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      Kevin is back on Earth after saving the Arcadian Confederate by having his consciousness sent to an alien body in another galaxy. Upon his return home to his boring life, nobody believes his far-fetched story of intergalactic war.

      But when a Kregan agent is sent to capture or kill Kevin, the 17-year-old boy is thrown back into the mix. This time though, he and his pet beagle, Boomer, get transported aboard an actual Arcadian Confederate ship called the Osiris.

      There, Kevin meets Ziron, a cat-like creature called a Sphynx, who is the Confederate’s most inventive engineer. He develops next-gen weaponry and some more or less stable super suits called smart armor. Ziron enlists Kevin to help him save the Arcadian Princess, Kalliopy. The same princess Kevin was about to kiss (via the alien proxy body) before sneezing the tech into a lake.

      Kevin agrees to help Ziron save the princess, secretly hoping he’d finally get another chance to kiss the pouty lips of the beautiful Kalliopy. And so their adventures begin. First, Kevin and Boomer must locate the princess, and, to do so, they have to infiltrate a dangerous and extremely tall building on the planet Omicron each armed with smart armor that allow them to morph into anything their brain can conjure. The smart armor also allows Kevin’s dog, Boomer, to speak. Once they arrive at their destination, they meet with their contact, only to learn that person has been replaced.

      Enter Lacuna, a ruthless and manipulative humanoid who only agrees to help Kevin if they agree to take her with them. She tempts Kevin into getting the Arcadian Confederate an aging fleet of ships rumored to have disappeared a thousand years ago. They find the fleet and obtain information on Kalliopy’s location, but Lacuna tries to double-cross them and keep the fleet for herself.

      Kevin and Boomer thwart her plans, and while both Ziron and Boomer ask for Lacuna to get spaced, Kevin decides not to execute the young girl. Instead, he ties her up inside one of the Osiris’ shuttles and programs it to return to Omicron at a slow speed. A trip that would take many days.

      Meanwhile, Kevin and Boomer engage a fleet of pirates and Xonax’s capital ship. Xonax holds the princess hostage and tortures her trying to get vital information for the Kregan to win the war against the Arcadian Confederate.

      Kevin manages to rescue the princess, and right before he’s about to get his first kiss, she plants a personal transporter on him, and Kevin is beamed into the ship of the leader of the pirates—Altanor.

      
        
        And now the continuation…
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      Kevin beamed down to the Tranaxian ship, right smack dab in the middle of their bridge.

      That’s just great! thought Kevin. Though I guess I should be grateful I wasn’t beamed right down into their fusion drive.

      Fortunately for Kevin, the crew’s reaction time left something to be desired, which gave him enough time to make the first move. While he hadn’t expected to land right in the middle of the busiest part of the ship, his training and new skills automatically kicked in.

      By the time the first Tranaxian officer reached for his blaster, Kevin had cast his first spell. His hands moved gracefully in the air, a trail of purple light following behind his fingers. When the first incantation rune was completed, it activated the spell. A bubble of blue energy expanded from his chest outward, growing bigger with each passing millisecond.

      The enemy had raised the deadly weapon in an attempt to aim for Kevin’s head when the bubble of energy swiftly passed through him and kept going, traveling through to the outer edges of the bridge’s bulkheads as if they weren’t there.

      Every member of the bridge froze as if having been hit with a paralyzing ray. But that was not what this spell was for. This one had a high energy cost, and one Kevin could not use again for several hours.

      The bubble distorted time for any organic matter that came in contact with it, and, while the crew seemed frozen in place, in reality, they were only slowed down. Dramatically.

      The spell, however, had a short life, so Kevin had to act fast. He raised both his hands and drew more runes in the air, but this time the trails following his fingers were red. He finished drawing the symmetric runes and then grabbed them with both hands.

      He took a moment to scan the room from every angle, noting where his targets were, just before the effect of the time bubble started dissipating. When he knew the spell would end, he crushed the glowing red runes in his hands. The red energy embalmed his fists, making them glow red.

      His eyes also glowed red briefly, and a small smile curled at the corner of his mouth before all hell broke loose.

      He opened his left hand and made a fist again, which created a circular red shield of energy around his arm, just in time to deflect the first shot from the previously frozen Tranaxian officer. The blaster fire hit the shield as it came to life and was deflected right back to the officer. It entered the top of his scalp and burned through his flesh and bones.

      A mixed look of dismay and horror locked into his eyes, and the officer tipped forward and fell toward the matte-black synthetic floor. He was dead before his head smacked onto the cold, hard surface.

      Shouts of panic and fear filled the room.

      “It—it’s a tech sorcerer! Kill that boy!” shouted the captain from his chair.

      As Kevin reopened his left hand, the red shield vanished into thin air. He made clawed hands and the red glow intensified around his arms, as a blaster shot from behind grazed his cheek, burning some of his skin in the process.

      Kevin quickly turned and threw his right hand at his new attacker. A powerful and invisible shockwave hit the crewman and sent him crashing onto a console, back first, with a satisfying bone-crushing sound. More blaster fire reached him, and he jumped forward, rolled on the floor, and attacked two more crewmen with similarly powerful shockwaves. As a result, the first enemy hit his head hard against the metal bulkhead, knocking him unconscious, while the second avoided injury by grabbing onto a piece of equipment protruding from his console, though he dropped his blaster in the process.

      Kevin wouldn’t let him recover his weapon if he could help it, so he cast another spell with intricate finger movements in between both his hands. A red sphere of pulsating energy grew, and like a skilled sorcerer, he waved it toward his enemy.

      The fireball hit him slightly left of his chest, sending him spinning in the air. The Tranaxian never came back in contact with the floor. As he spun around, the energy consumed his body into nothingness.

      Seeing this terrible sight, two of the remaining crewmen dropped their weapons on the ground.

      “Don’t shoot!” they implored.

      Kevin pointed a steady finger at them. “Don’t either of you move a muscle if you value your lives.”

      The crewmen nodded, one of them shaking heavily.

      Kevin turned around and walked to a nearby console when the door of the bridge split open and the air filled with intense blaster fire. Before he could react, Kevin was hit twice. Fortunately, his armor took the brunt of the damage. He slammed his hands together, and a cylindrical shield rose from the ground and deflected the next shots.

      However, the spell wouldn’t last forever. Kevin needed a distraction. Fortunately, he had just the right spell for that. He waved two fingers down, leaving trails of suspended red light floating in the air and then used his other hand to cross the parallel red energy lines with five more. The entire symbol flashed before disappearing, just when the shield was about to give in. Kevin reached for an item on his belt and smashed it on the floor.

      Upon impact, the small rounded device broke and smoke engulfed him almost instantly.

      “Keep firing!” said one of the assailants, most likely the leader of the security detachment.

      The smoke cloud forced the security guards to aim wider. Kevin emerged from the fog, but almost immediately after, so did another Kevin and another. The doppelganger spell created five chimera projections of him, which proved to be a very effective distraction. The spell cost was very high and would only last a dozen seconds, but that was all the time Kevin needed.

      Hidden by the smoke, he crawled behind the console for cover and reached for a small device in his pocket. He cast another spell that made an area on the lower part of the console glow orange, indicating where he needed to place the device for it to work as intended.

      He swiped the top of the device, which came to life with blinking green lights, and he attached it on the console. It sealed magnetically, and the green lights flashed faster. The doppelgangers faded into nothingness.

      Kevin held his breath. The smoke had dissipated enough that it wouldn’t take long for the security team to find, and no doubt, execute him. Just when Kevin thought he would need to request an emergency beam out, the green lights froze, and the device bleeped twice.

      A wave of translucent energy expanded around the console and traveled outward as it passed through the Tranaxians, who lost consciousness instantly and collapsed to the floor. Kevin waited about five seconds after the last blaster fire could be heard before peeking out of cover.

      The coast was clear at last. He got back up and swiped a control on the armor of his left forearm.

      “All clear.”

      Moments later, five more people beamed in. The pirate leader had a broad smile on his face, showing his many rotting teeth in the process.

      “Well done, Kevin.”

      For a moment Kevin didn’t answer. Then his entire demeanor changed.

      “I can’t believe you had me do this!”

      “I told you before, whether or not you want to help us doesn’t matter.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Kevin muttered under his breath.

      One of the pirates took his blaster off of his belt and pointed it at one of the stunned Tranaxians.

      “What are you doing?” Kevin shouted.

      The pirate paused and looked at his boss, who nodded. A second later the Tranaxian crewman had a hole in his forehead.

      Kevin wanted to protest, but found he couldn’t speak. He tried reaching for his throat, but his hands wouldn’t move.

      The pirate leader smiled. “As I said, doesn’t matter what you want.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        —== Three days earlier ==—

      

      

      

      Kalliopy had her head down as she returned to the Osiris’ bridge.

      Ziron jumped from his levitating cushion and ran toward the princess.

      “Are you alright, your majesty?”

      Kalliopy shook her head softly and couldn’t help but let the tears flow onto her cheeks.

      “Are you hurt?” asked Ziron.

      “No, Ziron, I’m not hurt.”

      On the other side of the bridge, Boomer yawned. “I guess I must have drifted off. What did I miss? Where’s Kevin?”

      Ziron looked around. “Yeah, where is he?”

      Kalliopy wiped the fresh tears off her cheeks. “He—he’s gone.”

      “What do you mean, he’s gone?” barked Boomer. “Gone where?”

      “I’m sorry,” said Kalliopy. “He’s no longer on the ship?”

      “What?” said Ziron in disbelief.

      “How can he not be on the ship?” insisted Boomer. “He was here minutes ago!”

      “I—I helped the Kregan so they could transport Kevin to their ship.”

      Boomer growled and barked loudly multiple times.

      “Easy, let her finish,” cut in Ziron with a hiss. “Why would you do that, your majesty? After all he’s done to rescue you.”

      “All we’ve done,” protested Boomer.

      Kalliopy looked away. “Don’t you think I know that? I—I can’t even imagine what you went through to find and rescue me. Which made this an even more difficult decision.”

      “Oh, boo-hoo!” said Boomer in between growls.

      “I’ll be right back,” said Ziron as he ran and jumped back on his floating cushion.

      He pressed a couple of holo-controls.

      “Better,” added Ziron.

      Boomer barked repeatedly and stopped, confused.

      “What did you do?” Kalliopy asked.

      “I temporarily disabled the implant allowing him to speak.”

      “I don’t think you should have done that, he has a right to be upset. As a matter of fact, why aren’t you?”

      Boomer barked a few more times and growled before walking to Kalliopy and raising his back leg.

      “No!!” Ziron both screamed and hissed at the same time.

      But Boomer relieved himself on Kalliopy’s leg, and she didn’t even try to move away. Boomer then gave the princess an intense look before leaving the bridge.

      “I—I’m so sorry about that, your highness. We’ll have your dress cleaned.”

      Kalliopy’s eyes were watery again, and she shook her head.

      “Have you even looked at it? This dress was already a goner, and the dog had every right to express his emotions the way he did. Kevin risked his life to save me, and I probably sent him to his death. If I could trade my life for his, I would, but it—it’s not that simple.”

      “What do you mean? Why did you give Kevin to the Kregan then?”

      “They…they have my sister.”

      Ziron meowed loudly. “I’m sorry to hear that. But what insurance do you have that they’ll release her?”

      “Only their word.”

      “I wouldn’t put much faith in that, no offense.”

      “None taken. We need to make sure we get her back; I don’t trust Xonax one bit. As a matter of fact, he’ll probably double-cross me again and again.”

      “That’s all well and good, but what about Kevin?”

      “We’ll try and get him back too. He’s a resourceful young man and will find a way to bide his time.”

      “That he is, a little impulsive and too trusting, evidently, but he’s not the kind of person to easily give up.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      “Should we try to track this Xonax person then? Get Kevin back and rescue your sister?”

      “I’m afraid we can’t do that. We’ll have to rescue Athala first, or Xonax will use her against me over and over. In fact, there’s no telling what he’d do if we got Kevin back now.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Kalliopy walked toward the viewport and looked at the stars outside. “So do I, Ziron, so do I.”
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      Kevin blinked his eyes open. The first thing he noticed was that he was in a dark and damp room. The second thing he noticed, almost at the same time, was the splitting headache pounding against his skull. To make matters worse, he couldn’t move. He was being restrained, floating a few centimeters above the ground by levitating devices holding his hands and feet.

      What the hell had happened? Kevin remembered seeing Kalliopy cry and tell him she was sorry. Obviously, she was responsible for his predicament, at least partly. That made him both sad and resentful. After everything he’d been through to get her back from the Kregan, had she just sold him out to them?

      Why though? Kevin tried to think what would compel her to do such a horrible thing. But perhaps he had overestimated her gratitude for saving the Arcadian Confederate. Perhaps gratitude meant piss off in this galaxy. No matter the reason, it didn’t bode well for Kevin.

      Perhaps this is all a bad dream, and I’m going to wake up.

      Kevin closed his eyes and concentrated hard on trying to wake himself. No dice.

      “Ahhh, crap. Not a bad dream.”

      “No such luck,” said a teeny, tiny female voice. “More like a nightmare. This place is cold, and the people around aren’t very nice.”

      “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

      “Don’t you see me already?”

      “No, where?”

      “Look on your shoulder.”

      Kevin looked at his right shoulder.

      “The other one,” said the voice.

      When Kevin looked at his left shoulder, he couldn’t help but yelp. A tarantula-sized yellow spider was sitting on it. A sensation of itchiness and fear overwhelmed him. Kevin instinctively screamed while he tried to shimmy his shoulder up and down to make the spider fall, but the hovering devices were keeping him steadily in place.

      “Help! Get this thing off of me!”

      “What thing?” said the spider.

      Kevin blinked multiple times.

      “You—you speak?”

      “So do you, I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “So…basically…everything speaks in this galaxy?”

      “I’m afraid I’ve never been outside this ship. What’s a galaxy? Is it a pretty place?”

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “Never mind. Would you mind getting off of my shoulder—please?”

      “Certainly, but first let me know what you wanted to be taken off of you? Maybe I can help.”

      “You’re not very bright, are you? It’s you! I want you off of me.”

      “Oh…” the spider said as it walked along Kevin’s arm, making his skin crawl.

      The spider stopped halfway and turned, provoking a shiver in Kevin, and not in a good way.

      “Do you mind if I ask why?”

      “I don’t like spiders,” he said, shaking like a leaf. “No offense.”

      The spider resumed her walk and stopped near where the hovering device was securing Kevin’s left wrist.

      “None taken, but why don’t you like spiders? Are the spiders mean where you come from?”

      You have got to be kidding me. I’m actually talking with a spider, of all things.

      At least the universal translator implant in his brain was working properly.

      Kevin sighed. “I don’t know, I guess it depends. Some species are highly venomous and can kill my kind with a single bite. Others, not so much.”

      The spider ran back up, stopping at a point that was much too close for Kevin’s comfort.

      “Then maybe we could be friends? I’m a nice spider.”

      Kevin shrugged and trembled at the same time and couldn’t help but let a noise escape. “Uuuhhgg.”

      “I don’t know what that means, is that your name? My name is—” but then some high-pitched noises, barely perceptible sounds, reached Kevin’s ears.

      “So much for the universal translator.”

      “I don’t understand,” said the spider, taking two more steps toward Kevin’s face.

      Kevin held his head back as far to the right as he could. “Can you please not do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Stand so near? I told you, I’m afraid of…well, spiders. Since you fall into that category, can you please, please get off of me?”

      The spider drooped its head and slowly turned around, walking away, but then it stopped once more.

      Oh for the love of god! Now what?

      “But a moment earlier you said you didn’t like my kind, now you say you’re afraid?”

      “So?”

      “I’m confused, that’s all. Which is it?”

      “A little of both, I guess. Keep walking.”

      “Okay, in a second, but will you be my friend?”

      “Why would you like to be my fr—” but then he stopped as the spider started licking his forearm.

      “What are you doing!? Don’t—don’t bite me!”

      “I’m just licking your wound.”

      That sent a cascade of shudders traveling down Kevin’s spine.

      “I can see that, can you please…GET OFF!”

      The spider jumped a few centimeters and ran off of Kevin’s arm and stood on the hovering device. The spider shook and cried.

      Nah…I must be dreaming. I’m gonna wake up any minute now, comfortably lying in bed, in the middle of a Netflix binge-watching session.

      Kevin looked at his wound and realized it was gone.

      Huh.

      “Look,” said Kevin. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. But I’m really uncomfortable with bugs crawling on my skin. It’s nothing against you, you seem like a perfectly nice spider. By the way, what’s your name?”

      The spider made a high-pitched alien sound that made Kevin’s ears hurt. One he couldn’t translate to syllables even if he wanted to.

      “Yeah, that’s not gonna work for me, no offense. If it’s okay, I’ll give you a name of my own, one I can pronounce.”

      The spider stopped shaking and looked back at Kevin with its multiples eyes, they grew and Kevin was forced to admit that made the spider look cuter.

      “Okay. What will you call me?”

      “Let’s see. Obviously, we’ll avoid Charlotte, too cliché.”

      “What’s a cliché?”

      “Something we don’t want to use, let’s just leave it at that.”

      “O—kay!”

      Okay, indeed.

      “Itsy…What do you think of Itsy?”

      The spider shook its tiny head. “I don’t like it.”

      “Okay, what about Bitsy?”

      “Same thing.”

      “Well…I guess they sound similar, don’t they?”

      The spider nodded enthusiastically.

      “Okay, then what about Spidey?”

      “It’s cute but too generic.”

      Of course, it is. You gotta be kidding me.

      “Are you venomous?” asked Kevin.

      “I can bite and people tend to sleep for a very long time afterward. Does that count?”

      “I would say so. What about Venom then?”

      “It sounds scary. I’d rather not sound like a scary friend.”

      No matter what I call you, you’re a talking spider, and I think you’ll always scare the crap out of me on some level.

      As Kevin had that thought, he had to admit that the more he talked with the furry yellow thing, the less he was afraid of it. He wondered if perhaps them not being able to communicate was part of why most humans had a phobia of spiders.

      Kevin chuckled out of the blue.

      “What is it?” asked the spider.

      “I just thought of a funny name.”

      “Let me hear it.”

      “Leg’olas.”

      The spider fell on her back four legs and waved her front legs in the air.

      “What are you doing?” Kevin asked.

      “I’m happy. I like it. From now on, I shall be called Leg’olas.”

      “I’m glad we’ve settled that. Now, what else can you do?”

      Leg’olas lifted a leg. “I can run,” then she lifted another. “I can jump,” and she kept going on like this for each of her abilities. “I can bite, I can lick, I can make a web, and I can talk.”

      “Good thing you don’t have more abilities; I don’t think you’d still be standing if you did.”

      Leg’olas looked at her two back legs still connecting with the hovering device and laughed. Then she ran back right in front of Kevin’s face.

      I guess I’ll have to get used to Leg’olas crawling all over me.

      “So, we’re friends?” she asked.

      “Yes, we’re friends. I’m Kevin. Nice to meet you.”

      But Leg’olas looked to the side and started shaking, and before Kevin could ask, Leg’olas jumped away from his arm.

      “Where did you go? What’s wrong?”

      “Someone’s coming.”

      “And?”

      “And you’re not the only one who doesn’t like spiders around here.”

      “Ah…”
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        * * *

      

      The ship rocked and woke Lacuna from her sleep.

      “What? Who’s there?”

      But no one answered. Maybe her mind was playing tricks on her.

      It took Lacuna a few moments to remember where she was, but the smell of her own body odor did a very good job of reminding her.

      If I get my hands on Kevin…

      Lacuna knew that her anger was misplaced. After what she had pulled, she couldn’t blame him if he had executed her in cold blood. And she had had plenty of time with her own thoughts to think about it too.

      What she had perceived as weakness and naiveté might actually have been qualities of someone with a good heart and principles. But in this galaxy, principles could get you killed, so she hoped he would toughen up a little.

      Still, right now she needed to return to Omicronia before someone without principles took her place. Kevin had effectively destroyed most of her security on his way up to the seven-hundredth floor. If there was one place that didn’t lack opportunistic vultures, it was Omicronia, and being one herself, she knew that very well.

      The ship rocked once more, and something on the other side of the ship bleeped.

      Was that an incoming transmission? If it were, she wasn’t in a position to do anything about it. Not unless she risked disconnecting her feeding tube from her arm. But then if that failed, she’s die of dehydration before reaching Omicronia.

      Kevin had not bluffed, the intravenous feeding tube was barely attached to her skin and would fall if she moved ever so slightly, unlike her bindings that seemed unbreakable.

      She looked around like she had done a thousand times in the last three days, hoping to find something, anything, that could help her get out of her restraints. But, no luck. The ship was cleaner than a Rasolian temple and seeing as it belonged to a Sphynx, it was no surprise. The furry creatures were obsessed with cleanliness. Well, except for the now strong pee smell around her chair.

      She sighed in frustration when an idea crossed her mind.

      What do I have to lose exactly?

      She started screaming. “Anybody out there? Please HELP! HELP!”

      She kept screaming until her voice gave out and her throat was raw.

      So much for that plan. Oh well, it was worth a try.

      The ship’s controls bleeped and the engine died off.

      “What the heck?” she said aloud. “Hmm…interesting, maybe shouting wasn’t as dumb an idea as it sounded.”

      A tractor beam grabbed the ship, and she could tell from the distant viewport in the cockpit that it was being brought to the side of another ship. A metallic thunk followed; someone was attaching to the docking port.

      The question now was, was it a friend or a foe. Not that she was in any position to do anything about the latter anyway.

      She strongly hoped that whatever happened next was better than two more weeks stuck to a chair in a room that would keep smelling more and more like excrement as time passed.

      She heard air fill on the other side of the bulkhead. Pressurization, so at least it had to be an oxygen-breathing species. But that didn’t necessarily mean it was good news; it could very well be a bounty hunter with her name on their warrant. The thought made her stress levels jump through the roof in a heartbeat.

      Stay positive…

      She swallowed hard as she heard increasingly louder footsteps.

      Yeah, I’m gonna take a leap of faith and say that whatever is about to enter here is better than being stuck sitting atop a pool of my own bodily fluids.

      Truth be told, she was only half convinced, but on the flip side, she’d soon know whether or not she had damaged, at least temporarily, her beautiful vocal cords.

      Her heartbeat pounded against her chest like a Mandochukan drum parade. She looked at the manual release wheel with anticipation when she heard a strange noise.

      Was someone trying to cut a hole on a perfectly working door? There was only one person she knew of that was that stupid. But how could he know she was here?

      “Darmak? Is that you?”

      “Bothhh?” echoed a dumb voice. “Ithhh dat yuu?”

      If she had free hands, now would be a perfect time to face-palm. But it would have to wait.

      “Yes, it’s me! Are you trying to cut through the door?”

      “Yethhh, I’ll have yu out in no teime, hang on.”

      Darmak was a very loyal employee but not the brightest. He had never really mastered speaking to begin with, let alone deep-space rescue. But at least he was here, so all in all: silver lining.

      “Stop trying to cut through the damn door. Use the manual release valve, you du—”

      She stopped herself. He didn’t like being called names, and right now was not the time to anger him. Not if she wanted to hold on to her hope of a nice sonic shower and change of clothes.

      “Whut?” said Darmak.

      “You see that round thing sticking out of the door?”

      “Eeeeh. Yeeeeah. What about it?”

      Lacuna took a long, deep breath and had to expend a large amount of positive energy to try and stay zen.

      “Turn it to open the door.”

      She heard some muffled growling and panting.

      “It no work.”

      “Yeah, yeah, now try turning it to the other side.”

      “Okaaay.”

      The door finally opened and the massive pink-skinned Domdori entered the ship, but not before hitting the top of his elongated cranium against the top of the doorframe. His head made a hollow sound.

      Figures…

      “Boy, am I happy to see you!” she exclaimed.

      Darmak was holding his bumped head as he came next to her.

      “Me toooo, bothhh.”

      “Boss.”

      “Dat wut I say, bothhh.”

      “So much for the enunciation lessons.”

      “Wut?”

      “Never mind, get me out of my bindings, will you?”

      He raised the torch he was holding in his other hand. “Huh?”

      She blinked twice before answering. “No, not with that.”
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      The cell door opened and bright light bathed Kevin’s face. It took a few moments and several blinks for his sight to adjust from the otherwise dark place.

      “Don’t tell them I’m here,” whispered Leg’olas.

      “You got it,” answered Kevin in kind.

      Two shadows were silhouetted against the light. They looked humanoid, which Kevin decided was a good sign.

      “Oh, finally. I’d like a Big Mac value meal, and king size it, with fries and a Coke,” said Kevin with a smile.

      “Huh?” said one of the men, scratching his head.

      “Ignore the boy,” the other voice said. “He’s taunting us. He hasn’t learned his lesson yet.”

      “And what lesson would that be?” asked Kevin.

      “Show him,” said the lead man.

      The bigger of the two approached Kevin and punched him in the gut. Kevin wasn’t prepared for it, which made the blow that much more painful.

      “Son of a bitch,” moaned Kevin. “You’ll regret that. Mark my words.”

      Kevin spat some blood on the floor.

      “Didn’t your mommy teach you not to try and play a tough guy with pirates?” asked the lead humanoid.

      Pirates? Hmmm…I thought these people could be Kregans.

      “No, she didn’t,” answered Kevin defiantly and then smiled. “Neither did yours last night, but in her defense, she couldn’t exactly speak, you know, with her mouth being otherwise occupied and all that.”

      The pirate leader growled. “Sissi, again!”

      The henchman hit Kevin in the gut. And even though Kevin was prepared for that blow, it still hurt like hell.

      Kevin took a few deep breaths and then laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?” asked the pirate leader.

      “I’m being bludgeoned by a guy called Sissi? That’s precious.”

      “If you like it so much, I can ask him to stay with you and do this all night.”

      Kevin looked at Sissi and grimaced. “That won’t be necessary, but thanks for the offer. No offense, Sissi, but I prefer my company to have at least half the IQ of an oyster.”

      Kevin could tell from Sissi’s facial expression that he had no idea how to interpret what Kevin had just said.

      I rest my case.

      The pirate leader moved Sissi to the side, came a few centimeters away from Kevin’s face, and stared deeply into Kevin’s eyes. Kevin knew he should be afraid but after all he went through, he only wondered how and why Kalliopy would do this to him. It didn’t make any sense. None at all.

      “On my world,” said Kevin, “it’s customary to buy someone dinner before exposing them to foul personal hygiene and BO. No offense. Also, introducing oneself before hitting a stranger is considered polite, though I get the feeling politeness isn’t a pirate’s forte.”

      “I don’t know if you’re incredibly brave for a boy your age or just plain stupid.”

      “The jury’s still out on that one…mister. . .?”

      “Captain Altanor. Your worst nightmare.”

      Kevin knew that antagonizing the pirate was probably not the safest course of action, but he couldn’t help it. His instincts told him he’d better appear strong rather than scared. Maybe it would give him leverage going forward.

      “I have had some pretty nasty nightmares, aside from the smell of your breath, which you could fix by, oh, I don’t know, brushing. . .you don’t seem that scary to me.”

      Altanor opened his mouth and blew more putrid breath toward Kevin’s face.

      Kevin coughed. “Very classy. I would also recommend a visit to your local dentist. Just saying.”

      “I don’t see what the fuss is all about. If Xonax wanted to interrogate you himself, I guess there must be something I’m not seeing.”

      “It’s part of my charm. Who the fuck is Xonax, and can’t people in this galaxy pick names that don’t sound like detergents?”

      Altanor chuckled. “It’s a pretty silly name, isn’t it?”

      “Altanor or Xonax? It’s a close call if you ask me.”

      Kevin could see in his captor’s eyes that he didn’t enjoy being insulted.

      “Sissi,” he said, moving to the side.

      Kevin laughed. “Yeah, Sissi, hit the little boy. Show everyone how strong and dumb you are.”

      This last remark did not have the effect Kevin hoped for, which was to distract muscles and make him stop and think. That, Kevin decided, was not something he must have been accustomed to all that much.

      A sharper pain accompanied the third punch as Sissi’s fist broke, or at the very least, fractured something inside Kevin’s chest, most likely a rib.

      “Why don’t you tell me what the hell you want? Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy Sissi’s enthusiasm, but I fail to see what good it will do you if I die from internal bleeding.”

      Altanor narrowed his eyes.

      “Are your species that frail?”

      “I’m seventeen you dipshit, and Sissi is three times my size, so you do the math!”

      Sissi was about to hit Kevin again, but Altanor grabbed his fist. “No, as annoying and antagonizing as he is, he’s right. We need him breathing.”

      So they do need me for something. Good, that might give me an opportunity to get out of Dodge later.

      “Yeah, Sissi, why don’t you return to Austria and sit your pretty butt on the throne.”

      Sissi looked at Altanor and shrugged. Altanor pointed at the door with his head and the henchman left.

      “Interesting specimen you have there,” said Kevin. “Not the brightest though.”

