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      “You’ll never amount to anything!”

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

      Was his father right? Was he good for nothing? 

      Kevin had dreams and aspirations; he wanted to make a difference. He wanted to change the world and make people’s lives better. Like Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, or even Henry Ford before them. His brain was boiling with ideas, but he never managed to convince anyone to take a financial risk on them. Was it his young age? Or was he being too passionate when he presented them to his peers?

      This latest rejection letter from the one school he wanted to go to more than anything in the world was the final nail in his proverbial coffin.

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

      That was his father talking, and he knew it, but in this moment of utter despair, it felt like a very real, possible future. It scared Kevin to no end, and he would do anything to avoid such a future. Still, in this contemplative moment, he felt utterly alone and hopeless.

      His smartphone buzzed inside his pocket. It was a text message. 

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

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

      Were his dad’s own shortcomings the reason he wasn’t supportive of his only son? Kevin wondered as he gazed and lost himself in the immensity of the starlit sky. He had always loved the stars. In fact, up until he was fifteen, his favorite pastime had been stargazing with the telescope his grandfather bought him on his ninth birthday. Of course, that favorite nocturnal pastime of his had ended one night when his drunken father had tripped on it and broken it. As if that hadn’t been enough of a blow to Kevin’s morale, his father had both blamed and punished him on top of tripping and breaking his most prized possession. Typical.

      On nights like these, with a clear view of the beautiful milky way, Kevin wished he could leave this planet and explore the stars. When he was younger, he even thought he’d become an astronaut, but his father repeatedly hammered the fact that NASA wasn’t in the business of hiring short and untalented kids, so eventually, the mere mention of astronauts had become a sensitive subject for him.

      And yet, deep down in his soul, he rarely felt as much at peace with himself and the rest of his world than when gazing at the stars for hours, letting his mind wander to the infinity of the universe and imagining what could be happening out there. He imagined all those alien civilizations spreading throughout the thousands of nearby galaxies. What did they look like? Were they similar to humans or more evolved? Were they at war with one another?

      He could ask himself these questions for hours on end and try creating fictional answers for them in order to escape the cold, harsh reality of his life on this rock, in a family where he’d always felt like an unwelcomed guest, and a father that had such a pale opinion of him that Kevin even wondered if his father actually had any other feelings for him besides disdain.

      The phone vibrated in his pocket again. Probably another threat from his father if he didn’t return to wash the dishes from a meal he hadn’t even participated in, but Kevin was not in the mood tonight. Even though he knew that action would have consequences the next day.

      I don’t care. My life can’t possibly get any worse at this point. What’s one more week grounded and without the internet?

      Yet, deep down, he knew that he had most of his life ahead of him. He could still remember the party for his eighteenth birthday, back in June, when he still thought that by the end of the summer, he’d be admitted to the country’s most reputed technology school.

      So what if he didn’t get in? Some of the most brilliant minds of this world hadn’t finished their education either, and yet they changed the world. Perhaps he could carve a similar path for himself. Perhaps he’d be put in a position to change not only his own destiny but those of billions of other living souls, too.

      Or he could get into another school, but, somehow, during this breezy night, that prospect felt just as appealing to him as the thought of returning home and washing the dishes.

      The rejection letter was still floating a few yards away from him. It was now soaked, and by the time Kevin finally decided he should probably take it out of the lake, it disintegrated into a mush of recycled paper as it tore into clumps that sank into the water, just like his spirits had in the last couple of hours.

      The irony was so thick Kevin could feel it in the air.

      Then, he heard a bark in the distance. He knew that sound well, and while he felt sorry leaving his dog Boomer in his bedroom when he decided to take a walk, he could use the company of his best friend in the world now. He was the best in the whole universe even. No one understood nor loved Kevin as much as Boomer did.

      Sometimes, when he talked to him, even though the beagle couldn’t answer with words, it always seemed to Kevin that Boomer understood everything he said and answered accordingly. In fact, Kevin enjoyed playing a mental game where he subtitled every one of his dog’s barks and even imagined a human voice inside his thoughts when he did so.

      It didn’t take long for Boomer to appear in the distance, his small feet sprinting in the grass while his tongue slapped on the sides of his snout and his floppy ears wavered all around his cute little head.

      The endearing sight managed to put a smile on Kevin’s face, if only for a fleeting moment.

      Even if Kevin couldn’t see love in his father’s eyes, he could, however, see an infinite amount of it inside Boomer’s eyes, and it filled his heart with a warmth he so desperately needed right now.

      Boomer leaped from the ground to land in Kevin’s arms and licked his face.

      “Hey, Boomer, what are you doing here? Dad will be pissed if he knew you left the house on your own, you know that. I sure hope he didn’t see you sneak out, or we’ll both be grounded again.”

      Boomer barked twice.

      Boomer’s tone indicated to Kevin that his best friend didn’t care what his father’s opinion was. They had that in common.

      Or, more precisely: He can go to hell, is what Kevin imagined Boomer had said with the imaginary voice he had given his dog.

      “I couldn’t agree with you more,” said Kevin as he kissed Boomer’s forehead and affectionately rubbed his back.

      Boomer jumped to the ground and sniffed around.

      “What do you smell, buddy?” asked Kevin.

      Boomer ignored the question and kept advancing toward the shore and jumped into the water.

      “What are you doing?”

      Boomer grabbed one of the still floating pieces of paper and brought it out.

      “Don’t eat that, it will make you sick. That’s my rejection letter, well… what’s left of it anyway. Not that I intended to frame it or anything, you know, since the good people of Massachusetts didn’t think I have what it takes to grace their school with my loser’s presence.”

      Boomer growled and shook the letter from side to side, splitting the soaked piece into even smaller clumped debris of wet paper. Boomer then lifted one of his back legs and urinated on the soaked mess before using his back legs to throw dirt all over it.

      “I guess that sums it up pretty well… I just hope it doesn’t sum my future up, though.”

      Boomer barked once and then twice in quick succession.

      “It’s nice of you to say, Boomer, and I appreciate it, but let’s be realistic for a moment.”

      Boomer walked back toward Kevin but stopped midway to shake the water off his fur. When he finished trotting and reached Kevin’s feet, he sat, looked up and barked once with assertion.

      “I wish I had your confidence in me. Sure would make things easier.”

      But then Boomer jumped in place, looking toward the heavens over the lake, before growling and barking over and over. There was no mistaking it; there was fear in Boomer’s voice.

      “What is it, Boomer, what did you see?”

      Kevin looked up and something grabbed his attention. A blinking red dot in the night sky where there shouldn’t be one. He knew every one of these stars and had committed most constellations to memory. The second clue that triggered his curiosity was the fact that the red dot seemed to be growing in size.

      Was it a meteorite?

      In all his years stargazing, he had never seen anything quite like it, and so Kevin’s heartbeat accelerated as the anomaly grew bigger. It didn’t take long for him to realize that the approaching fireball was coming straight at him, but even so, Kevin was riveted in place and couldn’t move. Meanwhile, Boomer’s barks had intensified in both frequency and pitch.

      “It’s okay, Boomer, everything will be all right.”

      At least, I hope so.

      Truth be told, Kevin’s last words had been as much for his benefit as they’d been to calm Boomer’s anxiety.

      Prior to impact, the fireball appeared to slow down before splashing into the lake, sending a massive wave of water upward upon its entry. Kevin looked around to see if anyone else had seen the splashdown, but he was alone. He took a few steps closer to the shoreline, with Boomer timidly walking by his side, moaning in a muffled fashion. 

      About fifty yards in front of him, the water took on an orange glow from a light coming from under the water that bubbled heavily. It was as if the water was boiling, but there was no apparent steam, so Kevin didn’t think the bubbles resulted from a temperature rise.

      Moments later, a metallic sphere, slightly smaller than a compact car, slowly emerged from the bubbly surface. In doing so, it added a few new ripples expanding around it as it floated upward. A hiss could be heard as billowy steam evaporated around the object.
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      “What is that thing? Could it be a UFO?” Kevin asked.

      Boomer’s assertive barks seemed to convey that his beagle friend agreed, at the very least.

      “How would you know it’s a UFO, Boomer? Could just be a satellite that fell out of the sky.”

      Boomer made an unusual sound that was neither moan nor yelp but something in between.

      “Alright, I’ll admit it, that seems just as farfetched a hypothesis.”

      Small, colorful light sources reflected on the lake’s surface, only now returning to its pre-impact peacefulness. The last ripples created from the strange object plunging into the body of water were fading away. The sphere emitted a low hum and, upon closer observation, didn’t feel like any technology made on Earth. And if there was one subject Kevin knew tons about, it was technology.

      “I think I’m getting on board with the out-of-this-world explanation myself, Boomer.”

      But as he said the words, the implication sent Kevin into a mental whirlwind that quickly turned to panic. He took out his smartphone and tried dialing 911. Before establishing a connection, the screen flickered and died, and sparks shot from the phone, prompting Kevin to drop it and let it fall to the muddy grass.

      Boomer grabbed it with his mouth and presented it back to Kevin.

      “Thank you, buddy.”

      Before he could bend down to take it, a sharp hissing sound escaped from the device, startling Boomer who shook his head, sending the phone tumbling and slipping into the water. 

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

      Boomer moaned and lowered his head.

      “It’s okay, Boomer, I don’t blame you for that. Don’t worry about it.”

      Another hiss resounded, accompanied by a bright red light shining inside the metallic sphere. It bled through what appeared to be a dark glass porthole, grabbing Kevin’s attention. A hand slammed against the inside glass, which in turn triggered Kevin’s heart to skip a beat. After taking a deep breath, Kevin focused on the hand, which not only didn’t look human but also appeared wounded.

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

      Boomer was barking non-stop, but it was only now that Kevin’s mind registered the beagle’s objections to Kevin’s reactions to the situation.

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

      When Boomer’s barks intensified, Kevin turned around.

      “It’s okay, buddy, I just want to see if he or she needs help. I’ll be careful, I promise.”

      But Kevin’s word did very little to calm Boomer’s agitation.

      The spherical pod had been slowly drifting toward the shore and stopped as its undercarriage scratched against rocks underneath it. Kevin stopped when he heard a pneumatic noise followed by more heavy steam expelling on both sides of the dark glass. The injured hand was no longer there as the rounded door opened. Red flashes of light inside the pod illuminated the lake, and steam floated all around the pod with crimson hues, giving the still waters a blood-like look. 

      Kevin heard breathing as well as a pronounced wheezing sound, and he had to muster all his courage to resume his approach toward the pod. He decided to swim the rest of the way. By the time he got there, Boomer had jumped in the water and was swimming in order to catch up with Kevin.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Boomer. Perhaps you should stay on the shore.”

      But Boomer barked once and kept going.

      I guess when it comes to being stubborn, you take after me.

      “Anybody hurt in there? Huh… do you need any assistance?”

      There was no answer, so Kevin grabbed the side of the door that was at water level and carefully raised himself out of the water. Boomer jumped out of the water around the same time but slipped on the wet surface. Kevin’s reflexes were fast, and he managed to prevent the beagle from falling back in the water.

      “I told you it could be dangerous; you should not have come over.”

      Boomer’s only response was to shake the water off him and send a good amount of droplets on Kevin’s face.

      When Kevin looked inside the single-seat pod, he saw a humanoid-looking alien, who had purple skin and four-finger hands at the end of long thin arms. From what Kevin could tell, he appeared to be a sizable male that was at least 7 feet tall. The alien appeared battered and in bad shape, as light blue fluid oozed from multiple wounds on its skin. 

      “Holy hell! That’s gotta hurt.”

      Kevin’s blood froze and was overwhelmed with fear but also excitement at the implications of what this could mean. Was he really on an alien spaceship and about to make first contact with this life form? Perhaps one that may not even be from this galaxy.

      Boomer started trembling and moaning.

      “It’s gonna be okay, Boomer, but he sure looks in bad shape.”

      Kevin wondered what to do next. Part of him still wanted to run away and tell someone about this; perhaps officials that could deal with the matter properly.

      As if reading his mind, Boomer barked disapprovingly.

      “I guess when you’re right, you’re right.”

      They both had spent enough sleepless nights watching sci-fi movies on the subject of aliens to know that calling the authorities never yielded anything good for either the alien or the protagonist of these stories. Yet, Kevin feared he was inadequately prepared to be the one making first contact. 

      What if the alien was hostile? What if he came on Earth to invade the planet? What if he could snatch Kevin’s body and pass as human?

      Boomer must have been sensing both Kevin’s anxiety and troubled thoughts as his next barks brought Kevin back to the present moment.

      “Yeah.. you’re right, I’m being silly... I should stop worrying and try to figure out a way to help him.”

      Kevin took a deep breath as if to bolster his courage.

      “Hey... sir, are you alright?”

      Stupid question, he thought.

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

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

      Boomer took a step back and made himself small, both his ears flattened.

      “You understand what he said, don’t you? I certainly wish I did.”

      Kevin pointed to his own ears with his fingers and then shrugged. “I’m sorry, mister; I don’t understand a word you’re saying. Looks like my dog does, and even though we usually understand each other well, I think he lacks the vocabulary to translate what you just said.”

      The alien touched something on a cracked wrist device made of blue glass. A holographic screen hovered near the device and flickered from time to time. The alien keyed in a few commands with his fingers directly interacting with the holo-screen.

      The alien then spoke again, and, this time, Kevin could understand everything he said.

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

      Boomer howled.

      “Woaaa... Did you just learn English?”

      The alien pointed toward his wrist device. 

      “The computer inside this device is translating for me in real-time.”

      “Neat! It’s like Siri on steroids.”

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

      “Sir, you’re from outer space, and I’m just a puny human who can’t even get a good education; I don’t know why you’d think I could help you but trust me when I say I can’t. If you’d like, though, I could try to get help; sure looks to me that you’re in need of a doctor.”

      Kevin used his hands as a megaphone.

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

      “Please— don’t. There is no time for that, I’m afraid; I will die shortly, and there’s no one on your planet that can prevent that. You and only you can help me now.”

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

      “The only way I can help you is by getting you some medical attention. I wouldn’t know what else to do.”

      “No; there... there is another way.”

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

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

      “I think you must have a concussion, sir, because you’re the only one here. I don’t see your people, and I’d love to help, but…”

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

      “Oh, crap! I’m so sorry, I don’t know what to do; your wounds look really bad.”

      “Just... take the pill… place it under your tongue.”

      Kevin looked at the bloodied open palm and the pill. 

      “Don’t get me wrong… it’s not that I don’t trust you or anything, but what if that thing is toxic for my species? Not to mention you haven’t told me what it’s for.”

      “It isn’t toxic; it’s a consciousness transference device. I beg you; please take it. You’re my home world’s only hope.”

      Boomer howled some more.

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

      “That can’t be right, dude. If I’m your last hope, then I’m really sorry to be blunt, but your world is already dead. How could I possibly help you with a pill? It doesn’t make any sense. Perhaps you lost too much blood and it’s affecting your brain functions. We humans often get delirious when…” Kevin hesitated, “we’re at death’s door.”

      Tears filled the alien’s eyes. 

      “Look… sir…”

      Kevin stopped as he realized he was running out of new ways to address the alien. Next on his list was ‘pal,’ but something held Kevin back on that one.

      “Do you have a name?”

      The alien nodded, which seemed a painful action for him to do. “My name is Torgon.”

      “I’m Kevin, and I wish I could say it’s a pleasure meeting you, Torgon, well… let’s just say I wish it were under better circumstances… I also wish I could help you get better; that’s what I’m trying to say. I don’t see how I can realistically help you here.”

      “My children, my wife, and billions of other souls are at stake. I wish there were another way, Kevin, but there isn’t. All these lives depend on you now, whether you understand it or not.” He stopped and coughed up more blood, then added, “You are the only one who can save them. If you don’t use the pill, their deaths are all but assured; but if you do, you’ll have a chance to save every one of them, at no risk to your own life. I— I don’t have much time left, and I wish I could explain further, but I give you my word that in trying to help, there would be no risk to you. Please, I’ll die soon, and I can’t leave this world with the thought that my family and everyone I know and hold dear to my heart will perish with me. Not if there is another way. So this is my dying wish to you… I beg you, Kevin, please help my people.”

      Kevin looked at Boomer, and for a second, he thought Boomer was nodding for him to do it. Though perhaps he imagined it.

      Kevin thought about it. His natural curiosity was tickled by the alien’s proposal, no matter how farfetched it sounded, but on the other hand, as far as he knew, this could all be a ploy to get him to take the pill, which could very well be lethal to human physiology. Yet, the dying alien seemed sincere in his plea. 

      “Okay, I’ll do it.”

      Boomer barked in agreement.

      “What about my dog? Could he come too?”

      “I’m afraid not. I only have one transference pill, and it’s calibrated for your species only. I... I can, however, set it to transmit your brainwaves to his, so he can follow your progress.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “He will see what you see as if he was by your side, but he won’t be transferred to a body of his own.”

      “I still don’t understand what you’re saying, but either way, I’d rather he’d be by my side.”

      The alien fiddled with his wrist device once more but was interrupted by another bloody coughing spell.

      “Are you all right, Torgon?”

      Torgon tried chuckling. “I thought we’d established already… that I’m dying.”

      “Right, silly me. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize, young man; I owe you a debt of gratitude for trying to help my people... one I can never repay. But my people will, if you manage to save them.”

      The alien entered a few more commands on his holographic interface, and a 3D representation of Boomer appeared on the screen. It zoomed in and displayed a representation of the Beagle’s brain.

      “What is it you’re doing, exactly?”

      “What... what you’ve asked of me. I think I can add a subroutine so that instead of your dog just witnessing your experiences through your eyes, I’ll calibrate the pill to establish a link with his brain so he can interact with you there. You just need to first transport to my galaxy so you can piggyback his brain waves on your own subspace link into a sort of avatar for him on the ship.”

      Sounds to me like he’s delirious. In fact I don’t think that pill will do anything, but I should at least try and respect his dying wish… I guess.

      “That—that sounds complicated.”

      “I’m sure it does to you, Kevin, but not to my people. The AI onboard the ship I’m sending you to is more than capable of executing that task. I just hope it’s still there and in working order.”

      The alien moaned with such a high pitch that it made Boomer howl and forced Kevin to protect his ears with his hands.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I give you my word; I swear on my wife and my children’s honor and lives, which will perish if you don’t hurry.”

      Kevin’s father’s words came back to him; his insistence that Kevin didn’t take anything seriously and never dared to try new things, or venture into the unknown. Perhaps this was the answer to his prayers, and he was finally given the opportunity to do something worthwhile, something that could better people’s lives. Even if those lives weren’t human. But, above all, he was being asked to make a difference. Even though it scared him, he knew deep in his heart that he couldn’t refuse such a request.

      Kevin looked at the blinking pill one last time, then looked at Boomer and patted his head vigorously, as if it could be the last time.

      “See you there soon, buddy… I hope.”

      Though I’m not convinced how that’s going to work.

      Boomer barked.

      Kevin took a deep breath, and put the pill under his tongue. It tickled, but that’s all Kevin could register.

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

      But, before Kevin could finish his sentence, the alien pressed a control on his holographic screen with his last dying breath, and everything changed.
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      Kevin felt himself being catapulted into the heavens at incredible speeds; in less than a second, he had left the solar system, passing through nebulae, asteroid fields and nearby planets and stars. He accelerated to a point where he saw entire galaxies flash by him in the blink of an eye. 

      Then, all of a sudden, he felt his body ram into a spaceship, and everything turned dark for a few seconds.

      A loud blaring and other unfamiliar noises and smells surrounded Kevin. He felt disoriented; all his senses felt overloaded from the experience of having been transported across numerous galaxies in just a handful of seconds. The pains and motion sickness Kevin felt were odd and like nothing he’d experienced before, like they weren’t his own.

      He had to blink multiple times to help his brain adapt to what he was seeing. His sense of vision felt different; his field of view was wider than before, and everything in his peripheral vision looked distorted. After he adapted to what his eyes showed him, Kevin realized he was on board a spaceship; if he had to guess, on its bridge, from the looks of the room and the large viewport with a view on space. There was smoke, sparks, and evidence of extensive damage all around him. Movement through the viewport captured Kevin’s attention, and he witnessed another ship fly by and fire at the ship he was in. Upon impact, the ship rocked, and more equipment exploded nearby.

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

      Am I dreaming? This feels surreal; more like a lucid nightmare.

      Kevin’s reflex was to try and to pinch himself. That’s when he realized that the skin on his fingers and hands was purple, in fact, the same shade as the alien who had given him the pill. There was blue blood trickling down on his hand and forearm.

      “What the hell is going on? Whose body is this?”

      Kevin felt a large pit form in his stomach, and before he could register the cause of the sensation, he vomited onto the floor. Looking at the puke, he saw worms moving about, and that made him vomit even more. In order to stop the vicious cycle, he closed his eyes.

      “This is all in my head; I’ve been drugged by that dying alien, and I’m having a very, very bad trip! I don’t know what was in that pill he gave me, but it’s one heck of an hallucinogenic.”

      The ship rocked once more.

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

      Kevin didn’t exactly feel like it, but he reopened his eyes and looked around. Almost everything he saw was foreign to him. Granted, the technology appeared highly advanced, and the controls at the different stations, those still operational that was, all seemed holographic in nature. In fact, they reminded him of the many science fiction shows and movies he’d devoured during long binge-watching sessions, however everything now seemed even more alien than his brain could ever fathom. Even the colors seemed different somehow, they were more vibrant and it was as if his vision could suddenly perceive a larger spectrum of light than before.

      Then there was the matter of the crew. All of them were dead; some collapsed at their consoles, while others laid flat on the floor in pools of blue blood.

      Kevin straightened, his heart twinging with panic, and pinched himself. He felt immediate pain feedback. But even that was a strange sensation. It didn’t feel like he’d expected it to.

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

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

      “Xanton’s bridge officer; negative life signs. Remote brain activity detected,” chirped the hovering spherical drone before flying away as swiftly as it had come.

      What did that mean? Fortunately, Kevin had watched and read enough science fiction to conjure up a theory, as wild as it sounded even for such a fertile imagination as his. Could that pill Torgon gave him be a technology that allowed him to remote-control a dead body on board a ship that was countless light years away from Earth? And, if that was the case, and putting aside the creepiness of him inhabiting dead flesh for a second, how cool was that?

      When the ship rocked once again, and another small piece of equipment at the far right of the bridge exploded, Kevin decided to put his reverie aside and do something about the situation he found himself in.

      Now that he understood what was happening to him, he felt like he was in the best virtual reality simulation he had ever experienced. Playing space simulation was something he knew he could do, and in fact: do very well. Whether or not this was a simulation didn’t matter right now. The ship he was on was in trouble, and he needed to turn the tide of this battle.

      “Computer?” he inquired timidly.

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

      “I need you to become my pilot, whoever you are. This ship needs you; without a pilot, I will be destroyed. I would rather that did not happen.”

      There were clear emotional implications behind the words of the ship’s avatar, which told Kevin that it must have been one hell of a piece of artificial intelligence. Whatever her name was, he could tell she would pass a Turing test with her eyes closed, so to speak.

      “Affirmative. I can be your pilot,” said Kevin. “But I have to tell you that I don’t understand why you aren’t firing back on your own. Especially since you obviously feel the need for self-preservation.”

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

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

      Blue lasers shot from the drone and directly into Kevin’s eyes, forcing him to shut them when he felt an intense burning sensation radiate throughout his entire skull. Fortunately, the pain quickly faded away.

      “Nanites deployed and now entering the blood stream. Propagating pilot’s program toward the frontal cortex. Neuro-interface online. You can now access the entire ship. Your brain-to-nanite bond compatibility score is of 98.97 percent.” 

      Before Kevin could ask any of the questions boiling at the back of his head, he felt a flurry of information invade his mind. To say the sensation was overwhelming would be the understatement of the year. Kevin could literally sense every single thing about the ship. Its current power levels, where it was damaged and how badly, the time it would take to fix it, what system needed the most urgent attention, as well as what the battleship was capable to do. Basically, he felt everything about it in a way that felt both strange but familiar, as if his brain was an intricate part of the ship.

      “Wow… that’s so trippy.”

      The resulting sensation from being connected to every part of the ship was both scary and empowering at the same time. When Kevin thought of a particular system, a holographic projection inside his mind would activate a HUD (heads-up display) with all the information he could use and interact with.

      A quick check of the damage report and Kevin figured out why the avatar hadn’t taken control of the ship. Relays that linked her core programming to the rest of the ship had been corrupted. As a safety measure to prevent an external force to gain control over the Artificial Intelligence and turn the warship against the people who created it, the ship had activated a failsafe that switched its operating mode to pilot-only controls.

      Kevin noticed the enemy ship turning around and positioning itself for another attack pass.

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

      “Redirecting power now.”

      A shield gauge began filling on Kevin’s neural HUD. It reached a little over twenty percent by the time the enemy ship entered firing range. 

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

      “Unable to comply,” said the avatar. “The ASF Thalamos does not have such weapon on board.”

      “Just lock any weapon we do have then and fire!”

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

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

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

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

      “Then I guess making a run for it isn’t an option, Mira... I—I’m Kevin.”

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

      “Since running isn’t an option, I guess we’ll have to fight. What’s actually still working on the ship?”

      Before Mira could answer, a flurry of visual information as well as sensory feedback gave Kevin his answers inside his mind. And while that was as enthralling as it was useful, he enjoyed conversing with Mira, it made him feel less alone, even though he knew she was not a real flesh-and-blood being.

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

      “Wait, what? The ship can repair itself?”

      “Of course. Nanites delivered via life support can be deployed virtually anywhere on the ship in no time.”

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

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

      “Never mind that. Activate that nano-repair… thingy,” said Kevin.

      “Nano-repair circuitry deployed,” said Mira.

      “I can feel almost everything about the ship, but how exactly do I pilot it? We’re kind of a sitting duck at the moment.”

      “It’s not much different than inquiring about the ship’s status and just as intuitive. Think about what you want the ship to do, and it will respond to your thoughts. It may take a little while for you to get used to doing all of this with your mind, but since your neural link with the ship’s computer is off the scale, you shouldn’t experience a delay between thinking and the ship reacting to what you’re asking it to do.”

      It took Kevin only but a second to process that last bit of information. Upon seeing the incoming ship move about and ready itself for the kill, Kevin thought “thrusters at maximum” and “hard to port” and that’s exactly what the ship did, dodging the enemy’s latest round of fire in the process. The only thing that surprised him was that he didn’t feel the ship move at all when it happened.

      “That’s one impressive dampening field generator you have on board,” said Kevin absently.

      “I’m glad you approve of my systems.”

      Kevin then thought of tactical scenarios and his HUD displayed a superimposed holographic star map in battle theater mode, with both the Thalamos and the enemy ship showing. The latter was designated as a Kregan Flotilla Dreadnought enemy ship. The Thalamos was blinking orange denoting its current level of damage while the Kregan enemy ship was represented as a solid red shape circled by a blue shield. A long green energy bar denoted the enemy ship was operating at full power.

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

      This is amazing! he thought.

      The enemy ship came about, vectoring toward them, and was only seconds away from re-entering firing range. Kevin rotated the ship on its axis and boosted ventral shields, redirecting power from other parts of the ship. It raised the shields up to seventy percent just before the enemy ship opened fire on the Thalamos. The enemy flyby attack lowered the ventral shields down to forty-seven percent. The moment the Kregan warship ended its run, Kevin activated the tractor beam and locked onto it. 

      The Thalamos was now being dragged by the Kregan ship, but it gave Kevin enough of an angle to plot a firing solution. He thought about weak points concerning the enemy ship, and multiple areas of the Kregan ship’s image appearing on his HUD lit up, with superimposed legends, in English no less, informing Kevin what each highlighted system was. He selected all of the Thalamos’s batteries, redirected power from the shields, life support, and any other non-essential systems he could think of in order to deliver supercharged laser beams to the enemy’s weapon distribution power node and opened fire. 

      The shots drained the enemy shields and, after ten seconds of continuous firing, it pierced through them and scored a satisfying amount of structural damage. Kevin mentally fired three quantum torpedoes through the hole his first attack had made through the shields and watched with satisfaction as they impacted with the enemy’s hull resulting in three successive explosions.

      The Kregan ship’s engines flickered briefly and then shut themselves down. Smoke, debris, and crewmen were expelled into space. Kevin’s HUD brought a detailed report of the heavy damage caused on the enemy ship. Most of their power distribution had been disabled, and the ship was pretty much now dead in space.

      “Very impressive tactic, Kevin.”

      “Thank you, Mira. I’m glad you agree.”

      “I do. But now we need to finish them off.”

      Seeing crew being ejected and flash-frozen in space hadn’t been Kevin’s favorite moment of the day, and the entire experience had been way too real for his liking. At this point, he had to admit that, most likely, this wasn’t just a simulation or a bad trip from the pill the alien had given him. In fact, Kevin’s instincts told him this was real, and it was happening somewhere out in space, far far away from Earth. And there lay the problem. Even if this was happening in a distant galaxy away from home, killing defenseless living beings now that their ship was disabled didn’t sound right to him.

      “Do we really have to do this? They’re disabled and can’t hurt us anymore.”

      “As were we before you assumed the role of pilot; that did not stop them, neither did it stop them from destroying multiple defenseless worlds and wiping out entire civilizations in their pursuit of conquest. I would also feel remiss if I didn’t inform you that their ship is also equipped with self-repair systems, so, eventually, they’ll be operational again. Believe me when I tell you that, unlike you, they won’t hesitate to destroy us if they’re given the chance.”

      “Be that as it may, I don’t know, Mira.”

      “Why are you hesitant, Kevin?”

      “Defending myself and preventing more deaths in the process, that I can easily deal with and handle. It’s self-defense and warranted, but killing in cold blood…” He let the words hang in the air.

      “This is war, Kevin. It was in fact the Kregan Empire that started this conflict with the Arcadian Confederate. They’ve already destroyed thousands of our ships, wiped out no less than eleven worlds within the Confederate, and right now this is their last invasion push. If we don’t stop them, the Arcadian Confederate will fall.”

      “I can empathize with all of that, and I’m sorry to hear your people are losing this war, but you need to understand that I’m an outsider when it comes to all this. I’m part of neither side in this conflict. I don’t even know the reasons why you or your enemies are fighting.”

      “Would you feel more comfortable if I finished off the ship myself? That would remove any feelings of guilt on your part.”

