing of beauty as flames engulfed the molten metal like a hundred fiery snakes expanding outward. Kevin ended his slide with a quick firing of his jetpack to regain an upward posture.

      Time resumed at its normal pace as metallic scraps and liquified parts rained down around Kevin. His helmet vanished into nothingness and Kevin threw his hair to the side with a victorious head throw.

      He smiled from ear to ear.

      “Ballseye!”
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      Xonax circled around Kalliopy without saying another word for several minutes. Eventually, he opened his foul mouth.

      “I think you’re going to regret not complying earlier. But, it’s too late now,” he said.

      “That’s how much time it took you to come up with this?” Kalliopy antagonized. “Spit it out already; tell me how you’re going to kill me and let’s be done with it. I don’t know what I hate more, being immobilized or having to listen to you blabber on. Unless your idea of torture is me listening to your ego-driven evil ways, in which case…good job.”

      Xonax growled as he stopped in front of Kalliopy and snapped his fingers.

      A holo-screen came to life behind him. It was massive. At first it contained static but was soon replaced with the view of a girl with light brown-hair that Kalliopy knew all too well. Her heart started beating faster than it ever did before.

      “What is this?” she said, her voice trembling.

      “That would be Urania, your dear sister?”

      Son of a bitch, I’m going to kill you!

      Urania’s body had some bruises and a thin line of blood ran from her tiny nose to her upper lip.

      “As you have already gathered, I’m sure, this is a live broadcast.”

      “You’re dead!” screamed Kalliopy.

      Xonax laughed. “Yeah, I can see that happening. Sure, keep dreaming, Princess.”

      “Don’t you dare touch a hair on her.”

      Xonax smirked and turned toward the holo-screen. “Take out as many as you can in one rip.”

      The camera zoomed out and a Kregan warrior grabbed a large chunk of Urania’s hair and pulled. Urania screamed in pain as her hair was torn from her scalp.

      “Stop! Don’t do this,” screamed Kalliopy, tears filling her eyes.

      Perhaps her spies informing her that the Kregan were moving to get at her sister had not just been a decoy but a real part of their plans. Anger and hatred filled the princess’s heart. Unfortunately, there was no getting free from her shackles. The hovering cuffs could keep in place the strongest and most muscular races in the universe, so with her svelte and frail body, she didn’t stand a chance to even make them move a millimeter out of alignment.

      “It’s up to you to make it stop,” said Xonax as he returned his gaze to Kalliopy. “We can do this all day, break every little brittle bone in her body while you watch it happen.”

      Kalliopy had never hated someone the way she now hated Xonax. How dare he torture her little sister. Urania was such a sweet Arcadian, one that didn’t care about the politics of the Confederate and that had preferred taking a step back from the war, unlike their other siblings.

      But even though she hoped that one day she would get the opportunity to strike back at Xonax and rip his heart from his chest, she was not stupid and she knew that today was not that day. Today she was not in a position to act on this impulse. All she could do is look at her sister and hope she could find a way to make sure she wasn’t hurt or worse, killed.

      So with disgust filling her soul, she stared back at Xonax and said the words she would have rather swallowed all the way to her grave if that had been an option.

      “What do you want?”

      “Unconditional surrender.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Then you can watch your sister die, slowly.”

      “No! You don’t understand! I can’t give you what you want. I’m not refusing to, I just can’t. Now that I’ve been away from the throne for so long, by now one of my sisters is in charge. That’s how our constitution works.”

      Xonax ground his teeth. “That’s unfortunate, for both you and your sister. But fear not, I’ll make sure you see every one of her bones being snapped before you join her.”

      “Please, don’t do this, there has to be something I can give you in exchange for our lives.”

      Xonax rubbed his chin for a moment. “Perhaps there is.”

      “Whatever I can give you, I will. Just don’t hurt Urania.”

      “I want the boy.”

      Kalliopy’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “What boy?”

      “Don’t play dumb. He’s no longer on Earth.”

      Perhaps he was on his way to free her. She could only hope. In fact, she wished he were here already. And perhaps, in time, Ziron would be successful, with Kevin’s help. But that hope was thin and Kalliopy knew why. Xonax had an entire battlegroup with him. One that was not only made of the Kregan flagship they were in but also an army of rag-tag pirate ships and other allies he must have assembled behind his father’s back.

      While in her quarters, she had seen many such ships fly in formation around the flagship. She had recognized some of them, but others were of a design she had no recollection of seeing before. Though it begged the question, had that vision been real or part of the deception? Her instincts told her to trust the former.

      “I think you’re going to have to spell it out for me, because I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

      “Alright. The one called Kevin, the boy whose mind you used to defeat us in the last battle. I want him. He’s special. I don’t know how or why yet, but he clearly turned the tide of an assured defeat of your forces, and I want to know how he did it.”

      “Oh…him,” said Kalliopy, trying to deflect a connection between them. “We haven’t exactly kept in touch. I actually never met him in person.”

      “But you will, and soon.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “You don’t need to. You just need to obey my every order or your sister will pay the price, and when I’m done with her, I’ll space you myself.”
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      “That was amazing!” cheered Mira. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Thanks. But we need to find a way to get to the next level, we’ve wasted enough time fighting aliens and tin cans alike. Not to mention that my power levels are below twenty percent now. So the last thing we want is to give the enemy more time to send reinforcements.”

      “Let me scan the room. Hang on.”

      Energy levels aside, Kevin was seriously spent, both physically and mentally. He needed a soft bed and at least a couple of hours of rest before dealing with the next crazy plot to save Kalliopy. And perhaps a shower too.

      “I wasn’t gonna say anything,” whispered Mira.

      “Stay out of my head!”

      “Apologies, Kevin. I didn’t mean to be nosey.”

      Right. And yet you and Ziron are at every chance.

      Mira had the good sense to not say anything more. Kevin had no idea if she was still listening to his thoughts or not. But the first thing Ziron would do upon his return would be to install a privacy mode in his neuronal interface, even if Kevin had to skin his long blue fur to make him comply.

      Speaking of Ziron, he is getting his ass kicked to Neverland if anything has happened to Boomer.

      “Still no communication with the Osiris?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “What the hell is Ziron doing?”

      “I’m sure everything he can. He’s a real genius, but sometimes, you know.”

      “Yeah, I got the message, his tech has bugs.”

      Kevin thanked the stars he hadn’t encountered one with his smart armor, he probably wouldn’t be breathing otherwise. So better hope Mira was right and Ziron would fix whatever problem he had when trying to beam both Kevin and Boomer on Omicronia.

      Kevin was not a stranger to lingering bugs. Some felt like they never got fixed, no matter how many updates and operating system upgrades he had put on his computer. Every so often his CTRL key would act up and feel like it was stuck, wrecking havoc as he tried to use his computer.

      According to one of his schoolmates, this bug existed before they were born and was still triggered every now and then. For Kevin, it was so often that he wondered if perhaps his body’s electro-magnetic field had something to do with all this bug triggering.

      “So?” said Kevin when he ran out of meaningless inner-chitchat. “Did you find a way for us to go higher?”

      “Yes and no,” answered Mira.

      “Why don’t I like the sound of that?”

      “I have found an electro-magnetically sealed trap door on the ceiling. But there’s no way for me to open it.”

      “And I take it you tried hacking it already?”

      “Tried and failed.”

      “That’s just great, I go through all this and you’re telling me I can’t get any higher?”

      “My deep scans and hack attempts do seem to tell me that there is a code, probably more like a frequency, that will open this door.”

      “And you’re trying frequencies, right?”

      “Yes, but it could take hours or days for me to find the right one, as its dependent on patterns as much as the frequency itself and the encryption on this thing is—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it. It’s unhackable.”

      “Well, it would probably take more time than we have or want to spend here.”

      On their own, the lights in the room turned back on, and Kevin had to blink multiple times to allow his eyes adjust.

      “What the heck?” he said.

      The deep resonating voice spoke again. “Impressive how you’ve dispatched so many enemies. But I’m afraid that won’t give you an audience on the seven-hundredth floor. Unless…”

      “Unless what?” Kevin’s tone was sharp.

      “Unless you’re willing to destroy the thing.”

      “What thing?”

      “Believe me when I say you don’t want to know.”

      Kevin let out a long frustrating breath.

      “Yeah, well, what’s one more thing at this point. And if I don’t want to know, how am I to destroy it? Anyway, bring it on and make sure you open the goddamn door once I recycle it.”

      “Such feistiness, is it courage? Or stupidity.”

      “I guess we’re about to find out,” said Kevin.

      “We are indeed. If you defeat the thing, the access will be revealed. If you don’t, well…”

      That female voice was really getting on Kevin’s nerves.

      “Yeah, yeah, death, blah blah blah.”

      “It’s your funeral.”

      “Can we get a move on? I’ve officially gone through my own personal threshold of the numbers of clichés I can deal with.”

      And I want that bed and shower, sooner rather than later.

      Hundreds of pieces of metal scattered all over the large battle arena started moving and floating on their own, merging into a metallic blob that morphed into a giant robot the height of the room. Kevin noticeably swallowed hard.

      “Ahhh, shit.”
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      The massive robot didn’t look like it would be as easy to bring down as the large mech, which in comparison now looked tiny. Teeny-tiny, in fact.

      “How the hell am I supposed to kill that thing?”

      “Size doesn’t always matter,” Mira smirked.

      Yeah, well, in this case it kind of does!

      “Make sure those words are engraved on my tombstone if I fail, will ya?”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “I was trying to be…sarcastic.”

      “Oh.”

      When both of the giant robot’s red eyes lit up and two powerful lasers shot toward Kevin, he knew that was his cue to move away from his location. His helmet rematerialized on the fly, not that Kevin had any doubt that this thing could crush it like a soda can.

      I guess I need to step up my game.

      That thought alone gave Kevin an idea. A while back, when his life was just a meaningless ‘get up and go to sleep’ routine, he had discovered an old Japanese robot anime program. UFO Grendizer. The question was, could his armor morph in size to match the image he had in his head.

      He was about to find out as he dodged away from his current position to avoid three-dozen plasma bolts intent on blowing him into the next life. Something he wasn’t too keen on experiencing.

      Before he realized it, his thoughts started materializing, and he sat in the pilot’s chair of the giant-horned robot he had watched defeat Golgoths (giant monster robots also known as Saucer Beasts & Vega Monsters), during his seventy-four episode binge watch.

      The chair swiveled on its axis as he ascended to the cockpit of the robot warrior that was located in the head. Everything materialized as he remembered it, even the old school buttons on the armrest of his pilot’s chair.

      “Now we’re talking.”

      His enemy was still bigger than his large UFO-fighting robot. At least now they were on somewhat fair footing.

      Before he knew it, his robot was shooting lightning bolts from its yellow horns, sending high electric current toward his enemy. He then shot his detachable rocket-fueled right fist dead center in the Thing’s chest. The velocity at which it impacted made the robot stumble backward and fall on its metallic ass, making the entire top-tier levels of the massive building tremble. The metal fist returned to Kevin’s giant robot.

      Time for the killing blow!

      Kevin’s robot reached on his back to grab two crescent moon-shaped blades at the end of a long metallic fighting stick. He merged both together to create double-sided axes that he swiveled around his head before smashing it toward the Thing that was struggling to get back up.

      But at the moment the blade should have decapitated it, everything in Kevin’s cockpit blinked red and his weapon vanished out of thin air. Kevin’s robot ended up looking like he was doing a badly executed dance move instead of finishing up the Thing.

      “Power overload” flashed on the console in front of Kevin before it cracked and sparked.

      “Uh-oh, and things were going so well until now,” said Kevin out loud.

      By the time Kevin ended his sentence, the robot blinked a couple of times as if it were a flashing hologram and disappeared entirely. Then gravity did its thing.

      “Noooo! Kevin!” shouted Mira’s hologram before also vanishing.

      The nano-armor was all but disabled now, covering Kevin’s skin in a black bodysuit with no armor properties or augments at his disposal. He was in a free fall toward the hard floor at speeds he knew he should never be unless he was diving into a pool.
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      That’s it! This is how I’m going to die.

      The floor approached rapidly, and it looked like Kevin would hit it and break every bone in his body. He mentally asked for a parachute, but nothing happened.

      Of all the times for the nano-suit of armor to run out of power; why couldn’t it last just half a second longer?

      But that was a moot point, and Kevin was about to feel like Douglas Adams’ whale plunging toward the ground. Kevin already knew he and the ground would not make friends in any sense of the word.

      About ten meters before impact, the ground exploded with a loud roar that filled the battle arena. The resulting shockwave made Kevin feel, for a moment, like he was floating in zero gravity, and before he realized what happened, he was sitting on a scaly surface.

      Is that a dragon?

      He saw the head of the dragon reposition itself before roaring again and spraying fire at the Thing, making sure it did not get back on its feet.