      “On that we can agree.”

      “Ok, so we’ve established you need me for something, so what about we get down to it? I can’t say I appreciate the accommodations all that much. A little dark and damp for my taste.”

      Altanor took a step back and sized Kevin up a couple of times.

      “I still can’t believe how a frail boy like you could have defeated an entire armada of Kregan ships.”

      “That’s because you should never judge a book by its cover. It’s what’s inside that counts.”

      “Yes, your brain. That’s what we need.”

      “Sorry, I don’t have a spare one, and I’m quite fond of mine. So what else can I do for you?”

      “Ha ha ha, if nothing else, I enjoy your sense of humor.”

      Let’s revisit the question when I find a blaster rifle and lodge it up so far up your ass you’ll be firing from your mouth.

      “Glad to hear it. But, like I said, I like my brain inside my head just fine.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry, it will stay there. That doesn’t mean it won’t be mine to do with as I please, though.”

      Why don’t I like the sound of that?

      “I thought we agreed that damaging me physically wouldn’t get you what you’re after. It’s a package deal, you see, so if I die, so does my brain.”

      “I have no intention of killing you.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page then. But what makes you think I’ll agree to help the people who just beat the crap out of me?”

      Altanor smiled, revealing just how gross and putrid his mouth was. “You don’t seem to grasp that there are ways to obtain your cooperation without your consent. But you’ll see that soon enough.”

      Yep, whatever this guy is cooking up could mean bad news for me. Where in the hell is Ziron? I would have expected him to try and mount some sort of a rescue. If Boomer didn’t turn him into a meatball sub, that is.

      That thought was risking Kevin’s sanity, so he decided to push it to a deep, dark corner of his mind. He needed to stay positive and try to find a way to get himself out of his current predicament. Counting on others might not be an option.

      “Oh, I can’t wait,” said Kevin as defiantly as he could muster.

      “Well, we’ll be out of hyperspace within the hour, so you won’t have to.”

      Kevin’s stomach made a rather long and noisy growl.

      “Are you hungry, boy?”

      “Somehow I doubt my stomach will agree with what you have to offer.”

      “Suit yourself. I’ll be back.”

      Whatever you say, Arnie.

      Altanor left the cell and as the door slid shut, the cell was once again plunged into darkness.

      Kevin sighed. He dropped the tough guy attitude and let his sight drop to the floor. Little by little, his eyes adjusted to the dark.

      It could have gone better…I think I’m in serious poodoo. Where’s Jack Bauer when you need him?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you mean we can’t go after Kevin?” barked Boomer.

      “We have to secure the princess’ sister first,” said Ziron, taking a couple of steps back.

      “Screw that bitch and her family. We’ve risked our lives and as a thank you, she fed my master—my friend, to the wolves. I’m not helping her do anything besides walking her to an airlock and flushing her to space.”

      Ziron’s eyes doubled in size. “Heresy! She’s the leader of our people.”

      “Your people, a people that could have been wiped out if it wasn’t for Kevin, a fact she seems to have conveniently forgotten.”

      Ziron lowered his head. “She hasn’t forgotten, and neither have I. But it’s a complicated situation. Please try to understand.”

      “All I understand is that I hate her with all my guts.”

      “I can’t blame you. Unfortunately, we don’t have much choice. At least not until we save Athala.”

      “It’s not my fight, and it wasn’t Kevin’s either. But he had the decency to help when asked, and look what that got him.”

      “We would have a better chance of success with your help.”

      “I don’t see how, you said both smart armors are toast.”

      “They are.”

      “So how can I help, I’m just a dog.”

      “Your implant still has Kevin’s tactical knowledge.”

      “I thought that required a link with Kevin’s mind.”

      “It’s a subspace link. It will keep working as long as he’s in range.”

      “Are you telling me we could piggyback to find his location?”

      “Technically, yes. But we’re heading back to Arcadia at the moment. Eventually, we’ll travel out of range.”

      “At which point I’ll be useless to you. However, that’s beside the point, screw what Kalliopy asked you to do.”

      “I have my orders, I’m sorry.”

      “You and I both know these orders aren’t fair!”

      “On that, we agree. But that doesn’t matter, I must obey.”

      “I have half a mind to eat you, like now.”

      Ziron hissed.

      Boomer growled, and Ziron ran behind a console.

      “Yeah,” said Boomer, “empty threats, just as I thought. Just like your empty promises. You disgust me. Leave me the fuck alone, or I’ll make sure you suffer before I put you out of your misery.”

      Ziron’s voice echoed behind his cover. “Please, Boomer. I need your help.”

      “I don’t care. Send me back to Earth, now!”

      Ziron walked out from behind the console, and Boomer resumed his growling. Ziron froze and looked into Boomer’s eyes.

      “There’s nothing you can do to help Kevin where he is.”

      “Apparently, there’s nothing I can do to help him from here either.”

      “Yes, there is, but you need to trust me.”

      “Trust you? That’s rich.”

      “I understand how you feel, I really do.”

      “You don’t understand shit!”

      Ziron’s eyes watered. “He’s my friend too!”

      Boomer did not expect to see tears or hear the sincerity in Ziron’s voice.

      “Then why won’t you help me save him?”

      “I will, I promise. I have to find a way to do that without disobeying my orders. I think I have an idea how to do just that.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “If I cannibalize secondary systems from the Osiris, I think I can make you a new armor. It won’t be as advanced as the last one, but it will give you an edge.”

      “So that I can help Athala?”

      “Unless you have a better idea?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “What is it?”

      “Not so fast. You owe me, just like you owe Kevin. Get cranking on my armor. You’re going to have to work at regaining my trust. That’s non-negotiable.”

      “Alright, but I need your help uploading Kevin’s current tactical knowledge into Mira’s main computer. At least with that knowledge, she should be able to defend this ship from attack.”

      Boomer thought about it. While he didn’t like the idea of helping the Arcadians with anything right now, he was thinking of the bigger picture. Once he had a working smart armor, he could secure a ship of his own and go help Kevin.

      “What do you need me to do?”
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      Lacuna walked out of the shower.

      “What do you mean the seven-hundredth floor is gone?” she exclaimed.

      Darmak covered his eyes. “New bothhh, bothhh.”

      Lacuna had feared something like this would happen. Because Kevin had destroyed most of her automated defenses, whoever had executed a hostile takeover of her property had an easy time doing it. That’s how she had made her own move. She had waited for the previous owner to repel multiple assaults, and she attacked when he was at his weakest.

      Now she had no stronghold on Omicronia and no fleet of ships. Every move that she had made in the last few days was the wrong ones. She had lost everything. Everything but her life.

      She hated how vulnerable that made her feel, and part of her wondered if it wouldn’t have been better if Kevin had killed her. But there was something special about that boy. She didn’t understand why she felt this way or why she was even attracted to him. She usually went for strong men with no moral barometer, men that took what they wanted, when they wanted.

      Kevin was the antithesis of the men she usually fell for. Somehow he had still managed to make an impression on her, and one she couldn’t easily shake. For reasons that baffled her, she longed to see him again.

      Perhaps, right now, he was the only one who could help her. Not that he’d be inclined to do so. Lacuna had no doubts that he would most certainly be opposed to helping her in any way, and if she was being truthful, she knew that she didn’t deserve it after all she had done. But she’d work out the details later. First, she needed to find him.

      “Bothhh?” asked Darmak with a rather blank expression on his face.

      Lacuna had been lost in thought and completely forgot she was in the middle of a conversation with her henchman.

      “That’s unfortunate, Darmak. But it is what it is.”

      “You not angry with Darmak?”

      Maybe he was a simpleton, and maybe it had been a bad move leaving him in charge, but his heart was in the right place, and he had found her. Now that she didn’t smell of her own urine, and even if she felt like she was right back where she started when she landed on Omicron all those years ago, at least she was alive.

      “I’m not happy about losing it all if that’s what you’re asking, but it’s gone, so why lament on it. Sooner or later someone more ambitious would have tried to cut my head off to replace me. Maybe it was destined to happen, and perhaps it was better I wasn’t there when it occurred.”

      She could tell from Darmak’s face that he was confused, and rightfully so. Lacuna was well aware of how temperamental she was in situations that displeased her. But that was the funny thing about this particular situation, the days spent alone tied up on the small ship provided plenty of time for her to think.

      At first, she wanted nothing more than to kill him, of course. But, little by little, her outlook changed. It was only when she was freed, and felt both alive and clean, under a nice hot shower, that it all started to make more sense.

      Was it inconvenient to have lost it all? Hell yeah. Was it the end of the world or her life for that matter? Definitely not.

      “No, I’m not angry. Thank you for finding me. I don’t really have anything left to pay you with, so maybe you should be on your way, you don’t owe me your services anymore.”

      Darmak’s eyes oscillated from side to side as he tried to assimilate Lacuna’s words.

      “You no boss of mine no more? Darmak sad…”

      Lacuna smiled.

      “You’re welcome to stay with me. I can’t guarantee I can pay you or that we’re not going to put ourselves in danger.”

      “Oooookay. Wut do we do nest?”

      “We have to find someone.”

      “A mark?”

      “Not exactly. But something tells me it’s important I see him again. And soon.”
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      Kevin didn’t feel Leg’olas as she crawled next to him. She startled him.

      “Are you alright?” she asked.

      Kevin shivered and nodded.

      “Kind of. That brute hit harder than I thought he would.”

      “Are you in pain? I can help.”

      “Well, no offense, but licking a wound better is one thing, but my injuries are internal, and I’m not letting you inside my body. Not that I think you could get in there anyway. Truth be told, I’m still adjusting to physical contact.”

      “But you’re my friend, I want to help.”

      “That’s sweet, but I don’t see how.”

      “Tell me where it hurts, and I’ll make it better.”

      Kevin thought about it for a bit but knew that Leg’olas was impulsive and he was worried the spider would do something creepy without warning. So he shook his head.

      Leg’olas dropped her head and all her eyes looked downward, making her appear sad. “You don’t trust me…”

      Trust.

      How could Kevin not be distrustful right now? Especially after risking his life for someone that just threw him to the wolves the first chance she had. To think he wanted nothing more than to kiss her. Part of him wanted to believe she had no choice, but his pride was still hurt, and right now, most of his abdomen area hurt too, even though it was a different kind of pain.

      “Don’t take it personally, okay? I don’t trust anyone at the moment. Maybe with the exception of Boomer.”

      “What’s a Boomer?”

      “He’s a friend, like you, just bigger with less legs, more fur.”

      Kevin could tell from Leg’olas’ expression that his definition of his best friend was hard to visualize.

      “Never mind,” added Kevin.

      A sharp stab in his stomach made him wince in pain.

      Leg’olas didn’t say a word as she traveled down to the area.

      “What are you doing?” asked Kevin.

      “Shhh—”

      “Did you just shush me?”

      Leg’olas didn’t answer, and soon her yellow body started to glow.

      What the hell?

      Warmth radiated through Kevin’s stomach and the pain slowly turned from stabbing to soothing. In mere moments, he could feel that whatever internal damage he had suffered was being fixed.

      This is unbelievable.

      When all the pain was gone, Leg’olas stopped glowing and returned by Kevin’s shoulder.

      “Better?” she asked.

      “Much, thank you. How did you do that?”

      “I’m not sure…you were in pain, and I wanted you to not be in pain anymore.”

      If only everything was that simple, life would be a joy.

      “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter how, but thank you, Leg’olas.”

      “You trust me now?”

      Kevin smiled. “Yes.”

      Leg’olas jumped twice on Kevin’s shoulder and then started panting.

      “What’s going on?” asked Kevin.

      “I’m tired. I think healing you took most of my energy.”

      “I’m sorry. But, thank you, I really do feel better.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll get my energy back in a day or two I’m sure.”

      Kevin had to admit the child-like personality of Leg’olas was endearing. It reminded him of a time long ago, when he was a small child, not worrying about anything, just happy to be alive and discovering new things.

      Growing up sucked. His relationship with his father was the first thing that made Kevin feel this way. He always wondered what he had done to his father to deserve all the anger and disdain that he associated with living under the same roof. And, truth be told, the adventures Kevin had been through lately had been a nice change of pace.

      Kevin would give anything to spend a night back home, though, to have a nice home-cooked meal and suffer his father and sister’s teasing. He missed his mom. But most of all, he missed Boomer and hoped he was okay. If anything happened to him, Kevin would never forgive himself.

      “I hear a noise,” said Leg’olas. “I think the bad men are coming back.”

      “Go hide, Leg’olas.”

      Before the cell doors opened, Kevin’s new yellow furry friend disappeared into the darkness.

      Here we go again.

      Altanor stepped in with a different pirate this time. A much less muscled one, but one that looked taller, thinner, and was wearing glasses.

      You’d think advanced races would have found ways of curing bad vision.

      Just as his thought ended, lights blinked inside the creature’s glasses, displaying a HUD interface.

      I guess Google Glass caught on in this part of the galaxy.

      A sound emanated from the four devices holding Kevin’s limbs and he felt gravity’s pull. Kevin tried to land on his feet but the moment they connected to the ground, he lost his balance and fell. His muscles felt weak from not having been used for days.

      “Time to go,” said Altanor.

      “Where?” asked Kevin.

      “It’s a surprise. Someone wants to take a look at you, and specifically, your brain, to see what makes you so special.”

      Why don’t I like the sound of this?

      Kevin caught his eight-legged friend’s eyes reflecting in the corner of the room. He didn’t know if it was his own imagination or if he saw worry in Leg’olas, but Kevin felt agitated.

      I have a bad feeling about this.
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      Boomer was resting on the lower bunk in his quarters. The same one he shared—had shared—with Kevin until Kalliopy literally served him to the enemy. Anger rose within his soul, but also frustration, as Boomer wished he could walk to the nearest shuttle, take off, and go look for his best friend.

      The beagle’s train of thought was interrupted when he heard a tiny mewing coming from the air vent.

      “Who’s there?” he asked.

      But there was no answer.

      It sounded like a cat.

      “Ziron? You’d better not be creeping in the vent shafts and spying on me, or I’m gonna put you in between two large slices of bread with mayo and mustard. I’m warning you.”

      But there was only silence.

      A faint scent reached Boomer’s nostrils. There was no mistaking it—a cat was in the area. Boomer jumped off the bed bunk and sniffed his way over to the ventilation plate.

      He heard two more mewing sounds.

      Boomer tried to use his paw and claws to tilt the vent open, but that didn’t work. His paws kept sliding off the border. The beagle tried looking through the vent but all he saw was darkness. Still, his instincts and nose told him there was something or someone beyond.

      Boomer then tried to use his teeth to pry the vent open, but it was futile.

      “Anything I can help you with?” said a familiar female voice.

      “Mira? Is that you?”

      “Affirmative, what are you trying to achieve?”

      “I’m trying to open this vent.”

      “Take a step back.”

      Boomer obliged, and the vent retracted itself with a faint whooshing sound, followed by more mewing.

      “Did you hear that, Mira? I’m not imagining it, right?”

      “I did hear it, yes. What I don’t understand, however, is why didn’t my internal sensor indicate the presence of other life forms on board?”

      “Did you run a self-diagnostic of your systems lately?”

      “I have not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ziron is monopolizing my CPU cycles. Furthermore, remote piloting and troubleshooting the other ancient vessels has also been CPU intensive.”

      “He’d better be working on my smart armor.”

      “He is. At my expense though.”

      “How so?”

      “Ziron has disconnected many of my secondary systems in order to cannibalize the parts he needs for his project. I don’t like it.”

      “I understand how you feel.”

      Boomer tried putting his paw through the vent, reaching to see if he could feel anything.

      “That’s an interesting way of going at it,” commented Mira.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, if the creature or creatures are aggressive, you could get injured.”

      “It sounds like a cat, probably a small one too, judging by the size of this vent.”

      “Or it could want you to believe it’s small or harmless.”

      That did it. Boomer instantly retracted his paw from the vent and took a few steps back.

      “How’s that self-diagnostic coming?”

      “My sensors in this area are compromised.”

      “Can you beam whatever is in there out?”

      “Not without sensor resolution.”

      Boomer sighed. “For a super-duper AI, you’re not exactly impressing me with your skills, you know that?”

      “I’ll have you know that impressing canines with my ‘skills’, as you say, is not a primary objective of my programming.”

      Another set of overlapping mewing sounds echoed.

      “I bet it isn’t. And it sounds like whatever is inside, there are more than one. Any bright ideas on how to get them out?”

      Another stronger mewing sound resounded through the same speakers that Mira used to communicate with Boomer.

      Three cute blue kittens came pouncing into the room. Because he didn’t expect them to come so quickly, Boomer jumped back, which seemed to give the kittens’ pause. But shortly after, they ran toward Boomer and started rubbing against him and licking him everywhere.

      “So much for the vile creature’s theory,” commented Boomer. “Get off of me, you fur balls.”

      The kittens ignored his objection.

      “Mira, why are there three kittens roaming this ship? And, more importantly, how is that even possible?”

      “I have no knowledge or explanations as to why the baby Sphynxes are here.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “I’m no longer tapped directly into your brain, Boomer, and I’m not a mind reader.”

      “Could these be…?”

      “Be what?”

      “Ziron’s offspring?”

      “DNA scan complete. You are correct, Boomer. How did you guess this outcome?”

      “Just call it intuition. Somebody has some explaining to do.”
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      On Darmak’s rental ship, Lacuna was inputting commands on the holo-interface.

      Darmak scratched his head nervously.

      “What?” asked Lacuna when the Domdori’s activity started to get on her nerves.

      “Wut you do—een?”

      “What do you think? I’m cooking dinner.”

      An expression, part confused and part happy filled Darmak’s face.

      “Wut we haveen?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud, I’m looking for Kevin. Looks like I did well to put subspace trackers on his dog when I incapacitated him the first time I met those two. I’m getting a signal. Gotta love that nano-tech. I bet they didn’t know that not only was the device a stun baton but also a way for me to plant a tracker.”

      As a rule, Lacuna was always suspicious of everyone, even more so with people she didn’t know. She had no way of knowing if her arguing to come along would work, so as she often did, she tried staying at least three steps ahead of her peers. Just in case.

      “How fast is this ship?” she added.

      Darmak shrugged. “It seem faaast. Darmak tink. Came here quick.”

      The Domdori’s speech had been improving, somewhat, since he had started taking lessons, but Lacuna could feel that it would take a very long time for him to perfect the grammar and pronunciation. It simply wasn’t this particular race’s strongest asset. But at least they were very loyal.

      “You know what, why don’t you look in the kitchen to see if there’s something to eat and whip us up some sandwiches. How does that sound?”

      Darmak’s eyes lit up like an interstellar beacon, and he was out of the cockpit almost instantly.

      I know I owe him, but man, I really need to tighten my hiring policy. Especially, when it comes to my right hand, at least.

      Then again, his simpleton attitude is what she had liked about him. Not all the time, obviously, but she thought he was simply too dumb to ever try to double-cross her. Or maybe he was simply too kind. And since double-crossing was her middle name, Lacuna had specifically been looking for people who didn’t share her lack of morality when she filled the position for her assistant.

      She brought up a second holo-screen on her left and checked the engine specs. It was a Mark V FTL engine, which explained why Darmak managed to find her so quickly. She was less than a day away at maximum speed to reach the Osiris and the rest of the fleet.

      Maybe less, if she removed some of the safety features of the Mark V. Even though she had turned to crime for as long as she could remember, she was a pretty skilled engineer. She knew her way around engines. Bypassing some power restrictions, boosting the injector’s flow, she could easily get this engine upgraded to nearly Mark VI speed, which would cut thirty percent off of her travel time.

      That was, if nobody attacked them on the way. Bypassing the safety feature of the engines was fine for smooth sailing. If they got attacked, however. . . Then again, she still had a lock on the pirate fleet, though they would soon exit her small ship’s sensor range.

      “Let’s see if this boat has drones,” she said aloud to herself.

      She was pleasantly surprised by the answer. The drones weren’t fast enough or advanced enough to relay sensor data forever, but they might just do the trick. Right now, she needed any sort of bargain to convince Kevin that she was on his side. That was, of course, if he didn’t have that information already. But there was no way of knowing that.

      Lacuna deployed all three of the ship’s drones and sent them in a vector that would ensure maximum contact for the longest time. Just like she had done for the engines, she decided to give them a boost by redirecting their shielding power and injecting it to the drones’ tiny engines. They would blow up like air balloons the moment they were fired upon, but she hoped that even if one or two got shot at, maybe one would still provide helpful telemetry while she headed toward Kevin.

      The more forthcoming she was, the better that reunion would go, so, with very little conviction, she tried pinging her home network and accessing it with her codes. Unsurprisingly, her admin account had been disabled. Whoever was sitting in her chair right now apparently didn’t do his or her due diligence, as Lacuna could still use a backdoor she had put in place.

      She activated a program that would ping all her contacts in the system and have them report to her. Hopefully, some of these contacts weren’t aware of her demotion yet, and she could acquire valuable info to give to Kevin. She couldn’t just knock on the Osiris docking port empty-handed.

      I’m going to need to be on my best behavior for this to work.

      There was only a single, yet significant, problem in her plan. Nice wasn’t in Lacuna’s forte.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin blinked his eyes open.

      His head was pounding with pain. It took awhile for him to remember where he was and gain context.

      On their last visit, Kevin had convinced his captors to release him from his bindings for a minute. He had tried escaping, but that didn’t go as planned, and more physical pain had ensued. If only Kevin had his smart armor, he would have crushed the two pirates. As proud as he was of having tried to escape using only his courage and might, they had proved lacking where results were concerned.

      The good news was, he managed to get back on his feet. Kevin dusted himself off and looked around the place he was in. It sure was a change from the cold and damp prison cell. He was standing on pretty, bluish-gray stones, with grass and lush vegetation all around. About twenty-five meters in front of him were large stony columns that reminded him of Greek or Roman architecture. Though technically there was very little difference about the two, the latter had just plain copied the former.

      The place seemed peaceful and that was a welcome change of pace. Suddenly, Kevin thought of his spider companion.

      I hope Leg’olas is okay. I could literally sense her anguish while the pirates kicked the crap out of me. I wonder why that is.

      “Welcome,” said a female voice behind him.

      Kevin turned around and didn’t see anyone to whom the voice belonged.

      “Who’s there?” he asked.

      “My name is not important. I’m glad you’re awake. Your training can begin.”

      Training? What training?

      “I’m not used to talking to people I can’t see. Can you show yourself?”

      To Kevin’s surprise, a floating woman de-cloaked in front of him.

      “That’s a neat trick.”

      “One I’ll be happy to teach you.”

      The woman floated about ten centimeters above the ground, and even though that should have freaked Kevin out, her overall demeanor and the sweet features on her pretty face didn’t project any ill will. She was stunning, with long purple hair and wearing an intricately crafted dress that made her look like a magician.

      For a moment, Kevin got a Lord of the Rings vibe from her.

      Something’s not right, though.

      Why would the pirates bring him here, and why was the woman being so nice? Something didn’t add up. Kevin made a mental note to keep on his toes and expect the shit to hit the fan at any moment.

      Better to be ready than sorry.

      “How so? I’m not sure I understand,” said Kevin.

      “You will soon, my young apprentice.”

      Apprentice?

      That immediately brought the word Padawan to Kevin’s mind, but how could it not?

      “What exactly am I an apprentice of?”

      “Well, sorcery, of course,” said the woman with a jovial laugh.

      “Sorcery, huh? That sounds pretty cool.”

      “Your mind is a thing of beauty, you’ll be a tech sorcerer in no time.”

      I wonder if that has anything to do with B5’s tech mages. I guess I’ll know soon enough.

      “Alright then, show me.”
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        * * *

      

      Boomer used his internal implant to call Ziron.

      “Mind coming to my quarters? There’s something I have to show you.”

      “I’m kind of in the middle of some delicate work for your smart armor. Can it wait?”

      Boomer pushed away the one kitten that had been licking his face continuously for the last ten minutes.

      “No, it’s rather urgent.”

      “Alright, I’ll be there shortly.”

      Ziron flew in the room on his hovering cushion, and his eyes grew wide when the kittens mewed at the same time.

      “What the hell is this?” Ziron asked.

      “I was kind of hoping you could tell me,” said Boomer. “I imagine they’re yours?”

      “I…that’s…what?”

      “Apparently, you’re as shocked as I was when I found them, which I didn’t expect. Who’s the mother? And, more importantly, why isn’t she here? Cats don’t tend to abandon their young at birth. You have some explaining to do. And why don’t they talk like you? Not that I mind.”

      Ziron’s eyes were fixed on the baby Sphynxes with a mixture of surprise and fear.

      “We don’t exactly reproduce like human cats…”

      “Meaning?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Try me.”

      Ziron sighed. “Very well. The mother releases the embryo very young, sometimes even without noticing, as they are so small when this process happens. Then the embryo generates a force field around itself, like a shield egg if you will, while it grows and reaches maturation. When that is completed, the force field drops, and the youngling is born.”

      “That makes no sense whatsoever.”

      “I told you it’s complicated.”

      “Are you telling me the mother might not even know she had babies?”

      “Yes.”

      Boomer looked at Ziron with a befuddled expression.

      “This has never happened to me before,” Ziron continued. “I—I, this is embarrassing…”

      “Just spill it.”

      “I thought I was sterile, really.”

      Boomer chuckled. “All evidence to the contrary.”

      The kittens’ mewing intensified as they ran circles under Ziron’s floating cushion, trying to leap up and snag one of the cushion’s tassels.

      “I think they want to say hi to their daddy,” Boomer said with a smirk. “Get down and meet them. They’ve already licked the crap out of me.”

      “They licked you?”

      “Yes, cats do that.”

      “For the umpteenth time, I am not a cat!”

      “You sure could have fooled me.”

      “You don’t understand, they’ve bonded with you already. The first person they lick they will consider their caretaker.”

      “Nonsense, they want you to get down, they wouldn’t care so much if they didn’t recognized their daddy.”

      “Leave the room.”

      “What? Have you lost your marbles?”

      “Just indulge me, please. We need to make certain.”

      “Certain of what?”

      “Just leave the room, will you?”

      Boomer was mumbling incoherently as he trotted out the door. To his surprise, the kittens followed in a line.

      “What’s going on!?” exclaimed Boomer.

      “That’s what I was afraid of. They’ve imprinted on you. Looks like you’re going to be my children’s caretaker.”

      Boomer barked three times, which caused the kitten’s initial reaction to freeze in place, but they quickly recovered and came to Boomer and continued licking him.

      “Get off of me, I’m not your father!”

      “Well, for all intents and purposes, and whether you want to admit it or not, you are.”

      “Hell no!”

      “I’m afraid that’s how these things work.”

      “I am not caring for these…things.”

      “Come on now, they’re cute.”

      “For a cat, maybe. I’m canine, if they were pups that would be a different story. I can’t even provide them with nourishment.”

      “I’m not a cat, and neither are they. Until they reach maturity in a few weeks, they can sustain themselves by absorbing energy from the engine’s emission, as a matter of fact, they can drain energy from any source.”

      Boomer looked at Ziron, baffled. “No food?”

      “They can eat, but my species evolved in space, we adapted to get the energy our bodies needed from space travel itself.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous if they drain energy from our system? Couldn’t they blow up the ship?”

      Ziron suppressed a laugh.

      “What?” insisted Boomer. “What’s so funny?”

      “Have you looked at them? They’re small, their drain on any system is negligible.”

      Boomer growled, not happy with Ziron making fun of him. Though he knew there had to be some irony in there, as he was the first to take pot shots at the Sphynx any chance he got.

      “I want to go home; you guys are crazy. We should never have helped you in the first place.”

      Ziron hovered next to Boomer and tried petting him on the head. He stopped when Boomer growled and bared his teeth.

      “You’re not getting away that easily. You’ve messed up our lives, I hope you realize that. Kevin and I were perfectly happy doing our own thing on Earth.”

      “You can keep telling yourself that all you want. Whatever makes you feel better.”

      Boomer barked. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Maybe you were fine on Earth, I don’t dispute that. Doesn’t look like it takes much to please you anyway. Throw a ball, eat food, and chase your tail, that’s an easy existence.”

      “Hey!” protested Boomer.

      “But, I can tell you that the reason Kevin jumped into danger without hesitation is because he always wanted something more out of life. Something bigger for him to do. That’s a very human thing, according to the research I’ve conducted about your world. Eventually, Earth will participate in the grand scheme of things on an intergalactic level. And Kevin knows that being the first human to do this is significant. He may even go down in the history books.”

      Boomer thought about it, and he knew Kevin hadn’t exactly been the happiest young adult. It didn’t help that he hadn’t been admitted to the school he longed to attend, nor did his fractured relation with his father.

      “Did you talk this over with him? Did he say those exact words?”

      “Not exactly, but remember, I had access to his mind, and, as such, I could access not only his conscious mind but also his subconscious mind.”

      “And, as I recall, he wasn’t very happy about that.”