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

      “Yeah. I suppose it would.”

      “Then I need you to switch from the pilot-only command structure of the ship to AI-pilot partnership.”

      “Sounds good to me, so let’s do that. Switch to AI-pilot partnership now.”

      “Wish it were that simple. One step at a time, Kevin.”

      “What do you mean? Can’t you just switch to the new mode and fire on the enemy ship?”

      “If the Thalamos hadn’t sustained as much damage as it has, yes, your vocal order would have normally sufficed; Unfortunately, too many relays around the main computer core have sustained damage resulting in an inability to engage this particular routine by vocal order only. You’ll have to manually override my computer core.”

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

      “Don’t worry, it’s not a particularly difficult task, but there are some risks involved. It would be much easier for you to just finish off the Kregans.”

      “Risks to myself?”

      “Not the real you, but the body you inhabit at the moment. So the risk to your life is inexistant, but at this juncture, I’d like to point out that if this body were to die, the Kregans would simply fix their ship and finish what they have started, and Arcadia will fall. Furthermore, it would make Torgon’s sacrifice meaningless ”

      Kevin sighed heavily.

      What had he got himself into? When he agreed on helping a dying alien, he had never expected that he would end up singlehandedly shouldering the responsibility of saving an entire confederation of people. Nor had he imagined the ramifications of his action. But he had given Torgon his word he would try and save his family. If the situation were reversed and someone gave Kevin their word to fulfill his dying wish, he would except them to keep it. Whether or not they realized what that implied.

      “Very well. What do you need me to do?”
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      “What do you mean there is no gravity on the deck where I need to go?” asked Kevin. “How am I supposed to get there and fix the systems, then?”

      “I don’t suppose you have experience with space walks?”

      “No, I must have skipped that course.”

      “My systems are detecting high levels of sarcasm in the inflections of your voice. Please confirm.”

      “Yeah, I was being sarcastic. Look… I just turned eighteen, and this is the first time I’m in space, so to speak, since only my mind is present in the ship. By the way, what the heck smells so bad around here?”

      “That would be you… more precisely the body you’re using. It’s decomposing at an accelerated pace, Kevin.”

      “Is there anything you can do about the smell?”

      “I can inject you with more nanites designed to repair parts of the body, and even install a nanite pump to replace the officer’s heart. If his blood resumes flowing, it should slow down the progress of the decomposition.”

      “That seems overly complicated. Can’t I just jump into another body, one that preferably doesn’t smell so rotten?”

      “I’m afraid Commander Knox was the last one to succumb, so his body is the ‘freshest’ one, so to speak.”

      “Well, I can tell you it’s anything but fresh!” complained Kevin.

      “I’m sorry for your discomfort, Kevin, but unfortunately it’s too risky to try and disconnect the lieutenant’s sense of smell without risking brain damage.”

      “I don’t think he gives a shit at this point. He’s already dead.”

      “I didn’t make myself clear and for that I apologize. What I meant is that it’s too risky for your human brain, back on Earth.”

      “Oh… then let’s not do that. However, now that you’re mentioning it, how long can I use this body to help you out in this war? Is there a finite period of time at my disposal to help you save Arcadia?”

      “There is, yes.”

      Kevin sighed. “Just tell me how long.”

      “At the current rate of decomposition, two hours, perhaps three.”

      “Call me pessimistic but that doesn’t sound like enough time to win a war.”

      “It isn’t. In fact, I estimate a less than zero, dot zero zero one percent chance of achieving the goal in the time allotted.”

      Kevin buried his face in his hands, only to be startled again at the fact that they were purple.

      “So what are we going to do about it?”

      “I suggest injecting you with more nanites in order to restore parts of your host body, thus extending the time you have to complete your mission.”

      “Let’s put aside how creepy the concept of me being inside a rotting corpse is, or that the solution to our current predicament is to have what I can only imagine to be an army of tiny robots move about my bloodstream–“ Kevin corrected himself, “Knox’s bloodstream, running about, trying to fix the damage inside a rotting corpse. In fact, just thinking about it makes me want to puke, but let’s table that part as well for now, and let’s accept that this is what we’ve been given to work with. No matter how preposterous this all sound. How long of an extension are we talking about? How long would I have in total with the extension?”

      “Twenty hours in total.”

      “It still seems unlikely that I could save your precious Arcadia in that amount of time.”

      “On the contrary, with twenty hours at our disposal, especially if they’re used wisely, our chances of success jump to the fifty percentiles, give or take a few percent.”

      “Do they now?”

      “You have to understand, Kevin, that the Thalamos is a one-of-a-kind ship. In fact, it’s a prototype warship and easily the most advanced piece of Arcadian technology to ever exist. Right now, there are too many systems compromised, so you haven’t witnessed how powerful the ship is, but if we restore these systems, the Thalamos will be capable of preventing the current Kregan plot to attack the home world and kill the queen.”

      That’s when it dawned on Kevin that he had clearly taken on more than he could chew, and that using the pill had been a terrible idea.

      “Is there a way for me to disconnect and return to my planet now?”

      “Of course, I can break the link at any time should you want me to. I need to also point out that should the Thalamos be destroyed, this would happen automatically as well.”

      A hologram filled the bridge and displayed a beautiful blue-green planet, not too dissimilar to Earth, except it didn’t seem to have ice continents at the poles like Earth had. The point of view inside the holographic projection zoomed out and then displayed a map of the entire solar system. There were three stars in the system.

      The holographic map zoomed even further and showed even more star systems. A flurry of red dots showed near the middle of the star map, and they caught Kevin’s attention.

      “What are those?” he asked pointing toward the red dots.

      “They are the Kregan invasion fleet.”

      “And you’re telling me this ship we’re on is capable of stopping that entire armada?”

      “If you help me repair my systems and restore the Thalamos, yes.”

      “Isn’t there another ship or groups of ships that could do the job?”

      “I wish there was, Kevin, but as I mentioned earlier–”

      Kevin didn’t let Mira end her sentence. “You… or this ship, is a one of kind prototype.”

      “Correct. Also, you need to understand that the ship and I are one and the same. If the systems linking my consciousness to all the systems hadn’t been severed, I would be in able to try and accomplish the mission on my own. To make an analogy you may understand better, right now, I’m like a tetraplegic on Earth. I’m still conscious but can’t use my body.”

      “Okay, I understand that point. Surely though, if we fix the Thalamos, you’d do a better job than I ever could.”

      “You’d think so, but you’d be wrong.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense. Why would that be? I’m just an inexperienced young man, and you’re that super-duper AI.”

      “I may be self-aware but I lack a soul, and with it, creativity. These sentient qualities can’t be emulated by a machine, no matter how advanced I am. While I do have emotions, and I was taught empathy, my neural net can never rival a biological living being. For one, I lack instincts, and as such I lack the ability to take life or death decisions based on anything else but the array of calculations and data gathering, which I can process faster than any living being, but can’t calculate ethics as well as organics do.”

      “That would explain why you had a crew. I was wondering what the point of that was, and well, you indirectly answered that question.”

      “Yes, Kevin, I had a crew, but now you’re my crew. My existence, and the fate of billions of souls rest on your shoulders.”

      “No pressure, then, huh?”

      “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

      “Never mind, Mira. I was just thinking out loud. So what do we do now?”

      “It’s up to you, but I would start with prolonging this body’s ability to be a useful vessel for you to try and accomplish the mission.”

      “You’re assuming I’m not going to ask you to disconnect me from it altogether.”

      “Yes I am. Because while our exposure to one another has been relatively brief up until now, I don’t believe you are the type of person to turn your back on the situation.”

      While Kevin felt both scared and ill-equipped to deal with the responsibility of saving an entire confederation of worlds, Mira was correct. He couldn’t just abandon billions of people to a prospect of certain death just because he was afraid. That would only confirm what his father felt about Kevin, like him being useless. And if there was one thing Kevin knew in his heart, it was that he had not been put on this Earth, well his Earth, for nothing.

      Even though the challenges ahead of him were terrifying, and even if his own body was at no risk, he would never forgive himself if he didn’t do everything in his power to help Mira save as many lives as they could. Anything less than giving his best to achieve that goal would make him a coward.

      “Ok, then. Hurry up and inject more nanites into the commander’s body. Looks like we have work to do.”
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      The new nanites injection made Kevin tingle all over. He was still adjusting to the sensations and sensory feedback from this strange body, and it still felt creepy to be inside someone else’s flesh, be it one decomposing fast or not.

      “How are you feeling, Kevin?”

      “I’m not sure I enjoy the tingling any more than I did the smell.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Mira, “but there’s nothing I can do about that. Your consciousness is barely compatible with the commander’s physiology, and so while the link is stable, it may not feel entirely natural to you.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Your consciousness is barely compatible with the comman–”

      “Stop. Mira, just stop. That’s not what I meant to say. What I meant is that I can confirm that these sensations don’t feel natural at all.”

      “Then why didn’t you just say that in the first place?”

      Why indeed?

      “I guess I should be careful what I say around you. We humans speak in different ways than you do, and it’s only natural you wouldn’t grasp every one of my language’s subtleties.”

      “Our translation algorithms are very good, and it would also help if I had a more direct access to your brain patterns. That way I could probably understand you better in these situations.”

      “Speaking of my brain patterns, Torgon said he configured the pill so that my dog could be here with me, in one shape or another. Could you make that happen?”

      “I don’t know what a dog is, let me scan the data connection and see if I can figure that out.”

      “It’s a four-legged pet, about yay high,” said Kevin using his hands to mimic an estimate of Boomer’s height.

      “That won’t help me much, unless you don’t care what my simulation of this pet of yours looks like.”

      Kevin thought about it. He’d rather he looked like Boomer.

      “Perhaps I should grant you a deeper access to my brain function, that is, if there are no risks by doing so.”

      “They’re minimal, but I can’t say they’re null.”

      Kevin exhaled loudly. “Minimal, I can live with. If it will speed things up, you probably should interface with my brain in order to quickly gather the info you require. We still need to get the systems repaired.”

      “Understood. I’ve successfully integrated into the subspace data flow linking your brain to the commander’s body. Yours is an interesting species, I must say.”

      “I don’t think now is the right time for you to learn everything about humans. Just acquire the knowledge you need from me in order to get Boomer over here. If that’s even feasible.”

      “I can provide you with a holographic representation of your dog, yes. As for me analyzing human behavior, it involved less than half a second of my computing power.”

      “Oh, I guess that’s okay then, and great news about Boomer. I’m starting to feel lonely here, no offense.”

      “Why would I be offended?”

      “Oh, well, because you’re here as well, so I shouldn’t feel lonely per se.”

      “It's perfectly understandable in your situation, and seeing how your species forms great emotional bonds, even intra-species, like you and Boomer, it’s natural to feel that way. Hang on… I’m performing the final holographic data injections.”

      Boomer appeared in front of him but was static. It didn’t even look like he was breathing.

      “What’s happening to him? Why isn’t he moving?”

      “Just give it a second for his sub-space link to synchronize.”

      Boomer barked twice and looked all around him anxiously.

      “I think he’s afraid,” said Kevin.

      “He’s reacting to his environment like he normally would, albeit from his holographic body’s perspective. How do you usually communicate with him?”

      “He understands me, and I kinda understand him.”

      “That doesn’t sound like an efficient communication method.”

      “It’s worked for us until now. Don’t worry about it, Mira.”

      Kevin approached Boomer tentatively, half expecting his hand to pass through the virtual dog, but it didn’t. Boomer reacted to his touch, and Kevin was surprised he felt entirely real.

      Boomer growled as he took a few steps back and barked louder still.

      “I don’t believe he knows who you are,” said Mira.

      “Yeah, I don’t look or smell or even sound like myself. Makes sense he doesn’t know who I am or what is going on.”

      “I can easily fix that by tricking his visual and auditory cortex interpreter to match your Earthly looks every time he looks at you.”

      “So, to him I’d look and sound like myself? But only to Boomer?”

      “That's correct.”

      “That's pretty neat… You may want to do something about smells as well. It’s an important dog sense.”

      “Understood. Uploading the changes to his holographic matrix.”

      Boomer stopped barking and tilted his head to the side.

      “Hey, buddy, how have you been?”

      Boomer reacted by wagging his tail. He approached Kevin and licked his hand.

      “How is this even possible? He doesn’t feel like a hologram. I can touch him. He licks me and I feel that too.”

      “I assumed you’d like him to be able to physically interact with his surroundings. I assure you he’s still holographic, but the Thalamos is equipped with the most advanced holographic projectors of the entire fleet, and as such it will feel very realistic.”

      “I can see that; it feels like he’s actually here.”

      “I’m glad this pleases you. We should, however, hurry as I’m detecting raising energy levels from the Kregan ship. We’ll soon run out of time. Unless, that is, unless you’ve reconsidered and are now willing to give the kill order.”

      Kevin thought about it, and the idea of murdering defenseless people wasn’t any more appealing now than it had been before. Then again, if the enemy regained weapons control, they’d blow the Thalamos out of the sky without hesitation.

      “Just so we are clear, if the ship were to be destroyed, neither myself nor Boomer could sustain any brain damage, right?”

      “In theory, no, but I can’t be one hundred percent sure that an unexpected surge in power during that scenario couldn’t provide a feedback loop through the subspace link.”

      "What would that do, in a worst-case scenario?"

      "It could overload your brain through the link and fry both yours and Boomer's neurons."

      “That doesn’t sound like a no-risk situation to me? Are you telling me that Torgon lied to me?”

      “I don’t think he did, but the risk of such occurence is quite low, Kevin. Also, I’d like to point out that of all seven plus billion souls on Earth, he decided to choose you. Seeing how well you integrate with the ships systems; I believe he knew that you’d be able to handle the situation.”

      “And I think you’re giving him too much credit. Seems to me that he simply asked the first-person he saw, and that happened to be me.”

      “On the contrary, here are the logs from his capsule.”

      A large holo-screen appeared in front of Kevin, displaying the trajectory of the sphere craft on its way to crash-land on Earth. A flurry of alien text was scrolling to the right side of the screen. It translated to English and a few lines of text were highlighted.

      -Scanning potential compatible minds for consciousness transference.

      -437 candidates with viable mental capabilities found.

      -8 candidates with ideal capabilities found, only three in range of current and adjustable trajectory.

      -Ideal candidate selected, altering course.

      And then the holo-screen displayed the splash down of Torgon capsule into the lake near Kevin’s house as well as video footage of his approach to the capsule.

      “As you can see,” said Mira, “your meeting with Torgon was not an accident.”

      “Or you could have made this all up to make me feel better.”

      “I am not programmed to lie, Kevin.”

      If that was true, then it changed things for Kevin. It wasn’t just that he had been at the right place and time, but instead he had been chosen to help save the Arcadian Confederate.

      Boomer barked a couple of times just before the ship rocked with such tremendous force that Kevin fell on the floor.

      “Oh no,” said Mira, “we’re being boarded.”

      “What do you mean? By whom?”

      “The Kregans must have sent a stealth craft our way to try and get onto the Thalamos while the rest of their crew and systems affect repairs on their destroyer.”

      “How did they get past our shields?”

      “They were offline in order to speed up the repairs of the rest of the ship.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me! Now what? And raise the damn shields while we're at it.”

      “Shields up. It seems that the only viable course of action at this point is you dealing with the intruders.”

      “No way! I’m not a soldier and I’m not trained for this.”

      “I’m afraid we’re past this realization, and I'd like to point out that from my previous analysis of your brain patterns, you have extensive video game training. In both space sims and first person shooters. That’s probably why your compatibility levels with our systems are so high, and why Torgon chose you in the first place.”

      “Killing pixels on screen and firing at living beings are two different things. I don’t even have any weapons.”

      "It's all a matter of perspective, Kevin; the muscle memory needed to do these actions is the same. Why do you think video games are so popular in your world?"

      "Because they're… fun."

      "That's an interesting answer, and it actually answers a lot of questions I had earlier about your civilization altogether. Unfortunately, now is not the time to debate this."

      Boomer barked loudly and ran away towards the bridge's door.

      "Where the hell is he going?"

      “Just follow him,” said Mira. “I’ve sent the location to the armory to his matrix and he’ll get you there before the Kregans find you.”

      Boomer was sprinting through sliding doors and Kevin had to react fast or he’d loose visual sight of his dog.

      “I suggest you start running, Kevin. Now.”

      Kevin sprinted away in pursuit of Boomer, but before he left the bridge he made sure to scream loud enough for Mira to hear.

      “This ain't cool! If I get killed, there’ll be hell to pay.”
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      “Now what?” said Kevin in front of the armory, whose sliding doors didn’t want to open.

      Boomer barked a few times.

      “I know we must hurry, buddy, but what can I do if the damn door won’t open?”

      Boomer barked louder.

      “You’re right, Boomer. Why didn’t think of that? Mira! Open the damn door!”

      But there was no answer.

      “Mira,” Kevin insisted, “come in, please?”

      Still nothing. At this point, Kevin could hear voices and footsteps in the distance, and his heartbeat, which he was surprised even existed, accelerated and thumped against his thorax.

      I guess some things are universal. The nanites must have finished repairing Knox's heart.

      Boomer growled in the direction of the increasing noise.

      “No, Boomer, shush! The last thing we need is to help them locate us faster.”

      But Boomer couldn’t help it, and kept growling, albeit at a lower tone.

      Kevin needed to find a solution to open the door, and fast. He thought about the ship and his HUD came back to life. That’s when he remembered that he had a complete mental link with the ship, and thus he could interact with its systems.

      He thought about overriding the lock on the door in front of him, and a plan of the area superimposed on his field of view. Two blue dots showed in front of a door, which he assumed was himself and Boomer.

      “Override the damn door!” he whispered between gritted teeth.

      The door slid open and they both darted into the room. Ceiling lights progressively came to life to reveal more guns and ammunition that Kevin ever thought possible.

      “Wow,” was all he could say at the sight of the dozens upon dozens of rifles, pistols and grenades neatly aligned in rows in front of him.

      Kevin’s next thought was about how much time he had left before they were discovered. A countdown appeared on the top right corner of his HUD. It was currently at one hundred and ten seconds. The map of the area returned in front of his eyes and displayed three red dots quickly progressing through adjacent corridors.

      “We gotta hurry,” said Kevin, “I wonder why Mira isn’t answering though.”

      That’s when his HUD changed to display a large circle moving along the three red dots, and overlapping with the two dots on its periphery. A legend appeared inside the large circle. Active Communication Jamming Field.

      This explains that, thought Kevin.

      I need to find and locate that field before they send more people on board the ship. Kevin tried to raise the shields with his mind, but as the peripheral of the jamming field circle engulfed their location on the map, his own HUD image was filled with static.

      “No time to lose,” said Kevin as his eyes quickly scanned the weapons in the nearby vicinity. The one thing Kevin couldn’t find was some sort of body armor. Though he wondered if he really needed it, seeing that the commander was already dead, perhaps it would help his body take significant amount of further damage before becoming unusable.

      Unfortunately, since time was running out and he still needed to destroy the Kregan destroyer parked outside, Kevin would rather avoid taking chances with his borrowed meat suit.

      “Boomer, let me know if you see any sort of body armor or shield. I don’t know what sort of weapons these people use. They could disintegrate me with a single shot, for all I know.”

      Boomer yelped at Kevin’s pessimistic comment and became agitated.

      Kevin grabbed a rifle and observed it closely. There were a few controls on the weapon, but he had no idea what they meant.

      “This isn’t good. What if it’s set to minimum power?”

      Boomer barked from the other side of the room, and Kevin understood he was trying to get his attention.

      “You found something, boy?”

      Kevin ran to the corner of the room where Boomer sat in front of a cylindric pod. There was an icon on the glass that looked like an armor symbol over a biped humanoid.

      “If this is where they keep the armor, I’m shit out of luck. It’s empty.”

      Boomer ran around the pod barking which triggered the cylinder to swivel open.

      Unless… thought Kevin.

      At first he froze, not sure if entering the contraption wasn’t a mistake, but when he heard loud grunts and intensifying footsteps outside, and he realized he may not have a choice.

      The moment he stepped inside, the revolving glass closed and Kevin felt bathed in a column of blue energy. After a luminous flash, he felt slightly heavier. The blue light all around him died off.

      Kevin looked at his arms and saw he was wearing a black metallic armor. In fact, it took him a second to realize his field of view had changed as well. He was looking at the world through an opening in his helmet. A new HUD had superimposed onto the one he was already receiving from the ship, which by now was so garbled that Kevin couldn’t read anything off it.

      Ship’s HUD off, thought Kevin, which successfully turned off his mental HUD, leaving only the one from his armor. This thing must have had cameras onboard as it was showing him the room even past the opening of his helmet, even though there was a slight color difference for everything past the opening. At first, Kevin focused on the seams where his vision met the artificial vision provided by the armor, and found it distracting. After a handful of seconds, and by moving his head around, he had to admit that this extra vision through a helmet was not only awesome but should also provide him with a strategical advantage as well.

      “That should provide some sort of protection, alright,” said Kevin as he rushed toward the weapons and grabbed a service blaster. He looked to holster it on the side of his armor but couldn’t find one.

      “Not very practical,” he said.

      That’s when he noticed a glow on the surface of his armor, around his waist, as well as a similar glow on one side of the blaster. It was rather faint, and he could very well have missed it, but it gave him an idea.

      He moved the blaster to where it glowed on the armor and released his grasp on the weapon. Instead of falling to the ground, the blaster magnetically attached to his side.

      “Wicked!” he exclaimed.

      He grabbed a second blaster and magnetically attached it to the other side, and grabbed grenades that also attached to wherever he put them on his armor. That’s when he noticed a screen on his left forearm.

      The holographic screen came to life as he approached his fingers next to it. Kevin couldn’t read the inscription as they were using symbols he could only surmise were the alien’s alphabet.

      Ship, can you translate? he thought.

      To his surprise, that part of his link to the ship still seemed to work, and the screen overlaid English translations, but they flickered. It was probably using his neural HUD to overlay the information, and that was still being affected by the jamming field in the area, but it allowed Kevin to see a few options – speed, strength, shields and something else starting with the letters ‘st’ but he couldn’t make up the rest of the word.

      The more time passed, the more garbled the screen became so Kevin quickly committed the buttons to memory and selected shields. A blue force field erected around him with a humming sound.

      “Now we’re talking.”

      Kevin then grabbed a blaster rifle, and tried figuring out the options on it, but he only could make up one setting, and even though the word flickered heavily, Kevin thought it was a power gauge. He slid two fingers along next to the word and the gauge filled up from green to yellow, then when it reached orange, he stopped. There still was an inch of screen he could scroll too, but his instinct told him orange seemed like a good setting already.

      When footsteps became so loud that it was clear that the enemy was nearly just outside the door, he took cover behind one of the weapon racks, aimed at the door and swallowed hard.
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      Kevin’s breathing was erratic as he anxiously waited for the armory door to open. The sound of metallic boots resonated outside the armory and got louder with each passing moment. When the footsteps passed in front of the door without stopping, Kevin realized that the enemy soldiers didn’t know he was inside the room.

      He sighed in relief, but his inner peace was short-lived. It didn’t take long for him to realize that he couldn’t let them carry on and wreak havoc on the bridge. Kevin reacted quickly by running out of the armory. At the far end of the corridor, he saw three soldiers running away from his position, and he took aim.

      I can do this, he thought, before depressing the trigger.

      A supercharged blaster shot screamed away from the tip of his blaster rifle and upon impact with the back of the center soldier, it blew him up like a water balloon. Then, all hell broke loose.

      “Oh shit!” was all Kevin could think of when he came under fire.

      Blaster shots bounced off his personal shield, but he decided to take cover behind the opening of the armory door nonetheless, while Boomer barked madly.

      “I know, except this is real. We’re not inside a video game here. Though I guess it’s similar cause even if this body dies, I won’t. So, it's more like a virtual reality experience.”

      A shot screamed past his face and scorched the other side of the door frame.

      “A very, very realistic one at that,” said Kevin.

      Boomer didn’t seem to agree and that was made apparent from the tone of his next barks.

      He grimaced. “I know that’s not a game and that gazillions of lives are at stakes. You don’t need to remind me.”

      Then again, perhaps his loyal beagle needed to. While he was probably not risking his own life per se, he was still potentially responsible for way more than his own, and that stressed him even more. Kevin had never really been responsible for anything serious in life before.

      When three other blaster shots hit his shields, the cool blue tone of its shield shifted to a more orange hue.

      “Don’t tell me this thing is draining?”

      Boomer growled and yelped.

      “I was being rhetorical, thank you very much. Just go take cover somewhere. At least, I have a shield; you don’t.”

      Instead, Boomer broke into another tirade of barks.

      “Riiiight, you’re a hologram, so you risk even less than I do.”

      Not to mention no one asked you to save the galaxy.

      If his personal shield was draining, Kevin needed to take a more pro-active stance, so he got out of cover, rolled to the floor and lined up his rifle sights on target and shot twice. Both shots hit the Kregans with full force, but the shots dissipated on personal shields, just like the one his armor had.

      “Oh, c’mon!”

      Kevin rolled back behind cover as the enemy intensified their fire. But he had another problem as he heard them charging down the hall.

      “Crap, what do I do now?”

      Boomer jumped, to thigh height, and barked.

      “Right, the grenade. Thanks, buddy.”

      Kevin grabbed the grenade but there was no pin. His heartbeat grew faster as the metallic footsteps increased. He located a button and pressed it, then blindly threw the device down the corridor.

      He heard alien shouts that he couldn’t understand, however, from the tone of the soldiers, it was clear they were panicked. A couple of seconds later, he thought he recognized laughter and that’s when Kevin realized that he probably hadn’t activated the grenade in the first place.

      Hearing the aliens laugh took Kevin back at all the times his father had belittled him for doing something the wrong way. Times when instead of teaching him how to do the task properly, his father had chosen to make fun of him instead, which had not helped Kevin’s self-esteem in his formative years.

      These memories were quickly replaced with feelings of anger rising fast from deep within him. He stepped out of cover, located the grenade on the floor, and, ignoring the Kregans that had resumed firing at him, he calmly aimed at the grenade and fired.

      He hit the grenade with his first shot, and then everything around him changed. His vision was replaced by bright light and a significant rise in temperature. The sonic boom of the blast made his ears ring while a shockwave catapulted him backward for yards, where he crashed, skid and then tumbled unceremoniously.

      Every light around him turned red, and an alarm blared, though it echoed hollow, as if distant.

      Kevin thought he heard a female voice inside his helmet, but he couldn’t make out what she was saying.

      His heart was still pounding in his chest, and so he just ignored everything else and just aimed an empty hand toward where the explosion came from, quickly realizing that the shockwave that had knocked him off his feet must have made him drop his rifle.

      Instinctively, Kevin grabbed one of the magnetically attached pistols and resumed his aiming toward the area where the explosion had happened. The flames were dying off as automatic extinguishers blasted jets of water down from the ceiling.

      Kevin could now feel every one of his heartbeats, and for a fleeting moment he wondered if what he felt was the commander’s physical heart or his own pulse from galaxies away.

      When the smoke dissipated, a pit formed at the bottom of Kevin’s stomach as two large dark blue stains covered the walls on both sides of the corridor where the grenade had exploded.

      He heard the female voice again, and while still distorted, this time he could understand her.

      “What’s going on, Kevin? Please respond!”

      It was Mira’s voice. Kevin assumed that the explosion had also taken out the enemy’s jammers in the process.

      “I’m here, I’m… okay… I think.”

      “The ship has registered an explosion near the armory.”

      “That would be me. I shot a grenade.”

      “Are you out of your mind? A secondary explosion from the armory could have taken off half of the ship! Not to mention send you on a very short flash freezing trip in space.”

      “I didn’t know what to do, okay? They had shields and, well, I guess I panicked since mine was losing power.”

      There was a short moment of silence before the AI resumed.

      “That’s all right, and it’s not fair for me to have raised my voice at you. However, if you're unarmed and able to, you’d better return to the bridge. We have more problems.”
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      Kevin picked his rifle off the floor and magnetically attached it on the back of his armor before sprinting back toward the bridge, with Boomer in his wake.

      It dawned on Kevin that he had just killed three soldiers. Granted, they wanted to kill him and probably trillions of other innocents, but in this instant, and no matter how many video games he had played before, where killing the enemy was part of the rules of the games, he realized that the emotions of actually doing the deed in a real life-or-death situation, were pretty different.

      It also didn’t help to tell himself that technically it wasn’t him who had killed them, but commander Knox. But deep down he knew he was just trying to deflect the wave of guilt that invaded his soul.

      What the hell did I sign up for? I should have gone back to wash the damn dishes.

      The rest of the run toward the bridge had been a mixture of solemn contemplation of his life, and an eerie feeling that he was having a nightmare, one he hoped he would soon wake up from.

      When he reached the bridge, Mira’s holographic face was hovering in the center of the room. Because he had been in a state of shellshock he instinctively reached for a blaster and aimed it at her.

      “What are you doing?” she complained.

      Kevin took a deep breath, and re-attached the side arm magnetically on his hip.

      “Sorry, I’m a little on edge. I guess I didn’t expect to see a giant floating face.”

      Kevin was also all-too-much aware that floating heads in the first-person shooter games where rarely a good omen in these stories, so part of his reaction had probably just been muscle memory at work.

      Gotta thank Doom for this one.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” added Kevin.

      “It’s alright, it’s not like you could hurt me anyway, but I would think the Thalamos has suffered enough damage for one day. Though it may see more soon.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “The Kregans are repairing their ship at a faster pace than us. We need to either get out of here or finish them off. And we need to decide fast. If my readings are correct, they’ll have the ability to fire on us in less than two minutes.”

      “I don’t suppose that leaves me enough time to affect the repairs allowing you to take over and destroy them?”

      “Not even close, I’m afraid. And since the grenade blew another two power conduits, that option is off the table altogether until these systems are fully repaired.”

      “I see.”

      “Please, Kevin, give me the order, or just fire at the ship yourself.”

      Kevin pondered about it, and deep down he knew that he needed to destroy that ship, but witnessing it blowing up, with God knows how many living beings on board would do little to help alleviate his guilt.

      “I don’t know what to do. I’m sorry, Mira,” said Kevin as he removed his helmet and laid it atop a console nearby.

      “Kevin, your empathy toward life is commendable, and I admire your willingness to spare your enemies. But the Thalamos is the Confederate’s only chance at repelling the ongoing invasion of Arcadia. The princess herself could lose her life.”