      “Boomer? Is that you?” Kevin asked as his heartbeat played a speed metal version of Flight of the Bumblebee’s drum line.

      “No,” said a deep voice. Kevin could feel each of the booming syllables trembling through the scales he sat on. “I’m the fucking mailman, of course it’s me!”

      Kevin let a long sigh of relief escape his lungs.

      “Boy, your timing couldn’t have been better.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that. Now what’s the plan?”

      “We have to destroy it.”

      “Mind providing me with some cover fire?”

      “Wish I could, buddy, but my armor is dead.” Kevin shrugged, “Battery Aziz!” He added in a funny Middle Eastern accent.

      “If you spent a tenth of the time you waste watching movies and played chess instead, you wouldn’t be in this predicament, you know that, right?”

      Kevin knew. Most of his life he had preferred instant gratification over careful strategizing, something requiring long periods of uninterrupted focus. Not exactly Kevin’s or his generation’s forte with all the distractions of social media and online video-watching binges.

      Not having a fallback position or trying to think more than one move ahead could cost him his life today. He was fully aware that he had to work on that in the future.

      “Yeah. But right now, I’m just deliriously happy to see you.”

      “As long as it’s not the Megan Fox kind of happy, so am I.”

      And right there Kevin made another mental note about things you should and shouldn’t do in front of your pet. You know, should he one day be given speech.

      “Ten-four!”

      Boomer chuckled, which resulted in a weird tingly sensation for Kevin. “You’re such a geek.”

      “Gonna be hard to argue with you on that one, but what do you say we go Dragonheart on the Thing?”

      “Sounds about right. Hang on tight!”

      Boomer stabilized his position with well-balanced wing flaps and fired at the Thing again. The metallic beast became engulfed in a scorching inferno. Three large plasma bolts emerged from the flames heading toward Boomer’s face but he saw it in time and dodged by throwing his head to the right.

      The unfortunate side effect of the move sent Kevin hurtling to the side and rekindling with his friend, aka gravity, in a manner he neither expected nor cared for. For some reason, now he had the same thought as the proverbial ball of petunias.

      Not again!

      But his fear was short-lived as Boomer’s tail cradled him and threw him back in place with great dexterity.

      “What part of hold on tight didn’t you understand? I can’t fight that thing and worry about you falling off every few seconds.”

      “Cranky, are we?”

      “You know me, especially when I haven’t eaten in hours, and believe me, I really had to restrain myself from having a cat entree for dinner today.”

      Was it night already?

      When half a dozen plasma projectiles screamed past both Boomer and Kevin’s ears, Kevin said: “I think we need a change of strategy.”

      “Tell me about it, I really thought this thing would have melted by now.”

      “Could be using some sort of shielding or fire-resistant coating.”

      “I doubt it’s just fire resistant.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Uh-huh. Watch this.”

      Boomer did a round fly-by as the Thing emerged from the inferno and sent more plasma attacks their way. Boomer flew with the precision of an eagle. It was impressive to be a witness to it and a little soil-your-pants scary.

      While Kevin had experienced flying a dragon in VR, he now realized how far the tech still had to go to be totally immersive. The smell of sulfur emanating from Boomer’s nostrils, the wind in his hair, and the near-miss plasma bolts that made him feel like his heart would stop; these were all too real. On the other hand, Kevin would gladly swap the ‘immersiveness’ that comes with near death experiences with playing a relaxed VR game with his pals.

      Boomer flew with agility and precision to dodge the incoming plasma fire when his eyes lit red and two rays shot at the Thing. Upon impact, it quickly shrunk to the size of a soda can. Boomer landed next to it.

      “Won’t you finish it off?” asked Kevin.

      “I thought I’d let you do the honors, after all, it seems only appropriate since you fought the entire day.”

      “Thanks, buddy!”

      Kevin slipped off Boomer’s back and landed with both feet onto the Thing, smashing it to bits with small sparks and what sounded like a tiny woodland creature screech as he did.

      Boomer’s dragon morphed back to its original Beagle form, and he barked.

      “Did your armor run out of energy too?”

      “No, but it’s running on fumes, so now that there’s no more danger, better not drain its power source too much seeing that we now know it can disable it completely.”

      “Good thinking. I should have kept an eye on my own reserves. I think I bricked mine forever.”

      “Well, if all it takes is Ziron to spit at us to make a new one, I think we’ll be fine.”

      Kevin smiled. “Hopefully. How did you think of miniaturizing this thing?”

      “From one of those weirdo science comedy flicks you once made me watch. The one with the shrinking kids.”

      “Right—all I remember from that movie is falling asleep pretty fast,” said Kevin.

      “Lucky you. I was wide awake the whole time. Not your best movie night pick, by the way.”

      Kevin smiled. “Well, let’s be thankful for that, it did just save our hides.”

      Boomer joyfully barked in agreement.

      A circular trap on the high ceiling opened and a column of blue energy fell in front of them.

      “Congratulations,” said the deep female voice. “As promised, you can now get up to the seven-hundredth level. Step into the circle.”

      Kevin and Boomer did and soon gravity lost its grasp on the both of them as they began to ascend.
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      The seven-hundredth level was nothing like Kevin expected. There was someone on a big worn-out faux-leather chair looking at multiple holo-feeds, with their back to Kevin and Boomer. The person swiveled and Kevin was surprised by what he saw.

      “That doesn’t look like Jared Trax,” said Boomer.

      “Who?” asked Kevin.

      “You really need to start paying attention to our mission briefings. Jared is the person we were supposed to meet up here. The hacker, ring a bell?”

      “Riiiiiight.”

      Kevin always had trouble remembering people’s names. He was, however, very good with faces. And the young girl sitting in the oversized luxurious chair he had seen before, even though she looked different now. Her hair was cut shorter and was blue, but Kevin was certain it was her. The warrior girl he had met in the VR simulation before coming here for his mission.

      “Hello,” he said tentatively. “Do you know where we can find Jared?”

      “Who’s asking, not that it matters, really,” she answered.

      There was no doubt about it, Kevin could tell from her voice that she was the same girl he met in VR. Well, technically the first one had been a holographic representation, and whatever data Ziron had siphoned off Omicron’s online databases was certainly not fully up to date, since she looked like the girl in the horde of freedom fighters trying to ascend the echelons of this place in the simulation.

      And here she was, sitting her pretty self atop the seven-hundredth level clearly meant that she was not what she appeared in the simulation.

      Mira, could Ziron’s simulator algorithm have made such a big miscalculation?

      But Mira didn’t answer. And Kevin knew why. She functioned with the help of the portable energy cell that powered his armor, so when the armor ran out of juice, Mira had been disabled.

      “Why doesn’t it matter?” Kevin finally asked.

      “How do I put this mildly?” she said, delicately resting her index finger on her chin. “He’s pretty much dead.”

      “As in?”

      “As in—I killed his ass and now I’m sitting at his desk. What is it to you?”

      “That’s a bit of a problem,” said Boomer.

      “Are you aware your walking lunch is talking?” she said.

      Boomer growled.

      “Nobody’s eating Boomer, he’s my best friend.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist, big shot. I must admit though, I was impressed when I saw you fight my security, well, technically Jared’s security. I’m quite new at the helm here on seven-o-o, but I expected someone with more of a military look. You know, big tough warrior. Imagine my surprise when your advantage crapped out and I saw a boy underneath all that armor.”

      “I’m not a boy, I’m a…” but Kevin let the sentence trail as he looked for the right word to use.

      Boomer cleared his throat. “Man.”

      “Right,” said Kevin with a smile before continuing. “Well, what I lack in age and experience I make up in wit and panache.”

      The girl laughed. “Whatever you say. Now, unless you have a business proposal for me, and I sure hope you do after wiping out so much of my tech, I’m all ears.”

      “Do you mind if I ask your name first? I’m Kevin, by the way.”

      “Don’t care, Kev. But if that helps speed up the process, I’m Lacuna. I would say it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, but you’ve cost me millions of credits today, so…”

      “Not Kev, but Kevin.”

      Now Kevin understood why Ziron didn’t enjoy being called Zee all that much.

      Lacuna shot daggers at Kevin.

      “Never mind that,” he chuckled uncomfortably. “We were told Jared could give us information on how to locate a friend of ours.”

      “And that concerns me why?”

      “Well, we’d like that information. That’s the reason we came all the way up here, which was no easy feat.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think you understand how these things work; if you want me to give you something, especially after the mess you’ve left in your wake, you need to give me something in exchange, of equal or higher value.”

      Crap. This is not going well.

      “No, believe me I—I get that, but I’ve spent hours fighting my way to this floor and was hoping I could give this day a rest.”

      “Might not be what you had in mind, but if all you want is to sleep, I can easily arrange that.”

      Boomer started growling and he morphed into a Doberman.

      “Neat trick, but you may want to keep your pet on a leash or you’ll lose any chance of making a deal.”

      “I think the reason Boomer is unhappy is that he’s reached that conclusion already. You don’t seem too interested in helping us.”

      Lacuna leaned forward and her look turned as cold as ice. “Helping you? No, I don’t do help.”

      Kevin really wished his armor were working, at least a little bit. He didn’t see how to make himself more convincing with his rather frail human features. Not to mention he literally had no poker face, but he tried anyway.

      “Well, you’ve seen what Boomer here can do, I think the smoldering pile of scrap metal and wires that were once your big elaborate security system is still smoking…so at the risk of sounding rude, we need to find Princess Kalliopy and we won’t take no for an answer.”

      Lacuna delicately got up from her chair and walked around the desk to come nearer to Kevin. Her hands were clasped behind her back as she walked toward him gracefully.

      “Hey, Boomer,” she said, “catch!”

      She threw a stick in the air and Boomer instinctively jumped to catch it. But the moment he grabbed it with his teeth, lightning sparks engulfed him and he fell to the floor like a rock, unconscious.

      “Boomer!” screamed Kevin as he lunged to his dog’s side, who had returned to Beagle size.

      “Don’t worry, he’s not dead. I just granted him your wish, so he can have a little nap while grown-ups do the talking. Well,” she sized him up and down a couple of times. “Kind of grown up anyway.”

      Kevin grimaced. “That’s not cool! I should—”

      “You should what?” she interrupted. “Without your tech you’re just a boy, one I can take down without breaking a sweat, and well, with your pet now unconscious, he can’t turn into a beast and swallow me whole if I don’t comply. That’s what you just did, isn’t it? Try to threaten me. The way I see it, it’s only fair I remove the threat altogether.”

      “Look, Lacuna, I know you don’t know me—us, but we don’t mean you any harm, we just want—”

      “Yes, yes, rescue Princess Kalliopy. And that happens to be one of the files inside Jared’s computer I took a peek at. But, like I told you before, this isn’t a charity-type deal. If you want that information, you need to give me something I want in exchange.”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Oh, but if you want the information I hold, you’ll want to make time. Or I can have you both killed and sold to a food recycling company. Lots of people craving proteins on this planet. Sure, that wouldn’t bring me much money, but hey, that’s still an option I’m willing to consider.”

      Maybe I can take her out myself and try to fetch the information from her computers. I’m good with computers. Kevin told himself to try and bolster some courage that he was currently lacking.

      “But, then again,” she added, before Kevin had time to do anything. “I really don’t think the information will do you any good. Unless you went to her rescue with a fleet of ships, that is.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Lacuna swiped some controls on the underside of her wrist and a holo-screen hovered over her device. It showed a fleet of ships in space. “This is where your precious Kalliopy is. You see that big badass Kregan ship with dozens of smaller ships in escort? That’s where she is being held right now.”

      Kevin had to admit that this was not the sort of news he hoped to hear. But one problem at a time. If what Lacuna was saying was the truth and she wasn’t trying to mislead him, he would deal with the fleet later. Right now, he needed to get the exact position of these ships.

      He cursed himself for letting the power cell run out. If it hadn’t, Mira probably could have calculated the coordinates of the ships based on the star alignment.

      “What proof do I have that this isn’t a fake holo-vid you’re showing me that has nothing to do with Kalliopy?”

      “I happen to have a spy on that ship. Well, technically Jared did, obviously—which I think is the reason you came here in the first place.”

      “You telling me this still doesn’t constitute proof.”

      “Alright, you want proof, how’s this?”

      Lacuna entered more commands and Kevin saw an image of a beautiful young girl being held by levitating restraining devices. Her blonde hair covered her face but when she raised it, he knew immediately who it was.

      Crap! That’s her.

      Incarceration had not been kind to her. Her captors had clearly inflicted physical pain, perhaps even torture, which angered Kevin to the core.

      “From the look in your eyes, I take it you know her and that we can now deal.”

      “Now that I know what I’m looking for, I don’t think I need your help. But, thank you, you’ve been more helpful that I thought you would be,” Kevin smirked.