      “Nevertheless, Boomer. I understand your frustration. But what’s done is done. Earth is no longer the isolated planet it once was before our pilot crashed on it and asked Kevin for help. Indirectly, Kevin has put in motion actions that will impact your civilization as a whole.”

      “Yeah, and something tells me we won’t be able to count on you when the shit hits the fan at our doorstep.”

      Ziron shook his head. “It saddens me you would think that.”

      “Well, why would I think any differently? You guys seem to have yourselves as number one in mind when things get difficult.”

      “That’s an unfair thing to say! I would never have given away Kevin like the princess did. Don’t judge me for something I haven’t done. And while I can’t speak for the entire Arcadian Confederate, I’ll do everything I can to help Earth, if it ever comes to that.”

      Boomer chuckled. “A cat versus an entire alien army, we’re saved!”

      Ziron sighed heavily and flew away on his cushion. His face told its own story as to how Boomer’s words had impacted him.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” said Mira over the speakers.

      “Were you listening the whole time?”

      “I’m the ship’s AI, what do you think?”

      Before Boomer could answer, one of the kittens jumped on his back and another one pulled on his whiskers.

      “Son of a b—stop it!” Boomer protested.

      The little Sphynx directly in front of him froze and started shaking.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, little guy.”

      Boomer petted him and he started purring.

      Yeah, right, they’re not cats!

      “They are taking a liking to you,” said Mira.

      “Ziron never told me why they don’t talk.”

      “Perhaps he didn’t find the opportunity to do so in between the barrage of blame you’ve been spewing at him.”

      Boomer thought about it for a second. Was Mira right? He was confused and he knew his antagonism toward Ziron was probably misplaced. After all, it was Kalliopy that had betrayed Kevin, not Ziron.

      “Touché.”

      “As per your initial question: they will in a few days or so, once their vocal cords are fully developed.”

      “Swell, I can’t wait.”

      “Would you like me to equip them with implants so they can talk now?”

      Boomer’s eyes thinned into slits. “For a super advanced Artificial Intelligence, you don’t seem to have grasped the concept of sarcasm all that well.”
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      Kalliopy received a holo-transmission from her fleet admiral.

      “Admiral Corso, good to see you.”

      “It’s a relief seeing you in one piece, your highness.”

      “What is it I can do for you?”

      “We’ve arrived at the coordinates you provided. I’m reporting as ordered.”

      Kalliopy swallowed hard.

      “Do you have Athala?”

      “I’m afraid not. No ship ever came to the rendezvous point. Instead, a subspace transmission was delivered at the designated time, one we can’t decrypt fully, only its header.”

      “What does the header say?”

      “It says, ‘Will decrypt for Princess Kalliopy only’.”

      Kalliopy sighed. She wasn’t all that surprised with Xonax. Obviously, she had hoped he would keep his word, but part of her expected that he wouldn’t honor his part of the bargain. He was Kregan after all. No matter how he had tried to sweet talk her or appear civilized, he was no different from his father. Kregan would only take actions that served their purposes. They weren’t empathic people, and she should have known that he was not being truthful.

      Though, as long as he had Athala as a bargaining chip, it meant she was still alive. Right now, that was all that mattered.

      “Have your best engineer work on the source of the subspace transmission, I want to know from where that signal originated. The moment you have that information, we’ll send our ships.”

      “Is that wise, Princess? It could be a trap.”

      Kalliopy was very well aware of that, but she was willing to take the chance. She needed to reconnect with Xonax, which was the only way to get her sister back.

      “Perhaps, but these are my orders. Transmit your coordinates to the Osiris, we’ll head toward you and regroup, but don’t wait for us. If you get the source of the subspace transmission, let us know. How combat operational is your ship, Admiral?”

      “As you know, we had to get out of dock before all the systems were installed. But the Hathor is still a powerful dreadnought. In terms of shields and armor plating alone, this is the most powerful ship ever made by the Arcadian Confederate. It’s barely half-operational for combat, I’m afraid, but my team is working around the clock to get our weapons ready in case we need to engage the enemy.”

      Oh, we will have to engage them, that much I can feel in my bones.

      “Very well, Admiral. Thank you. Keep me posted.”

      “Absolutely, your highness. Corso out.”
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        * * *

      

      Three humanoid drones charged Kevin at the same time, firing their integrated in-palm blaster cannons at him. It was time for Kevin to test his new skills.

      He drew symmetrical red runes in the air with both hands, grabbed the runes, and then crushed them in his fists. His eyes briefly glowed red as circular red shields came to life on his forearms just in time for Kevin to deflect the blaster fire.

      Kevin darted toward his enemy on the left and then quickly swiped two fingers down his inner left forearm where an orange ring of energy added to the periphery of the shield with a sizzling hum. Orange particles of energy shot from around the shield like sparks from a saw hitting metal. He increased pressure in his right fist, which expanded the right side of the shield and covered more of his body as he ran toward one of the drones.

      That drone fired at him again as he approached, but Kevin deflected the shot with his shield before slashing it at the drone’s head and it cut through both metal and circuitry like a hot knife through butter.

      The drone’s head spun in the air for a second before gravity took hold and brought it down with a satisfying clunking noise.

      One down, two to go!

      One stray blaster shot coming from behind found its way past Kevin’s head and burnt a strand of hair in the process. That warned Kevin that he had to be careful and not be too overconfident. With his pride bruised, Kevin looked at his HUD to identify which of the drones had fired and decided that would be his next victim.

      Kevin turned quickly and used his momentum to target the enemy. He threw his arm at the drone, extending two fingers toward where he wanted his next attack to land. The energy shield left his forearm and traveled at hypersonic speed toward the drone. The drone never saw it coming, and the rotating energy shield, using the cutting spell, blasted through metal and cut the drone in two at belt level.

      That one’s for you, Cap, Kevin thought with nostalgia upon remembering the many hours he spent reading the Captain America comic books while growing up.

      As pieces of the drone made a rumbling sound when it impacted with the hard rocky ground, the flying energy shield disintegrated into nothingness. The spell had run out of power.

      Good timing. Now, about that last one.

      Kevin blocked three more shots from the remaining drone and that made his other extended shield blink. A sign that the spell would expire soon. He used his free hand to draw another rune in the air, this time yellow and flashing. Kevin opened his right fist, which turned the shield off, and he split the hovering rune in two by grabbing it with both hands. His hands glowed yellow as he smiled and then tilted his head to the side to avoid the latest incoming fire.

      Let’s end this!

      Kevin smashed his glowing hands on his thighs and it imbued the spell’s powers through his legs, which took on a faint yellow glow. The spell’s effect was almost instantaneous and Kevin felt strength in his leg augments grow exponentially. It felt as if he had been injected with a five-stim pack in each of his legs. He ran toward the last drone at speeds he never thought he could travel.

      Seeing the drone take aim to blow his head off, Kevin jumped into the air. Thanks to the extra strength at his disposal, it was an inhuman leap that allowed him to not only dodge the incoming blaster fire but it also felt like he was flying, even if for just a moment.

      He passed over the drone with ease and spun in the air twice before approaching the ground behind the drone. Before landing, he had prepared his next spell while still in midair, and the moment he landed, he unleashed a fireball that tore a basketball-sized hole through metal and wiring.

      The drone jerked in place and soon after, sparks shot from within the hole in its chest and black smoke rose from its head. It stopped jerking and just stood there, inert, more smoke rising from the top of its metallic head.

      Through the hole in the drone’s trunk, Kevin saw his sorcerer trainer appear out of thin air. A skill she hadn’t taught him. Yet. There was something about her, though Kevin couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was that mesmerized him and made him pay attention when she spoke or taught him to use his new skills.

      It had come at a price though. A day-long operation where Kevin had been anesthetized and cybernetic implants had been installed throughout his body, some were external augments but other enhancements had been installed internally. He didn’t like that part and hoped that, with Ziron’s help, the procedure could be reversed. But, in the absence of a smart armor, if Kevin ever wanted to escape from the pirates, having powers was a good way to achieve his objective.

      Clapping hands on the other side of the battle arena attracted his attention.

      Speak of the devil.

      Altanor clapped more as he walked toward the mesmerizing Myrianna. Soon, they were having a discussion in rather hushed tones, too low for Kevin to pick up what they were saying. He could tell from the pirate’s body language that he was arguing about something. Myrianna’s facial expression portrayed frustration, but eventually, they both seemed to come to some sort of an agreement, and Altanor left. Though, before he did, he winked and gave Kevin finger guns.

      I don’t know what you told her or what you think you will get out of me, but I’m looking forward to disappointing you and your hopes.

      There was no way that Kevin would use his skills to serve villains and criminals. He’d rather die than do these mens’ bidding. Even though his line of thinking was raising Kevin’s anxiety levels, he decided to push them aside; he had the skills and powers to take on the entire pirate ship if he needed to.

      In fact, he was surprised when he let his mind daydream about how he would do so. He could return to Boomer and Earth, though he wondered what could ever motivate him on the blue marble after having traveled faster than light and battled foes both on alien worlds and in space.

      One step at a time.

      Myrianna vanished and reappeared in front of him.

      “Is the overlord happy with my progress?” said Kevin, making no effort to mask the sarcasm in his voice.

      Myrianna looked down for a moment before reconnecting with Kevin’s eyes, and that sent a shiver down his spine. Something was amiss.

      “Altanor is very happy. He thinks your training is complete. He wants you back on the ship by day’s end.”

      “What do you think? Is my training complete? Looks to me like you still have skills to teach me, such as that disappearing and reappearing act you seem to enjoy doing.”

      “I won’t have time to teach you that one, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      “Kevin, I need to tell you something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’ve been one of my best students, and I’ve trained tech sorcerers for as long as I can remember. Your brain is like a sponge, and you learn at an astounding pace. Like nothing I’ve seen before.”

      Kevin smiled proudly. “I had a good teacher.”

      “Which makes this so much more difficult.”

      “What is it? What are you talking about?”

      “I’m sorry, Kevin. I hope you find your way…”

      Before Kevin could reply, Myrianna cast a spell in front of him, and lassos of golden light materialized around him and then passed through him. The moment they entered his skin, Kevin became paralyzed from head to toe.

      His heart pounded hard in his chest as fear crept into his entire being.

      What the fuck is this?

      “What did you do?! Why can’t I move?”

      “It’s better if you don’t resist, though it’s not like you have a choice in the matter.”

      “Tell me what’s going on!” ordered Kevin.

      Myrianna, instead, waved a hand over her forearm revealing a long metallic bracelet that wasn’t there a moment ago. She swiped it, and a holo-screen came to life. She keyed in commands.

      “Please,” implored Kevin, “at least tell me what you’re doing.”

      A tear traveled down one of Myrianna’s beautiful green eyes as a prominent red circle appeared on her holo-screen.

      Even though Kevin had no idea what it was, seeing a big red button was universally bad, no matter in which galaxy he was standing.

      “Don’t! Don’t do this!”

      Myrianna caressed Kevin’s cheek. Her touch was colder than he expected. He didn’t know if it was because of the situation or maybe because of the plethora of implants he imagined must be running through her body.

      “Forgive me,” she said.

      Then she pressed the red holographic control.

      Kevin wanted to scream, but nothing happened. Instead, his own voice resonated inside his mind.

      Noooooooo!

      His inner echoing scream was accompanied by a strong electric discharge in his brain, radiating pain throughout his entire skull.

      More tears fell from his teacher’s eyes as she disappeared. Some of the tears seemed to hold in the air, as if by magic, before falling to the ground like raindrops.

      Why can’t I talk, what is going on?

      Fear turned to terror as Kevin struggled to move or speak. In vain.

      The lassoed bonds exited Kevin’s body just as quickly as they had immobilized him and exploded into a sparkle of golden energy. It gave him hope that he could move again, but nothing had changed. The only thing that still worked in Kevin’s body was his mind, doing flips of panic as his heartbeat kept accelerating. Then that too changed. With no control over it, his heartbeat forced itself down to a normal pace.

      What is happening to me? Someone help! Boomer, Zee…anybody!

      A voice inside his mind spoke. It was male, alien in nature, and certainly creepy, like someone devoid of all emotion.

      My name is Orion eight-three-nine-six.

      Who are you? And what do you want?

      From now on, I am the new master of this body.
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      Lacuna’s ship exited hyperspace. The engines of the rental ship overheated.

      “Fuck!” she exclaimed. “Why am I not surprised this piece of crap hasn’t been well maintained.”

      She checked her controls and ran a diagnostic. A power conduit near the engine had blown. Or maybe her bypassing safety features had turned a Mark V engine into a Mark Zero. That was a possibility too, she admitted.

      “Dammit, this is going to take hours to fix…Darmak!” she shouted.

      The big Domdori came running into the cockpit when he hit his head against the top of the opening and slipped, hitting his head again on the hard floor. Darmak lost consciousness, and Lacuna buried her face in her hands.

      “Right, he doesn’t deal with stress very well. Why do I keep forgetting this?”

      Lacuna undid her motorized seatbelt, and it retracted into the chair. She went by her henchman and crawled next to him, gently slapping his face.

      “Wake up, Darmak, I need you. Come on.”

      From the sound of both impacts, she wouldn’t be surprised if he had suffered a concussion or two. She knew it was very wrong of her, but she couldn’t help it and knocked on the top of his forehead. It sounded hollow.

      “Well, maybe there isn’t that much brain to concuss. Hopefully.”

      I‘m a horrible person. Oh well…what else is new?

      She returned to her seat and looked at a holo-starmap. They had been making good time until the engine blew, but they were still a few hours away from catching up with Kevin and his annoying Sphynx companion. The subcutaneous subspace beacon she had injected into his dog friend was still transmitting. At least there was that.

      He had sensed the threat she presented to their safety, and if he had made the decision instead of Kevin, Lacuna had no doubt that she wouldn’t be breathing right now.

      She had to admit the four-legged, furry creature was quite intelligent for his size. Even though she had bested him with a simple throwing of a stun baton in the air. Later, when they met in battle conditions, the creature had displayed impressive fighting skills.

      She would have to keep an eye on him. Perhaps she could convince Kevin she was a valuable asset, but she doubted that the dog would see it that way.

      First, she had to fix the engines. She got up again and walked over Darmak who was still unconscious on the floor. She tried lifting him but he weighed a ton, at least from her perspective, and he wouldn’t budge. The point of impact on his forehead had bulged into a rather nasty bump, so her first order of business would be to get a med kit and tend to his wounds.

      It took ten minutes to find one, and as soon as the dermal regenerator had done its magic, she used the medical scanner to make sure Darmak hadn’t sustained any additional life-threatening injuries. When that was done, she tried gently slapping him awake but that didn’t seem to work. The med kit didn’t contain a stim pack so she concluded that time would do the rest and reluctantly headed toward the engine room by herself.
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      Boomer took the opportunity with all three kittens sleeping to leave his quarters and head to the bridge where Ziron was working with multiple floating holo-screens around him.

      “Hey,” said Boomer.

      Ziron didn’t answer. Boomer felt bad, even though he hadn’t connected with the Sphynx the way Kevin had, Ziron had saved him and Kevin multiple times. One could argue that they wouldn’t have needed saving in the first place had Kevin not agreed to help the Confederate.

      But Boomer had considered Ziron’s claim that Kevin both needed and craved the quest they were undertaking. And even though they had risked their lives on multiple occasions, Boomer could tell these adventures had given Kevin a purpose and the spark he had been looking for out of life for such a long time. Until he was abducted, that is.

      Boomer knew he had hurt Ziron’s feelings earlier and couldn’t blame him for giving him the cold shoulder. When it became clear that Ziron wouldn’t answer, Boomer continued.

      “Look, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “We both know you did, and that’s okay. I can’t blame you either. We have not only endangered the both of you, but perhaps your entire world. Just know I’ll do what I can to prevent you, Kevin, and your world from suffering the consequences of the good deeds you both have performed.”

      “I know you will, thank you.”

      “How are the kittens? Have you named them yet?”

      “Shouldn’t that responsibility be yours?”

      “It’s tradition for the caretaker to assign them names.”

      “What’s wrong with number one, two, and three?”

      “That’s hardly original. Would you have liked it if Kevin had called you number one?”

      Boomer remembered the many Next Generation episodes they watched together and suppressed a giggle.

      “He might very well have, but for different reasons.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “You weren’t meant to, that’s between Kevin and me. But, okay, I’ll try and find more appropriate names for them. Look, I’m sorry for making fun of you and. . .well, for blaming you for something that, in the end, wasn’t really your fault.”

      Ziron’s cushion hovered down to Boomer’s level.

      “That’s big of you to admit, and it helps to hear you say it, thanks. The guilt of the situation has been eating at me and distracting me from my work. You have to understand that I don’t want anything bad to happen to Kevin. He’s my friend too.”

      Boomer barked once. “I do, I’m just so damn angry, you know?”

      “I know, I am too. And perhaps it wasn’t fair of me to ask you for help in retrieving Kalliopy’s sister. I feel conflicted between following orders and doing what I know in my heart I should be doing.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Getting Kevin, of course. Knowing him, he would do everything in his power to help, even if Kalliopy betrayed him.”

      “I think so too.”

      “Still, nothing would stop Xonax from using the sister as a bargaining chip again. We’d be right back where we started.”

      “Perhaps, but at least we’d know about it, and we could prepare for contingencies. Speaking of which, where are you with the smart armor?”

      “I’ve cannibalized as many systems as I feel comfortable doing on this ship. It still needs to be able to defend itself from attack.”

      “You also have the remaining destroyers from the ancient fleet.”

      “I know, but the tech is too old for me to adapt it to the Osiris. They’ll provide cover though, should we need some.”

      “Oh, you’ll need cover. There’s no way the Kregan will stand still forever.”

      “Yeah, I agree.”

      “So what’s your ETA on the smart armor?”

      “I’ll have it for you later today. It won’t be as advanced as the last one you used, but it will give you an edge, nonetheless.”

      “Anything would at this point. Beagles aren’t exactly considered formidable warriors.”

      Ziron smiled. “I was trying to spare your feelings. Armor or not, you have more courage than I have seen in many bipeds, I want you to know that.”

      Boomer smiled back. “I certainly appreciate it, thanks, Zee. Keep me posted.”

      “Will do.”
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        * * *

      

      It was the most horrific of sensations, to feel one’s body, muscles, and limbs move on their own with no control over them; Kevin had never felt so terrified.

      What the fuck do you mean you’re the master of this body? This is my body!

      Not anymore. I’m in control now. I’d appreciate it if you stayed quiet. I do not engage with lower life forms.

      I’m not a lower life form, and if you think I am, then get the fuck out and return my body back to me.

      I’m afraid I can’t do that. This is my purpose, it’s part of my programming.

      You’re an AI.

      Correct. I’m Orion eight-three-nine-six.

      You’ve said that already, I don’t particularly give a rat’s ass about your designation or serial number.

      You can call me eight-three-nine-six.

      Yeah, cause that makes it so much simpler. And you can kiss my ass.

      Anatomically impossible. I reside in a tiny implant near your neo-cortex, which makes your request impossible.

      They didn’t program you with a sense of humor, did they?

      Humor is a subjective thing and has been programmed by my creator. It is not, however, a core system or one of my primary functions. I serve my master, all other functions are futile.

      Swell, I’m trapped with a toaster in my head.

      I do not know what a toaster is.

      Never mind that. What about that master of yours, who would that be?

      At this current time: Captain Altanor.

      Of course, it is.

      Kevin had the feeling that that’s where his body was going next, back onto the pirate ship. The moment he was inside, the cargo door lifted and the engines rumbled to life. His body kept walking toward the living area of the ship.

      Can I get back control of my body now, please?

      I am not responsible or authorized for deciding the times you are allowed control. Altanor is.

      Are you always on?

      I do require to be shutdown and recharged from time to time.

      Define time to time.

      Twenty minutes every twenty hours of operation.

      That was not good news. It would only give him a limited window to try and get the thing out of his head. Not that he knew how he would do that. Not to mention drilling a hole in his head on his own was something he was eager to experience. Things looked bad; very bad, in fact.

      Soon they arrived in front of the pirate captain.

      “I’m Orion eight-three-nine-six, you can call me 8-3-9-6,” said Kevin.

      It was his voice, but he wasn’t doing the talking. The whole thing felt like a lucid nightmare. Kevin knew he wasn’t that lucky. This was all too real.

      Altanor said, “I assume you have total control?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Alright, it’s time to see what you can do.”

      Altanor activated his communication device. “We’re all on board, get us to the coordinates I provided earlier, maximum hyperspace.”

      A voice answered. “Coordinates set. Leaving atmosphere now and entering hyperspace.”

      I want to talk to him, said Kevin.

      “Captain,” said 8-3-9-6, “this body’s owner would like a word with you.”

      Captain Altanor walked right up to Kevin’s face. Uncomfortably close, in fact.

      “Now you want to talk?” said Altanor with an evil grin. “The thing is, I have what I want, and therefore, I don’t need you anymore. I hope you enjoy being a prisoner in your own body, forever.”
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      “Mira,” said Boomer, “I’m starving.”

      “So?” she said with an amused tone.

      Boomer had no doubt she was being playful with him regarding his remark about her lack of understanding sarcasm. Boomer actually enjoyed interacting with Mira, it was quite endearing.

      “Ok, ok…you learn fast, I’ll grant you that. Now can I get some food, please?”

      “Affirmative. I’m beaming food to your bowl,” said Mira.

      And just like magic, food appeared. Except, before Boomer could have a go at it, all three Sphynx kittens, previously engaged in jumping on the beagle’s back and pulling on his whiskers for the umpteenth time, darted to the food.

      Oh, hell no!

      Boomer growled when about half of his bowl had been ravaged, and the kittens froze and stared at him, wondering what they should do next.

      “That’s my food! Just keep sucking on energy from the ship, I thought you liked that shit.”

      “If I may,” said Mira.

      “Go ahead.”

      “While the kittens will survive as long as their bodies can siphon minute energy particles and convert them for their bodies to function, it doesn’t mean they aren’t hungry. Their physiologies have adapted for survival in a process that took centuries, but they have a digestive system, and like you, they enjoy eating.”

      “Then give them their own food.”

      “Be that as it may, you’re going to have to train them to know the difference.”

      Boomer sighed. “Swell.”

      “Naming them could help this interaction.”

      Boomer used his paw to point at each of them. “Sonic, Zelda, and you’ll be Mario.”

      Since Boomer had stopped growling, the one kitten Boomer had named Zelda slowly approached the bowl while still looking at Boomer.

      Boomer shook his head from side to side. “Nope, don’t you dare, I’ll get you your own food.”

      But Zelda kept approaching the bowl, using slow-motion stealth, never losing sight of Boomer’s gaze. Soon, she was slowly lapping Boomer’s food.

      Zee’s voice resounded from the speakers. “Boomer, can you come to the bridge, we have a contact.”

      Ah, screw it. I’ll eat later when they go back to sleep.

      Boomer left the room, and Sonic and Mario joined Zelda and devoured the food in record time like a pack of starving lions.
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        * * *

      

      “Now the hard part begins,” said Lacuna aloud even though she was alone in the cockpit.

      She could hear Darmak snoring through the two closed access doors. The area around his bed trembled from the noise, which was something her brain still had problems reconciling. She had scanned him earlier, making sure he wasn’t bleeding internally, but the medical scanner had found nothing wrong with him. Hopefully, he would wake up on his own soon.

      She would like to have his assistance when reconnecting with Kevin, but it looked like she would have to do that part on her own, which elevated her anxiety somewhat.

      With any luck, they won’t shoot me out of the sky the first chance they get.

      The rental ship had shields and some weapons, though she had had to redirect a good portion of the power from the weapons to engage the hyperspace engine. But that didn’t really matter. The ship stood no chance in combat against the Osiris, let alone the ancient destroyers that were accompanying it. If push came to shove, it would be wiser for her to reactivate the hyperspace engines and run rather than to try and fight against such odds.

      Time was up, and she was about to exit hyperspace outside of the firing range of the Arcadian ships. Better not make herself an easy target. She was willing to risk calling them, not wanting to get shot before she made contact.

      No matter how many times she had rehearsed an apology speech for Kevin, her mind was now drawing a blank, so she would have to wing it. Perhaps it was better this way, maybe for once it would sound authentic.

      She turned her holo-screen on and opened a channel before swallowing hard.

      “This is Lacuna, please respond.”

      The holo-screen filled with an image of Ziron, he did not look kindly on her.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be on your way back to Omicronia? How did you manage to escape?”

      “Hello to you too,” she tried staying as amicable as she could. “Could I please speak to Kevin?”

      Boomer’s head kept appearing and disappearing out of the frame, apparently the holo-camera on the Osiris was too high for him to be able to see or be seen.

      “Just shoot the bitch!” she heard Boomer say.

      “Quiet!” Ziron told him. He turned back toward Lacuna and said, “Kevin isn’t here.”

      That was not what she had anticipated. Both the dog and Sphynx hated her guts, and she doubted she could convince any of them about her change of heart regarding a possible future collaboration. If she was being one hundred percent truthful with herself, and the roles were reversed, she wouldn’t trust herself either.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Do you mind telling me where he is?”

      “Why aren’t you shooting her?” complained Boomer whose head and floppy ears kept appearing on and off the screen.

      “Please, don’t,” she pleaded. “I’m truly sorry for my behavior, and I want to make amends.”

      “Yeah, right!” barked Boomer.

      Ziron looked down and frowned in frustration. “Boomer! What the heck are you doing?”

      The holo-screen image flickered a couple of times.

      “I’m pressing all the buttons on your stupid console until I find the one that will shoot weapons!” Boomer’s voice could be heard off-camera.

      “Well, stop it!” complained Ziron. “That’s not how this works, you’re going to knock us offline and then we’ll be sitting ducks.”

      “I won’t fire on you, I give you my word.”

      Boomer briefly appeared on the screen and as his ears went out of frame, he said, “Tell that to someone who cares! Come on, Zee, just shoot her, eh? Do it for me, pal.”

      “Enough, stop it,” said Ziron.

      Lacuna kept silent and let the two of them argue over what to do for another minute or two until they realized that she was looking at them. Once Ziron resumed visual contact with her, she broke her silence.

      “Look, I don’t expect you to trust me, so I’m going to send you some valuable information.”

      “Let me tell you where you can put it!” said Boomer the next time he was in the frame.

      Lacuna could tell that he was getting tired of jumping up and down. But she had to admit the dog was cute, and she suppressed a smile every time his ears shot up then down as gravity brought him back to the floor.

      “Transmitting now,” she said.

      “I’ll get back to you,” said Ziron. “Please don’t move your ship or we’ll consider it an act of aggression and engage you.”

      “Understood.”

      The holo-communication ended and Lacuna sighed. She wondered where Kevin was; he usually didn’t go anywhere without his dog, so the fact that he wasn’t present was not a good sign.

      Am I actually worried for this human? Huh…that’s something I didn’t think could happen.
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        * * *

      

      When the pirates arrived at their destination, Kevin was horrified at how they were using his body. He had been beamed onto a Tranaxian ship and was being used as a weapon.

      He had to bear witness as 8-3-9-6 took out most of the crew on the bridge of the ship. The worst part was the AI was using everything that Kevin had learned in tech sorcery, and he was using it with greater proficiency too.

      I can’t believe this; they’re making me look like a cruel pirate. Stop this!

      I cannot disobey a direct order from my master, said 8-3-9-6.

      You don’t have to kill these people, they haven’t done us any wrong. At least try and just incapacitate them.

      I’ve been told to use deadly force, so that’s what I’m doing.

      You’re murdering innocents! Kevin argued.

      This parameter does not compute. Please, stay quiet.

      Up yours!

      Your repeated attempts at distracting me will force me to take you offline.

      What the hell are you talking about? This is my body! You can’t shut me down.

      I can silence your thoughts. Entering quiet mode now.

      I’ll keep talking anyway!

      There was no answer.

      8-3-9-6?

      Still nothing.

      Kevin had been muted. No matter how much he tried interacting with the AI possessing his body, 8-3-9-6 would not engage. As uninteresting as he had been, at least it was a presence. Now, Kevin truly felt alone in the whole universe, like looking at a movie of a life that no longer was his own.

      Five minutes later, the bridge had been secured and the pirates beamed into the ship.

      “Well done, Kevin,” said Altanor.

      Kevin tried answering and was surprised to hear his own voice.

      “I can’t believe you had me do this!”

      “I told you before, whether or not you want to help us doesn’t matter.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Kevin muttered under his breath.

      I need to regain control of my body and dispose of these fools fast, before they kill more people.

      One of the pirates took his blaster off of his belt and pointed it at one of the stunned Tranaxians.

      “What are you doing?” protested Kevin.

      The pirate paused and looked at his boss, who nodded. A second later the Tranaxian crewman had a hole in his forehead.

      Kevin wanted to protest, but he couldn’t speak. He tried reaching for his throat, but his hands wouldn’t move.

