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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 unwelcome 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.”
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      “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 baloney?”

      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 bullcrap 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!
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      “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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 neurolinks 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.”

      

      
        
        —== End of Book 1 ==—

      

      

      
        
        Kevin & Boomer’s adventures continue…

        Keep reading… Book 2: The Stranded Fleet
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      Earthlings

      
        	Kevin - 18-year-old human

        	Boomer - Kevin’s dog, a beagle

      

      

      Arcadian Confederate

      
        	Princess Kalliopy - Leader of the Arcadian Confederate

        	Ziron - Cat-like alien species (called a Sphynx), Engineer, & Inventor

        	Athala - Kalliopy’s sister

        	Mira - Artificial Intelligence

      

      

      Kregans

      
        	Xonax - Banned Kregan, the emperor’s son

        	Yxantion - Kregan Emperor

      

      

      Others

      
        	Lacuna - Humanoid (race: unknown)

        	Darmak - Lacuna’s associate (race: Domdori)
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      Book 1: Spaceship Down

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

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

      Before disembarking from the Thalamos, Neeron wipes Kevin’s memory of his meeting with him, in order to protect himself. That leaves a hole in Kevin’s memory, and he forgets the existence of the Sphynxes species.

      When presented to the princess on board Arcadia Prime, he’s granted one wish. He chooses a kiss that he, unfortunately, never gets the opportunity to receive, as the Arcadian Princess’ exotic scent makes him sneeze, and the device that allowed his consciousness to be present in the far beyond galaxy is lost in the process.

      

      
        
        And now the continuation…
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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 flew into the lake, frying it in the process. It wasn’t long after, that 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, as pretty much everywhere he went, news traveled fast in their small Massachusetts town. 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 a near stranger 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 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 barked 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 this ‘we’ you’re mentioning?”

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

      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 moment 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 before.”

      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 mentioned 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.”

      “I’m afraid 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. Inside, there’s 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? Apologizes 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 can’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, and skilled assassin 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 their objective might be to abduct you and learn everything they can about you.”

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

      “Oh 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 my life in danger once again.”

      “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 installed on your phone is functioning properly, 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 louder than ever before, it gave Kevin his cue. He grabbed the phone and shoved it in his pants’s pocket. When a red laser 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 intensifying blaster fire. “Come on boy, we need to go.”

      Boomer didn’t need the encouragement, and 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 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, forcing him to adjust his heading.

      “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 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 to help you 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 do, how do you expect me to rescue Killiopa?”

      “Kalliopy.”

      “Whatever!”

      “Alright, alright, no need to be snappy. 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.”
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      Kevin’s fear levels elevated at lightning speed. Now that his own body and life were in physical danger, he didn’t feel a similar thrill as when his consciousness had been transferred to the ASF Thalamos a week earlier.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Let me see what I can do.”

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

      “Wow! Thanks for the power up.”

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

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

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

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

      “What’s a dog?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Grab the cylinder.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Copy that.”

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

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

      “He’s also shielded?” protested Kevin.

      “I would think so.”

      “Thanks for the heads up.”

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

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

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

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

      “How long?”

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

      “Oh, come on!”

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

      Shield integrity down to fifty percent.

      “Mira? Is that you?”

      Hello, Kevin, miss me?

      Kevin ran and hid behind a boulder.

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

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

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

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

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

      Let’s try this: Force push!

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

      “I love this thing!” exclaimed Kevin.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What the hell?”

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

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

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

      “And does the lock need to be perfect?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Not now!”

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

      Lightsaber.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Does this mean what I think it does?”

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

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

      “Initiating transport sequence,” the voice said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where am I?”

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

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

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

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

      “You—you’re a talking cat?”

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

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

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

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

      “Where’s Boomer?”

      “What’s a boomer?”

      “My dog, pet. . .where is he?”

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

      “Boomer has fleas?”

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

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

      “Hey, that’s me!”

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

      What the hell is he doing?

      “Sure,” conceded Kevin.

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

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

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

      “What? What did you just do?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “I would but don’t think your human brain is able to remember such complex names, so it’s probably best that you call me Ziron for short.”

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

      “Ziron.”

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

      “That sound is actually defining my gender.”

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

      “Male, of course.”

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

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

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

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

      “Just a wild guess,” said Kevin as he covered his nose. “Yeah, and you’re not the only ones. We humans don’t always need silence to achieve deadly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “That’s correct.”

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

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

      “Stop it, why are you laughing?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No, wait—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Says the cat who loogied on me!”

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

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

      “What is this stuff?”

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

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

      “Are those. . .?”

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

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

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

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

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

      The robot walked out again.

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

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

      Kevin buried his face into his palms.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Wow—this thing’s wicked.”

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

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

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

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

      “I’ll do you one better.”

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

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

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

      “Did you wash him too?”

      “Yeah, he really needed it.”

      “Look who’s talking,” mumbled Kevin.

      “What’s that?”

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

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

      “What’s with your pet?”

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

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

      “There. He got it.”

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

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

      Kevin straightened himself, and his facial expression turned serious.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And at worst?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You obviously did a bang-up job!”

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

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

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

      Well, shit happens.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who? The Kregan?”

      “Who else?”

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

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

      “How do I do that?”

      “Close your eyes and think of her.”

      “What?”

      “Just trust me.”

      Kevin closed his eyes and thought of Mira.

      Mira? Can you hear me?

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

      We talked earlier, remember?

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

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

      I am.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What? You can disable my fear?

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

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

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

      Of course, Captain.

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

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

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

      “You aren’t strapped in either!”

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

      “Just think of a chair and sit.”

      “What?”

      “For crying out loud, just do it!”

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

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

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

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

      You can say that again.

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

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

      Boomer barked twice.

      Kevin had to admit that the level of technology he witnessed today alone was far beyond anything he thought would even be possible. It was enthralling, but awe would have to wait, he had a Kregan destroyer to deal with first.
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      The Kregan destroyer came about for another volley of laser fire and torpedoes. Kevin banked the ship at the last moment in order to avoid the full brunt of the torpedo spread and managed to dodge sixty percent of them. The multiple collisions rocked the ship and lowered the shields to forty percent.

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

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

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

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

      “Let me fight my way!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “How rude.”

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

      Kevin ignored the resulting Sphynx’s spit-hiss.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Thank you, dear.”

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

      Here goes nothing.

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

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

      “Deploying shading coating,” said Mira.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The torpedo veered madly and started doing loops.

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

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

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

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

      “Nobody but the Kregans are dying today.”

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

      “Affirmative, link established.”

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

      Definitely not what I expected it would feel like.

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

      “Is that…?” said Kevin.

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

      “Oops, my bad, hang on.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “We have a kill!” cheered Mira.

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

      “Can we jump?” asked Kevin.

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

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

      “Less than five percent.”

      Well, I know which odds I prefer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But there was no answer.

      “Mira?”

      Kevin noticed all the holographic instruments had disappeared from his field of view. Only a few emergency lights provided very subdued lighting to the bridge. Mira, just like most of the ship, must have been disabled.
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      Boomer was barking madly, his sharp cries reverberating inside the bridge. Kevin reached with his hand and scratched his best friend’s head to calm him down. Boomer added one last sharp woof that sounded like a way to grab Kevin’s attention. That’s when he saw it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Maybe my dad was right, perhaps I am useless.

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

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

      “Are you alright, Kevin?” Mira asked.

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

      “What’s troubling you?”

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

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

      “Yes, but at what cost?”

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

      “Tell Ziron that.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A pit started forming in Kevin’s stomach.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Thanks, Mira.”

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who’s he?” Kalliopy tentatively said.

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

      Kalliopy swallowed hard.

      Not much of a choice, she thought.

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

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

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

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

      “Where am I going?”

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

      

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

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

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

      The door slid open with a whooshing sound.

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

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

      Maybe they’re moving into place to take over.

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

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

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

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

      “You mentioned an apology.”

      “Oh, that…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Oh, it was…

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

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

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

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

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

      “Aren’t you?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “You think they disabled it?”

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

      “She’s alive, I know she is.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where do we get more information then?”

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

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

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

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

      “Why?”

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

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

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

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

      “It is.”

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

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

      “I think I have the hang of it.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s that?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Really?” asked Ziron.

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

      

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

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

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

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

      “I’m not hungry,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Are you a mind reader?”

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

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

      “You know this proves nothing,” she said.

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

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

      “Who are you?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “As a matter of fact, it does.”

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

      “The name means nothing to me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      “Hmm—interesting, I find it relaxing.”

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

      “What?”

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

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

      “Okie dokie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is that where I am at the moment?”

      “Yes, it’s called Omicronia.”

      Something hit his shoulder and forced him to stumble forward.

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

      How rude.

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

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

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

      “What the hell is that booth?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Understood.”

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

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

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

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

      “Interesting name.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “How so?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You see that tall tower behind you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why that high?”

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

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

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

      “That’s a bummer. Will the simulation

      be as hard as the real mission?”

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

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

      “Oh, you’ll sweat, believe me.”

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

      “I’m here to assist you.”

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

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

      “I do.”

      “Done.”

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

      “Hi, Mira. Let’s do this.”

      “Ready when you are.”

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

      “Uh-oh!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      When Ziron didn’t answer, Mira continued.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Oh crap, here comes the Terminator.

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

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

      Grenades.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Then what is it for?”

      “I think you know.”

      Kalliopy took the last sip of the coffee.

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

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

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

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

      “What human? I don’t follow.”

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

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

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

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

      “It’s up to you really.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And?” she said before biting her lip.

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

      Good, Ziron got to Kevin first.

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

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

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

      “Who’s Kevin?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Please, stop,” she implored.

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

      “That seemed a little extreme,” complained Kalliopy.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What?” said Kevin.

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

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

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

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

      “Kevin, may I?”

      “No, Mira, let me do this.”

      There was a slight pause. “Very well.”

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

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

      “Can we talk now?”

      “No!”

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

      Kevin raised a finger. “Not another word.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I’m never gonna be ready in time.

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

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

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

      “What’s a walkabout?”

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

      “Tell me more.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I feel like I disappointed her.”

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

      Kevin smiled. “You just did.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Of course I can.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Shall we try again?”

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

      “Why not take a shortcut?” asked Mira.

      Kevin stepped into the booth and was teleported back to the beginning.
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        * * *

      

      “Mind if I give you the couple of pointers I wanted to give you earlier? I’ll also be with you when you’re really on Omicron, so it’s not exactly a cheat.”

      She knows me pretty well.

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

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

      “What’s so funny?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Let’s do this.

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

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

      “Floor?” asked a feminine voice.

      “Seven hundredth.”

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

      “What’s my level?”

      “Five.”

      “And how high will that get me?”

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

      We’ll see about that.

      “By all means.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why do you want to get higher?”

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

      “And you can take that by force?”

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

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

      The girl laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?”

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

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

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

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

      “That was mighty impressive,” said Mira.

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

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

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

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

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

      Kevin smiled. “A dragon.”

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

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

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

      “You’d be surprised.”

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

      “What the hell did you do?”

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

      “Son of a—”

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

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

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

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

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

      “Well, it works!”

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

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

      “Why did I even bother?”

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

      “Maybe I should retire to my quarters.”

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

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

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

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

      “I’m his friend too.”

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

      

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

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

      “Hi, Kev,” said Boomer casually.

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

      “Boomer? Is—is that you?”

      “Right, my size.”

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

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

      “You—you—you’re talking.”

      “You mean again,” said Boomer.

      “Right… but that wasn’t you on the Thalamos, it was your hologram.”

      “I don’t know if I should feel insulted by this.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Kevin, I might have been a hologram, but I was piloting it with my brain, so as a matter of fact it was me… If it makes you feel any better, I’ve always talked, you just couldn’t understand me. But now that you understand every word of it, I guess I kinda like it. At first, I was obsessed with making myself a Sphynx sandwich, but now I think I’m getting used to my own voice.”

      Ziron hissed at Boomer.

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

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

      “Well, you’ll need backup, on that I’m sure we can agree.”

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

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

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

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

      “So, are you saying you’d want to come with me under fire?”

      “The under fire part doesn’t exactly thrill me. I’m still squishy-pooping since our encounter with the Kregan assassin, but I like the thought of you running alone into danger even less. At least I could try to help if I can.”

      “That’s just gross,” complained Ziron.

      “Shut up,” Boomer barked sharply, then smirked.

      “What he said,” added Kevin with a chuckle.

      “Great, I’m giving these two powers beyond their imagination, and I’m being treated this way. Next, you’ll have Mira turning against me.”

      Kevin smiled as he probably sensed what was coming next.

      “Well…” said Mira. “I told you this wouldn’t go well. And I’m forced to side with Kevin on this one. Before you did anything to Boomer, you should have asked for his permission.”

      “There,” said Ziron, throwing both paws up in frustration. “I knew it. Everyone hates me.”

      Kevin looked at Boomer with a huge grin. “This is kinda cool though, that we can talk like this.”

      “Yeah, last time my hologram was about to be disconnected so we couldn’t really enjoy it. Now I won’t have to paw you repeatedly or pee on the carpet for you to realize I need a pole or a tree ASAP.”

      Kevin laughed until his eyes burned with tears.

      “I’m glad you find it funny,” added Boomer. “But yes, it’s pretty cool.”

      “Still, I couldn’t ask you to risk your life with me on the mission,” said Kevin. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “See,” barked Boomer. “You’re doing it again. I do have a say in this.”

      Kevin thought about it, even though his mind was still trying to grapple with the fact that he was talking to his pet and they were arguing about stuff. So many times when Kevin was down, he had hoped that his best friend could answer with words, and now that he could, Kevin had a hard time thinking that this was all but a weird dream.

      He pinched himself. “Nope, I guess it’s real. Okay, Boomer, so what is it you want to do?”

      “That’s a very existential question when you think about it. But if you mean about the mission, I’ve got a simpler answer. You’re my master, but you’re also my best friend. So I can’t let you risk your life without providing you with backup if I can. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      Kevin smiled. “That’s the exact same reason why I don’t think you should come along.”

      “And yet you’ve decided thousands of times for me before now, so I think this time we’ll agree to disagree, and hopefully you can respect my wishes and abide by my decision.”

      Boomer frantically wagged his tail to help sweeten the deal.

      As much as Kevin wanted to try and convince his cute little Beagle friend against risking his life by helping him, part of him felt overjoyed that they could not only speak now but also perhaps share much more. Something Kevin always wished ever since he got Boomer.

      “Fair enough. Do you know what a dragon is?”

      As Boomer growed, he morphed into a beautiful and scary black-scaled creature. The Boomer-dragon was relatively small in size, but he couldn’t expand all the way due to the limited size of the Osiris’ bridge. Ziron screeched in fear and went to hide under his consoles.

      “None of that on my ship!” he complained, his voice trembling and interspersed with hissing sounds.

      “Nice!” exclaimed Kevin, ignoring Ziron’s complaints altogether. “I guess that’s settled then. We’re going to kick ass together.”

      As an answer, Boomer roared so loud that the entire bridge trembled and shook.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”
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        * * *

      

      The Osiris jumped out of hyperspace a few minutes travel from Omicron at sub-light speed. The orbital space was well known for being a perfect area for pirate ambushes; the last thing Ziron and Kevin needed right now was another thing to worry about. The Osiris transporters were more than capable of beaming Kevin from that distance.

      “So, you’re clear on what you need to do?” asked Ziron.

      “Get in, find Jared, and have him spill the beans, either voluntarily or otherwise, on where Kalliopy is.”

      “Correct. Don’t take no for an answer; Jared is a bit of an eccentric, but he’s not the most courageous being out there. Boomer’s dragon form should be more than enough to scare the crap out of him.”

      Kevin flashed Ziron a thumbs up.

      “And remember, I’ve linked your suits. You can control both yours and Boomer’s, though he can decide on his own as well. You can override him if you feel you have to.”

      Boomer growled.

      “Or not,” added Ziron.

      “We’re good, thank you, Zee.”

      Ziron nodded. “And, of course, Mira will be with you to assist as needed.”

      Kevin nodded. “Time to beam us down.”

      “Very well. Good luck.”

      Ziron slid his paw up on the holographic controls projected in front of him, and bright green light enveloped Kevin, and he disappeared into nothingness.

      Boomer looked to each side before growling. “Why am I still here?”

      Sparks flew from the console below Ziron’s hovering cushion. “Oh dear…oopsie.”

      Boomer morphed into a Rottweiler, snarled and flashed some seriously yellow teeth at Ziron. “What do you mean, oopsie?”

      “I think we have a problem.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin rematerialized in the middle of Omicronia, which seemed even more crowded and flashy than it did in VR training. He looked around, trying to get his bearings and find Boomer. But his best friend was nowhere to be seen.

      “Boomer? Boomer? Where are you?”

      People around Kevin scrambled and flattened themselves to the ground, covering their heads.

      What the hell?

      People got back up off the ground once they realized there was no threat. As they got to their feet, they threw Kevin the dirtiest of looks.

      “Mira, where’s Boomer?”

      “My sensors aren’t detecting him anywhere around. It’s possible he didn’t beam down with you.”

      “Why would that be?”

      “Off the top of my head? Ziron’s clunky, unverified programming. He’s a very talented inventor, but with regard to reliability, it’s not exactly his forte.”

      Like Apple products after Steve Jobs’ passing, thought Kevin.

      “Can we ask Ziron over subspace?”

      “I’ve tried that already; the ship isn’t responding.”

      “That’s not good. What if they were attacked?”

      “The ship is at the farther end of my sensor range, but it’s still there. Ziron probably just overloaded something during transport. He’s probably already working on a fix. We should proceed with the mission.”

      “I thought you were adamant I don’t do this alone.”

      “I’m sure Ziron will send Boomer along shortly. We’re kind of on the clock here. The more time passes, the fewer chances Jared’s information will be actionable.”

      Dusting himself off, the last nearby alien got back to his feet and emitted a rumbling throat noise that Kevin associated with serious frustration.

      “Why the hell did you jump to the ground like that?” asked Kevin.

      The tall purple-skinned alien was svelte and had big pupil-less, bulbous-green eyes that made his face look like a cross between a humanoid and a fly. The eyes almost looked fake and made of glass, and Kevin could see many lights reflecting on their shiny surface. But when his eyelids washed over their large surface and hydrated them with a quick blink, Kevin reconsidered his first assessment.

      “You said Boomer, twice! You fool,” roared the alien, followed by a series of strange noises that Kevin didn’t understand.

      Mira, why didn’t the translator work?

      What he said there doesn’t deserve wasting CPU cycles, trust me.

      Charming.

      “I did say Boomer simply because it’s the name of my dog, pal—well, my friend.”

      The alien cocked his head to the side. “You’re not from here, are you?”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Nobody on this planet would be named Boomer. Plus I’ve never seen such an ugly DNA splicing as yours. That pinkish-hued skin. Yuck.”

      Kevin blinked slowly three times without saying another word, letting the comment sink in.

      “Nice to meet you too, pal. Are you going to tell me why anyone wouldn’t call themselves Boomer, or do you have other nice things to say about my complexion?”

      “That’s the war cry of the Crimson Dawn terrorist group. Before they blow themselves up and three city blocks along with them, they shout Boom—and it’s being posited that another syllable is supposed to come after, but we don’t know because they always explode while shouting.”

      Kevin passed a hand through his hair while releasing a long sigh.

      “So basically it may not be ‘Boomer’ that they cry.”

      “Anything with Boom in front of it is pretty much banned from the Omicron vocabulary. You may want to ask your friend to change his name.”

      Fat chance of that. I just wish he were here.

      “You may also want to scramble,” said the alien.

      “Why?”

      “You’ve beamed into the city outside of the transport pods, that’s a serious violation, drones are probably on their way to arrest you.”

      Great! Just great!

      “Thanks, man.”

      “How rude! I’m female,” said the alien turning away and blabbering more incomprehensible sounds as she left.

      Kevin blinked a couple more times before turning around and running toward the imposing building.
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      Boomer kept barking and growling at Ziron. In his oversized Rottweiler form, he was scary and imposing, especially next to a svelte and medium-sized Sphynx. Boomer drooled and glared as if would swallow the cute kitty cat with just one bite if he felt like it.

      “That won’t make me fix the problem any faster,” Ziron protested.

      “I beg to differ. Fear is a great motivator.”

      “Maybe on your planet.”

      “What if I served you lightly salted for my next meal?” barked Boomer.