      Kevin was taking a big gamble, but he had a very good memory, so he committed the ships and their shapes to mind, and while he couldn’t possibly remember all of the stars, he had no doubt that Ziron could recover a perfectly actionable image the moment his neuronal link with him was re-established.

      “Wait a minute,” protested Lacuna. “Even if you could find their location on your own, you’re not taking out that fleet without at least some sort of help.”

      “And I take it that it’s the kind of services you can oh-so-generously provide?”

      “Well—not per se, but there might be an option that’s beneficial for both of us.”

      Kevin crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m listening.”

      “What do you know of the Ghost Fleet?”

      Kevin tried hiding a grimace but was less than successful. “Let’s pretend I’ve never heard of it.”

      Lacuna raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, tough guy, let’s just pretend.”

      “Alright—I never heard of it. I’m not exactly from that part of space. What’s the Ghost Fleet?”

      “In the height of the Wraith War about a thousand years ago, legend has it that the Arcadian lost an entire fleet in a part of space I do happen to have coordinates for.”

      “Another of Jared’s post mortem gifts?”

      “You could say that.”

      “And?”

      “On one of those ships is a relic I’m very interested in getting my hands on.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “You don’t need to worry your pretty little eyes about that, Kev.”

      Pretty little eyes? Da fuck?

      “So what is it you want us to do in exchange for giving us both the coordinates of Kalliopy and the Ghost Fleet?”

      “I just want to come along while you get your hands on the ships, and I’ll be on my merry way. I might also need a transport, doesn’t have to be fancy, and then we can part ways once I get what I want…” She drew closer to his face, he could smell her perfume, which was quite intoxicating. She put two fingers on Kevin’s shoulder and let them slide downward. “Amicably, of course.”

      The caress, while not something Kevin had wanted, gave him goose bumps, the good kind.

      

      He took a deep breath in trying to regain some sort of composure. “Alright then, I think we can deal. We go together to the Ghost Fleet, you get your trinket, we give you a shuttle, and we part ways. You wouldn’t happen to have some sort of proof about the fleet?”

      “You mean the holographical kind that can help you locate it by triangulating star patterns?” She smiled widely. “I can appear stupid with my sexy exterior and mannered ways, but don’t push your luck, Kev. After all, if you help me, I might feel generous and even offer you a bonus.”

      She winked at him, which sent shivers throughout Kevin’s body.

      “If you catch my drift,” she added with a wicked smile.
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      Boomer regained consciousness and managed to establish contact with Ziron who had finally worked out the bugs in his system and beamed back not two but three members aboard the ship.

      The consensus was that Lacuna should stay locked in her quarters, a decision she didn’t take all too well. But after a heated exchange, she finally agreed to give Kevin the coordinates of the Ghost Fleet, with one condition attached. If they tried to double cross her and leave her locked in the quarters upon arrival, she would feed his balls to her pet ranidocus.

      Kevin did not know what a ranidocus was, nor did he care to find out.

      “She’s quite a handful,” said Boomer. “You could have at least tried to clock her for zapping me.”

      “The idea had crossed my mind, believe me.”

      “Seems to me it should have been set into motion beyond just thinking it. But well, what do I know?”

      “Alright, I’m sorry. I didn’t think I could take her without the armor.”

      Boomer snarled. “You mean you know you couldn’t.”

      “You had to spell it out.”

      “Electricity overload you know? I think it did something to my brain. Actually, no, you don’t know, because you weren’t the one zapped!”

      “You are going to let this go, eventually, right?”

      Boomer smiled. “We’ll see.”

      Ziron entered the bridge on his levitating cushion. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “Nah,” said Boomer. “I was about to go anyway, need to relieve myself.”

      Boomer trotted out of the bridge, his head erect and his tail high in the air.

      “You alright, Kevin?”

      “A little tired. That was no small feat getting that information.”

      “About that, I tried running your memory against Mira’s triangulation algorithm. . .”

      “And?”

      “Well, she came up empty.”

      “How’s that even possible?”

      “She detected some corruption on the holo-vid you were shown.”

      “What kind of corruption?”

      “I should say tampering. Looks like the ships and the stars aren’t part of the same file, not originally.”

      Of course. . .Gotta give it to Lacuna, she’s good.

      “So we’re back to square one. Lacuna still has to tell us where to find Kalliopy.”

      “Which is unfortunate, because I can’t trust that woman as far as I can throw her. There’s something about her. I think it’s the blue hair.”

      Kevin had to stop himself from bursting into laughter and instead produced a muffled chuckle.

      “What’s up with you?” asked Ziron.

      “You don’t see the irony?”

      “What?”

      “Your fur is blue.”

      “Let’s not compare my very rare, natural shade with some cheapo nano-synthetics that girl has been using to make herself look pretty.”

      “Fair enough. About the fleet though, do you think she is telling the truth? Or is she trying to play us?”

      Ziron scratched his ear, licked his paw, and then passed it over his face.

      “She may very well be playing us. As for the Ghost Fleet, as legend has it, we did lose one in the war. So, I believe we need to investigate.”

      “What if none of it is true? She did deceive us with the first fleet footage.”

      “Yeah, but some of the parts, the ships in fact, seem genuine.”

      “How so?”

      “One of my contacts at the edge of Arcadian space told me that he saw the exact same fleet a few days back. They were in a hurry. They stopped for a very short period of time to refuel their engines at the nearby star and went back into hyperspace rather quickly. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Alright then, for the time being, let’s assume this is where Kalliopy is being held. If the other part of the holo-footage she showed me is real, Kalliopy is in serious trouble, and she could be dead by the time we reach her.”

      Ziron hissed at the assumption.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you or anything. I don’t want her to die either, or I wouldn’t be doing any of this.”

      “I know. I just—Kevin, we need to save her. I’m responsible, if my tech had been stronger, they never would have succeeded in grabbing her in the first place. I need to right this wrong.”

      “Okay, so let’s focus on moving forward and if Lacuna steps out of line, we’ll just have to deal with her.”

      “You’re a good person, Kevin. I don’t know if I’ve told you that before.”

      “Not in so many words, but I really appreciate you saying it out loud. About the fleet though, what sort of tech can we expect?”

      “Even though these were top-of-the-line a thousand years ago, they’ll be rusty flying buckets compared to the Osiris.”

      “That’s going to be a problem, won’t it?”

      “Well, they have their sheer size we can use. They’re significantly larger than the escort ships and should be able to take quite a pounding. The real question though is—”

      “Will they still fly?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, you’ll work your magic on them, of that I have no doubt. What other choice do we have?”

      “None whatsoever.”
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      The tall man stepped into Xonax’s ready room.

      “Come in, Altanor. I’ve been waiting for you. Take a seat.”

      The pirate leader looked around the room for a few moments before finally sitting across from Xonax.

      “Nice looking ship.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no? It’s a nice looking ship. I wasn’t being sarcastic—for once.”

      “I’m just pre-emptively telling you that I’m not renegotiating our terms. This ship is mine and mine alone.”

      The pirate leader had a scar that ran down his nose, which looked like it had been broken and reset multiple times, and not by the best of surgeons. Half of his face was hidden behind long strands of gray hair. His intense gaze fixed on Xonax, at least from the one eye that the Kregan could see.

      “A little over possessive, are we?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve learned how your kind thinks, and besides that, your reputation precedes you.”

      Altanor smiled.

      “You can keep your shiny ship, but remember our deal. If you want us to help you overthrow your father, we get the boy and the technological advantage that he will bring.”

      “I haven’t forgotten, you don’t need to remind me of our original terms, you just need to make sure you honor your part of the deal. Though we both know that our engineers would get to the bottom of what makes him special much faster than yours will.”

      “Are you calling my engineers incompetent?”

      “Don’t be over-sensitive, it doesn’t suit you. I’m just saying that we have more resources than you do.”

      “Last I checked the Kregan Empire’s resources are—how should I put this mildly—nearly nonexistent. As a matter of fact, I wonder if I shouldn’t just take your father’s place myself. The timing for a coup seems pretty ripe.”

      Xonax slammed a fist on the desk. “Yes, it is! But this is my coup, don’t make the mistake and think I would just let you swoop in and take what’s mine. You wouldn’t stand a chance against our planetary defenses.”

      “Maybe we wouldn’t, maybe we would.”

      “Altanor!” insisted Xonax.

      “Cool your jets, Prince. I’m not interested in running the ashes of your pitiful and broken empire. I just want to make sure we understand what’s going to happen next.” Altanor’s face twitched. “You know, be on the same page.”

      “You need to engage the enemy when they come, no matter what forces they bring along. That’s the page we’re on.”

      “That’s where I’m a little blurry. If they come with an armada of Arcadian ships, we both know they’ll wipe us out.”

      “Except that it won’t happen. Both sides have lost the bulk of their fleets. They’ll have a couple of ships, three at best. I would think even you should be able to handle that. With the information I gave you, you can penetrate their shields, and that should give you the advantage you need. But remember, we don’t want to destroy them, we need to get our hands on the boy, so you just prolong the battle while he finds his way to my ship to rescue the princess.”

      “I don’t like that part of the plan.”

      “Would that be because you didn’t come up with it yourself?”

      “It played a role.”

      “Well, get over it!”

      Altanor stretched his head to the side and his neck cracked. He then turned and spat between his teeth. The muddy liquid splashed on Xonax’s brand new carpet leaving a messy stain on the fabric.

      Xonax rolled his eyes. “That’s disgusting.”

      Altanor shrugged. “If you ask me, it was in dire need of a personal touch.”
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      Kevin walked with Lacuna onto the bridge. She leaned and whispered. . .

      “Whatever chance you had to get something extra at the end of this, you can kiss it goodbye. Staying locked up in a small room for two days is not my idea of fun.”

      Kevin didn’t bother answering. While he had to admit that Lacuna had certain charms that made him feel funny sometimes, his focus was solely on rescuing a kind girl that he almost kissed. An experience he had been looking for pretty much forever, but the universe could have a weird sense of humor at times.

      “When are we jumping out of hyperspace?” asked Kevin.

      “Any time now,” replied Ziron. “As for you,” he said hissing at Lacuna. “No funny business.”

      “Whatever,” said Lacuna. “As long as I get my hands on what I came for and you fulfill your promise of providing me with a shuttle, you’ll get the precious sub-space frequency and location of the ship where Princess Kalliopy is being held. Then you can detect its current location and do whatever the hell you’re going to do that will most likely end in your lives being forfeited. I’m just glad I won’t be there to see you fail.”

      “Yeah, because doing a good deed would kill you,” snorted Boomer from the side of a console.

      “Oh, great, the talking quadruped is here too. Why does your race interact with such dumb pets in the first place?”

      Boomer’s fur rose on his back and he growled.

      Kevin slowly extended a palm, informing his friend to let it go. While he shared Boomer’s sentiment, if they were to succeed in their endeavor, they would have to get used to Lacuna’s inflammatory personality.

      Kevin sympathized with Boomer though, especially after how his buddy had been stung by her.

      The ship exited hyperspace, and the Osiris’ viewport filled with stars, a truly massive asteroid belt in the distance, and an equally large blue-purple nebula on the port bow.

      Mira’s holographic floating face materialized between the viewport and the crew.

      “Scans are inconclusive, can’t detect any power signature, which doesn’t bode well.”

      Ziron turned his attention to Lacuna. “So? Where next? And you’d better not have embarked us on a fool’s quest, or you’ll find yourself stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

      Lacuna mimed being cold. “I’m so sooo scared,” she added, a tad heavy on the sarcasm, even for her. “And let’s make one thing clear: the lack of trust is mutual, okay? So let’s drop the cheap shots and just do the work we came here to do. That way we can part ways as soon as possible. Believe me when I say that I’m not exactly fond of your company either.”

      “I like Ziron’s idea,” Boomer said, “should anybody care.”

      “Enough,” said Kevin sharply. “I’ve had it. Bickering like kids won’t get us anywhere. Let Lacuna tell us where to go next, and let’s recover the fleet. Then we can all say our goodbyes and be on our merry ways.”

      Ziron cocked one eyebrow. “Merry?”

      “It’s an express—you know what, forget it.”

      “Our next stop is the nebula,” said Lacuna. “That’s the reason your super-duper AI didn’t detect anything. And why no other people found the fleet for all this time.”

      “I don’t see why anyone wouldn’t have just sent ships to comb the nebula, they could have found them,” said Kevin.

      “It’s a little more complicated than that. This system is unstable.”

      “Unstable how?”

      “Well, there’s a wormhole that pops in and out at random intervals.”

      “That hardly constitutes instability,” Ziron complained.

      “It does when the thing on the other side of the wormhole is a massive black hole. Why do you think there are all these large rocks floating around? This used to be an inhabited solar system with eleven planets, but billions died.”