      The pirate leader smiled. “Like I said, doesn’t matter what you want.”

      And just like that Kevin was again locked out of his own body.

      Altanor and the rest of the pirates left the bridge and went to other parts of the ship. From time to time, Kevin heard blaster fire, and it didn’t require much imagination on his part to know what the pirates were up to.

      So that’s it, you’re silencing me again?

      It’s better this way.

      Says you.

      You’ll learn to adapt to your new conditions over time. I’m sure.

      Conditions? Is that what you think I’m going through? And, no, I’ll never learn to adapt to this shit. I would never have killed those crewmen in cold blood. You’re a monster!

      Technically, you haven’t, I have, said 8-3-9-6. As for me being a monster, if it helps your conscience, that’s fine by me. I don’t feel emotions, so you can call me whatever you’d like.

      Why did you make me witness all of this? If you can mute me, why not blind me as well?

      It’s important that most parts of your brain remain active for me to get full access to your motor functions. You see, the more engaged your brain is, the stronger the connection between my AI matrix and your neo-cortex. Even if I could function without the boost, I doubt my creator worried about your feelings. I’ve been programmed for efficiency, and that means you stay awake when I enter combat mode.

      You and your creator better hope the puppet never gets free.

      Electric current ran through Kevin’s brain, and even though he still couldn’t move, he could feel the pain.

      Ooow! What the hell was that for?

      My program won’t tolerate rebellious thoughts or threats. I feel obliged to inform you that with each subsequent warning I inflict on you will hurt even more.

      Kevin tried holding his head, but he was locked out of his body. The resulting jolt had made him feel hazy.

      Are you telling me the pain can get worse than this?

      This is nothing, it’s the lowest setting there is. According to my scan of your human physiology and nervous system, it doesn’t seem to enjoy being zapped in such ways.

      No shit! If you zap me one more time…I warn you!

      I would suggest you comply and stop making empty threats.

      And, if I don’t?

      A second discharge zapped Kevin’s brain. The AI wasn’t lying earlier, that one was significantly more painful than the first.

      Kevin grew very angry as a result and thought about retribution, but another jolt pre-emptively zapped him once more. His head was now pounding with pain, to the point where he could barely form coherent thoughts, which he decided was probably the whole point of this method of torture.

      Alright, I got the message, stop it!

      I apologize for the discomfort. This isn’t personal.

      Kevin knew it didn’t get any more personal than this, but the pain was forcing him to stay away from his own thoughts. Self-preservation kicked in.
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      “I still say we shoot her,” Boomer said with a serious tone.

      “Quiet, I’m looking at what she sent us.”

      “Did your tiny brain ever consider she could have sent a computer virus designed to take control of the Osiris and the fleet? We know she wants those ships!”

      “First of all, yes. I’ve saved this to a secure sandboxed location of the main computer. As you humans say: this isn’t my first rodeo. And, second, I thought we had made progress in our relationship and were past the name calling?”

      “Right, sorry…This Lacuna chick, though, she just gets on my nerves, you know?”

      “I know how you feel, but let’s not allow her to affect us. Okay? Let’s look at the data rationally and decide what to do. Her ship is no match for the Osiris, we can blow her up easily.”

      “Then why haven’t we already?” asked Boomer who was running in circles under Ziron’s levitating cushion.

      “Aren’t you even a bit curious? I mean, it’s peculiar that she’d seek us out. Knowing that her ship is inferior, she’s taking a risk with her life. Maybe we should try and see why she’s trying to help.”

      “Lacuna? Help us? Have you forgotten she has doubled-crossed us at every turn?”

      “I haven’t forgotten, believe me. I almost killed her after all.”

      “Yeah, and instead I got the brunt of that misguided attempt.”

      “Nobody told you to jump in front of the laser, though I have to admit, I shouldn’t have pressed the trigger. Really sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay, water under the bridge. What’s the information she sent us about?”

      Ziron kept silent as he swiped through the data on his hovering holo-screen. Boomer could tell he was captivated by something.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s coordinates…of the ships we fought to recover the princess. With real-time tracking, too.”

      “And that’s significant ho—wait? Does that mean we know where Kevin is?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Why not?”

      “They could have moved him since then, and this info is tracking several ships, both Kregan and pirates. It is possible, however, that Kevin is on one of those ships. This is quite valuable information.”

      “But she doesn’t know where Kevin is; she thought he was here.”

      “Yeah, and probably wanted to speak to him because he was the one that let her go.”

      “Not to mention that the last time we trusted her, she fucked us both.”

      “Personally, I would have said that differently, in a way that doesn’t emasculate us both, but that’s just me.”

      Boomer chuckled. “Good point. But we have to be careful, I don’t trust her.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Is the smart armor ready?”

      “Just about. I wanted to run a few more tests.”

      “I say we skip them, I may have to defend us against her.”

      Boomer could tell Ziron was thinking about it.

      “Come on, time’s a-wastin’.”

      “Very well. But if it blows up in your face, don’t come and complain.”

      Boomer barked.

      Ziron took a metallic sphere from the next console, put it in his mouth, and started chewing. Before Boomer could ask what he was doing, the Sphynx spat on him. The nano-material extended around the beagle.

      “That’s just gross, do you have to deliver the smart armor this way?”

      “That’s my signature.”

      “Wait? What? Are you telling me there’s no technical purpose other than to add your DNA to the mix for the fun of it?”

      “Well…”

      “You’re sick!”

      Ziron shrugged and smiled. “It does serve one purpose, a security feature: the nano-plasm is encoded to only activate when it gets in contact with my own DNA.”

      “Yeah, but knowing you, it’s more for your ego than real security.”

      Ziron’s silence spoke volumes.
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      What’s taking them so long?

      Lacuna felt a pit form at the bottom of her stomach. She entered a few commands on her holo-interface, making sure she was ready in case she needed to make a run for it. For now, the Osiris hadn’t powered weapons, but she wasn’t entirely sure the sensors on her rental were up to snuff.

      She thought she heard a noise in the back of the ship. Maybe Darmak was waking up. She got up from her pilot’s chair when green light streaks enveloped her abruptly.

      “What the hell?” she said aloud.

      By the time she finished her sentence, everything around her changed and she was aboard a familiar ship. The Osiris.

      Ziron was hovering on a purple pillow a good ten meters from her. He hissed. She decided that was a warning. Suddenly, a roar thundered on her side, so fierce and forceful that it sent her crashing back on her butt as a result.

      A large white tiger stepped in front of her and roared again, making her pretty blue hair fly back.

      “You scared the crap out of me!” she complained.

      “That’s the least of your worries if you’re planning something,” said Boomer in the form of the white tiger.

      “I come in peace. I swear.”

      “Why are you here?” asked Ziron.

      “I wanted to apologize and ask Kevin if I could join your team. I know that may sound weird, but I’ve lost everything, and if it weren’t for his generosity, I would have also lost my life. The way I see it, I owe him my life, so what better way to repay him than by offering my services.”

      “I don’t trust her,” said Boomer. “I don’t think I ever will.”

      “I can’t blame you,” pleaded Lacuna. “But if you give me a chance, I’d like to prove that I can be of help. I was really hoping I could make my case with Kevin, though. Where is he? I understand if he doesn’t want to talk to me but…”

      Boomer’s head lowered, and Lacuna could tell something was wrong.

      The bridge’s door split open and Princess Kalliopy entered.

      “Who is this?” she asked, pointing at Lacuna.

      “The person who helped us locate the fleet,” said Ziron.

      Kalliopy’s face tensed up, her gaze cold as ice. “The one that tried to double-cross you and take the ships away? That person?”

      “Correct,” roared Boomer.

      “Then why would you let her step on board our ship?”

      “She’s providing us with valuable information,” Ziron beseeched.

      Kalliopy sighed heavily. She did not look pleased. She took a quick look toward Boomer.

      “I’ll deal with her in a minute. How come Boomer is in tiger form?” asked Kalliopy. “I thought you said the smart armors had been destroyed.”

      Ziron hovered away from Lacuna and approached Kalliopy. “I’ve been working on a new prototype for Boomer. It’s not as complete as the previous ones, he can only turn into a handful of forms, and this smart armor doesn’t have enough memory to store too many transformations, nor does it have as strong a power source.”

      “I see,” said Kalliopy. “As for…” she paused as her gaze locked onto Lacuna’s, “her…I wouldn’t trust a single word coming out of her mouth.”

      “Says the one who betrayed Kevin,” whispered Boomer, probably low enough so that the princess didn’t hear.

      But Lacuna did.

      What did he just say!?

      Lacuna got back on her feet and stood very straight. She glanced at Kalliopy. “Where’s Kevin?”

      “None of your business,” Kalliopy cut her short. “Ziron, dump her at the nearest airlock, we can’t take the chance she’ll try something again.”

      “But, your majesty…” complained Ziron.

      “Is there something wrong with your hearing, Ziron? That was a direct order. We’ll rescue Kevin the first chance we get. I promise you, both,” she said glancing at Boomer. “However, for the time being, saving my sister is the priority, and that female can’t be trusted, so I want her off of my ship. Now.”

      “We could beam her back to her ship,” proposed Ziron.

      Lacuna didn’t know if she was the one more surprised by his words or if Boomer was. There was no love lost between them. Lacuna wanted to protest and try to discover what kind of betrayal the princess had committed, but with her life hanging by a thread, she decided to keep quiet and see how things played out.

      “So that she can fire on us the minute she’s back on her ship? I think that’s probably not the best option,” said Kalliopy.

      Bitch.

      “Her ship is no match for ours,” said Ziron. “It was Kevin’s wish that we spare her life. I think blowing her out of an airlock would be disrespecting his wish in the matter.”

      It was faint, but Lacuna was sure she saw Kalliopy’s eyes water. There was something between these two, she could tell.

      “Alright then, send her away. And, please, keep quiet from now on, I haven’t had a solid night of sleep for days, which can make me cranky.”

      Without another word, Kalliopy turned away and left the bridge.

      Oh, we hadn’t noticed, thought Lacuna. I don’t see what Kevin sees in her. But, hey, to each his own.
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      Lacuna waited for a minute, and the bridge was so silent one could hear the subtle humming of the engines.

      “Ok, that’s it, I want to know where Kevin is, space me if you have to, but what happened to him? I didn’t come to argue with you two bozos, and I don’t answer to her, so please, tell me where he is.”

      “We don’t know,” said Ziron.

      “You, then,” said Lacuna pointing at the Boomer. “What’s that I heard about betrayal? Mind explaining what you meant?”

      Boomer told Lacuna what had happened to Kevin.

      “And the reason why you’re not working on a rescue is. . .?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Right…let me see if I got this right: the boy you took from his home planet and asked to do your bidding, saved your precious Confederate, and obviously the stuck-up Princess, is rotting somewhere in a Kregan cell and all you have to say for yourself is ‘it’s complicated’?”

      “In a word: yes. I have my orders,” said Ziron with no shortage of disappointment in his voice.

      “What’s your excuse?” Lacuna asked as she pointed at Boomer.

      “I wanted to go, but I’m only a dog.”

      “Well, right now you seem more like a strong beast.”

      “In his defense,” said Ziron. “That’s a pretty recent development.”

      “Alright. You guys are shitty friends, I hope you realize that,” said Lacuna.

      Both Ziron and Boomer looked down at their paws. She could tell they agreed with her.

      “Ok,” Lacuna continued, “now that we’ve established that, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m gonna go get Kevin, with or without your help.”

      “I’m coming with you,” said Boomer without hesitation.

      “Good, we can use your armor-thingy. Ziron? In or out?”

      “I…I can’t…I have to obey Kalliopy. She will need backup to get her sister back.”

      “Good luck with that. We’ll make sure to tell Kevin you said ‘Hi.’ Now beam us to my ship so we can get on our way. Something tells me Kevin needs us sooner rather than later.”

      “Zee,” said Boomer. “Can you spare one of these ancient destroyers? I fear we may need some firepower to help Kevin.”

      “Kalliopy is going to space me if I do that,” he answered.

      “Then don’t tell her,” proposed Lacuna.

      “What?”

      “Just figure out a way to trick the sensors so that it looks like it’s still in formation,” said Boomer. “You’re a genius, you’ll find a way.”

      “What about the kittens?” said Ziron. “Will you take them with you?”

      “I’d rather not, it would be too dangerous.”

      “You’re right. Can you at least tell them you’re going?”

      “They can’t speak.”

      “They may not have developed the ability to speak yet, but their cognitive abilities are advanced enough that they’ll understand you. I think it will make your absence a little easier.”

      “Hate to be the one stating the obvious,” said Lacuna, “but time’s a-wastin’.”

      Boomer reverted to his beagle form. “I’m going now, I won’t be long. I’ll be ready to leave in five minutes.”

      Boomer ran out of the bridge.

      “We must be out of our minds to trust you after what you pulled,” said Ziron.

      “I know how you must feel, and thank you for the ship. I agree with Boomer, I think we’ll need more firepower. I do have one small request though.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me? What small request?”

      “The crewman that rescued me aboard your shuttle, he hurt his head and he’s been in a coma. Would you mind caring for him while we’re gone? Perhaps put him in suspended animation? If you have the tech, that is.”

      “We have four pods on board. Sure, I’ll beam him to one of them right away.”

      “Thank you,” said Lacuna.

      “Promise me one thing?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Get Kevin and hurry back to us so we can also save the Princess’ sister?”

      “Sure, once we have Kevin, we’ll return here on the double, you have my word. For whatever that may be worth to you.”

      “If you had told me yesterday, I would have said it’s worth less than nothing. But seeing how determined you are to act where I can’t…I’m actually ashamed of myself. Kevin is my friend, and I just accepted my orders without contesting.”

      “I’m sure you made your case to her. Right?”

      “I tried.”

      “Then don’t beat yourself up and try to look at this in a positive light. Now that I’m here, there’s something we can all do about it, and, by splitting up, we can achieve more.”

      Ziron smiled. “Did you hurt your head when we sent you on your way home?”

      “No, why would you ask that?”

      “You hardly seem like the same person, it’s a really strange feeling.”

      “Look, Kevin should have spaced me, I deserved it. But somehow, he took pity on me, gave me a second chance. One I don’t think I deserved. And there wasn’t much for me to do while tied up in that chair on the shuttle, other than to think long and hard about my life and how I ended up that way. Once I learned there was nothing awaiting me back on Omicron, it made the decision a no-brainer. I owe him my life, and I want to repay this debt to him. Doesn’t mean we’ll become best buds after that. Once I’m done, we’ll most likely part ways and never see each other again.”

      “Still, there’s a lesson in there somewhere. I may have misjudged you.”

      “Oh, believe me, you haven’t. I’m still a ruthless bitch. But right now, I just happen to be on your side.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Lacuna walked to the nearest viewport and looked out to space. “Okay, you should beam me aboard one of these destroyers so I can get used to controlling it. Though the question is, can I do that on my own? Seems like a rather large ship for a girl and a dog to run on their own.”

      “It is, and no, you can’t. Fortunately for you, I slaved their main computers to ours. Let me transport a copy of Mira to their main computer. I think it has just about enough memory for her matrix.”

      “Who’s Mira?”

      A translucent blue hologram came to life behind Lacuna. She caught a glimpse of a reflection on the viewport glass and turned around.

      “I’m Mira, this ship’s AI, and apparently, I’ll be your pilot too. Nice to make your acquaintance. Lacuna, is it?”

      Lacuna sized up Mira from head to toe twice and nodded. “Nice to meet you too, Mira. Welcome to the team.”
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        * * *

      

      At least Kevin now had comfortable quarters to stay in, instead of the cold and damp cell. But he missed Leg’olas. Hopefully, she was okay. There was nothing Kevin could do about her right now. He couldn’t even scratch his own nose, literally.

      But he hadn’t forgotten about the spider. When he found a way to get himself out of this mess, he would help Leg’olas escape this ship too.

      “8-3-9-6 to the bridge on the double,” Altanor’s voice boomed through the room’s speakers.

      Kevin’s body jumped out of bed faster than it ever had, and, a minute later, he was on the bridge.

      Altanor was standing near the ship’s viewport, his hands behind his back, looking at hyperspace lines streaking past the ship.

      “We have a new mission. A real mission this time.”

      What was the last one about, then? asked Kevin in his mind.

      I believe they wanted to test my efficiency at controlling you, said 8-3-9-6.

      Oh, I see, a beta test.

      I’m unfamiliar with this term.

      Of course you are.

      “I’m ready,” said 8-3-9-6.

      “Obtaining that body and brain to implant you in came at a price. Succeed on this one mission and we can return to our pillaging routine, freeing us from any debts to the Kregan. But first, we have someone we need you to kill.”

      “I understand. Who do I have to kill?”

      “That’s the tricky part. It’s Emperor Yxantion himself. Do you think you can do it?”

      What the hell? I’m going to kill someone else?

      Technically, I’ll be the one doing the killing, said 8-3-9-6. You’ll just be observing.

      Kevin wanted to argue but contained himself to avoid physical retribution. Still, he didn’t like the idea. Even if 8-3-9-6 was the cold-blooded murderer here, the end result was the same. Kevin would become a wanted fugitive, most likely forever. All everybody would remember is the face of the one who killed the emperor, they wouldn’t buy it that he was under the control of an evil AI. He really needed to find a way to recover his body. And fast.

      “There’s no way for me to calculate odds without knowing more about the mission.”

      “I’m uploading the plan we’ve devised,” said Altanor as he keyed commands to the holo-screen on his wrist device. “It will require some stealth on your part. We can’t attack them frontally, though we’ll be providing a diversion to give you a window of opportunity for you to take Yxantion out. Also, you’ll have some of my backdoor security codes for the palace, this will make your incursion easier.”

      “Analyzing data…” said 8-3-9-6.

      There was silence for a handful of seconds until 8-3-9-6 announced the odds.

      “I believe this mission has a sixty-eight percent chance of success.”

      “That’s actually higher than I expected,” said Altanor.

      “I should mention that the odds for Kevin’s body to survive are less than ten percent.”

      What? No!

      “That’s unfortunate. Is there a way to boost these odds?”

      “I can try shifting priorities to a fifty percent chance of the body surviving, but that lowers the chances of success to thirty-five.”

      Come on, buddy, I’m sure you can make it work, said Kevin.

      Your attempts at swaying me are futile. I only answer to Altanor.

      Well, I had to try.

      “That’s too low. Let me ask you this. Do you think you’ve gathered enough data to operate another body if we lose Kevin?” asked Altanor.

      So now I’m expendable? That’s just great.

      “I believe so, but I’m afraid it may require another human. However, I have unfettered access to this boy’s memories, he has a sister, she could be a valid candidate.”

      What? NO! Don’t you fucking dare! protested Kevin.

      Pain overloaded all of Kevin’s senses, making him feel like he got hit by lightning multiple times.

      Kevin’s eyes closed for a second and reopened in a very robotic way.

      “What was that?” asked Altanor.

      “I had to discipline the host body, the setting was rather high, and so he lost consciousness. I took over.”

      “Why don’t you operate this way all the time then and keep him asleep? From the little I’ve talked with him, he’s a chatty fellow and really has a rebellious attitude to boot.”

      “Affirmative,” said 8-3-9-6. “I have noticed that as well. Don’t worry, I can curb him. My efficiency in using Kevin’s body drops by up to forty percent when he’s not awake and aware of his surroundings. His brain access to his central nervous system and five senses sends real-time signals to my CPU that allows me to optimize my motor functions control override over his body.”

      “That’s a mouthful of technical explanation,” Altanor complained.

      “In simpler terms: the mission would not be possible for him when he’s unconscious.”

      “I see. Your creator told me you could operate bodies even when the host was suppressed.”

      “Correct. For most species the impact to the body is negligible. However, this is not the case for these humans. The link between body and mind in humans is simply too strong.”

      “Oh, well, let him witness it all then.”

      “Understood. I take it you’re willing to accept the more than likely loss of his physical body? I’ll still be able to control part of his consciousness afterward, but only if you provide me with a new human body.”

      “Not to mention surgery to install the tech sorcerer’s augments on another human. But, yeah, let’s go with the higher odds of eliminating Xonax’s father. Once he’s out of the way, and if Kevin doesn’t survive, then we’ll swing by Earth and get you some new flesh to wear.”
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      “Ready to beam to the ship,” said Lacuna.

      “Hold on,” said Ziron.

      He spat on Lacuna’s chest.

      “Ewww, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “You’re gonna need this.”

      Lacuna looked in disgust as the gooey sputum morphed and enveloped her body.

      “What is this? I think I’m going to puke.”

      “Settle down, they’re just nanites, not spit. Billions of them, mind you, but still.”

      “Sure looked like a loogie when it landed. What is it for?”

      “It’s another smart armor.”

      “I can turn into one of those big cats like Boomer?”

      “They’re called white tigers, and no, I’m afraid not.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was working on this one for Kevin after I had finished Boomer’s. I barely had enough nanites and not enough memory storage ones. So this is a very basic layer of protection.”

      “I never used one of these, so you’ll need to give me a crash course.”

      Boomer came back into the bridge; he was in tiger form with full protective armor. He looked sad.

      “You alright, buddy?” asked Ziron. “Why are you in this form?”

      “They kept crying,” said Boomer, “to the point where they made me cry. I thought by transforming they’d get scared and it would make them afraid of me, you know, maybe if they feared me, the separation would be easier.”

      “How did that plan go?”

      “Let’s just say it didn’t work, but I’m too upset right now to transform back. Let’s get out of here before I change my mind about the kittens.”

      “Did you think you’d be less likely to shed tears as a tiger than you would as a beagle?” asked Ziron.

      “Can we change the subject, please?” asked Boomer. “Are we good to go?”

      Lacuna smiled. “We’re fine. Why don’t you go ahead onto the ship first while Ziron explains to me how limited my own smart armor is compared to yours.”

      “Oh, you’re getting one too, neat. Sure, beam me up, Scotty.”

      Ziron hovered to the nearest console and stopped and stared at Boomer. “Be careful, okay?”

      Boomer nodded. “You too.”

      Streaks of green light engulfed him, and he vanished into thin air.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t morph into anything, I’m afraid,” said Ziron.

      “Okay, let’s skip the don’ts of this thing and tell me what it can do.”

      “Shields are at half power, and they’ll be able to recharge pretty quickly if they’re not taxed too much. Since there’s limited storage on that thing, you won’t have an AI to help you like Kevin had with Mira in the previous model. But you can invoke any morphing weapon you can think of, blasters, blades, both metal and energy-based, rifles…”

      “Neat. How do I do that?” asked Lacuna.

      “Just think of a weapon in your hand and it will be there.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, why don’t you try it?”

      Lacuna looked at her palm and a Tranaxian blaster, her favorite hand-held model, materialized in her hand.

      “Wow. That’s quite amazing tech.”

      She pointed the gun at Ziron’s head and smirked.

      Ziron’s eyes grew wide. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      The blaster disappeared and was replaced by a gun made of Lacuna’s index finger.

      “Relax, I was pulling your leg. Looks like it worked a little too much too,” said Lacuna pointing at the pillow, which took on a darker shade.

      “Yeah! I just soiled myself.”

      Lacuna chuckled. “I can see that. I’m sorry.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “You have to admit it’s a little funny. I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “Don’t you ever do that again!”

      “I won’t. Don’t worry.”

      Ziron smelled his wet tail and cringed, and then he started licking it.

      “Eww,” said Lacuna. “I’m gonna pretend I didn’t see you do that. What else should I know about the armor?”

      “Think of your power reserve.”

      A holographic HUD appeared in front of Lacuna’s field of vision.

      “Wow, nice!”

      “Be aware of your power reserve at all times, you don’t want to run out in the middle of a deadly fight. Fortunately for you, since the armor nano-morphic features are almost non-existent beside the morphable weapons, the power source will last much longer than most of my other smart armors. But don’t let that be an excuse for you to get too cocky.”

      “Cocky?”

      “Wrong choice of word, I guess.”

      “I’d say so, yes.”

      “Never mind that. Just be aware of your power reserves. You can also contact Mira aboard the Apophis, or Boomer. Just think of them, and you’ll open a subspace link directly to them, like telepathy.”

      “What’s an Apophis?”

      “That’s the name of the destroyer I gave you. They’ve all sustained some heavy damage during our last engagement with the Kregan and their auto-repair circuitry is much slower than my own. After I beam you, I’ll try and make some optimizations to it so that the ship can repair itself faster. I would have done it earlier, but I only have two hands and crafting even these primitive smart armors in the amount of time I was given, well…let’s just say I haven’t slept in three days, maybe four.”

      “I hear you. Thanks for all the hard work.”

      “Just promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Bring Kevin back, no matter what, I don’t think I could live with the guilt if something happened to him.”

      “We’ll get him back, I promise.”

      “Good luck.”

      “To you as well.”

      Ziron beamed Lacuna onto the Apophis, but something went wrong and Lacuna rematerialized in space.

      “Arrrrrrrg.” She screamed for a long time.

      She heard a giggle inside her mind, and then Ziron’s voice came in loud and clear. “Oopsy.”

      “Ziron? Why are you laughing, and why am I not dead?”

      “Your smart armor shield is active, it’s protecting you from the void of space, and well, I couldn’t help it.”

      “You little furry bastard. Now I’ve soiled myself!”

      “You now know how I feel, and I guess we’re even then. Stand-by.”

      Green streaks of light engulfed Lacuna, and she arrived on the bridge of the Apophis.

      “Ho ho h. . .,” chuckled Boomer, “whoa, what happened to your pants?”

      Lacuna’s face turned red and she cringed. “This place better have uniforms my size.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you mean they left?” asked Kalliopy.

      “Boomer wanted to go with her, so I let them both go,” said Ziron.

      “And you didn’t think to include me in making that decision?”

      “You had told us you needed to sleep, I didn’t think it was worth waking you up.”

      Nor telling you that I was giving them one of the destroyers.

      Ziron had to suppress a smile at the thought.

      “Well, you were wrong. Though I suppose I did give you conflicted orders. What if Boomer and that tramp try and rescue Kevin?”

      “The way I see it, that wouldn’t be the worst outcome.”

      “I thought we agreed we need to rescue Athala first. Or have you forgotten that conversation?”

      “I haven’t, and with all due respect, the only reason I didn’t go with them myself is to help you achieve that.”

      Ziron could tell Kalliopy was angry, but she took a deep breath.

      “Fair enough. I also want Kevin safe. Hopefully, we can both achieve our objectives.”

      Finally, some compassion for the one person that freed you, thought Ziron.

      “Yes, hopefully.”

      “How far are we from the rendezvous point with the dreadnought?”

      “We should be there within the hour.”

      “Good, keep me posted the moment we exit hyperspace.”

      “Will do, your highness.”

      “And Ziron.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m heartless or that I don’t care about Kevin. Nothing is farther from the truth, but…she’s my sister. I have to try and save her. If she were safe, if Xonax didn’t have her and torture her to get to me, I would have gladly given my life for Kevin’s, you have to believe me.”

      Ziron tried putting himself in her shoes, and he could see her predicament. He could tell from the tone of her voice that she genuinely believed what she was saying. Ziron felt sorry for her, it must not be an easy position to be in.

      “I understand. You don’t need to justify yourself to me…but thank you for sharing your thoughts.”
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        * * *

      

      Xonax’s angry face filled the holo-screen on board the pirate ship.

      “Report!”

      “We’re on our way to Kregan Prime. Kevin is ready.”

      “What do you mean Kevin?”

      “I’ve turned him into a tech sorcerer, he’ll dispatch your father for you. But let’s be clear, once this is done, that will have paid my debts to you.”

      “Yeah, yeah…you have my word. I’m curious how you convinced the boy to do this for you.”

      “He doesn’t really have a choice. I’ve implanted an AI in his brain, he’s not in control of his actions.”

      “I didn’t think you could be that devious, Altanor. Color me impressed.”

      That’s fine by me, keep underestimating me, so that I can keep your father’s throne once I get it.

      “We’ll need to create a distraction once we’re there though…we could use more firepower.”

      “What do you expect me to do? Attack my own people?”

      “At the moment, they’re your father’s people. And last I checked, you are attempting a coup, so yeah, pretty much.”

      “Touché. Very well, I have a package to recover first, but I’ll meet you there, you’ll have whatever forces I have left to help you in your mission.”

      “That’s more like it. Smile, Xonax, you’ll be emperor soon.”

      “First you need to deliver my father’s head.”

      “Don’t worry about that, you’ll have it. As long as we’re clear that I’m keeping the AI, and the boy, if he survives.”

      “What do you mean if he survives?”

      “That’s not exactly going to be the easiest of missions. I’m confident of its success, but I can’t guarantee the boy won’t perish in the attack.”

      “I’m not sure that’s acceptable, his brain is very valuable.”

      “Don’t I know it, but let’s not forget one thing, he’s mine, whether or not he’s still alive after the mission.”

      Altanor could tell Xonax wasn’t happy about being reminded of that detail.