      “Savage!”

      “When my master and best friend’s life hangs in the balance, you bet your furry ass. Now shut up and fix this, Kevin needs me!”

      Ziron hissed and almost immediately regretted it. Boomer opened his mouth wide, displaying yellow canines and white-foaming spittle.

      “On second thought—” Ziron added.

      Boomer waited until Ziron returned to quickly entering commands on his holo-console to crack a smile. However, it didn’t last long. He was worried for Kevin and worried that without backup, Kevin might put himself into a situation where he would be unable to escape on his own. The fact that Ziron had temporarily lost connection with Mira didn’t help either.
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        * * *

      

      Everything was going fine until the twenty-seventh floor. There had been far less engagement for Kevin than in his simulation, even though the elevator had refused to let him climb as high as it did in the simulation, which Kevin didn’t anticipate. Upon arrival to the floor, bullets and blaster fire started ringing near his ears the moment he exited the stairway. It definitely was bad luck for Kevin to walk into a gang war, two factions living in the building trying to destroy each other. And, still, he needed to get to the upper floors, and no one seemed interested in letting him go on his merry way.

      Unlike in the simulation, elevator access began at the hundredth-floor level, which didn’t make any sense but was an efficient way of separating the higher class from the rest of the peons.

      Kevin made a mental note to kick Ziron’s ass for the lack of so-called realism he had sold him on in the simulation. Clearly, the rules were different here.

      Mira had failed in hacking the elevator, no matter how many times she tried; there seemed to be an army of skilled hackers always defeating her attempts at every turn. Kevin had exhausted less than five percent of his power reserve, which was about what he expected, but he hoped to find a charging port that he could hack to give him a boost, should his suit need additional juice.

      What bothered him the most was the fact that there was no sign of Boomer. Ziron would definitely get an earful if Kevin survived the day. But he had to, as Kalliopy’s life was in his hands.

      Rogue blaster fire bounced off his head, his armor shield deflecting it away and bringing his mind back to the present.

      Damn!

      Nothing to worry about, your shield is still strong, corrected Mira in his mind.

      Well, at least there’s that.

      May I ask why you are lost in your thoughts? This hardly seems like the optimum time to do so.

      I’m worried about Boomer, and Kalliopy, though I must admit worrying for someone I barely know is strange. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed meeting her, but…

      But you wonder if this is your fight?

      While he wouldn’t have put it exactly this way, that was the correct sentiment. After all, why was an outsider doing this? Wouldn’t a highly trained Arcadian military veteran have better chances of helping the princess?

      I can sense your emotions, said Mira. I think it’s mighty brave of you, putting yourself in danger. It speaks volumes about your character.

      Thanks, I guess. Truth be told, I’ve barely had time for a breather since that assassin came to Earth for me. I guess I just went along for the ride, but now that you mention it, I do have my doubts.

      That’s perfectly normal. But you’re probably safer with the right tech here than you and your family would have been back on Earth with the Kregan sending more operatives to finish the job.

      My family? Please tell me they’re not going to hurt them while I’m away?

      It’s always a possibility, but Ziron sent enough sentries to your world to guard them. Eventually, the Kregan will get the message that you’re not there and will leave.

      That did nothing to reassure Kevin about his family. Granted, he wasn’t fond of his father, but losing his mother or his sister was an entirely different story.

      And how certain are you of this?

      I estimate there is a seventy-two percent chance your family won’t be caught in the crossfire.

      That still left a twenty-eight percent chance they might. All of a sudden, Kevin’s mind raced to places it shouldn’t go, especially not in the middle of a gang war with blaster fire flying about in all directions. Kevin became lightheaded as his heart raced stronger than he thought was possible. The sensation against his ribcage compressing on itself also made him feel uneasy.

      I can’t do this! I need to get back to Earth. My parents must be worried that I haven’t been home for more than a day.

      Kevin, I sense you’re in distress right now, but understand this: the robotic sentries have already dispatched two Kregan incursions to Earth with no danger to your loved ones. They’re still operational, and I have real-time data on your family as well.

      You should have started with that piece of information. Show me!

      Mira superimposed some holographic footage of his family having dinner back on Earth. Everyone seemed happy, even Kevin. Wait! What?

      Why am I looking at myself? How is that even possible?

      One of the sentries is using a holographic projection to impersonate you.

      And my parents, and even my sister haven’t noticed it’s not me? Bullcrap!

      As a matter of fact, they haven’t shown any signs of doubt.

      Great, a dumb robot can pretend to be me.

      You seem to forget that we have your neuronal footprint. I can assure you that the sentry depiction of you is quite accurate, down to the things you usually do at night when you’re alone in your bed.

      Kevin felt so much shame upon hearing Mira’s words that he turned redder than a ripe tomato.

      I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.

      Whatever works for you.

      Like that would help. He was a young man, after all, bursting with hormones. But no matter how he tried justifying it to himself, he still felt ashamed.

      At that moment, a nearby explosion took him out of his self-condemnation.

      I really suggest we get back to the problem at hand, said Mira.

      Kevin actually wanted nothing more than to change the subject, so he scooted out of cover and started blasting anyone that stood in his way. It felt like a game of Doom all over again.
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        * * *

      

      Even though she had had trouble falling asleep, Kalliopy actually slept like a baby once she finally succumbed. Being given luxurious quarters with soft satin sheets had been quite the step up from the cold and damp cell she had woken to when this all began.

      She felt rested and able to think. But that alone was a double-edged sword. She knew this gesture on the prince’s part was not without reason. Surely, his apparent kindness was part of his plan. It was still surprising though as Kregans weren’t exactly known for their subtlety. They were the “fire first ask questions later” kind of people, using sheer strength and numbers to bring their enemies to their knees.

      It was clear that Xonax was being nice to obtain something from her. But she wondered what that was even though it was pretty clear it had something to do with Kevin. She had no doubt that eventually he’d be making his next move and reveal a little more information. Then she could try and figure out what his endgame was.

      However, for the time being, she felt less like a prisoner and more like a guest. That would change when she resisted whatever Xonax wanted from her, so she would have to try and buy some time or try to escape on her own.

      But her quarters were not only sealed from the outside, guards were also stationed in front of her door.

      Appearances didn’t matter, she knew she was a prisoner and that they wanted something from her. Being the leader of the Arcadian Confederate, she also intrinsically knew that whatever the Kregan wanted, it would mean bad news for her people.

      The war had reached a standstill, thanks to Kevin’s incredible mind and ability to wield Ziron’s advanced neuronal prototype weapon. But the ship had been destroyed, so what could Xonax possibly want with him?

      She wondered.
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        * * *

      

      If Kevin thought the twenty-seventh floor had been tough, that immediately changed upon arriving at the ninety-fifth floor. The shit really hit the fan and fast, with larger enemies, including humanoid aliens piloting armored mechs, mowing through civilians and authorities alike.

      Not that there seemed to be a strong presence of law-abiding people on this god-forsaken world. He did see a few people in uniform on his way up, but here, they were outgunned and, like Kevin, stayed mostly behind cover.

      When one of the mechs blew Kevin’s cover with a couple of explosive projectiles, sending rocks, dust, and flames around him, he knew it was time to get a move on and engage the mechs.

      With a single thought, Kevin boosted his shield and turned both his shotgun-shaped guns into more massive rail cannons. Kevin instinctively shot at both mechs, hitting the one that had fired at him previously dead-center, piercing through its armor and making a mess of the humanoid body controlling it.

      The second shot was aimed at the other mechs head, which raised its arm and a red circular shield blocked it just before impact. The force of the strike still sent the mech flying backward, crushing three aliens in the process.

      Nice shot! Mira cheered. The coast is clear.

      Thanks. I really worry about Boomer though.

      Kevin made a run for the next stairwell. Up until now, he did not understand why the same stairwell didn’t simply go all the way up, and why he had to traverse the entire building’s length to get to the next floor. It apparently had been by design, no matter how dumb it seemed to an outsider or at the very least to a human.

      Since the building was housing different people of different castes and stations that literally ascended in position as they moved to higher floors, it made sense that the floors were not accessible to just anyone willing to climb the stairs.

      No, Omicronia was definitely alien in many regards. It seemed everyone was inclined to burn a hole in the center of a person’s skull to advance their own lives.

      I’m not in Kansas anymore. That much is certain.

      I’m confused, said Mira. Kevin, my neuronal link to your brain tells me you have never been to Kansas in your entire life.

      Kevin smiled as he rushed up the stairs two at a time.

      Never mind, Mira. But what about Boomer or Ziron? Any news?

      I’m afraid not. Looks like we’re going to have to complete this mission on our own.

      That wasn’t what Kevin wanted to hear. Finishing the mission alone didn’t bother him, he just hoped nothing had happened to his best friend. Ziron better not have put Boomer’s life in jeopardy. Even with Mira's reassurances, Kevin got angrier the more he thought about it.

      I think it’s just a technical glitch, you’ll see Boomer again.

      Is that a fact, or are you patronizing me?

      When Mira took too long to respond, Kevin had his answer. Right now there wasn’t anything he could do about it, so he pushed the unpleasant thoughts aside and readied himself for the next level as the ninety-sixth floor’s access door swished open.
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      By the time Kevin reached the three hundredth floor, his mind felt like warm jelly. He had dispatched so many enemies on his way up that he had lost count, and his armor energy levels were down to forty-two percent. While it was all well and good blasting pixel-generated enemies from the comfort of his bedroom on a computer screen, his stomach turned inside out every time he thought about the fact that this was no longer a simulation.

      He brushed the thoughts away. If he stopped to question it now, he would probably not find the strength, both mentally and physically, to climb one more level. And he was barely halfway through. That thought was depressing, and he wished Boomer were here so he wouldn’t feel so alone.

      You’re not alone, said Mira.

      Thanks, and while I’m glad you’re here with me, hearing a voice in my head compared to seeing and touching a friend is a bit of a different experience.

      There was a brief pause as Kevin wondered if he should have used another word, like interacting.

      Would you like to touch me? I mean if that were an option.

      Kevin turned red as his brain sent him a rather kinky image as a result of Mira’s question.

      Mira laughed. That’s not what I meant, Kevin, but consider me flattered.

      Kevin thought he would die of shame on the spot. Having a sophisticated AI in his head was starting to feel more like an emotional minefield rather than an augment.

      “Let’s. . .let’s just get going,” said Kevin out loud.

      On that subject matter, I think you’ll be happy to learn that I have successfully hacked the elevator, we can climb to the seven-hundredth floor in a matter of minutes.

      “That’s good news, but what took you so long? I thought we could access it starting on the hundredth level. You had also said it was impossible for your matrix to crack the code.”

      That part hasn’t changed.

      “I’m confused.”

      Yes, I have noticed that about you, she said with a short laugh. You see, the security protocols on lower levels were stronger. They seemed to get laxer as we climbed.

      It kind of makes sense, really.

      As one climbed the echelons of this massive skyscraper, they were also climbing the social hierarchy, and therefore, the higher one was, the less one had to prove or work to go higher.

      “Does that mean it will get easier from now on?”

      Let’s hope so. But before we do, you haven’t answered my question. Let’s forget about the touching part, but would you find our interactions easier if you could see me?

      “Is that a philosophical question? I have seen your face already aboard the Thalamos. It did feel more personal I guess.”

      A translucent purple female hologram appeared in front of Kevin. Her silhouette was perfect, and as Kevin noticed, also naked. It took half a second for him to react and he covered his eyes.

      “What the hell? Why aren’t you wearing any clothes?”

      “I’m sorry, Kevin,” said Mira. “I’m such a klutz. All fixed now.”

      Kevin swallowed hard and lowered his hands. To say that Mira was now clothed was a little bit of a stretch. She had small shiny metallic-looking garments covering her sensual attributes, but she basically looked like she was ready for a day at the beach, with a really, really tiny and see-through bikini.

      “Too much?” she asked.

      Kevin blinked noticeably three times in a row trying to form words. “Too much? What about too little?”

      “Easily fixed,” she laughed.

      A whirlwind of sparkle particles engulfed her hologram, and she was now wearing a cloak that reminded Kevin of the multiple MMORPGs he’s played. Except, she was wearing it over the same bikini, which now turned metallic. Not exactly masking much of her virtual female beauty.

      “Better?” she inquired with a wink.

      Kevin shook his head as if he wanted to shake something out of his hair. “Yeah, let’s just move on. You mentioned the elevator? Should we get going now?”

      “Follow me.”

      Mira took off so fast her cloak flew behind her like a cape in the wind and revealed her lovely and luscious long legs all the way up to a part of her body Kevin knew he shouldn’t look at but had a hard time turning away from.
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        * * *

      

      In the hydroponics bay of his flagship, Xonax and Kalliopy were admiring the stars out the viewport along with the lush and colorful vegetation of the land.

      “That was a lovely meal,” said Kalliopy.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” said Xonax. “How are your quarters?”

      “A definitive upgrade from my first accommodations.”

      “I must apologize for that. My instructions to my people were obviously not very clear.”

      Kalliopy knew that if she spoke her mind, her stay could be relegated back to the cold, damp, and dark cell. But she just couldn’t take the charade anymore, and knowing full well that she might regret it, she spoke her mind.

      “What game are you playing with me? We need to start being honest now.”

      Xonax delicately brushed a strand of hair to the side of his face. “I’m not sure I understand your meaning, Princess.”

      “First, you attack my ship, kill my subjects by the dozens, throw me in a hole, and then you go out of your way to make my stay here comfortable. I have no illusion that I’m a prisoner of war.”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      Finally, let’s get it out of him.

      “What is it you want?”

      “To end this war.”

      Kalliopy chuckled. “You mean to win it.”

      “Semantics.”

      “Not where my people are concerned.”

      “Well, you could tell them to surrender.”

      Kalliopy didn’t know whether to be offended or mad, but she felt both at the same time.

      “Never!”

      “I was afraid you’d say that. But I’m a flexible man.”

      I’d love to test that theory on your spine.

      “Somehow I doubt that very much.”

      Xonax’s entire expression changed for just an instant, but Kalliopy caught it. What was under the masquerade persona Xonax had been playing all this time? Anger? Not that she had doubted it for a single moment, but the visual confirmation was welcome anyway. She was growing tired of the illusion of diplomacy.

      “Let’s call it a night, shall we?” said Xonax, “A good night of sleep might do you some good.”

      “I’ve slept more than enough, thank you. I’d rather we discuss your terms so that I can tell you where you can shove them.”

      Xonax’s left eye twitched. “I did not expect such a reaction from you. That’s—disappointing.”

      Fire burned in Kalliopy’s eyes. “Life is disappointment, better get used to it.”

      “I’m willing to overlook this—incident, and resume our lovely talk at a later time.”

      “There’s nothing lovely about my condition here. You upgraded me from a cold dark cell to pretty princess quarters, but I’m still your prisoner, and you still want something from me that I can’t give you. I would never betray my people, you hear me? I’d rather die first.”

      Xonax walked three steps away and turned around to face her.

      “I wish you hadn’t said that.”

      “And I wish you were dead.”

      Xonax flinched noticeably and uttered his next words between gritted teeth.

      “Your Highness, I implore you to stop this course of action.”

      Kalliopy shook her head. “Did you really think by charming me and offering me nice dinners and satin sheets I would just give you the Arcadian Confederate on a silver platter? Let me tell you, if that’s what you think, you’re clearly dumber than you look.”

      “Enough!” screamed Xonax.

      The intensity and reverberation of his scream sent a shiver of fear down Kalliopy’s spine. A vein on the Kregan’s right temple doubled in size and pulsed rapidly. She knew she was waking a dragon, but it was better than pretending that everything was fine. Her people either needed her back or they needed to know she had been killed so they could appoint a successor to continue where she left off.

      Strangely enough, the thought that she could be leading this conversation to her own demise didn’t seem to scare her. As a matter of fact, she felt empowered and compelled to see this through.

      “I don’t react well to tantrums,” she said with a smirk.

      For a moment she thought that Xonax’s nasty vein would burst as he tried to contain his anger.

      If only…

      “Very well, you asked for it.”

      Xonax snapped his fingers and everything around them changed. They were no longer in the hydroponics bay. Every sensation she felt with regard to her atmosphere changed. The room she was in was colder, the air felt heavy and dirty with the scent and taste of blood in every breath she took.

      They were painful breaths too, and looking around her she quickly understood why. She was hovering thirty centimeters above the ground, both her hands and feet locked inside holding devices.

      She saw bruises on her exposed skin and could feel more where her ruined royal attire covered her body. A couple of cuts seemed fresh, and drops of her blood fell every few seconds on the ground into small pools of crimson liquid.

      “Now you show your real face,” she spat.

      “I had to try. Our usual interrogation techniques weren’t getting us anywhere.”

      Kalliopy never imagined that the entire charming charade Xonax presented only happened in her mind because it had felt so real. She also wasn’t aware that Kregan possessed an advanced neuronal interface like her people did.

      “What do we do now?” she asked. “Untie me for a dance?”

      “Sarcastic to the end. I must commend your mental strength, but I’m running out of patience. So it’s time to end this now.”
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      The first thing that Kevin noticed once in the elevator was that the numbers, grouped by sliding controls every hundred floors, stopped at six hundred and ninety-nine. He didn’t mind walking to the last level by foot; it was better than continually climbing the levels one by one as he had up until now. He was just glad he could bypass nearly four hundred of them with a single press of a touch control.

      Thankfully, his advanced armor had been doing most of the work. Kevin remembered once visiting one of his friends that lived on the twentieth floor on a day the elevator was out of service. That had not been a fun climb, and it had taken him nearly five minutes just to catch his breath.

      But here he was, three hundred levels later, after having faced a horde of enemies and he could breathe just fine. Sure, he felt some fatigue, but there was no way he could have done a tenth of what he did without Ziron’s amazing suit of nano-armor.

      “What are we waiting for?” asked Mira.

      “Right.”

      Kevin entered the last level as their destination, and the elevator smoothly ascended with no perceptible G-forces and no other perceptible clue other than a slight humming. It was updating every ten floors and it didn’t take long to reach the top.

      The elevator doors slid open to an ominous three-note chime. Dum-dum-duuummm.

      “That’s not reassuring at all,” said Mira.

      “You can say that again,” answered Kevin as he timidly exited the elevator cage into a large room with a super high ceiling. There were only two sources of light, one was artificial and the other a far-off window revealing a dark purple sky.

      It made him wonder how high they were. Could the skyscraper be at the top of this planet’s atmosphere, or even beyond?

      Kevin didn’t want to think as to why this room was so big, though his video gaming instincts were titillating just like when he was about to face some sort of boss character. Hopefully, the room served another purpose.

      A voice boomed, the sound surrounding and echoing against the room’s walls.

      “You’re not welcome here,” said a deep female voice. “You have exactly twenty seconds to turn back or be destroyed.”

      A holographic timer appeared in the middle of the room and started its countdown.

      “That’s unfortunate,” said Mira. “What do we do?”

      Kevin briefly looked at Mira with a dumbfounded expression before returning his gaze back to the timer.

      “We wait and face what’s coming. We haven’t come all this way to abandon the mission now.”

      “While I’m happy standing by your side, my hologram can’t do much.”

      “I know.”

      Kevin was well aware of that as the timer counted down below ten seconds, but perhaps she could distract some of the enemies. And, if not, well, he would fight alone. He had been all day already.

      When the counter reached zero and blinked red three times, the lighting in the room died out. With very few stars outside, what Kevin’s eyes could see was negligible beyond the little light radiating from Mira’s hologram.

      The voice boomed again: “You’ve made your choice, now you die.”

      A little over-the-top cliché, isn’t it?

      Kevin took a deep breath, nonetheless.

      Metallic noises and clangs resounded in front of him, first a couple at a time, then more at increasing frequencies. When fear started settling in his mind, threatening to overcome him, Kevin pushed it off and thought:

      Predator visual modes.

      His armor grew a helmet that covered his face and immediately started cycling views to infrared, energy dissipation, and more. In most of the modes, he saw an army of droids, drones, and mechs. Some modes highlighted the enemies more than others.

      Hybrid mode, thought Kevin, consciously asking his smart armor to use the best of each mode. He received a more detailed picture of the dozens of enemies all pointing weapons at him the moment they opened fire. To say he could see them as well as he had during daylight battle was not true, but he saw enough to target and drill them down. The sheer number of enemies confirmed why this room was so large; it was meant to be a battle arena.