      “If that is true,” said Kevin, “then the Fleet could have been destroyed too.”

      “That’s what everyone else thought as well. Hence nobody has been looking for the fleet for centuries. Between you and me, I also thought the same until I delved more into Jared’s files. Apparently, it’s unaffected by the gravity pull due to the nebula’s composition. Or something…”

      “That’s not how physics works,” snorted Ziron.

      “Yeah, well, all I know is that’s how this place works,” Lacuna shot back, “and I suggest we enter the nebula before the wormhole decides to randomly pop-up and ruin the oh-so-lovely day we’re having.”

      “Agreed,” said Kevin. “Set a course to the nebula, full impulse. Make it so.”

      Ziron blinked a couple of times. “Aye, aye, Captain, I guess. A memo about my demotion would have been nice, though. Just saying.”

      Boomer laughed as he came to sit next to Kevin.

      “Love your Picard impression,” he whispered.

      Kevin grimaced. “Oh, snap, I was going for Janeway.”

      “Never mind,” chuckled Boomer. “You should have said: ‘There’s coffee in that nebula,’ then.”

      They both cracked up as the ship’s sub-light engines rumbled to maximum power and shortly after, the Osiris entered the nebula.
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      After forty minutes of slow travelling inside the massive nebula, Mira’s modified sensors, courtesy of Lacuna’s in-nebula scanning technique, finally found the fleet of old Arcadian battleships.

      Life scans came back negative, but then again, it might have been interference due to the density of the nebula’s composition.

      The shuttle departed the Osiris, with everyone aboard.

      “I’m not sure I should have left the Osiris on her own,” protested Ziron, now stretching his legs as he left the floating pillow behind.

      “Does he do anything else beside complain?” Lacuna asked.

      Ziron hissed.

      “You eventually get used to it,” said Kevin.

      Lacuna grimaced for a second. “If you say so.”

      “Don’t worry, Ziron,” said Kevin. “Mira is taking care of our ship. I just hope she can beam us out in case we need her to.”

      “She should be able to extrapolate a fix based on the sensor modifications I’ve applied, the same ones that allowed her to find the fleet inside the nebula,” said Lacuna. “But there’s very little chance she will need to, it’s named the Ghost Fleet for a reason. Nobody has set foot aboard one in a thousand years, so not exactly expecting any uninvited guests or surprises, except perhaps a millennia-old fermented fart smell.”

      “That’s one big assumption,” commented Boomer. “There could be other life forms that explored the ships, roamed around, and god knows what onboard these ships.”

      “We’re going in with suits anyway until we can confirm or activate life support,” said Ziron.

      “Yeah, ‘cause that’s gonna stop space zombies from eating our brains,” said Boomer.

      “Sorry, pal,” said Kevin, “I guess I shouldn’t have watched all those horror films with you. Didn’t really realize you’d understand them this much, you know.”

      “Don’t sweat it, buddy. I really enjoyed those moments we spent together, no matter what was on TV.”

      Kevin smiled. “So did I, truth be told, I’m not sure I would have had the courage to see most of them if it wasn’t for your presence.”

      “Hey blue mop?” Lacuna looked to Ziron. “Should we give them the room?”

      Ziron’s eyes squinted and he replied with indignation. “Blue mop?! Have you looked in the mirror lately?” Ziron sneered. “Now that’s irony for you.”

      Lacuna shook her hair vigorously and it began to change from blue to purple.

      “I knew it!” said Ziron, pointing a claw at her. “Nano-paint.”

      “Nice trick! Doesn’t look cheap, though,” said Kevin.

      “Well, I was half right anyway,” objected Ziron.

      “Yeah, let’s put that on our tombstones if we fail,” barked Boomer. “Was half right, just the wrong half.”

      “Nobody is dying on my watch,” said Kevin absently as he guided the shuttle to land on the biggest ship in the fleet, the Orus. “Everyone clear on the plan? We get in, restore power to the fleet, and get out.”

      “Just like that?” said Lacuna.

      “Yeah, just like that,” said Kevin seriously.

      However, something nagged at the back of Kevin’s mind. Why were Arcadian ships named after Egyptian deities? Kevin knew that they had a lot to accomplish in a short amount of time, but his curiosity begged for an answer.

      “Hey, Ziron?”

      “Yes, Kevin.”

      “Why are your ships named after Egyptian deities?”

      “Egyptian you say. . .” Ziron’s eyes blinked a couple of time. “Oh—I see. It’s not entirely impossible that we visited your world, you know, a long time ago.”

      “Oh—Wait! What?”

      “I believe this is a conversation for another day, don’t you think?” said Ziron, clearly trying to change the subject. “Let’s first focus on getting Princess Kalliopy back.”

      Kevin guided the shuttle onto the landing pad. As he climbed out of his pilot’s seat, he pointed a finger at Ziron.

      “Okay, but we are having that discussion afterward.”

      Ziron replied with an uncomfortable nod. They all walked to the back of the shuttle and put on their atmospheric suits. Another of Ziron’s inventions. A smooth oval contraption that resembled a stone was attached to them, which raised a force field, allowing them to breathe.

      “Will that be enough oxygen? What if we’re in there for hours?” asked Kevin.

      “The device can convert most outside atmosphere into clean air for us to breathe.”

      “Most?”

      Ziron shrugged. “It usually works.”

      Kevin buried his face in his palms. “Why I even ask these questions at this point is beyond me.”
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      Upon entering the ship’s corridor, Kevin reestablished his leader role.

      “I think we need to split up into groups.”

      “Funny you would say that, ‘cause I thought we should stay together,” said Ziron.

      Boomer coughed out, “Chicken!”

      “Where?” said Ziron, madly looking from side to side.

      “Never mind that,” said Kevin as they arrived at a three-way crossing. He looked at the wrist device Ziron had given him prior to getting into the shuttle. “We can locate each other with these anyway, right?”

      “That’s correct. The blue dots will be us, I’ve given our guest another color.”

      Lacuna looked over Kevin’s shoulder as he activated the holo-scanner. Three blue dots with the first letter of each other’s first names appeared and one single red dot.

      “I don’t know whether to be offended. . .,” said Lacuna, before fluffing her hair in the air. “Or feel special.”

      Kevin was getting antsy. They needed to move quickly. He was still haunted by the holo-vid of the princess being held and mistreated by the Kregans. He would do anything to make sure that her current predicament wouldn’t last one minute longer than it had to.

      “Whatever works for you,” said Kevin. “You and Ziron go to the left, that should lead you to the bridge. I’ll check the engine room with Boomer.”

      “Sounds good,” said Lacuna. “Hey moppy, you coming?”

      Ziron hissed harder than usual but complied.
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        * * *

      

      As Kevin and Boomer advanced toward engineering, a strange creaking noise tore through the silence.

      “Hey, Boomer, remember that movie we saw together: Aliens?” Kevin asked.

      “Remember? I can’t believe you had me watch that. My shit was moist for over a week after that,” said Boomer. “Just saying.”

      “Uh—too much information, pal.”

      Boomer raised one of his legs and relieved himself against the bulkhead.

      “That’s just gross.”

      “Well, have you seen any trees around here?”

      Kevin chuckled as

      Boomer trotted back next to him.

      “What if there’s some Xenomorph on board this ship? What do we do then?”

      “Well, you change into one too and kick its ass, that’s what.”

      A strong wind and a clacking noise startled Kevin.

      “Like this?” said a deep Boomer voice.

      When Kevin turned his head to the side, he jumped and fell back on his ass, hard.

      “Too much?” said Boomer, in full black-as-the-night quadruped Xenomorph form, it’s second mouth retracting.

      Kevin took a giant breath. “Cut it out—you almost gave me a heart attack!”

      Boomer morphed back to his Beagle form, his tail down, displaying his best cute look: big, watery eyes and his tongue hanging out. The works. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay, but don’t waste the armor’s energy for jokes that can make me shit my pants, we may need the power later.”

      Boomer raised on his back legs and saluted. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      “You’re silly. Let’s go,” said Kevin with a big smile on his face. “Between you and me, I’m a little worried.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “It looked like the Kregans mistreated Kalliopy. I just want us to get to her before it’s too late, you know.”

      “About that—Isn’t it a little crazy that we both risk our lives to save a complete stranger? Even one as cute as Kalliopy?”

      “Cuteness has nothing to do about it.”

      “Yeah, nor does the kiss she owes you, right?”

      Kevin couldn’t hide his emotions from his best friend. And he had told him all about it when he got back from the encounter at the pond, right after winning an interstellar battle. He’d been so proud of himself that he had felt compelled to tell Boomer all about it, of course.

      “Kiss or not, this is the right thing to do. Ziron saved our lives on Earth. And he’s protecting our family too. The least we can do is try and help Kalliopy.”

      “Not to mention that if the Arcadians lose this war, the Kregan might decide to come to Earth and enslave us all, or worse.”

      Kevin stopped walking.

      “What’s up?” asked Boomer.

      “I hadn’t thought of that. Well—all the more reasons to hurry and get this fleet up and running. Looks like the survival of our species might ultimately depend on us helping the Arcadians win.”

      “No pressure, then. I hope that’s one amazing kiss you’ll get, I truly do.”

      Kevin activated his comms. “Ziron? Come in? What’s our status?”

      “We’ve just entered the bridge,” said Ziron, a little static overlapping with his voice. “Hang on.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s taking so long?” asked Lacuna.

      “Let me work, I have to try and restore power beyond emergency lights. Not exactly an easy thing to do on a ship whose tech is older than most of my lineage.”

      “A little testy, are we?”

      “Can I please have some quiet? Why don’t you look around for your precious artifact? Whatever the hell that is.”

      “Alright, if you prefer being alone to defend yourself in case an intruder shows up, I’m fine with that.”

      Ziron’s fur shot up as if magnetized. “Oh—then perhaps you shouldn’t wander too far, then.”

      Lacuna smiled as she walked around the bridge.

      “I think I got it,” said Ziron.

      A humming sound followed by lights progressively turning on flooded the bridge.

      “That’s it for power,” said Ziron. “There seems to be plenty of it to fire up the engines, too, which is good. Now, let’s see if I can restore life support.”

      “Good job,” said Lacuna.

      Ziron shushed her as he opened a comm to Kevin.

      “Kevin, I got the power back on.”

      “We can see that, good job, Zee. What’s next?”

      “Life support, then engines and main computer. The sooner I can access the computer core, the sooner I can try and establish a link with Mira for remote controlling the fleet.”

      “ETA?”

      “An hour, give or take.”

      “You’ve got ten minutes.”

      “What? I need an hour.”

      “You’re a crappy Scotty, you know that?”

      “I’m not sure I under—”

      “Forget it, Zee, do your best.”

      “I always do. What about engineering?”

      “We’re here. Nothing looks damaged, but I don’t exactly know what to do past this point.”

      “I told you we shouldn’t have split up. This place gives me the creeps, and you don’t have your armor, so be careful. And for full disclosure’s sake, I might not be able to repair the one you had on Omicron.”

      “Now you tell me! Why can’t you just give me another one?”

      “I only had two prototypes, and Boomer’s is the older version of the two. So right now he’s the only one who can defend us should we need it.”

      “I don’t like it. Any idea where the armory is on this ship? Might as well equip us with some Arcadian badass weaponry at least.”

      “Give me a second.”

      Ziron entered a few commands on the old touch controls. He wasn’t used to non-holographic interfaces.

      “What’s that pulsating blue line on the ground?” asked Kevin.

      “You follow it, genius,” said Boomer over the line.

      “Hey,” Kevin complained, “I haven’t slept in more than a day. And when one licks one’s balls, one should be careful about criticizing others.”

      “That’s your defense? We both know you’d love to have that ability.”

      “Let’s not do this right now, okay?”

      “Uh—guys?” interrupted Ziron.

      “Sorry—all good.” said Kevin. “Over and out.”

      Now back to the engines, thought Ziron.

      It took the Sphynx a little over twenty minutes to get both life support and the engines back online to acceptable and stable levels. All that remained was the computer core. But he felt a strong hand grab him by the back of the neck and pull him off the console where he was crouched, working the controls.

      “What the hell! Lacuna! Help!”

      But when he turned around, he saw it was Lacuna who had grabbed him.

      “Thanks, kitty-cat, time for you to take a nap now.”

      Ziron hissed and struggled, trying in vain to scratch Lacuna before she swiftly waved a hand in front of his nose and a small pink vapor cloud put him to sleep. She then let an unconscious Ziron fall to the floor.

      “Just count yourself lucky that I may still need your help later, or I would have spaced your furry ass on the spot. Now, let’s see how I can get rid of the other two and claim that fleet as mine. These two bozos seriously damaged my position on Omicron, so it’s time to travel the stars in style while looking for better riches elsewhere.”