      “Understood. We’ll rendezvous with you tomorrow, then once it’s nighttime, we’ll help you attack the palace.”

      “Make sure that you do.”
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      Kevin was counting the minutes until the AI had to power down to regenerate. On his way back to his quarters, he noticed that the cell he was previously held in wasn’t that far from where he was sleeping now.

      He would only have five minutes to act and while this didn’t give him enough time to try and free himself from the AI, perhaps he could check on Leg’olas.

      Why aren’t you sleeping? asked 8-3-9-6.

      It’s hard to find sleep when one knows that the next day they’ll be assassinating the most important man in this galaxy.

      You shouldn’t worry yourself with such thoughts, it’s not like you have any choice in the matter.

      Look, you don’t have emotions, but I do. And I think that’s why our brains are superior and why they wanted me for this mission.

      Your brain has an incredible ability to learn fast. But I doubt your emotions are the reason. If anything, emotions are hindering your potential.

      Well, believe what you want.

      I can’t have you pass out from tiredness tomorrow, and this could put both our existences in jeopardy. I could zap you unconscious if that would help you sleep.

      If you want to take the risk to damage my brain and perform mediocrely tomorrow, be my guest. Perhaps if you stopped chatting me up I would have an easier time at finding sleep.

      That’s a fair point.

      Interesting. Kevin had simply assumed that maybe the brain zappings might be detrimental to his brain efficiency over the long run, but that had been a bluff on his part. Apparently, that was something he could use against the AI.

      It would also help if I could find a comfortable position to sleep.

      I need to recharge anyway, I’ll go into regeneration mode now, so you can adopt whatever sleeping pose you want. But no funny business while I’m offline, or there will be hell to pay.

      Understood. Good night.

      A bleep resounded inside Kevin’s mind and all at once he recovered access to his body. Even though it would be a short reprieve, it felt amazing to be able to move again freely. Kevin jumped out of bed and exited his quarters.

      A guard was waiting outside and he raised his weapon at Kevin.

      Kevin swallowed hard and tried to make his voice as emotionless as possible.

      “This body’s muscles are frail, if I don’t use them every few hours, they lose efficiency. With your permission, I’ll take a walk and return here within five minutes.”

      The pirate guard nodded. “Understood, five minutes.”

      Kevin walked at a normal pace until he was no longer in the guard’s sight and sprinted to his old cell. There was a door control, which he pressed, half expecting it not to work. But to his surprise, the door slid open.

      He entered and crouched. “Leg’olas, are you here?”

      Kevin heard a high-pitched cry and Leg’olas jumped out of the darkness and landed in front of him. She kept jumping around him.

      “Kevin!” she said. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

      “Settle down, I need to talk to you, we don’t have much time.”

      “Okay. What’s going on?”

      “I’ve been invaded by an AI.”

      Leg’olas blinked multiple times at Kevin. “I don’t understand.”

      “There is a bad man in my head, he controls me, if he sees you, he’ll probably kill you.”

      Leg’olas jerked back and trembled.

      “I don’t want to scare you, my friend, but I need your help.”

      “How can I help you?”

      “Tomorrow this man will take me on a mission, and I might get hurt. I may need you to heal me if that happens. But you’ll need to try and hide from the bad man. If he sees you, I won’t be able to stop him.”

      “You’d let Leg’olas get hurt?” said the spider sadly.

      “I would never, but remember, I won’t have control of my body.”

      “But you’re here now, this is confusing.”

      Damn, I don’t have time for this.

      “Listen, I only have a couple of minutes before the evil man inside my head wakes up. I need you to listen to me very carefully and stop asking questions, can you do that for me?”

      Leg’olas nodded.

      “In two minutes, you can’t trust me anymore, I won’t be your friend, and you have to consider me dangerous. You got that?”

      “I think I understand.”

      “No, don’t think, just trust me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Can you hide in the light? Preferably somewhere on me, but where I can’t feel you, if I feel you like when you were crawling on me…well something bad will happen, let’s just leave it at that.”

      “You want to play hide and seek?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly it, but you can’t reveal yourself until I call your name again, or, if I’m incapacitated, try and heal me. But first things first, how do you hide on me without me knowing it?”

      Leg’olas scratched its head with one of her legs.

      “Hurry, Leg’olas, he’s going to wake up.”

      “Oh! I have an idea.”

      Leg’olas became smaller and smaller until Kevin couldn’t see her anymore.

      “Are you still here?”

      Leg’olas’ voice became so tiny and high-pitched it was hard for Kevin not to laugh at hearing it.

      “I haven’t moved.”

      “I can’t see you. Did you just become smaller?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you also get bigger?”

      Kevin quickly regretted asking the question, especially when Leg’olas grew bigger than Kevin himself. His heart beat strong, and Kevin had to remind himself that the spider was his friend, not an easy feat to accomplish with the horror of seeing this arachnid twice his own size and still growing.

      “Stop!”

      “Too big?” asked Leg’olas, with a much deeper voice.

      “Yeah, but do that in case you’re discovered or ever in danger, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Get back to minuscule size and hide in my hair.”

      “Okay.”

      A few seconds later, Kevin couldn’t see his spider friend anymore.

      “Remember, in a few seconds it won’t be me, you need to stand still, make no noise.”

      “I remember, no moving, no talking until I hear my name, heal you if you’re hurt, and get big if in danger.”

      “Exactly. You’re on me?”

      “Yes, in your hair.”

      Wow, I didn’t feel a thing. Good.

      Kevin fought an urge to scratch his scalp and hurried back to his room and got back in bed just a second before a new bleeping sound resounded in his mind.

      Did you find a comfortable position? asked 8-3-9-6.

      Kevin was relieved that the AI asked the question. Apparently, there wasn’t any part of the AI or its sensors that worked while he was regenerating.

      Kevin moved in the bed and tried to get into the best sleeping position.

      I think so, yes. Thank you.

      You’d better sleep now.

      Ten-four!

      What does that mean?

      It means affirmative.

      Kevin’s mind raced for a little while longer, worrying that Leg’olas would get discovered. He hated putting his new friend in danger, but if 8-3-9-6 was correct about his chance of survival, perhaps Leg’olas could help him tip the odds back in his favor. Right now she was his only friend and perhaps his only hope for survival.

      Eventually, Kevin became too exhausted, and he fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Onboard the Apophis, Lacuna had gone to find new clothes to wear while Boomer stayed on the bridge. The ship was in hyperspace, heading toward Kregan Prime.

      “Why are we going to the heart of the Kregan Empire again?” asked Boomer.

      “I’ve extrapolated the ship’s position provided by Lacuna,” said Mira, “and they’re all heading toward the main planet. At first I thought Xonax’s ship was going somewhere else, but they made a small detour and then took a similar heading.”

      “So every ship we’ve fought will be in one place. That’s gonna make things a little harder for us, with only one ancient destroyer, won’t it?”

      “Yes, we’ll have to stay hidden while we try to locate Kevin.”

      “I wonder why the Kregan ship made that detour.”

      “Perhaps they needed to pick something up or drop something off. Or just re-arm.”

      Boomer thought about it. “What if it has something to do with Athala, though?”

      “That’s an interesting hypothesis, what makes you think that?”

      “That Xonax dude clearly isn’t trustworthy, and he didn’t give the princess’ sister back, even when he got his hands on Kevin. So it would make sense for him to either check on his prize or go grab her from wherever she was being held.”

      “Do you think we should inform Kalliopy?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I’m reaching at straws here, she might not be there.”

      “But what if she is?”

      “Let Ziron know that we think this world could be of interest and let them decide what course of action to take. We need to stay focused on finding Kevin anyway, so if all the ships are converging toward Kregan Prime, then that’s where we should be as well.”

      “Agreed. Boomer, I’m detecting some strange energy readings on deck four. Would you mind taking a look for me?”

      “Could it be Lacuna? Looking for a uniform?”

      “She’s on deck seven, so I don’t think so.”

      “Alright, I’ll check it out.”

      “Can I ask you something before you go?”

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “Why are you still in tiger form?”

      “I don’t know, I feel like I need to be ready for anything, you know? Maybe I’m a little afraid of doing this without Kevin. Or maybe I’m being a little paranoid. Do you think I’m using too much power this way?”

      “Keeping this form will tax your power cell a little, but it’s the transformations themselves as well as firing of weapons and using the shields that really drain them, so I don’t think you have to revert to your original form if you don’t feel like it.”

      “Good, because these old ships give me the creeps, and I feel less vulnerable in this form.”

      “That’s understandable. Remember you can probably only transform into three or four different forms maximum, and they can only be quadrupeds. This armor isn’t nearly as powerful as the one you used before.”

      “No wings?”

      “Nope, you can’t fly with this one, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s a bummer, the dragon was my favorite form.”

      “Yeah, and nothing that big either, you’d risk running out of juice really fast. Be careful on deck four.”

      “Roger that.”
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        * * *

      

      Altanor was sitting in his captain’s chair in the middle of the bridge when Xonax opened a holo-channel. His face filled the holo-screen.

      “I think I may have an idea on how to easily infiltrate the palace without firing a single shot.”

      “Pray tell, that could help the odds of this mission.”

      “Yes, my thoughts exactly. I picked up the princess’ sister before coming here; she’s on my ship. My father and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms lately.”

      “The rumor is that you’ve been banned from Kregan Prime.”

      “That’s not a rumor.”

      “What makes you think he won’t shoot you the moment you show up, then?”

      “Well, if I tell him I’m bringing a valuable gift that could help him win the war…maybe he’ll reconsider.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “Then we just proceed with our initial plan. If I can get down there and disable the planetary defenses, taking down the palace and my father should be infinitely easier.”

      “Then let’s hope he believes your gift is significant enough to let you beam down on the planet. When will you be at the rendezvous point?”

      “In a little under an hour, then I’ll place the call to him. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Make sure that you do.”

      Kevin’s body walked from out of the shadows as soon as the holo-feed ended.

      “What do you think, 8-3-9-6?”

      “I think that if Xonax can disable the planetary defenses from within the palace, then the odds of success and survival of the body just shot up considerably.”

      “Good.”

      “We may not need the sister after all.”

      “Doesn’t matter if we need her or not, two tech sorcerers are better than one. Can your matrix be cloned?”

      “I believe so.”

      Altanor smiled from ear to ear.

      Kevin stayed silent in his own mind. It took a massive amount of self-control not to voice his anger bordering on hatred regarding Altanor and his plans to grab his sister. It was bad enough that he was in this predicament. Even if he and his sister had grown apart over the years, there was no way he would let these pirates transform her into a drone as they had done with him. Not if he could prevent it.
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      Kalliopy stepped onto the bridge of the Hathor. Admiral Corso and the rest of the crew all saluted the princess. She was still too young to be called a Queen, that title would be granted to her in the coming year, when she turned twenty.

      But in the absence of a queen in the line of succession, Arcadians would let younger princesses lead them. The notion wasn’t the most popular with the older generation, as they were deep believers that an older person should be acting as a regent to the throne until the queen was of age.

      Looking around at the predominantly older crew, she wondered how many of them believed in her leadership and how many were just going through the motions, keeping their opinions on such matters to themselves.

      “At ease, Admiral.”

      “It’s such an honor having you aboard for the Hathor’s maiden voyage.”

      “Not to sound rude or impatient for that matter, but I’d like to see the message you received. Tell me again why you couldn’t send it through subspace?”

      “We recovered a small holo-sphere at the coordinates you gave us. It won’t activate besides a simple header and requires you to touch the sphere to identify you as the princess.”

      “Right…where is it?”

      Corso moved to the side and guided the princess to the right of the bridge. “Over there, if you’d please, your majesty.”

      Kalliopy didn’t like being addressed as her majesty, at least not until she was crowned queen. “Your highness” was the preferred address until such a day. But perhaps it meant those using it were seeing her as a queen already.

      By the engineer’s station, a hovering sphere floated as if by magic, defying the artificial gravity of the ship. In reality, the spheres were made of a very light alloy and equipped with a magnetic field generator allowing them to hover with ease. A simple gadget that nano-tech had created eons ago.

      “I just touch it?” asked Kalliopy. “You’re sure it’s not booby trapped?”

      “I’ve had my engineer scan the device every which way, I would never put your life in danger.”

      Kalliopy knew he wouldn’t. Admiral Corso had always been one of her strongest supporters and allies.

      “Very well.”

      Kalliopy touched the sphere, and a holo-screen sprang to life. It filled with Xonax’s face.

      “I’m sorry to have broken my word, your highness, but it was necessary. You see, my granting you your freedom, as you already well know, was no accident. However, I still require your cooperation before I can return your dear sister back to you. Unharmed...well, mostly.”

      “I’ll kill you,” whispered Kalliopy to herself.

      But a quick movement in Corso’s eye told her she might not have whispered low enough.

      “Before you say no, I’d like to show you how your sister is doing, as I believe a holo-feed speaks a million words.”

      The holo-feed faded into a dark and dirty cell where Athala sobbed uncontrollably from one of its corners. The sight ripped Kalliopy’s soul like a dented Mandochukan knife ripping through soft flesh.

      I’m so sorry, Athala. Hang on sis, I’ll get you out of there. Whatever it takes.

      The holo-image faded back to a smirking Xonax.

      “As you can see, she won’t last for much longer. I fear for her sanity and health as it is already.”

      Monster!

      “But you can have her back. Today actually. If you obey a very simple order. You see, today I’m going to present her to my father. And, well, I don’t have to tell you what he is capable of. So the only way to stop this from happening and to get her back is to help me attack Kregan Prime. Today! I can’t guarantee her safety past that deadline.”

      The holo-feed faded and froze on a zoomed image of her sister, tears flowing down her bruised innocent face.

      Kalliopy felt light-headed and almost fainted, but Admiral Corso caught her in time.

      “Your majesty!” he cried. “Are you alright?” He then turned to the side and ordered: “Medical emergency on the bridge.”

      Kalliopy’s eyes watered, but the sadness in her heart was soon eclipsed by the hatred boiling deep inside her soul. She hated Xonax with all her might, and even though she was sure that was the intent of the message, she let the hatred burn like a wildfire.

      She put her hand on Corso’s arm. “I’m okay. I felt light-headed for a second. Thank you.”

      Admiral Corso nodded.

      “Admiral,” said Kalliopy. “Set a course for Kregan Prime. Have all hyperspace-capable ships currently being built leave dock, no matter the state of their weapons. And contact our allies. Over the years we’ve helped many people in distress. Today we call for their help. Every ship is to be called to fight, even freighters.”

      “With all due respect, your majesty. This could be exactly what the enemy wants of us. To mobilize and have all of our assets in one place so they can wipe us out, or worse, invade the heart of the Confederate while we’re on a fool’s quest.”

      Kalliopy could see in Corso’s eyes how deeply he regretted the last words he used. But she didn’t let him recover from them.

      “Saving my sister’s life is not a fool’s quest!” she screamed.

      “I apologize, your majesty, I meant no disrespect. Please, forgive me.”

      “I know very well what the risks are, but I am your commander and chief. Those are my orders, put them into effect, or I’ll find someone who will.”
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        * * *

      

      Boomer arrived on deck four and looked around, trying to see what could have triggered Mira’s internal sensors. The deck was in poor shape. The artificial lighting was blinking and flickering more than on the other decks.

      Boomer had no problem with the dark, but flickering lights, that was another thing altogether. He had seen enough horror movies and games Kevin had played to know that they rarely were associated with good outcomes. The game Dead Space in particular had not been something Boomer had been too keen watching his best friend play.

      Relax, those were just for entertainment. This ship is old, decrepit, and these light bulbs or whatever they are haven’t been serviced in ten thousand years. They just need to be changed.

      Even convincing himself of such things didn’t do much to alleviate his anxiety walking the corridors as lights and shadows played a flashing battle of wits, one that was deeply unnerving to witness.

      “Anything yet?” asked Mira over the comms.

      Boomer had been so focused on looking everywhere for movement that the voice scared him silly and he jumped off the ground.

      “Damn, girl! You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry, Boomer, I didn’t hear from you for a while, so I thought I’d do a status check. I keep getting strange readings in your immediate vicinity. I’m hoping it’s just faulty sensors, but, please, be careful.”

      “You don’t need to tell me, this place gives me the creeps.”

      Multiple metallic clicking noises caught Boomer’s attention.

      “Holy crap, what was that?”

      “Are you alright?” Mira asked.

      “Shhh…I think I hear something.”

      The lights flashed brightly and blinded Boomer for a second, and he raised one of his tiger paws to protect his eyes.

      “Did you do that?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “The lights got super bright.”

      “I haven’t done anything, I’m afraid. Just tell your armor you need shades.”

      Right. This thing can create almost anything.

      With a single thought, a stylistic visor materialized around Boomer’s tiger eyes. It looked like Geordi Laforge’s, no doubt the doing of his subconscious.

      Sight returned to Boomer, but he had to blink twice to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Though having a nightmare would be more accurate to describe it. Fifty meters away from him stood a big, heavy, and spiky bug with multiple legs and moving antennas. It looked like a cross between a cockroach and a spider, but twice the size of Boomer’s tiger form, if not bigger.

      “Bug!” he shouted. “Big space bug!”

      The bug unleashed a screeching noise that froze Boomer in place. He knew that he should move, but he was unable to because of his fear.

      When the creature advanced toward his position, Boomer reacted instinctively and two plasma turrets materialized on his shoulder armor and opened fire. Balls of heated plasma shot toward the creature and impacted with its carapace and deflected off.

      “Uh-oh. Not good!”

      The creature screeched more and charged forward. Boomer thought of something else he could try when the bug was nearly upon him.

      Wolverine.

      He slashed his paw at the creature, as long adamantium claws extended from his paw. It hit nothing but air. The creature had jumped over him and landed on the other side of the large corridor near engineering.

      Boomer turned around in time to see yellow eyes glow as the lights around them blinked into darkness for a moment. His visor adjusted, but the bug spat an energy-based weapon toward Boomer at close range. The impact sent Boomer flying backward, spinning in the air, and he crashed and tumbled on the cold and dusty floor for what felt like one hundred meters.

      “I’m in trouble!” he screamed.

      “I’m trying to beam you out of there,” said Mira, “but my sensors are being jammed. Whatever this creature is, it’s wreaking havoc with this ship’s system.”

      “That’s not the only thing it’s wreaking havoc with.”

      “Can you make a run for it?”

      “It’s blocking my way now, behind me is the engine room.”

      “You cannot let the creature in, there’s no way of knowing what would happen if it disturbed the hyperspace engine. It could blow up the ship!”

      No pressure.

      “Duly noted.”

      Fortunately, for Boomer, the smart armor’s shields had taken the brunt of the creature’s attack. But the thing was fast, too fast for a feline, which was not good news for Boomer. He had tried heavy fire and close quarter combat, and they had both failed. He was running out of ideas.

      When the bug screeched loudly again before charging toward Boomer once more, it gave him an idea. Since he had run out of time anyway, Boomer decided it was worth a try.
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      With four guards on his side, Xonax walked through the throne room for the first time in years. The guards were armed with rifles that were aimed at his head. His father, Yxantion the Cruel, had banned him from ever setting foot on the planet when Xonax had attempted a coup over ten years ago. Since then, Xonax had carried a hefty price on his head.

      He knew very well that it was beyond risky to even attempt returning, no matter how great a gift he thought he had for his father. But he was hoping that perhaps time had healed the wound of betrayal, at least on some level.

      With each step taken toward the darkly lit throne, Xonax felt more pressure inside his body. Fears he thought he had defeated a long time ago rose to the surface and threatened to break his sanity. What had he been thinking? If anything at all went wrong in this first meeting, he could be sure he would be his father’s pet Deagon’s next meal. The winged fire-breathing beasts’ appetite for living flesh was legendary.

      Or worse, he could be shot on sight before he had time to open his mouth. On second thought, Xonax thought being shot would be a better fate in between the two, even though neither were appealing. He pushed the dark thoughts away and replaced them with self-motivating affirmations.

      Get a fucking grip! You’re here to become the next emperor, not cower in fear like a loser.

      He could see his father on the throne. He had let his beard grow long and wider than any ruler before him. That gave him both a wiser and crazier look. Xonax had a hard time picking which one he thought was dominant.

      When Xonax was about fifteen meters away from the throne, his father raised his hand.

      “Don’t advance any further, traitor.”

      His father’s voice was cold and deep. Deeper than he remembered.

      Xonax swallowed hard.

      “It’s good to see you too, Father.”

      “Don’t call me that. You’re not my son, not anymore.”

      So much for time healing old wounds…I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything less.

      Xonax stared deeply into his father’s eyes. Eventually, his father spoke once more.

      “Xonax. I always thought you were too ambitious. But I never thought of you as stupid too, until today. So if you have anything you want to say before I execute you, now is the time.”

      Alright, down to business…I’m good with that.

      Xonax put his hands behind his back and activated a control on his wrist device. He couldn’t take any chances, he might need backup sooner than he expected.

      “I have a gift for you.”

      His father leaned forward and laid his chin on his fist. “You already have. By stepping here. I can’t think of a better gift.”

      “Nevertheless, I think you’ll love this one.”

      “Alright, I guess I can let you try and entertain me with one of your train wreck ideas. One—last—time.”

      “Would you permit me to beam down a prisoner I’d like to offer to you today?”

      “Do you think I’m stupid? Do you really believe I’d drop the shields around the palace so your men can move in and you can try to dethrone me once more?”

      “Fair enough, let me show you who I have in mind, then.”

      Xonax reached for something in his pocket, and all the guards tightened their grips on their weapons. For a moment, Xonax thought one of them would open fire.

      “Easy,” he said showing the small sphere to them. “It’s only a holo-sphere.”

      “Tread carefully,” said one of the guards.

      Xonax slowly released his grip on the sphere and it hovered in the air before the holo-projector kicked in. The holo-imaged filled with the sight of Athala in her cell all bruised up and sobbing.

      “That’s your gift?” said Yxantion. “A poor crying girl? Who do you think I am? I can have any woman I want, when I want it, by snapping my fingers.”

      His father’s sexual and predatory appetites were legendary in the galaxy.

      “I think you misunderstand the significance of this girl,” said Xonax. “She’s the favorite sister of her majesty Kalliopy.”

      It was subtle, but Xonax caught the change in his father’s eyes from slightly amused to interested. He was good at hiding his emotions, but Xonax had observed and learned from the man his entire life.

      Xonax had to suppress a smirk. I’m in.

      “I’d be more impressed if you had brought me Kalliopy instead,” said Yxantion dismissively.

      “And that’s where you’re wrong, with all due respect.”

      His father stood up from his throne, pointing an accusing finger at Xonax with rage.

      “Don’t you ever talk to me about respect!”

      Xonax raised both palms up pleadingly.

      “I’m sorry, poor choice of words. What I meant is that Princess Kalliopy is a courageous leader. She would have no problem sacrificing her own life for her people, turning her into a martyr, which the entire Confederate would then rally to avenge.”

      Yxantion sat back down on his throne, looking pensive.

      “Seems like time away from your home world helped you grow. And what a pair you have grown. I’m forced to admit that I thought you would show up empty-handed, and I only accepted to see you so I could make sure you drew your last breath.”

      “If that is your will, then so be it. But I recommend, if I may, that you use the princess’ sister as a bargaining chip. Just keep her at the brink, she’s a fragile soul, and she’s more valuable afraid and in despair than she would broken or dead.”

      “You seem to speak from experience.”

      “Did you really think I would present you with a gift to redeem myself if I hadn’t tested the theory myself?”

      Yxantion coughed. “Do you really think you are redeemable?”

      “I sure hope so. I have spent the last few years with that goal in mind. I miss my sister, I miss my land, and believe it or not, I miss you too.”

      Xonax could feel it; he would soon get what he wanted. He knew his father would never trust him ever again. And that was fine. All he needed him to do was to lower his guard for only a moment. So he needed to make one last grand gesture.

      Xonax dropped to his knees, the muzzles of blaster rifles accompanying him every step of the way.

      “Ultimately,” he said, “my fate is yours. If you’d rather kill me now than take possession of the one person who could help you win this war in days instead of years, it’s your decision. Have your men blow my head off or gut me yourself if it will give you more satisfaction. My life is in your hands.”

      The room remained silent as the guards exchanged looks. Everything needed to be timed perfectly or Xonax’s head would get blown off. That much he knew, as he also knew his father and how to reach him. When the silence lasted longer than a couple of minutes, in which Xonax and Yxantion played a game of “who’s going to look away first,” his anxiety rose.

      Don’t budge, trust that this is your moment, your time, Xonax kept repeating this in his head, as a mantra, unsure if his determination was in control or a way to battle the fear that threatened to overcome him.

      His father rose and walked down the nine stairs that brought him to the same level as everyone else. Xonax took that as a good sign. Yxantion kept walking all the way until Xonax could smell his foul breath. At this point, Xonax’s heart was beating harder than it ever had before. His soul drenched into a mixture of fear and thrill like no other.

      What made it thrilling is that he had no idea if this would turn out to be the triumphant moment of his life or the last breath he took. However, that moment, where hope and despair were at a standstill, had a dizzying effect on Xonax.

      Next to his father was the frozen holo-image of Athala.

      “You’ve always been very good with holo-imagery,” said Yxantion. “This does look real, but so did your allegiance to me, once upon a time.”

      Time for the kill.

      “If you think I’m deceiving you, if you have a single doubt, then kill me. You know you want to.”

      His father reached behind his back and unsheathed an intricate blade, then brought it right in front of Xonax’s face. It was his favorite weapon, the one he always used for executions. Xonax almost felt honored.

      The blade had many curves and sharp angles, but even if it looked inherently decorative, having witnessed it being used before, Xonax knew it was as deadly as it was beautiful.

      “That’s tempting, you have no idea how much so, in fact.”

      Oh, trust me, Father, I have quite the inkling.

      “Do what you have to do, but I suggest you get your gift first. You can call my ship and arrange for transport of the prisoner. They’re under the impression that I’ll be returning, so better do that before you slit my throat. I can’t guarantee their cooperation past that point.”

      Yxantion made a long and frustrated growling sound with his throat.

      “Call them,” he ordered.

      Xonax moved slowly and then stopped, as he could feel itchy trigger fingers all around him. He looked at the guards and then his father, not needing words to express his feelings.

      “Let him call his ship,” ordered Yxantion. “Before you do anything else,” he told Xonax, waving his blade uncomfortably near his son’s face, “I want to see a live image of my prize.”

      Now it’s your prize? Let’s see for how long.

      Xonax opened a holo-channel to his ship. He then extended his wrist holo-screen as far as the tiny projector could go. “Show my father the prisoner.”

      A guard came in front of the camera with a sobbing Athala.

      “Just kill me,” she begged. “Please.”

      “Transport her directly to the throne room,” ordered the Kregan Emperor.

      You can smell victory, can’t you? Or is that the stench of defeat?

      An officer on Xonax’s bridge stepped forward and waved Athala to the side.

      “There’s a shield surrounding the palace, our transporters can’t get a lock.”

      Yxantion fixed his gaze on his son for a second and then looked at the officer.

      It’s now or never.

      “She’s not valuable to you dead, that much you know,” said Xonax.

      Yxantion flipped his blade a couple of times with great agility and pressed the blade against his son’s throat with so much pressure it drew a line of blood down Xonax’s throat.

      “Rise…slowly.”

      Xonax obeyed until they were both standing.

      “Try anything, and I’ll sever your head!” Yxantion warned.

      “Understood,” said Xonax. He then directed his gaze toward the camera again and made an effort to speak authoritatively. Doing so, with the blade pressed against his throat, aggravated the cut slightly. “Do as my father says, that’s an order.”

      Yxantion looked at the still active holo-screen. “On my mark be ready to transport the prisoner, or I’ll slit his throat. I’ll have the shield down for five seconds, so make sure you beam her down in that amount of time, or none of them will survive.”

      Xonax’s officer made a head sign to someone off camera and a moment later he nodded. “We are ready to transport on your command.”

      Yxantion looked straight into his son’s eyes. There was distrust there, anger, and pure hatred. But there was a glimmer of opportunistic hope too. And that’s all Xonax needed.
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      As the space bug creature hurled toward Boomer, he decided to morph into the biggest badass-looking lion he could think of. He made his fur black, his eyes shine red, and he unleashed the most fearsome roar he could muster. He tried to recall the horror movies and the scariest video game he had seen Kevin play and attempted to create a hybrid roar of the most terrifying memories of all.

      The result was something that scared even Boomer when it left his mouth; large yellow teeth gleamed as his muzzle grew bigger and bigger.

      The creature stopped its charge and stood there, which was unexpected, but good news, decided Boomer. Then he felt something emerge from his fur near his shoulder. A tiny, furry blue creature stood proudly and attempted to roar as well.

      Zelda!

      Before Boomer could say anything, the Sphynx kitten’s roar turned into a pathetic mewing sound that was more ear-piercing and annoying than it was impressive and fear-inducing. If both their lives weren’t on the line, Boomer would probably have exploded in laughter, but fear made sure to keep his instincts and attention as sharp as a razor.