      With the clarity of a dark level on an 8-bit console game, the enemies popped out enough for him to maneuver between them, shoot them, and send them to the recycling bin to which they belonged, even if they didn’t yet know it themselves.

      Adrenaline filled his body as his survival instincts took over. He raised his shields and started fighting back. In midair, a jetpack materialized on his back and he flew over the enemies.

      He didn’t know if it was his earlier reference to the Predator movie or if he just felt like it but in both his hands two large Gatling guns materialized and started spewing six thousand rounds a minute of armor-piercing bullets. Instinctively, he would change some of the ammo on the fly for the bigger targets, making the rounds explosive as well.

      The explosive armor-piercing bullets worked much better on larger mechs. Even though he got more than half of the incoming force within the first two minutes of the chaotic engagement, his power levels were dropping insanely fast and proportionately to the amount of ammo he was delivering.

      But Kevin didn’t see any other usable tactic. This was a boss-battle, a crazed one, like going for Diablo and his minions alone, with some weak-ass loot armor that could break at any moment.

      But where was Diablo? In this case, the bigger opponent that the mob of robots belonged to. Deep in his mind, Kevin knew that this encounter was just the tip of the iceberg, and if he continued expending energy at this rate, he would not survive to see what Omicronia could throw at him next.

      That’s when it hit him. He was using video game metaphors and these could actually be used to save his hide since the armor would create a physical representation of any idea he pushed with his mind.

      In some RPG games, you had shields that would absorb energy hits and convert kinetic energy from inbound projectiles into a charge that could re-power the player. So once that thought entered his mind, the hits on his armor helped recharge his portable power cell. Not enough to bring him back to full energy, but at the very least enough to stop hemorrhaging energy like a sieve.

      As he continued mowing down the rest of the enemy forces, he got hit with stronger weapons. Some of the robot droids had switched to explosive plasma ammunition, and when hit by those, Kevin was thrown into the air and spun wildly until he could recover. That gave the enemy too many opportunities to redeploy and acquire better firing solutions on him.

      He invoked two auto-targeting plasma cannons on each shoulder. He might as well use all of the Predator’s weapons he could think of. The auto-targeting part was trickier since he needed the weapon to locate enemies he might not even be aware of. So he found a way to use Mira.

      Mira, interface with my shoulder plasma cannons and help them target and destroy the enemies that are throwing explosive charges.

      Understood, interfacing now. By the way, impressive thinking on your feet for the energy-absorbing shields.

      Thanks.

      Perhaps he was made for this mission after all. His pop culture obsession and long sleepless nights of video game marathons were not in vain. Without them, he would probably not have climbed past the twentieth floor of this deathtrap building, nor would he have lasted more than ten seconds in this battle arena.

      Robot heads melted, metallic chest cages exploded, and synthetic limbs tumbled about at the rate of a heavy rain. And while his armor’s structural integrity came close to a failing point, there was only one big mech to deal with, one that seemed impervious to both explosive rounds and plasma turret fire.

      No, this particular foe was triple the armor and had one hell of a shield generator. Even with everything aimed at him, it would not budge. But since it was the last enemy standing, its own rate of fire toward Kevin was not enough to recover nearly a tenth of the energy Kevin was spending trying to bring it down.

      Time to change tactics.

      Kevin used his jetpack to drop down onto the ground. His Gatling guns morphed into nothingness as multiple laser targeting red dots danced an intricate pattern on his chest. Kevin smiled as he had his next thought and darted toward the massive mech that opened fire the moment he moved.

      Bullets, laser streaks, and plasma projectiles all screamed past his ears as he slalomed and dodged most of what the enemy was throwing at him as it attempted to crush this little bug that had eluded it until now.

      Kevin used super-speed to finish his course, taking the mech by surprise so that it couldn’t reacquire him as a target, and with a smile on his face, he threw himself to the ground legs first, skidding at crazy high speeds toward the center of the large mech’s metallic legs.

      As he slid, Kevin left a large trail of sparks behind him. Time to use his ace in the hole.

      BFG9000!

      Doom’s iconic Big Freaking Gun 9000 was a plasma fireball-killing machine of a gun. He pushed its power even further by thinking of overclocking the internal gun’s charging circuitry, letting his inner geek come up with a holier-than-thou gun of ultimate destructive power. In his mind, he even added an explosive charge in the middle of the firing circle for kicks.

      As Kevin approached the mech’s gap between its legs, time seemed to slow down to a crawl. Timing would be everything, and it seemed his armor knew that and helped Kevin reduce the perception of his speed so he would not miss his one shot at bringing the super-mech down.

      The weapon’s feature and destructive powers now clear in his mind, the armor started building it in real-time. A holographic shape drew out of thin air in Kevin’s right arm. Meanwhile, a veritable multi-colored and slowed-down light show streak happened atop Kevin as the mech tried to correct for its initial targeting algorithm when Kevin entered both super-speed and bullet-time out of the blue. It was like watching a super-slow motion version of a fireworks finale on TV.

      The mech did not know what hit him. The heavy weapon was fully formed in Kevin’s right arm, and he quickly used his left arm to provide additional stability and strength to align it upward in time.

      To say that the moment the weapon was ready, aimed, and fired within a nanosecond was not an exaggeration. There was nothing Kevin couldn’t do as long as his smart armor would obey his every thought.

      The moment he was under the mech, Kevin vertically aligned the souped-up BFG9000 perfectly and depressed the trigger. Because his smart armor sensed that he wanted to enjoy the result of his tactic, it kept Kevin’s perception of time in slow motion. And as Kevin streaked past the mech’s legs, a yellow-tinted plasma fireball shot up, and Kevin turned his head to watch the show.

      The plasma fireball entered the crotch of the mech and shot upward, melting metal, wiring, and collapsing its shields. Kevin was exhilarated at seeing every nook and cranny while the once indestructible mech crumbled like an apple pie whose crust was too dry. The fireball burned through the upper half of the mech’s torso when its explosive secondary firing mode triggered.

      Watching the mech explode in slow motion was a thing of beauty as flames engulfed the molten metal like a hundred fiery snakes expanding outward. Kevin ended his slide with a quick firing of his jetpack to regain an upward posture.

      Time resumed at its normal pace as metallic scraps and liquified parts rained down around Kevin. His helmet vanished into nothingness and Kevin threw his hair to the side with a victorious head throw.

      He smiled from ear to ear.

      “Ballseye!”
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      Xonax circled around Kalliopy without saying another word for several minutes. Eventually, he opened his foul mouth.

      “I think you’re going to regret not complying earlier. But, it’s too late now,” he said.

      “That’s how much time it took you to come up with this?” Kalliopy antagonized. “Spit it out already; tell me how you’re going to kill me and let’s be done with it. I don’t know what I hate more, being immobilized or having to listen to you blabber on. Unless your idea of torture is me listening to your ego-driven evil ways, in which case…good job.”

      Xonax growled as he stopped in front of Kalliopy and snapped his fingers.

      A holo-screen came to life behind him. It was massive. At first it contained static but was soon replaced with the view of a girl with light brown-hair that Kalliopy knew all too well. Her heart started beating faster than it ever did before.

      “What is this?” she said, her voice trembling.

      “That would be Urania, your dear sister?”

      Son of a gun, I’m going to kill you!

      Urania’s body had some bruises and a thin line of blood ran from her tiny nose to her upper lip.

      “As you have already gathered, I’m sure, this is a live broadcast.”

      “You’re dead!” screamed Kalliopy.

      Xonax laughed. “Yeah, I can see that happening. Sure, keep dreaming, Princess.”

      “Don’t you dare touch a hair on her.”

      Xonax smirked and turned toward the holo-screen. “Take out as many as you can in one rip.”

      The camera zoomed out and a Kregan warrior grabbed a large chunk of Urania’s hair and pulled. Urania screamed in pain as her hair was torn from her scalp.

      “Stop! Don’t do this,” screamed Kalliopy, tears filling her eyes.

      Perhaps her spies informing her that the Kregan were moving to get at her sister had not just been a decoy but a real part of their plans. Anger and hatred filled the princess’s heart. Unfortunately, there was no getting free from her shackles. The hovering cuffs could keep in place the strongest and most muscular races in the universe, so with her svelte and frail body, she didn’t stand a chance to even make them move a millimeter out of alignment.

      “It’s up to you to make it stop,” said Xonax as he returned his gaze to Kalliopy. “We can do this all day, break every little brittle bone in her body while you watch it happen.”

      Kalliopy had never hated someone the way she now hated Xonax. How dare he torture her little sister. Urania was such a sweet Arcadian, one that didn’t care about the politics of the Confederate and that had preferred taking a step back from the war, unlike their other siblings.

      But even though she hoped that one day she would get the opportunity to strike back at Xonax and rip his heart from his chest, she was not stupid and she knew that today was not that day. Today she was not in a position to act on this impulse. All she could do is look at her sister and hope she could find a way to make sure she wasn’t hurt or worse, killed.

      So with disgust filling her soul, she stared back at Xonax and said the words she would have rather swallowed all the way to her grave if that had been an option.

      “What do you want?”

      “Unconditional surrender.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Then you can watch your sister die, slowly.”

      “No! You don’t understand! I can’t give you what you want. I’m not refusing to, I just can’t. Now that I’ve been away from the throne for so long, by now one of my sisters is in charge. That’s how our constitution works.”

      Xonax ground his teeth. “That’s unfortunate, for both you and your sister. But fear not, I’ll make sure you see every one of her bones being snapped before you join her.”

      “Please, don’t do this, there has to be something I can give you in exchange for our lives.”

      Xonax rubbed his chin for a moment. “Perhaps there is.”

      “Whatever I can give you, I will. Just don’t hurt Urania.”

      “I want the boy.”

      Kalliopy’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “What boy?”

      “Don’t play dumb. He’s no longer on Earth.”

      Perhaps he was on his way to free her. She could only hope. In fact, she wished he were here already. And perhaps, in time, Ziron would be successful, with Kevin’s help. But that hope was thin and Kalliopy knew why. Xonax had an entire battlegroup with him. One that was not only made of the Kregan flagship they were in but also an army of rag-tag pirate ships and other allies he must have assembled behind his father’s back.

      While in her quarters, she had seen many such ships fly in formation around the flagship. She had recognized some of them, but others were of a design she had no recollection of seeing before. Though it begged the question, had that vision been real or part of the deception? Her instincts told her to trust the former.

      “I think you’re going to have to spell it out for me, because I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

      “Alright. The one called Kevin, the boy whose mind you used to defeat us in the last battle. I want him. He’s special. I don’t know how or why yet, but he clearly turned the tide of an assured defeat of your forces, and I want to know how he did it.”

      “Oh…him,” said Kalliopy, trying to deflect a connection between them. “We haven’t exactly kept in touch. I actually never met him in person.”

      “But you will, and soon.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “You don’t need to. You just need to obey my every order or your sister will pay the price, and when I’m done with her, I’ll space you myself.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “That was amazing!” cheered Mira. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Thanks. But we need to find a way to get to the next level, we’ve wasted enough time fighting aliens and tin cans alike. Not to mention that my power levels are below twenty percent now. So the last thing we want is to give the enemy more time to send reinforcements.”

      “Let me scan the room. Hang on.”

      Energy levels aside, Kevin was seriously spent, both physically and mentally. He needed a soft bed and at least a couple of hours of rest before dealing with the next crazy plot to save Kalliopy. And perhaps a shower too.

      “I wasn’t gonna say anything,” whispered Mira.

      “Stay out of my head!”

      “Apologies, Kevin. I didn’t mean to be nosey.”

      Right. And yet you and Ziron are at every chance.

      Mira had the good sense to not say anything more. Kevin had no idea if she was still listening to his thoughts or not. But the first thing Ziron would do upon his return would be to install a privacy mode in his neuronal interface, even if Kevin had to skin his long blue fur to make him comply.

      Speaking of Ziron, he is getting his ass kicked to Neverland if anything has happened to Boomer.

      “Still no communication with the Osiris?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “What the hell is Ziron doing?”

      “I’m sure everything he can. He’s a real genius, but sometimes, you know.”

      “Yeah, I got the message, his tech has bugs.”

      Kevin thanked the stars he hadn’t encountered one with his smart armor, he probably wouldn’t be breathing otherwise. So better hope Mira was right and Ziron would fix whatever problem he had when trying to beam both Kevin and Boomer on Omicronia.

      Kevin was not a stranger to lingering bugs. Some felt like they never got fixed, no matter how many updates and operating system upgrades he had put on his computer. Every so often his CTRL key would act up and feel like it was stuck, wrecking havoc as he tried to use his computer.

      According to one of his schoolmates, this bug existed before they were born and was still triggered every now and then. For Kevin, it was so often that he wondered if perhaps his body’s electro-magnetic field had something to do with all this bug triggering.

      “So?” said Kevin when he ran out of meaningless inner-chitchat. “Did you find a way for us to go higher?”

      “Yes and no,” answered Mira.

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

      “I have found an electro-magnetically sealed trap door on the ceiling. But there’s no way for me to open it.”

      “And I take it you tried hacking it already?”

      “Tried and failed.”

      “That’s just great, I go through all this and you’re telling me I can’t get any higher?”

      “My deep scans and hack attempts do seem to tell me that there is a code, probably more like a frequency, that will open this door.”

      “And you’re trying frequencies, right?”

      “Yes, but it could take hours or days for me to find the right one, as its dependent on patterns as much as the frequency itself and the encryption on this thing is—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it. It’s unhackable.”

      “Well, it would probably take more time than we have or want to spend here.”

      On their own, the lights in the room turned back on, and Kevin had to blink multiple times to allow his eyes adjust.

      “What the heck?” he said.

      The deep resonating voice spoke again. “Impressive how you’ve dispatched so many enemies. But I’m afraid that won’t give you an audience on the seven-hundredth floor. Unless…”

      “Unless what?” Kevin’s tone was sharp.

      “Unless you’re willing to destroy the thing.”

      “What thing?”

      “Believe me when I say you don’t want to know.”

      Kevin let out a long frustrating breath.

      “Yeah, well, what’s one more thing at this point. And if I don’t want to know, how am I to destroy it? Anyway, bring it on and make sure you open the goddamn door once I recycle it.”

      “Such feistiness, is it courage? Or stupidity.”

      “I guess we’re about to find out,” said Kevin.

      “We are indeed. If you defeat the thing, the access will be revealed. If you don’t, well…”

      That female voice was really getting on Kevin’s nerves.

      “Yeah, yeah, death, blah blah blah.”

      “It’s your funeral.”

      “Can we get a move on? I’ve officially gone through my own personal threshold of the numbers of clichés I can deal with.”

      And I want that bed and shower, sooner rather than later.

      Hundreds of pieces of metal scattered all over the large battle arena started moving and floating on their own, merging into a metallic blob that morphed into a giant robot the height of the room. Kevin noticeably swallowed hard.

      “Ahhh, shit.”
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      The massive robot didn’t look like it would be as easy to bring down as the large mech, which in comparison now looked tiny. Teeny-tiny, in fact.

      “How the hell am I supposed to kill that thing?”

      “Size doesn’t always matter,” Mira smirked.

      Yeah, well, in this case it kind of does!

      “Make sure those words are engraved on my tombstone if I fail, will ya?”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “I was trying to be…sarcastic.”

      “Oh.”

      When both of the giant robot’s red eyes lit up and two powerful lasers shot toward Kevin, he knew that was his cue to move away from his location. His helmet rematerialized on the fly, not that Kevin had any doubt that this thing could crush it like a soda can.

      I guess I need to step up my game.

      That thought alone gave Kevin an idea. A while back, when his life was just a meaningless ‘get up and go to sleep’ routine, he had discovered an old Japanese robot anime program. UFO Grendizer. The question was, could his armor morph in size to match the image he had in his head.

      He was about to find out as he dodged away from his current position to avoid three-dozen plasma bolts intent on blowing him into the next life. Something he wasn’t too keen on experiencing.

      Before he realized it, his thoughts started materializing, and he sat in the pilot’s chair of the giant-horned robot he had watched defeat Golgoths (giant monster robots also known as Saucer Beasts & Vega Monsters), during his seventy-four episode binge watch.

      The chair swiveled on its axis as he ascended to the cockpit of the robot warrior that was located in the head. Everything materialized as he remembered it, even the old school buttons on the armrest of his pilot’s chair.

      “Now we’re talking.”

      His enemy was still bigger than his large UFO-fighting robot. At least now they were on somewhat fair footing.

      Before he knew it, his robot was shooting lightning bolts from its yellow horns, sending high electric current toward his enemy. He then shot his detachable rocket-fueled right fist dead center in the Thing’s chest. The velocity at which it impacted made the robot stumble backward and fall on its metallic ass, making the entire top-tier levels of the massive building tremble. The metal fist returned to Kevin’s giant robot.

      Time for the killing blow!

      Kevin’s robot reached on his back to grab two crescent moon-shaped blades at the end of a long metallic fighting stick. He merged both together to create double-sided axes that he swiveled around his head before smashing it toward the Thing that was struggling to get back up.

      But at the moment the blade should have decapitated it, everything in Kevin’s cockpit blinked red and his weapon vanished out of thin air. Kevin’s robot ended up looking like he was doing a badly executed dance move instead of finishing up the Thing.

      “Power overload” flashed on the console in front of Kevin before it cracked and sparked.

      “Uh-oh, and things were going so well until now,” said Kevin out loud.

      By the time Kevin ended his sentence, the robot blinked a couple of times as if it were a flashing hologram and disappeared entirely. Then gravity did its thing.

      “Noooo! Kevin!” shouted Mira’s hologram before also vanishing.

      The nano-armor was all but disabled now, covering Kevin’s skin in a black bodysuit with no armor properties or augments at his disposal. He was in a free fall toward the hard floor at speeds he knew he should never be unless he was diving into a pool.
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      That’s it! This is how I’m going to die.

      The floor approached rapidly, and it looked like Kevin would hit it and break every bone in his body. He mentally asked for a parachute, but nothing happened.

      Of all the times for the nano-suit of armor to run out of power; why couldn’t it last just half a second longer?

      But that was a moot point, and Kevin was about to feel like Douglas Adams’ whale plunging toward the ground. Kevin already knew he and the ground would not make friends in any sense of the word.

      About ten meters before impact, the ground exploded with a loud roar that filled the battle arena. The resulting shockwave made Kevin feel, for a moment, like he was floating in zero gravity, and before he realized what happened, he was sitting on a scaly surface.

      Is that a dragon?

      He saw the head of the dragon reposition itself before roaring again and spraying fire at the Thing, making sure it did not get back on its feet.

      “Boomer? Is that you?” Kevin asked as his heartbeat played a speed metal version of Flight of the Bumblebee’s drum line.

      “No,” said a deep voice. Kevin could feel each of the booming syllables trembling through the scales he sat on. “I’m the freaking mailman, of course it’s me!”

      Kevin let a long sigh of relief escape his lungs.

      “Boy, your timing couldn’t have been better.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that. Now what’s the plan?”

      “We have to destroy it.”

      “Mind providing me with some cover fire?”

      “Wish I could, buddy, but my armor is dead.” Kevin shrugged, “Battery Aziz!” He added in a funny Middle Eastern accent.

      “If you spent a tenth of the time you waste watching movies and played chess instead, you wouldn’t be in this predicament, you know that, right?”

      Kevin knew. Most of his life he had preferred instant gratification over careful strategizing, something requiring long periods of uninterrupted focus. Not exactly Kevin’s or his generation’s forte with all the distractions of social media and online video-watching binges.

      Not having a fallback position or trying to think more than one move ahead could cost him his life today. He was fully aware that he had to work on that in the future.

      “Yeah. But right now, I’m just deliriously happy to see you.”

      “As long as it’s not the Megan Fox kind of happy, so am I.”

      And right there Kevin made another mental note about things you should and shouldn’t do in front of your pet. You know, should he one day be given speech.

      “Ten-four!”

      Boomer chuckled, which resulted in a weird tingly sensation for Kevin. “You’re such a geek.”

      “Gonna be hard to argue with you on that one, but what do you say we go Dragonheart on the Thing?”

      “Sounds about right. Hang on tight!”

      Boomer stabilized his position with well-balanced wing flaps and fired at the Thing again. The metallic beast became engulfed in a scorching inferno. Three large plasma bolts emerged from the flames heading toward Boomer’s face but he saw it in time and dodged by throwing his head to the right.