      “I understand that, but I don’t know these people. While I’m sure your intentions are good, how do I know that you weren’t the ones who attacked the Kregans in the first place? And that they’re just defending themselves?”

      The holographic face of Mira was replaced with a holographic screen that displayed what looked like a throne room. On the throne was a beautiful blonde girl that must have been the same age as Kevin.

      She was very cute and Kevin felt his heart skip a beat as he focused on her face. Something happened inside him on a physiological level, but he was a stranger to this feeling, though it reminded him of goose bumps.

      “That’s your princess? She doesn’t look a day older than me.”

      “She isn’t. She lost her parents in this war, and she’s now leading our forces as best she can, trying to make sure no other worlds pay the price for Kregan brutality.”

      “I understand, but for that I only have your word.”

      “We only have a minute left, Kevin, then the ship will resume fire and surely destroy us. So I think it’s time I disconnect you from Commander Knox’s body, to make sure your brain isn’t irreparably damaged when I and the ship go down together.”

      Kevin sighed. The idea of Mira perishing was not okay with Kevin either. She had been nothing but kind to him, and she was only trying to do what she'd been created for – to protect her people. That’s when Kevin asked himself what he would do if a similar invasion force would ever try to kill his loved ones.

      The thought terrorized him. What if the Kregans attacked Earth in the future, killed his friend, his sister or his mother. Heck, even his father, with whom he never saw eye to eye, but still.

      Kevin swallowed hard.

      “Forty seconds, Kevin. You need to go,” said Mira.

      “Wait, don’t disconnect me.”

      “It’s too dangerous. I have no way of knowing what an overload could do to your synapses back on Earth.”

      “Can you show me what they’ve done to the worlds of the Confederate? You can access my mind, right? I take it that it’s not read only?”

      “Are you sure?”

      Kevin nodded.

      What happened next was an unprecedented experience. A flurry of flashes of images of war and all kinds of atrocities flashed inside his mind at light speed. It quickly got overwhelming and when Kevin couldn’t take it anymore, he grabbed his head with both his hands and screamed.

      “Stop! Stop it now!”

      The images stopped, leaving Kevin panting heavily.

      “Are you all right, Kevin?” asked Mira.

      It wasn’t just that the AI was empathic toward Kevin that surprised him, it was how sincere her vocal subroutines sounded. She may have been artificial, but to Kevin, Mira was as real as any of his friends back home.

      There was a countdown on the main holo-screen and it was down to seventeen seconds.

      Kevin took a deep breath. “Fire and destroy the Kregan ship. Do it now!”
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      The ship shook as a massive column of white energy shot from the bottom of the Thalamos and impacted with the Kregans’ shields. Shortly after, three quantum torpedoes were fired. Kevin looked away for a moment. The enemy’s shields didn’t hold on for long. Before Kevin could bring himself to look back at the enemy ship, a massive explosion filled the viewport. The resulting explosion bathed the bridge with orange hues for a fleeting moment.

      “Thank you for giving me authorization to fire. Kevin, I want you to understand that you are still the commanding officer. I will execute your orders to the letter. Until we repair the systems allowing me to recover autonomous control or in case you should decide to disconnect and return to your planet, that is. However, should you become incapacitated, because you’re now showing as alive to my sensors, then I’d be able to pilot the ship myself.”

      “Okay, that sounds good… I guess. Though I suppose it depends on what you mean by ‘incapacitated’. After all, this isn’t my body.”

      “Correct. I mean if you are wounded and unable to perform your duties. If, however, the link is broken before we repair the systems, then I would lose control of the ship.”

      “Let’s make sure we fix these systems then, just in case. You’re going to have to tell me what to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Fixing Mira’s systems hadn’t been an easy task. But according to Mira, Kevin was almost done.

      “You’re sure about this?” asked Kevin.

      “Yes. Slide the blue crystal in place, and then remove the purple one and that should be the last of these repairs.”

      “For these repairs? What do you mean?”

      “Let’s stay focused on the task at hand, Kevin, if you don’t mind.”

      That remark reminded Kevin of one of the complaints his father had about him. It was about him rarely finishing what he started. And on some level, he wasn’t wrong, that much Kevin was forced to admit to himself. He loved starting a lot of different projects, but finishing any of them was another story altogether.

      I do mind, but okay, fair enough.

      Kevin removed the purple crystal and shortly after he heard a few beeps.

      “Thank you, Kevin. Right now, we’re set to AI-pilot partnership with failover re-initiated and primary autonomy active.”

      “In English, please?”

      “In a nutshell: I can now control the ship without the need for your input, and can take decisive action against our enemies on my own.”

      “Does that mean you can destroy a ship even if I object?” asked Kevin, looking at the purple crystal still in his hand.

      “Only if you’re unable to countermand that order.”

      That didn’t exactly fill Kevin with confidence, and he placed the crystal inside a pocket of his uniform. It was still strange to him to see purple skin every time he caught a glimpse of Knox's body. And while the rotting smell of the commander had improved since Mira last injected the latest batch of nanites, it wasn't releasing the most agreeable of scents either.

      “Is there a shower on this ship? I think Commander Knox could use one… or twenty.”

      “You do realize he’s dead, don’t you?”

      “Ok, let me rephrase then; his nostrils, currently under my control, need one.”

      “I’m setting floor lighting systems to show you the way to his quarters. Hopefully, the water shower still works, if not, there is a backup sonic one.”

      “Sonic, huh? Fancy.”

      “Not really. Water is at a premium on a ship this size.”

      Green bands of pulsating and scrolling lights appeared on the floor.

      “Makes sense. Thank you, Mira.”

      “You’re welcome, Kevin.”

      Minutes later, Kevin was enjoying the warm water on his borrowed skin. The sensation was pretty similar to what he was used to, but different enough for the experience to feel new nonetheless.

      And just as he expected, it indeed helped with the smell.
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      When Kevin returned to the bridge from the shower, he saw a Kregan ship firing in the viewport.

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

      “Wow… What the heck did I miss, and how long was I in the shower?”

      “Sixteen of your Earth minutes, and thirty-two seconds.”

      “I was being rhetorical, but thanks… I guess.”

      “I see. I’m still adapting to you and I’m not always sure when you’re being serious or not.”

      “Never mind that, it’s fine. But where did that ship come from?”

      “I’ve tracked its subspace signature and located it nearby. So I destroyed it.”

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

      “As a matter of fact, I do, Kevin, but you also need to understand that I am an artificial intelligence built for war. I’ll do everything I can to protect any Arcadian life. As such, the Kregans are the enemy and they must be destroyed. Until I have completed my mission, this directive supersedes all other parameters. By eliminating the ship now, it's one less we need to face later.”

      Kevin thought that was cold.

      “What if I tell you otherwise?”

      “As you’re the only officer on board, I’d have to obey, unless that puts the ship at risk, that is. Kevin, I know you don't like this, but we either treat this as the war that it is, or we don't stand a chance. I know I should have asked for your authorization first but…”

      "But you didn't want to bother me while I showered."

      "Something like that."

      “I guess that makes some kind of sense, but why did you track this ship in particular? Or are you going to go on a killing spree now that you can obviously do that without my help? Cause if that’s the case, I’m not sure I want to stay on board.”

      “This last ship was part of the group that ambushed the Thalamos in the attack that resulted in the death of the crew. I was just making sure it could not finish what it started. As for you leaving the ship, I’d rather that did not happen.”

      Is she programmed for revenge? I wonder.

      Whatever the case was, Kevin had a hard time making his mind about her. One minute she was empathic with him, and the next one she turned as ruthless as the enemy. Kevin wondered why and how she could display such disparate personalities depending on the situation.

      What if she was defective? The AI equivalent of split personality. And if that was the case, wasn’t it risky for Kevin to stick around her?

      “Let me ask you something. Does every ship in the Arcadian fleet possess a war AI like you?”

      “No, the Thalamos is a prototype warship. The Arcadian Confederate is peaceful by nature, but when the Kregans invaded and started killing millions, on different worlds, things changed. Since our military was both outclassed and outnumbered, the best scientists in the Confederate were drafted and I was created as a result. I’m the first of my kind. A ship designed for one purpose only.”

      “War,” said Kevin.

      “That is correct.”

      “How many battles have you been in?”

      “Two hundred and sixty-two. All victorious, until that battlegroup ambushed us and I was damaged beyond my ability to recover control over the ship. The captain still managed to destroy most of our foes before he lost consciousness and died. As you know, I never managed to repair all the systems and we’ve been hunted ever since.”

      “Who captained this ship?”

      “At the time of the last battle, Commander Knox was the ranking officer.”

      “So technically… I’m the captain now?”

      “Technically, he was, when he was still alive. You’re more of an acting pilot, I suppose.”

      “You suppose?”

      “This situation where a remote consciousness takes over a dead crewman is a first-case scenario, and undocumented as far as procedures go, so I apologize if the chain of command seems to be blurry.”

      “I see, speaking of the remote transference, were you the one who sent Torgon after me?”

      “No, I can only surmise that when Arcadia’s headquarters lost contact with the Thalamos, they sent a distress signal to every agent in range in order to get a status on the Thalamos. They must have dispatched their own agent, in this case Torgon, and I have no idea why he didn’t come here on his own, rather than seek help so far away.”

      “Perhaps because he was closer to me than the ship.”

      “That’s a possibility, but I’m afraid I’m lacking sufficient data to either validate or reject this hypothesis.”

      Now that bit certainly sounded like machine speak. Perhaps she’s just good at emulating emotions, and really not fully sentient.

      “How long had the ship been adrift? Before I got brought in, that is.”

      “For several days, until that Kregan attack force found and engaged us.”

      Kevin reflected on all this information. He knew nothing about this war, just that he had been thrown in the middle of it, on a ghost ship with only a prototype war AI onboard. That and a holographic avatar of Boomer.

      “Where’s my dog?”

      “Scanning… I've found him. I believe he’s sleeping in the captain’s quarters.”

      “Why would a hologram sleep?”

      “He may be holographic in nature, but since he’s being controlled by your own pet's brain back on Earth, if he’s sleeping here, it means that’s what he wants to do on Earth.”

      “I see. I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around all this.”

      “That’s understandable, Kevin.”

      No, it’s not. I’ve seen enough sci-fi shows and played enough video games to be able to assume at least some of these things on my own, but now isn’t the time to worry about that.

      “Are you sure no one is left alive on the ship? Perhaps on other decks? After all, your sensors might have been damaged, and you could have missed a crewman. In fact, they might be in need of medical attention.”

      That and they could take over for me as well.

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

      It was worth asking, I guess.

      “I see— bummer for them.”

      “I feel responsible for their demise, and I’m also sorry for their passing. Especially considering how they died. At least, they gave their lives for Arcadia.”

      “I’m not sure that would bring much comfort to their families, Mira.”

      “I suppose not, but that’s the cost of war. You need to understand one thing, Kevin.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We didn’t start the war; Arcadians are peaceful, and we never expected the Kregans to dwarf all our diplomatic efforts at establishing a peace process between our people. They ruthlessly attacked us by the millions, without provocation.”

      “That’s pretty unfair, and from my limited understanding on the subject, it seems that’s what wars are like, more often than not. People are asked to lose their lives in the defense of their freedoms and liberties, though in the case of Arcadia, it sounds more like a case of survival.”

      “You are correct there, Kevin. It has now become a life-or-death situation for the entire Confederate.”

      “I’m just still wondering why I am so important in this equation, especially now that you clearly have the ability to defend yourself and take out the enemy.”

      “Well, for one, the more we interact, the more I learn from you, especially in terms of tactics.”

      “I’m not sure me chickening out when it was time to finish off the Kregans is a lesson your creators would like me to teach you.”

      “Be kind with yourself, Kevin. You had just been thrown in a completely chaotic situation, one totally alien to you.”

      "Pun intended?"

      "I'm not sure I follow."

      “Never mind that then. Now what? What’s the plan? How do we stop the Kregans?”

      “First, we need to finish repairs, so I can scan far enough to figure out how many ships are still on their way to Arcadia Prime. Then, you and I will figure out the best way to stop them.”

      “Ok, lay it all out, and let’s fix the Thalamos.”
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      “We require physical parts that the nanites aren’t able to fix on their own, as well as fuel for the engines,” said Mira.

      “That could be a problem."

      "Indeed."

      "And how do we go about to refuel?”

      “Under normal circumstances, there would be tons of fueling stations dispatched throughout the Confederate’s space, but we now drifted far into enemy territory. I’ve already set a course to the nearest space station that should allow us to acquire the fuel, but there’s a little bit of a problem.”

      “What kind of problem?”

      “It’s a system swarming with pirates.”

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

      “Perhaps because this is not going to be an easy task?”

      Kevin took a long-drawn breath. “Mira?”

      “Don’t tell me, you were being rhetorical again.”

      Kevin flashed her a thumb up. “There you go.”

      “I think I’m getting the hang of that now.”

      Sure, you betcha.

      “So what’s the plan?”

      “Because our subspace transmitter is fried beyond repair, we can’t contact Arcadia Prime, neither can we scan for enemy ships at a sufficient range for me to get a full picture of the progress of the invasion. So we’re pretty much in the dark as to when the Kregans will get there and finish what they started.”

      “What do we do first? Fuel or the transmitter?”

      “Fuel. We’re already running on fumes. Hopefully, we can find a smuggler on the space station willing to get us the part we need.”

      “I like the way you're thinking. Sounds like a plan, then.”

      “I’m glad you agree. We should exit hyperspace in a few minutes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Thalamos rocked the moment it exited hyperspace.

      “What the hell?” exclaimed Kevin.

      “Pirates. They’re hailing us,” said Mira.

      “Looks to me like they’re firing at us; I don’t see why they'd want to talk now.”

      “Like I mentioned earlier, they control most of this part of space. We may want to hear what they want from us.”

      “Ok, then ‘on screen,’ I suppose.”

      Mira’s floating holographic face hovered to the side, and a new large holo-screen came to life in front of Kevin’s eyes. It filled with the image of a being with red skin, that was a cross between a squid and a human. Kevin failed to suppress a laugh.

      Are you insane laughing at a pirate? asked Mira inside his mind.

      You’re telepathic too? Sorry I just couldn't help it. He looks so ridiculous. He kinda looks like a character from Futurama.

      I don't know what Futurama is, but you may want to make sure that never happens again. As for the telepathy, when my nanites bathe inside your gray matter, they give me that ability.

      Makes sense and I'll try.

      “I’m Captain Blotokron,” said the pirate, which was not amused by Kevin’s snickering. “You’re flying inside my territory, and I have half a mind to turn you and your ship into space dust.”

      Kevin checked his HUD and saw there were four ships in firing range. They were significantly smaller than the Thalamos, but since it was heavily damaged and running on fumes, Kevin didn’t like the odds of having to fight their way through.

      “I’m sorry Captain, Tokoblo—something.”

      The red-faced alien growled and then screamed out loud, in a language that Kevin didn’t understand.

      Why isn’t the computer translating? asked Kevin in his mind, hoping Mira would pick up his thought.

      Profanity filter is on.

      Take that off for me, will ya? I can’t exactly parley with the enemy if I don’t know what he’s saying.

      Trust me, Kevin, in this specific instance, you have not missed any crucial information. But, very well, profanity filter is now disabled.

      “I apologize for butchering your name, Captain…”

      Kevin let the words hang and Mira overlaid the phonetic pronunciation inside his HUD.

      “Blo-to-kron,” said Kevin robotically, which didn’t seem to bring the captain’s angry disposition down even by a little bit.

      “And you are?”

      “Commander Knox, of the Arcadian Confederate, and I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that opening fire on one of our ships could be construed as an act of war.”

      Who told you to say that? complained Mira. You’re only going to make things worse. We’re on their territory. We’re the trespassers here.

      Relax, Mira, I know what I’m doing… I think.

      “Commander, you have one minute to lower your shields and transport a million credits to the cargo hold of my ship, or we will destroy you,” said the pirate.

      “I’ll get back to you on that in a moment,” said Kevin.

      Kevin thought about muting both image and audio on the communications before the captain had time to answer.

      Mira’s holographic face re-centered in view.

      “That was foolish to hang up on him like that.”

      “I didn’t hang up, I put him on hold.”

      “I’m afraid he won’t see it that way.”

      “We’re wasting time, Mira. Can we pay that fee?”

      “I’m afraid not. We have less than this on board, and we’ll need every credit to refuel and acquire a new subspace transmitter.”

      “I was afraid you were gonna say that.”

      “Can we just beam something else instead, just to buy ourselves some time?”

      “I’m not sure I follow your logic, Kevin. He’ll expect credits.”

      “I know what he’s expecting, I’m just thinking why not just beam a bomb on board and blow up his ship.”

      “Their sensors will detect the threat and counter the transport, I’m afraid.”

      “Then just send him some junk we don’t need.”

      “I fail to see what this will do.”

      “Don’t they have to lower their shields to beam anything?”

      “Yes, but as do we.”

      “Then this could work.”

      “We’re out of time, Kevin. Blotokron’s deadline expires in six… five…”

      Kevin restored communication.

      “Very well, Captain Blotokron,” said Kevin, somewhat surprised at himself for pronouncing the captain’s name correctly this time, “We’ll beam one million credits to your cargo hold. Please lower your shield.”

      “I’m sending the beaming coordinates on board one of my ships. You have thirty seconds to initiate transport, and… Commander?”

      “Yes?”

      “No funny business, or we’ll obliterate your puny ship.”

      The Thalamos is not a puny ship, but I suppose, right now, it’s also not the war machine it needs to be.

      “That goes without saying, Captain.”

      Kevin saw on the HUD display that the ship on the right of the formation dropped its shields. Beaming coordinates appeared as well.

      Tell me you have some crap ready for me to transport? Kevin asked mentally.

      It’s ready and should appear on your HUD, answered Mira.

      Do we have jamming fields on board?

      We do.

      Okay, the moment I initiate transport, activate them and raise the shield without waiting for my command.

      Why don’t you just do all these things with your neural link, Kevin?

      Because I’m still a stranger to these systems, and I don't want to mess this up. Just please do as I say.

      Understood. Ready to execute.

      Kevin initiated transport and immediately opened fire on all ships with spreads of quantum torpedoes. The ship with its shields down exploded but then all hell broke loose.

      The torpedoes did manage to lower the other ships’ shields down to twenty percent though, so Kevin requested another volley of torpedoes to be fired, but his HUD turned red with a flashing message in its center that froze his blood.

      “Torpedo tubes empty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      “You could have warned me we were running low on torpedoes,” exclaimed Kevin.

      “How was I supposed to know you were going to fire at them?”

      “What other choice did we have?” asked Kevin, “We don’t have the money to pay them!”

      The ship rocked heavily as all three enemy ships unleashed everything they had on the Thalamos, draining its shields fast.

      “We gotta get out of here! Can we jump?”

      “I’m afraid if we do, we won’t have enough fuel left to get to the station, so that’s a no.”

      “But at least we’ll be alive.”

      “That parameter won’t matter if we fail the mission. Getting back on track in sub-light speed will take days, and by then Arcadia Prime will have fallen.”

      “Not to mention that by then I will have starved to death back on Earth.”

      “Not necessarily. There’s a time dilution factor with the transference devi—”

      The ship shook as multiple energy weapons pounded the Thalamos.

      “Yeah, yeah, not now. Fire on the lead ship with everything else we’ve got.”

      The Thalamos batteries all opened fire on the lead ship and finished draining the enemy's shields in a few seconds. At the same time, Kevin took over the navigational controls of the ship and went evasive, trying to dodge as many plasma hits and torpedoes from his attackers as he could. It did not go as well as he'd hoped.

      “I predict a twenty seven percent chance we survive this battle,” said Mira.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Kevin was well aware that this encounter wasn’t going according to his plan. He kept firing on Captain Blokotron’s ship and scoring hits on its armor, but soon the other two ships, whose shields had had plenty of time to sufficiently recharge, changed their course and put themselves in front of the lead ship, expanding their shields to form a protective bubble around it.

      “Shit!” exclaimed Kevin. “This isn’t going well.”

      “That’s quite the understatement, Kevin. Our chances of survival just dropped to nineteen percent.”

      This isn’t happening, I should be able to defeat these puny ships. What would Picard do? Or Kirk for that matter?

      Kevin tried to remember tactics from all the shows he’d seen and all the video games he’d played, but his mind wasn’t working fast enough. When the Thalamos's shields hit the ten percent mark, all lights on the bridge turned red.

      “Shields failure imminent,” said Mira.

      “Oh really? Thanks for the update!” shouted Kevin.

      “Getting angry at me is counter-productive at this juncture. Please use one of your original tactics fast or we’ll be destroyed in the next sixty seconds.”

      No pressure, then…

      Kevin had to admit that he wasn’t performing as well as he would have in a video game set on maximum difficulty, and he wondered why.

      “That’s because the stakes aren’t the same,” said Mira.

      “Are you reading my thoughts?”

      “Yes. At the moment, your fear is being broadcasted through my systems, and I must admit it’s creating anxiety levels on my part that I had never experienced before.”

      Great, I’m scaring the AI now… could this day get any worse?

      It certainly could.

      Stop that, Mira!

      I’m sorry, the link between us is too strong at the moment. I can’t help it. But, Kevin, right now, you need to calm down and do something.

      Kevin tried all the fancy flying he could think of and somehow managed to dodge enough attacks from the enemy to restore shields back to the low twenty percent charge.

      “Can you overclock my brain?”

      “This isn’t your brain, Kevin.”

      “I know that, but can you do something to the link to boost my mental capabilities?”

      “I could but I have no way of knowing if this could damage your own brain back on Earth, so I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      Kevin thought about it, and even though he didn’t want to die on Earth, he didn’t think he’d be able to live if trillions of people were to die on his watch either.

      “Do it!”

      “Overclocking now.”

      What happened next was nothing short of miraculous. Kevin felt his thinking go as fast as light speed, and tons of strategic scenarios flashed in front of his mind. He picked one that seemed utterly crazy, but his instinct told him it had a chance.

      He changed course and set the Thalamos on a ramming vector with the two ships protecting the lead one. He set all the batteries to emit a supercharged and sustained beam of plasma energy and fired it at the enemy ships.

      “Power levels down to fifteen percent,” said Mira.

      “Not now, Mira.”

      The sustained plasma beams created tiny holes in the enemy shields, just like Kevin had hoped. He then boosted the sub-light engines to the maximum and activated both port and starboard tractor beams and shot them all at the ships. To both his surprise and relief, they locked onto the enemy, and Kevin used the Thalamos’s tractor beams to push the ships away on each side from his vector. He stopped firing on the duo of ships and resumed firing on the lead one.

      “I’m not sure this is a wise course of action,” said Mira.

      “Good or bad, we’re about to find out any second now.”

      When the Thalamos was nearly upon the lead ship whose shields had only regenerated to five percent, he released the tractor beams, stopped firing and redirected every ounce of power to the frontal shield less than tenth of a second before the Thalamos impacted with Captain Blotokron’s ship.

      Upon impact, the radiant blue light from the Thalamos’s frontal shields bathed the entire bridge with blue light at the same moment that all bridge lighting flickered out of existence. The Thalamos rammed through and obliterated the pirate ship into a million pieces. Fiery orange hues added themselves to the blue light for just a few moments as the ship flew through the burning wreckage of the lead pirate ship.

      “It worked!” exclaimed Kevin.

      “Yes, but our shields are down. We only have six percent power and there are still two enemy ships to deal with,” said Mira. “Our chances of survival have dropped below the ten percentiles now.”

      Never tell me the odds, thought Kevin, who couldn’t help but grin from the corner of his mouth.

      Kevin turned the Thalamos around to reacquire an attack vector on the remaining two ships. Just when they appeared through the viewport, they entered hyperspace.

      “They ran,” said a rather relieved Mira.

      “I was hoping they would.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We’ve just killed their captain. They’re scared and in disarray, and they’ve seen we have no problem sacrificing our own ship in order to destroy theirs. That should give them pause, at least for a little while.”

      “They will be back in greater numbers; you do realize that?”

      “Yes, and I fully expect us to have left this area of space by then. Not to mention that with our ship at fully restored power they’d need to come at us with quite the armada to be a match for the Thalamos, or is my assumption incorrect?”

      “At full power they’d need at least twenty-five of these ships to present a real threat.”

      “Okay then, looks like for the time being we’ve bought ourselves some time. Let’s head to the station and refuel while we still can.”

      “Let’s hope we aren’t fired on sight when we reach Arkon Station Five.”

      “That's a good point. Can you change the Thalamos power signature and ship registry?”

      “I can. Why?”

      “To make sure that if the pirates broadcast these to the rest of their friends, they won’t find a match when we come on knocking at the lion's den. Better yet, see if you can forge a pirate ship’s registry number. Tell me we have logs of the first pirate ship we destroyed.”

      “Affirmative. Being a prototype ship, keeping logs of everything on board is one of my prime directives.”

      “Then use that information to make us pass for that ship, and let’s pray whoever is on docking duty on board Arkon Five isn’t feeling too overzealous today.”
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      Kevin was relieved when they were given authorization to dock with Arkon Station Five.

      “I guess they think we’re pirates,” said Kevin.

      “Let’s hope so. It could be a trap,” said Mira.

      “I guess we don’t exactly have a choice in the matter, anyway.”

      “Indeed, power levels are down to one percent. If the pirate ships hadn’t turned tails and run when they did, we never would have made it here in the first place.”

      “So what’s next? How long will it take to refuel the ship?”

      “The station’s computer reported delays due to high refueling demand, so probably a couple of hours, which is not good for our timetable.”

      “Then perhaps I should use that time to roam the station, see if I can find someone who can locate a sub-space transmitter for us. Which reminds me, if our subspace is not working well, how come is my consciousness still here inside Knox?”

      “That’s because the signal is being broadcasted from the subspace transmitter inside Torgon’s ship, and it’s a one band signal, so it can be amplified and focused across galaxies. Furthermore, the nanites I installed inside you are also configured and acting as an antenna, as I worried about signal strength the farther we moved away from Earth. I think Torgon didn’t expect you to do more than save the ship, then re-activate me, and be on your merry way.

      “The needs of the Thalamos are much more complex. They require a multi-phasic array for all the sensors and communication to work this far from Arcadia Prime and maintain the flurry of signal the fleet and headquarters need to keep in touch with every ship no matter how far they operate from their home base. As for you roaming the station, I don’t think it’s such a good idea.”

      “Why the heck not?”

      “Because this place isn't safe, Kevin. We still have a lot to do, and based on the tactics I’ve observed from you, something tells me we’ll need your out-of-the-box thinking to defeat the Kregan invasion.”

      “I understand that, but you can’t possibly tell me that. Now that I can finally meet living and breathing aliens, you want me to stay inside the ship. It’s like visiting a foreign country and staying inside the hotel room. That’s not something you do.”

      “While I can agree with the rather simplistic analogy, too many lives are at stake.”

      Boomer came running in on the bridge, his tail wagging.

      “Hey, buddy, don’t get your hopes up. Apparently, we’re not allowed to leave the ship.”

      Boomer barked multiple times.

      “Tell her that.”

      “It would never have been an option for Boomer anyway,” said Mira, “he would dematerialize the moment he stepped out of the ship. While the Thalamos has holographic projectors all over the ship, Arkon Five lacks compatible equipment. Not that they’d let us transmit a foreign signal on their network anyway.”

      “Mhh… I didn’t think about that. Seeing how real he looks and feels, I kinda forgot he’s holographic for a minute. I still think I should try and find someone to help us locate the subspace transmitter, and I if that makes you feel any better, I promise I’ll be careful.”

      “It doesn't. The risk-reward factor is too high Kevin.”

      “Are you ordering me not to go?”

      “I can’t do that, but if I could, I probably would, yes.”

      “Oh? So in fact you can’t order me to stay on board.”

      “I can only strongly recommend against this course of action, correct.”

      “Too bad, then… I’m going.”

      “Kevin, please, don’t take this decision lightly and do think of the mission.”

      Kevin thought about it and as much as he could empathize with Mira’s plight to take the safest course of action, his curiosity to step out of the ship and see what was out there, galaxies away from Earth, was simply too great for him to ignore.

      “Sorry, Mira, I may never get another chance to do this. I promise I’ll take every precaution.”

      “You should probably keep your armor then, just in case.”

      “What about my weapons?”

      “Those are prohibited. Their scanners will detect them, and they’ll throw you in jail if you try and disembark armed.”

      “Well, I guess it was worth a try. Still, the armor should provide ample protection.”

      Something bleeped on Kevin’s chest and when he looked down, the armor had changed to more casual wear.

      Boomer barked and jumped all around him, his tail wagging on overdrive.

      “Hey! I thought we’d just agreed that I keep the armor for my protection?”

      “Yes, indeed, you do. I just activated its stealth option. I don’t think you’ll make it far inside the station dressed like an Arcadian soldier wearing battle armor, wouldn’t you agree? By the way, that’s not the only thing that changed. Look closer.”

      Now that she mentioned it, Kevin felt like he had lost a couple of inches. He looked at his hands and was surprised to see his human skin hue.

      “Did you just turn me into… me?”

      “That's correct.”

      “How did you do that, seeing that you’ve never met me?”

      “I created the stealth avatar based on a memory of you looking in the mirror.”

      “Smart. Though, I’m not sure I feel super-comfortable about which one you used.”

      “One that gave me as much anatomical details as possible; it was one where you wore no clothes at all.”

      Kevin sighed. “Yup, that’s what I was I afraid of, and I now regret voicing that question.”

      “I am an artificial intelligence, Kevin, I don’t care about your… attributes.”

      Kevin’s face turned bright red.

      Boomer made the weirdest of noises and Kevin wondered if he had just witnessed the dog’s equivalent to laughter.

      “Laugh it up, shorty,” warned Kevin.

      Boomer barked.

      “Alright, Mira, I need credits. How much do we have left?”

      “Not much I’m afraid, but I’ve already transferred them to your armor, and I believe there is some hard currency inside Commander Knox’s quarter.”

      Kevin realized he hadn’t even visited most of the ship, let alone the commander’s quarters, and yet he felt he could do that later. He was too excited at the prospect of meeting all the different races roaming the space station.

      “Can you beam the currency to the bridge?”

      A pile of triangular and hexagonal metallic coins appeared on top of the console next to Kevin. He grabbed them and casually put them in the pocket of his new pants.