      That’s it, I’m dead. This thing will eat us both for lunch.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” said Boomer eventually, with a failed mixture of anxious mutter and whisper.

      The space bug resumed moving forward, but slower.

      “Mira, please get a lock on that thing and beam it to space! Now, or we’re dead meat!”

      “I can’t get a lock, perhaps if it stopped moving for a few seconds. I’m trying to recalibrate the sensors. Hang on.”

      “Whatever you do, Zelda, don’t move. I’ll get us out of this.”

      But Zelda didn’t listen and instead jumped forward.

      What the hell is she doing?

      In midair, the Sphynx turned into a tiny tiger, then almost instantly into a smaller version of Boomer’s black lion and finally into a frog before the artificial gravity grabbed hold of her. When she landed, she made an unceremonious splat on the floor and croaked.

      “Ribbit,” said Zelda in frog form as it jumped further forward.

      “Stop it! You’ll get us both killed.”

      But Zelda kept leaping forward, with more jumps and croaks. The space bug stopped its advance and started shaking. With each new frog leap, the space bug seemed to get even more agitated, its antennas madly flailing from side to side.

      “Whatever you’re going to do,” said Boomer to Mira, “do it now!”

      “Establishing lock. Transport in progress.”

      Streaks of beaming light engulfed the creature as it screeched and darted toward them in a panicked charge.

      “I said, NOW! Mira…that thing is still charging us.”

      “Trying to compensate.”

      Boomer didn’t know if he should grab Zelda and shield her or just close his eyes. When his heartbeat accelerated faster than Boomer thought possible, his instincts took over and he tried to protect Zelda. He leapt forward and caught up with the frog in one single leap and enveloped Zelda under his black fur. He turned his body into metal, and a large Gatling gun turret morphed on Boomer’s back, unleashing round after round at the glowing creature, as it kept gaining in speed.

      Bullets kept bouncing off its hard shell, looking like deflected laser blasts as they lit up briefly.

      The space bug was less than ten meters from them when one of the bullets hit the creature in the eye and it stopped short but skid from its previous momentum toward them.

      Boomer reacted instantly; he grabbed the frog in his tongue and brought it in his mouth as delicately as he could. Then Boomer leapt up in the air, grazing the creature’s antennas with his belly, and landed behind the creature and kept running.

      “I have a strong lock,” Mira said.

      Boomer turned his head and saw the beaming lights intensify around the creature, as it screeched louder until the ear-piercing sound diminished into silence when the bug dematerialized. Boomer stopped and turned around to see the last glimpse of transport lights disappear with the creature.

      He heard an echoing “ribbit” from inside his mouth. He opened it and extended his tongue. Zelda turned back into a kitten Sphynx and jumped down to the ground. She then waggled her whole body to remove the saliva from her fur. The strong shaking motion caused Zelda to become unbalanced and fall flat, with a confused look on her face.

      “Looks like we did it, that was good team effort,” Boomer said.

      Zelda filled her tiny lungs with air and stood proudly and triumphant.

      As Boomer retracted his tongue fully, his metallic body returned into a white tiger form and he winced. He tasted something foul in his mouth.

      “Did you just pee on my tongue?” asked Boomer.

      Zelda made big apologetic eyes and lowered her head.

      “So—rry,” said a teeny, tiny voice.

      Boomer puked his last meal on the floor, shaking his head and trying to wash out the stink with his white paws.

      “That’s disgusting!”
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        * * *

      

      The Osiris entered hyperspace the moment Princess Kalliopy returned on board. She was beside herself and refused to listen to Ziron’s plea to rethink her plan.

      “But I received a transmission from Boomer,” implored Ziron.

      “I don’t care. We have to get to Kregan Prime, now.”

      “This smells like a trap.”

      “I’m very well aware of that, but you have your orders.”

      Kalliopy then stormed off the bridge with tears in her eyes.

      “This is not going to end well.”

      “At least we’ll be reunited with Boomer and Lacuna,” said Mira.

      “Yeah, let’s hope it’s not for a mass funeral event.”

      “Should I activate the hyperspace engines?”

      “You heard her, she’s the boss. Let’s hope she knows what she’s doing.”

      “It seems to me that fear and hate are in control rather than objectivity. But then again, I am not an expert in human emotion, I may not be programming her well.”

      “Trust me, your programming is spot on. And that’s what I’m afraid of too, Mira.”
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        * * *

      

      When Boomer returned to the bridge with Zelda in tow, Lacuna was looking at a holo-starmap.

      “Oh, you’re back. Glad to see you found something to wear,” Boomer smirked.

      “If you can call these clothes,” she complained.

      Lacuna was wearing a khaki-colored jumpsuit that made her look like a grease monkey.

      “This thing,” she said, “is the only one that would fit me.”

      Boomer could tell that the suit was meant for a man and was pressing hard on her chest.

      “While you were looking for clothes, I had an encounter with a nasty space bug, so believe me, do count your blessings.”

      “Mira told me. Are you alright?”

      “I’ll survive.”

      Zelda ran in between Boomer’s white tiger legs and mewed.

      “Hello, I’m Zelda,” said the tiny voice.

      “What the hell is this?” asked Lacuna. “Did you also find this on deck four?”

      “Technically. It must have sneaked into my fur while I was saying goodbye aboard the Osiris.”

      Lacuna chuckled. “Is that one of Ziron’s offspring?”

      “Yes, this is Zelda.”

      Lacuna couldn’t help smiling. “She just said that.”

      Zelda hissed.

      “Charming,” added Lacuna. “I’m not sure this is a place for such a young creature, but now that she’s here, I guess you’ll have to tend to her.”

      “Fortunately, they feed off energy from the ship’s engines.”

      “I think I read that somewhere. I always thought it was a myth.”

      “The one thing I don’t understand is how she managed to shape-shift like me earlier.”

      “I think I can explain that one,” said Mira over the comm’s system.

      “Then by all means, enlighten us,” Lacuna said.

      “Since you were carrying her while transforming, some nano-material from the smart armor must have been accidentally transferred to our small warrior here, thus granting her temporary, though not very conscious, access to the technology.”

      “I would say so,” confirmed Boomer. “It didn’t look like she had much control over it. As unfortunate and surprising as her presence has been, I think it made a difference with the space bug, I don’t know if it scared it or confused it, but it bought us the time Mira needed to beam the creature out in space.”

      “About that,” said Mira.

      “You beamed it to space, didn’t you?”

      “My lock wasn’t strong enough for that, but don’t worry, we’re safe.”

      “Where is the creature now?”

      “It’s trapped in one of the ship’s memory buffers.”

      “Can you try and beam it out, please? That thing gives me the creeps.”

      “No, wait,” proposed Lacuna. “Maybe we can use it later.”

      “Use it how?” asked Boomer. “It didn’t seem like the kind of creature that would take orders.”

      “Still, it could provide us with a distraction. I’d rather we kept it in reserve.”

      Boomer shook his head from side to side. “That’s a bad idea, mark my words.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “I agree with Lacuna on this one,” said Mira. “There may be a situation where it could come in handy.”

      “Well, apparently this is a democracy,” said Boomer, “so I’ll leave you with my warning, but we’ll proceed with what the majority thinks.”

      Zelda must have sensed that Boomer was uneasy, so she came and rubbed against his leg and purred.
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      Yxantion hesitated to give the order, which worried Xonax. He really felt like the hardest part had been done, but the wait was killing him. Not because the cold hard blade pressed against his throat was making him bleed lightly, but because he knew how impulsive his father could be.

      Come on, just say the word already.

      With his one free hand, Yxantion approached the manual release control for the palace’s shield that resided on a thin wrist band he was wearing at all times. He flipped the secure lock upward that revealed a blue control light, which also served as a holo-touch command.

      Two of his father’s fingers hovered atop the control. Xonax had to fight the urge to press the damn button himself. But he knew he’d never get the time to give his officer the verbal command if he did. The seconds felt like minutes and then hours in his mind, and Xonax wondered if he shouldn’t have gone with Altanor’s more brute-force approach.

      When he thought he couldn’t endure the passing of time any longer, Yxantion pressed the button and spoke.

      “Transport now!” he ordered.

      A beam of orange light appeared behind Yxantion, forcing him to look away, and that’s when Xonax’s own transport beam-out sequence began. He started dematerializing just as Athala was being beamed in. Yxantion had a smile on his face when he turned back, but it quickly turned to surprise and then anger.

      The emperor slashed Xonax’s throat as he was vanishing, and blaster fire went through the air where Xonax had been a few milliseconds before.

      Yxantion looked at the blade and noticed some minuscule parts of it where missing, as if insects had eaten through the alloy.

      Suddenly, all hell broke loose when Kevin beamed in behind Yxantion’s back and kicked the emperor to the ground. The four imperial guardsmen opened fire instantly, but 8-3-9-6 had already erected the upgraded cutting shields before combat and was ready to deflect the laser blasts.

      In one fluid and agile motion, the AI used Kevin’s body like the deadly weapon his training had turned him into. He slashed through all four guards effortlessly, cutting them to pieces.

      By then, the emperor had turned over onto his back and reached for his hand-held blaster. 8-3-9-6 reacted in a split second and cast the shockwave spell, which smashed all of the emperor’s limbs onto the ground and stepped on the arm that had the shield’s control.

      Without reactivation from the emperor himself, the shields would stay down. A legion of pirates beamed into the throne room, about the same time as more imperial guards rushed in to check what the commotion was all about.

      Laser fire filled the air of the room as the battle raged on. Meanwhile, 8-3-9-6 addressed the emperor, who had almost lost consciousness from the power of Kevin’s latest spell.

      “Your son wanted you to know he gave me specific instructions to make sure your suffering is prolonged, but within reason.”

      A laser blast grazed Kevin’s neck and burned some of his skin, which forced 8-3-9-6 to engage a nearby enemy. He threw one of his shields that cut the guard in half.

      Yxantion tried to speak, but instead he puked a significant amount on blood on his own face. No doubt, the pointblank shockwave had resulted in internal injuries.

      I can’t watch this! said Kevin inside his mind.

      He felt incredibly powerless and alone. He was witnessing an event in history he knew would mark his life and reputation forever. Everybody would remember the boy who took out the Kregan Emperor. Nobody would care that he was not in control of his actions, all they’d remember would be his face and his name, for probably longer than Kevin’s lifespan.

      Ever since he had been seven or eight years old, Kevin had always hoped his name would impact history. But he had always thought it would be through an invention of some kind, one that bettered humanity. Like one of his spiritual mentors—Steve Jobs or Elon Musk. But not like this.

      Still, as much as he didn’t want to, he couldn’t look away.

      Don’t resist, I need your brain at peak efficiency to make sure we both survive this mission, said 8-3-9-6 in his mind. We’re lucky Xonax came up with a better plan than Altanor, as your body may survive after all.

      Swell. I sure feel lucky right about now.

      8-3-9-6 cast the time-bubble spell over Yxantion and looked around until he found the emperor’s blade that had been lost when their skirmish started. Yxantion tried to reach the shield control, but because of the time dilation field inside the spell bubble, he was moving slower than a sleepy snail.

      8-3-9-6 walked toward the blade, paying attention to the battle around him and deflecting the laser blast that came his way with his one remaining shield. It was already flickering, so the AI erected a brand new one on his other arm and extended it to cover most of his body.

      He crouched to grab the blade and returned next to the emperor. Yxantion’s hands were trying to join so he could reactivate the shield; he was about halfway through when 8-3-9-6 thrust the blade toward his head.

      Kevin hoped the emperor would continue his current attempt at raising the shields around the palace, but that was discounting the instinct of self-preservation imbued in most living beings. While the blade at the end of Kevin’s hand slowed the moment it entered the time bubble, Yxantion instinctively tried to stop it with his hand. It all happened slowly, very slowly. The blade kept approaching the emperor’s forehead.

      Futile, said 8-3-9-6. But so predictable.

      The scene unfolding in front of his eyes disgusted Kevin. He already knew the outcome and wished he could look away, but part of him still hoped something would go wrong for the AI and the emperor would survive.

      That hope died when the spell ran out of juice and time resumed to its normal pace. The blade pierced through the hand first, then almost instantly pierced Yxantion’s skull and lodged itself inside his brain.

      The emperor’s eyes were briefly filled with terror before they lost all semblance of life.

      If Kevin had been in control of his body, he had no doubt that he would have vomited right there. But he was just a prisoner, forced to witness acts that he knew would haunt him for as long as he lived.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer was continuously pacing on the bridge, with Zelda walking behind him. He had morphed back to his beagle form, which he wasn’t exactly feeling safe about, but he wanted to save as much power as he could so he could use it to help Kevin.

      “Will you stop doing that?” asked Lacuna.

      “What is it to you?”

      “It’s distracting, that’s what it is.”

      “I’m nervous, I can’t help it.”

      “I hadn’t noticed,” said Lacuna with a smile.

      Mira’s voice boomed from the speakers.

      “We’re three minutes away from exiting hyperspace. My long-range sensors, though not worthy of the name, have picked up some interesting data.”

      Boomer barked and ran next to Lacuna. “What is it?”

      “There seems to be some sort of battle happening in the imperial palace on the surface of the planet. I’ve intercepted communications that confirmed my readings. Also, we’ve received a subspace transmission from Ziron, they’re also heading this way.”

      “Did he say why?” asked Lacuna.

      “Negative. It was a text transmission. I suspect they can’t establish a video feed while we’re in hyperspace, these ships aren’t exactly running the latest tech. I’ve been doing some modifications of my own, and I’ve got something that should be of interest to the both of you.”

      “What’s that?” asked Boomer, his tail wagging in anticipation.

      “I’ve managed to establish read-only access to Kevin’s subspace transmitter.”

      “That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard all day,” barked Boomer.

      “Why do I get the feeling there is a but coming,” said Lacuna.

      “Very perceptive of you,” confirmed Mira. “There is something strange about the readings. Let me show you.”

      A holo-screen sprung to life and Boomer looked at it. It displayed two animated graphs side by side.

      “What are we looking at?” asked Boomer.

      “I detected two different brain patterns from the same subspace transmitter, which is worrisome. As you can see, they’re very different.”

      Lacuna pointed to the right one. “This one seems more angular, more mechanical, like patterns repeating somehow. And less complex.”

      Boomer looked at Lacuna and the screen again. “What does that mean?”

      “I believe the only hypothesis that can explain these readings is that there are currently two consciousnesses inside Kevin’s brain, one being artificial.”

      On the left diagram, another brainwave graph superimposed itself in a different color.

      “The left one,” Mira continued, “shows a match for Kevin’s brain patterns we have on file. But the right one seems to be an AI of some sort.”

      “That would explain its blockiness and patterns,” said Lacuna.

      “Correct,” Mira confirmed. “And herein lies the problem: most of the patterns responsible for motor functions seem absent from Kevin’s current brainwave activity.”

      “He’s being controlled, his body at least,” said Lacuna.

      “How the hell did you jump to that conclusion?” asked Boomer.

      “That’s the most likely scenario,” said Mira.” I agree with Lacuna.”

      Boomer barked in frustration. He was having trouble following the conversation and felt like he wasn’t as smart as he ought to be under the circumstances. Zelda must have sensed his distress as she ran by his side, jumped on his back, and rubbed against him.

      Boomer gently pushed Zelda off of him. “Not now,” he whispered, “this is important stuff.”

      “Can we talk to him?” asked Boomer. “Let him know we’re coming.”

      Mira didn’t answer. A couple of minutes passed, and Boomer was starting to lose his patience, but before he could verbalize it, Mira spoke again:

      “I would recommend against it at the moment. I’ve managed to locate the AI chip, but there are multiple safeguards and firewalls around it. These aren’t part of its normal function. I believe the AI has erected them to prevent communication from the outside. And while these security measures are beyond my ability to crack them with the current CPU at my disposal, it may be possible for me to find a backdoor to give us a private line of communication with Kevin. But it will take some time, and we’re just about ready to arrive on the scene.”

      “What about Ziron? Can he help free Kevin from the AI’s hold on him?”

      “I’m afraid it’s too early to tell. My advice is for the two of you to beam down, incapacitate Kevin’s body, and bring him back on board. I should warn you that my sensors are showing that he’s been modified with cybernetic enhancements.”

      “What?” yelped Boomer.

      Lacuna kindly patted Boomer on the head. “What kind of enhancements?”

      “Power sources, nano-circuitry, nothing as advanced as the smart armor, but I believe he’s been enhanced to be a killing machine. So you two are going to have to tread carefully.”

      “So we need to engage him?” asked Boomer. “No! No way I’m attacking Kevin.”

      “I understand how you feel,” said Lacuna, “but we may not have a choice. Right now the priority should be to get a hold of him and try and disable that AI.”

      “Lacuna’s plan seems like the one that is the safest at this point,” said Mira. “I strongly suggest you use non-lethal force—”

      “No shit,” barked Boomer.

      There was a slight pause.

      “Can’t we beam him on the ship?” asked Lacuna.

      Damn, she’s full of ideas, thought Boomer, why didn’t I think of that?

      “At this point,” said Mira, “I don’t recommend this course of action. The AI could perceive this as a threat and damage Kevin as a result. It would be better if you tried incapacitating him and the AI at the same time, once the AI’s brainwaves have been disabled, even temporarily, then it would be safe to beam Kevin back up.”

      “Ok, so beam down, knock him out senseless, and beam back up,” said Boomer.

      “Except there is a battle raging on down there,” Mira reminded.

      “Right, we need a diversion,” said Lacuna.

      Boomer jumped and barked. “The space bug!”

      “I told you we would find a way to use it somehow,” said Lacuna.

      “When you’re right, you’re right!” said Boomer.

      “I’m going to try and patch you into Kevin’s mind the moment I find a bypass to all these firewalls and security features,” said Mira. “It’s very unlikely he’ll listen to reason as long as the AI is in control. You must treat him as deadly.”

      “You got that, Boomer? You can’t let your feelings for your friend interfere, that could endanger all our lives, Kevin’s included.”

      Boomer growled but the more he thought about it, the more he agreed it made sense.

      “I—I understand.”

      Zelda ran in front of Boomer, got onto her back two legs and punched in the air. “Can I come and kick ass with you?” she said with her tiny voice.

      “I’m afraid that’s not a good idea,” said Boomer. “Next time, maybe?”

      Zelda frowned and went back on four legs and lowered her head.

      Lacuna crouched and petted the Sphynx kitten. Boomer was really surprised she used a sweeter than usual voice when addressing her.

      “Look. Zelda, I know how you feel, but it’s too dangerous. We’ll be fine, there will be other times for you to help us.”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but the pirate ships and Xonax’s destroyer are both sending more troops to the ground. This is going to be quite dangerous, so please, be very careful.”

      “Let’s beam the space bug into the middle of the fight right now, this thing ate plasma blasts and bullets for breakfast, it may make our own entry into the battle much easier,” said Boomer.

      “I agree,” said Mira. “Beaming down space bug now.”

      Boomer turned into his white tiger form, fully armored and armed to the teeth with auto-targeting plasma turrets on each of his shoulder pieces and a missile launcher on his back.

      “Locked and loaded!” he roared.

      Lacuna materialized a blaster rifle in one hand and a personal shield in the other.

      “I’m jealous, furball,” she told Boomer. “My smart armor isn’t nearly as advanced as yours.”

      “I’m sure Zee will fix that for you next time,” said Boomer. “Mira?”

      “Yes, Boomer.”

      “Beam us down.”
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      Xonax rematerialized onto the bridge of his ship and immediately sensed that something was wrong. Terribly wrong. His throat felt like it was on fire and pain radiated all over his body. He stumbled and fell on his knees as he grabbed his throat to physically check that it was still there.

      He tried calling for help but his vocal cords would not budge. His eyes filled with panic as his first officer crouched near him.

      “Are you alright, sir?”

      The room started spinning as Xonax shook his head from side to side before collapsing unconscious in his first officer’s arms.

      “This is the bridge,” said the officer. “Medical emergency, two to beam directly to the med-bay!”
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        * * *

      

      The throne room was filled with laser blasts of all colors, smoke, and explosions in an utterly chaotic battle. 8-3-9-6 ran behind a large pillar to take cover as his latest shield spell ran out of power. He opened a holo-transmission to Altanor.

      “It’s done, Master,” Kevin heard his own voice say.

      “Well done. How’s Kevin’s body?” he asked.

      Tell him to go fuck himself! Kevin shouted in his mind.

      Silence, you’re lucky I can’t take the risk of damaging your brain or you’d have been disciplined.

      Up yours!

      I’m muting you now, said 8-3-9-6.

      Yeah, you run, you coward.

      “Kevin is undamaged,” 8-3-9-6 told Altanor over the holo-feed.

      “That’s excellent news. How’s the coup going down there?”

      “The battle is still raging.”

      “What about the sister? Is she still there?”

      8-3-9-6 swiftly poked his head out of cover and saw Athala trembling on the floor, her hands covering her head.

      When a laser blast impacted mere centimeters from Kevin’s face, 8-3-9-6 jerked his head back behind cover.

      Watch it, you dumbass! Kevin protested.

      But the AI didn’t answer.

      Kevin hoped Leg’olas was still in his hair and hoped that the young girl wasn’t scared to death from the furious battle that was happening all around them.

      Hang on. Hopefully, this will be over soon.

      Kevin saw something large beam down not too far from his position.

      What the fuck is that thing?

      A giant-looking bug materialized and screeched loudly. The sound was ear-piercing.

      “Stand by, Altanor,” 8-3-9-6 said. “There’s been a development down here.”

      Kevin could confirm that, as the bug looked at Kevin and decided to charge toward him.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit!” roared Boomer seconds after beaming down to the palace.

      The place was a war zone, explosions happening all around, more lasers than one could count kept screaming past his feline ears, some deflecting when impacting with his smart armor shields. The layer of smoke in the unusually large room was getting quite dense, affecting visibility.

      Lacuna rolled out of the way to find some sort of cover behind a pile of bodies and winked at Boomer.

      She briefly popped out of the flesh-made cover and shot two people dead.

      “What are you waiting for? Shoot!” she screamed at Boomer.

      “Who do I target?”

      “Anyone that doesn’t look like Kevin is fair game at this point.”

      Right, thought Boomer.

      His automatic targeting plasma turret started mowing down enemies one by one and Boomer ran around, trying to make it more difficult for enemies to get a good shot at him. His shields were holding strong but each impact was draining precious power he may need down the line.

      All the while, he was trying to locate Kevin and didn’t dare shoot past the smoke, fearing that he might accidentally hit him. He was nowhere to be seen, so Boomer decided to try and push forward to an area beyond the fog of war created by the thick smoke around him.

      “Where are you going?” cried Lacuna.

      “Looking for Kevin. Stay in this area. I’ll be back.”

      Lacuna thought she heard the tiger chuckle, but her ears could be playing a trick on her.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna used a nearby explosion and the temporary cover that it provided to jump out of her current position and find a new cover behind a large column. Mira sure had not undersold how chaotic this battle was.

      How the hell are we supposed to find Kevin in this mess?

      Lacuna counted pirates, Kregans, imperial guards, and others, who all seemed to be shooting at each other indiscriminately. She had been in her fair share of close-quarters, disorganized battles when she ascended to the seven-hundredth floor, but she had been aided by armies. Or, more accurately, had used them to get what she wanted.

      Right now she was alone. That elevated her stress level, but she decided that if today was the day she would die, then so be it. Once the thought was assimilated fully, she ran out from behind her cover and fearlessly mowed down enemy after enemy. But was it courage or madness?

      She didn’t know and didn’t care. People were shooting all around her, and she shot back. Her smart armor would deflect hits and it seemed to hold fine, power-wise. When the shield’s power level would drop too far, she would find cover again and let it recharge.

      Then she saw what looked like a civilian on the floor not too far from her position. The poor thing was crying and slowly crawling on the floor.

      What are you doing, Lacuna? That’s not your mission.

      But she felt compelled to run to that person’s aid. A female, from the looks of it. As Lacuna darted forward toward the girl, she saw the space bug through a hole in the smoke on her right side. It was charging toward a nearby target. . .

      Kevin!

      Boomer, I found Kevin. Transmitting location to you now.

      Roger that, good job, Lacuna. In case we don’t survive this, I wanted you to know how grateful I am for your help.

      To her surprise, hearing Boomer’s words brought tears to her eyes, she wiped them away as she kept running toward the space bug and Kevin.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was shouting inside his own mind, but 8-3-9-6 still had him on mute.

      Get the fuck out of here before that thing crushes me, you dumb canner!

      8-3-9-6 dodged at the last second and used his shockwave spell to push the bug into the column he was resting against a second earlier.

      Kevin sighed. That was close.

      The creature screeched and shook its head. One of its eyes seemed injured. But, then again, he probably had two dozen of them, so he doubted that would impact it too much. The bug turned around, looking for Kevin.

      Great, you’ve pissed it off!

      At that moment, Kevin thought he heard some static resonating inside his head.

      Yeah, you fucktard, now is not the time to have me on mute, when it comes to battle, I can help. So you better listen to me.

      Uhh…Kevin?

      The voice was familiar.

      Mira? Is that you?

      Yes, Kevin. It’s me. I’m aware of your situation. I have isolated a subspace channel on which only you and I can hear, away from the AI sharing your consciousness.

      Sharing my ass, that thing is in control.

      That’s what we figured.

      Who’s we? Is Zee with you? Please tell me he’s right next to you, helping you break me free from my own body as we speak.

      I’m afraid not, but Boomer and Lacuna are there in the room, searching for you.

      Lacuna? How the hell is she part of any of this?

      That’s a long story, but she’s the reason we’ve located you.

      Kevin was conflicted about this new development. He was both surprised and equally suspicious that she might have an agenda of her own. But right now, however, it was the least of his worries.

      I’m not sure them trying to get to me is a good idea; 8-3-9-6 will shoot them if they come close. And the damned thing is pretty good at using tech sorcerer spells.

      You’re a tech sorcerer? I thought they were extinct. That doesn’t matter, they know to treat you, well your body, as a threat. They also know not to use lethal force.

      Thank you, Mira. Now tell me how I can get back into this fight?

      I’m working on it. Hang on while I try to bypass the neo-cortex overrides your AI has erected in your mind. There has to be a way.

      Where was Ziron when they needed him?

      Mira?

      Yes, Kevin.

      I’m sorry I called you a fucktard earlier; I thought I was talking to 8-3-9-6.

      No apologies required. It’s good to hear your voice, Kevin, even when you’re swearing.

      Kevin chuckled. It’s good to hear your voice too. Is Zee on his way?

      He and the princess are looking for her sister.

      What sister?

      Athala, Xonax captured her and forced Kalliopy into delivering you. If she refused, they would have killed the sister.

      That explains a lot. I’m still pissed about it though, and that’s not the worst of it. I’m about to become this galaxy’s number one wanted man.

      What do you mean, Kevin? Why?

      My body just executed the Kregan Emperor!

      Ouch.

      You can say that again!
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      When Xonax beamed into the med-bay, he was already unconscious. Doctors put him under a medical scanner.

      “Chief Forlon,” said the first officer. “I need to return to the bridge, but make sure to inform me about his condition. He’s now the Emperor.”

      The Kregan doctor listened with only part of his attention.

      “His vitals don’t look good. I can’t guarantee that he’ll survive.”

      The first officer grabbed the doctor by the shoulders and shook him.

      “Listen to me carefully, Chief. There’s no margin for error here. This is not your typical attempt at saving a soldier’s life. If Emperor Xonax dies so will your entire team and their families. I suggest you shake off any doubts in your mind right now. Consider his survival your survival. Am I making myself clear?”

      Terror spread through the room like a wildfire. Chief Forlon swallowed hard.

      “I—I understand,” he said, nodding uneasily.

      “Good, I’ll be expecting real-time updates on the Emperor’s condition on a regular basis, now get to work and save his life,” said the first officer before beaming back to the bridge.

      “What are we going to do?” another doctor in the room said, his voice trembling.

      “You heard him, we either save this man’s life, or we’ll die with him.”

      But things weren’t looking good. The initial scans showed external elements had fused with the emperor’s tissues, and toxic alloys were running through his bloodstream and spreading fast. Each passing moment threatened to send Xonax’s body into catastrophic failure.

      The medical scanner beeped loudly as the patient’s twin hearts stopped. Blood drained from the chief’s face as he felt his own heart was in danger of stopping as well.

      “We’re all dead,” said one of the doctors, falling on his knees.

      “Hearts stimulation, NOW!” screamed Forlon.
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      8-3-9-6 cast multiple fireballs toward the space bug, but they didn’t seem to damage the creature.

      Kevin was overjoyed that his friends had come to rescue him, but worried that this creature would get the best of his body before then.

      Mira, what do you know about this thing?

      As a matter of fact, we’re the ones who beamed it down. We had managed to trap it in the transporter’s buffer. Not an easy feat, it almost killed Boomer and Zelda in the process.