      The unfortunate side effect of the move sent Kevin hurtling to the side and rekindling with his friend, aka gravity, in a manner he neither expected nor cared for. For some reason, now he had the same thought as the proverbial ball of petunias.

      Not again!

      But his fear was short-lived as Boomer’s tail cradled him and threw him back in place with great dexterity.

      “What part of hold on tight didn’t you understand? I can’t fight that thing and worry about you falling off every few seconds.”

      “Cranky, are we?”

      “You know me, especially when I haven’t eaten in hours, and believe me, I really had to restrain myself from having a cat entree for dinner today.”

      Was it night already?

      When half a dozen plasma projectiles screamed past both Boomer and Kevin’s ears, Kevin said: “I think we need a change of strategy.”

      “Tell me about it, I really thought this thing would have melted by now.”

      “Could be using some sort of shielding or fire-resistant coating.”

      “I doubt it’s just fire resistant.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Uh-huh. Watch this.”

      Boomer did a round fly-by as the Thing emerged from the inferno and sent more plasma attacks their way. Boomer flew with the precision of an eagle. It was impressive to be a witness to it and a little soil-your-pants scary.

      While Kevin had experienced flying a dragon in VR, he now realized how far the tech still had to go to be totally immersive. The smell of sulfur emanating from Boomer’s nostrils, the wind in his hair, and the near-miss plasma bolts that made him feel like his heart would stop; these were all too real. On the other hand, Kevin would gladly swap the ‘immersiveness’ that comes with near death experiences with playing a relaxed VR game with his pals.

      Boomer flew with agility and precision to dodge the incoming plasma fire when his eyes lit red and two rays shot at the Thing. Upon impact, it quickly shrunk to the size of a soda can. Boomer landed next to it.

      “Won’t you finish it off?” asked Kevin.

      “I thought I’d let you do the honors, after all, it seems only appropriate since you fought the entire day.”

      “Thanks, buddy!”

      Kevin slipped off Boomer’s back and landed with both feet onto the Thing, smashing it to bits with small sparks and what sounded like a tiny woodland creature screech as he did.

      Boomer’s dragon morphed back to its original Beagle form, and he barked.

      “Did your armor run out of energy too?”

      “No, but it’s running on fumes, so now that there’s no more danger, better not drain its power source too much seeing that we now know it can disable it completely.”

      “Good thinking. I should have kept an eye on my own reserves. I think I bricked mine forever.”

      “Well, if all it takes is Ziron to spit at us to make a new one, I think we’ll be fine.”

      Kevin smiled. “Hopefully. How did you think of miniaturizing this thing?”

      “From one of those weirdo science comedy flicks you once made me watch. The one with the shrinking kids.”

      “Right—all I remember from that movie is falling asleep pretty fast,” said Kevin.

      “Lucky you. I was wide awake the whole time. Not your best movie night pick, by the way.”

      Kevin smiled. “Well, let’s be thankful for that, it did just save our hides.”

      Boomer joyfully barked in agreement.

      A circular trap on the high ceiling opened and a column of blue energy fell in front of them.

      “Congratulations,” said the deep female voice. “As promised, you can now get up to the seven-hundredth level. Step into the circle.”

      Kevin and Boomer did and soon gravity lost its grasp on the both of them as they began to ascend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      The seven-hundredth level was nothing like Kevin expected. There was someone on a big worn-out faux-leather chair looking at multiple holo-feeds, with their back to Kevin and Boomer. The person swiveled and Kevin was surprised by what he saw.

      “That doesn’t look like Jared Trax,” said Boomer.

      “Who?” asked Kevin.

      “You really need to start paying attention to our mission briefings. Jared is the person we were supposed to meet up here. The hacker, ring a bell?”

      “Riiiiiight.”

      Kevin always had trouble remembering people’s names. He was, however, very good with faces. And the young girl sitting in the oversized luxurious chair he had seen before, even though she looked different now. Her hair was cut shorter and was blue, but Kevin was certain it was her. The warrior girl he had met in the VR simulation before coming here for his mission.

      “Hello,” he said tentatively. “Do you know where we can find Jared?”

      “Who’s asking, not that it matters, really,” she answered.

      There was no doubt about it, Kevin could tell from her voice that she was the same girl he met in VR. Well, technically the first one had been a holographic representation, and whatever data Ziron had siphoned off Omicron’s online databases was certainly not fully up to date, since she looked like the girl in the horde of freedom fighters trying to ascend the echelons of this place in the simulation.

      And here she was, sitting her pretty self atop the seven-hundredth level clearly meant that she was not what she appeared in the simulation.

      Mira, could Ziron’s simulator algorithm have made such a big miscalculation?

      But Mira didn’t answer. And Kevin knew why. She functioned with the help of the portable energy cell that powered his armor, so when the armor ran out of juice, Mira had been disabled.

      “Why doesn’t it matter?” Kevin finally asked.

      “How do I put this mildly?” she said, delicately resting her index finger on her chin. “He’s pretty much dead.”

      “As in?”

      “As in—I killed his ass and now I’m sitting at his desk. What is it to you?”

      “That’s a bit of a problem,” said Boomer.

      “Are you aware your walking lunch is talking?” she said.

      Boomer growled.

      “Nobody’s eating Boomer, he’s my best friend.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist, big shot. I must admit though, I was impressed when I saw you fight my security, well, technically Jared’s security. I’m quite new at the helm here on seven-o-o, but I expected someone with more of a military look. You know, big tough warrior. Imagine my surprise when your advantage crapped out and I saw a boy underneath all that armor.”

      “I’m not a boy, I’m a…” but Kevin let the sentence trail as he looked for the right word to use.

      Boomer cleared his throat. “Man.”

      “Right,” said Kevin with a smile before continuing. “Well, what I lack in age and experience I make up in wit and panache.”

      The girl laughed. “Whatever you say. Now, unless you have a business proposal for me, and I sure hope you do after wiping out so much of my tech, I’m all ears.”

      “Do you mind if I ask your name first? I’m Kevin, by the way.”

      “Don’t care, Kev. But if that helps speed up the process, I’m Lacuna. I would say it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, but you’ve cost me millions of credits today, so…”

      “Not Kev, but Kevin.”

      Now Kevin understood why Ziron didn’t enjoy being called Zee all that much.

      Lacuna shot daggers at Kevin.

      “Never mind that,” he chuckled uncomfortably. “We were told Jared could give us information on how to locate a friend of ours.”

      “And that concerns me why?”

      “Well, we’d like that information. That’s the reason we came all the way up here, which was no easy feat.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think you understand how these things work; if you want me to give you something, especially after the mess you’ve left in your wake, you need to give me something in exchange, of equal or higher value.”

      Crap. This is not going well.

      “No, believe me I—I get that, but I’ve spent hours fighting my way to this floor and was hoping I could give this day a rest.”

      “Might not be what you had in mind, but if all you want is to sleep, I can easily arrange that.”

      Boomer started growling and he morphed into a Doberman.

      “Neat trick, but you may want to keep your pet on a leash or you’ll lose any chance of making a deal.”

      “I think the reason Boomer is unhappy is that he’s reached that conclusion already. You don’t seem too interested in helping us.”

      Lacuna leaned forward and her look turned as cold as ice. “Helping you? No, I don’t do help.”

      Kevin really wished his armor were working, at least a little bit. He didn’t see how to make himself more convincing with his rather frail human features. Not to mention he literally had no poker face, but he tried anyway.

      “Well, you’ve seen what Boomer here can do, I think the smoldering pile of scrap metal and wires that were once your big elaborate security system is still smoking…so at the risk of sounding rude, we need to find Princess Kalliopy and we won’t take no for an answer.”

      Lacuna delicately got up from her chair and walked around the desk to come nearer to Kevin. Her hands were clasped behind her back as she walked toward him gracefully.

      “Hey, Boomer,” she said, “catch!”

      She threw a stick in the air and Boomer instinctively jumped to catch it. But the moment he grabbed it with his teeth, lightning sparks engulfed him and he fell to the floor like a rock, unconscious.

      “Boomer!” screamed Kevin as he lunged to his dog’s side, who had returned to Beagle size.

      “Don’t worry, he’s not dead. I just granted him your wish, so he can have a little nap while grown-ups do the talking. Well,” she sized him up and down a couple of times. “Kind of grown up anyway.”

      Kevin grimaced. “That’s not cool! I should—”

      “You should what?” she interrupted. “Without your tech you’re just a boy, one I can take down without breaking a sweat, and well, with your pet now unconscious, he can’t turn into a beast and swallow me whole if I don’t comply. That’s what you just did, isn’t it? Try to threaten me. The way I see it, it’s only fair I remove the threat altogether.”

      “Look, Lacuna, I know you don’t know me—us, but we don’t mean you any harm, we just want—”

      “Yes, yes, rescue Princess Kalliopy. And that happens to be one of the files inside Jared’s computer I took a peek at. But, like I told you before, this isn’t a charity-type deal. If you want that information, you need to give me something I want in exchange.”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Oh, but if you want the information I hold, you’ll want to make time. Or I can have you both killed and sold to a food recycling company. Lots of people craving proteins on this planet. Sure, that wouldn’t bring me much money, but hey, that’s still an option I’m willing to consider.”

      Maybe I can take her out myself and try to fetch the information from her computers. I’m good with computers. Kevin told himself to try and bolster some courage that he was currently lacking.

      “But, then again,” she added, before Kevin had time to do anything. “I really don’t think the information will do you any good. Unless you went to her rescue with a fleet of ships, that is.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Lacuna swiped some controls on the underside of her wrist and a holo-screen hovered over her device. It showed a fleet of ships in space. “This is where your precious Kalliopy is. You see that big badass Kregan ship with dozens of smaller ships in escort? That’s where she is being held right now.”

      Kevin had to admit that this was not the sort of news he hoped to hear. But one problem at a time. If what Lacuna was saying was the truth and she wasn’t trying to mislead him, he would deal with the fleet later. Right now, he needed to get the exact position of these ships.

      He cursed himself for letting the power cell run out. If it hadn’t, Mira probably could have calculated the coordinates of the ships based on the star alignment.

      “What proof do I have that this isn’t a fake holo-vid you’re showing me that has nothing to do with Kalliopy?”

      “I happen to have a spy on that ship. Well, technically Jared did, obviously—which I think is the reason you came here in the first place.”

      “You telling me this still doesn’t constitute proof.”

      “Alright, you want proof, how’s this?”

      Lacuna entered more commands and Kevin saw an image of a beautiful young girl being held by levitating restraining devices. Her blonde hair covered her face but when she raised it, he knew immediately who it was.

      Crap! That’s her.

      Incarceration had not been kind to her. Her captors had clearly inflicted physical pain, perhaps even torture, which angered Kevin to the core.

      “From the look in your eyes, I take it you know her and that we can now deal.”

      “Now that I know what I’m looking for, I don’t think I need your help. But, thank you, you’ve been more helpful that I thought you would be,” Kevin smirked.

      Kevin was taking a big gamble, but he had a very good memory, so he committed the ships and their shapes to mind, and while he couldn’t possibly remember all of the stars, he had no doubt that Ziron could recover a perfectly actionable image the moment his neuronal link with him was re-established.

      “Wait a minute,” protested Lacuna. “Even if you could find their location on your own, you’re not taking out that fleet without at least some sort of help.”

      “And I take it that it’s the kind of services you can oh-so-generously provide?”

      “Well—not per se, but there might be an option that’s beneficial for both of us.”

      Kevin crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m listening.”

      “What do you know of the Ghost Fleet?”

      Kevin tried hiding a grimace but was less than successful. “Let’s pretend I’ve never heard of it.”

      Lacuna raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, tough guy, let’s just pretend.”

      “Alright—I never heard of it. I’m not exactly from that part of space. What’s the Ghost Fleet?”

      “In the height of the Wraith War about a thousand years ago, legend has it that the Arcadian lost an entire fleet in a part of space I do happen to have coordinates for.”

      “Another of Jared’s post mortem gifts?”

      “You could say that.”

      “And?”

      “On one of those ships is a relic I’m very interested in getting my hands on.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “You don’t need to worry your pretty little eyes about that, Kev.”

      Pretty little eyes? What the heck?

      “So what is it you want us to do in exchange for giving us both the coordinates of Kalliopy and the Ghost Fleet?”

      “I just want to come along while you get your hands on the ships, and I’ll be on my merry way. I might also need a transport, doesn’t have to be fancy, and then we can part ways once I get what I want…” She drew closer to his face, he could smell her perfume, which was quite intoxicating. She put two fingers on Kevin’s shoulder and let them slide downward. “Amicably, of course.”

      The caress, while not something Kevin had wanted, gave him goose bumps, the good kind.

      

      He took a deep breath in trying to regain some sort of composure. “Alright then, I think we can deal. We go together to the Ghost Fleet, you get your trinket, we give you a shuttle, and we part ways. You wouldn’t happen to have some sort of proof about the fleet?”

      “You mean the holographical kind that can help you locate it by triangulating star patterns?” She smiled widely. “I can appear stupid with my sexy exterior and mannered ways, but don’t push your luck, Kev. After all, if you help me, I might feel generous and even offer you a bonus.”

      She winked at him, which sent shivers throughout Kevin’s body.

      “If you catch my drift,” she added with a wicked smile.
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      Boomer regained consciousness and managed to establish contact with Ziron who had finally worked out the bugs in his system and beamed back not two but three members aboard the ship.

      The consensus was that Lacuna should stay locked in her quarters, a decision she didn’t take all too well. But after a heated exchange, she finally agreed to give Kevin the coordinates of the Ghost Fleet, with one condition attached. If they tried to double cross her and leave her locked in the quarters upon arrival, she would feed his balls to her pet ranidocus.

      Kevin did not know what a ranidocus was, nor did he care to find out.

      “She’s quite a handful,” said Boomer. “You could have at least tried to clock her for zapping me.”

      “The idea had crossed my mind, believe me.”

      “Seems to me it should have been set into motion beyond just thinking it. But well, what do I know?”

      “Alright, I’m sorry. I didn’t think I could take her without the armor.”

      Boomer snarled. “You mean you know you couldn’t.”

      “You had to spell it out.”

      “Electricity overload you know? I think it did something to my brain. Actually, no, you don’t know, because you weren’t the one zapped!”

      “You are going to let this go, eventually, right?”

      Boomer smiled. “We’ll see.”

      Ziron entered the bridge on his levitating cushion. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “Nah,” said Boomer. “I was about to go anyway, need to relieve myself.”

      Boomer trotted out of the bridge, his head erect and his tail high in the air.

      “You alright, Kevin?”

      “A little tired. That was no small feat getting that information.”

      “About that, I tried running your memory against Mira’s triangulation algorithm. . .”

      “And?”

      “Well, she came up empty.”

      “How’s that even possible?”

      “She detected some corruption on the holo-vid you were shown.”

      “What kind of corruption?”

      “I should say tampering. Looks like the ships and the stars aren’t part of the same file, not originally.”

      Of course. . .Gotta give it to Lacuna, she’s good.

      “So we’re back to square one. Lacuna still has to tell us where to find Kalliopy.”

      “Which is unfortunate, because I can’t trust that woman as far as I can throw her. There’s something about her. I think it’s the blue hair.”

      Kevin had to stop himself from bursting into laughter and instead produced a muffled chuckle.

      “What’s up with you?” asked Ziron.

      “You don’t see the irony?”

      “What?”

      “Your fur is blue.”

      “Let’s not compare my very rare, natural shade with some cheapo nano-synthetics that girl has been using to make herself look pretty.”

      “Fair enough. About the fleet though, do you think she is telling the truth? Or is she trying to play us?”

      Ziron scratched his ear, licked his paw, and then passed it over his face.

      “She may very well be playing us. As for the Ghost Fleet, as legend has it, we did lose one in the war. So, I believe we need to investigate.”

      “What if none of it is true? She did deceive us with the first fleet footage.”

      “Yeah, but some of the parts, the ships in fact, seem genuine.”

      “How so?”

      “One of my contacts at the edge of Arcadian space told me that he saw the exact same fleet a few days back. They were in a hurry. They stopped for a very short period of time to refuel their engines at the nearby star and went back into hyperspace rather quickly. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Alright then, for the time being, let’s assume this is where Kalliopy is being held. If the other part of the holo-footage she showed me is real, Kalliopy is in serious trouble, and she could be dead by the time we reach her.”

      Ziron hissed at the assumption.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you or anything. I don’t want her to die either, or I wouldn’t be doing any of this.”

      “I know. I just—Kevin, we need to save her. I’m responsible, if my tech had been stronger, they never would have succeeded in grabbing her in the first place. I need to right this wrong.”

      “Okay, so let’s focus on moving forward and if Lacuna steps out of line, we’ll just have to deal with her.”

      “You’re a good person, Kevin. I don’t know if I’ve told you that before.”

      “Not in so many words, but I really appreciate you saying it out loud. About the fleet though, what sort of tech can we expect?”

      “Even though these were top-of-the-line a thousand years ago, they’ll be rusty flying buckets compared to the Osiris.”

      “That’s going to be a problem, won’t it?”

      “Well, they have their sheer size we can use. They’re significantly larger than the escort ships and should be able to take quite a pounding. The real question though is—”

      “Will they still fly?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, you’ll work your magic on them, of that I have no doubt. What other choice do we have?”

      “None whatsoever.”
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        * * *

      

      The tall man stepped into Xonax’s ready room.

      “Come in, Altanor. I’ve been waiting for you. Take a seat.”

      The pirate leader looked around the room for a few moments before finally sitting across from Xonax.

      “Nice looking ship.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no? It’s a nice looking ship. I wasn’t being sarcastic—for once.”

      “I’m just pre-emptively telling you that I’m not renegotiating our terms. This ship is mine and mine alone.”

      The pirate leader had a scar that ran down his nose, which looked like it had been broken and reset multiple times, and not by the best of surgeons. Half of his face was hidden behind long strands of gray hair. His intense gaze fixed on Xonax, at least from the one eye that the Kregan could see.

      “A little over possessive, are we?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve learned how your kind thinks, and besides that, your reputation precedes you.”

      Altanor smiled.

      “You can keep your shiny ship, but remember our deal. If you want us to help you overthrow your father, we get the boy and the technological advantage that he will bring.”

      “I haven’t forgotten, you don’t need to remind me of our original terms, you just need to make sure you honor your part of the deal. Though we both know that our engineers would get to the bottom of what makes him special much faster than yours will.”

      “Are you calling my engineers incompetent?”

      “Don’t be over-sensitive, it doesn’t suit you. I’m just saying that we have more resources than you do.”

      “Last I checked the Kregan Empire’s resources are—how should I put this mildly—nearly nonexistent. As a matter of fact, I wonder if I shouldn’t just take your father’s place myself. The timing for a coup seems pretty ripe.”

      Xonax slammed a fist on the desk. “Yes, it is! But this is my coup, don’t make the mistake and think I would just let you swoop in and take what’s mine. You wouldn’t stand a chance against our planetary defenses.”

      “Maybe we wouldn’t, maybe we would.”

      “Altanor!” insisted Xonax.

      “Cool your jets, Prince. I’m not interested in running the ashes of your pitiful and broken empire. I just want to make sure we understand what’s going to happen next.” Altanor’s face twitched. “You know, be on the same page.”

      “You need to engage the enemy when they come, no matter what forces they bring along. That’s the page we’re on.”

      “That’s where I’m a little blurry. If they come with an armada of Arcadian ships, we both know they’ll wipe us out.”

      “Except that it won’t happen. Both sides have lost the bulk of their fleets. They’ll have a couple of ships, three at best. I would think even you should be able to handle that. With the information I gave you, you can penetrate their shields, and that should give you the advantage you need. But remember, we don’t want to destroy them, we need to get our hands on the boy, so you just prolong the battle while he finds his way to my ship to rescue the princess.”

      “I don’t like that part of the plan.”

      “Would that be because you didn’t come up with it yourself?”

      “It played a role.”

      “Well, get over it!”

      Altanor stretched his head to the side and his neck cracked. He then turned and spat between his teeth. The muddy liquid splashed on Xonax’s brand new carpet leaving a messy stain on the fabric.

      Xonax rolled his eyes. “That’s disgusting.”