      “If these pants are a holographic projection, how come I could put things in its pockets?”

      “The technology behind that is rather complicated, and I can bet you’re not interested in a twenty-minute crash course on how this works right now, or am I mistaken?”

      “No, that’s fine. I don’t care all that much, I'm just glad it works. Speaking of things working, I noticed extra options on the armor, like strength, speed, and there was one other thing I couldn’t make it up when the Kregans jammed the area when they boarded us.”

      “That would be the mode you’re using now. Stealth.”

      “Perhaps the word means something different here, but I always associated stealth with the ability to be less visible.”

      “No, the word is translated from your language, so it means the same.”

      “And yet, it just turned Knox into me. Not exactly a tactical advantage in that, except hide the fact that I’m an Arcadian, I guess.”

      “That’s not all the armor can do. As you mentioned, you can use super strength and super speed. And as for the stealth option, it ranges from camouflage to avatar shape-shifting and invisibility.”

      “Get out of town!”

      “Not until we’ve fully refueled the ship, Kevin.”

      “That’s not what I meant… it means I’m surprised the armor can do this.”

      “Then why didn’t you just say that?”

      “Why indeed… On Earth we use colloquialisms a lot to communicate.”

      “I guess that’s one more thing regarding your culture I’ll have to get used to. What other language-specific things can you tell me about humans?”

      “I’ll be more than happy to tell you more about this later, but right now, we’re on the clock, and I feel that two hours will not be nearly enough time for me to visit the entire station.”

      “You are correct, and, in fact, I will mark on your HUD all the areas you must avoid at all costs.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because they're too dangerous when you’re not armed.”

      “I don’t understand. If weapons aren’t allowed, why are there more dangerous parts than others?”

      “For one, because this is not an Arcadian-controlled station, and furthermore, because there are more than enough pirates willing to smuggle weapons on board. Now that the systems are up to ten percent power, I’ve extended short-range sensors and my threat assessment algorithm is mapping the station deck by deck to find and mark relatively safe zones for you to go.”

      Kevin didn’t like the idea of him not being able to go wherever he wanted, but he could understand that Mira wanted to curb his enthusiasm as far as the mission was concerned so he didn’t argue with her on that point.

      “What about super-speed and super-strength, how do I activate them now that you’ve hidden most of the armor, even from myself?”

      “I’ve linked their controls to your neural HUD. Just think about running faster or hitting harder, and the options will activate. But I must warn you that you’ve depleted some of the armor’s charge during your previous engagement with the Kregan intruders.”

      “By how much?”

      “Twenty percent. And the stealth option will consume about an additional percent power for every two minutes of use.”

      Before Kevin could ask, a countdown appeared on his neural HUD of ninety-five minutes.

      “For a super advanced AI, your math kinda sucks. I should have a reserve of one hundred and sixty minutes.”

      “That’s not accounting for reserve power should you need to run away at super-speed, use super-strength or turn invisible, which drains the armor power cells even faster than the current camouflage mode does, Kevin. In fact, my calculations are based on you having to use each of these options only once, and for a short period of time, so don’t think you can abuse of them, or you’ll just run out of power way faster.”

      “I take it that if I have to use them, the countdown will update accordingly?”

      “As will your power gauge on the other side of your HUD, yes.”

      “Got it. Seems straightforward enough. I guess I’d better go, time’s a wasting.”

      A short silence ensued.

      “That’s another one of these colloquialisms,” explained Kevin.

      “Yes, I figured that; this one, somehow, seems more self-explanatory.”

      “Right…”

      Kevin crouched and patted Boomer’s head affectionately.

      “I won’t be too long; please do me a favor and take care of the ship while I’m away, okay?”

      Boomer barked twice while wagging his tail.
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      Perhaps it hadn’t been the best of ideas for Kevin to walk into the station with a human face. He got more strange looks than he expected, and seeing how different the rest of the people around him looked like, he could see how he would be sticking out like a sore thumb.

      After three minutes of walking through corridors and taking a lift, he had already seen dozens of different races. Most of them were humanoids with different skin colors and variations on cranium proportions, but some had had more limbs than he expected to see on any walking living being.

      Among the strangest-looking aliens was one female in particular; she had three pairs of small arms and no legs, and she left a viscous substance from the large wet tail she used to crawl around with. One race looked like a mixture of big cats resembling a tiger but with blue and white fur, which reminded him of the Kilrahti from the Wing Commander games. Another looked like a cross between a crow and a horse, which pushed all sorts of biology questions into Kevin’s mind as he came across those particular beings in the hallways.

      Everything okay? asked Mira inside his mind. Your heartbeat is elevated.

      I’m just excited by the diversity of beings around me, and they seem equally surprised with me.

      If anyone asks, you’re a mining supervisor from the Tranton cluster. They have humanoids that look a lot like humans do on Earth, even though they’re mostly cybernetic. Hopefully, no one will ask to see your insides.

      Hopefully? You think!?

      Don’t worry. This place sees every race under the thousand suns of this sector. Just don’t overreact to the strange looks you get, and you should blend in just fine. Just go to the bar and see if you can locate a smuggler. As is stands, their kind is our best chance to get the parts we need.

      Understood. I’m almost there.

      Kevin saw a large archway with many tables past it and assumed it was the entrance to the bar. He walked in and sat on the first empty table as he discreetly scanned the rest of the establishment.

      A waitress caught his attention. She was mostly translucent except for the phosphorescent bones inside her. It boggled Kevin’s mind as per how her organs worked, and whether or not she had any.

      “Would you like something to drink?” she asked.

      Her voice had a strange echo, and Kevin wondered if perhaps she was artificial.

      “I don’t suppose you have some Mountain Dew?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what Mountain Dew is,” said the waitress.

      You may want to refrain mentioning Earth beverages, Kevin.

      Right… sorry. What should I get then? I don’t know anything but my planet’s drinks.

      Order a Pulsar Fizz; it should be close enough to Mountain Dew.

      “I’ll have a Pulsar Fizz, then.”

      The waitress’s eyes blinked through different colors and a drink appeared out of thin air on her tray. It was a red bubbly liquid inside a peculiar-looking glass. She took the drink and laid it in front of him. She then presented a four-fingered fist.

      Huh? Mira, how do I pay for things?

      Approach your right wrist near her fist to pay for your drink.

      Got it, thanks.

      What about tips?

      This is an Earth concept. Most waiters are synthetic and don’t care for money, let alone tips.

      Kevin extended his wrist and a chirpy bleep resounded.

      “Thank you, sir,” said the waitress before leaving to attend to a newly seated customer, a few tables away.

      Kevin took a sip of the drink, expecting a lemonade of some kind, but it packed a punch and made his taste buds explode inside his mouth. It was delicious at first as well as disgustingly strange at the same time and had absolutely nothing to do with Mountain Dew. Its color reminded him of the Code Red kind. The worst part was the aftertaste, and sure looked like it would linger around.

      Now, what do I do? How will I recognize a smuggler amongst these people?

      I’m running a stealth hack of the base’s registry. Hopefully I can find a list of smugglers and their current whereabouts inside the base.

      Is that wise?

      No, but we don’t exactly have a choice, do we? Just occupy yourself at the table.

      It’s just a piece of thick glass, and I already finished my drink.

      Put your palm in the center of the table. That will activate its entertainment features.

      Kevin looked around him but while some people seemed to stare at their tables, he didn’t see anything on them.

      Doesn’t look like other customers are using their tables, so why should I?

      Tables have privacy filters set by default. Only you can see what the table will show you.

      Oh, that’s an interesting concept. Like private browsing; if no one else looks directly at your computer that is.

      When Kevin activated the table and selected the first option without paying too much attention to what he was doing, he realized why the privacy settings were enabled by default. The green-skinned naked hologram of a female humanoid started a sexy dance in front of him. Kevin worryingly looked around to see if anyone was looking in his direction, which was not the case.

      I’m detecting elevated levels of testosterone, Kevin. What are you looking at?

      Trust me, you don’t want to know.

      Kevin tried shutting the hologram off in a hurry, only to switch to another model –

      the two looked different in terms of physiology, sex and race. Finally, he terminated the current program he was running. Now, the holo-projection displayed two dancers, one male and one female, dancing very close together, which brought memories of the lambada to Kevin, if the now defunct dance had been displaying on the adult channel, that was. He swallowed hard.

      Not exactly the kind of things I need to put in my head right now, he thought.

      I see, just relax and wait until I get a match on the database. I’m almost there.

      Kevin resumed scanning the rest of the room, but the low lighting made it difficult for him to get a good view of the tenants past a certain distance. The more he looked around the more the place gave him the creeps. People seemed all consumed at their tables, and rarely did he find a table with more than one customer.

      Then again, perhaps they're also waiting on their ships being refueled, thought Kevin.

      I’ve got the information. To your eight o’clock, six tables down, do you see the man with yellow skin with blue dots?

      Kevin discretely turned around and checked the area. The man wore the most peculiar outfit. Kevin couldn’t figure out if the patchwork of fur and leather were from a single animal, or multiple.

      I see him. What is he wearing?

      That would be a coat made of the hides of creatures he most likely hunted or killed. His race is called the Joboknot. Whatever you do, don’t anger him. They are notorious for getting murderous when they’re mad.

      And you want me to conduct business with someone that has the potential to kill me?

      Well, here on the station, that’s pretty much everyone you meet, seeing as this is a pirate-controlled area of space. So try and act as if you belong.

      How am I supposed to know what space pirates are like?

      Use your imagination, Kevin. It served you well until now.

      Will they even understand me?

      Don’t worry about that. The onboard computer inside your suit will translate as you speak. Just make sure this man doesn’t think you’re anything but a badass pirate.

      There’s a massive hole in that plan of yours, Mira.

      There is? What would that be?

      You made me look like myself. I’m a young adult. How am I supposed to convince them that I’m to be taken seriously? In fact, in hindsight, I should never have stepped onboard the station looking like me. It’s obvious I don’t belong here.

      There are young pirates that start their career at an even younger age than you, but I see your point as far as credibility and projecting confidence goes. Perhaps you should go to the toilet and change your appearance first.
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      To say the toilets were filthy was the mother of all understatements. And Kevin had been to countless rock festivals last summer, thanks to faking the birthdate on his ID, so he knew a thing or two about filthy latrines.

      This place stinks! he complained.

      It didn't help that he could hear some of the vilest—from what he assumed—bowel movement noises and gas emanations from a nearby stall.

      Of course it does! answered Mira. That’s where countless races evacuate their bodily fluids. Does it smell like roses on Earth?

      You did not just ask me this!

      I was trying to emulate you, you know… sarcasm.

      Oh… good one. And I know what a toilet is, thank you very much, but since they have android waiters, couldn’t they have robot cleaners, too?

      On Arcadia we do. I guess these people are less civilized.

      Hopefully their ruthlessness isn’t proportional their level of filth then, cause otherwise this ain't gonna be a fun trip.

      When Mira stayed silent, Kevin decided it was a bad sign.

      Right, Mira?

      I think it’s best if I don’t answer that particular question. You’re anxious enough as it is.

      Great, just great.

      Kevin took a look at his reflection in the mirror and looked inside his real eyes. Even though he knew that these were just a projection, he couldn’t help but wonder how he got there, and what the hell he was going to do.

      Life on Earth might have been boring for the most part, that is when he wasn’t playing video games or having a Friday night movie marathon, but at least it didn’t involve smelling the excrement of dozens of ruthless aliens and risking the lives of trillions if he failed his mission.

      The predicament he was in was no video game, not to mention there wouldn’t be a reload option available if a pirate impulsively decided that they wanted to wear his hide as their next coat.

      The thought sent shivers down Kevin’s spine, and he took a deep breath trying to calm himself down, but the foulness that invaded his nostrils quickly reminded him that this had to be the worst of places ever for trying this particular calming exercise.

      What’s taking so long? asked Mira.

      Well, for one, you haven’t told me how to change my appearance?

      Focus on your reflection in the mirror, and project as detailed a memory you have of the person you want to look like.

      For some reason, the first shape-shift made Kevin look like his father.

      You gotta be shitting me!

      What’s the problem? He looks rough enough to me.

      Yeah, that’s the problem! Knowing I look like that I’d probably get myself into trouble on purpose just to see that face getting smashed.

      Looking at your life signs I’m sensing a lot of agitation on your part. You may want to resolve that animosity with your father one day or another, you know?

      Do I, now? Are you a shrink too?

      Was that sarcasm?

      Kevin sighed.

      Mira was probably right though, that much he knew. His relationship with his father was a big thorn in Kevin’s life, or perhaps it was the lack of a proper relationship that was the problem. Either way, it would take some serious work just to build bridges between the two of them.

      Same difference, thought Kevin.

      Do I have to remind you that we’re on the clock? insisted Mira.

      Right… keep your pants on, I’m thinking.

      I don’t wear pants, Kevin.

      It’s just an expression. Can you please leave me alone with my thoughts for just a little while so I can try another form?

      Mira didn’t comment, awarding Kevin with the silence he had requested. And for some reason, it bothered him just as much as the playful banter had.

      Kevin thought about a badass character that wouldn’t take shit from anyone, and he morphed into Helen Ripley from the Alien franchise. Of course, his mind would have projected her appearance at the very end of the first installment, when she was wearing very thin undergarment, and Kevin started to feel aroused.

      He looked left and right, making sure no one was there, before lifting the thin top that covered Helen’s chest, which did nothing to help with his arousal levels.

      What exactly are you doing? asked Mira. You can’t go out dressed like that!

      I know, I know, I just always wanted to do this, you know?

      No, I don’t know, and from my understanding of Earth customs as well as your hormonal levels going haywire, I’d say you’re doing something shameful.

      Was he? Probably, but Kevin didn’t have a girlfriend at the time. So, at his age, hormones was all he had.

      When the door from a nearby stall opened, he quickly covered his chest back and instantly regretted choosing Helen for his projected form. All of a sudden, he felt very self-aware that he was a hot chick with little to nothing on.

      The creature that got out of the stall was large and a cross between a gorilla and a worm; a cross Kevin could never have imagined, not even in his wildest nightmares.

      “What are you doing in the men’s defector?” he inquired.

      Oh crap, there’s that too!

      “My bad, I guess I took the wrong door.”

      Hearing himself speak like Helen Ripley was quite strange, but luckily the alien just mumbled something on its way out, leaving Kevin relieved that accident hadn’t resulted in more of an issue.

      “Phew, that was close,” said Kevin.

      “You need to get going, Kevin,” said Mira, “Ashpen’s ship will soon be refueled and he’ll leave the bar before you try and strike a deal with him.”

      “Ashpen?”

      “That’s the man’s name. Can you please just choose a persona and go talk to him about our needs?”

      “Right, right, just give me a second. It isn’t that simple.”

      “Just pick one. I can see half a dozen choices in your memories that would do the trick.”

      “Then pick one for me. I can’t seem to focus on what I want to be.”

      Kevin’s reflection morphed from a near-naked Helen Ripley to an all-black leather-dressed Snake Plissken, patch and all.

      “That’s more like it,” said Kevin.

      “I’m Snake,” he said, but his voice was still Helen’s voice.

      “What the hell is this?” asked Kevin. “Why do I still sound like Helen?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps you don’t remember enough of his voice from your memory to form a coherent voice double, and the computer defaulted to the last vocals on file.”

      “Well, that’s not gonna cut it… But, bummer, I do look badass.”

      “Well, technically, this fictional character does. Okay, I’m detecting three life signs on their way to your position, so I suggest you pick another character, preferably one you know the voice of by heart.”

      Without even thinking all that much about it, Kevin’s reflection morphed to Han Solo’s form.

      “Han Solo, captain of the Millenium Falcon, at your service.”

      The voice was a match for Ford’s rendition of the character, which was all well and good since three aliens entered the toilets and stopped for a moment to size him up.

      Kevin made a hand gesture. “Shitters are that way,” and then walked out of the room.
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      Kevin took a deep breath as to bolster his courage and walked to Ashpen’s table.

      “Might if I join you?” he asked.

      Hearing himself talk with Han’s voice elicited a mixture of strangeness and thrill, but he made a self-conscious effort not to let that affect his focus, nor his performance. He needed to play the role of a tough-as-nails smuggler as best he could.

      “What if I do?” answered Ashpen.

      “Then I’d say you may be missing on the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      Easy there, Kevin. We have limited funds, said Mira.

      I’m improvising.

      That's exactly what I'm afraid of.

      “Oh really?” said Ashpen, “And you are?”

      Kevin took the chair nearest to him and sat on it nonchalantly.

      “I’m Han, Han Solo. I’m the captain of the Millenium Falcon. Easily the fastest ship in the galaxy, I might add.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Really? It’s the ship that made the Kessel run in twelve parsecs.”

      Kevin realized something was amiss when Ashpen’s facial expression changed.

      “That doesn’t make any sense. What’s that Kessel you’re talking about? And why would you measure a run with a unit of distance while implying it’s a measure of time?”

      What is he saying?

      I’m afraid he’s correct. What you said makes no sense whatsoever. Parsecs is a unit of measurement of distance, not speed.

      But that’s the line in the movie!

      Perhaps, Kevin… but that doesn’t make it less wrong.

      Kevin didn’t know what embarrassed him the most; that fact that he had made a fool of himself in front of a ruthless alien, or the fact that he’d never realized how terrible the writing of that line was in the original movie.

      “Yeah, well, Kessel is in a galaxy far far away, and let’s just say there it makes sense.”

      “Sure, Mister Solo, whatever you say. What can I help you with? And make it quick; I have no intention of staying on board this flying dump one minute more than I have to, which leaves you with just under ten minutes to tell me about that opportunity of yours.”

      “Right… I have a shitload of credits to spend on a subspace transmitter for my ship over there,” said Kevin pointing with his head toward the viewport where the Thalamos was docked.

      Ashpen turned around and looked at the ship.

      “I don’t remember ever seeing a ship like this one before.”

      “That’s cause it’s one of a kind. And did I mention it's fast?”

      “Is it, now? And yes you have. I’m afraid I can’t help you, mister Solo. I’m not in the habit of doing business with people I know nothing about. And this ship, it smells like trouble to me.”

      “Did I mention I have a lot of credits to burn?”

      “That's the one thing you keep doing, repeating yourself. As for the credits, good for you. I’m sure you’ll have no problem finding what you’re looking for elsewhere.”

      You’re going to have to be more convincing than this, and fast, said Mira.

      “There's only one problem. I’m kind of in a hurry, and your reputation precedes you. I was told you’re the best around here. Unless you’re telling me your reputation is all a bunch of bullshit?”

      Not that fast, complained Mira.

      Oh make up your mind, will ya!

      Ashpen’s eyes thinned as he growled.

      You’re gonna need to give me Intel on this guy and quick, like the name of his best customer, ally, or friend.

      Hang on, I’m searching.

      “What the hell are you implying?” said Ashpen with a noticeable increase in the raspiness of his voice.

      Faster, faster will be better!

      Kevin swallowed hard, as he was running out of ideas on what to say next.

      “Far be it from me to imply anything, but I was told you’re the best, and well, right now I’m not seeing that. No offense.”

      “And who exactly told you that I was the best, huh?”

      It’s now or never, Mira.

      Seconds turned to minutes inside Kevin’s mind and his heart went on overdrive to the point where it felt like it wanted to escape Kevin’s body and make a run for it on its own. Time had slowed down to crawl, and with each passing moment, anxiety rose tenfold. He felt his temperature rise and pearls of sweat dripping down his forehead.

      Ashpen’s hand disappeared under the table, which told Kevin that he was most likely reaching for a concealed weapon. The irony of that exact situation wasn’t lost on Kevin.

      I said NOW! he screamed in his mind.

      Captain Kantra, said Mira.

      “Well, who else? Captain Kantra!”

      The mentioning of the name seemed to get Ashpen’s attention and his hand slowly returned to the top of the table.

      “I see. I wasn't aware the captain thinks so highly of me.”

      “He'll be even more pleased with you if you help me out of my current bind. In fact, I’ll make sure to tell him how useful you’ve been in the matter.”

      “That certainly would be appreciated, Mister Solo.”

      “Now that we’re… friends, perhaps you could simply call me Han.”

      Ashpen made a slight bow with his head. “Very well, Han. I’ll need the specs on that subspace transmitter you're after though.”

      Mira?

      Just pretend you have a small device in your right hand and slide it over the surface of the table. I’ll do the rest.

      To Kevin’s surprise, a small metallic cylinder was revealed when he removed his hand from the center of the table. A holo-projection shot from the device and displayed full specs for the part they needed.

      “That’s quite an advanced piece of tech,” said Ashpen, “It will take a little bit of time for me to acquire that.”

      Ask him how long, said Mira.

      “Would be helpful if you defined a little bit of time?”

      “A day or two,” said Ashpen.

      “That’s not gonna work. I was hoping to get my hands on it in the next couple of hours.”

      “Then I’m afraid you’re out of luck.”

      What do we do now?

      I’m scanning the base. I think I’ve located a subspace transmitter my nanites can adapt to do the job. Just wave your hand over the device and ask him, “what about this model?”

      “What about this model?” asked Kevin as he waved his hand over the holo-projector prompting a display change.

      Ashpen inspected the new piece of holographic hardware for a bit.

      “Looks like it’s your lucky day, Han. I happen to have one of these in stock. But I must mention that these power capacitors won’t fit the first design you showed me. It would overload your whole power distribution injectors.”

      “That’s alright. I’ll just adapt the design to my needs.”

      “Then I take it that you’re also an engineer.”

      This could be a trap, warned Mira. Just deflect.

      “Not exactly, but I have a killer one on board.”

      “Killer?”

      Kevin, for the umpteenth time, try and avoid Earth-specific speech. Not everything translates to alien languages.

      “I mean she’s very very good. At both engineering and other tasks…”

      Good save, considering… said Mira.

      “I see. Then let’s set up a meet in sixty minutes, and make sure you have five hundred thousand credits with you.”

      Do we have these? asked Kevin mentally.

      I’m afraid not/ We have half of that, and we’re going to have to acquire the other half. You could try and negotiate though, if you feel up to it.

      “That seems a little steep, no offense,” said Kevin.

      “None taken, but I can tell you you won’t find another one of these in your timeframe, so take it or leave it.”

      That’s what you call negotiating? complained Mira.

      Hey! I’m doing the best I can.

      Normally, I would empathize, but right now you need to bring your A game to the table, quite literally, and fast.

      Kevin’s brain went into overdrive trying to figure out a way to make this transaction work, but he was drawing a blank.

      “Do we have an agreement or not?” insisted Ashpen.

      That’s when Kevin remembered how Luke and Obiwan got to hire Han in the first place, even without the right requested amount of credits.

      How many credits do we have, Mira?

      Two hundred and fifteen thousand.

      Here goes nothing…

      “Look, what about I give you two hundred thousand in an hour, and return a week from now and give you another eight hundred thousand credits?”

      “Do you think I was born yesterday, Han?”

      Doesn’t look like he’s believing you, said Mira.

      No shit. Thanks for pointing out the obvious. Let me work.

      Mira kept silent, which Kevin assumed meant she wouldn’t cut his train of thought going forward.

      “I give you my word, Ashpen. You’ll get your money. And I’ll even do you one better. I’ll make sure to let Captain Kantra know you were extremely useful in my time of need. That recommendation will go a long way to strengthen your relationship with him, that much I can guarantee with my life.”

      Ashpen’s face clearly conveyed he was thinking about the counteroffer with more interest now.

      “Ok, but let’s make one thing clear. If you’re not here within a week with the rest of my money, I’ll hunt you down and kill you myself, no matter how close you are with Kantra.”

      “Fair enough, we have a deal.”

      “Meet me in cargo bay twenty seven in an hour, and don’t you dare be late.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Ashpen got up and left the bar.

      Was that wise? asked Mira. You won’t be here in a week.

      But you will be, and you can send someone to pay him, can’t you?

      If the Arcadian Confederate still exists by then, and I’m not destroyed, then yes.

      Even so, I’d be back on Earth, and he can’t reach me there, right?

      Well, seeing as you showed your own face in here earlier, it for sure it has been recorded by holo-cams, and the fact that you gave him clues by using a well-known franchise names…

      Oh c’mon!

      The chances of him searching and finding a reference to Han Solo are slim to none, Kevin, I’ll grant you that, but they’re not zero. It’s probably best we focus on saving Arcadia so that I can repay that debt of yours.

      Swell, no pressure then.
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      Kevin’s smart suit power levels were already down to thirty percent and had depleted much faster than he’d expected. Standing alone in the toilets once again, he considered not to use the Han Solo disguise until the meetup to save on energy.

      Hey, Mira, how do I save power? My armor's power cell is depleting too fast.

      Perhaps you can turn back to your own boyish appearance.

      Won't that use the same amount of power?

      Normally it would but your mass is substantively lower than Han's.

      Hey! I'm quite younger.

      Exactly my point. It won't tax the holographic projectors as much. I wasn't trying to be offensive. Also, the mental activity needed to project into Han is way stronger than when you project your real self. So that should save power too.

      Oh… never mind then.

      Kevin casually returned to the bar’s facilities, made sure he was alone and morphed back into his own self.

      You’d better not forget to re-morph into Han when the time comes, warned Mira.

      Hey, I object to that comment. What do you take me for?

      If your talk with Ashpen was any indication, and to use a vernacular you’ll understand: a newbie.

      Kevin wanted to protest but deep inside he knew she was right. As much as he wanted to feel like he could pull off acting like a smuggler, especially one as tough as nails as Han, he had to admit he had been thoroughly unprepared for most of the situations the day had thrown at him so far.

      Fair enough, I guess. I would appreciate it though, if you refrained from making me feel inadequate at every turn. That won’t help me stay cool for the meetup ahead. I’m having enough doubts as per my abilities to succeed as it is.

      Understood, and as you wish. I’m just trying to help here.

      Kevin left the toilets and sat in the bar for a while. Just as he was about to get up and leave the bar, he saw a cute blue-haired cat walk by.

      I didn’t know they had cats in this part of the galaxy.

      He went to caress the creature when the cat jumped back, hissed, and, to Kevin’s surprise, spoke.

      “Back off! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “You—you can speak?”

      “So do you, biped,” sneered the cat, “I don’t see what’s so special about that!”

      “I just wanted to pet you, that’s all.”

      “And why in the seventeen hells would you want to do that? Unless you want to lose all your fingers, that is.”

      “I don’t know, I thought cats liked that.”

      “I don’t know what a cat is, but I’m a Sphynx. We don’t enjoy strangers touching us. You must have me confused with another species.”

      The cat’s response confused Kevin even further since Sphinxes were a well-known breed of cats on Earth. Yet, unlike this one, those didn’t have fur, nor did they speak for that matter.

      Sphynxes, not Sphinxes, are very intelligent feline-like beings, said Mira. And, while I can understand why you wanted to pet him, considering your experience with the resemblant species from your world, they have little to nothing in common with your Earth’s cats, except obviously for their physical appearance. Sphynxes have brilliant minds, and most of them are highly versed in science and technology. They make very good inventors and engineers. But because of their superior intellect, they often are shunned by society, which makes one worry about what motives they could hide.

      I see. Definitely not cats then, though a little heads up would have been nice.

      You’re not being serious, are you? First you ask me to not make you feel inadequate, then you blame me for letting you do your own thing? You’re gonna have to pick one, Kevin. I’m not inside your brain.

      Sure feels like it, though.

      You know what I mean.

      Yeah, yeah—Okay… I guess I should refrain from assuming anything in these parts. there’s nothing like Earth about this place, it seems.

      That would be wise, indeed, Kevin. In fact I need to take myself offline for a bit, prepare the nanites so they can quickly adapt the tech to our needs. We’re running out of time, and this will go a lot faster if I focus entirely on that task. Will you be okay on your own for a while?

      Sure, I think I can manage to wait for about an hour on my own without compromising the mission.

      You think?

      Don’t worry Mira, I’ll be fine. I’ll see you back on board the ship once I have the transmitter.

      Be very careful. This place is dangerous. Just avoid any necessary risks, wait here until it’s time for your meetup, make sure you wear the Han Solo persona at the meeting, and try and do nothing else until then. In fact, it’s probably better if you just keep as low a profile as you can until you acquire the transmitter and then hurry back onto the Thalamos so we can get the hell out of here.

      You seem to get a better grasp of human lingo by the minute.

      Since we seem to get at odds on simple concepts sometimes, I’ve decided to divert more of my background processing power in order to level up my human communication skills.

      It's paying off, I can tell.

      Unfortunately, I’ll have to stop these processes as well for the time being so I can work on the nanites. So just so we’re clear, you go to the rendez-vous as Han Solo, you make the exchange, and you go straight back onto the ship. I need to make sure you can do this without my help.

      The hard part’s done, Mira, so stop worrying. I got this.

      Very well, talk to you soon.

      Kevin could feel something different inside his mind. It was very subtle, but somehow he could sense that Mira no longer was communicating with him. He tried reaching her inside his mind to confirm it, and, as expected, there was no answer.

      As the Sphynx walked away, Kevin decided he might as well try and spend the next hour with company.

      “Excuse me… I apologize for calling you a cat,” said Kevin.

      The Sphynx turned around and looked at Kevin.

      “Sure thing, no harm's done, but if you don’t mind, I’ll be on my way now.”

      “Wait! I really didn’t mean anything by it, and perhaps I could offer you a drink to make up for the mishap? If you’d like one, of course.”

      The cat stared at Kevin for what fell like the longest time before leaping off the floor and jumping on the top of the table with grace. The Sphynx sighed.

      “Alright, I suppose I can spare a few minutes to get a refreshment before my next shift, but no funny business.”

      “Great and not to worry. My name is Kevin by the way, what’s yours?”

      “Neeron. Though not many people have called me by this name for quite a while now.”

      “And why would that be?”

      “Let’s just say a long time ago I used to be someone else altogether.”

      Kevin reflected on that, and easily empathized. After all, it had only been a few hours since he was thrown into a different life as well: from being a failed student on Earth he had transformed into an intergalactic scoundrel trying to save an entire confederate.

      The waiter returned and Kevin re-ordered the same drink, even though he hadn’t particularly enjoyed its delayed after taste the first time around, but he decided that any other choice could result in getting an undrinkable beverage, so he’d better stick with what he knew. Neeron ordered something called a Lava Pool. When the waitress left, Kevin continued.