      She looked over the controls for a few moments when her face lit up.

      “That looks promising,” she said as she pressed a red button.
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      Kevin looked at his reflection in full Arcadian marine armor before putting the helmet on. He then pressed a button on the chest portion and it tightened around his smaller-than-most-marines figure.

      “Wicked! I feel like the master chief,” he cheered.

      “Yeah, if the master chief was one hundred plus pounds lighter.”

      “Hey! That’s not my fault.”

      Kevin checked his weapons next. A handheld gun with two settings. Red and blue. He set it on blue. He then grabbed the blaster rifle and raised it behind his back. The rifle magnetically attached to the armor with a satisfying clang.

      “Riiiight,” said Boomer, “after all you’ve been banned from the gym on account of finishing more video games than most people alive by the time you were fifteen.”

      “Touché. But isn’t that the reason I was chosen to save the universe?” Kevin said through his helmet’s visor, trying to do his best marine impression.

      “Or just being at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “I prefer to think the right place at the right time myself, but I guess that depends on how you look at it. You know, glass half full kind of way.”

      The lights in the room turned red and started pulsating.

      “Don’t take it personally, buddy, but I’m gonna stay with my initial assessment,” said Boomer. “Wrong place all the way!”

      They both stepped out of the armory and back into the corridor, where a vocal alarm resounded.

      “Intruder alert, intruder alert, all security drones to level fourteen.”

      Boomer barked sharply three times.

      “When you’re right, you’re right,” conceded Kevin.

      Kevin opened a comm channel. “Zee, come in? What the heck is going on?”

      There was no answer.

      “Ziron? Please, come in?”

      “That lying two-faced—” said Boomer.

      “We don’t know what happened yet.”

      “Yeah, but we have an inkling about what could have happened. Don’t tell me the thought didn’t cross your mind?”

      “Well, let’s go back to the brid—”

      Kevin jumped and grabbed Boomer just before three blaster bolts were about to hit them. He used his momentum and rolled into firing position, grabbed his rifle and opened fire. He shot three flying spherical sentries dead center. They blew up in quick succession.

      “What were you were saying about me playing too much X-box?”

      “I take it all back, thanks.”

      “Anytime. Let’s get out of here before more of those things arrive. Can you—”

      But before Kevin could finish his sentence, Boomer already morphed into a large armored white tiger and let out a roar as he made a head move pointing toward the saddle mounted on his back as he unleashed an impressive roar.

      “You read my mind, Boomer.”

      Kevin climbed on the mount and Boomer sprinted forward.

      Four sentries appeared at the end of the corridor and opened fire. Kevin aimed and shot one of them. Upon exploding, it threw the one standing by it against the wall, sparking and falling to the ground.

      Two articulated cannons on both sides of Boomer’s tiger-armored shoulder plates came to life and reduced the rest to dust.

      “Nice!”

      “Well, I learned a thing or two watching you play.”

      “Evidently.”

      “Ziron?” Kevin keyed over the comms. “Come on, Zee, answer me.”

      But no answer came. Instead a panicked Lacuna came on the line. “I don’t know what happened, these things started showing up, I managed to seal us on the bridge, but they injured Ziron before I could do anything. Please help!”

      Boomer shook his head from side to side with a growl.

      Yeah, I’m pretty much with you, Boomer, but let’s give her the benefit of the doubt.

      “Can you disable these sentries that are after us?”

      “I’ve been trying, but that tech is too complicated. I don’t know how to operate it. I think I’ve managed to plot a safe route for you to get back to the bridge, though.”

      Boomer roared louder.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, Lacuna. Can you activate the guiding system, like Ziron had done before?”

      “I think so—hang on.”

      A blue line appeared along the corridor.

      “Thanks, we’ll be back to the bridge in no time, hang tight.”

      “Hurry, Kevin. I’m scared.”

      Kevin grimaced and killed the comms.

      “It’s a trap!” roared Boomer.

      “I know…But knowing it is may give us an edge.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing. She could have killed Ziron already.”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      “And if she has?”

      “Then I guess I’ll do my first spacing.”

      Boomer bellowed. “As long as we’re on the same page. I haven’t eaten in a while. Just saying.”

      Kevin didn’t enjoy the mental image of Boomer, in this form, eating Lacuna, but he enjoyed the image of a dead Ziron even less. Kevin’s expression turned icy.

      “That’s an option, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin and Boomer blasted through another couple of dozens sentries on their way to the bridge. It didn’t take a genius to figure out the path that Lacuna fed them was overly complicated and much longer than it should have been.

      As a matter of fact, Kevin didn’t think they were anywhere near the bridge. But part of him hoped, deep down, that she wasn’t a bad person and that perhaps there was an explanation for her actions. But he couldn’t ignore his instincts, which were firmly aligned with Boomer’s on this, so he mentally prepared himself for the worst.

      Boomer ran through the opened blast doors, which promptly closed a second later. At that moment, Kevin knew that they were about to see what kind of trap awaited them. Boomer stopped running. The walkway that would connect them from their current position to the next set of blast doors on the other side of the room actually was disabled and they were looking at a chasm.

      “That’s our trap, alright,” said Boomer. “And here she comes.”

      The opposite blast door opened and Lacuna ran through, shooting at the corridor behind them.

      “Don’t trust her set-up,” implored Boomer.

      “I won’t.”

      Lacuna ran to the walkway controls, the same ones were on both sides of the chasm, except the one on their side had been damaged.

      How convenient.

      “There you are,” exclaimed Lacuna. “I came as soon as I realized that the walkway controls on your side were disabled,” she shouted over the distance. “Give me a second.”

      She interacted with her console and a blue force field walkway came to life between them.

      Boomer turned his tiger head and whispered. “We’re not falling for this, right?”

      “How is your smart armor, energy-wise?”

      “Still some juice left, but I wouldn’t try pulling out a dragon.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

      “Alright.”

      “What are you waiting for?” insisted Lacuna. “There are more sentries on their way!” shouted Lacuna.

      “Let’s go,” said Kevin. “Just be ready.”

      “I was born ready,” said Boomer with a low growl.

      Boomer ran toward Lacuna as Kevin observed her reaction, hoping there was still a spark of goodness in the young girl and that she would not try to double cross them. When Kevin felt gravity take hold, all he saw was wickedness inside Lacuna’s eyes and she mouthed the word “sorry.”

      The energy bridge collapsed, and they were plunging to their deaths. That’s when Boomer turned into a winged version of the Xenomorph, and flew back up rapidly as Kevin mounted the saddle. He grabbed his side arm and checked that it was still on blue. As Boomer rose to platform level, Kevin aimed at Lacuna. He fired and shot her in the leg. She lost her footing and fell on her ass.

      Boomer landed them nearby. The moment Kevin slid off Boomer, his friend, in Xenomorph form, approached Lacuna, who was immobilized. He bared his metallic looking teeth with semi-transparent viscous drool sliding down onto the floor. As he opened his mouth wider, a second smaller head shot twice toward the girl, stopping just a centimeter away from her forehead.

      Kevin could see terror in her eyes. Apparently, she had never seen a creature as vile as this one. Kevin remembered how scared he was just looking at it on TV, so he could only imagine how scared she felt right about now.

      “Easy, Boomer.”

      “We both know she doesn’t deserve to breathe.”

      “I—I’m sorry,” pleaded Lacuna. “I don’t think I entered the right command—”

      “Don’t waste your breath,” cut in Kevin.

      “Nor insult our intelligence,” added Boomer.

      “W—What are you going to do to me?” Lacuna asked.

      “There never was a relic? Was there?” asked Kevin.

      Lacuna looked away.

      “Answer me! Or I let Boomer eat you.”

      “You wouldn’t dare?”

      If there was ever a time for Kevin to practice a poker face this was it. He hardened every one of his facial muscles and gave Lacuna a stare to remember.

      “Try me.”

      Boomer approached her slowly and she threw her hands in front of her defensively. “Ok, ok. No, there was no relic. I wanted this fleet for myself. But there are plenty of them out there, perhaps we can share? I just need one of them. After all, without me you wouldn’t even know they existed.”

      “You’re unbelievable!” screamed Kevin. “You were willing to kill us to get them, and now you’re still trying to negotiate?”

      “Fair point—Sorry?”

      “Can I eat her now?” asked Boomer impatiently.

      “No, no, no,” she pleaded. “I can be of use to you, I promise. And after all, I haven’t given you the coordinates to the princess yet.”

      That much was true.

      “Where is it?” roared Boomer.

      “Come on now, if I tell you, you have no reason to keep me alive.”

      “At this point,” said Kevin, “does it really matter? Perhaps some actions are too heinous to forgive. Perhaps you need to learn responsibility the hard way, even if it’s the last thing you do.”

      “Just say the word, Kevin,” said Boomer with agitation.

      “Wait, wait. Ok, here,” said Lacuna, her voice trembling.

      She reached into her pants pocket and took out a small data crystal and handed it to Kevin.

      “This contains the last location the spy relayed to Jared and the ships’ energy signatures so you can track their current vector. I thought it better to not let the spy know of the change in ownership just yet, you know, loyalties and such. There’s also some valuable information about the Kregan destroyer on the crystal. It’s a one-of-a-kind ship, really, not at all the same as their other craft. The extra blueprints of the ship should provide you with a tactical advantage.”

      Kevin took his helmet off, threw it to the side, and grabbed the crystal, securing it in his own pant’s pocket.

      “Can I eat her now?” asked Boomer.

      “Wait, what?” exclaimed Lacuna. “I just gave you what you wanted. Have mercy!”

      “Like the mercy you’ve shown us and Ziron,” said Kevin.

      “Your cat friend is still alive. I just put him into a gentle sleep. Alright, he might wake up with a bit of a headache but that’s just an unfortunate side effect from the sleeping drug.”

      “We can’t trust you, and we can’t take you along, you may try to sabotage or kill us again. Letting Boomer eat you seems like the safest course of action.”

      Some sensations must have come back to Lacuna’s leg as she tried, painfully, to get back on her feet.

      “I’m glad you had that set on stun,” she said once she was standing up.

      “I’m not,” countered Boomer.

      Ziron’s voice boomed through invisible speakers. “Just kill her, she’s too much of a risk!”

      “Good to hear your voice, Zee,” said Kevin. “I—I don’t know, perhaps we should just give her a ship and let her go.”

      “Yes, that’s a great idea—”

      “Shut up!” roared Boomer.

      Lacuna froze.

      “Look, Kevin,” argued Ziron over the ship’s sound system. “If you’re not going to step up and do what needs to be done, then I sure will.”

      “What? Wait!”

      But Ziron didn’t. Two trap doors opened in the ceiling and two laser cannons lowered and acquired Lacuna with laser precision. Whatever fear Kevin saw in her eyes earlier had now grown tenfold. She had the look of someone who knew she was about to die.

      “No! Don’t shoot, Zee,” implored Kevin.

      “Sorry—”

      Kevin reacted instinctively and jumped forward, hands first. Boomer, who must have predicted his action, darted forward too when the laser cannons opened fire. Kevin grabbed Lacuna in midair, pushing her out of the way, not even realizing that his head was somewhat being cushioned by her chest. Two powerful blasts left the cannons and one streaked past his head, burning the top of his shoulder, while the second blast was deflected by Boomer’s shield as he jumped to cover Kevin.

      Before he was about to crush both Kevin and Lacuna, he gave one strong flap of his wings and landed to the side.

      “Are you fucking insane, Ziron!?” complained Boomer. “You’d better have died of a heart attack or I’ll eat you myself!”

      But there were no answers. Not with words anyway. All they heard was a scared mewing sound.

      Kevin felt a strong pain in his shoulder where the laser had burned through his flesh and had fused part of his synthetic shirt with it, right between the reinforced plating neck and shoulder pieces. He got up, nonetheless, and grabbed his gun from the floor.

      “Thank you—”

      But Kevin didn’t wait for Lacuna to say anything else, and he shot her in the chest twice. She lost consciousness on the spot.

      “Let’s drag her sorry ass back to the bridge.”
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      Kevin didn’t see Ziron as he entered the bridge. Boomer, now back in tiger form, followed him in with Lacuna on his back, still unconscious.

      “Hey, Zee, where are you?”

      “I’m sorry,” said a tiny muffled voice behind a console.

      “You don’t have to hide, we forgive you.”

      Ziron’s head timidly peaked out from cover but retracted immediately when Boomer roared loudly.

      “Boomer!” shouted Kevin.

      “I’m so sorry,” implored Ziron. “I never wanted to shoot you!”

      “I know,” said Kevin. “It’s okay, it’s just a flesh wound. We need to get this fleet up and running.”

      “I’ve actually made some good progress on that,” said Ziron, his voice still shaky.

      Kevin gave Boomer a meaningful look. “Just come out from there, we’re not going to hurt you.”