      Altanor shrugged. “If you ask me, it was in dire need of a personal touch.”
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      Kevin walked with Lacuna onto the bridge. She leaned and whispered. . .

      “Whatever chance you had to get something extra at the end of this, you can kiss it goodbye. Staying locked up in a small room for two days is not my idea of fun.”

      Kevin didn’t bother answering. While he had to admit that Lacuna had certain charms that made him feel funny sometimes, his focus was solely on rescuing a kind girl that he almost kissed. An experience he had been looking for pretty much forever, but the universe could have a weird sense of humor at times.

      “When are we jumping out of hyperspace?” asked Kevin.

      “Any time now,” replied Ziron. “As for you,” he said hissing at Lacuna. “No funny business.”

      “Whatever,” said Lacuna. “As long as I get my hands on what I came for and you fulfill your promise of providing me with a shuttle, you’ll get the precious sub-space frequency and location of the ship where Princess Kalliopy is being held. Then you can detect its current location and do whatever the hell you’re going to do that will most likely end in your lives being forfeited. I’m just glad I won’t be there to see you fail.”

      “Yeah, because doing a good deed would kill you,” snorted Boomer from the side of a console.

      “Oh, great, the talking quadruped is here too. Why does your race interact with such dumb pets in the first place?”

      Boomer’s fur rose on his back and he growled.

      Kevin slowly extended a palm, informing his friend to let it go. While he shared Boomer’s sentiment, if they were to succeed in their endeavor, they would have to get used to Lacuna’s inflammatory personality.

      Kevin sympathized with Boomer though, especially after how his buddy had been stung by her.

      The ship exited hyperspace, and the Osiris’ viewport filled with stars, a truly massive asteroid belt in the distance, and an equally large blue-purple nebula on the port bow.

      Mira’s holographic floating face materialized between the viewport and the crew.

      “Scans are inconclusive, can’t detect any power signature, which doesn’t bode well.”

      Ziron turned his attention to Lacuna. “So? Where next? And you’d better not have embarked us on a fool’s quest, or you’ll find yourself stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

      Lacuna mimed being cold. “I’m so sooo scared,” she added, a tad heavy on the sarcasm, even for her. “And let’s make one thing clear: the lack of trust is mutual, okay? So let’s drop the cheap shots and just do the work we came here to do. That way we can part ways as soon as possible. Believe me when I say that I’m not exactly fond of your company either.”

      “I like Ziron’s idea,” Boomer said, “should anybody care.”

      “Enough,” said Kevin sharply. “I’ve had it. Bickering like kids won’t get us anywhere. Let Lacuna tell us where to go next, and let’s recover the fleet. Then we can all say our goodbyes and be on our merry ways.”

      Ziron cocked one eyebrow. “Merry?”

      “It’s an express—you know what, forget it.”

      “Our next stop is the nebula,” said Lacuna. “That’s the reason your super-duper AI didn’t detect anything. And why no other people found the fleet for all this time.”

      “I don’t see why anyone wouldn’t have just sent ships to comb the nebula, they could have found them,” said Kevin.

      “It’s a little more complicated than that. This system is unstable.”

      “Unstable how?”

      “Well, there’s a wormhole that pops in and out at random intervals.”

      “That hardly constitutes instability,” Ziron complained.

      “It does when the thing on the other side of the wormhole is a massive black hole. Why do you think there are all these large rocks floating around? This used to be an inhabited solar system with eleven planets, but billions died.”

      “If that is true,” said Kevin, “then the Fleet could have been destroyed too.”

      “That’s what everyone else thought as well. Hence nobody has been looking for the fleet for centuries. Between you and me, I also thought the same until I delved more into Jared’s files. Apparently, it’s unaffected by the gravity pull due to the nebula’s composition. Or something…”

      “That’s not how physics works,” snorted Ziron.

      “Yeah, well, all I know is that’s how this place works,” Lacuna shot back, “and I suggest we enter the nebula before the wormhole decides to randomly pop-up and ruin the oh-so-lovely day we’re having.”

      “Agreed,” said Kevin. “Set a course to the nebula, full impulse. Make it so.”

      Ziron blinked a couple of times. “Aye, aye, Captain, I guess. A memo about my demotion would have been nice, though. Just saying.”

      Boomer laughed as he came to sit next to Kevin.

      “Love your Picard impression,” he whispered.

      Kevin grimaced. “Oh, snap, I was going for Janeway.”

      “Never mind,” chuckled Boomer. “You should have said: ‘There’s coffee in that nebula,’ then.”

      They both cracked up as the ship’s sub-light engines rumbled to maximum power and shortly after, the Osiris entered the nebula.
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        * * *

      

      After forty minutes of slow travelling inside the massive nebula, Mira’s modified sensors, courtesy of Lacuna’s in-nebula scanning technique, finally found the fleet of old Arcadian battleships.

      Life scans came back negative, but then again, it might have been interference due to the density of the nebula’s composition.

      The shuttle departed the Osiris, with everyone aboard.

      “I’m not sure I should have left the Osiris on her own,” protested Ziron, now stretching his legs as he left the floating pillow behind.

      “Does he do anything else beside complain?” Lacuna asked.

      Ziron hissed.

      “You eventually get used to it,” said Kevin.

      Lacuna grimaced for a second. “If you say so.”

      “Don’t worry, Ziron,” said Kevin. “Mira is taking care of our ship. I just hope she can beam us out in case we need her to.”

      “She should be able to extrapolate a fix based on the sensor modifications I’ve applied, the same ones that allowed her to find the fleet inside the nebula,” said Lacuna. “But there’s very little chance she will need to, it’s named the Ghost Fleet for a reason. Nobody has set foot aboard one in a thousand years, so not exactly expecting any uninvited guests or surprises, except perhaps a millennia-old fermented fart smell.”

      “That’s one big assumption,” commented Boomer. “There could be other life forms that explored the ships, roamed around, and god knows what onboard these ships.”

      “We’re going in with suits anyway until we can confirm or activate life support,” said Ziron.

      “Yeah, ‘cause that’s gonna stop space zombies from eating our brains,” said Boomer.

      “Sorry, pal,” said Kevin, “I guess I shouldn’t have watched all those horror films with you. Didn’t really realize you’d understand them this much, you know.”

      “Don’t sweat it, buddy. I really enjoyed those moments we spent together, no matter what was on TV.”

      Kevin smiled. “So did I, truth be told, I’m not sure I would have had the courage to see most of them if it wasn’t for your presence.”

      “Hey blue mop?” Lacuna looked to Ziron. “Should we give them the room?”

      Ziron’s eyes squinted and he replied with indignation. “Blue mop?! Have you looked in the mirror lately?” Ziron sneered. “Now that’s irony for you.”

      Lacuna shook her hair vigorously and it began to change from blue to purple.

      “I knew it!” said Ziron, pointing a claw at her. “Nano-paint.”

      “Nice trick! Doesn’t look cheap, though,” said Kevin.

      “Well, I was half right anyway,” objected Ziron.

      “Yeah, let’s put that on our tombstones if we fail,” barked Boomer. “Was half right, just the wrong half.”

      “Nobody is dying on my watch,” said Kevin absently as he guided the shuttle to land on the biggest ship in the fleet, the Orus. “Everyone clear on the plan? We get in, restore power to the fleet, and get out.”

      “Just like that?” said Lacuna.

      “Yeah, just like that,” said Kevin seriously.

      However, something nagged at the back of Kevin’s mind. Why were Arcadian ships named after Egyptian deities? Kevin knew that they had a lot to accomplish in a short amount of time, but his curiosity begged for an answer.

      “Hey, Ziron?”

      “Yes, Kevin.”

      “Why are your ships named after Egyptian deities?”

      “Egyptian you say. . .” Ziron’s eyes blinked a couple of time. “Oh—I see. It’s not entirely impossible that we visited your world, you know, a long time ago.”

      “Oh—Wait! What?”

      “I believe this is a conversation for another day, don’t you think?” said Ziron, clearly trying to change the subject. “Let’s first focus on getting Princess Kalliopy back.”

      Kevin guided the shuttle onto the landing pad. As he climbed out of his pilot’s seat, he pointed a finger at Ziron.

      “Okay, but we are having that discussion afterward.”

      Ziron replied with an uncomfortable nod. They all walked to the back of the shuttle and put on their atmospheric suits. Another of Ziron’s inventions. A smooth oval contraption that resembled a stone was attached to them, which raised a force field, allowing them to breathe.

      “Will that be enough oxygen? What if we’re in there for hours?” asked Kevin.

      “The device can convert most outside atmosphere into clean air for us to breathe.”

      “Most?”

      Ziron shrugged. “It usually works.”

      Kevin buried his face in his palms. “Why I even ask these questions at this point is beyond me.”
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      Upon entering the ship’s corridor, Kevin reestablished his leader role.

      “I think we need to split up into groups.”

      “Funny you would say that, ‘cause I thought we should stay together,” said Ziron.

      Boomer coughed out, “Chicken!”

      “Where?” said Ziron, madly looking from side to side.

      “Never mind that,” said Kevin as they arrived at a three-way crossing. He looked at the wrist device Ziron had given him prior to getting into the shuttle. “We can locate each other with these anyway, right?”

      “That’s correct. The blue dots will be us, I’ve given our guest another color.”

      Lacuna looked over Kevin’s shoulder as he activated the holo-scanner. Three blue dots with the first letter of each other’s first names appeared and one single red dot.

      “I don’t know whether to be offended. . .,” said Lacuna, before fluffing her hair in the air. “Or feel special.”

      Kevin was getting antsy. They needed to move quickly. He was still haunted by the holo-vid of the princess being held and mistreated by the Kregans. He would do anything to make sure that her current predicament wouldn’t last one minute longer than it had to.

      “Whatever works for you,” said Kevin. “You and Ziron go to the left, that should lead you to the bridge. I’ll check the engine room with Boomer.”

      “Sounds good,” said Lacuna. “Hey moppy, you coming?”

      Ziron hissed harder than usual but complied.
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      As Kevin and Boomer advanced toward engineering, a strange creaking noise tore through the silence.

      “Hey, Boomer, remember that movie we saw together: Aliens?” Kevin asked.

      “Remember? I can’t believe you had me watch that. My shit was moist for over a week after that,” said Boomer. “Just saying.”

      “Uh—too much information, pal.”

      Boomer raised one of his legs and relieved himself against the bulkhead.

      “That’s just gross.”

      “Well, have you seen any trees around here?”

      Kevin chuckled as

      Boomer trotted back next to him.

      “What if there’s some Xenomorph on board this ship? What do we do then?”

      “Well, you change into one too and kick its ass, that’s what.”

      A strong wind and a clacking noise startled Kevin.

      “Like this?” said a deep Boomer voice.

      When Kevin turned his head to the side, he jumped and fell back on his ass, hard.

      “Too much?” said Boomer, in full black-as-the-night quadruped Xenomorph form, it’s second mouth retracting.

      Kevin took a giant breath. “Cut it out—you almost gave me a heart attack!”

      Boomer morphed back to his Beagle form, his tail down, displaying his best cute look: big, watery eyes and his tongue hanging out. The works. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay, but don’t waste the armor’s energy for jokes that can make me shit my pants, we may need the power later.”

      Boomer raised on his back legs and saluted. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      “You’re silly. Let’s go,” said Kevin with a big smile on his face. “Between you and me, I’m a little worried.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “It looked like the Kregans mistreated Kalliopy. I just want us to get to her before it’s too late, you know.”

      “About that—Isn’t it a little crazy that we both risk our lives to save a complete stranger? Even one as cute as Kalliopy?”

      “Cuteness has nothing to do about it.”

      “Yeah, nor does the kiss she owes you, right?”

      Kevin couldn’t hide his emotions from his best friend. And he had told him all about it when he got back from the encounter at the pond, right after winning an interstellar battle. He’d been so proud of himself that he had felt compelled to tell Boomer all about it, of course.

      “Kiss or not, this is the right thing to do. Ziron saved our lives on Earth. And he’s protecting our family too. The least we can do is try and help Kalliopy.”

      “Not to mention that if the Arcadians lose this war, the Kregan might decide to come to Earth and enslave us all, or worse.”

      Kevin stopped walking.

      “What’s up?” asked Boomer.

      “I hadn’t thought of that. Well—all the more reasons to hurry and get this fleet up and running. Looks like the survival of our species might ultimately depend on us helping the Arcadians win.”

      “No pressure, then. I hope that’s one amazing kiss you’ll get, I truly do.”

      Kevin activated his comms. “Ziron? Come in? What’s our status?”

      “We’ve just entered the bridge,” said Ziron, a little static overlapping with his voice. “Hang on.”
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      “What’s taking so long?” asked Lacuna.

      “Let me work, I have to try and restore power beyond emergency lights. Not exactly an easy thing to do on a ship whose tech is older than most of my lineage.”

      “A little testy, are we?”

      “Can I please have some quiet? Why don’t you look around for your precious artifact? Whatever the hell that is.”

      “Alright, if you prefer being alone to defend yourself in case an intruder shows up, I’m fine with that.”

      Ziron’s fur shot up as if magnetized. “Oh—then perhaps you shouldn’t wander too far, then.”

      Lacuna smiled as she walked around the bridge.

      “I think I got it,” said Ziron.

      A humming sound followed by lights progressively turning on flooded the bridge.

      “That’s it for power,” said Ziron. “There seems to be plenty of it to fire up the engines, too, which is good. Now, let’s see if I can restore life support.”

      “Good job,” said Lacuna.

      Ziron shushed her as he opened a comm to Kevin.

      “Kevin, I got the power back on.”

      “We can see that, good job, Zee. What’s next?”

      “Life support, then engines and main computer. The sooner I can access the computer core, the sooner I can try and establish a link with Mira for remote controlling the fleet.”

      “ETA?”

      “An hour, give or take.”

      “You’ve got ten minutes.”

      “What? I need an hour.”

      “You’re a crappy Scotty, you know that?”

      “I’m not sure I under—”

      “Forget it, Zee, do your best.”

      “I always do. What about engineering?”

      “We’re here. Nothing looks damaged, but I don’t exactly know what to do past this point.”

      “I told you we shouldn’t have split up. This place gives me the creeps, and you don’t have your armor, so be careful. And for full disclosure’s sake, I might not be able to repair the one you had on Omicron.”

      “Now you tell me! Why can’t you just give me another one?”

      “I only had two prototypes, and Boomer’s is the older version of the two. So right now he’s the only one who can defend us should we need it.”

      “I don’t like it. Any idea where the armory is on this ship? Might as well equip us with some Arcadian badass weaponry at least.”

      “Give me a second.”

      Ziron entered a few commands on the old touch controls. He wasn’t used to non-holographic interfaces.

      “What’s that pulsating blue line on the ground?” asked Kevin.

      “You follow it, genius,” said Boomer over the line.

      “Hey,” Kevin complained, “I haven’t slept in more than a day. And when one licks one’s balls, one should be careful about criticizing others.”

      “That’s your defense? We both know you’d love to have that ability.”

      “Let’s not do this right now, okay?”

      “Uh—guys?” interrupted Ziron.

      “Sorry—all good.” said Kevin. “Over and out.”

      Now back to the engines, thought Ziron.

      It took the Sphynx a little over twenty minutes to get both life support and the engines back online to acceptable and stable levels. All that remained was the computer core. But he felt a strong hand grab him by the back of the neck and pull him off the console where he was crouched, working the controls.

      “What the hell! Lacuna! Help!”

      But when he turned around, he saw it was Lacuna who had grabbed him.

      “Thanks, kitty-cat, time for you to take a nap now.”

      Ziron hissed and struggled, trying in vain to scratch Lacuna before she swiftly waved a hand in front of his nose and a small pink vapor cloud put him to sleep. She then let an unconscious Ziron fall to the floor.

      “Just count yourself lucky that I may still need your help later, or I would have spaced your furry ass on the spot. Now, let’s see how I can get rid of the other two and claim that fleet as mine. These two bozos seriously damaged my position on Omicron, so it’s time to travel the stars in style while looking for better riches elsewhere.”

      She looked over the controls for a few moments when her face lit up.

      “That looks promising,” she said as she pressed a red button.
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      Kevin looked at his reflection in full Arcadian marine armor before putting the helmet on. He then pressed a button on the chest portion and it tightened around his smaller-than-most-marines figure.

      “Wicked! I feel like the master chief,” he cheered.

      “Yeah, if the master chief was one hundred plus pounds lighter.”

      “Hey! That’s not my fault.”

      Kevin checked his weapons next. A handheld gun with two settings. Red and blue. He set it on blue. He then grabbed the blaster rifle and raised it behind his back. The rifle magnetically attached to the armor with a satisfying clang.

      “Riiiight,” said Boomer, “after all you’ve been banned from the gym on account of finishing more video games than most people alive by the time you were fifteen.”

      “Touché. But isn’t that the reason I was chosen to save the universe?” Kevin said through his helmet’s visor, trying to do his best marine impression.

      “Or just being at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “I prefer to think the right place at the right time myself, but I guess that depends on how you look at it. You know, glass half full kind of way.”

      The lights in the room turned red and started pulsating.

      “Don’t take it personally, buddy, but I’m gonna stay with my initial assessment,” said Boomer. “Wrong place all the way!”

      They both stepped out of the armory and back into the corridor, where a vocal alarm resounded.

      “Intruder alert, intruder alert, all security drones to level fourteen.”

      Boomer barked sharply three times.

      “When you’re right, you’re right,” conceded Kevin.

      Kevin opened a comm channel. “Zee, come in? What the heck is going on?”

      There was no answer.

      “Ziron? Please, come in?”

      “That lying two-faced—” said Boomer.

      “We don’t know what happened yet.”

      “Yeah, but we have an inkling about what could have happened. Don’t tell me the thought didn’t cross your mind?”

      “Well, let’s go back to the brid—”

      Kevin jumped and grabbed Boomer just before three blaster bolts were about to hit them. He used his momentum and rolled into firing position, grabbed his rifle and opened fire. He shot three flying spherical sentries dead center. They blew up in quick succession.

      “What were you were saying about me playing too much X-box?”

      “I take it all back, thanks.”

      “Anytime. Let’s get out of here before more of those things arrive. Can you—”

      But before Kevin could finish his sentence, Boomer already morphed into a large armored white tiger and let out a roar as he made a head move pointing toward the saddle mounted on his back as he unleashed an impressive roar.

      “You read my mind, Boomer.”

      Kevin climbed on the mount and Boomer sprinted forward.

      Four sentries appeared at the end of the corridor and opened fire. Kevin aimed and shot one of them. Upon exploding, it threw the one standing by it against the wall, sparking and falling to the ground.

      Two articulated cannons on both sides of Boomer’s tiger-armored shoulder plates came to life and reduced the rest to dust.

      “Nice!”

      “Well, I learned a thing or two watching you play.”

      “Evidently.”

      “Ziron?” Kevin keyed over the comms. “Come on, Zee, answer me.”

      But no answer came. Instead a panicked Lacuna came on the line. “I don’t know what happened, these things started showing up, I managed to seal us on the bridge, but they injured Ziron before I could do anything. Please help!”

      Boomer shook his head from side to side with a growl.

      Yeah, I’m pretty much with you, Boomer, but let’s give her the benefit of the doubt.

      “Can you disable these sentries that are after us?”

      “I’ve been trying, but that tech is too complicated. I don’t know how to operate it. I think I’ve managed to plot a safe route for you to get back to the bridge, though.”

      Boomer roared louder.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, Lacuna. Can you activate the guiding system, like Ziron had done before?”

      “I think so—hang on.”

      A blue line appeared along the corridor.

      “Thanks, we’ll be back to the bridge in no time, hang tight.”

      “Hurry, Kevin. I’m scared.”

      Kevin grimaced and killed the comms.

      “It’s a trap!” roared Boomer.

      “I know…But knowing it is may give us an edge.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing. She could have killed Ziron already.”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      “And if she has?”

      “Then I guess I’ll do my first spacing.”

      Boomer bellowed. “As long as we’re on the same page. I haven’t eaten in a while. Just saying.”

      Kevin didn’t enjoy the mental image of Boomer, in this form, eating Lacuna, but he enjoyed the image of a dead Ziron even less. Kevin’s expression turned icy.

      “That’s an option, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin and Boomer blasted through another couple of dozens sentries on their way to the bridge. It didn’t take a genius to figure out the path that Lacuna fed them was overly complicated and much longer than it should have been.