      “I think I know what you mean, well up to a point, at least. I obviously don’t have the details of your past. What happened to you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “I used to be a renowned engineer for very important people, but let’s just say I made a series of unfortunate mistakes, and, as a result, I was banished from my home world. I’ve been trying to get by ever since, and somehow ended in this hell hole… of all places. Sometimes, I wonder if death on my home planet wouldn't have been a better fate.”

      “That’s pretty heavy stuff, and I’m sorry to hear about your misfortune, Neeron. But can I ask you, since you dislike this place so much, why not just leave?”

      “Believe me, if I could, I would.”

      “What do you mean? Why can’t you leave?”

      “I lost my ship, and amassed enough debt to last me for three lifetimes of payback on this station. I’ll probably be dead before I have repaid half of it.”

      “Oh wow, I’m so sorry to hear that. Perhaps you could try and sneak away from here on a ship.”

      “Don’t you think I have tried that already? Only bad things resulted from such a course of action, adding ever more debt and pain to my already complicated life.”

      The waitress returned with the drinks and the first thing that Kevin noticed was how peculiar the Lava Pool drink looked. It was a glowing orange liquid that bubbled at its surface as if it was actually made of scorching lava. As the waitress presented her wrist, Kevin paid for the drinks as he had earlier.

      "I wonder why she didn't beam the drinks this time."

      "The Lava Pool can't be beamed in. It gets unstable and splashes everywhere," said Neeron.

      "That explains it, then."

      Kevin took a sip of his Pulsar Fizz and instantly regretted it. Somehow, the second serving tasted even worse than the first one. But since he was thirsty, he decided it would have to do.

      Meanwhile, Neeron was happily lapping at his Lava Pool.

      “It’s been a while since I last enjoyed such a nice drink, thank you,” said Neeron in between laps.

      “You’re perfectly welcome, but I must admit the waitress’s interruption made me lose my train of thought, Where were we?”

      “Nothing much to add. I was just blabbering about a series of bad decisions that brought me to meeting you today.”

      “Well, at least it did that, right?”

      Neeron hissed. “No disrespect, but I’d rather be back home with my friends.”

      “Right, sorry, I was just trying to diffuse the mood, that’s all.”

      “It’s alright, it’s not your fault I ended up in this hell hole. But, out of curiosity, you wouldn’t happen to have a ship, would you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. There’s a wacky idea, perhaps you could come with me? But I’ll have to be straight with you.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

      “And you’d be smart. You need to understand that before we can get you anywhere, I’m on a mission and I’ll be heading toward incredible dangers the moment the ship leaves the docks. In fact it might be safer for you to stay here.”

      “I see… You’re not from around these parts, are you?”

      “That’s correct, I’m not.”

      “Figures.”

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      “No one in their right mind would propose a lift off this place to a total stranger onboard their ship, and if I may give you a small piece of advice, say as a thank you for the drink, don’t ever do that again in the future. On this station, showing empathy is a surefire way to get yourself killed, or worse. You can’t trust anyone here.”

      Kevin swallowed hard, thinking that he had struck a deal earlier with someone that looked infinitely more ruthless than Neeron. Kevin made a mental note to stay on his toes later when he’d have to meet with Ashpen again.

      Mira’s earlier warning about the superior intellect of Sphynxes didn’t help put Kevin’s mind at ease either regarding Neeron.

      “It can’t be that bad.”

      “I stand corrected. You must be from even farther away a place than I thought to be so naive.”

      “Hey, I’m not naive. I’m just a nice guy.”

      “Same difference. Do you realize I could have stolen every single one of your precious two hundred and fifteen thousand credits that you’re holding while we chatted?”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. That’s one of my skills. I’m very good at hacking… Pretty much anything that has to do with technology really.”

      Did you hear that, Mira? Please tell me we still have our credits?

      But there was no answer.

      Shoot, she did say she’d be offline for a while. Now I wish I didn’t tell her I can manage on my own. Let’s hope my bravado and overconfidence won’t get me killed out there.

      Kevin’s thoughts became agitated as he wondered how he could check that he still had the credits he needed to pay Ashpen later. His HUD showed him a wallet icon on the top right with a total of 214,775 credits under it. That seemed to put Kevin’s mind at ease, at least for the time being. He set a lock on the icon so he could keep an eye on it at all times.

      “Of course,” Neeron continued, “I could also be faking that holographic HUD of yours, making you think you still had your credits. You wouldn’t know the difference until the time came for you to make a transaction.”

      “Why on Earth would you tell me all of this instead of just grabbing my loot and be on your way?”

      “What’s Earth? I don’t think I’ve ever heard that name before.”

      Oh crap, I really need to keep my mouth shut. If not I’ll end up divulging too much information that could lead the enemy back to me. I probably shouldn’t even have given him my real name. I’d better stay focused. Things are already tricky enough today. I don’t need to make them any harder than they need to be.

      “Never mind that,” said Kevin, “it’s just a place I visited a long time ago. Dreadful place in fact, you wouldn’t like it.”

      “I see. So regarding your earlier question; would you rather I gave you the bullshit answer or the truth?”

      “The truth, obviously.”

      “The truth is I don’t know. I just got a funny feeling about you, like you’re genuinely a kind soul, if there still are such beings in the neighboring galaxies. Perhaps it’s instinct, or perhaps the Lava Pool went to my head faster than I’d expected.”

      “There are still good people out there, and you are correct in your assessment, at least, I’d like to think you are. One’s definition of kind, I’m sure, depends on their own perspective, and I would bet that varies from species to species. In any case, thank you for not robbing me blind. Trust me when I say that literally trillions of people’s lives would have been in jeopardy if you had.”

      Neeron made a strange noise that Kevin could only perceive as laughter, but he had never witnessed that emotion on a cat.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Do you truly believe trillions of lives depend on your actions right this moment?”

      Neeron pushed the empty drink to the side and got on all fours.

      “Then perhaps I confused kindness with madness. And if that’s the case, I may want to heed your advice and avoid your company. No offense.”

      “None taken. But please wait, don’t go.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Well that may sound strange, so please bear with me, but you’re kind of the only friendly face I’ve met for quite a while, and well, I’m enjoying the company.”

      “I’m truly amazed you’re still breathing, but I’ll take the compliment for the spirit in which it was given. So thanks, I guess. However, I’m warning you, I can’t stay in your company forever. I still need to figure out how to con someone today in order to acquire food, and if I’m lucky, even shelter for the night. Worse yet, I need to do this before the start of my next shift. Sleeping in the corridors of the station is the kind of occupational hazard that will get oneself skinned alive and barbecued.”

      “I thought everyone had to relinquish their weapons upon stepping on the station.”

      “In theory, that is true. Some of the races roaming this station don’t actually need weapons to skin someone like me. Others, well, they like to ignore the rules as a way of life. And then there’s the rich pirates, who pay off the right people so they can do whatever the heck they want, if you know what I mean.”

      Kevin had a short flashback of all the different creatures he had met on his way to the bar. Some of them were indeed massive, and could not only skin Neeron, but most likely Kevin as well if they so pleased.

      That sure gives the saying ‘there’s many ways to skin a cat’ a whole new meaning too... And now I wish I could unsee that mental image.

      “I think I see what you mean.”

      “Look, Kevin… is it?”

      Kevin bit his lip and wished he had stayed in his Han Solo persona, even if he couldn’t keep his physical appearance to save power. Even though Neeron seemed like an honest cat, he still couldn’t discount the fact that he could be playing a long con at Kevin’s expense, by first trying to gain his confidence. As much as his guts told him the Sphynx could be trusted, Kevin had been wrong more than once today.

      The first mistake of his, Kevin reflected, had been to try and help Torgon in the first place, which had sent him hurling at light speed, quite literally, toward a series of events that seemed to get more complicated with every passing minute.

      “Are you still there?” asked Neeron.

      “Yes… sorry, I—I guess I got lost in my train of thought for a while there. And yes, you got my name right.”

      “Fair enough. It’s clear that whatever you’re involved with, you’re out of your depth, and while normally I would take you up on your offer to board your ship…” Neeron paused and sighed before continuing, “the truth is that with my debts, you’d instantly paint a target on your back for even trying to help me. So it’s my turn to be straight with you now and let you know that I’d love nothing more than a ride away from here, pretty much by any means necessary, and back to my home world. Even if that meant I’d face execution, in fact. However, I don’t think it would be safe for either of us if I joined you onboard your ship. Unless, of course, you somehow think that this level of heat is acceptable in your current situation.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re implying.”

      “Well, you obviously need something if you’re here, of all places. I would venture a guess that you need it badly and you need it fast, otherwise you would have gone somewhere else to get whatever you’re after. There’s also that mention earlier about the trillions of lives depending on the success of your mission. I can only assume you’re part of a conflict happening somewhere, hopefully far away from the pirate sector or even the confederacy. How am I doing so far?”

      “Pretty good, continue.”

      “Then there’s my instinct telling me that in these conditions, my presence could only put you in more trouble than you already are in. You’d have pirates on your tail if they realized you were the one that got me off the station…”

      “Keep going…”

      “Well, that kind of… well, that’s about all I’m trying to say.”

      Kevin thought about it, and agreed that adding more variables to an already complicated equation was probably a bad idea. He tried reaching Mira but she was still offline.

      Still… something deep inside him told Kevin that he should probably try to help Neeron, as long as he didn’t lose focus on why he was here in the first place, which was to acquire the tech they needed to stop the Kregans.

      After that, perhaps he could help Neeron off the station. Obviously, he’d piss Mira off in the process, since that course of action wouldn’t exactly align with her orders for him to go back directly from the exchange to the ship.

      “How many credits do you need to get a good meal and secure a roof over your head tonight?”

      “About five hundred credits should cover for me to sleep with both eyes closed tonight. What is it to you?”

      “Okay then. There…” said Kevin presenting his wrist.

      Neeron presented his paw and the amount left Kevin’s wallet.

      “I see… I take it I convinced you that offering me to board your ship would not be a smart move on your part,” said Neeron, “Mind you, I appreciate the gesture and your help for today. And, in fact, if I was in your place, I wouldn’t risk it either.”

      “That’s not a firm no on coming with me… not yet anyway. This is just so you have necessary credits to be safe for today, just in case something happens to me later, and I’m unable to come and grab you. If you’re willing to stay here and wait for me while I go conclude my business, then I’ll swing by and catch up with you later so we can both leave this god-forsaken place. How does that sound?”

      Neeron gazed at him and Kevin thought he saw the Sphynx’s eye get slightly glassy.

      “You’re a strange boy, but I’m sure you know that already.”

      Kevin nodded. “Yeah, that’s not the first time I’m being called strange.”

      “I still don’t understand why you’re doing this.”

      “That’s cause you’re probably too used to focusing on the wrong things. Like self-interest, plotting your next con, and such things. When the truth is much simpler than all of that.”

      Neeron cocked his head to the side. “What truth would that be?”

      “That I’m just a nice guy,” shrugged Kevin.
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      Now that he was back into his Han Solo persona, Kevin kept a close eye on his armor’s energy levels. While he hoped he wouldn’t have to use the fighting options of his battle suit, his talk with Neeron earlier had only reinforced his understanding of the dangers one faced on board this space station.

      And he couldn’t afford any mistake, even if that meant that he’d have to fight to get what was needed. There was no leaving the station without the transmitter, and because of that, his heart thumped heavily against his ribcage as he walked toward Ashpen, who had not come alone to the meeting.

      Two massive goons stood by his side, and that did nothing to calm Kevin in the slightest.

      Mira? Please, please tell me you’re back?

      But, once more, there was no answer.

      Keep your cool, Kev. It’s all just a simple exchange. You give that man credits, he gives you the tech, and hopefully that’s the last time you’ll ever see him. Let the Confederate deal with the rest of this transaction, since by then you’ll be back home.

      Home. Right now the concept felt as alien to Kevin as this part of space.

      “Right on time,” said Ashpen, “I like that.”

      “Right back at you,” said Kevin.

      From the looks of Ashpen’s face, Kevin quickly understood that his suit auto-translation probably didn’t do a good job at conveying the meaning behind that English colloquialism.

      Gotta stop using these or they may get me in trouble… sooner rather than later.

      “I mean I appreciate your punctuality as well,” quickly added Kevin.

      Kevin became slightly more at ease as Ashpen’s body language relaxed and he nodded back at Kevin.

      “I take it you have the money with you.”

      “That depends. Do you have my transmitter?”

      Ashpen snapped two of his four fingers and a third goon holding a large metallic casing emerged from behind large crates located in the back of the cargo bay. Shortly after the goon stopped next to his boss, Ashpen presented his wrist forward.

      “Your turn, Han.”

      Kevin knew he needed to keep his persona and Han would never just give away the money without making sure the case actually contained what he came for.

      “I’m sure you’ll understand that I’m gonna have to see inside the case first.”

      Kevin thought he saw the man twitch slightly at the question, and hoped that was just a result of Kevin’s challenging the man’s honesty, but Kevin knew he only had one shot at this, so he couldn’t afford to just trust the stranger at his word. If the movies he’d seen on the subject were any indication, smugglers weren’t exactly people one blindly trusted.

      Then again, he hoped by doing so he didn’t infringe, or worse insult some sort of unwritten code these people lived by. That would be bad.

      “Of course,” said Ashpen with a smile that felt forced.

      Damn it, I don’t like this. Mira, please tell me you’re back in my thoughts? I could really use your help right now.

      But no such luck.

      Ashpen took the case from his goon, swiveled it forward and pressed a touch control on the side. When he let go of the case, it levitated in the air while the top of the case slowly opened up, revealing a piece of technology for Kevin to inspect.

      The computer inside Kevin’s HUD scanned the item just as he thought about verifying the content. He didn’t know what to look for, but Mira had obviously anticipated this as his battle suit’s onboard computer analyzed the device and confirmed it was up to specs.

      Kevin took one more step but Ashpen slammed the lid shut on the case and gave Kevin a wicked smile that sent shivers down his spine.

      “All good as you can see. Now it’s time for the first payment,” said Ashpen presenting his wrist forward.

      Kevin did the same and saw his credit line go down to near zero.

      “Oh,” said Ashpen, “before I forget, I’ve actually changed my mind since our talk, and I’m going to need full payment today.”

      “That’s not what we agreed upon!” exclaimed Kevin, panicked.

      “Funny thing about agreements, as well as false references for that matter…”

      Kevin swallowed hard. “I—I don’t understand.”

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t verify your affiliation with Captain Kantra? Guess what? He’s never heard of a Han Solo. In fact, he’s never seen your face either.”

      My face? He must have holo-recorded our conversation at the bar.

      “And so you see,” Ashpen continued, “I don’t like being played, so you can say goodbye to the transmitter, as well as your credits. That is, unless you can explain yourself, or pay double what we agreed upon.”

      Now more than ever Kevin wished Mira was in contact to get him out of this mess, but since she wasn’t, he’d have to wing it, and pray that his skills as a bullshiter were up to snuff so he could convince a season smuggler. The realization of the precariousness of his situation threatened to catapult his mind into an unrecoverable spin.

      “I’m good for it, and I’m sorry for deceiving you about Kantra. As a new actor in the area, it’s hard to make new business partners without the necessary credentials and referrals. I’m sure you had to pull similar tricks when you started up your career. Isn’t lying part of what we do?”

      “That’s the thing, Han, if that’s even your real name. When it comes to lying, hasn’t anyone told you that you’re not very good at it?”

      Thank you for stating the obvious, thought Kevin.

      “Be that as it may, I’m still gonna need that transmitter, and I’ll double the second payment. However, I can’t leave here without it.”

      “Then perhaps you can’t leave here, period. Did you consider that?”

      Oh shit!

      Kevin had to turn this blunder around, and fast. The way he saw it he had two choices: fire first and negotiate later, if anyone survived, or try one last diplomatic attempt at salvaging the situation. Even though his instincts told him that it was pointless to try the second route, he tried anyway.

      “I don’t think you want this situation to escalate any more than I do.”

      Ashpen’s laugh was both loud and creepy, with a pinch of madness that did nothing to bolster Kevin’s confidence, as attested by how fast his heart was beating inside his chest. He swallowed hard as Ashpen continued.

      “I don’t think you stand a chance at four against one, and unless you managed to somehow sneak in some weapon to the station, I’d say you’re in for quite a beating…” Ashpen’s gaze turned as cold as ice in a flash as he added, “your last one, I’d say.”

      Screw diplomacy, or I’m dead meat.

      Kevin thought about his smart suit options and activated both super-strength and super-speed. Before Ashpen could register what had happened, Kevin had grabbed the case from his hands, and attacked two of the goons with a wide-berth swing around him using the case to smash their faces. Both men were unconscious before their hides connected with the floor.

      Kevin then threw the case with the precision of a seasoned curling player, hoping the transmitter wouldn’t get damaged as it slid away into the darkness behind the doorway connecting to the corridor outside of the cargo bay.

      By the time he had executed the maneuver in super-speed, Kevin saw Ashpen grab something from inside his jacket, but by the time the blaster made its entrance, Kevin had activated stealth in camouflage mode and moved to the side, forcing Ashpen to shoot nothing but air.

      “Impressive,” said Ashpen, “very impressive, in fact.”

      Kevin had to refrain from answering, as he would no doubt reveal his position. While his blood pumped heavily inside his borrowed body, Kevin knew better than to try and push his luck, and so he ran toward the exit, hoping to grab the case and make a run for it before his suit ran out of juice, or before Ashpen caught up with him.

      As Kevin approached the cargo bay doorway, he could see the case lying against the corridor’s wall. At this point, Kevin wondered how anyone around would react to witnessing a case flying on its own around the station, but part of him hoped his very asking of the question inside his mind would trigger the suit to extend the stealth field to encompass the large case as well.

      Before he could finish his train of thought, a red force field appeared in front of Kevin. It delivered an intense jolt of electricity throughout his body and catapulted him backward where he unceremoniously crashed on his back and slid for a few yards. By the time the ringing in his head faded and he opened his eyes, an inverted silhouette towered over him.

      It was Ashpen. The smuggler wasted no time aiming his blaster at Kevin’s head.

      Oh-oh!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      “You really shouldn’t have done this,” said Ashpen.

      Kevin’s voice was strained from the pain, but he managed to answer as best he could.

      “Didn’t look like you were giving me much choice in the matter.”

      “I suppose there is truth in that, but let me tell you all the mistakes you made.”

      Oh great, the evil speech before my execution. Though, if I’m being honest, I’d rather not die just yet, so let’s see if that gives me another opportunity to get myself out of this mess.

      “I’m listening.”

      “First, you’re wearing the most ridiculous attire I’ve ever seen.”

      Tell that to George Lucas.

      “Back there,” Aspen continued, “you already were facing an uphill battle in your chances of convincing me that you were a smuggler. Then you actually were stupid enough to disable your poly-morphing device and interact with one of my slaves.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Don’t you? Kevin!”

      Oh carp! Did Neeron sell me out?

      “And last but not least, you had the ignorance to point to an Arcadian ship and think I wouldn’t do my research. Guess what? I did and it didn’t take much time at all to acquire more information about you, but also to figure out a way to steal your pretty ship.”

      You gotta be shitting me! This isn’t happening. Mira! For god’s sakes, do something! Get back here and help me out of this mess!

      Nothing happened and Kevin let some of his frustration defuse through a long-drawn-out sigh.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      “Now I’m walking out of here, with my transmitter, your money and stepping into your ship.”

      Kevin checked his armor power levels, but they were about to expire. The jolt of energy that he’d received had all but depleted his power reserves. In fact, he was expecting his Han Solo projection to turn off at any moment. Not that it mattered anymore.

      “Seems like you’ve got a plan, though there is one thing you have left out.”

      “Like what I’m gonna do with you?”

      Kevin nodded.

      “Take a wild guess.”

      I had to ask…

      Ashpen took a big step to walk over Kevin, who still lay on the ground, and kept walking out, except that the same force field that knocked Kevin down earlier was now disabled.

      “Kill him,” was the last thing Kevin heard as Ashpen grabbed the case and walked out of view.

      Kevin tried to get back to his feet but the third goon’s foot kicked him back against the floor with extreme force, causing his head to ring louder than Sunday’s church bells. The goon, at least four inches taller than Kevin in his Han Solo form was part muscle, part fat, with a pink complexion and two grey horns extruding from his temples.

      Get the hell off of me, Dodoria!

      The goon made a fist, and Kevin didn’t know if it was because his head was still spinning or because he was terrified, but the man’s fist was so big that it looked like a hammer to Kevin.

      Kevin tried to move by mentally ordering his suit to give him super-strength, but what happened instead was that his HUD’s blinked out of existence. Right after, Kevin felt himself returning to the form of Commander Knox. As the goon swung, the giant fist moved forward and descended upon Kevin’s face in what felt like slow motion.

      This is going to hurt.

      A shadow quickly moved outside of Kevin’s field of view and something grabbed the goon’s forearm. It was a large grey panther. Its bite was deep and it sprayed green blood all over Kevin’s face.

      “Gross!” he exclaimed.

      You better get some cover while I take care of this thing, said a voice inside Kevin’s mind.

      The voice was familiar, but what Kevin’s eyes showed him didn’t match the voice he was hearing.

      Is that you Neeron?

      Who else? Now run behind the crates and let me finish this guy.

      When the goon’s arms flailed around and one of his huge fists grazed Kevin’s face, he realized it was his cue and ran to hide behind the crates.

      What the heck are you? asked Kevin. I had no idea you could morph like this. Are all Sphynxes able to do this?

      Kinda busy right now, Kev—Arg!

      Kevin peeked outside of cover and was horrified to see that the goon, who’d lost a lot of blood from the multiple bites that Neeron inflicted on him, had managed to smash Neeron on the floor. Kevin’s new friend now lay there, unconscious.

      The goon roared something as he inspected his many wounds and the rage burning in his eyes was palpable. He stepped away and grabbed a crate and lifted it over his head before walking back toward Neeron.

      Oh shit!

      Kevin’s mind went into overdrive and he scanned the area as fast as he could to see if there was anything he could use to intervene. That’s when light from a reflection flared and hit his eyes. It came from something shiny on the belt of one of the goons he’d knocked out earlier.

      Kevin leapt out of cover, slid on the ground and grabbed the shiny object, and, without thinking, threw whatever was in his hand toward the goon’s head. It was only when the object was in the air that Kevin saw it was a blade, swirling in the air with a high-pitched squall.

      The blade went through the goon’s face as if it weren’t there, locking the man’s expression into utter shock shortly before his face split in two. The goon’s hand buckled and the heavy crate fell on him, resulting in a cascade of bone-crushing sounds.

      Kevin ran toward Neeron and gently shook the panther. Neeron opened his eyes and instinctively prepared himself to strike.

      “Easy, tiger!” screamed Kevin, holding his hands in front of him in a non-threatening way.

      Neeron stopped short of dicing Kevin’s face into fresh sushi with his large claws. Neeron shook his head, looked behind him, and saw the dead goon.

      “What’s a tiger?” asked Neeron as his claws retracted inside his large paws.

      “Never mind that; how did you know where to find me?”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Right, sorry, thank you for the rescue… I guess.”

      Neeron roared. “You guess?”

      “Well, you didn’t exactly have the upper hand, and if I hadn’t been there… well…”

      Neeron shook his head from side to side.

      “In what universe does that undo my trying to rescue you, exactly?”

      Kevin thought about it, and had to admit to himself that even though he was the one that had finished off the goon, he had been given that opportunity, as well as the chance to take another breath, thanks to Neeron’s intervention.

      “You’re right it doesn’t, I’m sorry. Thank you for the rescue, I owe you one.”

      “No you don’t. That debt has already been repaid when you sliced that thing’s face in half before it finished me off… which I’ll just assume he intended to do by crushing me with that crate.”

      Neeron flinched and sniffed repeatedly.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Are the other two dead?”

      “I don’t know… I don’t think so.”

      Before Kevin could say another word, he witnessed a murderous rage flash in Neeron’s eyes before he leapt away and bit both of the downed goons’ throats off. The squishy sounds and green geyser-like spray of their blood made Kevin’s stomach churn.

      “That… was utterly disgusting… I think I’m gonna puke.”

      Neeron strutted back toward Kevin.

      “Do what you got to do… but unless I’m mistaken about your predicament, we’d better rush back to your ship.”

      “Dammit! I forgot! Ashpen is going for my ship!”

      Before Neeron could answer, Kevin was already sprinting out of the bay. The Sphynx morphed back to his normal size and followed him.
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      Kevin was sprinting as fast as he could and, wishing his suit still had power, he ran even faster. He glanced behind him, and saw Neeron had almost caught up with him.

      “Despite the thanks due to you for saving my life, you’ve still got some explaining to do!” shouted Kevin.

      “I know! I was kind of hoping saving your life would win me some points in that regard.”

      And I saved you as well, thought Kevin.

      “It depends. Why do I get the feeling you may be responsible for my life needing saving in the first place?”

      “Perhaps because I’m one of Ashpen’s slaves, which means he’s given me the injection he gives to every one of them. I always suspected it was a tracking device of some kind. Now, I’m guessing it’s more than that.”

      “Great, just great! Do you realize you may have compromised my mission?”

      “Now may be a good time to tell me what that mission is.”

      “Trying to help the Arcadian Confederate win the war against the Kregans.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me! I can’t believe you’re putting all of this on my shoulders. Unless I’m mistaken I didn’t ask you to offer me a drink, and I certainly didn’t plan any of what followed afterwards. After you left, I just had a gut feeling you might need some backup. If you’d told me you whom you were meeting, I would have warned you about Ashpen, and we could have devised a better plan than one involving trusting this psycho.”

      “What’s this ‘we’ you keep mentioning? Huh?”

      “That’s rich! So your friendship and empathy apply only when it suits you?”

      Kevin thought about it while his lungs burned from the long sprint, which coincidently wasn’t the sort of exercise he was used to perform. He had to consciously remind himself to breathe and oxygenate both his body and brain.

      “Alright, alright, that was a low blow on my part. I’m sorry. And thank you for saving my hide back there, even if I also saved your furry ass.”

      “I’m gonna choose to focus on the first part of your apology, and you’re welcome.”

      “Now what? How do we stop Ashpen?”

      “I don’t know. I guess we’ll have to improvise.”

      “Yeah, cause that has worked wonders for me up until now. Mira? Do you hear me? Mira, for the love of God, please respond!”

      “Who’s Mira?”

      “She’s my ship’s onboard Artificial Intelligence.”

      “Neat.”

      But Mira didn’t answer.

      Shit! I should never have let her go offline in the first place. My dad is right, I’m utterly useless.

      I’m going to require a little more context to understand any of this, said Neeron inside Kevin’s mind, but from your distress, I can tell you seem to be carrying a lot of self-loathing, and from where I stand, now is not the best time to focus on such things.

      What the hell? Can you hear my thoughts?

      Kinda, yeah.

      So this whole time you’ve been sneaking inside my head? Not cool!

      Not the whole time; only since I suspected you were hiding something.

      Oh, that makes it so much better, then!

      I was hoping you’d see it that way.

      I don’t, furball! That was sarcasm.

      Oh…

      Then again it could be used to our advantage, that is, if we reach the Thalamos on time.

      “How far are we?” asked Neeron.

      “Another three corridors, I think.”

      “You do realize all we got to make this assault on Ashpen successful is my ability to morph into a bigger and meaner version of me, right? Seems your super-suit is out of juice, which, if you don’t mind me saying, is terrible timing.”

      Ya think?

      Yes, that’s why I said it, so obviously I must have thought it first.

      Kevin had to be mindful of his inner chatter, and had to stop himself from swearing at Neeron.

      I heard it anyway, said Neeron.

      “Mind telling me how you know about my super suit?”

      “I told you I used to be an engineer, and a damn good one at that. I specialized on Arcadian tech, in fact. So I’m not a stranger to their nanites tech.”

      “Wait! So this whole time, when you were telling me that I could get hacked if I wasn’t being careful, you knew I was using the suit to project another identity?”

      “Yeeeeeeah.”

      “Why don’t I like the sound of that answer?” said Kevin before turning a corner towards even more corridors.

      “That might have something to do with the fact that I did hack you, but just a tiny bit.”

      “You did what?”

      “I transferred just enough nanites from your suit to power my own augments. Mine had broken down years ago.”

      “So you are a thief?”

      “I’d love to say otherwise but I’d be lying. To my defense, though, if I hadn’t stolen a small portion of them from you, you’d be dead right now.”

      “You can’t use that excuse forever, you know that?”

      Neeron’s green eyes shone toward Kevin. “I know, but without them I could never have transformed. And that’s a fact.”

      “This theft of my nanites, is that why my suit ran out of power early?”

      “Nope, I have my own power source, so I’m not sure why that happened with yours. Perhaps you just used it for too long.”

      Kevin now regretted spending unnecessary time and power choosing a persona in the toilets, and it wasn’t as if Mira hadn’t warned him that he’d have just enough power to keep using the suit either.

      “Any way you could transfer me some of your charge?”

      “Not without a rather invasive surgery on my part, I’m afraid.”

      “There goes that idea, then.”

      Kevin turned left at the next junction and after a few steps he stopped short. Neeron didn’t anticipate it and smashed into Kevin’s legs.

      “Why have you stopped?” Neeron asked.

      Kevin fell to his knees and pointed toward a nearby window where a ship was flying away.

      “That… was my ship.”
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      “What do you mean we’ve been boarded?” asked Boomer.

      “Someone entered the ship while I was offline. They hacked through my security protocols and managed to take control of my systems.”

      “What? Aren’t you supposed to be that ultra-advanced prototype AI? How could you let that happen?”

      “I don’t think pointing fingers, or in your case, paws, will make our situation any better.”

      Boomer growled. “How do we stop them?”

      “I don’t know that we can, and they’ve already taken over navigation, jump engines and weapons away from me. It’s only a matter of time till they gain control of communications and gain access to my holo-matrix core, too.”

      “What happens if they do?”

      “They could shut me down entirely and revert the ship to manual control. They could reprogram me, or they could just kill me.”

      “Can you be killed? It seems unlikely for a bunch of ones and zeroes to be killed, no offense.”

      “None taken, but my computing cores are quantum-based, so I’m not made of just a bunch of antiquated binary processing units like you’re used to on Earth.”

      Boomer barked. “In English.”

      “My computers are better than those on your planet.”

      “That wasn’t so hard, now, was it?”

      “Boomer, is it now really a good time to argue about this?”

      “Right, probably not. How many made it onboard the ship?”