      Ziron stepped out.

      Kevin grabbed the crystal and threw it to Ziron who caught it. “That contains all we need to get to Kalliopy. How soon can we be on our way?”

      “I should be able to write a crude two-way communication and remote-control protocol with this ship within ten minutes, maybe less.”

      “What about the other ships?”

      “Fortunately, the main destroyer in this fleet is fully networked with the others in the fleet.”

      “That’s good news. So we can take the entire fleet with us to go rescue the princess?”

      “Not exactly. Four of the ships will have to stay here for now. We can always come back for them later. Two have depleted all their energy reserves and the other two are simply too low in energy to power their engines.”

      “Bottom line?”

      “We’ll have a tad over half a fleet. But, I must point out that their weaponry, while top of the line a thousand years ago, aren’t exactly up to snuff today.”

      “One problem at a time. Let’s get crackin’.”

      “What about her?”

      “I’ll deal with her myself.”

      Ziron quickly walked next to Boomer and searched Lacuna.

      “What are you doing?” asked Kevin.

      He removed a small oval pink capsule that looked like jewelry from Lacuna’s attire and threw it to Kevin.

      “That’s how she incapacitated me.”
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      When Lacuna woke up, she was securely tied a chair at the back of the shuttle, which they had used to get onto the Orus.

      “My—my head is killing me,” she moaned.

      “Well, at least you’re still breathing,” said Kevin. “I think a headache is not too bad a tradeoff.”

      “Where am I?”

      “In the shuttle we’re giving you.”

      “Why am I tied up?”

      “Do you really have to ask?”

      “I do. I learned my lesson, I promise. I’m just looking forward to going back to Omicron and hope we never cross paths again.”

      “You got that right. You’re in luck, that’s exactly where this shuttle is programmed to go. And since it doesn’t have hyperspace capabilities, it will take you a few weeks to get there. Let you practice patience and give you ample time to reflect on your actions.”

      She looked at her arm and saw an IV attached to it. “Is that what this is for?”

      “Yeah, we wouldn’t want you to die of thirst or hunger on your way back, but it’s not secured all that well, so there’s no guarantee it won’t fall off if you struggle trying to get yourself free.”

      “I can’t get stuck here for weeks,” she protested, “someone’s gonna take all that’s mine in Omicronia’s tower!”

      “You should have thought about that before trying to double-cross us. And, technically, they’ll be taking over Jared’s operation, won’t they? You know what? I’d love to stay and chat, but I have lots to do.”

      Kevin took a step forward and lowered his head to Lacuna’s level.

      “Goodbye kiss?” she asked.

      “Not a chance, knowing you, you have your tongue layered with nerve agent.”

      Lacuna smiled. “You’re a quick learner, but Kevin, let me ask you one question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll have to give me more than that.”

      “Why keep me alive? You know that if the positions were reversed, you’d be floating in space right now, so why not just kill me? Why give me a chance to get back at you in the future?”

      “Because I don’t consider myself a cold-hearted killer. And because not everybody is an asshole, at least not from where I come from anyway.”

      “You should go back there, this universe will swallow you whole and spit out your bones.”

      Kevin shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      “Looking forward to seeing you again, nugget.”

      “I’m not. Nighty night,” said Kevin before squeezing the pink sleep-gas container next to Lacuna’s nose.

      Kevin then pressed two controls on the shuttle and exited in a hurry. He looked as the backdoor closed and the shuttle lifted off the Orus’ landing bay and flew through the atmospheric shield before heading into space.

      Even though I hope we never see each other again, something tells me we will. And, weirdly enough, I’m kind of okay with that.
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        * * *

      

      “What am I supposed to eat now?” complained Boomer in his Beagle form. “You didn’t let me eat Lacuna, and you won’t let me have Zee fricassee. Be reasonable.”

      Kevin smiled. “What’s wrong with the rations we brought back from the Orus?”

      “Oh, yeah, thousand-year-old rations, yuuuummm! Have you tried this stuff? Even I have better standards than that?”

      “You’ve eaten worse things and you know it.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Do we really want to go there?”

      “No, no, that won’t be necessary.”

      “I thought so.”

      “Hey, Kevin, can I ask you a question?”

      “Plenty of time until we go into battle again, so sure, shoot.”

      “Why did you keep her alive? I mean, that Lacuna chick is bad news, surely you can see that.”

      “I can. But I chose to give her a second chance. Though I might live to regret it.”

      “Well, with what soon awaits us, one can only hope.”

      They both laughed.

      “We’ll be fine. We didn’t go through all of this to let a single Kregan dreadnought and a few measly pirate ships stand in our way, am I right or am I right?”

      Boomer barked.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was rubbing his chin as he looked at the holographic representation of the enemy fleet. He’d been looking at it for longer than he cared to, but he still wasn’t completely sure how to pull off the rescue mission.

      Brute force? Stealth approach? Diversion? A mixture of all three? After all, each had their pros and cons.

      “So have you decided on a game plan yet?” asked Ziron as Boomer snored in the background.

      Game plan. If only this was a game. I could just restart from the checkpoint if I died or messed up my objective. But it’s not. This is life and death, ours, as well as Kalliopy’s. I can’t afford to screw this up.

      Kevin rubbed his eyes, unable to hide his fatigue anymore, both mental and physical. “I’m not sure. Why can’t we just beam her out again?”

      “We’ve been over this, they’ve deactivated her sub-space implant, so you’ll need to wear one and inject her with one as well when you reach her. But let’s count our blessings here. If it wasn’t for the extra blueprints Lacuna had on the data crystal, I wouldn’t have been able to beam you in the ship with their shields up. But with that info, I can beam you in and both of you out again once you’ve injected her with the implant.”

      “At least there’s that,” said Kevin with a long drawn-out yawn.

      “We still have three hours, perhaps you should try and sleep at least one or two of those.”

      There’s nothing I want more, but I can’t.

      “I wish I could, believe me. Can’t you just inject me with a boosting cocktail? You know, some stims of some kind.”

      “I’m not sure that would be good idea.”

      “Not what I asked, Zee. Yes or no?”

      “I suppose…”

      Kevin slowly dropped his head to the side.

      “Okay, yes,” continued Ziron, “I can, but maybe we should do that later, so that you don’t crash in the middle of your rescue mission.”

      That’s actually not a half-bad idea.

      “And you’re sure there’s no way to fix my smart armor?”

      “Not going to happen. It would require weeks to make a new fully functional prototype I’m afraid.”

      “What about a less functional one?”

      “I don’t think you want to risk your life using my beta software, and even if you did, I simply don’t have the resources or the time.”

      Kevin worried that infiltrating the Kregan ship without that advantage was suicidal. He could stay aboard, command the fleet remotely, and send Boomer in his stead, but as much as he trusted his dog to be able to pull it off, he couldn’t possibly imagine putting him in the line of fire.

      No, I can’t do that. Think, Kevin!

      “What about Boomer’s armor? Did you juice it up? And can’t you just transfer it to me?”

      “It will be back to nearly full power by the time we deploy, yes. As for transferring it to you, I wish I could, but the smart nanites network already adjusted to his physiology, so—”

      “What would be the downside of that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Kevin let his palm slide from his forehead to his chin. “I mean, technically speaking, if you were to transfer the armor to me, what would happen?”

      “If you survive the link, which I cannot guarantee, though I suppose we can run simulations to make sure we limit transfer risks to a bare minimum; then the nanites in the armor would transform you into a Beagle as your resting form. And there might be side effects if your interaction with the armor is prolonged for too long.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, if you start randomly scratching yourself out of the blue after the mission, don’t come and complain to me ‘cause I don’t think this option is worth exploring.”

      “Swell, and warnings aside, once I wear his armor, could I then just simply morph into myself to compensate?”

      “No, like I told you, this is an older model, it will only work with a quadruped transformation due to the adaptability of the neuronal nanite matrix. Its imprint is now fixed to quadrupeds. I know, that’s quite the design flaw, but that’s how it is. So, you could still transform into all sorts of things that walk on four legs, even a walking dog or dragon, but not a human that naturally walks on two legs.”

      “That’s why Boomer looked more like the alien in the third movie of the franchise. I think I understand the limitation.”

      Ziron’s eye blinked slowly. “I’m not sure you fully do, Kevin. Movie references aside, the chances of you being able to perform as a quadruped as well as Boomer can, are slim at best. Your conscious mind is simply too accustomed to walking on two feet.”

      “But you said that I can walk on two legs in these forms, like Boomer could.”

      “Yeah, being able to do it is not the issue. Look at me, I can walk too if I choose to, but it’s more comfortable, and more importantly, natural and instinctive to just use all four legs. I can run faster too. There’s no way I can compete with you in a race on just two legs, just like I’ll smoke you on all fours.”

      “Then I should just go with Arcadian space marine armor and guns blazing.”

      “Without heavy shields, that’s just plain crazy. You said it yourself. It would be suicidal.”

      “I can’t believe I screwed this up by trying to become a giant robot. What was I thinking?”

      “Hey, give yourself a break, you didn’t know that would damage the armor permanently by overloading its power source. I should have warned you to never deplete or push the power cell beyond its limits. I share the blame for this too.”

      But it didn’t matter whose fault it was. And Kevin was painfully aware of that. Not to mention part of him wasn’t sure he would have acted differently even if he had known the limitations.

      “You don’t understand, Ziron. I always do these things. It’s like when I got a newer, less crappy computer last year and heard of the art of overclocking. I went at it heads down, without doing my research but confident I knew enough about tech to make it work easy-peasy. With the dumb illusion that I could get more muscle out of that CPU, instead of enjoying the nice bump in power it already provided. Well, would have, if I had not burned it to a crisp, may it rest in peace. I get these shiny toys, and when I do, I have the bad habit of wanting them to be better, and more often than not I end up breaking them. Look at the Thalamos. I ruined the best prototype ship you ever built.”

      “You can’t possibly blame yourself for saving the Arcadian Confederate. Screw the fact that the Thalamos was destroyed in the process. That was a victory, one that saved all our lives. I won’t have you denigrate this achievement of yours. And speaking of victories so was your ascension to the seven-hundredth floor on Omicronia’s tower. And I don’t think wishing a different outcome now can help us in any way. What’s done is done.”

      Ziron was right. Lamenting over things Kevin could have done differently was not helping, but ultimately, it was human nature through and through. Who in his or her life never wished they could rewrite parts of it? Especially the parts they considered their most abject failures.

      “Alright. If we were to attempt the armor transference, could you equip Boomer with a basic neuronal interface? Something similar to what was used by the pill I swallowed back on Earth when I met that dying Arcadian? The one that allowed me to control the dead body a few galaxies away.”

      “Yes, very easily in fact, but for what purpose?”

      “If I’m going to be a Beagle going to rescue a princess, I need Boomer to remote pilot the fleet for me while I’m rescuing her. I can’t be in two places at once.”

      Boomer’s ears raised up and he yawned.

      “Did I hear my name?” he said.

      “Kind of, come here.”

      Boomer stretched, vigorously shook his head, catapulting drool filaments all over before coming to sit next to Kevin and Ziron.

      “What did I miss?” he asked.

      “We’re talking the possibility of transferring your smart nano-armor to me so I can infiltrate the Kregan ship as a quadruped, while you remote-pilot the fleet as a diversion” said Kevin.

      Boomer blinked his eyes multiple times and then smiled. “I’m still sleeping, right? Because that didn’t make any sense.”

      “No, I assure you, you’re awake.”

      “Oh—You were being serious. While I have a pretty good inkling of what your life is and have watched you play many games and binged many movies with you, I don’t think you have done the same about me. What I mean is that I don’t think you know what the life of a dog, or any quadruped is like, at least not as much as you think you do.”

      “I’ve seen you lick your balls at least a hundred times.”

      “I rest my case, your honor. Seriously, in what universe will that info help you in the midst of battle?”

      “Boomer is right,” commented Ziron.

      “I know,” conceded Kevin. “But I still think this could work.”

      “It’s your life, buddy, but maybe you should let me go get the princess and you remote kick the Kregan fleet’s ass from here.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t considered that option. But we can’t do that, you may need human instinct and reflexes. Remember the stick incident?”

      “Yeah, that was embarrassing. I get your point. However…”

      Both Ziron and Kevin answered in concert: “However what?”

      “Nah, it’s probably a stupid idea.”

      “We won’t know until you tell us,” insisted Ziron.

      “Well,” Boomer proposed, “if you’re gonna equip me with a neuronal link to fly the fleet in the first place, and that’s cool, you know, no pressure, I can deal with that, I think…”

      “Boomer,” said Kevin impatiently.

      “Right, sorry. Can’t you just link my consciousness to the armor so I could take care of the instincts part that’s needed as far as quadruped mobility? You know—Okay, I just heard what I said and it sounded dumber than I thought it would be, so never mind, that’s a stupid idea.”