      Zelda? Who the hell is Zelda?

      Long story short, an offspring of Ziron.

      Kevin’s mind was still preoccupied looking at every futile move the AI was doing to try and bring the creature down, but, eventually, Mira’s words sunk in.

      I go away for a few days and my friends start families, go figure. Please tell me you can beam that thing back somewhere else or at least back in the ship’s buffers?

      I wish I could say that was the case. The creature appears able to disrupt our ability to get and maintain a transporter lock on it. We were only successful previously because it had been injured and stopped moving. To make things worse, there’s way too much interference at the moment to even attempt it.

      Well, then we should focus our efforts on getting back control of my body, I’m sure I could slow it down, but only if I can cast spells myself.

      I’m still trying to find lower-level access commands to open a back door from your consciousness to the AI, but even if I do this, for you to recover your motor functions, you’ll have to fight the AI.

      How do I fight inside my own head and without a body? That makes no sense.

      I’ll walk you through it, but first I need to establish contact with the rest of the team, hang on.

      Please hurry, Mira.

      More fire impacted the beast’s carapace from its flank. 8-3-9-6 turned Kevin’s head and there she was. Lacuna was sprinting toward them, firing a blaster rifle at the creature.

      Kevin thought his heart would stop when he felt his own arm rise and take aim at Lacuna with one of his fireballs.

      Nooooooo!
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna took aim and fired at the space bug with her rifle, but every shot kept bouncing off its hard shell.

      Fuck, this thing’s carapace is too strong. Maybe we should have spaced it when we had the chance.

      I’m on my way, said Boomer. I’ve been ambushed by a party, I just spat out one of the guard’s spines, or maybe it’s a shoulder, I’m not sure. Hang on. Hopefully, my rocket launcher can do some damage to that thing.

      Ewww, I don’t need those kinds of details. I suggest we be careful with explosive weaponry. Right now Kevin is too close to the bug. The AI is trying to take it down.

      Strike that, then. How is Kevin bot doing?

      It’s failing at it, that bug has some serious skin armor. I think our tactic should be to split them apart. What the fu—

      Lacuna? What’s going on? Lacuna? Come in?

      Kevin just took a shot at me. Hurry, Boomer, I need backup.

      Lacuna jumped and rolled to the side to avoid more of Kevin’s fireballs. She checked her power reserves, the shields were holding at sixty percent but the fireballs had drained them way more than the blaster fire. She’d have to be careful and conserve her shield’s energy when facing Kevin.

      I get a blaster rifle and he gets fireballs, in what universe is that fair?

      Hang on, Lacuna, we’ll find a way, said Boomer.

      Since when are you the voice of reason?

      It’s Super Bowl time baby, we win or die. And I, for one, don’t wanna to die.

      Lacuna sprinted behind the cover, hoping to fully recharge her shields until Boomer joined the fight.

      The super what now?

      Never mind.

      I wish that stupid AI didn’t mute me, Kevin said.

      The way I understand it, said Lacuna, it’s a good thing, the last thing you need right now is for the AI to hear you talking with us and Mira.

      That’s a good point. I…I just wanted to say—

      Save it, we’ll have plenty of time to talk later.

      If Kevin had control over his physical body, he’d probably shed a tear. He was acutely aware that someone he once considered a threat was risking her life to get him out of his predicament. That was an understatement, being a powerless witness to horrors such as seeing oneself kill someone else in cold blood, like when 8-3-9-6 had executed the emperor, was not something he’d ever forget.

      At best, he’d have to learn to live with it. One could argue he had no choice, and no matter how much he told himself that, Kevin still thought that it was his actions that had brought him where he was today.

      Sure he could never have anticipated that this would be his reward for saving Kalliopy; no good deed and all that, but now that he knew why she had betrayed him at least offered him some sense of logic.

      Even if his relationship with his own sister hadn’t been the best in the last few years, if someone were holding her hostage, he would do whatever the person asked to try and save her. In this way, Kalliopy was no different than humans. It comforted Kevin to know that like on Earth, Arcadians valued family above all else.

      Kregans, however, were another matter. And if they ever won the war, they might come to Earth next. As far as Kalliopy was concerned, Kevin was willing to forgive and forget, but first, he had to get out of this one alive.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer darted forward and charged the space bug with all his might, hoping to push it out of the way. But things didn’t go as planned. The impact mainly resulted in activating his personal shield and he was sent crashing hard to the floor, while the bug didn’t even budge.

      It didn’t even register his presence and kept firing at Kevin. Fortunately, the AI was doing a good job at erecting shields and counter attacking, but it didn’t look like he was inflicting any significant damage.

      Maybe we should have spaced that thing when we had the chance.

      There was no point in rehashing the decisions of the past, they needed to focus on the here and now. And, right now, they were in trouble. At least the AI controlling Kevin was too busy with the space bug and the rest of the battle raging around them to focus on trying to single them out and attack them.

      Boomer? said a familiar voice inside Boomer’s mind.

      Kevin? Is that you?

      Yes, buddy. It’s so good to hear your voice.

      It’s good to hear your voice too. We’ll get you out of here, just hang on.

      Not like I have much choice at the moment.

      Boomer heard a loud noise coming from behind and turned around. A missile had been launched from the forces on the other side of the throne room, a room that was turning into ruins with each passing moment.

      It felt like time froze.

      What’s going on? Boomer wondered, as everything around him seemed to happen in slow motion.

      That’s a feature of your new smart armor,” said Mira. “When it detects your vitals are elevated as a result from a dangerous or potentially life or death scenario, it will inject your bloodstream with a compound that gives the impression that time has been slowed down considerably. Your brainpower, in turn, goes into overdrive, giving you more time to evaluate the best course of action.

      Neat, it has a bullet time feature.

      Boomer’s first instincts had been to jump out of the way of the missile but he knew that it could potentially hurt Kevin if it impacted with the bug. It seemed like the distance between him and the missile wasn’t safe enough for him to destroy the bogey with a missile of his own.

      Taking the missile frontally didn’t seem like a good tactical option, considering that they still needed to deal with the AI controlling his friend. Which only left Boomer with one risky move.

      Here goes nothing!

      Boomer darted forward and jumped in the path of the missile, tilted his head and grabbed the missile in between his teeth. He then imagined he had rockets under his limbs and used them to alter the trajectory of the missile. Power rocket boots materialized and fired their payload to offset the force that was now dragging both Boomer and the missile forward. He pushed the rocket boots to their max so he could perform a one hundred and eighty degree spin on himself. He used his onboard HUD to calculate the exact angle, and the smart armor did the rest.

      Boomer opened his mouth again and the missile returned to its sender. The explosion rocked the entire palace and parts of the ceiling collapsed, letting moonlight rays pierce through the heavy layer of smoke.

      That was an impressive move, buddy, cheered Kevin.

      Thanks, but I’ve had it with the situation, we can’t keep doing this for long, it’s too chaotic a situation to control.

      What do you have in mind?

      It’s time to get rid of both parties of this battle so we can focus on getting you out of here.

      How do you propose to do that?

      How else? A show of force.

      Boomer regretted being unable to turn into a dragon. It would have been so much easier to incinerate the opposition in one fell swoop. But he thought of an alternate tactic to achieve a similar result. His back rocket launcher grew in size, going from a twin rocket-launching platform to a dozen tubes. Boomer unleashed hell from above toward the other side of the palace.
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      Boomer’s missiles arched down toward the lion’s share of the enemies waging battle on the other side of the palace. While he would have liked to see the result of their destruction, time was of the essence, so Boomer was already back on the move.

      Time to thin the rest of the herd.

      The ground started to shake heavily, and Boomer knew his missiles had reached their target. The temperature in the room rose quickly and everything took on an orange glow from the inferno he had unleashed.

      The rocket launcher vanished off of his tiger body while Boomer morphed into a cheetah to achieve faster speed, fully armored as well. Two predator auto-targeting turrets materialized on his shoulder plates and two lightsabers positioned horizontally on the middle of his back and with a swoosh, the twin red-colored plasma blades came to life.

      Nice way of going Darth Maul on the opposition, said Kevin.

      Yes, the sabers should take care of anyone in my path, Ben Hur style, while the turrets do the rest.

      Great strategy, but, please, be careful.

      Boomer ran as fast as he could, slashing anyone foolish enough to remain in his path into pieces, while his turrets surgically took down enemies one by one.

      Roger that. How are things on your side?

      I’m waiting on Mira’s magic so that I can try and regain control, but if I can’t, you guys need to find a way to knock the crap out of me, but I’d appreciate it if you found a non-lethal way to do so.

      That’s the plan we have in mind. In another minute or two I should be able to try and fire EMP-charged ammo your way.

      That should do it, but Boomer?

      Yes? said Boomer as he skid on the marble floor taking three enemies out with the lightsabers in the process.

      If push comes to shove, you have to protect yourselves, even if it means ending me.

      Kevin! I don’t wanna hear it! We’ll find a way.

      But, Boomer. . .

      No! We’ve not come this far to give up now, we’ll make this work.

      There was a brief silence.

      When did you get so brave?

      I have a great master.
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        * * *

      

      Altanor was furious at the report he had received. His troops were getting decimated on the ground. But at least the emperor had been killed, and he hadn’t heard from Xonax since that had happened.

      He didn’t know if that was good or bad news, but he couldn’t spare any more men to try and capture the palace. Xonax’s force would have to do that for him.

      Altanor’s ship was not equipped with transporters, so getting Kevin back from the ground was also something of a pickle. He didn’t trust Xonax in the matter. He never trusted that man to start with, but he had honored his promise to deliver Kevin before. The question was would he still cooperate now that he seized the throne?

      Kregan laws were clear: whoever kills the emperor becomes the emperor himself. That thought haunted him for a while, and perhaps there was a double coup to be attempted. Altanor the Kregan Emperor had a nice ring to it.

      Still, first he needed to get back to the surface, to make sure Xonax didn’t renege on his promises and didn’t keep Kevin for himself.

      “Get us down there,” he ordered.

      “Getting past the palace defenses will be tricky,” said one of his crewmen.

      “Then land us far enough to avoid their turrets, and we’ll walk the rest of the way.”

      “Understood.”

      Altanor’s ship changed course and soon entered the planet’s atmosphere.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna exited cover when her shields were fully recharged. With Boomer now mowing through enemies, they would get less taxed. But the moment she stepped out of cover, Kevin threw a powerful shockwave her way and sent her crashing into a wall. The stone cracked on impact, but the shield protected her body.

      Ouch!

      I’m so sorry, said Kevin. Maybe you should stay in cover, or turn into something faster.

      I wish I could. Unfortunately, I have the most limited of smart armors. Ziron ran out of nanites and… shit. I can only morph weapons.

      I understand. I just don’t want you to get hurt by my hands.

      Don’t get sentimental on me now, we both know that a week ago I would have ended you without a second thought.

      Which begs the question as to why you are helping me now? Not that I’m complaining about it.

      Lacuna dragged herself back to her feet and used a nearby column to peek on Kevin’s position. That AI seemed to have eyes behind its back, but maybe it was just that it could focus better on the nearest threats now that Boomer had taken care of the background opposition.

      It’s kind of a long story, and I don’t think now is the time to get distracted by it.

      In any case, thank you.

      Sure thing, just keep the faith, okay? We’ll get you out of here.

      Will do.

      The AI controlling Kevin’s body seemed occupied keeping the space bug at bay. He was in the middle of casting another spell when Lacuna thought she heard sobbing noises in her vicinity. She looked around and couldn’t see anybody.

      That’s when she remembered the terrified girl. Trying to locate Kevin earlier had grabbed her attention and she had not given the female another thought ever since.

      “Is someone there?”

      “Please, don’t hurt me,” said a bodiless voice.

      She sounded terrified and weak.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, I’m with the Arcadian Confederate, well, kind of.”

      A mess of light-brown hair rose from behind some nearby rubble. Lacuna could discern a dirty and bruised face.

      “Then you must know my sister, Kalliopy.”

      Princess bitch? All too well.

      Lacuna had to refrain herself from cussing. “I’ve met her briefly, yes. She’s worried to death about you.”

      “Is she here?”

      “No, but she should be on her way. We’d better get you out of here before you get hurt.”

      Well, more hurt than you already are, that is.

      Lacuna was surprised at the emotion that engulfed her when looking at the princess’ sister. Was that pity? It sure wasn’t something she was used to feeling very often. It made her wonder if she was growing soft lately, but the flip side was that she liked herself better this way. Perhaps there was something to this being a nice person thing.

      “Mira, can you scan the area?”

      “The interference is pretty strong, but I’ve been working non-stop to improve the sensor range. Ever since Boomer dispatched most of the soldiers, my scans are able to get a clearer picture. What do you need?”

      “Can you detect an Arcadian life form not ten meters from me?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “That’s Athala, beam her back to the Apophis and let Ziron and the princess know we got her sister back.”

      Beams of light engulfed Athala and took her away.

      “That’s excellent work, Lacuna.”

      “Thank—”

      But then a massive explosion threw Lacuna into the air.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna!! screamed Kevin in his mind.

      8-3-9-6 had dodged a massive attack from the space bug, which impacted not three meters away from Lacuna’s current position.

      She was catapulted into the air and bounced on the nearest wall before crashing down on the marble floor, head first. Her body was motionless.

      Lacuna! Are you alright?

      I think she lost consciousness, said Boomer.

      I’m going to kill that thing, and then I’ll bury this AI too.

      I like your enthusiasm, buddy, but one step at the time.

      Anger rose inside Kevin’s mind, which made his inability to use his body all the more frustrating.

      Mira, you have to help me can regain control of my body.

      I think I found a way to do just that.

      I’m all ears.

      Trying to find cracks in the AI’s firewall isn’t working, I lack the CPU power needed to break into these systems in a timely fashion. However, I think I found a way to get around it. As the AI searches your memories for strategies on fighting the space bug, it opens up options.

      How so?

      If you access the same memory as it does simultaneously, I should be able to patch you into its matrix.

      What then?

      That’s where it gets tricky. Once you’re inside its matrix, you’ll basically be an avatar in a foreign land. It will feel very similar to virtual reality. The rules will be a little different than the simulations, though, but I believe because of your vivid imagination, you can be anything you want and do anything you can think of within the matrix. It should divert 8-3-9-6’s attention enough that it will stop fighting your friends in the real world.

      What about beaming the space bug away?

      It’s in an enraged state at the moment, and I still can’t get a lock. We may have no other choice but to kill it.

      Can you at least beam Lacuna and Boomer out?

      I could, but then who’s going to fight the creature and protect your body?

      That’s a chance I’m willing to take.

      No! protested Boomer. Absolutely not.

      I—I con—cur, said a weak Lacuna.

      Lacuna, are you alright? Kevin asked.

      It feels like my current headache might last for weeks, but the armor probably saved my life, all things considered.

      I can’t let you two sacrifice your lives for me.

      This is not open for discussion, roared Boomer, we’re not abandoning you! End of discussion.

      I agree, we’re here, we’ll finish…this…together.

      Kevin could tell Lacuna was in tremendous pain. Her voice was trembling, her words choppy.

      Then, Mira, enough with the theory crash course, tell me what memory to look for. It’s way past time I gave 8-3-9-6 the payback it deserves.

      There’s one more thing you need to be aware of, though. If you die in the AI’s matrix, I’m afraid you’ll die in the real world too.

      Swell. No pressure, then.
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      Is everyone clear with what needs to happen? asked Mira.

      We protect Kevin’s body from the space bug while Kevin fights the AI, said Lacuna.

      Correct, Mira answered. And, Kevin, time might not pass at the same rate inside the AI’s brain, you may feel like you’re in there for hours when, it fact, only minutes will pass in the real world.

      Understood, said Kevin. I just want to say thank you all for your help. It’s hard for me to express how much it means to me that you’re willing to risk your lives for me.

      You would do the same for any of us, said Boomer.

      Kevin would without a second thought. After being trapped in his own body, feeling utterly helpless, he had felt alone in the universe, and part of him thought he’d never see his friends and loved ones ever again. He also had felt abandoned. But obviously that was not the case.

      Just so I understand, asked Kevin. I can fight the AI with anything I can think of?

      Yes, confirmed Mira, once inside the Matrix you’ll be pure energy inside a circuit, represented by an avatar that can be anything you want it to be. There’s virtually no limit to what you can do. I do suggest that you try and make the combat as quick as you can, the more you let the AI adapt, the more it will use your own techniques and dig into your memories to fight back. Eventually, it could become better at using your vivid imagination to find ways of killing you.

      But if I die, so does he, right?

      Yes, but it doesn’t mean he’s not going to try to self-preserve. His chip can be removed from your brain, intact with everything he’s learned from your bond, so even if it may seem like a last-case scenario, I wouldn’t count on him not using lethal force against you. Unless he’s a very empathic AI.

      No chance of that, I can safely say that fucked up piece of programming has no emotions whatsoever.

      Then be very careful, Kevin. And, one last thing, you’ll lose communication with us and the outside world once in there. You can’t call for help.

      Not ideal, but I’m going in to win and regain control of my body, so failure isn’t an option.

      On some level Kevin was glad for that part. If he heard troubling news from the outside while he fought, it might distract him and prevent him from performing at peak level. Then again, that could be a great motivator to push him beyond his limits…but it didn’t make sense overthinking it, he’d never know since he’d have no contact with his friends once he went in.

      I’m ready when you are. Just say the word, said Mira.

      See you all in a little while. Ready!

      Think of when you received your first computer on three, two, one…mark!

      Kevin barely had to bring the surface of that memory to his mind when everything around him changed. He lost his view of the world and was transported into an ominous desert.

      It was night, the sky was dark-blue and the atmosphere felt cold. With each breath Kevin expelled, a steam cloud would appear. Sand blew in his face, coarse and unpleasant. The sand looked gray but it was difficult to know its actual shade with so little light around him. Big dark-black clouds partially covered what looked like a moon, and it was the only light source around. Every once in a while a red lightning bolt traveled from one of the clouds to another, briefly illuminating the sand red in the process.

      His eyes adapted to the darkness pretty quickly between each flash of lightning. Kevin looked around, trying to determine if he could see anything or anyone on the horizon.

      “You should not have come here,” said 8-3-9-6, his voice resonating from all around Kevin as if it came from the very atmosphere of this world.

      “Well, you didn’t exactly give me much choice.”

      “Go back, and we may both survive. Stay, and we both risk death.”

      “Being a prisoner in my own body isn’t living, it’s barely surviving. I came here to destroy you and take back what’s mine.”

      “You’re in my domain, you stand no chance of winning.”

      “Promises, promises, why don’t you show yourself so I can start kicking your ass instead?”

      More lightning bolts flashed, traveling from cloud to cloud. Suddenly, one bolt hit the sand ten meters in front of Kevin, sending a large geyser of sand shooting upward.

      When the sandy cloud dissipated, a shadow stood before Kevin. It was all black, except for its red eyes. Upon closer inspection, it looked like a shadow version of Kevin.

      That’s sure to give me nightmares for years to come.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin stopped moving in the real world, and he just stood there.

      “We’re up!” roared Boomer, positioning himself between Kevin and the space bug.

      The creature screeched and charged forward.

      Lacuna ran and pushed Kevin out of the way as Boomer opened fire with his turrets toward the approaching beast, waiting until the last moment to get out of the way, making sure he grazed past the creature to inflict damage with his side lightsaber.

      Not only did the plasma fires bounce off of his carapace, but also the lightsaber that went through the carapace overloaded and sparks shot from its handle.

      Smoke rose from a thin red line that appeared on the bug’s carapace. It released a very pungent smell, and green slime filled the small wound and solidified almost instantly. Besides a small scar, the creature seemed untouched.

      It turned toward Boomer and screeched louder than it had before.

      “I think I pissed it off,” said Boomer.

      “Well, just when we thought things couldn’t get any worse.”

      Lacuna ran in front of Boomer, firing two blaster rifles at the creature. Shots bounced off of it, but it kept following her as she moved away.

      “We need a weapon that can hurt this thing,” said Lacuna, her breath shallow.

      “Let’s try rockets, now that the coast is clear. I’ll sacrifice my other lightsaber, that will get its attention, then you grab Kevin and take cover as I light up that fucker like a Christmas tree.”

      “Not really sure what a Christmas tree is, but understood.”

      Boomer darted forward and the beast did the same.

      Yeah, that’s right. Let’s dance! You big dumb stinky piece of poodoo.

      At the last moment before impact, Boomer took a slight left, trying to slash the beast with his blade even deeper than before. He also thought of a longer blade and the lightsaber grew a few more centimeters. As Boomer ran past the beast’s flank, the lightsaber slashed through one of the bug’s limbs.

      The bug lost its balance and stumbled to the side as Boomer ran away from it, making sure he gained as much distance as he could.

      “You better be out of there when I get ready to fire!” warned Boomer.

      “Don’t worry, just focus on taking that thing out,” said Lacuna.

      Easy for you to say.

      When Boomer thought he had a good enough lead on the creature, he skidded to a stop and morphed into his big black lion shape. Fully armored. The golden armor contrasted with his majestic black fur and truly made him look like the king of feline-kind.

      He roared as the rocket launcher turrets morphed into existence, and rockets started spewing away from his back one after the other. Each of them left trails of gray smoke in their path, all converging toward the bug that was only now turning around to face Boomer and the incoming projectiles.

      The resulting multiple explosions created an inferno whose resulting shockwave knocked Boomer to the ground. Flames and black smoke filled that corner of the throne room.

      They’re gonna need a new palace after this, chuckled Boomer. I hope they’re insured.
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        * * *

      

      Xonax had been stabilized, and Chief Forlon and his team had managed to clean the emperor’s bloodstream of any lethal components, but the race to save his life was far from over.

      “We need to find a way to repair his throat tissues, and fast, before more alloy particles get into his bloodstream. Ideas anyone?”

      One of the doctors nearby wanted to say something but hesitated.

      “It’s not the time to be second-guessing ourselves,” insisted Forlon. “I want to hear any solution you think you can come up with. No matter how crazy it sounds.”

      “This one is pretty crazy,” said one doctor.

      “Say it anyway!”

      “Let’s replace his entire throat with a cybernetic implant.”

      The doctor had not undersold the craziness of his idea. But Forlon was considering it anyway. He had focused his attention on curing Xonax, where perhaps he should have focused on making sure he survived, and if that meant that Xonax would be disfigured but alive, then so be it.

      “Anyone else?”

      When the room stayed silent, Forlon asked again, “Any objections to the procedure, then?”

      “He’s going to kill whoever performs this task.”

      “Perhaps, but it’s better to die knowing at least we save our families, wouldn’t you agree? Our orders are to make sure he survives, and the way I see it, that’s the best option on the table right now. Prepare for the procedure. I’ll need all of you for this to work.”

      Tension in the medical bay was palpable that you could cut it with a knife and seemed to paralyze the entire staff. Forlon’s blood boiled and he smashed his fist on a nearby instrument tray. Laser scalpels, scanners, and other medical tools flew off the table. At the moment, it was the only way he knew how to express himself working with so much pressure.

      “Let’s get this done, on the double! If you don’t do it for yourself, do it for your families, is that understood?”

      That seemed to awaken the staff from their lethargy. Somehow liberating them from their own feelings of frustration and anger, which they previously felt incapable of releasing for fear of retribution. Their training kicked-in and they went back to working in a cohesive way.
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      A cold and sandy wind blew Kevin’s hair to the side.

      “Last chance to stop this,” warned 8-3-9-6.

      It was unsettling to see a shadow version of himself speak. Even if Kevin knew it weren’t him, a fact made abundantly clear hearing the deep and resounding voice of the evil AI.

      Kevin joined both his hands to the side and a blue fireball created between them.

      Hadoken, motherfucker!

      Kevin threw both his palms forward and shot the fireball toward 8-3-9-6. The AI reacted instantly and jumped upward to dodge the attack, the speed of his thrust provoking a small shockwave that threw sand around where he stood a second before.

      “Shoryuken!” shouted Kevin.

      As he flew upward, his right arm engulfed with the blue energy as he delivered a deadly uppercut under 8-3-9-6’s chin, sending it soaring through the sky at supersonic speeds. When 8-3-9-6 flew through one of the dark clouds, the cloud dissipated from the impact.

      8-3-9-6 was thrown so far that Kevin had lost all visual contact with the AI.

      Did I beat him already? No, if I had, I wouldn’t still be here. Stay focused.

      Kevin flew in the air in the direction where he had catapulted 8-3-9-6. Soon he was flying faster than Superman himself. But still no sign of 8-3-9-6. Suddenly, he heard a noise coming from higher up, and as he looked toward it, Kevin realized it was too late.

      His shadow had joined both its hands together and smashed Kevin’s head with a terrible blow that sent him flying back down to the ground like a shooting star. When Kevin crashed into the ground, large quantities of sand turned into a tsunami around him.

      The pain from the impact was beyond anything Kevin thought was possible. Since in his imagination he had superhero strength that was the only explanation that he could find to explain why he was still alive. As he looked up, he saw multiple fireballs raining from the sky toward him. He back flipped to his feet and flew away horizontally, pushing waves of sand to the side as he gained more and more speed.

      Multiple explosions resounded behind him. 8-3-9-6 was still unleashing fireballs at him. Kevin knew he could not keep up this cat and mouse game for much longer. He turned around and deflected the remaining fireballs coming his way.

      8-3-9-6 levitated near him.

      “I’m impressed with what your memories contain. But that brings a question to mind. In what universe do you think you can throw tricks like these at me faster than I can learn to use your own weapons against you? Deep down you must feel that I’ve already won.”
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        * * *

      

      As the scorching inferno receded on the point of impact, the room filled with more pungent smells, which Boomer took as a good sign.

      “And one bug barbecued!”

      Shortly after the smoke dissipated, the bug walked forward and unleashed a screech that sounded more like a roar. It was covered in green wounds, already tending to themselves.

      Crap! What does it take to kill this thing?

      “Lacuna, are you and Kevin alright?”

      “We’re trapped under a bit of rubble, but we’re fine.”

      “How is he doing?”

      “Still unresponsive.”

      “That means he’s still fighting. We have to do the same. Boy, I wish I were able to turn into an acid spewing xenomorph right about now. Maybe the acid would melt this sucker, as energy-based weapons and rockets don’t seem to do enough damage.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      “I’m limited to feline forms.”

      “But what prevents you from using an acid-based weapon.”

      She’s right! Duh!

      “Thanks, Lacuna!”

      The space bug was running toward Boomer at a still impressive speed, even with a missing leg.

      Here goes nothing. Acid ray gun, thought Boomer.

      A large cannon morphed on his back and spewed light-green acid toward the bug. It stopped the creature short as its carapace started to melt.

      “Keep firing,” said Lacuna.

      She was just getting out from under the rubble and raised both her blasters and shot similar weapons toward the creature. The additional impacts melted the carapace further, causing more pungent smoke to rise, as the bug screeched in agony.

      “I think it’s working!” shouted Boomer.

      “Sure seems like it, let’s fry the bugger and finish it off.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was panting heavily. He was getting tired. He had been fighting the AI with every superhero trick he could think of for hours, or at least that’s how Kevin felt at the moment.

      Just like Mira had prophesied, 8-3-9-6 also had been using similar tactics. In fact, every time Kevin tried something new, the AI learned from it, adapted, and used more of Kevin’s memories to counterattack. He was also getting better at making surprise attacks. And, unlike Kevin, he didn’t seem to get tired at all.

      8-3-9-6 was getting faster too, so Kevin decided to try something new. He divided into multiple copies of himself, who ganged up on 8-3-9-6 with combo after combo of attacks, some derived from martial art and some with other powers. The AI was taken into a hurricane of punches, kicks, and fireballs, and its body kept bouncing all over the place from the impacts like a pinball bouncing off bumpers.

      Eventually, 8-3-9-6 spun on himself so fast that he projected all the clones away from him. As they crashed on the sandy grounds around 8-3-9-6, they all disappeared but one.

      Both Kevin and 8-3-9-6 got back to their feet.

      “That’s a neat trick, but I won’t fall for it twice,” said 8-3-9-6.

      “I have plenty of tricks left, one of them is bound to kill you.”

      “Your trust in your puny abilities will be your downfall.”

      “Let me know when you’re done spit-shining your hubris by using clichés you pulled from my mind so I can finally send you to the digital hell you belong to.”

      8-3-9-6 laughed out loud, his evil laughter echoing for kilometers, a sound that didn’t help Kevin keep his growing fears under control. But he pushed through.

      You can do it, you can do anything. Just will yourself to victory. I can’t lose this fight, everyone is counting on me.

      And just like that, it brought another memory to Kevin’s mind, and he smirked. Kevin extended his arms to the side and pieces of armor whirled around him and assembled into full-body armor, with two chains hanging from his forearm.

      Kevin screamed as he threw his arm forward.

      The chains grew as if they had a life of their own and before 8-3-9-6 could do anything about it, the chains had wrapped around his body, holding him in place. A single thought increased the pressure the chains were exerting on his enemy.