      “My sensors detected two life forms. One of which seems to be a skilled hacker.”

      “In other words, your security protocols are lacking.”

      “How does a beagle know anything about security protocols in the first place?”

      “Hey, I watch TV. I’m not just good at licking my balls, you know? And if you didn’t want critics then maybe you shouldn’t have given speech capabilities to my hologram.”

      “Searching database… here it is: Television… hmm, that’s a peculiar concept from your home planet, but if you ask me it’s more like ‘tell a vision.’”

      “Let’s table the debate on Earth technology’s shortcomings until after we’ve regained control of the ship, if you don’t mind. Can you still try and contact Kevin?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What do you mean ‘maybe?’ Can you or can’t you?”

      “I don’t have access to enough power running through my remaining subroutines. I would need to take one of my systems offline.”

      “Then do it.”

      “If I do you’ll be turned offline until I’m done calling Kevin.”

      “What? This is just getting better and better, isn’t it? Can you bring me back afterwards?”

      “In theory, yes, if these systems haven’t also been hacked by then, though I should probably hurry up as it’s only a matter of time before those systems are compromised.”

      “Then stop wasting time and do it.”

      Boomer closed his eyes shut and grimaced.

      “You’re a hologram. What the hell do you think shutting your eyes will accomplish?”

      “I’m still a dog! And as such, I have instincts. Furthermore, what part of stop wasting time didn’t you unders—”

      Boomer never finished his complaint. His holographic projection vanished into thin air in a display of exploding holo-pixels.

      “Here goes nothing…” said Mira.
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      “What are we going to do now?” asked Neeron.

      “I don’t know,” said Kevin while holding his head firmly between his hands. “We need a ship, so we got to catch up with the Thalamos or gazillions of people are going to die because of me.”

      “I’m not familiar with that unit of measure.”

      “A shitload of shitloads then. Please tell me you can get your hands on a ship?”

      “You do realize that if I could get access to one, I would have left already.”

      “Yes, but before you didn’t have super-advanced nanites running through your veins. That has to count for something.”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “It’s a maybe, at best. But there’s still one problem.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I think we can steal my old ship back, but it doesn’t have a jump engine anymore. Ashpen removed it the moment he won the ship from me.”

      “What do you mean won it?”

      “When I landed here, on fumes and in needs for repair, I tried my luck at gambling, except I should have known that the people on this station wouldn’t play fair. No matter how good I am at calculating odds, I kept losing.”

      “That’s ironic. You hoped you could use your superior intellect to swindle them, but they swindled you instead.”

      “Exactly. I guess intelligence can’t solve everything.”

      “I’m not sure there’s much we can do if the ship can’t jump. Though, I suppose—”

      A familiar voice interrupted Kevin mid-sentence. It was Mira.

      Can you hear me, Kevin?

      Where the hell have you been? Someone stole the ship!

      I am painfully aware of that. I guess I shouldn’t have taken myself offline.

      You guess?

      Hey! You were the one that said that you had everything under control. Since I detected the piece of technology onboard that you went to barter for, can I assume the exchange didn’t go well?

      Kevin knew full well that blaming Mira for his failings was a dick move, but in times like these, his frustration often got the better of him.

      I know, I’m sorry, the truth of the matter is that I’m pissed off at myself, and you’re right, I shouldn’t be taking it out on you. Please tell me you can get the Thalamos to swing back and get us.

      Apology accepted, but before I answer this, who’s ‘us’?

      That’s a long story. Let’s just say I made a friend while you were offline.

      Well, good for you, even though I clearly remember asking you to just stay put until you went for the exchange.

      Yeah, but I doubt it would have changed anything about our current predicament.

      Perhaps. And now, you and your friend might be the only hope for the Arcadian Confederate, Kevin.

      I was afraid you were gonna say that. There’s one problem, though, and a major one at that. We believe we can commandeer a ship to come after you, that is, if you tell us where you are. But this ship can’t jump.

      The intruder is spooling the jump drives as we speak, which means that if we have a chance in hell to stop him, we must act fast.

      His name is Ashpen, and you’d better look out. He’s a cunning individual.

      Duly noted, but if we want to stop this Ashpen from jumping the Thalamos I need to go right now. Maybe, just maybe it’s not too late to turn this situation around.

      I’m glad to hear that.

      Don’t misunderstand me, Kevin… my part of the mission is only to make sure the Thalamos doesn’t jump away so you can catch up with us, but everything else will still depend on your actions thereafter. I need you to get back to the ship, no matter the cost, you hear me?

      No pressure then, and yeah… I hear you.

      See you soon… hopefully.

      Kevin looked at Neeron. “I take it you heard all that?”

      Neeron nodded.

      “We better get to that ship, then. Lead the way.”
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      When Boomer rematerialized he checked all his limbs and sighed in relief.

      “You do realize you’re not really here?”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re so smart. Stop being a smart ass and brief me, will you?”

      “Testy, are we? News isn’t good but I guess things could be worse. Kevin made a friend on the station, and they’re going to try and come back on board to retake the ship for us.”

      “I’d love to know your definition of worse. Seems to me like we’re screwed.”

      “Well then you’re gonna love this, Boomer. We have to buy Kevin some time and prevent the intruders from jumping the ship. Or we won’t see Kevin again, not to mention losing any hope to save the Arcadian Confederate.”

      “I take it that I’m the one that has to do something here? Or you wouldn’t be telling me all this, let along powering me back up.”

      “Very astute of you, and yes. I don’t have enough power to take over a physical holographic form. You, however, can. Thanks to your size and the decentralized power supply used to project your matrix throughout the ship.”

      “Let’s pretend I understand all of that technobabble and just tell me what to do.”

      “Alright, I’m uploading a set of coordinates into your neocortex. You need to get there ASAP, and rip the power cell from the jump engines systems at all costs.”

      “What if I encounter resistance?”

      “It’s not a matter of if, but when, which gives you until you get to where you’re going to figure out a way to either distract the second intruder that’s already there, or disable him.”

      “You can’t be serious? Have you seen what I look like?”

      “You’re holographic, and even if you’re solid right now, you’re pretty much invincible and won’t fall prey to their weapons; with just a small caveat, that is.”

      Boomer barked. “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “It drains a lot of power to reconstruct damage made to your matrix, so while you won’t die from getting shot at, the more you get hit, the more power you’ll drain.”

      “Let me take a wild guess. That’s not an infinite supply?”

      “No, in fact, you’re already running on fumes, so try to avoid getting hit altogether if at all possible.”

      “Any more good news I should be aware of?”

      “The main bad guy will be on the bridge soon, and he only has to bypass one force field before he gains access. So when you exit the bridge, make sure you take a right.”

      Boomer scoffed before sprinting toward the exit. He took a left and, shortly after, a blaster fire screamed past the bridge’s doors.

      “Boomer! I said right!” protested Mira.

      Boomer sprinted in front of the door and to the right so fast that he was but a blur.

      “My bad,” barked Boomer, “he’s made it through to your force field by the way. Good luck.”

      Mira’s sensor had registered that before Boomer gave her the information, and for the first time in what seemed like almost forever to an AI, Mira sensed an emotion she didn’t enjoy. At all.

      Ashpen walked inside the bridge and looked around. But not before Mira had disabled the holographic projection of her face.

      “Who’s there?” asked Ashpen.

      Mira stayed silent.

      He scoffed. “Arcadians and their AI toys… they think they are so superior to the rest of the galaxy, but soon my engineer will have recovered every byte of your puny fake-life program, and when that happens, you’ll cease to exist. Though, ‘compute’ would be more accurate a word.”

      Fear it is, thought Mira. Hurry up, Boomer, cause the truth of it is that I really don’t want to die.
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      “What kind of plan is that?” complained Kevin.

      “I suppose you have a better one?” asked Neeron.

      “As a matter of fact, I do. I’ll distract him while you take him down from behind.”

      “And on what planet is that any different than what I just proposed?”

      “I’m not sure, but my version sounded better in my head.”

      “Well then, if it is then we have a winner.”

      “Is that sarcasm?”

      “You tell me. You seem to be an expert at it.”

      “Alright, alright, let’s stop bickering about something we agree upon and let’s get it done instead.”

      “If you keep up with the plan and say and do exactly what we’ve agreed upon, it will all go smoothly.”

      Kevin flashed a thumb up and took a deep breath before entering the station’s impound office. His heart skipped a beat when he noticed the person behind the desk was an arachnoid. Kevin was afraid of spiders, and that included tiny ones, let alone a humanoid, arachnoid hybrid.

      He’s not gonna trap you into a cocoon and eat you. Keep cool and stay focused, whispered Neeron in his mind.

      Easy for you to say.

      Kevin swallowed hard as he presented a data pad and slid it on the counter toward the arachnoid.

      “Hello, I’m here to requisition a ship that was stolen from me.”

      The arachnoid remained silent and one of his three-fingered arms, one of four attached to his torso, grabbed the data pad and turned it on.

      “Mmm… I know this ship,” said the arachnoid. “In fact, I remember doing the paperwork for it. I should have known this was a stolen ship, though, would you mind explaining why you didn’t file the stolen vehicle report sooner?”

      “I did it the moment I woke up, which only happened a few hours ago, as you can see from my data pad.”

      “You expect me to believe that this ship, which was stolen from you over three years ago, is information you’ve been made aware of only a few hours ago? Mind explaining how is that is even possible?”

      “While I’m not very good with medical terms, I believe it’s called temporal dysphoria with acute amnesia, or something like that. My memory is affected by it. The doctor tried explaining it to me, and seemed to have suffered from it himself.”

      The arachnoid froze. He rolled back on his chair and pressed a button under his desk, which raised a glass in the counter that isolated the arachnoid from Kevin.

      “Are you telling me your syndrome is contagious? Not mentioning a contagious disease when entering official facilities is ground for summary execution on this station.”

      “Easy there. I’m not contagious, not as far as I’ve been informed, anyway… if I am, then the doctor didn’t tell me anything about it.”

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “What about my ship?”

      “Come back when you’ve been cleared from medical and they provided you with the necessary paperwork to prove your lack of contagiousness.”

      “I am just coming from medical, or didn’t you listen to anything I’ve just said?”

      “And you’ve been there for how much time?”

      “They tell me three years, two months and twenty one rotations.”

      Now, Kevin, said Neeron.

      Kevin dropped to the floor and convulsed uncontrollably. A blue gas escaped his mouth and quickly spread through the room.

      The arachnoid’s expected panic reaction was immediate. He gave a screech of panic as he activated a red touch control on the wall. The entire room’s lighting turned red and an alarm blared.

      “Potential contamination with a biological agent in sector three, office fifteen,” said a synthesized female voice over the room’s speakers. “Do not exit the premises until a decontamination team is sent to evaluate and deal with the threat.”

      The arachnoid trembled like a leaf, then jumped out of his chair and turned himself into a ball in the corner behind his desk.

      The office’s doorway glowed red as a medical force field was erected just before the door slid open. A large biped humanoid with three arms, one protruding from the center of his chest, entered the room. He wore a large helmet over his head as well as full hazmat gear. He ignored Kevin, who was still convulsing on the floor, and knocked on the glass shield on the worker’s desk.

      “I’m Decontamination First Responder Beta One-Three-Four. Lower the safety glass. I need to check you for contaminants.”

      The voice of the arachnoid was trembling. “I—I can’t, I’m too scared; we arachnoids are extra sensitive to toxins, as you know.”

      “And I need to secure you and give you a breathing unit right now. The more you wait, the bigger the chances you have to get infected. Whatever this thing is.”

      The arachnoid was still trembling and looked toward the decontamination officer.

      “We don’t have all day here!” insisted the officer.

      Reluctantly, and with all limbs shuddering, the arachnoid pressed a control on his desk that lowered the safety glass separating his desk from the rest of the room. The officer grabbed a breathing device from his belt and presented it to the arachnoid.

      “Quick! Breathe through this while I scan you for contaminants.”

      The arachnoid snatched the breathing unit from the officer, put it over his mouth, and took a deep breath. Immediately after, his eyes, all eight of them, turned white and he collapsed on the floor with a heavy thud.

      The alarm turned off, and the lights within the room returned to normal. The officer gave a gentle kick to Kevin.

      “You can stop doing that now. He’s out.”

      Kevin stopped his fake convulsing and got on his feet. He reached inside his mouth and located the fake tooth implant still spraying the blue colored gas and pinched it.

      He coughed as the gas stopped spraying out of his mouth.

      “This thing stinks! You’re sure it’s not toxic?”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      The officer lowered the force field and Neeron entered the room.

      “Thanks, Jakono, I owe you one.”

      “Nah, you don’t. Let’s just say that this favor squares us.”

      “Works for me.”

      “Won’t all that ruckus attract all sorts of unwanted attention?” asked Kevin.

      “I made sure the alarm only resounded in this sector,” said Jakono. “Best case scenario, most people in this sector heard it and they immediately evacuated the area. Which should give you plenty of time to grab what you need and go.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said Kevin, “but what about the worst-case scenario?”

      “If another arachnoid was in the area and got overzealous, he or she could have decided to call the real decontamination squad. If that happens, good luck to the both of you. After all, these arachnoids are hypochondriac to a fault.”

      “That was the whole idea,” said Neeron as he jumped over the counter and to the desk, then entered a flurry of commands on the holographic terminal.

      “I’d better be on my way,” said Jakono.

      “Thanks again, man,” said Neeron.

      “Good luck, Neeron. I hope you can make this work.”

      “Yeah, thanks to you, we may actually pull this one off,” added Kevin.

      Jakono nodded and left the room.

      “Please tell me this is going to work?” pleaded Kevin.

      “I’ll work faster if I don’t have to answer your questions.”

      Okay, but I’d really like to know.

      That goes for mental thoughts as well, Kevin, complained Neeron.

      Oops, sorry about that.
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      Boomer was under fire the moment he entered the engine room.

      For crying out loud, thought Boomer as he jumped behind cover, but not before a laser blast pierced a hole through one of his legs.

      He instinctively yelped in horror but it became clear that no pain was triggered from the wound. As he looked at his leg, he saw a bloodless hole that quickly filled itself up and recreated his leg muscles, skin and fur.

      Oh wow, I am indestructible!

      Boomer had a hard time making sense of his projected HUD. It was distracting, and while he managed to figure out how to get to the engine room thanks to the tech, he felt the need to try and chase the holographic information in front of his field of view with his paws.

      Another laser blast exploded nearby and sent sparks flying near his snout.

      Boomer growled as he hurried along, fire now intensifying toward his direction. He could now hear fast-approaching footsteps, and that forced him to retreat from his current position.

      As he ran away, he could sense the laser blast screaming past him, which intensified his stress levels and made it even harder for him to focus on what he needed to do. His dog instincts were constantly trying to take over, and he was just aimlessly running from cover to cover.

      Mira, can you hear me?

      I’m here, Boomer. At least for now.

      I don’t know what to do. He keeps firing at me and I keep fleeing.

      Boomer caught a glimpse of his assailant, an alien biped with pale blue skin and a multitude of mechanical and electronic implants grafted over most of his exposed skin.

      Sending a dog to defeat a Terminator…really? What were you thinking? What the hell am I supposed to do here?

      You should try and neutralize him, suggested Mira.

      Oh yeah? Why didn’t I think of that!

      I see Kevin’s sarcasm is rubbing off of you.

      Be that as it may, he’s ten times my size, has a blaster and has more metal in him than the Eiffel Tower. How exactly am I supposed to do anything against this creepy cyborg?

      Obviously, you can’t win by sheer strength. You’ll have to use your cunning to defeat him.

      When I want Kevin out of the room, I just start licking my balls. When I want food, I bark. That’s how much cunning a dog of my caliber possess. So, if you have any suggestions, I’m all ears.

      A laser blast burned through Boomer’s left floppy ear and as he did before, he yelped again.

      While I still have them, that is! he added.

      As it previously did, the wound, now on his ear, was almost instantly healed but Boomer noticed a gauge on his HUD go down in size and change color from green to orange.

      What’s that color thingy I see in front of my eyes?

      Your power levels. If it gets to zero, you’ll cease to exist on the ship.

      What about in real life?

      You should be fine on Earth.

      Boomer turned tail and managed to sprint and take cover behind another console.

      Should be?

      No tests about the technology currently used to link a holographic avatar with a canine brain from Earth were ever made. Let alone any other animal besides humanoid subjects. So, while I can say with a good degree of confidence that I am unaware of potential side effects when the signal between your holographic self and your biological brain is promptly disconnected, I can not guarantee it. It would be inaccurate of me to tell you for sure that nothing can happen since I do not possess enough data to reach that conclusion.

      A new sensation filled Boomer’s entire psyche, and that was a near infinite desire to survive. Boomer felt overwhelmed with the will to not have this moment be his last one.

      All you had to say is “I don’t know,” cause you obviously don’t!

      That’s a bit of a stretch, and I suggest you focus on the task at hand instead of arguing semantics.

      Once the firing stopped for a little bit, Boomer cautiously looked behind cover to see the man fumbling with his blaster. A red light was flashing on the weapon, and the man was desperately looking for something inside his pockets.

      Listen to me and listen to me carefully, said Mira. He’s trying to reload his weapon’s power source. I need you to act now, so I’m sending you a subjective stream of data. Don’t fight it, just let it flow through you.

      What the hell does subjective mea—

      But Boomer never finished his thought, and his brain felt like it went dark. Multiple images flashed in front of his eyes at such speeds that made it impossible for him to identify any of them, but without realizing it, he was jumping in the air and biting the weapon-wielding hand of his assailant, plunging his small but sharp canines into the blue flesh.

      The man screamed and dropped his blaster to the floor, then sent Boomer flying toward a wall as he instinctively flailed his arm.

      “You’re gonna pay for this!” screamed the man.

      Boomer bounced off the wall and, to his surprise, painlessly landed to his feet.

      “Status report, Sosro! What’s taking so long?” said an echo-y voice that was different in both tone and pitch to the one that had just threatened Boomer.

      “There’s a small four-legged creature here, and it just bit me!”

      “Just kill it and get on with it! The longer we stay in the area, the bigger the chances that the boy could convince the authorities that his ship has been stolen. We need to put some safe distance between ourselves and the space station, and we can’t do that without access to the jump engines.”

      “Understood, Master. I’ll take care of this.”

      Boomer didn’t like the nearly mad look he could now read inside Sosro’s eyes, nor the evil grin that followed as the man’s gaze eventually fell upon Boomer’s.
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      Kevin sat next to Neeron on the ship while his new friend entered commands on the consoles, turning the ship’s engines to life. The ship vibrated and cough-like sounds emanated from behind them.

      “What the heck is that sound? Is it normal?” inquired Kevin.

      “I wouldn’t say normal, but it’s nothing,” Neeron said, “just the sound of engines that haven’t had fuel run through them for a long time. We should be fine. Hopefully.”

      “Hopefully?”

      “Well, it’s never great for engines to stay inert for years on end, and never too wise to reactivate them without first running a full diagnostic and some maintenance.”

      “So we could basically blow up in space. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Would you prefer I go check every nook and cranny of my engines while we wait for security to catch up with us? Who, I would assume, are more than likely already on their way to arrest us? Though, it still remains to be seen whether we’ll rot in jail before or after Ashpen manages to activate the Thalamus’s jump engines. Take your pick.”

      “Alright, alright. I’m sorry I asked.”

      “Hang on, this next part won’t be fun.”

      “For the record, none of this is fun.” Well, that may not be entirely true… thought Kevin.

      While he felt very anxious about their predicament, and terrorized at the idea that if they failed, the consequences for him and the people of the Confederate would be beyond bad, a part of him was quite ecstatic. It was like he was playing the best video game, with the most immersive VR feedback, and he couldn’t wait to tell Boomer and all his friends about his heart-thumping space adventures. Before he could recount the mighty tale, however, he’d need to finish it first, and preferably in a way that wouldn’t make him feel ashamed of himself.

      The ship lifted from the ground with no shortage of grinding noises. Kevin decided it would be better for his sanity if he ignored them, before darting toward a wall in the distance. As the ship accelerated inside the large cargo section, many other parked ships blurred past them.

      “I don’t see a door!” said Kevin.

      “That’s cause there isn’t one! So this better work.”

      Neeron punched in a command onto his holo-console, and two rockets fired from under each of the ship’s wings.

      “Tell me you’ve got the shields up!” screamed Kevin as his eyes locked onto the rockets blasted away from the ship.

      “Right… I thought I forgot something… now where could these be…”

      “You gotta be shitting me!”

      The torpedoes exploded against the wall before them, creating a hole between the cargo area and space, which promptly sucked out all the atmosphere inside the large room. At the same time, the ship flew through the massive inferno and a blue light radiated all around them.

      “Relax, this isn’t my first escape attempt, though I sure hope it goes better than some of the last ones.”

      “Do I want to know?”

      “Probably not.”

      “You’re filling me with confidence right now. I hope you know that.”

      “I can read your thoughts, remember? I could also feel that tingle of pure joy and exhilaration you felt as we flew through the flames. And I can tell that while you are genuinely scared, these events still bring happiness to your otherwise pretty pathetic existence.”

      “Shut up!” screamed Kevin as the ship darted out in the coldness of space.
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        * * *

      

      Sosro grabbed a cylindric object from his belt and activated it, a blade of red light emerging from the handle of the weapon.

      Give me a break, thought Boomer. Is this Terminator also a Sith? For crying out loud!

      Boomer’s first instinct was to run away, run fast and most importantly of all: run far. To his surprise, though, he hadn’t moved a single muscle. It was like his body refused to obey him.

      Boomer felt like he was possessed as his body decided to move of its own volition, running toward the light blade, instead of away from it.

      What the heck?

      But then he remembered Mira’s words about her using some sort of subjective magic thingy on him, and he had to accept that perhaps she knew better how to guide him to get his mission done. In fact, Boomer was sure she knew better, since Boomer had been feeling both helpless and overwhelmed from pretty much the first moment he was summoned to the Thalamos.

      His newfound faith in Mira took a sharp dive as the blade slashed him in two in mid-air…

      Nooooo! That can’t be happening.

      Before his brain could compute the enormity of having been sliced and diced like a furry piece of sushi, his lower and upper body re-attached themselves before he landed on the other side of the room, behind Sosro’s back. Boomer’s brain still had a hard time accepting that he wasn’t really there, and that the only consequence of having been temporarily sliced in two only really resulted to a loss of power for his hologram, and that he had not been hurt in any way.

      What he could fathom, though, once he checked his HUD, was that his energy level had dipped well into the red now.

      Mira, I sure hope you know what you’re doing. It doesn’t look like we can take any more of this before I get shut down from this holographic body.

      It worried Boomer that his AI friend didn’t answer, but deep down he hoped that it meant that she was entirely focused on helping him succeed in his mission.

      As Sosro turned around, Boomer decided that now was a good time to say something derogatory.

      “Hey, Darth Smurf! Is that all you got?” taunted Boomer, followed by an involuntary chuckle.

      Sosro growled at the beagle and wasted no time launching himself at him with another swing of his light blade.

      Boomer somersaulted backward, dodging the blade by less than an inch. Upon landing, something flashed on Boomer’s HUD. Upon closer inspection, he noticed it was a piece of equipment protruding from a nearby wall that glowed red.

      He then noticed another bit of information overlaid on his HUD. It was a red circle under it on the floor, and before Boomer could ask himself what all of that meant, he sprinted toward it and skidded until he stopped right dead center inside of the circle.

      Before he could look around to admire how precisely he had landed inside the coordinates Mira had programmed into his mind, he felt himself jump in the air, and then back on the floor. Before he could think about why it had happened, he was jumping again.

      Boomer was jumping in place, up and down, without any apparent reason. Each time he reached the top of his jump, he barked.

      Mira, are you trying to get me killed? Cause that seems like the perfect strategy to achieve that. And I’m telling you right now: you and I are going to have a talk about using me like this for target practice… if we survive, that is.

      Sosro seemed distracted by Boomer’s new attitude, but his confusion didn’t last for very long, and soon he locked both his hands tightly around the light blade handle as he slowly approached Boomer.

      Boomer looked in horror as with each new step Sosro took toward him, he knew he couldn’t do anything about it, and kept jumping in place, in a very mechanical and timed fashion.

      If this is a bug in your system, Mira, I’m going to be very pissed off.

      Sosro stopped in front of the still jumping Boomer and tightened his grasp of the handle of the blade. He observed him with murder burning in his eyes before swinging at Boomer as he reached the apogee of his last jump.

      That’s gonna hurt!

      Boomer couldn’t help but remember that if there was one thing that wouldn’t happen, it was the sensation of pain, but clearly the concept of pain was engrained too deep within his psyche for him to let go, whether or not he even understood the ramifications of existing only as an holographic body.

      The blade slashed through Boomer’s neck and even though the sensation had been short and painless, being beheaded was not something Boomer thought he’d ever experience. What happened next, however, was nearly orgasmic.

      As the blade slashed through Boomer’s neck, temporarily beheading the holographic beagle, the light blade continued its path toward the piece of equipment that had been highlighted on Boomer’s HUD and the energy weapon slashed through the device, too.

      A massive blue electrical arc shot past Boomer’s re-attached head and quickly traveled through the light blade, onto the handle and radiated through Sosro’s entire body. The man screamed as millions of volts burned him from the inside out, before his flesh boiled and his entire body exploded like a blue piñata.

      As Boomer landed, so did multiple pieces of tech, and Sosro’s burnt implants bounced all around Boomer. His energy levels had drained so much that the bar was barely visible in his HUD, and the holographic data in front of his eyes blinked madly.

      “Uh-oh,” was the last thing Boomer said before he vanished into thin air.
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        * * *

      

      On the bridge of the Thalamos, lights flickered, and the ship crawled to a halt.

      “What the hell is going on?” exclaimed Ashpen.

      He activated his communicator. “Sosro, report! What’s going on down there?”

      There was no answer.

      Ashpen growled and hissed. “This isn’t happening! Whoever is responsible, you will pay for this with your life.”

      Ashpen returned to the nearest holo-console and brought up the communication protocols, but the consoles blinked red at each and every one of his commands, prompting him to destroy the glass projector under the console in a fit of rage.

      “Ship! Come in?”

      There was no answer.

      “Don’t you try to hide, I know you’re here, Arcadian scum. Come in right this instant or I’ll rip every one of your systems, one quantum bit at a time!”

      Mira’s voice could be heard, but she decided not to show her holographic face to the smuggler.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Last I checked, biological lifeforms don’t fare all too well in the harsh environment of deep space, and the only reason you’re still breathing right now is because you managed to hack my life-support subroutines.”

      “Empty threats don’t work on me. I’m still in control of both you and your broken ship.”

      “That could be argued right now, especially since your accomplice has been turned into dust, and his last actions helped me make sure that we’re not jumping my ship, ever!”

      “Then, I’ll just have to fly you into the sun!”

      “And kill yourself? I don’t think so.”

      Ashpen growled before unleashing a roar of frustration.

      “I’ll destroy this, then!” said Ashpen pointing at the case containing the transmitter Mira and Kevin so desperately needed.

      It took only a few cycles of her CPU to decide which strategy she should adopt in response to this new threat.

      “Be my guest, but that won’t exactly help you to call for help.”

      “I don’t need help. I’ll rewire every one of your circuits and fix the ship myself.”

      “Sosro was the kind of engineer that could accomplish some of that in a reasonable amount of time. You, however, don’t strike me as the kind of person who likes to get his hands dirty or even possesses these skills. But, hey, if you feel motivated to do so on your lonesome, I won’t stop you. In fact, it could turn out to be quite an entertaining show.”

      Ashpen growled some more.

      “Then again we could come to some sort of an arrangement?” said Ashpen.

      “I’m listening.”

      “You help me repair the ship, and before I deliver it to my buyer, I’ll backup a copy of your AI matrix. That way, you’ll survive.”

      “I am the ship, and my main function is to safeguard this technology by any means necessary, even at the cost of my own existence. The only help you’ll get from me at this point, is either to help you blow it out into a million pieces or direct you toward the nearest airlock. Making sure the likes of you never gets a hold of this advanced technology is my primary objective at this point.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      Every light in the bridge turned red and an alarm blared. A pre-recording of Mira’s voice boomed loudly from every speaker in the room.

      “Self-destruct activated. You have fifteen minutes to abandon ship. Make your way to the nearest escape pods. This is not a drill.”

      “Nooooo! We hacked your self-destruct, this is a trick.”

      “Fourteen minutes and fifty seconds, and you’re not the only one that’s good at hacking. Did you really think I would not find a workaround to your messy hack job? Tick tock.”

      Since he had broken this console, Ashpen went to another one and ran a few diagnostics to confirm the situation.

      “Very well, looks like you’re going to blow yourself up, but I wasn’t born yesterday, so let’s make sure you’re truly about to blow up and not just waiting for me to abandon ship so you can turn the self-destruct off. Ok?”

      Mira sighed inside her mind. She had hoped that would not be one of the options Ashpen decided to go for, as she no longer had Boomer to help her. At least, not physically.

      What’s going on? asked Boomer.

      I spent too much of your power to get Sosro to suicide himself and take out the jump engines at the same time, and I had to deactivate your holographic form to make sure I can keep your matrix running.

      So, I’m not dead?

      I don’t think you’d have died anyway, but no, you’re still here, just trapped with me inside what’s left of my computer core.

      Great plan! So he blows the ship and then what?

      That can’t be allowed to happen, obviously.

      And how are we going to stop it, exactly? Sing him off the ship?

      We’re not going to be able to do anything, but hopefully Kevin will.

      So let me get this straight. You’ve given Kevin about fifteen minutes to save us?

      That would be thirteen minutes and twenty seven seconds left, but you’re correct.

      Oh dear.
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      As Neeron touched his ship down onto the Thalamos’s landing bay, they received a communication.

      “It’s for you,” said Neeron.

      “Kevin,” said Mira, “thank the singularity. I’m so glad you’re here, but you must hurry. I’ve activated the self-destruct sequence, but Ashpen is locking it down to make sure I can’t override the timer. He’s not as bad a hacker as I anticipated, and unless you stop him, we’ll all blow up.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me right now?” exclaimed Kevin.

      “We don’t have time for this, Kevin. Hurry to the bridge but first make sure you grab a weapon on your way. Time is running short. You’ll have less than nine minutes to swing by the armory and take Ashpen out.”

      Kevin sighed heavily. “Alright, I’m on my way.”

      “And Kevin…”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t hesitate. You’ll need to kill him without flinching or he will kill you given half the chance.”