      “Actually, it’s not,” said Ziron. “If I could isolate just your natural-born instincts brain patterns, those you rely on for running, jumping, and the such, I think I could feed them to the smart armor’s AI and perhaps even sync some of it with your consciousness waves. At the very least, I could build a neuronal-net model of that knowledge that would allow Kevin to think what he wants to do, but the actual movements of each limb would derive from that simulated model. That could actually work. Good job, Boomer!”

      Boomer slapped his ears with his paws. “Is the translator malfunctioning? I didn’t understand a single word you just said.”

      Kevin smiled. “I think it works fine, and we finally have the building blocks of a solid plan.”
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      Everyone was on the bridge, minutes away from crunch time. Ziron had made last minute modifications to Boomer’s implant to access the speech part of his brain and have his implant replicate what the armor AI was doing so that they could still talk to him with words and for him to be able to answer back.

      “What’s your status, Boomer?” asked Kevin.

      “My status is that I think I’m gonna shit myself, how’s that? Seriously, are you insane to think I can pilot a fleet of ships just because I saw SciFi movies and watched you play Wing Commander?”

      “Remember the techno-gibberish you didn’t understand about me getting quadruped instincts and all that?”

      “Kind of, though truth be told, the more I think about it, the more I get the urge to chase my own tail.”

      Kevin chuckled. Dogs will be dogs.

      “Well, the bottom line is that the idea can work both ways,” reassured Kevin. “So you don’t actually need to know how it all works to the point of stressing yourself out. Zee created a neuronal model of my experience in these matters and gave me access to your neuronal link. So, just think of attacking a certain ship, or retreating, or boosting your ship’s defenses and your neuro-interface will feed Mira the necessary data she needs to use my own tactics to fight the ships, make power distribution changes, and the like. Or a close enough simulation anyway. Just think of what you need done in the simplest of terms and let the implant do the rest.”

      “Wouldn’t it be simpler to just let her do that without me attached altogether?”

      “AI’s lack instincts and that real-time flare that makes us alive. We have the fight or flight reactions, and we feel things on deeper levels than just brain power, and more importantly, we have instincts. It’s best if you do this.”

      “Why can’t Ziron do it?”

      “His instincts are a little too hardwired to running and hiding. No offense, Zee.”

      “None taken,” shrugged Ziron.

      “And, really, Boomer,” Kevin continued, “when someone tells the story of the boy who saved the universe, do you want the sidekick to be a cat or a dog?”

      Boomer smiled. “You should have led with that. Count me in, I got this.”

      Kevin shook his head, amused.

      I can’t believe playing on his ego worked. I thought that was mostly a human thing.

      “I wouldn’t mind if the sidekick is a cat,” said Ziron. “When you tell the story, I mean. I don’t actually want to take his place nor would I have time to reprogram the machine for me anyway.”

      “Well, we’ll make sure you’re not forgotten in the tale,” said Kevin. “But let’s first survive it, shall we?”

      “Typical cat attitude, take the easy way out,” snorted Boomer.

      “Let’s not forget we’re alive thanks to him,” argued Kevin, “and you didn’t exactly fill us with confidence until Zee became part of the equation.”

      Boomer didn’t answer but Kevin knew his words had the desired impact.

      “Hyperspace exit imminent,” said Mira. “Exit in five. . .four. . .three. . .two. . .one.”

      The Osiris and Orus battlegroup exited hyperspace only a few thousand kilometers from the Kregan fleet. The pirate ship escorts were the first ones to come about and vector toward them.

      “Give them hell, Boomer.”

      Boomer barked as his neuronal implant activated as did the successfully transferred armor on Kevin. He morphed into a Beagle and the sensation was bizarre to say the least. He took three steps and stumbled on the ground.

      That’s not good!

      “Zee,” he said, “it’s not working.”

      “Give the system a moment to sync up, the armor’s AI needs to scan your brain activity and know how to sync efficiently with it.”

      Patience under pressure, not my forte.

      But sure enough, Kevin metaphorically picked himself up and could walk without a problem, it felt slightly weird during the first few steps, but the more he did it, the easier it got. Soon, he was running circles around the bridge. The feeling was exhilarating. The low vantage point made his speed all the more impressive and even addictive. He changed into a cheetah and took things to another level.

      The agility, speed, and power he now possessed was generating so much dopamine inside his human mind that he felt like he had taken the best drug in the world. Speaking of drugs.

      “Should you give me the stim cocktail now?” asked Kevin.

      “You don’t exactly seem to be needing it, but I guess better safe than sorry.”

      Kevin in cheetah form stopped by Ziron who injected the cocktail of drugs under his fur. Kevin had never used such substances before, except for energy drinks, so to say the experience was intense was an understatement.

      Was it because it was the first time? Or was it amplified because he was a big cat? He didn’t know, nor did he care. He had never felt so alert, agile, and strong in his entire life.

      With a single thought, he added armor to his feline body, and two auto-targeting turrets atop the shoulder armor pieces morphed into place.

      “Locked, loaded, and ready to be beamed onto the enemy ship.”

      Ziron nodded. “Good luck, Kevin.”

      Kevin roared before being teleported away from the bridge of the Osiris.
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        * * *

      

      Fire At Will was Boomer’s first thought. And his fleet simultaneously started firing at the enemy’s ship.

      The thoughts swirling inside Boomer’s mind were indescribable and nothing he had experienced in his life as a dog. He was plugged into a holographic theater, ships maneuvering and firing at him and his fleet.

      When the Osiris was hit and the ship trembled, Boomer felt slightly overwhelmed and questioned the utter madness of this plan. Fortunately, Mira was connected to his mind and was a prompt comfort when he needed it most.

      Take a deep breath, Boomer. You’re doing fine, she said.

      The mental thoughts would take a little longer to get used to. Boomer was accustomed to only having inner monologues of his own making, so hearing any other voice but his own, no matter how sweet it sounded, was strange and unnatural.

      But there was a certain exhilaration and tremendous sense of accomplishment attached to what he was doing. He was, after all, the first dog to ever command an entire space fleet. Even though he had no doubt no other dogs would ever believe him in the poop park, the feeling of pride was real to him and that’s all that mattered.

      I suggest you focus your attention on the pair of incoming ships and celebrate your victory once it actually becomes one, said Mira.

      Kevin had told him how disturbing it was sometimes that Mira could read emotions and thoughts, and Boomer just got his first taste of that. Then again, with Kevin aboard the enemy ship, he was glad to have someone there.

      Boomer looked at the pair of pirate ships coming for a new wave of attack and peered at them thinking, “boom.”

      Simultaneously, both the Osiris and the rest of the battlegroup in range opened fire with high-powered lasers and plasma disruptors, and the Osiris even launched a volley of torpedoes. The result was devastating, and the first ship exploded with such force that the resulting shockwave diminished the second pirate ship’s shields and the last torpedo sent it straight to hell.

      Wow—How cool was that? Dammit! Now I’m feeling like licking my balls again.

      The moment the pair of pirate ships exploded, the other pirate ships took a more defensive stance, keeping their distance by retreating outside of the fleet’s firing range. Now that they were out of range, most of their firing salvos missed Boomer’s ships.

      “Ah! Ah! They’re shitting their tails!” exclaimed Boomer.

      But then a couple of minutes later, the Kregan destroyer changed vector and headed toward the fleet. It opened fire on the weakest of the old generation destroyers and it didn’t take very long to bring the first Arcadian battleship down.

      “Oh crap, I may have spoken too soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Xonax’s personal holo-screen burst to life and filled with the angry face of Captain Altanor.

      “You said there would not be a fleet coming here! This is not what we agreed upon!”

      “That’s unfortunate I agree, but my ship is more than capable of providing yours with cover. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m already down two ships. So you’d better.”

      “Do not mistake our alliance as one that resembles friendship. You knew there would be risks involved, I suggest you learn to deal with it. Fast.”

      “You better compensate us for our losses.”

      Right then and there Xonax questioned his wisdom in involving bands of pirates in the first place. They were volatile, and by definition, untrustworthy. But they were also mercenaries and so as long as they got paid, they would do their job. Something he couldn’t count on from other more civilized races.

      “I’ll replace your puny ships, now stop wasting my time and make sure to keep the enemy fleet occupied.”

      Altanor growled and spat toward his holo-camera before the image turned off.

      “Up yours, too,” said Xonax as he returned his attention to the holographic war theater.

      Sure, the arrival of a full-fledged fleet was not something he had anticipated, but even though the larger ships were numerous, their energy signature and shield’s power seemed weak compared to the Osiris.

      Additional scans also confirmed that there were no life-signs on board the extra ships, which brought a satisfied smile to Xonax’s face.

      They looked like relics from a time long gone. And Xonax had every intention to make sure to send them where they belonged, back to the dust of time.

      He opened a comm’s to the ship’s bridge.

      “Commander, target the fleet ships in the order I’m sending you. Focus fire on one ship at a time until they’re all but gone. Do not engage them individually. But make sure the Osiris’ shield never goes under fifty percent.”

      “But, Master—”

      “Do not think, do not argue, just execute my orders. Am I making myself clear?”

      “Like crystal.”

      The Kregan flagship adjusted its vector and started mowing down the old battleships.
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      Kevin was running along the corridors of the ship toward the cells. He had a holographic map overlaid in front of his vision inside his neuronal HUD. When red dots started flashing on the map, he knew he was about to encounter resistance.

      Three Kregan warriors darted at him, and Kevin knew the time had come to see what a big cat with pulse cannons could do. The auto-targeting turrets mowed down two of the Kregan warriors before they even could aim at him.

      The last one took his first shot at Kevin and it was a direct hit, but his personal shielding deflected the blast. The surprise on the Kregan’s face was all the distraction Kevin needed to make his move. He leapt forward, pushing on his back legs and literally flew in the air as he smashed the weapon out of the Kregan’s hands, leaving satisfying trails of cut skin in his wake.

      What happened next was pure instinct, and Kevin didn’t think about it, he mostly witnessed it. His only thought was to finish off the enemy, which triggered the instinct in his borrowed big cat’s motor system.

      The result was devastating, and before Kevin realized it, his cheetah’s fangs planted themselves into the Kregan’s neck, and Kevin saw surprise, despair, and terror in his eyes. The kill flooded his body with dopamine.

      When the next wave engaged him, Kevin felt like amping his stature. While the agility and speed of the cheetah was intoxicating, he wanted to experience a rawer form of power, so he morphed into a massive white tiger and charged the next three enemies, who were a couple of corridors ahead.

      What he had lost in speed, he made up for in pure strength, as he literally rammed the first Kregan warrior into the wall with such force that it catapulted the others nearby to the ground. As he impacted his head with the Kregan’s torso, he heard the warrior’s spine crack.

      The second warrior managed to grab his gun and aim it at Kevin’s head. He had to act fast, and that’s when Kevin thought how cool it would be if his tail was similar to a morning star. With that single thought, he swung it toward the Kregan warrior and his mental image took form while the move was happening.

      It resulted in the Kregan warrior being smashed against the wall, painting it in purple blood. Meanwhile, the auto-targeting pulse cannon put more holes in the last assailant than there were holes in a colander.

      When his holo-map showed an entire platoon heading his way, it was time to change tactics. Kevin couldn’t afford to waste too much of his armor’s power, and there was no way he would repeat the mistake he made on Omicron. No matter how good it felt to take down enemies in big cat form.

      Kevin morphed back into his Beagle resting form and hid under one of the dead warrior’s carcasses and thought about projecting an image of himself to the other side of the corridor. The multiple warriors avoided stepping on the downed bodies, and when they saw Kevin’s hologram, they opened fire. Kevin made the hologram run away and the warriors went in pursuit.

      Once they were far enough, he retook the cheetah form and ran toward the cells as fast as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer cringed as the third of the Arcadian battleships burst into flames. It didn’t explode on the spot and when he thought it would be cool if he could do some serious damage to the pirate fleet if he could have the ship explode in the vicinity of a tightly packed trio of enemy ships. He watched in awe as the ship, still engulfed in fire, micro-jumped right smack in the middle of the enemy.

      Next the engines overloaded and took out all three smaller pirate ships, sending them straight to hell.

      “Wow!” he exclaimed with three upbeat barks.

      That was a very good move, congratulated Mira.

      “Thank you, girl.”

      Girl?

      “Well, you’re female aren’t you?”

      I guess you could say that. I never really thought about it much.

      The last half-dozen pirate ships backed off even more from the bulk of the battle, but there was something nagging at the back of Boomer’s mind. The Kregan flagship clearly had the power to take on the Osiris, but every time their ship’s shield would approach midpoint, the Kregan dreadnought would just change targets.

      I agree, Boomer. This makes no sense. Unless—

      “Unless what?”