      As a matter of fact, Kevin didn’t think they were anywhere near the bridge. But part of him hoped, deep down, that she wasn’t a bad person and that perhaps there was an explanation for her actions. But he couldn’t ignore his instincts, which were firmly aligned with Boomer’s on this, so he mentally prepared himself for the worst.

      Boomer ran through the opened blast doors, which promptly closed a second later. At that moment, Kevin knew that they were about to see what kind of trap awaited them. Boomer stopped running. The walkway that would connect them from their current position to the next set of blast doors on the other side of the room actually was disabled and they were looking at a chasm.

      “That’s our trap, alright,” said Boomer. “And here she comes.”

      The opposite blast door opened and Lacuna ran through, shooting at the corridor behind them.

      “Don’t trust her set-up,” implored Boomer.

      “I won’t.”

      Lacuna ran to the walkway controls, the same ones were on both sides of the chasm, except the one on their side had been damaged.

      How convenient.

      “There you are,” exclaimed Lacuna. “I came as soon as I realized that the walkway controls on your side were disabled,” she shouted over the distance. “Give me a second.”

      She interacted with her console and a blue force field walkway came to life between them.

      Boomer turned his tiger head and whispered. “We’re not falling for this, right?”

      “How is your smart armor, energy-wise?”

      “Still some juice left, but I wouldn’t try pulling out a dragon.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

      “Alright.”

      “What are you waiting for?” insisted Lacuna. “There are more sentries on their way!” shouted Lacuna.

      “Let’s go,” said Kevin. “Just be ready.”

      “I was born ready,” said Boomer with a low growl.

      Boomer ran toward Lacuna as Kevin observed her reaction, hoping there was still a spark of goodness in the young girl and that she would not try to double cross them. When Kevin felt gravity take hold, all he saw was wickedness inside Lacuna’s eyes and she mouthed the word “sorry.”

      The energy bridge collapsed, and they were plunging to their deaths. That’s when Boomer turned into a winged version of the Xenomorph, and flew back up rapidly as Kevin mounted the saddle. He grabbed his side arm and checked that it was still on blue. As Boomer rose to platform level, Kevin aimed at Lacuna. He fired and shot her in the leg. She lost her footing and fell on her ass.

      Boomer landed them nearby. The moment Kevin slid off Boomer, his friend, in Xenomorph form, approached Lacuna, who was immobilized. He bared his metallic looking teeth with semi-transparent viscous drool sliding down onto the floor. As he opened his mouth wider, a second smaller head shot twice toward the girl, stopping just a centimeter away from her forehead.

      Kevin could see terror in her eyes. Apparently, she had never seen a creature as vile as this one. Kevin remembered how scared he was just looking at it on TV, so he could only imagine how scared she felt right about now.

      “Easy, Boomer.”

      “We both know she doesn’t deserve to breathe.”

      “I—I’m sorry,” pleaded Lacuna. “I don’t think I entered the right command—”

      “Don’t waste your breath,” cut in Kevin.

      “Nor insult our intelligence,” added Boomer.

      “W—What are you going to do to me?” Lacuna asked.

      “There never was a relic? Was there?” asked Kevin.

      Lacuna looked away.

      “Answer me! Or I let Boomer eat you.”

      “You wouldn’t dare?”

      If there was ever a time for Kevin to practice a poker face this was it. He hardened every one of his facial muscles and gave Lacuna a stare to remember.

      “Try me.”

      Boomer approached her slowly and she threw her hands in front of her defensively. “Ok, ok. No, there was no relic. I wanted this fleet for myself. But there are plenty of them out there, perhaps we can share? I just need one of them. After all, without me you wouldn’t even know they existed.”

      “You’re unbelievable!” screamed Kevin. “You were willing to kill us to get them, and now you’re still trying to negotiate?”

      “Fair point—Sorry?”

      “Can I eat her now?” asked Boomer impatiently.

      “No, no, no,” she pleaded. “I can be of use to you, I promise. And after all, I haven’t given you the coordinates to the princess yet.”

      That much was true.

      “Where is it?” roared Boomer.

      “Come on now, if I tell you, you have no reason to keep me alive.”

      “At this point,” said Kevin, “does it really matter? Perhaps some actions are too heinous to forgive. Perhaps you need to learn responsibility the hard way, even if it’s the last thing you do.”

      “Just say the word, Kevin,” said Boomer with agitation.

      “Wait, wait. Ok, here,” said Lacuna, her voice trembling.

      She reached into her pants pocket and took out a small data crystal and handed it to Kevin.

      “This contains the last location the spy relayed to Jared and the ships’ energy signatures so you can track their current vector. I thought it better to not let the spy know of the change in ownership just yet, you know, loyalties and such. There’s also some valuable information about the Kregan destroyer on the crystal. It’s a one-of-a-kind ship, really, not at all the same as their other craft. The extra blueprints of the ship should provide you with a tactical advantage.”

      Kevin took his helmet off, threw it to the side, and grabbed the crystal, securing it in his own pant’s pocket.

      “Can I eat her now?” asked Boomer.

      “Wait, what?” exclaimed Lacuna. “I just gave you what you wanted. Have mercy!”

      “Like the mercy you’ve shown us and Ziron,” said Kevin.

      “Your cat friend is still alive. I just put him into a gentle sleep. Alright, he might wake up with a bit of a headache but that’s just an unfortunate side effect from the sleeping drug.”

      “We can’t trust you, and we can’t take you along, you may try to sabotage or kill us again. Letting Boomer eat you seems like the safest course of action.”

      Some sensations must have come back to Lacuna’s leg as she tried, painfully, to get back on her feet.

      “I’m glad you had that set on stun,” she said once she was standing up.

      “I’m not,” countered Boomer.

      Ziron’s voice boomed through invisible speakers. “Just kill her, she’s too much of a risk!”

      “Good to hear your voice, Zee,” said Kevin. “I—I don’t know, perhaps we should just give her a ship and let her go.”

      “Yes, that’s a great idea—”

      “Shut up!” roared Boomer.

      Lacuna froze.

      “Look, Kevin,” argued Ziron over the ship’s sound system. “If you’re not going to step up and do what needs to be done, then I sure will.”

      “What? Wait!”

      But Ziron didn’t. Two trap doors opened in the ceiling and two laser cannons lowered and acquired Lacuna with laser precision. Whatever fear Kevin saw in her eyes earlier had now grown tenfold. She had the look of someone who knew she was about to die.

      “No! Don’t shoot, Zee,” implored Kevin.

      “Sorry—”

      Kevin reacted instinctively and jumped forward, hands first. Boomer, who must have predicted his action, darted forward too when the laser cannons opened fire. Kevin grabbed Lacuna in midair, pushing her out of the way, not even realizing that his head was somewhat being cushioned by her chest. Two powerful blasts left the cannons and one streaked past his head, burning the top of his shoulder, while the second blast was deflected by Boomer’s shield as he jumped to cover Kevin.

      Before he was about to crush both Kevin and Lacuna, he gave one strong flap of his wings and landed to the side.

      “Are you completely insane, Ziron!?” complained Boomer. “You’d better have died of a heart attack or I’ll eat you myself!”

      But there were no answers. Not with words anyway. All they heard was a scared mewing sound.

      Kevin felt a strong pain in his shoulder where the laser had burned through his flesh and had fused part of his synthetic shirt with it, right between the reinforced plating neck and shoulder pieces. He got up, nonetheless, and grabbed his gun from the floor.

      “Thank you—”

      But Kevin didn’t wait for Lacuna to say anything else, and he shot her in the chest twice. She lost consciousness on the spot.

      “Let’s drag her sorry ass back to the bridge.”
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      Kevin didn’t see Ziron as he entered the bridge. Boomer, now back in tiger form, followed him in with Lacuna on his back, still unconscious.

      “Hey, Zee, where are you?”

      “I’m sorry,” said a tiny muffled voice behind a console.

      “You don’t have to hide, we forgive you.”

      Ziron’s head timidly peaked out from cover but retracted immediately when Boomer roared loudly.

      “Boomer!” shouted Kevin.

      “I’m so sorry,” implored Ziron. “I never wanted to shoot you!”

      “I know,” said Kevin. “It’s okay, it’s just a flesh wound. We need to get this fleet up and running.”

      “I’ve actually made some good progress on that,” said Ziron, his voice still shaky.

      Kevin gave Boomer a meaningful look. “Just come out from there, we’re not going to hurt you.”

      Ziron stepped out.

      Kevin grabbed the crystal and threw it to Ziron who caught it. “That contains all we need to get to Kalliopy. How soon can we be on our way?”

      “I should be able to write a crude two-way communication and remote-control protocol with this ship within ten minutes, maybe less.”

      “What about the other ships?”

      “Fortunately, the main destroyer in this fleet is fully networked with the others in the fleet.”

      “That’s good news. So we can take the entire fleet with us to go rescue the princess?”

      “Not exactly. Four of the ships will have to stay here for now. We can always come back for them later. Two have depleted all their energy reserves and the other two are simply too low in energy to power their engines.”

      “Bottom line?”

      “We’ll have a tad over half a fleet. But, I must point out that their weaponry, while top of the line a thousand years ago, aren’t exactly up to snuff today.”

      “One problem at a time. Let’s get crackin’.”

      “What about her?”

      “I’ll deal with her myself.”

      Ziron quickly walked next to Boomer and searched Lacuna.

      “What are you doing?” asked Kevin.

      He removed a small oval pink capsule that looked like jewelry from Lacuna’s attire and threw it to Kevin.

      “That’s how she incapacitated me.”
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        * * *

      

      When Lacuna woke up, she was securely tied a chair at the back of the shuttle, which they had used to get onto the Orus.

      “My—my head is killing me,” she moaned.

      “Well, at least you’re still breathing,” said Kevin. “I think a headache is not too bad a tradeoff.”

      “Where am I?”

      “In the shuttle we’re giving you.”

      “Why am I tied up?”

      “Do you really have to ask?”

      “I do. I learned my lesson, I promise. I’m just looking forward to going back to Omicron and hope we never cross paths again.”

      “You got that right. You’re in luck, that’s exactly where this shuttle is programmed to go. And since it doesn’t have hyperspace capabilities, it will take you a few weeks to get there. Let you practice patience and give you ample time to reflect on your actions.”

      She looked at her arm and saw an IV attached to it. “Is that what this is for?”

      “Yeah, we wouldn’t want you to die of thirst or hunger on your way back, but it’s not secured all that well, so there’s no guarantee it won’t fall off if you struggle trying to get yourself free.”

      “I can’t get stuck here for weeks,” she protested, “someone’s gonna take all that’s mine in Omicronia’s tower!”

      “You should have thought about that before trying to double-cross us. And, technically, they’ll be taking over Jared’s operation, won’t they? You know what? I’d love to stay and chat, but I have lots to do.”

      Kevin took a step forward and lowered his head to Lacuna’s level.

      “Goodbye kiss?” she asked.

      “Not a chance, knowing you, you have your tongue layered with nerve agent.”

      Lacuna smiled. “You’re a quick learner, but Kevin, let me ask you one question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll have to give me more than that.”

      “Why keep me alive? You know that if the positions were reversed, you’d be floating in space right now, so why not just kill me? Why give me a chance to get back at you in the future?”

      “Because I don’t consider myself a cold-hearted killer. And because not everybody is an asshole, at least not from where I come from anyway.”

      “You should go back there, this universe will swallow you whole and spit out your bones.”

      Kevin shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      “Looking forward to seeing you again, nugget.”

      “I’m not. Nighty night,” said Kevin before squeezing the pink sleep-gas container next to Lacuna’s nose.

      Kevin then pressed two controls on the shuttle and exited in a hurry. He looked as the backdoor closed and the shuttle lifted off the Orus’ landing bay and flew through the atmospheric shield before heading into space.

      Even though I hope we never see each other again, something tells me we will. And, weirdly enough, I’m kind of okay with that.
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        * * *

      

      “What am I supposed to eat now?” complained Boomer in his Beagle form. “You didn’t let me eat Lacuna, and you won’t let me have Zee fricassee. Be reasonable.”

      Kevin smiled. “What’s wrong with the rations we brought back from the Orus?”

      “Oh, yeah, thousand-year-old rations, yuuuummm! Have you tried this stuff? Even I have better standards than that?”

      “You’ve eaten worse things and you know it.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Do we really want to go there?”

      “No, no, that won’t be necessary.”

      “I thought so.”

      “Hey, Kevin, can I ask you a question?”

      “Plenty of time until we go into battle again, so sure, shoot.”

      “Why did you keep her alive? I mean, that Lacuna chick is bad news, surely you can see that.”

      “I can. But I chose to give her a second chance. Though I might live to regret it.”

      “Well, with what soon awaits us, one can only hope.”

      They both laughed.

      “We’ll be fine. We didn’t go through all of this to let a single Kregan dreadnought and a few measly pirate ships stand in our way, am I right or am I right?”

      Boomer barked.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was rubbing his chin as he looked at the holographic representation of the enemy fleet. He’d been looking at it for longer than he cared to, but he still wasn’t completely sure how to pull off the rescue mission.

      Brute force? Stealth approach? Diversion? A mixture of all three? After all, each had their pros and cons.

      “So have you decided on a game plan yet?” asked Ziron as Boomer snored in the background.

      Game plan. If only this was a game. I could just restart from the checkpoint if I died or messed up my objective. But it’s not. This is life and death, ours, as well as Kalliopy’s. I can’t afford to screw this up.

      Kevin rubbed his eyes, unable to hide his fatigue anymore, both mental and physical. “I’m not sure. Why can’t we just beam her out again?”

      “We’ve been over this, they’ve deactivated her sub-space implant, so you’ll need to wear one and inject her with one as well when you reach her. But let’s count our blessings here. If it wasn’t for the extra blueprints Lacuna had on the data crystal, I wouldn’t have been able to beam you in the ship with their shields up. But with that info, I can beam you in and both of you out again once you’ve injected her with the implant.”

      “At least there’s that,” said Kevin with a long drawn-out yawn.

      “We still have three hours, perhaps you should try and sleep at least one or two of those.”

      There’s nothing I want more, but I can’t.

      “I wish I could, believe me. Can’t you just inject me with a boosting cocktail? You know, some stims of some kind.”

      “I’m not sure that would be good idea.”

      “Not what I asked, Zee. Yes or no?”

      “I suppose…”

      Kevin slowly dropped his head to the side.

      “Okay, yes,” continued Ziron, “I can, but maybe we should do that later, so that you don’t crash in the middle of your rescue mission.”

      That’s actually not a half-bad idea.

      “And you’re sure there’s no way to fix my smart armor?”

      “Not going to happen. It would require weeks to make a new fully functional prototype I’m afraid.”

      “What about a less functional one?”

      “I don’t think you want to risk your life using my beta software, and even if you did, I simply don’t have the resources or the time.”

      Kevin worried that infiltrating the Kregan ship without that advantage was suicidal. He could stay aboard, command the fleet remotely, and send Boomer in his stead, but as much as he trusted his dog to be able to pull it off, he couldn’t possibly imagine putting him in the line of fire.

      No, I can’t do that. Think, Kevin!

      “What about Boomer’s armor? Did you juice it up? And can’t you just transfer it to me?”

      “It will be back to nearly full power by the time we deploy, yes. As for transferring it to you, I wish I could, but the smart nanites network already adjusted to his physiology, so—”

      “What would be the downside of that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Kevin let his palm slide from his forehead to his chin. “I mean, technically speaking, if you were to transfer the armor to me, what would happen?”

      “If you survive the link, which I cannot guarantee, though I suppose we can run simulations to make sure we limit transfer risks to a bare minimum; then the nanites in the armor would transform you into a Beagle as your resting form. And there might be side effects if your interaction with the armor is prolonged for too long.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, if you start randomly scratching yourself out of the blue after the mission, don’t come and complain to me ‘cause I don’t think this option is worth exploring.”

      “Swell, and warnings aside, once I wear his armor, could I then just simply morph into myself to compensate?”

      “No, like I told you, this is an older model, it will only work with a quadruped transformation due to the adaptability of the neuronal nanite matrix. Its imprint is now fixed to quadrupeds. I know, that’s quite the design flaw, but that’s how it is. So, you could still transform into all sorts of things that walk on four legs, even a walking dog or dragon, but not a human that naturally walks on two legs.”

      “That’s why Boomer looked more like the alien in the third movie of the franchise. I think I understand the limitation.”

      Ziron’s eye blinked slowly. “I’m not sure you fully do, Kevin. Movie references aside, the chances of you being able to perform as a quadruped as well as Boomer can, are slim at best. Your conscious mind is simply too accustomed to walking on two feet.”

      “But you said that I can walk on two legs in these forms, like Boomer could.”

      “Yeah, being able to do it is not the issue. Look at me, I can walk too if I choose to, but it’s more comfortable, and more importantly, natural and instinctive to just use all four legs. I can run faster too. There’s no way I can compete with you in a race on just two legs, just like I’ll smoke you on all fours.”

      “Then I should just go with Arcadian space marine armor and guns blazing.”

      “Without heavy shields, that’s just plain crazy. You said it yourself. It would be suicidal.”

      “I can’t believe I screwed this up by trying to become a giant robot. What was I thinking?”

      “Hey, give yourself a break, you didn’t know that would damage the armor permanently by overloading its power source. I should have warned you to never deplete or push the power cell beyond its limits. I share the blame for this too.”

      But it didn’t matter whose fault it was. And Kevin was painfully aware of that. Not to mention part of him wasn’t sure he would have acted differently even if he had known the limitations.

      “You don’t understand, Ziron. I always do these things. It’s like when I got a newer, less crappy computer last year and heard of the art of overclocking. I went at it heads down, without doing my research but confident I knew enough about tech to make it work easy-peasy. With the dumb illusion that I could get more muscle out of that CPU, instead of enjoying the nice bump in power it already provided. Well, would have, if I had not burned it to a crisp, may it rest in peace. I get these shiny toys, and when I do, I have the bad habit of wanting them to be better, and more often than not I end up breaking them. Look at the Thalamos. I ruined the best prototype ship you ever built.”

      “You can’t possibly blame yourself for saving the Arcadian Confederate. Screw the fact that the Thalamos was destroyed in the process. That was a victory, one that saved all our lives. I won’t have you denigrate this achievement of yours. And speaking of victories so was your ascension to the seven-hundredth floor on Omicronia’s tower. And I don’t think wishing a different outcome now can help us in any way. What’s done is done.”

      Ziron was right. Lamenting over things Kevin could have done differently was not helping, but ultimately, it was human nature through and through. Who in his or her life never wished they could rewrite parts of it? Especially the parts they considered their most abject failures.

      “Alright. If we were to attempt the armor transference, could you equip Boomer with a basic neuronal interface? Something similar to what was used by the pill I swallowed back on Earth when I met that dying Arcadian? The one that allowed me to control the dead body a few galaxies away.”

      “Yes, very easily in fact, but for what purpose?”

      “If I’m going to be a Beagle going to rescue a princess, I need Boomer to remote pilot the fleet for me while I’m rescuing her. I can’t be in two places at once.”

      Boomer’s ears raised up and he yawned.

      “Did I hear my name?” he said.

      “Kind of, come here.”

      Boomer stretched, vigorously shook his head, catapulting drool filaments all over before coming to sit next to Kevin and Ziron.

      “What did I miss?” he asked.

      “We’re talking the possibility of transferring your smart nano-armor to me so I can infiltrate the Kregan ship as a quadruped, while you remote-pilot the fleet as a diversion” said Kevin.

      Boomer blinked his eyes multiple times and then smiled. “I’m still sleeping, right? Because that didn’t make any sense.”

      “No, I assure you, you’re awake.”

      “Oh—You were being serious. While I have a pretty good inkling of what your life is and have watched you play many games and binged many movies with you, I don’t think you have done the same about me. What I mean is that I don’t think you know what the life of a dog, or any quadruped is like, at least not as much as you think you do.”

      “I’ve seen you lick your balls at least a hundred times.”

      “I rest my case, your honor. Seriously, in what universe will that info help you in the midst of battle?”

      “Boomer is right,” commented Ziron.

      “I know,” conceded Kevin. “But I still think this could work.”

      “It’s your life, buddy, but maybe you should let me go get the princess and you remote kick the Kregan fleet’s ass from here.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t considered that option. But we can’t do that, you may need human instinct and reflexes. Remember the stick incident?”