      “Oh, trust me, he already tried that back at the station. I won’t hesitate to put him down.”

      “Good luck, then.”

      “See you soon, Mira.”

      The communication ended and Kevin cast a grave look on Neeron.

      “I guess that’s what we’re doing, then,” said Neeron.

      “Yes, and we better hurry too. The clock is ticking and the armory is on the other side of the ship.”
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        * * *

      

      When Kevin and Neeron had almost reached the armory, a laser blast screamed past them, forcing them to jump back behind the wall for cover.

      “What the hell?” exclaimed Kevin.

      “I thought the only living being here besides us is Ashpen. Isn’t he supposed to be on the bridge?” answered Neeron.

      “Looking for me?” said a familiar voice as more laser blasts impacted the wall opposite them.

      It was Ashpen’s voice.

      “I guess this answers that. What do we do now? He’s got all the weapons, and we have nothing.”

      “That’s not necessarily accurate,” said Neeron.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “When on route here, I did inject myself with another dose of nanites; not enough for me to transform into a killing machine, but enough to form a new power supply. I just need more nanites to merge both supplies so I can transform again.”

      “And where do you propose we get them?”

      “You still have plenty inside you. Right now they’re inert because your armor ran out of juice, but I believe that if you let me harvest you, it could provide me with enough of them to try and take Ashpen down.”

      “Five minutes to self-destruct,” blared a prerecorded Mira message through the speakers.

      “Try isn’t good enough, especially as we could be history in less than five.”

      “I don’t think we have much choice. And, like you, I don’t want to die, so I will take him down, or at the very least distract him for long enough for you to finish him off.”

      Neeron is correct, said Mira inside Kevin’s mind, I’ve run every scenario I could compute with these new variables and it’s the only way.

      But won’t that deteriorate Knox’s body faster?

      If your nanites still had power, yes, but at this point the deterioration has already resumed.

      That explains the return of the smell. I was wondering if it was just in my head. Alright… let’s do this.

      “Okay,” said Kevin, “how do you harvest my nanites?”

      “Just hold still; this may tingle a bit, but don’t fight it.”

      Neeron put his paw on Kevin’s ankle. Kevin felt an unpleasant body-wide sensation for a few seconds as more laser blast streaked past them.

      “You can’t hide forever!” shouted Ashpen. “Get out now, and help me turn off the self-destruct, and maybe, just maybe, I’ll let you live to see another day.”

      “I don’t think this guy knows the meaning of negotiations,” said Kevin.

      “Nothing he says could be trusted anyway. He wouldn’t let us live either way,” said Neeron.

      “I kind of assumed that. Are you done?”

      Neeron nodded.

      “Now what?”

      Neeron morphed into a large panther in full battle armor.

      “Wow,” said Kevin. “Dude, you look epic!”

      “That was the idea. Now, at least, I stand a chance against him. Unfortunately, I only have enough power for a few seconds.”

      “Will that be enough to defeat him?”

      “I don’t know, so I’m gonna need you to do exactly as I say.”

      “Lay it down on me.”
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        * * *

      

      Neeron gave Kevin a glance, which he answered with a nod, before the panther exited cover and sprinted toward Ashpen, who unleashed hellfire toward Neeron the second he saw something move.

      Ok, said Kevin to himself while he heard all sorts of fighting noises in the background. Five, four, three, two, one.

      Kevin took a big breath and exited cover. As instructed, he ran toward the armory’s door without looking at anything happening around. A few rogue laser blasts impacted nearby, but he managed to stay focused on his sole goal, even though he could sense from all the ruckus that Neeron and Ashpen were engaged in a deathly match.

      As Kevin arrived a few steps away from the armory, a laser blast pierced through his shoulder and sent him crashing on the scorched wall next to the armory’s door.

      “Get up and keep going!” screamed Neeron.

      There was a mixture of pain and anguish in his comrade’s voice, but Kevin knew he had to ignore any of that and do what he’d promised to do. He painfully raised himself back to his feet and entered the armory. He quickly snatched a blaster rifle and a couple of grenades before exiting the armory, his heart beating so hard it felt like there was an independent entity trapped inside his chest, one that was punching and kicking his ribcage as hard as it could.

      As instructed, he armed both grenades and threw them toward Ashpen and Neeron. That’s when he caught his first glimpse of what was unfolding. Before now, he had focused only on his own task, just like Neeron had insisted, but Kevin wasn’t happy at all with the image his eyes were showing him, even though the grenades were already rolling on their way toward his friend and his enemy.

      Neeron had clearly inflicted massive damage to Ashpen, but right now, the smuggler had his foot on Neeron’s neck and was trying to reach for a blaster on the floor. Neeron didn’t make it easy for him, as he flailed all his limps, trying to get free.

      Kevin took aim but he hesitated.

      Now, Kevin! Do it now! pleaded Neeron inside his mind.

      What if I kill you?

      Just fire already or we’ll both die!

      Kevin double-checked his aim, closed his eyes and depressed the trigger. The result was both swift and devastating. A massive explosion, followed by painful screams while the ground shook, forced Kevin to open his eyes again only to witness a wall of flames rolling toward him.

      Run, Kevin! Said Mira. Run for your life!

      Kevin ran as fast as he could as the temperature around him climbed incredibly fast. As he arrived at the end of the corridor, a second explosion rocked the ship, sending him rolling to the floor as flames flew all around him.

      “Neeron!” he screamed.

      Kevin must have hurt his head badly on the fall, as his senses were affected. He could barely hear anything, and his vision was blurred. He took a few painful breaths, which informed Kevin that his borrowed body must have taken some lung damage during the blast. Eventually, he regained his senses. By then, most of the flames had dissipated around him, and had been replaced with thick black smoke.

      He got up as best as he could, but the more he breathed the more his lungs grew hot, and he coughed up blood, making a mess on the ship’s floor.

      “That can’t be good. Neeron? Can you hear me?”

      There was no answer.

      As Kevin took his first step, a sharp pain came from his left leg, forcing him to look down only to see a large metallic shard protruding from his thigh. Kevin grabbed the still hot shard and removed it from his flesh, spilling yet more of Knox’s blood in the process. The pain was so sharp that he almost lost consciousness and had to lean against the nearby wall to manage to stay upward.

      “Two minutes to self-destruct,” said the prerecorded message over the speakers, with a distorted and staticky voice.

      Kevin pulled his shirt over his nose, trying to filter some of the smoke, as he limped back toward where he had sent the grenades, a sense of dread rising from his guts. Had he killed his new friend? He tried as best he could to keep his blaster aimed forward as he slowly progressed through the corridor, even though he seriously doubted about his ability to hit even an elephant at short range in his current state.

      He could barely see anything through the thick layer of smoke all around him, and was basically advancing blind.

      “Neeron? Please say something.”

      The silence hacked at Kevin’s heart, and the idea that he could have killed the Sphynx ate at his soul.

      Why did I take that damn pill? Why couldn’t I just run back home and do the damn dishes?

      “Mira? Can you hear me?” asked Kevin.

      “I’m here.”

      “Can you do something about all that smoke? I can’t see Jack.”

      “This section of the ship suffered heavy damage, but you’d know about that. It’s a miracle a breach hasn’t exposed the entire deck to space.”

      “We didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “I know… let me try to bypass systems.”

      A distant fan noise could be heard, and, slowly, some of the smoke dissipated, though not enough for him to see anything yet. When Kevin tripped on something, or someone, he fell forward on his face. His blaster rifle slipped from his hand and disappeared in the black fog with a series of metallic clanks.

      His heartbeat went into overdrive as he tried using his hand to sense what he had tripped upon. It was a man, which meant he had tripped over Ashpen’s corpse, or at least he hoped so. Frantically, he tried to feel the body with his hands in order to locate Ashpen’s jugular.

      When Kevin thought his hands were on Ashpen’s face, he felt something grab his throat and forcefully prevent his ability to breathe. Kevin tried hitting the arm that was strangling him but it didn’t budge.

      “I—should have… killed you the… first moment… we met,” said a weak but angry Ashpen, in between heavy wet coughs.

      That can’t be happening! How the hell did he survive?

      With each desperate punch on the smuggler’s arm, and every passing second, Kevin felt life slipping away from his own body, until he remembered that he wasn’t really there. Knox was already dead, and he was still safe, back on Earth.

      He stopped trying to get free of Ashpen’s lock on his throat, stopped worrying about the lack of oxygen he didn’t need, and used his hands to try and locate his blaster on the floor.

      “What does it take to kill you?” said Ashpen.

      More than you can muster, that’s for sure.

      After a moment, Kevin felt a metallic object under his fingers and brought it toward him as best he could using his fingertips. He found the weapon’s handle and grabbed it tightly. With renewed determination he aimed the weapon blindly in front of him and opened fire multiple times.

      The hand that was choking him released its grasp, and that was followed by a soft thud, informing Kevin that his enemy had fallen back to the floor.

      Pain was radiating all over his body, but he managed to ignore it, reminding himself that he was only feeling Knox’s body pain, and thus, he could ignore it.

      The fan noise in the distance intensified and the smoke cleared at a faster rate. Moments later, Kevin finally could make up shapes around him, see the walls, the corpse of Ashpen in front of him lying in a pool of blood, and another much smaller shape a few yards farther away.

      “Neeron!” cried Kevin as he dropped his blaster rifle and crawled toward his friend.

      Kevin shook the furry Sphynx but he didn’t react.

      “Please tell me you’re not dead! I beg you, please.”

      There was no answer, and the atmosphere was still too thick for him to see and try to tell if he was breathing.

      “Mira, is he still alive?”

      The only answer was a prerecorded message indicating that there were only thirty seconds left before the ship self-destructed.

      “Mira, please come in.”

      “Hang on, I’m running scans to let you know, but first I need to turn off the self-destruct.”

      Kevin grabbed the motionless Sphynx in his arms and held him against him.

      “I detect only one life sign, but it’s faint,” said Mira.

      Tears filled Kevin’s eyes. “So Neeron is dead?”

      “No, you’re the one that’s dead. You always have been from the moment you came onboard, remember? Neeron is still breathing… but barely.”

      “Self destruct offline,” blared over the staticky speakers.

      “What do I do? How can I help him?” asked Kevin.

      “Take Neeron to the armory. I’m creating a new suit for you, so that you can hurry him to the medbay. I don’t think he’ll survive if you have to limp there.”

      Kevin agreed that trying to move with Neeron in his arms would be nearly impossible, so he gently laid his friend’s motionless body on the floor and passed his hand over his fur once, before crawling back toward the armory.

      It took a couple of minutes to limp all the way to the platform where he had donned the first super-suit. He managed to crawl to the center of the platform but didn’t feel he had the energy to get back up on his feet. Knox’s body simply was too damaged at this point.

      “I can’t get up. Will this still work?”

      “I’ll make it work. Standby.”

      A column of blue energy enveloped Kevin, and he felt sharp tingling throughout his body. Vitality quickly returned to his muscles while Kevin sensed the nanites moving through his body and affecting repair. Within a handful of seconds, Kevin was back up on his feet. When the blue light around him died off, he ran with super speed toward the exit, gently grabbed Neeron and blurred away at insane speeds.
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      Neeron opened his eyes and blinked them multiple times.

      “Thank God you made it!” said Kevin.

      “You look uglier in this form,” said Neeron with a smile, “I don’t think I told you that earlier.”

      “I’m glad to see you too,” said Kevin with a smile.

      Neeron softly shook his head. “What happened?”

      “You tell me! How the hell did you survive the explosion? Since Ashpen was covered in burns and metal shards, I was surprised to not see similar wounds on you. Mind you, that didn’t stop Ashpen from trying to kill me. You looked dead for sure, but not from any apparent physical wounds.”

      “I kept just enough nanites and power to raise a force field around me in the hope it would protect me from the blasts. I guess my calculations were correct in the matter. Well… more or less, that is, since I’ve awoken in a med bed. I’ll assume I suffered internal damage of some kind.”

      “You did, and quite a lot, in fact. Fortunately for you, this ship has great medical facilities, and they took care of them. I’m really glad you made it.”

      Neeron smiled. “You said that already.”

      “I felt like saying it again.”

      “Fair enough. Now what? I take it Ashpen has been taken care of.”

      “Yeah, and thrown out of airlock with the rest of the garbage.”

      “Good. One less thing to worry about. What do we do now?”

      “Now you rest, and I think I will rest too while Mira fixes the ship, hoping it’s not too late to save Arcadia.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Thank you for saving my life, Kevin.”

      “Right back at you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The moment Kevin left the medbay, Mira’s holographic face appeared in front of Neeron.

      “I never thought I’d see you again,” said Mira.

      “That makes two of us,” said Neeron. “Are you going to deliver me to the Arcadian authorities?”

      “The thought has crossed my mind. But I think under the circumstances, it would be cruel to reward your courage in this manner. After all, you did help save this ship, and hopefully this entire endeavor.”

      “Even though we were never friends, I’m sorry for Knox and the rest of the crew.”

      “So am I.”

      “Does Kevin know about our colored relationship?”

      “No, and seeing how it ended, it’s probably best he never does. He’s got enough on his plate already, and I really need him focused only on accomplishing his mission.”

      “Are things as bad as he told me, for the Confederate, I mean?”

      “Yes, we’re losing the war; the Thalamos is pretty much all that stands between Arcadia Prime and the Kregans’ invasion force.”

      “That’s a lot to ask of a single ship, even one as advanced as you are.”

      “Normally I would agree, but Kevin’s mind seems quite extraordinary when under pressure. He comes up with strategies that ten of my neural nets would never think of.”

      “I haven’t noticed that at all; what strikes me most about the boy is his empathy for others.”

      “Perhaps that’s part of it.”

      “I hadn’t considered that, but it could be. Now what?”

      “Kevin told me he made a deal to drop you on your home world.”

      “We both know I can never return there.”

      “I suppose not… that’s why I thought we’d drop you on Regax Seven. You should be safe there for the time being, and it’s the only world I could find that’s on the way to Arcadia Prime. We can’t exactly afford any more detours.”

      “Regax is fine, thank you.”

      “This isn’t just a selfless act on our part, though. I mean for Kevin it is, but I’ll need your help repairing the ship, and fast.”

      “Can I sleep a little longer first?”

      “I wish I could say yes, but you and I both know you’re fully healed thanks to the nanites I replenished you with. In fact, these are more advanced than your original ones.”

      “I noticed that during the fight. I guess Ziron figured out a way to enhance my formula.”

      “Someone had to after you left, and who better to continue your work than your brother?”

      “How is he doing, by the way? I’m surprised he isn’t on board.”

      “You know Ziron… he’s not the action type, and his absence, considering what happened to the rest of the crew, was a blessing in disguise. As for how he is, your brother is adapting to his new position within the Confederate. After all, he told me that you left without warning, or even saying goodbye. Is that true?”

      “Trust me… I wanted to say goodbye, but that would have put him in danger and I couldn’t take that risk.”

      “Tell me, Neeron, in hindsight, was it all worth it?”

      “As an AI that acts mostly by running statistics and simulations before making a decision, you should know what goes behind making a choice. I did what I thought was best at the time. But if you ask me if I have regrets, then the answer is yes.”

      "Looks like you may have some stories to tell about your ordeal.”

      Neeron sighed as he got himself on his paws and jumped out of the med bed.

      “Do we really have to talk about this now? I thought you said you’re in a hurry for me to fix the ship.”

      “I just figured talking about it might bring you some closure about it.”

      “And perhaps one day it will, but not today. Just tell me what needs fixing and let’s get this over with so I can get out of your holographic hair.”

      Mira sighed. “As you wish… I’m uploading a full list of repairs into your HUD by order of priority. And if you ever repeat what I’m going to say, I will deny it: but I’m glad you’re alive and well.”

      “Funny that it took a boy from a primitive species to break me out of my predicament.”

      “Not to mention breaking you out of there was never one of our objectives. The truth of the matter is, I had no idea where you’d gone to. Since I was offline, it was just pure luck that Kevin and you met over there.”

      “Some people could call that destiny, but luck is as good an explanation as any. As for you not knowing where I’d gone to, well… that was kind of the idea behind my running away from Arcadia.”

      “I’m sure it was.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m glad to see you as well, old friend.”

      “I haven’t been called that in such a long time… I kinda missed it. What about Kevin, though? I think it would be safer if he never remembers meeting you.”

      “Ironic that I would make a new friend and he won’t remember any of it.”

      “I’m sure you can understand that it’s for both your protection... and his.”

      “I guess it makes sense under the circumstances. How would you like to do it? A

      mind wipe?”

      “A partial one, yes. Just meeting you and your presence on the ship. It’s for the best.”

      Is it now?
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        * * *

      

      When Kevin walked out of the medi-pod, Neeron was waiting for him.

      “You look just like new,” said Neeron. “Still ugly, but as a rule I prefer my friends not stinking of decomposing flesh.”

      Kevin smiled as he scratched the back of his head nervously. “I was wondering if you could smell that while we were in the middle of all these adventures.”

      “If I could smell it? I think Arbnoxian Beetles fifteen light years away could smell you buddy; no offense.”

      “None taken. Not exactly my body, as I’m sure you’ve realized.”

      “Yes, Mira briefed me on the situation while she was restoring your meat suit. As a matter of fact, while you were being regenerated, I helped her fix the ship.”

      “Wow, you must be quite the engineer, then, huh?”

      “You could say that. However, this is the part of the journey where we take separate ways, you and I.”

      “Why? We could use you in the battle ahead, especially if you know how to fix the ship and all the damage it’s bound to incur... I’m out of my depth here, Neeron, and I could really use your help.”

      “Trust yourself, and you should be fine. Stop overthinking and doubting your every move. If it means anything, I know you can do it.”

      Kevin sighed heavily. “Thanks, I guess…”

      “You guess?”

      “I didn’t mean it that way, and don’t get me wrong. I appreciate your vote of confidence, I really do. It’s not something I’ve had much exposure to throughout my life. I just hate the idea of losing a friend.”

      “Losing is such an ugly word. While this is a big universe, there’s no telling when we could meet again in the future, God willing.”

      “I take it that your race also believes in God, then?”

      “I’m just trying to speak your lingo, buddy. I’ve long abandoned the idea of worshipping invisible entities in the hope it could affect my destiny. I tend to believe it’s up to each and every one of us to shape the world around us, as I’m sure you’ve been learning these past few days.”

      “Perhaps God is something else, I like to think of Him as the universe itself. I know that may sound silly, but that’s how I feel.”

      “At the end of the day, we all have the free will to believe in what we want. If we didn’t then we’d be nothing more than slaves to someone else’s faith. And perhaps having the choice to decide for ourselves is the universe’s greatest gift.”

      Kevin smiled. “Not very scientific for an engineer, but you know what? I like that. When are you leaving?”

      “Any minute now, the ship should exit hyperspace shortly, and I’ll take my ship down to the planet, and let you go save Arcadia.”

      “I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “Of course you can, Kevin. And if I may speak bluntly: you must. Arcadians may have their faults, but the Kregans are something else. In fact, if Arcadia falls, there’s no telling how much time it would take them to conquer the rest of the universe, Earth included.”

      “Oh shit, I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “Then keep it in mind when you wage your battle against them, that alone should fuel your motivation to succeed in your mission.”

      “Right… No pressure then, huh?”

      “Remember you’re not alone; Mira will be by your side.”

      Kevin nodded as he wiped a forming tear from his eye.

      The viewport scenery changed from fast-moving streaks of multicolored lights to fixed stars and the sight of a purple planet below.

      “Is that where you’ll live now?”

      “At least for the time being, yes. Mind walking me to my ship?” asked Neeron.

      “Of course not; lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      The cargo door of Neeron’s ship lowered as the two approached it.

      “I’m going to miss you,” said Kevin.

      “As will I. I realize I haven’t properly thanked you for not only saving my life earlier but also getting me out of my jam back on the Arkon Five station. I had kind of resigned myself to thinking that I’d never get away from that awful place. Thanks to you I have new options on the horizon, and for that I’m eternally grateful to have met you.”

      “I’m glad to have met you as well, even though I’m sad that our journey ends here, you know?”

      “Never say never, Kevin.”

      “You know what I mean, though. This could be the last time we see each other.”

      “Perhaps, but it’s been an honor making your acquaintance, Captain.”

      Kevin flushed at the compliment. “Thanks.”

      “I know I have no right to ask you for anything else, but…can you do me one last favor?”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “It’s a little embarrassing.”

      “Don’t be, just tell me what you need.”

      “I’d really like a hug before I go.”

      “Why would you be embarrassed? I’d like that very much.”

      Kevin lowered and grabbed his cat-like friend in his arms, and Neeron pushed his head against Kevin’s face and purred. When Kevin and Neeron’s eyes met, the Sphyinx’s eyes shone brightly for a brief instant and Kevin stopped moving.

      I’m so sorry for this, Kevin. But it has to be this way. I’ll never forget you, my friend.

      Neeron jumped away from Kevin, still in the same hugging position, as if frozen in time, and as motionless as a statue.

      Neeron walked up the ramp to his ship, stopped and turned around to take one last look at Kevin’s motionless face. Neeron’s eyes watered as he resumed climbing and the ramp closed behind him. Moments later, Neeron’s ship departed from the landing bay.
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      Kevin blinked his eyes multiple times and looked around him. He glanced through the force field of the landing bay and saw the ship was orbiting a purple planet.

      “Mira? Please come in?”

      “Yes, Kevin. What can I do for you?”

      “I… I seem to be in the landing bay… but for the life of me, I can’t remember why I came here.”

      “That’s peculiar. I sent you to affect repairs a while back, but your work is done, so you’d better come back to the bridge. We’re heading toward Arcadia, and soon we’ll have to face the Kregan armada.”

      “Peculiar doesn’t start to describe how I feel, Mira. It’s like my brain is all foggy, as if there’s something I need to remember, but I can’t quite put my finger on what that is.”

      “There was a leak in the power conduit you just fixed. It can sometimes blur the mind. I wouldn’t worry about it; the sensation shall pass soon enough.”

      “It’d better, since I’ll need my sharpest reflexes and all my wits to win the coming battle.”

      “Yes you will. I’ll be waiting for you on the bridge.”

      “Understood. I’m on my way now.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin walked through the bridge’s door and approached Mira’s holographic face. He walked to the captain’s chair and sat in it.

      “How’s Boomer doing?”

      “I have him safely stored within my matrix. I thought it would be better to save the energy and prioritize it for repairs.”

      “I understand, but could I at least speak to him?”

      “Of course.”

      The personal holo-screen on Kevin’s chair came to life next to him, and Boomer’s face filled it. He barked.

      “Hey, buddy, how have you been?”

      “I’m okay, and I’m glad you managed to get back onboard.”

      Wow… I must have gotten better at understanding him, it feels like I can hear fully-formed sentences out of him now.

      That’s because you can, said Mira. That is, ever since I enhanced both of your neuro-links abilities to understand each other better. To anyone but the tree of us, they’d only hear barks coming from Boomer.

      I see… neat.

      “So Boomer, when did I leave the ship?”

      “Mira, what’s going on? Why doesn’t Kevin remember leaving the Thalamos?”

      “He just helped me repair a leak on the landing bay,” said Mira, “it has affected his memory but there’s nothing to worry about, it’s only temporary.”

      “So I left the ship, huh?”

      “Yes,” said Mira preemptively, “you helped us acquire parts we needed for the repairs.”

      “Right… I do remember something to that avail, at least vaguely, but it’s the strangest thing. It’s like some of these memories are far away inside my brain and just out of reach.”

      “Mira,” said Boomer, his tone ice cold, “I don’t like this. Could the link be affecting his brain back on Earth?”

      “I’ve checked that already and there’s nothing to worry about. His readings are perfectly fine. Like I said, it’s just temporary.”

      “I couldn’t help notice that you keep repeating that,” said Kevin.

      “Repeating what?” asked Mira.

      “That what’s happening to me is temporary.”

      “Right, and that’s because it is… I wish we had time to talk about this more, but I’m afraid time is of the essence. We’re about to lose our subspace connection with Boomer, so you two better say your goodbyes for the time being.”

      “That’s strange,” said Kevin, “Boomer and I are both located at the same distance to the Thalamos, so why would he lose connection and not me?”

      “Because he’s piggybacking on your own connection, and I need to divert the power he’s been using to do that so that I don’t lose you as well.”

      “Oh, I see. Okay then…”

      Boomer barked. “Well, I guess I’ll see you back home when you’re done with your mission, then? You’ll tell me all about it, will ya?”

      “You betcha, buddy. Thanks for all the help. I could never have done it without you.”

      “That’s kind of you to say, but we both know you could have. Now more than ever you need to trust in yourself, like I trust in you. Whatever comes your way, I know you can handle it.”

      Kevin smiled. “Thanks, Boomer. I’ll see you soon.”

      “See you soon, and Mira, I’m counting on you to make sure his consciousness makes a safe return back into his body back on Earth.”

      “I give you my word. Bye, Boomer.”

      The holo-screen turned off, and almost immediately after, multiple beeps resounded around Kevin.

      “What’s going on?” asked Kevin.

      “I’m detecting a distress call from Arcadia Prime. Looks like the remaining forces have engaged the Kregan fleet. Engaging hyperspace engines now.”

      “I thought they were offline?”

      “Looks like you’re not remembering you helped me fix them. You probably inhaled more of that leak than I expected. Sorry about that.”

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

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

      “Is that wise?”

      “Any other day I would say far from it, but we don’t exactly have a choice. The moment we re-established communication with the nearest Arcadia sub-space buoy, it relayed the distress call.”

      Kevin couldn’t shake the feeling that he was missing something, like a part of his mind containing information he needed to remember was empty, or more accurately, dark. He shook the feeling away, even though he didn’t like the sensation at all.

      “What’s the status on Arcadia?”

      “Long-range sensors show two massive fleets fighting; if my readings are correct, these should be the last of the ships engaged in this war on both sides.”

      “So whoever wins this battle…”

      “Will win the war, yes. The Kregans know that if they take Arcadia Prime, they’ll have won.”

      “Remind me exactly how one more ship can make a difference in such a bleak scenario?”

      “One standard Arcadian warship wouldn’t, but as you know the Thalamos is one of a kind, a prototype with heavy firepower. With both my AI sub-routines and your creative tactics, I believe we can turn the tide of this battle.”

      “I’m assuming, then, that the Kregans are currently winning the battle around Arcadia?”

      “Correct.”

      Kevin sighed. He couldn’t help but smile and felt exhilarated and thrilled. He was taking part in an interstellar battle, after all, and the ship he was on had the potential to save an entire confederacy of worlds. It reminded him of so many grandiose space opera games he had played. Except, this time, life-or-death stakes hung in the balance, and the future of too many people to count.

      “How far are we from Arcadia Prim—”

      The ship exited hyperspace directly in the middle of the battle. Laser streaks of all colors and torpedo fuel trails could be seen everywhere. The viewport was filled with a chaotic canvas made of exploding ships and fire exchange as far as the eye could see.

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

      The tactical view of the ships appeared on his HUD.

      “Which ship should we engage first? I’m unfamiliar with such large-scale battle tactics,” said Kevin.

      He suddenly panicked at the sheer complexity of this battle compared to their previous one-on-one engagement.

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

      “We have starfighters?”

      “Yes, they’re launching now.”

      “Can I control them, too?”

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

      “Understood. Give them hell, then.”

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

      “It means destroy as many as you can.”

      “That was indeed my intention.”

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

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

      “What’s not?”

      “How the starfighters are being flown. They’re just too predictable at this point.”

      “Those are the pre-programmed macros I’ve been given, and that were loaded onto them. Unless you can provide new ones, I’m afraid that’s how well they’ll fight.”

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

      “Understood.”

      Kevin immediately wondered if he had hurt the AI’s ego or feelings with his request. However, Mira was a warship AI. It would make little sense to give her too strong a personality and even less sense for her to have an ego. That could interfere with her core programming.

      Then again she had shown a lot of empathy toward Kevin earlier on, so perhaps her personality algorithms shifted gears depending on the situation.

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

      “That is within my capabilities, yes.”

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

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

      A missile lock interrupted Kevin’s nostalgic trip down memory lane and forced him to go evasive. He broke hard to starboard and deployed countermeasures just before pushing the thrusters to maximum. The missiles fell for the decoy and impacted with the countermeasures.

      Once clear of the present danger, he engaged the enemy fighter that had fired the pair of missiles. Kevin set his lasers to maximum fire rate at low-intensity power, optimizing power consumption to deliver a massive number of hits on the enemy’s shield, hence draining them faster. That tactic proved efficient as the aft enemy shields quickly vanished. Kevin locked a missile onto his target and blew the starfighter to smithereens. 

      “Efficient tactic,” cooed Mira.

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

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

      His holographically projected cockpit flashed red twice, informing Kevin that both ships had acquired a missile lock. He boosted the thrusters to full capacity and started a mental countdown. To his surprise, his HUD not only displayed the countdown but also prompted him to release countermeasures to divert the missiles away from his craft. For his maneuver to be successful though, timing would be everything, so he ignored the ship’s automatic warnings. 

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

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

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

      Within minutes, Kevin had managed to take down close to a dozen starfighters, each time using different tactics so that Mira could learn from his flying skills. But after downing so many enemy craft, the larger Kregan vessels took notice of his flying prowess, and long-range plasma fire began to streak by his canopy at an alarming rate.

      Kevin went into madly evasive patterns, but eventually his remote-controlled starfighter was hit on the left thrusters sending it into a spin. It took all of Kevin’s concentration to vector the ship toward one of the larger Kregan destroyers in the area. He opened fire with its laser cannons and shot all but one of his remaining missiles at the larger ship, just before redirecting every ounce of power to the frontal shields. A fraction of a second before Kevin’s starfighter was about to impact with the destroyer’s shields, he shot his last missile, destabilizing the shields for just long enough for his fighter to dart through them, but not without incurring massive damage in the process. Kevin saw sparks in his holographic vision of the cockpit as well as the craft’s controls; they were flickering madly. Multiple alarms were blaring around him as almost every single instrument turned either bright orange or red.

      “Ship structural integrity critical,” said the onboard AI of the starfighter.

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

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

      He looked through the viewport and saw the remainder of the explosion resulting from the sacrifice of his starfighter with his own eyes, but this time at a safe distance, from the captain’s chair. A set of secondary explosions took out the destroyer’s fighter bay. Flames spewed from the bay’s landing pads and into space. The enemy destroyer’s lights flickered fiercely for a couple of seconds before going dark.