      Unless they don’t want to destroy us.

      “Duh, but why?”

      To use a human expression, this is the million-dollar question.

      Boomer didn’t like it. But right now he had to keep buying time for Kevin. He needed to know for sure, so he had the remaining five Arcadian battleships move out of firing range and he brought the Osiris on an attack vector.

      “Are you nuts?” protested Ziron. “We can’t possibly take on that ship, and neither would we want to, Kevin is still onboard.”

      “Relax, Zee, I’m just testing a theory, I can micro-jump out of there at any time.”

      “I don’t exactly like it when Kevin calls me Zee, but I like it even less when you do.”

      Boomer barked and smiled, his tongue bouncing up and down. “Good. You’ll get over it.”

      The Osiris approached the Kregan dreadnought and it sprayed lasers from every turret. It only made small dents in the enemy shields, and the Kregans retaliated in kind, but as expected, stopped when the Arcadian ship’s shields dropped below fifty percent.

      “We’re missing something here, but what could it be?”

      “Okay, you had your fun, now back off, what if they blow us up with a volley of torpedoes at close range?” said Ziron, with no small amount of fear making his voice tremble.

      Boomer was certain this would not happen, but perhaps their holding off was a tactic to have them feel like they could do anything and not fear being destroyed. So just to be on the safe side, the Osiris veered away and kept just inside the firing range as it went to hunt for easier targets. One of the pirate ships was just within the limit of weapon’s range and their shields were fluctuating.

      “Buh-bye!”

      Three quantum torpedoes blew it into a million pieces.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin arrived on level thirteen of the Kregan ship after a couple more skirmishes with enemy forces, during which he used both a black panther form as well as a jaguar. The tactics in bringing them down differed slightly with each form, but at the end of the day, in terms of finishing off enemies, the only variations he got was from changing the weapon he attached in place of a tail.

      He had tried a few flexible blades, titanium tails, but his favorite by far had been the lightsaber tail, which sliced through enemies like a hot knife through butter.

      But in the euphoria of using that one he had forgotten that this specific mode was giving the expression double-edged sword its full meaning, as he burned himself slightly during a miscalculated attack.

      That had been it for using the weapon, the target here was saving Princess Kalliopy, in the hope she was still alive, and not about him having loads of fun. Sure, it didn’t hurt to get the best of both worlds, but he reminded himself of what happened the last time he let his enthusiasm for the thrill take over both his main objective and his battle focus.

      His armor’s power cell still had about half its juice. The ship rocked slightly from the battle outside.

      “Everything okay there, Boomer?”

      “Yes, we just tested a theory, I’m backing off and pursuing the smaller ships now.”

      “What’s our status?”

      “We’ve lost three ships. I’ve taken the rest mostly out of the fight for now.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “Somehow it seems the Kregan are going out of their way not to destroy the Osiris.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Tell me about it. How are things on your end?”

      “I’ll be at the holding cells in a minute. Have Ziron get ready to beam us out the moment I give you the word.”

      “Sure thing—be careful.”

      “You too.”

      Kevin morphed back from a snow leopard to a cheetah for maximum speed. He was near the end of his rescue journey, and he could feel it in every one of his bones, even though they technically weren’t really his.
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      Kevin literally dispatched the first three guards at the entrance of the cell area with perfectly lined up headshots from his turrets. The Kregan warriors were dead way before their bodies hit the floor.

      That’s when a scent he instantly recognized tingled his cheetah’s olfactory senses.

      I would recognize that smell anywhere, the damn thing cost me my first kiss.

      In a matter of seconds, Kevin had reached the farthest hall. He stopped running just before carefully looking around the cover to see what awaited him on the perpendicular junction. There were only two guards guarding Kalliopy’s cell. Just before he decided to charge and kill them both, he stopped himself.

      His instinct told him that was the wrong move. But why? Thinking things through for a few seconds, he realized that he might need the help of the guard to actually open the cell. Sure, he could just elect to blow the door off, but that had risk implications for whoever was inside the cell.

      And he was certain it was Kalliopy. The scent he had detected earlier was stronger than ever now.

      Hang on tight, Princess, I’m coming.

      For some reason, his mind wandered as he still observed the guards from afar. He imagined what nickname he would have after he brought the princess back to her people and in stories and songs that would be written about his exploits.

      Kevin, the Lone Wolf.

      And just like that he changed into a beautiful wolf without realizing it until he saw his vantage point and vision adjust slightly to his new morphology. He was tempted to change into a Xenomorph like Boomer had, but just seeing the beast had scared the crap out of him. The thought of becoming the beast was too overwhelming.

      Plus, the nickname Kevin the Xenomorph had no appeal to him whatsoever. When one of the guards looked his way, he knew it was time to move. When that same guard saw him hurtling toward their position, he aimed his rifle and opened fire. That’s when Kevin thought about how cool it would be if he was not only a wolf but an iron wolf, and his body was instantly covered with highly polished metal that deflected the energy blasts onto the walls and the ceiling.

      Upon arriving to the guards’ position, Kevin darted at the first guard, crushing him with the weight of his iron self against the wall, cracking the Kregan’s spine in the process. He turned around as he felt blasts rebound against his backside and ripped away the enemy’s weapon with his teeth.

      His eyes lit bright red, which clearly terrified the guard as Kevin smashed the rifle between his teeth and discarded the remains to the side. He added a low growl to increase the fear level to the already shaky Kregan.

      “Open the damn door, now!” he growled.

      But the Kregan kept shaking. So Kevin toned down his appearance slightly and reverted to a magnificent white wolf with blue eyes.

      “I won’t repeat myself. Door. Open. Now!”

      The guard put his palm against the scanner on the side and the cell’s door opened revealing a dark room.

      “Lights, if you please.”

      The guard keyed another command while Kevin grew armor and a single cannon on his back. He set it to stun and fired it the moment the room lit up.

      As the Kregan guard fell on his back inside the cell, Kevin heard a female voice suppress a scream.

      Kevin took a deep breath and entered.

      There she was, in a fetal position against the farthest corner of the room, shaking like a leaf.

      “It’s alright, Princess, I’m here to save you.”

      She blinked a few times, with an expression on her face that told Kevin she was still trying to compute if the quadruped animal that entered the room had just talked. Kevin didn’t know if the Arcadians had wolves, let alone talking ones.

      “It’s me, Kevin,” he added.

      “Kevin? But—How? You sure look different.”

      “It’s a long story, one I’ll be happy to tell you once we get out of here.”

      Kalliopy relaxed and got up onto her feet. Kevin approached her as calmly as he could, the last thing he wanted was to startle her.

      “I need you to inject yourself with a sub-space tracker. Not an easy task for me to perform in this form.”

      When a loud alarm blared, Kevin knew they had to hurry.

      “How though? Where’s the tracker?”

      “Right, duh!” said Kevin.

      With a thought, a part of his armor slid open to reveal a subcutaneous injector. “Grab it and put it on your skin. Quick!”

      Kalliopy grabbed the device and injected herself, which made a swooshing sound.

      Kevin turned back into his Beagle form.

      “Why aren’t you returning to your human shape?” she inquired.

      “I’ll tell you later, that’s the way my dog looks. Just so there’s no confusion in a few moments.”

      But as he said the words and both heard himself and saw the dumbfounded look in her eyes, he understood that he couldn’t have been more confusing, even if he tried.

      “Ziron, two to beam out.”

      Green light streaks engulfed them both as they vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer tried jumping the fleet the moment Kevin and Kalliopy were aboard, but nothing happened.

      “Uh—guys? I can’t jump the ships!”

      “The enemy has erected a jump interdiction field.”

      Kevin barked. “Full impulse, engage!”

      The ships vectored away from the enemy fleet at maximum sub-light speeds.

      Ziron bowed. “Princess, it’s both a relief and an honor to see you again. I—I’m so terribly sorry we couldn’t come earlier.”

      Kalliopy smiled, despite being in poor health and her royal attire being mostly ripped, stained, and barely holding to her skin, she still looked beautiful.

      “That’s alright, Ziron. Thank you,” she looked at both Beagles. “Thank you all.”

      Boomer barked and Kevin spoke. “You’re welcome, we’re just glad we got here in time.”

      “Do you have to stay in that form? Mind you, it’s cute, but a little disconcerting.”

      “Ziron?” pleaded Kevin.

      “Come here, boy,” said Ziron playfully.

      Kevin was not amused but ran next to Ziron nonetheless.

      “We’ll discuss this later,” whispered Kevin.

      A purple energy circle drew under Kevin’s Beagle form and a column of light shot upward, sending Kevin levitating.

      “Extraction process commencing.”

      Kevin morphed from Beagle to other forms quickly: wolf, panther, tiger. Meanwhile, Kevin was making distorted yet clearly painfully related noises.

      “Is that normal? What’s going on?!” barked Boomer.

      Ziron scratched his head. “I’m not sure.”

      A red light and audible alarm sounded on his console.

      “Crap, something is overloading.”

      “Do something!” implored Boomer.

      “Ziron, don’t let Kevin be hurt,” ordered Kalliopy.

      Ziron worked on his holo-controls at light speed and the rate of transformations that Kevin was going through eased up as he morphed two more times until he finally returned to himself.

      Kevin panted heavily.

      He stepped out of the column of energy and the moment he did, Ziron’s console blew up and sparked and the column blinked out of existence.

      “Damn! That was close,” Ziron said.

      “What happened?” asked Kevin, holding his head.

      “I don’t know, but I think this armor is toast too,” his sight still locked onto where Kevin stood a second earlier.

      Kevin turned around to look at it and saw a puddle of liquid metal boiling and bubbling.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t look good.”

      Kevin felt a soft hand on his shoulder. “It doesn’t matter, you don’t need it anymore,” said Kalliopy.

      “Oh man!” exclaimed Boomer. “That was my armor.”

      Kevin smiled and then looked deep into the princess’ eyes. His heartbeat exploded and he thought for,sure everyone would be able to hear it. Even after all she had gone through, she looked so stunning. Kevin had to fight the urge to kiss her right then and there.

      “Kevin,” she said. “Looks like you saved me again. That’s twice now.”

      “I didn’t realize we were keeping score.”

      She chuckled. “Everyone, if you don’t mind, I need to talk with Kevin in private.”

      “Your wish is our command,” said Ziron.

      Boomer just shrugged, but watched Kevin and Kalliopy leave the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Kalliopy was feeling a big pit form in her stomach as she led Kevin away from his friends. Would he ever see them again? She wondered. She hated this, but she had no choice.

      She would have gladly perished to not have to do this. But that wouldn’t save her innocent sister from her fate. And she simply could not let that happen.

      “You have no idea how much we had to do to rescue you,” said Kevin.

      “I can imagine, you look tired.”

      “I’m exhausted, I’m looking forward to taking a well needed shower and crash on a bed.”

      Kalliopy poorly attempted a smile.

      “Are you alright, Princess? What’s the matter?”

      “Please, call me Kalliopy.”

      Kevin smiled. “Very well, Kalliopy.”

      “I’m also quite tired. But before we both get the rest we deserve—” she paused, trying her hardest to suppress coming tears. “I think I owe you something.”

      Kevin’s face lit up and the dumbest yet happiest smile appeared. Kalliopy grabbed something in her pocket as she approached Kevin. She truly wanted to kiss the hero that had defied the odds and surmounted many challenges to come to her rescue. As a matter of fact, she had been disappointed the first time around when they didn’t get to kiss.

      This time though, it wouldn’t have been a kiss by proxy. But she couldn’t kiss him now, not with what she was about to do to him. She did, however, hope from the bottom of her heart and soul that the day would eventually come.

      He swallowed hard and closed his eyes as she drew near.

      She delicately applied the small circular device on Kevin’s neck. Three metallic claws pierced through Kevin’s skin.

      “Ooow!” he yelped, snapping his eyes open from the pain.

      Kalliopy’s eyes were full of tears. She hated herself in this moment and was deeply ashamed by her actions.

      “I’m so—so sorry, Kevin, please forgive me.”

      Streaks of red-orange light rained around Kevin.

      “Son of a b—”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin’s world changed as he opened his eyes. He saw Kalliopy’s beautiful face in tears as she apologized and asked for his forgiveness.

      In that instant, he wondered why that was. But it was only when he saw the streaks of red light engulf him that he realized what was happening. Though his brain couldn’t compute the enormity of it all.

      “Son of a b—”

      But he never finished his sentence, and everything around him changed as he beamed away from the Osiris and arrived to a much, much darker place.

      “Bitch,” he ended up saying inadvertently to some men now standing in front of him.

      “What’s that?” said a tall man with a large scar running down his nose. “Not that it matters.”

      Before Kevin could say another word, the man raised a gun at Kevin and fired.

      And then everything turned black and just before Kevin lost consciousness he wondered. . .

      Why?
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