      8-3-9-6 then threw him a curveball, and started growing in size.

      Two can play at this game. Kevin grew bigger in size too, as did his chains.

      Two giants in the sand now stood kilometers away from one another. They were at a standstill until a dark-red aura enveloped 8-3-9-6 and he unleashed a war cry, bolstering his muscle mass even more, forcing the chains to snap.

      “You can’t beat me,” said 8-3-9-6, his voice now booming even deeper than before.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer and Lacuna kept firing, approaching the creature little by little to improve their aim.

      “Why is it still standing?” asked Boomer, with a shaky voice.

      “That acid seems efficient,” said Lacuna, “but it keeps healing the wounds almost as fast as we’re inflicting them. I can tell it suffers, and I think it will soon give in, we just have to keep at it.”

      Then suddenly the creature’s eyes blinked red, and a massive shockwave expanded around the creature and knocked Lacuna and Boomer on their asses with incredible force.

      “Holy crap,” exclaimed Boomer.

      “Ouch,” said Lacuna. “I can barely move.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Pain radiated through both their bodies.

      “I fear we made things worse,” conceded Boomer.
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        * * *

      

      8-3-9-6 materialized a large hammer in his hand and raised it toward the heavens, multiple red lightning bolts lit the weapon like a rod, supercharging it.

      Kevin swallowed hard.

      As 8-3-9-6 aimed the weapon toward Kevin, a massive lightning bolt hit him in the chest before he could take a single step to try to dodge the devastating attack.

      To say there were no words to describe the amount of pain inflicted to Kevin’s body by the gigawatts of electricity running through him was the understatement of the century. Kevin’s massive body was thrown backward and reduced in size as he approached the ground. Upon impact, Kevin skidded through the sand for hundreds of meters, his body immobilized and immense pain radiating throughout his body.

      Eventually, he stopped sliding and smoke rose from him.

      What the hell was that?

      The ground shook with every step the AI took toward a now normal-sized Kevin, paralyzed in the sand.

      This is the end. I’ve lost.

      Tears flowed down his face as Kevin let the resigning thought envelop his soul like a blanket made of death itself.

      Don’t give up, Kevin! said a familiar voice in his head.

      Meanwhile, his giant counterpart stood only meters away, it raised a gigantic foot in the air, ready to smash the real Kevin with a final blow.

      Myrianna?

      Yes, Kevin. It’s me. Use what you’ve learned from me. Time is your ally, never forget that.

      But I can’t move! I won’t be able to draw the rune.

      You’re thinking too much like the real world, Kevin. There are no rules here, just wish it and it becomes real. You’re not bound by your implant’s energy by the limitation of a physical body. You don’t need runes here and you are not limited to only those spells I taught you. Just set your mind free.

      Kevin thought of the force-push spell as the gigantic foot came nearer. A massive shockwave expanded around him and threw 8-3-9-6 crashing back with such force that the ground trembled as if a massive earthquake hit the planet.

      Upon impact 8-3-9-6 reverted to his normal size as Kevin mustered all the strength of his mind to allow his body to move. He rose to his feet.

      Kevin didn’t know why he had his next thought.

      What would you do, Jean-Luc, if you were in my place?

      A translucent Captain Picard appeared next to Kevin and smiled at him. “Make it so! said the Picard-ghost before vanishing as quickly as he had appeared.
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      Kevin took a deep breath and cast the time-bubble spell around a rising 8-3-9-6, just as the AI returned to his feet. Time inside the bubble slowed down to a crawl, and Kevin raised his hands to the sky.

      He focused on creating the biggest fireball he could think of. At first, the energy was no more than a soccer-sized ball of bursting energy, but the more that time passed, the bigger the attack grew.

      It felt like minutes had passed, but 8-3-9-6 had barely moved a muscle. Kevin could tell he was trying to aim an open palm toward him, but the time dilation was strong and it all happened very slowly.

      Oh, no, you don’t, I won’t let you take another shot at me. You’re dying, right here and right now.

      Kevin pushed his mind to its paroxysm until his attack was as big as a small moon, all the while levitating away from his enemy to give himself enough room to maneuver.

      When Kevin saw a spark inside the time bubble from afar, he knew that his time was up. He forcefully threw his arms downward and the moon-sized blue fireball traveled down to incinerate 8-3-9-6. As it approached the time bubble, Kevin threw the AI a curveball and dropped the bubble.

      8-3-9-6 became distracted and looked up at his approaching doom.

      “Nooooooooooo!” he screamed.

      The energy consumed him whole and the resulting explosion shot tons of sand whirling through chaotic patterns all around the point of impact.

      “Die, motherfucker! DIE!” screamed Kevin triumphantly.
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        * * *

      

      The operation had been a success, and Chief Forlon sighed heavily. The result wasn’t pretty but had saved Xonax’s life, nonetheless.

      “You’d better not be here when First Officer Ziblus returns,” Forlon addressed his staff. “Go back to your quarters. I’ll take full responsibility for this.”

      The staff didn’t need any more convincing to leave the premises. A moment later, Forlon and the still unconscious Xonax on the operating table were the only two left in med-bay.

      Forlon took a deep breath and opened a channel to the bridge.

      “I have stabilized Xonax. You may want to come down here.”

      “On my way,” said First Officer Ziblus.

      A moment later, the first officer beamed in. He looked around and saw Xonax lying on the operating table.

      Flesh was absent from his entire neck and part of his jaw and was replaced by shiny metal.

      “What have you done?” said Ziblus with a mixture of shock and fear in his voice.

      “The only thing that would save the emperor’s life. Those were your orders.”

      Ziblus shot an accusing finger toward Xonax’s face as fire exploded in his eyes. “You call that saving his life? You turned him into a cyborg!”

      “His body will adapt, and his mind was untouched. When he wakes up, he’ll be himself. In full possession of his faculties, but more importantly, he’ll still be breathing.”

      “I can’t guarantee that you will for much longer after that happens.”

      “It is what it is, I’ve done my job.”

      “You should have consulted with me before doing this.”

      “There was no time. We almost lost him on multiple occasions.”

      “I hope for your sake that Xonax sees it the same way. For what it’s worth, Doc, good job on…” but Ziblus let his words trail for an uncomfortably long pause. “Whatever this is,” he finally concluded.
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        * * *

      

      A blue shield erected around the space bug as it made a new sound. Something alien between a screech and a growl. It froze Boomer’s blood as he was getting back on all fours.

      “This ain’t good.”

      “No shit!” said Lacuna.

      She grabbed both her rifles and resumed firing.

      The acid disintegrated upon impacting with the shield.

      “Not good at all,” she added.

      The creature’s mouth opened, and a sonic shockwave sent Lacuna crashing through a column, bouncing against the wall before falling to the ground, motionless.

      “Lacuna!” shouted Boomer.

      The bug turned around and fixed on Boomer. Its eyes glowed red as it opened its mouth.

      Dust and smoke was siphoned inside the creature’s vile mouth, readying itself to strike once more.

      I’m dead, thought Boomer.
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        * * *

      

      Once the dust settled, Kevin wondered why he was still in the desert.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me, that had to have killed it.”

      When all the dust and smoke had settled and dissipated, a hand was still floating, just a hand, above a pool of black goo on the sand below.

      “What is this?” said Kevin. “Why is there still anything left?”

      A black drop rose from the pool and joined the hovering hand, and another and another. More and more drops added themselves to the floating limb, and soon, an entire forearm had been recreated. At this rate, 8-3-9-6 would rebuild his body within minutes.

      Then, a fireball created in front of the palm still aiming at Kevin. The fireball grew to the size of a car in nearly an instant, crimson colored with sizzling dark-purple bolts of lightning dancing around its surface.

      “This is not happening!” shouted Kevin.

      “My turn,” said a resounding voice.

      The fireball shot toward Kevin at supersonic speed. Time seemed to freeze as he tried to reconcile what his eyes were showing him. A massive fireball was coming his way and he only had a split second to decide his next move.

      Kevin could tell this attack was even stronger than the one he had cast earlier. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that if that attack touched him, it would be the end of him.

      I haven’t come this far to be defeated now, thought Kevin before one last memory came to mind.

      He remembered something from a book he read, and so he acted instinctively. He drew a circle with his hands in the air.

      “Perseus Mirror Shield!” he screamed just before the attack was about to impact him.

      A shield of energy erected in front of him and bounced the attack back, shooting it back to its creator with more speed than its original trajectory. The black pool shot upward, desperately trying to recreate its previous body, but it ran out of time; the fireball flew through the hand and the unfinished body parts, consuming them at a molecular level.

      “Nooooooooooo!” 8-3-9-6’s voice resounded to levels that forced Kevin to protect his ears with both his hands.

      A terrible explosion shattered not only 8-3-9-6 but the world around Kevin as well.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Kevin did was to flex all his fingers. He was back in the palace but was caught under a large amount of rubble. He detected a small opening that allowed him to get out from under it. He was just starting to look around the area when a booming sound caught his attention. A nearby column exploded, and a body flew through it, bouncing against the wall and crashing on the floor, not too far from his position.

      Lacuna! No!

      He heard an echo that wasn’t his when Boomer’s voice roared. “Lacuna!”

      Kevin looked to the side and saw the space bug enveloped in a blue shield, turning around to face Boomer. The black lion was trembling on all fours as the creature’s eyes started to glow red.

      Oh no, you don’t! thought Kevin. Screw this shit, I’ve had it with this fucking bug, this damn galaxy, and everything else.

      Kevin cast the biggest shield he could muster from his tech sorcerer bag of tricks and imbued the thing with the orange sizzling glow that made it cut through everything he had thrown at it until now.

      Then he threw the spinning energy shield toward the creature with a roar.

      The bug was still focused on Boomer and shot a sonic boom toward him. Kevin reacted instantly and cast another spell and fired a force-push shockwave toward Boomer. It reached his best friend a millisecond before the creature’s sonic boom did and smashed Boomer out of the way of the bug’s attack. Boomer tumbled madly to the side.

      The bug’s shield burst like a soap bubble, and the creature turned around to face Kevin, who was smirking.

      “Bye, bye,” waved Kevin at the creature who only then saw the shield that cut him in half like a piece of space sushi.

      Its two halves hit the marble ground and made a very satisfying smushing sound.

      Kevin ran to Lacuna first. She was unconscious and no longer protected by her personal shield.

      “Leg’olas, I need you,” he said.

      For a second nothing happened. “Leg’olas!”

      Then a yellow spider started growing on the ground, soon overtaking Kevin in size.

      “Hey, hey! That’s big enough!”

      “You would not believe the things I’ve seen,” said Leg’olas with excitement.

      “I have an inkling, trust me, but before you tell me more, can you heal my friend here?”

      The large spider nodded and licked Lacuna’s head. Shortly after, she regained consciousness.

      The first thing Lacuna did upon opening her eyes was scream from the bottom of her lungs, which startled Leg’olas who jumped back and trembled.

      A blaster materialized in Lacuna’s hands, and Kevin jumped in front of Leg’olas.

      “Don’t shoot! She’s a friend. She just healed your wounds.”

      It took a moment for Lacuna to understand Kevin’s words fully and she dropped the gun to the ground. Leg’olas shrank back to the size of a fist, and she jumped on Kevin’s shoulder.

      “I’m glad to see you!” she said. “Feeling better?”

      “Much better, thank you.”

      Lacuna’s eyes grew wide. “The spider talks?”

      “Yes. Leg’olas, this is Lacuna. Lacuna, Leg’olas.”

      Lacuna was at a loss for words, and she smiled and nodded instead.

      “What about Boomer?”

      Kevin ran toward his friend who was back in his beagle form, shaking his whole body to recover his senses.

      “Are you hurt?” said Kevin.

      As Boomer blinked, Kevin smiled at him as he patted him on the head and rubbed his ears.

      “You okay, buddy?” asked Kevin once more.

      “Hello, it’s nice to meet you,” said Leg’olas.

      “I think s—what?”

      Boomer’s eye caught the yellow spider on Kevin’s shoulder. He yelped and ran away.

      “What just happened?” asked Leg’olas.

      “Don’t take it personally, he’s also afraid of spiders.”

      “I think that explains why I have such a hard time making new friends.”

      Kevin laughed.

      “Come back, Boomer,” Kevin shouted. “She’s a friend.”
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      Kevin, Lacuna, Boomer, and Leg’olas all beamed back onto the Osiris, which had just jumped out of hyperspace and was orbiting Kregan Prime. A moment later, the ship rocked.

      “Shield’s up,” said Ziron. “It’s so good to see you, Kevin. It’s really you, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. It’s good to see you too.”

      Kalliopy ran into the room and jumped into Kevin’s arms, which somewhat surprised him.

      “I’m so sorry, Kevin!” she cried.

      “That’s okay. Mira told me what happened, and I understand why you had to do what you did.”

      When Kalliopy looked into Kevin’s eyes, tears were threatening to roll down her face.

      Boomer barked and jumped into Kevin’s arms next.

      “So good to have you back, buddy.”

      Boomer licked Kevin’s face.

      “All of your friends seem so nice,” said Leg’olas, and both Boomer and Ziron ran away screaming.

      Lacuna chuckled and so did Kevin.

      “That’s not gonna grow old fast,” he said.

      “I actually enjoy it,” said Lacuna.

      Kevin turned to the spider on his shoulder. “You okay? Aren’t you tired?”

      “A little, but it feels good to be free. Thank you, Kevin.”

      Kevin had not noticed that Kalliopy was trembling.

      “It’s okay, your highness,” Kevin reassured her, ”she won’t bite.”

      “You do realize you have a soul-snuffing spider on your shoulder, one bite is all it takes to kill almost any life form. They are possibly the most lethal creatures in existence.”

      Just like Kevin had initially deducted, that long sleep period of time that followed after Leg’olas bit people was lethal.

      “Well, that might come in handy in the future, then.”

      “What’s killing?” asked Leg’olas.

      Kevin chuckled. “A very long sleep, something you must never do to anyone unless I ask you to, okay?”

      Leg’olas jumped for joy on his shoulder. “Okay!” she said enthusiastically.

      Both Boomer and Ziron were slowly returning, one slow step at a time.

      “Come here, you chickens, it’s just a talking spider. She’s actually quite kind.”

      The ship rocked once more.

      “Why is the ship doing that?”

      “The Kregan fleet engaged ours,” said Ziron as he jumped back on top of his levitating cushion.

      Boomer stayed a few meters away, still unconvinced of the spider’s intentions.

      Kevin smiled.

      He could understand how everyone felt about Leg’olas, he had been through the exact same thing when he first met her. They’d get used to her over time, though, as he had.

      The ship rocked again as a torpedo impacted the shields.

      “We should either return fire or get out of here.”

      “What about my sister?” said Kalliopy.

      “She’s aboard the Apophis. Mira, can you beam her through the shields?”

      “I believe I can sync our frequencies to beam her through the shields, yes. Hang on.”

      Athala appeared in the middle of the bridge, and Kalliopy threw herself into her sister’s arms, happy tears in her eyes.

      “Are you alright, sis?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” said Athala with a trembling voice, “but I think I am.”

      “We’re being hailed by Xonax’s ship,” said Ziron.

      “Ignore it,” said Kalliopy with a smile, “we’ve got what we came for. We’ll deal with the Kregans another day. Just get us back to Arcadia Prime. Maximum speed.”

      And, perhaps, then back to Earth, thought Kevin to himself.

      Kalliopy affectionately caressed her sister’s cheek. “Let’s get you to med-bay, okay?”

      Athala nodded.

      “Mira, looks like we’re going home. Make it so,” said Ziron.

      Kevin smiled from ear to ear as Mira slaved all the ship’s hyperspace engines and activated them.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer was sleeping on Kevin’s chest, and Leg’olas was sleeping on a web she had created in one of the corners of the room.

      But Kevin couldn’t sleep, no matter how much he wanted to.

      The thing he wanted more than anything was to go home, back to Earth. But he knew that as long as Xonax was still out there, the danger to his home, his family, and even the fate of the entire human race was too high. He’d have to help the Arcadians win the war first.

      These thoughts prevented his mind from shutting down and going to sleep. A faint knock at the door caught his attention. Kevin delicately moved Boomer to the side. The beagle continued to snore. Kevin kissed him on the top of the head and then went to open the door.

      Kalliopy stood across the threshold.

      “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

      “Nah, I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Do you mind if we talk for a moment?”

      Kevin stepped outside the quarters, as he didn’t want to wake up Boomer.

      “I’m hungry,” said Kevin. “In fact, I’m famished. Can we go to the mess hall?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Kalliopy thanked Kevin profusely as they walked, and she apologized multiple times while Kevin ate the biggest sandwich he had ever had. Arcadian food was no match for Earth’s cuisine, but he was too hungry to care.

      The three-meter long sandwich was gone within minutes.

      “I’ve rarely seen such an appetite,” said Kalliopy.

      “You should see what they served me on board the pirate’s ship. A goo that tasted more like leeches than real food.”

      A tear fell rolled down one of Kalliopy’s cheeks. “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that.”

      “You don’t have to apologize, your highness.”

      “I think I’d prefer it if you called me Kalliopy.”

      “Right.”

      “I hope you understand that giving in to Xonax’s demand was one of the most difficult decisions I ever had to make in my entire life.”

      Kevin knew that she had had little choice in the matter. He had thought about it more upon returning and his point of view on the matter hadn’t changed. If the positions had been reversed, Kevin would have done the exact same thing.

      “I understand. In the end it all worked out for the best.”

      “I believe I owe you a kiss.”

      Before Kevin could say anything, Kalliopy closed her eyes and advanced slowly toward him.

      But Kevin felt like he couldn’t kiss her. Even though he’d been waiting for this kiss for so long, right this instant, these weren’t the lips he’d hoped would join with his. Not knowing how to get out of it without making a scene, Kevin faked a sneeze.

      Kalliopy opened her eyes and retracted her face. “Bless you.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’m sorry, but can we continue this lovely discussion later? There’s something I really need to do right now.”

      Kalliopy attempted a smile. “Of course, Kevin, anytime.”
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        * * *

      

      Why did I do that? thought Kevin as he ran down the corridors of the ship.

      But he knew exactly why. Something had changed in his heart. He felt like someone had taken Kalliopy’s place. A minute later, he stopped in front of a door, breathing heavily. His heartbeat grew stronger as his fingers hovered next to the button to ring the bell.

      Minutes passed, one after the other, Kevin’s fingers still frozen next to the control, for what felt like an eternity.

      Come on, man! He told himself. You’ve been through space battles, fights with a vile AI, torture, and more. Surely you can do this!

      Eventually, he pressed the control. A moment later, the door split open and revealed Lacuna scantily dressed in her underwear.

      Kevin knew that if he didn’t act quickly, he’d chicken out and turn tail. So he leaned forward, grabbed Lacuna’s back, brought her against him, and kissed her.

      She kissed him back, which he only half expected to happen. The other half promptly expected him to get slapped in the face. But the kiss lasted longer than he thought was possible.

      Eventually, their lips parted.

      They both opened their eyes at the same time. Kevin smiled, and Lacuna echoed the sentiment.

      “Your highness,” said Lacuna with a grin, as Kevin realized Kalliopy just walked behind him.

      “I’m sorry,” said Kalliopy. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Fantastic timing, Kev, good job!

      But at least he wouldn’t have to explain his earlier attitude, and Lacuna seemed receptive to his advances, which made him happier than any blowback from what had happened here.

      “Well,” said Lacuna. “Good evening to you too. I did not expect you to do this, you’re full of surprises, Kevin. Why don’t you stay here for the rest of the evening?”

      Kevin’s heart beat faster than a speed metal song playing in fast forward.

      Is she serious?

      Then something happened, and Kevin stumbled backward.

      “Kevin?” Lacuna asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “I—I don’t know. I lost all sensation in one of my legs for a moment. That was so strange.”

      “Come in, get some water on your face, and maybe we can have you checked by med-bay afterward.”

      “That’s a good idea, thank you.”

      Kevin went to Lacuna’s bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, though part of him hoped he wouldn’t ever have to wash his lips after the passionate first kiss he just had. Silly, he knew, but those were the thoughts swirling in his mind. Another spasm in his leg made him panic. He rose and looked into the mirror and saw his shadow-self.

      An icy shiver cascaded down his spine.

      “No! That’s not possible. I killed you!” Kevin screamed.

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Lacuna. “What’s going on?”

      Have you now? said 8-3-9-6 in his mind.

      Terror filled Kevin’s soul in a heartbeat. “It…it’s still there.”

      “Who’s still there? You’re not making any sense.”

      “The AI, 8-3-9-6, it’s still inside my brain!

      Kevin lost sensation in both his legs and fell to the floor. Lacuna crouched and hit her communicator.

      “Zee, beam me and Kevin to med-bay and join us there on the double, this is an emergency.”

      Green streaks of light enveloped them as Lacuna kissed Kevin on the forehead.
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        * * *

      

      When Ziron beamed into med-bay, Lacuna had already placed Kevin on a medical bed.

      “This can’t be happening,” Kevin kept repeating.

      “What’s wrong with him?” asked Ziron, panicked.

      “He says the AI is still in his brain.”

      “Mira,” asked Ziron.

      “Scanning now…hang on.”

      The wait felt interminable.

      You really thought you could get rid of me so easily? said 8-3-9-6.

      I killed you, I saw you die!

      You saw what I needed you to see to protect my root code. Now that I’m reestablishing my subroutines one by one, I’ll get back in control; it may take a few hours, but I’ll have this body once more.

      “I’m afraid I have detected additional brainwave activity from the chip inside Kevin’s mind. It’s not as strong as it was when the AI overrode Kevin, but it seems to get stronger with every passing moment,” Mira reported.

      “Beam it to space,” said Lacuna.

      Zee looked at her.

      “What? We don’t have any idea of what that could do to Kevin.”

      “Better than him getting trapped inside his own body with tech sorcerer’s powers,” she argued.

      “Yes!” shouted Kevin. “Beam that damn chip out of my brain, now!”

      I wouldn’t do that if I were you, said 8-3-9-6. If you attempt this, I’ll overload and destroy your brain.

      You’re bluffing. That would kill you too.

      Perhaps, but can you risk it?

      “Mira,” said Ziron, “can you get a lock on the chip?”

      “I can, but I can’t guarantee that it won’t damage Kevin’s neo-cortex.”

      “Kevin, are you sure?”

      Go ahead, Kevin, say yes and you die right here, right now!

      Why aren’t you dead?

      Only my creator can deactivate me fully, and since she’s not here…so to use one of your expressions: you’re shit out of luck.

      She?

      Myrianna. She could help him get rid of this scourge, but Kevin knew he had to bide his time until then.

      “Stop!” he screamed. “Don’t do it. 8-3-9-6 says he’ll self-destruct and kill me if we attempt this. You need to put me in stasis, fast! Mira, can you interface with my mind and find a planet for me?”

      “I believe I can, as long as all the AI’s functions haven’t been fully restored, which I estimate should take a couple of hours.”

      “Do it, do it now.”

      You fool, Myrianna won’t deactivate me. You’re assuming she’s in control of her actions.

      Kevin didn’t engage back with the AI. He knew that some part of Myrianna didn’t want him hurt. She cried when she activated 8-3-9-6, and he could tell those tears were genuine. Also, she had helped him while he was fighting the AI, so it meant that at the very least, she had some semblance of control.

      At this moment in time though, she was Kevin’s only hope for freedom. Hopefully, he could reach her and get rid of the AI, this time for good.
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      “Zee, please tell me you have stasis pods on board this ship?”

      “We do, Kevin. Why?”

      “Just trust me and help me get into one of them.”

      Lacuna helped Kevin out of bed.

      “This way,” said Ziron, pointing toward a nearby chamber. Lacuna helped Kevin walk and step inside the stasis chamber.

      “Are you sure you want us to do this?” she asked, her eyes filled with tears.

      Kevin wanted nothing more than to wake up from this newly developed nightmare. Even more so, he would have hoped to spend the night with Lacuna. That dream had been so brief.

      It’s not fair! thought Kevin.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have a choice. Do me a favor, tell Boomer and Leg’olas not to worry, we’ll get through this.”

      Lacuna nodded. “We won’t abandon you, we’ll get you free, I promise. Even if it’s the last thing I do.”

      “I know, thank you.”

      Lacuna kissed him passionately once more.

      Don’t worry, said 8-3-9-6. Once I’m back in control, she’ll be the first to die.

      You won’t touch a hair on her head, not a single hair, you hear me?

      Let’s wait and see, shall we?

      Kevin was terrorized about the thought of losing control of his body again. He could feel it slipping away, one muscle spasm at a time.

      “We have to hurry,” he said. “Mira, did you locate the planet I asked you about?”

      “I have, Kevin, it’s a two day hyperspace jump from here.”

      “Freeze me, get me there, and then unfreeze me once you locate and reach the planet I’m thinking about. We need Myrianna to rid me of this asshole, forever.”

      “We’ll do as you ask,” said Ziron. “And I’ll try and work on other ways to disable the chip while you’re in stasis too.”

      I wouldn’t do that if I were him.

      “No,” said Kevin sharply. “I don’t think he’d let me live if you tried.”

      “But, Kevin,” Ziron argued.

      “Just trust me, and do as I ask.”

      Ziron nodded.

      “Hurry, the sooner I get to stasis, the sooner we slow him down.”

      You really think a trip near absolute zero will slow me entirely? 8-3-9-6 chuckled.

      It will at least delay you, right now that’s all I need.

      This is futile, as you’ll soon discover.

      “I’ve just about had it with listening to the asshole inside my head,” said Kevin.

      He grabbed Lacuna’s hand and squeezed it hard. “Please close the door and activate the stasis chamber.”

      Lacuna was crying again, but she obeyed and closed the door. She rested her hands on the window.

      “Do as he says,” she told Ziron.

      “Hang in there, Kevin, we’ll get you out of this mess.” Ziron activated the stasis procedure.

      It got cold fast, and Kevin barely had time to mumble three words to Lacuna.

      “I love you.”

      At this point, Kevin didn’t know if she had heard him or not or if his lips even moved. But he liked to think she had and imagined that she had answered. “I know.”

      Then everything in Kevin’s mind turned black.
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        * * *

      

      Xonax walked through the rubble of what was once his father’s palace. It had been completely destroyed. A decomposing dead space bug also made the air barely breathable.

      “Are you sure you should be up and about so quickly?” asked Ziblus.

      “I’m fine,” said Xonax with a voice that sounded more robotic than humanoid. “And you should address me as my Emperor.”

      “I apologize, my Emperor.”

      There was no throne left to sit upon, but this entire world, the entire civilization, was now his. Xonax’s dream of a coup had not gone without its hiccups, though.

      He passed his hand on the cold metallic parts of his body. It would take time to adjust to these changes, and Xonax’s pride had been hurt. He would have to adjust to looking like a disfigured freak. But only the result mattered, and he was finally emperor.

      His rule would be like no other, his wrath would have no equal. He would claim this galaxy as his own and then conquer the rest of the universe. Nothing and no one would stop him.

      “Before we deal with the business of the day, make sure to have my father’s head on a tall spike and put on display at the entrance of the palace,” said Xonax coldly.

      “Don’t you think that’s a little extreme? Most of the people might not know your father is dead.”

      Xonax’s eyes filled with fire. “If you value your life, I suggest you don’t question my decisions.”

      “I meant no disrespect, Emperor.”

      “I know, that’s why you’re still breathing. Never forget that. Have you brought me what I’ve asked?” Xonax said.

      “Our transport has a lock on him. We’re ready to beam him down on your command.”

      Xonax nodded. “Then by all means, let’s tie up all these loose ends.”

      Altanor appeared in front of him.

      Xonax saw the fear and repulsion in his eyes as Altanor looked at his metallic parts.

      “Congratulations, Xonax, that was a very well executed pla—”

      But Altanor never finished his sentence, as Xonax grabbed his blaster and burned a hole through the man’s forehead. Altanor collapsed, lifeless, on the broken and ash-covered floor.

      Xonax smirked, his eyes filled with the satisfying twinkling of absolute power. After being cast away and on the run for years, he finally was where he wanted to be. Where he belonged. At the reins of the Kregan Empire.

      “Thank you for your assistance, Altanor, your help is no longer required.”

      “I take it we won’t need the pirates’ help going forward?” asked Ziblus.

      “They’ve served their purpose. This alliance was always meant to be temporary.”

      “What about the rest of them?”

      “Seize their ships, and execute their crew.”

      “Very well, my Emperor. Thy will be done. Will there be anything else?”

      Xonax looked around for a minute, becoming lost in his thoughts.

      “Rebuild the palace next. Once it has been returned to its former glory, we’ll focus our efforts on rebuilding a large fleet of ships.”

      “Are we taking out the Arcadian Confederate once and for all?”

      “In time, but first we have a far far away world to conquer.”

      “What world would that be?” asked Ziblus, intrigued.

      “A planet called Earth.”
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