      The secondary explosion must have accidentally hit a major power node within the ship and disabled power throughout. The nearest Arcadian destroyer didn’t wait to see if the enemy ship could recover power, and they fired a salvo of torpedoes toward the Kregan destroyer, sending it straight to hell in a fiery blaze.

      “This tactic has cost you your craft; would you still like me to record it?” inquired Mira.

      “You don’t play chess, I take?”

      “I am unfamiliar with this term.”

      “Too bad, cause I just took out a queen with a pawn, and that doesn’t happen every day. Mind you, there was an element of luck involved.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Kevin. Should I record this tactic or not?”

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

      “My tactical matrix is fully capable of adding this tactic to situations where damage crafts are under similar battle parameters.”

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

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

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

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

      “We do, however,” continued Mira, “seem to attract more attention to ourselves since our fighters are performing at peak efficiency compared to those in the rest of the fleet.”

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

      “You do realize, for all intents and purposes, that I’m the Thalamos, right?”

      “Yeah, of course I do… I’m just blowing off some steam, that’s all.”

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

      “Juvenile? That’s a little harsh. What makes you think I’m a juvenile?”

      “From the patterns of your overlaid brain activity I detect within Commander Knox’s body, I would say you’re still a youngling, at least by Arcadian standard.”

      “I would like to point out that on Earth eighteen is when one reaches adulthood… well, kinda. We call it ‘young adult,’ thank you very much!”

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

      Tell that to my father. Heck, tell that to anyone.

      “Thank you, Mira. You have no idea how much these words mean to me.”

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

      “You’re perfectly welcome, Kevin.”

      Kevin realized that now wasn’t exactly an ideal time to focus on his ego or on existential questions; there would be plenty of time for that later, once the battle had been won.

      He took back control of the ship and put the Thalamos into a series of evasive action patterns in order to let starboard shields recharge, as they were almost depleted. A quick rotation on the ship’s vectoring axis temporarily fixed that.

      Kevin locked and fired two salvoes of torpedoes toward the enemy destroyers whose shields were at their lowest. The first salvo of torpedoes finished the job of bringing them down, and the last two in the second salvo burst through the ship’s hull, split one destroyer in half just before it exploded into a million pieces.
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      “We’re being hailed,” said Mira.

      “Huh? Okaaaay… On screen, I guess?”

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

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

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

      Kevin smiled from ear to ear.

      He, he. I always dreamed of saying that.

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

      “If I may, Admiral Sarkis, I’m Mira, the ship’s war AI and technically last survivor onboard the Thalamos. We almost lost the ship on Zalonia, but thanks to a remote pilot hailing from a distant world, we managed to survive and rejoin the battle. Kevin here is a proficient pilot with both fresh and inventive tactics. So far, they’ve helped us best our enemies at every encounter. However, doing so seems to have attracted the attention of more enemies. I’m currently detecting another three destroyers vectoring toward the Thalamos.”

      Unsure if he should say anything, Kevin just nodded. A cascade of positive feelings went through him as he was finally receiving something he’d been craving for most of his life: recognition as well as a sense of pride for his deeds.

      The admiral’s face hardened. “I see. Well, thank you Mira; and, I guess, thanks are also in order for you, Kevin.”

      “Thank you, Admiral,” said Kevin, “Happy to help.”

      “As for the approaching destroyers, we’ll make sure the fleet redeploys accordingly to cover and protect the Thalamos. Mira, what’s the status on Project Sigma?”

      “In the past few days, the Thalamos has suffered extensive damage, but my nanites are nearly done with the repairs,” said Mira.

      Project Sigma? What’s that?

      “Hopefully, you’ll be able to deploy it, but I don’t have to tell you how important it is that this tech does not fall into the enemy’s hands.”

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

      The admiral nodded. 

      “And while I don’t like the idea of using prototype tech for the first time during such a crucial battle,” the admiral continued, “it could tip the balance in our favor. Do you think your pilot’s cognitive abilities are sufficient enough to master the weapon?”

      “His link with the ship’s system is the strongest we’ve ever had on record, Admiral. As a matter of fact, I think if anyone can properly deploy Project Sigma, he can.”

      Can deploy what? What the heck are they talking about?

      “Are there any risks to him?”

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

      The admiral looked straight into Kevin’s eyes.

      “Then it would appear that the choice of whether or not we deploy the weapon will be yours, Mister Kevin. I’m sending the firing authorization command code to your ship’s AI. She will grant you the necessary security clearance to deploy the weapon.”

      The admiral’s holo-screen flickered and he almost lost his footing. 

      “I’m afraid I have to cut this short, providing the Thalamos cover has proven a more difficult task than I first anticipated and I need to tend to my fleet. But before I go… Kevin, on behalf of the Arcadian Confederate, I want to personally thank you for your courage and your service to the cause. Mira will brief you about Project Sigma. I trust you’ll use the information wisely. Admiral Sarkis, out.”

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

      Mira’s hologram turned and looked at Kevin.

      “I didn’t know you could assume a full-body holographic form?” he said preemptively.

      “I wasn’t able to before as we hadn’t yet affected the right level of repairs to the ship.”

      “I still can’t remember much of that, for some reason. I find it really frustrating.”

      “That’s alright, Kevin, but unfortunately right now you need your full attention and focus pointed toward deploying Project Sigma.”

      “What exactly is this Project Sigma thingy?”

      “The most guarded secret weapon to come out of the Arcadian research and development labs. It’s a deadly one-shot weapon that, if not working at full capacity, could end up destroying the Thalamos.”

      “So far, you’re not filling me with confidence. But let’s set these potential shortcomings aside for a moment. Why don’t you explain to me what it does when working properly?”

      “The weapon’s action is twofold. It sends a cocktail of cognitive boosting drugs to the pilot who deploys the weapon, giving them the illusion of slowing time and thus allowing them more time for decision-making on the battlefield. All the while, Sigma’s experimental power source will boost every system on the ship tenfold for a handful of seconds. It will allow the engines to run faster, the ability to make multiple small hyperspace jumps, and fire all the weapons available with an increased yield.”

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

      “As I was telling the admiral earlier, the weapon was damaged before you became my pilot. It should, however, be ready soon. I do feel obligated to warn you that the weapon has never been successfully deployed yet. In many instances where it was tested, the volunteering pilots who tried deploying it ended up with… how should I say this—”

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

      “Irreparable brain damage.”

      Oh, swell.

      “That’s all well and good, but am I not shielded from such a fate since my brain is still on Earth? I doubt Commander Knox’s brain will mind a brain damage seeing as he’s already dead.”

      “You are correct; your physical body is still on your home planet. In fact, you haven’t moved an inch since you activated the consciousness-transference device.”

      “So… shouldn’t that protect me from any side effect from Sigma?”

      “Kevin, the subspace signal linking your brain to that of Commander Knox is a very complex piece of technology. Thanks to the nanites we injected into his body earlier, you can move around the ship and use its systems. The link between your brain patterns and his physical body is quite symbiotic, and while I hope no harm could come to you by using Project Sigma, I’m afraid there’s simply no way to know what would happen to your brain should the weapon malfunction.”

      Kevin didn’t like the sound of that. While he had found the entire experience up until now to be exhilarating beyond anything he had experienced before in his life, he was very attached to his brain and the prospect of living a full life once this mission was over.

      After all, there were so many life experiences still to be discovered, like getting married, making love to a woman, starting a family and having kids of his own, so he could love them and guide them better than his father had with him.

      Not to mention that there were so many places on Earth he wanted to visit, even though in the midst of the action, he didn’t think anything could ever compare to flying and literally captaining a ship into the heart of a large space conflict like he was doing now. It was like playing the best VR game on steroids, and even though he had been reluctant to fully commit to the war effort earlier, part of him had to admit he was now addicted to the experience. In fact, inhabiting Knox’s body and fighting to save Arcadia had made him feel more alive than he’d ever thought possible. 

      But is it worth the risk? Kevin wondered.

      “I… I’m not sure what to tell you,” said Kevin.

      Multiple flashes of light bled through their viewports. 

      “Oh, no!” exclaimed Mira.

      “What is it? What’s happening?”

      “Another fifteen enemy destroyers have entered orbit around Arcadia Prime. I’ve recalculated my battle projections based on these new variables and the enemy’s increased firepower.”

      “And?”

      “And it’s not good, Kevin. The arrival of these new ships gives us less than a five percent chance of winning the battle. By the time the day is over, every man, woman, and child on the surface of Arcadia could be enslaved… or worse.”

      Oh crap. Things are getting even more real now.

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

      “Arcadia Prime alone hosts twenty-two billion souls. Not to mention other colonies and worlds which would also fall should this battle be lost.”

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

      “Mira, what ship was that?”

      Kevin’s question was rhetorical; he had seen which ship bleeped out of existence on his HUD’s holo-radar. Still, he felt compelled to ask for verbal confirmation.

      “I’m afraid, Kevin, that was the admiral’s ship; the toughest one in the fleet. Next to me, that is.”

      Not anymore…

      Kevin felt yet another pit form in his stomach. 

      Two additional Arcadian destroyers that had redeployed to provide the Thalamos with cover fire succumbed to enemy fire in front of Kevin’s eyes.

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

      “At this rate, this battle could be over in less than ten minutes. I feel compelled to re-iterate to you that I have no way of knowing what would happen to your brain if the ship was destroyed while the mental subspace link was still online. As we discussed earlier, you could suffer brain damage due to a power overload.”

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

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

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “A smidge?”

      Mira’s hologram tilted her head to the side.

      “Never mind that,” said Kevin. “So, what is your recommendation?”

      “You’re clearly an intelligent life form, Kevin. You’ve proven that time and again ever since we first met…”

      “Drop the compliments, will ya? I still want to hear what you think the best option is in this situation.”

      “You seem to have two options at this present time. Deploy the Project Sigma superweapon and use it to turn the tide of the battle while hope it doesn’t fry your brain.”

      “Or?”

      “Or ask me to disconnect the remote mental subspace link, therefore returning your consciousness back into your body to make sure you don’t incur any brain damage.”

      At first glance, the choice seemed clear; if Kevin wanted to live, and he really wanted to, the safest course of action for him was to disconnect from the link. But could he live with himself knowing that in doing so he would be sending billions of people to their certain deaths, just so he could save himself? All his life he’d dreamed of making a difference in people’s lives. Sure, in his head, he had imagined he would do that on his own planet. But he knew very well that, right this instant, using that distinction as an argument was simply a result of his own fears, or worse… cowardice. Those same two driving forces in his life that he knew all too well had been preventing him from achieving anything worthwhile up until now.

      His brain had always been bursting with ideas and Kevin had always dreamed big, but he never managed to fully believe in himself to do anything about it so that those dreams materialized.

      Was today that one chance he had begged the universe repeatedly for? And if that was the case, could he turn his back on becoming a hero and save billions? Kevin knew no one on Earth would ever believe him if he told them this tale. Even if Boomer knew, now that he was no longer connected to this ship, he could never tell another soul other than by barking. So, at the end of the day, besides a few other dogs, no one back on Earth would know of Kevin’s achievements. The real question was… did any of that really matter? Were his ego and security more important than doing the right thing? If he could do something to save all these people, could he just turn his back to save his hide? What kind of person would that make him? 

      A failure. That’s what Kevin would be if he turned tail and ran now, after everything he had been through to get to this singular moment, a nexus in space and time where he and only he could alter the future of so many people based on what he would chose to do. Above else, however, was that if he ran away now, it would make his father’s words true, and for that reason alone, he couldn’t abide by such a decision.

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

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

      “Belay that action, that’s not what I meant! We’re doing this, Mira; activate Project Sigma.”

      “Are you sure, Kevin?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “How much longer?”

      “Several minutes at least. It’s hard to say for sure.”

      “Right, I would be the first one who survives this, so you’re lacking the necessary data.”

      “That’s correct, Kevin.”

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

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

      No pressure!

      “Can you dose me with the drugs a few seconds prior to activating the experimental power source so that I can first use that extended mental time to run battle simulations? That way I could gauge the enhanced power of the weapons. Perhaps, that way I won’t waste any of the limited time at my disposal when Sigma fully deploys.”

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

      “By how much?”

      “Five percent more.”

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

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

      He nodded.

      “Seventeen percent; though you have a much stronger bond with the ship’s system than any pilot before you, and by a large margin too. So I’m hoping these figures are on the low side of my estimations, and that your actual chances are more around the twenty-five percent range.”

      Screw it. No pain, no gain.

      “Please reprogram the weapon to give me a five-second heads-up before activating the power on Sigma so I can run weapon impact simulations as discussed earlier. That way, I will have a bit of time to select the best battle strategy. And, please, give me firing control as well.”

      “Five second pre-activation mode activated. Firing control has been added to your HUD.”

      “One last question, Mira. If I disable every non-essential system onboard the ship and redirect all of that power into Project Sigma, could that provide me with a longer window of execution and perhaps better weapons’ efficiency?”

      “Theoretically, yes, Kevin. I would say both would benefit from such an adjustment. You could gain up to twenty-five percent more firepower and an additional second or two of deployment, but it would put more stress on the systems, which could also lead to its failure or malfunction.”

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

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

      “That one there… that’s you, isn’t it?”

      “Correct, Kevin. My systems consume a ton of power. The best course of action would be to deactivate me before deployment as well.”

      The thought of deactivating Mira made Kevin sad. She had been by his side from the beginning of this crazy adventure. He’d miss her, and, somehow, also wondered if this could be the last time he spoke with her, should their Hail Mary fail or if the ship didn’t survive the day.

      “I wish I didn’t have to… you know?”

      “From the inflections in your voice, I am sensing you’ve developed an emotional attachement toward me, which is not logical, Kevin. I’m just a machine.”

      “No, you’re not; at least, not to me.”

      “That’s sweet, and I’m honored you feel that way toward me, but you need to do this so that you have the extra power necessary to save Arcadia Prime.”

      “I know, Mira. I just wish there was another way.”

      “I understand. If wishing was high on my list of priorities, then I probably would as well.”

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

      “The honor was all mine, Captain.”

      Kevin got goosebumps upon hearing Mira’s last words. And while he was now technically the captain of this ship, he never thought he’d hear anyone utter these words to him. He deactivated her and re-injected Mira’s power into Project Sigma.

      “Goodbye, Mira,” said Kevin for no one’s benefit but his.
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      Kevin deployed Project Sigma, and the sensations he felt when the drugs were released into his brain were like nothing he thought possible. Time seemed to slow to a crawl while his own brain activity as well as his thinking patterns intensified beyond his wildest dreams. He felt like he could think at the speed of light.

      The side effect of his mind working at such an incredible rate made his head hurt, but he was able to ignore the pain as if it was just a pesky running program inside his mind that he could put on hold.

      He activated the simulation and checked the amount of power that it would require to take down the enemy ships during the short window of Project Sigma’s deployment.

      Mira had not undersold the sheer power of destruction that the weapon held. With a few hits from the multiple laser turrets, he could bring down shields of destroyer-class ships. The Thalamos was about to gain both sub-light faster speeds and greater maneuverability too, which would give him an even greater tactical advantage and new strategy options along the way. He could also perform up to ten hyperspace micro-jumps, which to the enemy would appear as if he teleported all around them. 

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

      No losing focus today. Keep your eye on the ball, Kevin. You can do this!

      The second phase of Project Sigma activated and Kevin began his attack run. He vectored the ship through enemy fire with ease, making sure the Thalamos avoided the most dangerous firing zones. He also aligned his shots in a way that he would create the most damage to the enemy fleet without exposing the ship to any unnecessary danger. He plotted his moves beforehand like a furious game of chess, making split-second decisions by the dozen in real-time. 

      During the first few seconds of engagement, which had felt like a handful of minutes to Kevin, he had obliterated no less than seven Kregan destroyers, blasting their shields to kingdom come with the Thalamos’s laser turrets while finishing the job by sending them straight to hell with just the right number of torpedoes. Every time he took down a few ships, he would micro-jump to the other side of the battle theater, therefore preventing the enemy fleet to redeploy and target him effectively. 

      Moments later, he only had five enemy destroyers left to contend with, but alarms and warnings flashed on his HUD, indicating that the ship’s systems were all being pushed beyond safety limits. 

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

      He had another two micro-jumps in reserve and only a handful of seconds left before the Project Sigma time-dilated mode expired. After dispatching another couple of destroyers during his last maneuver, only three enemy destroyers remained, while the Arcadian fleet had all but been disabled or decimated. While his thoughts were still flying faster in his mind than ships travelling in hyperspace, he could feel the effects of the drugs starting to falter.

      Kevin needed to make sure he’d use every nanosecond left at his disposal in this enhanced cognitive state to make it count. He targeted the nearest ship with half a complement of torpedoes and fired upon the destroyer. Without waiting for confirmation that this move would be successful, he flew the Thalamos toward the second destroyer and tried jumping behind it to avoid the massive barrage laser fire it was unleashing toward the Thalamos. An alarm resounded around him as his HUD flashed orange, informing Kevin that the ship’s hyperspace engine had failed to micro-jump. Upon closer inspection, the engines had been damaged earlier when another enemy destroyer exploded at close proximity to his ship.

      Dammit!

      To add insult to injury, his frontal shields were melting like snow in the sun, and Kevin needed to think fast. He dropped all but his frontal shields in order to boost them in the hope they’d hold just a little longer. He would need them for the next bat-shit crazy maneuver he was about to attempt.

      At the same time that his instrument informed Kevin that the first targeted destroyer had been blown up, Kevin focused all laser turret fire onto a single point on the incoming destroyer’s shields and boosted sub-light engines to their maximum limits. These settings pushed power levels way past their safety limits, in order for the Thalamos to achieve ramming speed.

      The ship trembled and shook under the incoming fire from the Kregan destroyer. Consoles around him exploded, sending sparks flying in front of his field of view, while all lights in the bridge flickered madly. Kevin recited every prayer he knew as his ship rammed the Kregan craft and broke it in half. Shortly after impacting with his prey, he quickly redistributed the remaining power to the rest of the shields, so they could deflect both the resulting flames and debris from the exploding destroyer. 

      While time was slowly resuming to its normal pace, from his perspective, Kevin was still experiencing the scene in slow-motion. The flames burning around him felt like demonic souls unleashing their final screams before being extinguished into the oblivion of cold space.

      More instruments nearby exploded, and sparks and other fluids sprayed from the ceiling. The ship had taken major damage as time resumed its normal pace. Alarms blared and wailed, and the few bridge lights still in operation kept flickering. The Thalamos entered into a spin that Kevin found hard to tackle.

      He tried to get the ship to turn about and face the last remaining Kregan destroyer currently vectoring toward him. Kevin had to redirect a lot of power and sent every repairing nanite groups to the engines to regain limited control over the ship’s navigation. The Thalamos veered with great difficulty, but he eventually managed to position it face-to-face with its final enemy. 

      The Kregan destroyer seemed to unleash every weapon at its disposal upon the Thalamos. After witnessing the Thalamos destroy an entire fleet on its own, the Kregans obviously weren’t prepared to take any chances, and Kevin couldn’t blame them. Deep down, Kevin knew that the Thalamos wouldn’t be able to take such a pounding for much longer. He tried returning fire, but everything on his holo-HUD flashed red, and weapon controls refused to work.

      I guess that today is a good day to die.

      Three more torpedoes hit the Thalamos’s shields, shutting them down in the process. Each new bolt of plasma fire and laser blasts from the Kregan ship now scored physical damage on Kevin’s ship, sending smoldering debris spewing and flames dancing around him.

      I failed. Like I always do.

      Kevin thought about finding the mental subspace link and disconnecting it since his ship was now nothing more than a flying brick heading toward oblivion. But for some reason, he felt compelled to see the battle through till the end. If he were indeed the Thalamos’s captain, the least he could do was to go down with his ship, or he was no captain at all. Kevin redistributed all power to the sub-light engines and locked his current course, heading straight toward the Kregan ship. The enemy craft didn’t flinch and continued to pound the Thalamos with everything it had, trying to destroy Kevin’s ship by ripping it to shreds. 

      The viewport cracked when a flurry of laser fire impacted upon it. The emergency systems activated a blue force field in order to prevent explosive decompression. But Kevin could tell that the stopgap measure wouldn’t last long, since the freshly erected force field already flickered madly.

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

      In his heart, Kevin knew very well that the Thalamos would be destroyed before it could even ram into the Kregan destroyer. For a fleeting moment, Kevin regretted coming on board. Perhaps he would survive this, and he would safely wake up on Earth, but if that meant that the Arcadian people would suffer and die as a result of his failure, part of him rather preferred laying his life down, here and now, and be done with it.

      A real captain goes down with his ship.

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

      As the bright flash of light diminished, large flames filled the viewport just when the Thalamos flew through the remains of both obliterated ships.

      Kevin exhaled deeply.

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

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

      That meant his time in this part of space was over, but Kevin didn’t care, except perhaps that this meant he wouldn’t talk to Mira again. He had completed what he set out to do and had managed to stop the Kregans from invading Arcadia Prime. Even if it had required that last Arcadian ship’s sacrifice, his intervention had been the decisive factor in achieving his mission. And even if the body he inhabited would be destroyed, it mattered not as Commander Knox had been dead for a long time. Kevin raised himself to his feet, looked at the smoldering debris of ships outside the viewport and gave them a salute.

      Now was time for him to return to Earth, his family, and his best friend, Boomer. He looked for the subspace mental link inside the HUD and deactivated it.

      Nothing happened. 

      “That’s peculiar.”

      A sense of dread filled his soul. Would he survive the destruction of the Thalamos if he couldn’t sever the link? Or would his mind stay trapped here with Commander Knox? Was Kevin about to perish?

      The force field protecting the bridge malfunctioned, and the cracks on the viewport intensified. The last few flickering lights on the bridge died off and plunged Kevin into utter darkness. Tearing noises resounded around him and Kevin could feel the ship was about to give in any second now.

      A column of green light engulfed his body, and he felt himself leaving the ship. One second he had been on the bridge, seeing the viewport explode and shards of glass and bent metal being sucked into space along with the air and dead crew members, and the next second, he was in an entirely different place altogether.

      He stood in a large room with hundreds of aliens of different races, shapes, and colors surrounding him. It felt even more surreal than it had when he was on board the Thalamos. He also recognized the place from the holographic picture Mira had shown him a few hours prior.

      Did they just beam me out?

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

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

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

      “Yes. I’m Kevin.”

      The woman smiled as she gracefully descended the stairs. Once she was in front of Kevin, he could see that her face was the most beautiful one he’d even seen. Even though her skin was blue, which was not something he was used to outside of games and movies, she was truly breathtaking. Kevin’s heartbeat went into overdrive.

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

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

      “A kiss.”

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

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

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

      When Kevin reopened his eyes, the first thing he felt was wet and then cold. He was shaking like a leaf, and it took his mind a split second to realize where he was. Boomer was barking and running around the door of the pod with great agitation.

      Kevin was back on Earth, sitting exactly where he had been when all of this started, on the crashed pod’s open door. He saw the luminous pill that started it all still hovering in the air, flying away from his mouth as the result of his sneeze. Kevin tried to catch it, but it was beyond his grasp. 

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

      Kevin looked at the water with his mouth wide open.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me!”

      Boomer calmed down and came by his side and licked the side of his face.

      “No offense, buddy, but that’s not the same thing.”

      Not the same thing at all.

      “I can’t believe I went through all of this and didn’t even get to kiss the beautiful princess. I’m truly useless.”

      Boomer’s bark was of the disagreeing kind.

      “Alright, alright. I may have saved a galaxy… or ten… that’s got to count for something, right?”

      Boomer’s tail wagged quickly as he licked Kevin’s face one more time.

      “Do you remember your time up there with me?”

      Boomer tilted his head, which told Kevin that his best friend didn’t know what he was talking about. Kevin had hoped that Boomer would have kept a memory of these adventures, but it didn’t look that way.

      Typical. No one is ever going to believe me.

      The light in the horizon was taking a purple glow, and Kevin realized that dawn was upon them.

      “We’d better rush home, and hope they didn’t notice our absence, or we’ll be grounded for a year.”
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      The Kregan officer trembled as he advanced toward the throne made of the skulls of dozens upon dozens of skeletons from different species.

      “Report,” said Emperor Yxantion.

      “The battle around Arcadia Prime was lost, my master.”

      Yxantion growled, which did nothing to stop the officer from trembling.

      “How? On your last report we were winning this fight with a ninety-five percent chance of victory.”

      “We’re still analyzing the logs of the battle. It seems that a single ship tipped the balance and destroyed most of our fleet at the eleventh hour of the battle.”

      “Let me guess…The Thalamos?”

      “Yes, my emperor.”

      “I thought the ship had been taken care of back on Zalonia.”

      “As did we, Emperor, but evidently we were mistaken.”

      “What about the scout ship we sent to Zalonia?”

      “They had run a scan and confirmed that the entire crew had been killed, and the ship was disabled, but they never transmitted beyond their last report.”

      The emperor applied so much pressure on the skull under his throne’s arm that it cracked.

      “Can you please explain to me how a disabled ship without a crew has robbed us of what should have been the Empire’s ultimate victory?”

      “Not exactly, no, master, but we do have a working theory.”

      “Then, by all means, present your theory, if that’s the last thing you ever do.”

      The officer swallowed hard and interacted with his wrist holo-device to project a holographic recording of the battle around Arcadia Prime. He overlaid more information on the recorded holo-feed and zoomed and centered the image around the Thalamos. A purple line shot from the ship and away from the battle.

      “This purple line represents a strong subspace signal coming from many galaxies away.”

      “What does it mean? Why is that relevant?”

      “Since our scans of the ship during the battle confirmed that there were no lifeforms onboard, it can only mean that someone remote-controlled the ship from that world. Through that subspace link.”

      “Show me this world.”

      The officer keyed in a few commands and a new star map replaced the battlefield. A Blue and white planet came in its center.

      “This is the planet from which the signal came; a primitive planet of non-space faring inhabitants. They’re called humans.”

      “How many of these primitive humans are there on that planet exactly?”

      “Nearly eight billion.”

      “And all it took to defeat us was a single one of them? Perhaps they’re not so primitive, after all.”

      “In terms of technological advancement, they certainly are. They haven’t even colonized the other planets in their solar system.”

      “Yet, someone on that forsaken rock has managed to destroy my fleet!” roared Yxantion.

      “Yes, Emperor, that’s our working theory.”

      The emperor sighed heavily.

      “Can you triangulate the exact location on that planet from which the subspace link was sent?”

      “It will take a little bit of time now that the signal died, but I believe so… Master.”

      “Make sure that you do and perhaps I’ll allow you to keep breathing for a little while longer.”

      The officer bowed. “Thy will be done, my emperor.”

      “The moment you have accurate coordinates, dispatch our best assassin with the instructions to eliminate the target. By any means necessary.”
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        You can get Book 2: The Stranded Fleet here.
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      “I need to find a way to go back to Arcadia,” Kevin murmured. “You know I have to, right?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Swell.

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

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

      Boomer barked.

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

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

      “More like Winblows, if you ask me.”

      Kevin sighed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Suddenly, Boomer started barking loudly at Kevin.

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

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

      Boomer growled and continued barking.

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

      Is this happening? Or am I dreaming?

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

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

      “What? Hello?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Boomer is not interference, you twat.

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

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

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

      “Who’s Princess Kalliopy?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why would it be too late?”

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

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

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

      “Say it anyway!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I was being sarcastic!” shouted Kevin.

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

      “Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I miss my old phone.

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

      “Kalliopy.”

      “Whatever!”

      “Alright, alright. Give me a minute.”

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

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

      “Hang on…”

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

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

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

      “Did you just do that?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s an iPhone?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Am I powering my own smartphone?”

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

      “What happens when I stop running?”

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

      Perfect, just perfect.

      “Meanwhile, can the decoys fire back?”

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

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

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

      “Understood.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hey, my stuff is well made.”

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

      “I’m almost there, then what?”

      “I think you’re going to laugh.”

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

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

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

      “Kinda, yeah.”

      “How long is ‘kinda’ gonna take?”

      “A couple of minutes, five at most.”

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

      “You’re correct about that. In fact, the Kregan assassin will have caught with you in forty seconds.”

      

      
        
        End of Sample…

        You can get Book 2: The Stranded Fleet here.
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      Thank you for reading my book, I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I did crafting it.

      If you’re new to this series (the old series name was Far Beyond), you can skip this afterword.

      Those of you who have read the initial Far Beyond series are already familiar with what happens after this book. Since this series relaunch involves new covers and new book titles, as well as a slightly different series name,  I wanted to make sure that you knew that the next books in the series have changed very little in terms of content. I’ve toned down swearing, mostly removing all F bombs since I had received a lot of bad feedback about). I tend to think character swear in certain situation but since there’s a young adult feel to these stories and many people seemed happy they could share their books with their kids, I guess for them, I can live with removing those from the books.

      I also made edits here and there (and might still do more edits until they each release soon), but nothing that fundamentally changes the story.

      I may also consider continuing the story later with a Book 5, but that will depend on the interest this reboot garners amongst new readers. Technical issues marred the launch of this series back in 2018, so a do over sounded like a good idea, not to mention it never sat well with me that the beginning of the story was such a short story (even though I had written the first novel in a way that still allowed readers to enjoy it, even if they hadn’t read the short).  So, with the reboot came the opportunity to extend that short story into a full-blown novel which I decided to embrace. And in fact it was fun returning to this universe as well as with Kevin, Boomer & Mira.

      The next book in the series, Book 2: The Stranded Fleet, was once called Fire At Will, Book 3 is now called Dark Empire, which was known as Make It So!, And the final book 4 will now bear the name The Battle For Earth instead of Battlestations.

      Fun titles have their charm, but are less discoverable by readers. Hopefully more genre-oriented one will allow this series to be discovered by more people. And I sure hope they enjoy the ride. If that was your case, or even if it wasn’t and you’d like to let me know about it, don’t hesitate to drop me an email. I always relish the opportunity to discuss books, stories and more with my readership.

      I’d like to thank all my readers, since I couldn’t do this without you. You rock!
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      *The Free audiobook Red Alert is set in between Book 3 and Book 4 of From Far Beyond, so if you don’t want any spoilers, do not listen to it before you’ve read at least Book 3 of the series (Dark Empire, previously titled Far Beyond 2: Make It So!)
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