      “Yeah, that was embarrassing. I get your point. However…”

      Both Ziron and Kevin answered in concert: “However what?”

      “Nah, it’s probably a stupid idea.”

      “We won’t know until you tell us,” insisted Ziron.

      “Well,” Boomer proposed, “if you’re gonna equip me with a neuronal link to fly the fleet in the first place, and that’s cool, you know, no pressure, I can deal with that, I think…”

      “Boomer,” said Kevin impatiently.

      “Right, sorry. Can’t you just link my consciousness to the armor so I could take care of the instincts part that’s needed as far as quadruped mobility? You know—Okay, I just heard what I said and it sounded dumber than I thought it would be, so never mind, that’s a stupid idea.”

      “Actually, it’s not,” said Ziron. “If I could isolate just your natural-born instincts brain patterns, those you rely on for running, jumping, and the such, I think I could feed them to the smart armor’s AI and perhaps even sync some of it with your consciousness waves. At the very least, I could build a neuronal-net model of that knowledge that would allow Kevin to think what he wants to do, but the actual movements of each limb would derive from that simulated model. That could actually work. Good job, Boomer!”

      Boomer slapped his ears with his paws. “Is the translator malfunctioning? I didn’t understand a single word you just said.”

      Kevin smiled. “I think it works fine, and we finally have the building blocks of a solid plan.”
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      Everyone was on the bridge, minutes away from crunch time. Ziron had made last minute modifications to Boomer’s implant to access the speech part of his brain and have his implant replicate what the armor AI was doing so that they could still talk to him with words and for him to be able to answer back.

      “What’s your status, Boomer?” asked Kevin.

      “My status is that I think I’m gonna shit myself, how’s that? Seriously, are you insane to think I can pilot a fleet of ships just because I saw SciFi movies and watched you play Wing Commander?”

      “Remember the techno-gibberish you didn’t understand about me getting quadruped instincts and all that?”

      “Kind of, though truth be told, the more I think about it, the more I get the urge to chase my own tail.”

      Kevin chuckled. Dogs will be dogs.

      “Well, the bottom line is that the idea can work both ways,” reassured Kevin. “So you don’t actually need to know how it all works to the point of stressing yourself out. Zee created a neuronal model of my experience in these matters and gave me access to your neuronal link. So, just think of attacking a certain ship, or retreating, or boosting your ship’s defenses and your neuro-interface will feed Mira the necessary data she needs to use my own tactics to fight the ships, make power distribution changes, and the like. Or a close enough simulation anyway. Just think of what you need done in the simplest of terms and let the implant do the rest.”

      “Wouldn’t it be simpler to just let her do that without me attached altogether?”

      “AI’s lack instincts and that real-time flare that makes us alive. We have the fight or flight reactions, and we feel things on deeper levels than just brain power, and more importantly, we have instincts. It’s best if you do this.”

      “Why can’t Ziron do it?”

      “His instincts are a little too hardwired to running and hiding. No offense, Zee.”

      “None taken,” shrugged Ziron.

      “And, really, Boomer,” Kevin continued, “when someone tells the story of the boy who saved the universe, do you want the sidekick to be a cat or a dog?”

      Boomer smiled. “You should have led with that. Count me in, I got this.”

      Kevin shook his head, amused.

      I can’t believe playing on his ego worked. I thought that was mostly a human thing.

      “I wouldn’t mind if the sidekick is a cat,” said Ziron. “When you tell the story, I mean. I don’t actually want to take his place nor would I have time to reprogram the machine for me anyway.”

      “Well, we’ll make sure you’re not forgotten in the tale,” said Kevin. “But let’s first survive it, shall we?”

      “Typical cat attitude, take the easy way out,” snorted Boomer.

      “Let’s not forget we’re alive thanks to him,” argued Kevin, “and you didn’t exactly fill us with confidence until Zee became part of the equation.”

      Boomer didn’t answer but Kevin knew his words had the desired impact.

      “Hyperspace exit imminent,” said Mira. “Exit in five. . .four. . .three. . .two. . .one.”

      The Osiris and Orus battlegroup exited hyperspace only a few thousand kilometers from the Kregan fleet. The pirate ship escorts were the first ones to come about and vector toward them.

      “Give them hell, Boomer.”

      Boomer barked as his neuronal implant activated as did the successfully transferred armor on Kevin. He morphed into a Beagle and the sensation was bizarre to say the least. He took three steps and stumbled on the ground.

      That’s not good!

      “Zee,” he said, “it’s not working.”

      “Give the system a moment to sync up, the armor’s AI needs to scan your brain activity and know how to sync efficiently with it.”

      Patience under pressure, not my forte.

      But sure enough, Kevin metaphorically picked himself up and could walk without a problem, it felt slightly weird during the first few steps, but the more he did it, the easier it got. Soon, he was running circles around the bridge. The feeling was exhilarating. The low vantage point made his speed all the more impressive and even addictive. He changed into a cheetah and took things to another level.

      The agility, speed, and power he now possessed was generating so much dopamine inside his human mind that he felt like he had taken the best drug in the world. Speaking of drugs.

      “Should you give me the stim cocktail now?” asked Kevin.

      “You don’t exactly seem to be needing it, but I guess better safe than sorry.”

      Kevin in cheetah form stopped by Ziron who injected the cocktail of drugs under his fur. Kevin had never used such substances before, except for energy drinks, so to say the experience was intense was an understatement.

      Was it because it was the first time? Or was it amplified because he was a big cat? He didn’t know, nor did he care. He had never felt so alert, agile, and strong in his entire life.

      With a single thought, he added armor to his feline body, and two auto-targeting turrets atop the shoulder armor pieces morphed into place.

      “Locked, loaded, and ready to be beamed onto the enemy ship.”

      Ziron nodded. “Good luck, Kevin.”

      Kevin roared before being teleported away from the bridge of the Osiris.
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        * * *

      

      Fire At Will was Boomer’s first thought. And his fleet simultaneously started firing at the enemy’s ship.

      The thoughts swirling inside Boomer’s mind were indescribable and nothing he had experienced in his life as a dog. He was plugged into a holographic theater, ships maneuvering and firing at him and his fleet.

      When the Osiris was hit and the ship trembled, Boomer felt slightly overwhelmed and questioned the utter madness of this plan. Fortunately, Mira was connected to his mind and was a prompt comfort when he needed it most.

      Take a deep breath, Boomer. You’re doing fine, she said.

      The mental thoughts would take a little longer to get used to. Boomer was accustomed to only having inner monologues of his own making, so hearing any other voice but his own, no matter how sweet it sounded, was strange and unnatural.

      But there was a certain exhilaration and tremendous sense of accomplishment attached to what he was doing. He was, after all, the first dog to ever command an entire space fleet. Even though he had no doubt no other dogs would ever believe him in the poop park, the feeling of pride was real to him and that’s all that mattered.

      I suggest you focus your attention on the pair of incoming ships and celebrate your victory once it actually becomes one, said Mira.

      Kevin had told him how disturbing it was sometimes that Mira could read emotions and thoughts, and Boomer just got his first taste of that. Then again, with Kevin aboard the enemy ship, he was glad to have someone there.

      Boomer looked at the pair of pirate ships coming for a new wave of attack and peered at them thinking, “boom.”

      Simultaneously, both the Osiris and the rest of the battlegroup in range opened fire with high-powered lasers and plasma disruptors, and the Osiris even launched a volley of torpedoes. The result was devastating, and the first ship exploded with such force that the resulting shockwave diminished the second pirate ship’s shields and the last torpedo sent it straight to hell.

      Wow—How cool was that? Dammit! Now I’m feeling like licking my balls again.

      The moment the pair of pirate ships exploded, the other pirate ships took a more defensive stance, keeping their distance by retreating outside of the fleet’s firing range. Now that they were out of range, most of their firing salvos missed Boomer’s ships.

      “Ah! Ah! They’re shitting their tails!” exclaimed Boomer.

      But then a couple of minutes later, the Kregan destroyer changed vector and headed toward the fleet. It opened fire on the weakest of the old generation destroyers and it didn’t take very long to bring the first Arcadian battleship down.

      “Oh crap, I may have spoken too soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Xonax’s personal holo-screen burst to life and filled with the angry face of Captain Altanor.

      “You said there would not be a fleet coming here! This is not what we agreed upon!”

      “That’s unfortunate I agree, but my ship is more than capable of providing yours with cover. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m already down two ships. So you’d better.”

      “Do not mistake our alliance as one that resembles friendship. You knew there would be risks involved, I suggest you learn to deal with it. Fast.”

      “You better compensate us for our losses.”

      Right then and there Xonax questioned his wisdom in involving bands of pirates in the first place. They were volatile, and by definition, untrustworthy. But they were also mercenaries and so as long as they got paid, they would do their job. Something he couldn’t count on from other more civilized races.

      “I’ll replace your puny ships, now stop wasting my time and make sure to keep the enemy fleet occupied.”

      Altanor growled and spat toward his holo-camera before the image turned off.

      “Up yours, too,” said Xonax as he returned his attention to the holographic war theater.

      Sure, the arrival of a full-fledged fleet was not something he had anticipated, but even though the larger ships were numerous, their energy signature and shield’s power seemed weak compared to the Osiris.

      Additional scans also confirmed that there were no life-signs on board the extra ships, which brought a satisfied smile to Xonax’s face.

      They looked like relics from a time long gone. And Xonax had every intention to make sure to send them where they belonged, back to the dust of time.

      He opened a comm’s to the ship’s bridge.

      “Commander, target the fleet ships in the order I’m sending you. Focus fire on one ship at a time until they’re all but gone. Do not engage them individually. But make sure the Osiris’ shield never goes under fifty percent.”

      “But, Master—”

      “Do not think, do not argue, just execute my orders. Am I making myself clear?”

      “Like crystal.”

      The Kregan flagship adjusted its vector and started mowing down the old battleships.
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      Kevin was running along the corridors of the ship toward the cells. He had a holographic map overlaid in front of his vision inside his neuronal HUD. When red dots started flashing on the map, he knew he was about to encounter resistance.

      Three Kregan warriors darted at him, and Kevin knew the time had come to see what a big cat with pulse cannons could do. The auto-targeting turrets mowed down two of the Kregan warriors before they even could aim at him.

      The last one took his first shot at Kevin and it was a direct hit, but his personal shielding deflected the blast. The surprise on the Kregan’s face was all the distraction Kevin needed to make his move. He leapt forward, pushing on his back legs and literally flew in the air as he smashed the weapon out of the Kregan’s hands, leaving satisfying trails of cut skin in his wake.

      What happened next was pure instinct, and Kevin didn’t think about it, he mostly witnessed it. His only thought was to finish off the enemy, which triggered the instinct in his borrowed big cat’s motor system.

      The result was devastating, and before Kevin realized it, his cheetah’s fangs planted themselves into the Kregan’s neck, and Kevin saw surprise, despair, and terror in his eyes. The kill flooded his body with dopamine.

      When the next wave engaged him, Kevin felt like amping his stature. While the agility and speed of the cheetah was intoxicating, he wanted to experience a rawer form of power, so he morphed into a massive white tiger and charged the next three enemies, who were a couple of corridors ahead.

      What he had lost in speed, he made up for in pure strength, as he literally rammed the first Kregan warrior into the wall with such force that it catapulted the others nearby to the ground. As he impacted his head with the Kregan’s torso, he heard the warrior’s spine crack.

      The second warrior managed to grab his gun and aim it at Kevin’s head. He had to act fast, and that’s when Kevin thought how cool it would be if his tail was similar to a morning star. With that single thought, he swung it toward the Kregan warrior and his mental image took form while the move was happening.

      It resulted in the Kregan warrior being smashed against the wall, painting it in purple blood. Meanwhile, the auto-targeting pulse cannon put more holes in the last assailant than there were holes in a colander.

      When his holo-map showed an entire platoon heading his way, it was time to change tactics. Kevin couldn’t afford to waste too much of his armor’s power, and there was no way he would repeat the mistake he made on Omicron. No matter how good it felt to take down enemies in big cat form.

      Kevin morphed back into his Beagle resting form and hid under one of the dead warrior’s carcasses and thought about projecting an image of himself to the other side of the corridor. The multiple warriors avoided stepping on the downed bodies, and when they saw Kevin’s hologram, they opened fire. Kevin made the hologram run away and the warriors went in pursuit.

      Once they were far enough, he retook the cheetah form and ran toward the cells as fast as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer cringed as the third of the Arcadian battleships burst into flames. It didn’t explode on the spot and when he thought it would be cool if he could do some serious damage to the pirate fleet if he could have the ship explode in the vicinity of a tightly packed trio of enemy ships. He watched in awe as the ship, still engulfed in fire, micro-jumped right smack in the middle of the enemy.

      Next the engines overloaded and took out all three smaller pirate ships, sending them straight to hell.

      “Wow!” he exclaimed with three upbeat barks.

      That was a very good move, congratulated Mira.

      “Thank you, girl.”

      Girl?

      “Well, you’re female aren’t you?”

      I guess you could say that. I never really thought about it much.

      The last half-dozen pirate ships backed off even more from the bulk of the battle, but there was something nagging at the back of Boomer’s mind. The Kregan flagship clearly had the power to take on the Osiris, but every time their ship’s shield would approach midpoint, the Kregan dreadnought would just change targets.

      I agree, Boomer. This makes no sense. Unless—

      “Unless what?”

      Unless they don’t want to destroy us.

      “Duh, but why?”

      To use a human expression, this is the million-dollar question.

      Boomer didn’t like it. But right now he had to keep buying time for Kevin. He needed to know for sure, so he had the remaining five Arcadian battleships move out of firing range and he brought the Osiris on an attack vector.

      “Are you nuts?” protested Ziron. “We can’t possibly take on that ship, and neither would we want to, Kevin is still onboard.”

      “Relax, Zee, I’m just testing a theory, I can micro-jump out of there at any time.”

      “I don’t exactly like it when Kevin calls me Zee, but I like it even less when you do.”

      Boomer barked and smiled, his tongue bouncing up and down. “Good. You’ll get over it.”

      The Osiris approached the Kregan dreadnought and it sprayed lasers from every turret. It only made small dents in the enemy shields, and the Kregans retaliated in kind, but as expected, stopped when the Arcadian ship’s shields dropped below fifty percent.

      “We’re missing something here, but what could it be?”

      “Okay, you had your fun, now back off, what if they blow us up with a volley of torpedoes at close range?” said Ziron, with no small amount of fear making his voice tremble.

      Boomer was certain this would not happen, but perhaps their holding off was a tactic to have them feel like they could do anything and not fear being destroyed. So just to be on the safe side, the Osiris veered away and kept just inside the firing range as it went to hunt for easier targets. One of the pirate ships was just within the limit of weapon’s range and their shields were fluctuating.

      “Buh-bye!”

      Three quantum torpedoes blew it into a million pieces.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin arrived on level thirteen of the Kregan ship after a couple more skirmishes with enemy forces, during which he used both a black panther form as well as a jaguar. The tactics in bringing them down differed slightly with each form, but at the end of the day, in terms of finishing off enemies, the only variations he got was from changing the weapon he attached in place of a tail.

      He had tried a few flexible blades, titanium tails, but his favorite by far had been the lightsaber tail, which sliced through enemies like a hot knife through butter.

      But in the euphoria of using that one he had forgotten that this specific mode was giving the expression double-edged sword its full meaning, as he burned himself slightly during a miscalculated attack.

      That had been it for using the weapon, the target here was saving Princess Kalliopy, in the hope she was still alive, and not about him having loads of fun. Sure, it didn’t hurt to get the best of both worlds, but he reminded himself of what happened the last time he let his enthusiasm for the thrill take over both his main objective and his battle focus.

      His armor’s power cell still had about half its juice. The ship rocked slightly from the battle outside.

      “Everything okay there, Boomer?”

      “Yes, we just tested a theory, I’m backing off and pursuing the smaller ships now.”

      “What’s our status?”

      “We’ve lost three ships. I’ve taken the rest mostly out of the fight for now.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “Somehow it seems the Kregan are going out of their way not to destroy the Osiris.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Tell me about it. How are things on your end?”

      “I’ll be at the holding cells in a minute. Have Ziron get ready to beam us out the moment I give you the word.”

      “Sure thing—be careful.”

      “You too.”

      Kevin morphed back from a snow leopard to a cheetah for maximum speed. He was near the end of his rescue journey, and he could feel it in every one of his bones, even though they technically weren’t really his.
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      Kevin literally dispatched the first three guards at the entrance of the cell area with perfectly lined up headshots from his turrets. The Kregan warriors were dead way before their bodies hit the floor.

      That’s when a scent he instantly recognized tingled his cheetah’s olfactory senses.

      I would recognize that smell anywhere, the damn thing cost me my first kiss.

      In a matter of seconds, Kevin had reached the farthest hall. He stopped running just before carefully looking around the cover to see what awaited him on the perpendicular junction. There were only two guards guarding Kalliopy’s cell. Just before he decided to charge and kill them both, he stopped himself.

      His instinct told him that was the wrong move. But why? Thinking things through for a few seconds, he realized that he might need the help of the guard to actually open the cell. Sure, he could just elect to blow the door off, but that had risk implications for whoever was inside the cell.

      And he was certain it was Kalliopy. The scent he had detected earlier was stronger than ever now.

      Hang on tight, Princess, I’m coming.

      For some reason, his mind wandered as he still observed the guards from afar. He imagined what nickname he would have after he brought the princess back to her people and in stories and songs that would be written about his exploits.

      Kevin, the Lone Wolf.

      And just like that he changed into a beautiful wolf without realizing it until he saw his vantage point and vision adjust slightly to his new morphology. He was tempted to change into a Xenomorph like Boomer had, but just seeing the beast had scared the crap out of him. The thought of becoming the beast was too overwhelming.

      Plus, the nickname Kevin the Xenomorph had no appeal to him whatsoever. When one of the guards looked his way, he knew it was time to move. When that same guard saw him hurtling toward their position, he aimed his rifle and opened fire. That’s when Kevin thought about how cool it would be if he was not only a wolf but an iron wolf, and his body was instantly covered with highly polished metal that deflected the energy blasts onto the walls and the ceiling.

      Upon arriving to the guards’ position, Kevin darted at the first guard, crushing him with the weight of his iron self against the wall, cracking the Kregan’s spine in the process. He turned around as he felt blasts rebound against his backside and ripped away the enemy’s weapon with his teeth.

      His eyes lit bright red, which clearly terrified the guard as Kevin smashed the rifle between his teeth and discarded the remains to the side. He added a low growl to increase the fear level to the already shaky Kregan.

      “Open the damn door, now!” he growled.

      But the Kregan kept shaking. So Kevin toned down his appearance slightly and reverted to a magnificent white wolf with blue eyes.

      “I won’t repeat myself. Door. Open. Now!”

      The guard put his palm against the scanner on the side and the cell’s door opened revealing a dark room.

      “Lights, if you please.”

      The guard keyed another command while Kevin grew armor and a single cannon on his back. He set it to stun and fired it the moment the room lit up.

      As the Kregan guard fell on his back inside the cell, Kevin heard a female voice suppress a scream.

      Kevin took a deep breath and entered.

      There she was, in a fetal position against the farthest corner of the room, shaking like a leaf.

      “It’s alright, Princess, I’m here to save you.”

      She blinked a few times, with an expression on her face that told Kevin she was still trying to compute if the quadruped animal that entered the room had just talked. Kevin didn’t know if the Arcadians had wolves, let alone talking ones.

      “It’s me, Kevin,” he added.

      “Kevin? But—How? You sure look different.”

      “It’s a long story, one I’ll be happy to tell you once we get out of here.”

      Kalliopy relaxed and got up onto her feet. Kevin approached her as calmly as he could, the last thing he wanted was to startle her.

      “I need you to inject yourself with a sub-space tracker. Not an easy task for me to perform in this form.”

      When a loud alarm blared, Kevin knew they had to hurry.

      “How though? Where’s the tracker?”

      “Right, duh!” said Kevin.

      With a thought, a part of his armor slid open to reveal a subcutaneous injector. “Grab it and put it on your skin. Quick!”

      Kalliopy grabbed the device and injected herself, which made a swooshing sound.

      Kevin turned back into his Beagle form.

      “Why aren’t you returning to your human shape?” she inquired.

      “I’ll tell you later, that’s the way my dog looks. Just so there’s no confusion in a few moments.”

      But as he said the words and both heard himself and saw the dumbfounded look in her eyes, he understood that he couldn’t have been more confusing, even if he tried.

      “Ziron, two to beam out.”

      Green light streaks engulfed them both as they vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer tried jumping the fleet the moment Kevin and Kalliopy were aboard, but nothing happened.

      “Uh—guys? I can’t jump the ships!”

      “The enemy has erected a jump interdiction field.”

      Kevin barked. “Full impulse, engage!”

      The ships vectored away from the enemy fleet at maximum sub-light speeds.

      Ziron bowed. “Princess, it’s both a relief and an honor to see you again. I—I’m so terribly sorry we couldn’t come earlier.”

      Kalliopy smiled, despite being in poor health and her royal attire being mostly ripped, stained, and barely holding to her skin, she still looked beautiful.

      “That’s alright, Ziron. Thank you,” she looked at both Beagles. “Thank you all.”

      Boomer barked and Kevin spoke. “You’re welcome, we’re just glad we got here in time.”

      “Do you have to stay in that form? Mind you, it’s cute, but a little disconcerting.”

      “Ziron?” pleaded Kevin.

      “Come here, boy,” said Ziron playfully.

      Kevin was not amused but ran next to Ziron nonetheless.

      “We’ll discuss this later,” whispered Kevin.

      A purple energy circle drew under Kevin’s Beagle form and a column of light shot upward, sending Kevin levitating.

      “Extraction process commencing.”

      Kevin morphed from Beagle to other forms quickly: wolf, panther, tiger. Meanwhile, Kevin was making distorted yet clearly painfully related noises.

      “Is that normal? What’s going on?!” barked Boomer.

      Ziron scratched his head. “I’m not sure.”

      A red light and audible alarm sounded on his console.

      “Crap, something is overloading.”

      “Do something!” implored Boomer.

      “Ziron, don’t let Kevin be hurt,” ordered Kalliopy.

      Ziron worked on his holo-controls at light speed and the rate of transformations that Kevin was going through eased up as he morphed two more times until he finally returned to himself.

      Kevin panted heavily.

      He stepped out of the column of energy and the moment he did, Ziron’s console blew up and sparked and the column blinked out of existence.

      “Damn! That was close,” Ziron said.

      “What happened?” asked Kevin, holding his head.

      “I don’t know, but I think this armor is toast too,” his sight still locked onto where Kevin stood a second earlier.

      Kevin turned around to look at it and saw a puddle of liquid metal boiling and bubbling.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t look good.”

      Kevin felt a soft hand on his shoulder. “It doesn’t matter, you don’t need it anymore,” said Kalliopy.

      “Oh man!” exclaimed Boomer. “That was my armor.”

      Kevin smiled and then looked deep into the princess’ eyes. His heartbeat exploded and he thought for sure everyone would be able to hear it. Even after all she had gone through, she looked so stunning. Kevin had to fight the urge to kiss her right then and there.

      “Kevin,” she said. “Looks like you saved me again. That’s twice now.”

      “I didn’t realize we were keeping score.”

      She chuckled. “Everyone, if you don’t mind, I need to talk with Kevin in private.”

      “Your wish is our command,” said Ziron.

      Boomer just shrugged, but watched Kevin and Kalliopy leave the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Kalliopy was feeling a big pit form in her stomach as she led Kevin away from his friends. Would he ever see them again? She wondered. She hated this, but she had no choice.

      She would have gladly perished to not have to do this. But that wouldn’t save her innocent sister from her fate. And she simply could not let that happen.

      “You have no idea how much we had to do to rescue you,” said Kevin.

      “I can imagine, you look tired.”

      “I’m exhausted, I’m looking forward to taking a well needed shower and crash on a bed.”

      Kalliopy poorly attempted a smile.

      “Are you alright, Princess? What’s the matter?”

      “Please, call me Kalliopy.”

      Kevin smiled. “Very well, Kalliopy.”

      “I’m also quite tired. But before we both get the rest we deserve—” she paused, trying her hardest to suppress coming tears. “I think I owe you something.”

      Kevin’s face lit up and the dumbest yet happiest smile appeared. Kalliopy grabbed something in her pocket as she approached Kevin. She truly wanted to kiss the hero that had defied the odds and surmounted many challenges to come to her rescue. As a matter of fact, she had been disappointed the first time around when they didn’t get to kiss.

      This time though, it wouldn’t have been a kiss by proxy. But she couldn’t kiss him now, not with what she was about to do to him. She did, however, hope from the bottom of her heart and soul that the day would eventually come.

      He swallowed hard and closed his eyes as she drew near.

      She delicately applied the small circular device on Kevin’s neck. Three metallic claws pierced through Kevin’s skin.

      “Ooow!” he yelped, snapping his eyes open from the pain.

      Kalliopy’s eyes were full of tears. She hated herself in this moment and was deeply ashamed by her actions.

      “I’m so—so sorry, Kevin, please forgive me.”

      Streaks of red-orange light rained around Kevin.

      “Son of a toilet bru—”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin’s world changed as he opened his eyes. He saw Kalliopy’s beautiful face in tears as she apologized and asked for his forgiveness.

      In that instant, he wondered why that was. But it was only when he saw the streaks of red light engulf him that he realized what was happening. Though his brain couldn’t compute the enormity of it all.

      “Son of a toilet bru—“

      But he never finished his sentence, and everything around him changed as he beamed away from the Osiris and arrived to a much, much darker place.

      “Brush,” he ended up saying inadvertently to some men now standing in front of him.

      “What was that you said?” asked a tall man with a large scar running down his nose. “Not that it matters either way.”

      Before Kevin could formulate an answer, the man raised a gun at Kevin and fired.

      Everything turned black and just before Kevin lost consciousness he wondered. . .

      Why?
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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      Earthlings

      
        	Kevin - 18-year-old human

        	Boomer - Kevin’s dog, a beagle

      

      

      Arcadian Confederate

      
        	Princess Kalliopy - Leader of the Arcadian Confederate

        	Ziron - Cat-like alien species (called a Sphynx), Engineer, & Inventor

        	Athala - Kalliopy’s sister

        	Corso - Admiral in the Arcadian Fleet

        	Mira - Artificial Intelligence

      

      

      Pirates

      
        	Altanor - Pirate leader

      

      

      Kregans

      
        	Xonax - Banned Kregan, the emperor’s son

        	Yxantion - Kregan Emperor

        	Zbilus - Xonax’s first officer

        	Forlon - Xonax’s chief medical officer

      

      

      Others

      
        	Lacuna - Humanoid (race: unknown)

        	Darmak - Lacuna’s associate (race: Domdori)

        	Myrianna - Humanoid Tech Sorceress (race: unknown)

        	Orion 8-3-9-6 (eight-three-nine-six) - Artificial Intelligence

        	Leg’olas – Alien spider

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY ON FROM FAR BEYOND

          

        

      

    

    
      Book 1: Spaceship Down

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

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

      Before disembarking from the Thalamos, Neeron wipes Kevin’s memory of his meeting with him, in order to protect himself. That leaves a hole in Kevin’s memory, and he forgets the existence of the Sphynxes species.

      When presented to the princess on board Arcadia Prime, he’s granted one wish. He chooses a kiss that he, unfortunately, never gets the opportunity to receive, as the Arcadian Princess’ exotic scent makes him sneeze, and the device that allowed his consciousness to be present in the far beyond galaxy is lost in the process.

      

      Book 2: The Stranded Fleet

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Shouts of panic and fear filled the room.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Don’t shoot!” they implored.

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

      The crewmen nodded, one of them shaking heavily.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “All clear.”

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

      “Well done, Kevin.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “What are you doing?” Kevin shouted.

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

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

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

      

      
        
        —== Three days earlier ==—

      

      

      

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

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

      “Are you alright, your majesty?”

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

      “Are you hurt?” asked Ziron.

      “No, Ziron, I’m not hurt.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “What?” said Ziron in disbelief.

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

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

      Boomer growled and barked loudly multiple times.

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

      “All we’ve done,” protested Boomer.

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

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

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

      He pressed a couple of holo-controls.

      “Better,” added Ziron.

      Boomer barked repeatedly and stopped, confused.

      “What did you do?” Kalliopy asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “They…they have my sister.”

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

      “Only their word.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m counting on it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ahhh, crap. Not a bad dream.”

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

      “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

      “Don’t you see me already?”

      “No, where?”

      “Look on your shoulder.”

      Kevin looked at his right shoulder.

      “The other one,” said the voice.

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

      “Help! Get this thing off of me!”

      “What thing?” said the spider.

      Kevin blinked multiple times.

      “You—you speak?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Do you mind if I ask why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “So much for the universal translator.”

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

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

      “Do what?”

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

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

      Oh for the love of god! Now what?

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

      “So?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m just licking your wound.”

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

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

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

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

      Kevin looked at his wound and realized it was gone.

      Huh.

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

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

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

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

      “Okay. What will you call me?”

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

      “What’s a cliché?”

      “Something we don’t want to use, let’s just leave it at that.”

      “O—kay!”

      Okay, indeed.

      “Itsy…What do you think of Itsy?”

      The spider shook its tiny head. “I don’t like it.”

      “Okay, what about Bitsy?”

      “Same thing.”

      “Well…I guess they sound similar, don’t they?”

      The spider nodded enthusiastically.

      “Okay, then what about Spidey?”

      “It’s cute but too generic.”

      Of course, it is. You gotta be kidding me.

      “Are you venomous?” asked Kevin.

      “I can bite and people tend to sleep for a very long time afterward. Does that count?”

      “I would say so. What about Venom then?”

      “It sounds scary. I’d rather not sound like a scary friend.”

      No matter what I call you, you’re a talking spider, and I think you’ll always scare the crap out of me on some level.

      As Kevin had that thought, he had to admit that the more he talked with the furry yellow thing, the less he was afraid of it. He wondered if perhaps them not being able to communicate was part of why most humans had a phobia of spiders.

      Kevin chuckled out of the blue.

      “What is it?” asked the spider.

      “I just thought of a funny name.”

      “Let me hear it.”

      “Leg’olas.”

      The spider fell on her back four legs and waved her front legs in the air.

      “What are you doing?” Kevin asked.

      “I’m happy. I like it. From now on, I shall be called Leg’olas.”

      “I’m glad we’ve settled that. Now, what else can you do?”

      Leg’olas lifted a leg. “I can run,” then she lifted another. “I can jump,” and she kept going on like this for each of her abilities. “I can bite, I can lick, I can make a web, and I can talk.”

      “Good thing you don’t have more abilities; I don’t think you’d still be standing if you did.”

      Leg’olas looked at her two back legs still connecting with the hovering device and laughed. Then she ran back right in front of Kevin’s face.

      I guess I’ll have to get used to Leg’olas crawling all over me.

      “So, we’re friends?” she asked.

      “Yes, we’re friends. I’m Kevin. Nice to meet you.”

      But Leg’olas looked to the side and started shaking, and before Kevin could ask, Leg’olas jumped away from his arm.

      “Where did you go? What’s wrong?”

      “Someone’s coming.”

      “And?”

      “And you’re not the only one who doesn’t like spiders around here.”

      “Ah…”
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        * * *

      

      The ship rocked and woke Lacuna from her sleep.

      “What? Who’s there?”

      But no one answered. Maybe her mind was playing tricks on her.

      It took Lacuna a few moments to remember where she was, but the smell of her own body odor did a very good job of reminding her.

      If I get my hands on Kevin…

      Lacuna knew that her anger was misplaced. After what she had pulled, she couldn’t blame him if he had executed her in cold blood. And she had had plenty of time with her own thoughts to think about it too.

      What she had perceived as weakness and naiveté might actually have been qualities of someone with a good heart and principles. But in this galaxy, principles could get you killed, so she hoped he would toughen up a little.

      Still, right now she needed to return to Omicronia before someone without principles took her place. Kevin had effectively destroyed most of her security on his way up to the seven-hundredth floor. If there was one place that didn’t lack opportunistic vultures, it was Omicronia, and being one herself, she knew that very well.

      The ship rocked once more, and something on the other side of the ship bleeped.

      Was that an incoming transmission? If it were, she wasn’t in a position to do anything about it. Not unless she risked disconnecting her feeding tube from her arm. But then if that failed, she’s die of dehydration before reaching Omicronia.

      Kevin had not bluffed, the intravenous feeding tube was barely attached to her skin and would fall if she moved ever so slightly, unlike her bindings that seemed unbreakable.

      She looked around like she had done a thousand times in the last three days, hoping to find something, anything, that could help her get out of her restraints. But, no luck. The ship was cleaner than a Rasolian temple and seeing as it belonged to a Sphynx, it was no surprise. The furry creatures were obsessed with cleanliness. Well, except for the now strong pee smell around her chair.

      She sighed in frustration when an idea crossed her mind.

      What do I have to lose exactly?

      She started screaming. “Anybody out there? Please HELP! HELP!”

      She kept screaming until her voice gave out and her throat was raw.

      So much for that plan. Oh well, it was worth a try.

      The ship’s controls bleeped and the engine died off.

      “What the heck?” she said aloud. “Hmm…interesting, maybe shouting wasn’t as dumb an idea as it sounded.”

      A tractor beam grabbed the ship, and she could tell from the distant viewport in the cockpit that it was being brought to the side of another ship. A metallic thunk followed; someone was attaching to the docking port.

      The question now was, was it a friend or a foe. Not that she was in any position to do anything about the latter anyway.

      She strongly hoped that whatever happened next was better than two more weeks stuck to a chair in a room that would keep smelling more and more like excrement as time passed.

      She heard air fill on the other side of the bulkhead. Pressurization, so at least it had to be an oxygen-breathing species. But that didn’t necessarily mean it was good news; it could very well be a bounty hunter with her name on their warrant. The thought made her stress levels jump through the roof in a heartbeat.

      Stay positive…

      She swallowed hard as she heard increasingly louder footsteps.

      Yeah, I’m gonna take a leap of faith and say that whatever is about to enter here is better than being stuck sitting atop a pool of my own bodily fluids.

      Truth be told, she was only half convinced, but on the flip side, she’d soon know whether or not she had damaged, at least temporarily, her beautiful vocal cords.

      Her heartbeat pounded against her chest like a Mandochukan drum parade. She looked at the manual release wheel with anticipation when she heard a strange noise.

      Was someone trying to cut a hole on a perfectly working door? There was only one person she knew of that was that stupid. But how could he know she was here?

      “Darmak? Is that you?”

      “Bothhh?” echoed a dumb voice. “Ithhh dat yuu?”

      If she had free hands, now would be a perfect time to face-palm. But it would have to wait.

      “Yes, it’s me! Are you trying to cut through the door?”

      “Yethhh, I’ll have yu out in no teime, hang on.”

      Darmak was a very loyal employee but not the brightest. He had never really mastered speaking to begin with, let alone deep-space rescue. But at least he was here, so all in all: silver lining.

      “Stop trying to cut through the damn door. Use the manual release valve, you du—”

      She stopped herself. He didn’t like being called names, and right now was not the time to anger him. Not if she wanted to hold on to her hope of a nice sonic shower and change of clothes.

      “Whut?” said Darmak.

      “You see that round thing sticking out of the door?”

      “Eeeeh. Yeeeeah. What about it?”

      Lacuna took a long, deep breath and had to expend a large amount of positive energy to try and stay zen.

      “Turn it to open the door.”

      She heard some muffled growling and panting.

      “It no work.”

      “Yeah, yeah, now try turning it to the other side.”

      “Okaaay.”

      The door finally opened and the massive pink-skinned Domdori entered the ship, but not before hitting the top of his elongated cranium against the top of the doorframe. His head made a hollow sound.

      Figures…

      “Boy, am I happy to see you!” she exclaimed.

      Darmak was holding his bumped head as he came next to her.

      “Me toooo, bothhh.”

      “Boss.”

      “Dat wut I say, bothhh.”

      “So much for the enunciation lessons.”

      “Wut?”

      “Never mind, get me out of my bindings, will you?”

      He raised the torch he was holding in his other hand. “Huh?”

      She blinked twice before answering. “No, not with that.”
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      The cell door opened and bright light bathed Kevin’s face. It took a few moments and several blinks for his sight to adjust from the otherwise dark place.

      “Don’t tell them I’m here,” whispered Leg’olas.

      “You got it,” answered Kevin in kind.

      Two shadows were silhouetted against the light. They looked humanoid, which Kevin decided was a good sign.

      “Oh, finally. I’d like a Big Mac value meal, and king size it, with fries and a Coke,” said Kevin with a smile.

      “Huh?” said one of the men, scratching his head.

      “Ignore the boy,” the other voice said. “He’s taunting us. He hasn’t learned his lesson yet.”

      “And what lesson would that be?” asked Kevin.

      “Show him,” said the lead man.

      The bigger of the two approached Kevin and punched him in the gut. Kevin wasn’t prepared for it, which made the blow that much more painful.

      “Son of a..,” moaned Kevin. “You’ll regret that. Mark my words.”

      Kevin spat some blood on the floor.

      “Didn’t your mommy teach you not to try and play a tough guy with pirates?” asked the lead humanoid.

      Pirates? Hmmm…I thought these people could be Kregans.

      “No, she didn’t,” answered Kevin defiantly and then smiled. “Neither did yours last night, but in her defense, she couldn’t exactly speak, you know, with her mouth being otherwise occupied and all that.”

      The pirate leader growled. “Sissi, again!”

      The henchman hit Kevin in the gut. And even though Kevin was prepared for that blow, it still hurt like hell.

      Kevin took a few deep breaths and then laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?” asked the pirate leader.

      “I’m being bludgeoned by a guy called Sissi? That’s precious.”

      “If you like it so much, I can ask him to stay with you and do this all night.”

      Kevin looked at Sissi and grimaced. “That won’t be necessary, but thanks for the offer. No offense, Sissi, but I prefer my company to have at least half the IQ of an oyster.”

      Kevin could tell from Sissi’s facial expression that he had no idea how to interpret what Kevin had just said.

      I rest my case.

      The pirate leader moved Sissi to the side, came a few centimeters away from Kevin’s face, and stared deeply into Kevin’s eyes. Kevin knew he should be afraid but after all he went through, he only wondered how and why Kalliopy would do this to him. It didn’t make any sense. None at all.

      “On my world,” said Kevin, “it’s customary to buy someone dinner before exposing them to foul personal hygiene and BO. No offense. Also, introducing oneself before hitting a stranger is considered polite, though I get the feeling politeness isn’t a pirate’s forte.”

      “I don’t know if you’re incredibly brave for a boy your age or just plain stupid.”

      “The jury’s still out on that one…mister. . .?”

      “Captain Altanor. Your worst nightmare.”

      Kevin knew that antagonizing the pirate was probably not the safest course of action, but he couldn’t help it. His instincts told him he’d better appear strong rather than scared. Maybe it would give him leverage going forward.

      “I have had some pretty nasty nightmares, aside from the smell of your breath, which you could fix by, oh, I don’t know, brushing. . .you don’t seem that scary to me.”

      Altanor opened his mouth and blew more putrid breath toward Kevin’s face.

      Kevin coughed. “Very classy. I would also recommend a visit to your local dentist. Just saying.”

      “I don’t see what the fuss is all about. If Xonax wanted to interrogate you himself, I guess there must be something I’m not seeing.”

      “It’s part of my charm. Who the hell is Xonax, and can’t people in this galaxy pick names that don’t sound like detergents?”

      Altanor chuckled. “It’s a pretty silly name, isn’t it?”

      “Altanor or Xonax? It’s a close call if you ask me.”

      Kevin could see in his captor’s eyes that he didn’t enjoy being insulted.

      “Sissi,” he said, moving to the side.

      Kevin laughed. “Yeah, Sissi, hit the little boy. Show everyone how strong and dumb you are.”

      This last remark did not have the effect Kevin hoped for, which was to distract muscles and make him stop and think. That, Kevin decided, was not something he must have been accustomed to all that much.

      A sharper pain accompanied the third punch as Sissi’s fist broke, or at the very least, fractured something inside Kevin’s chest, most likely a rib.

      “Why don’t you tell me what the hell you want? Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy Sissi’s enthusiasm, but I fail to see what good it will do you if I die from internal bleeding.”

      Altanor narrowed his eyes.

      “Are your species that frail?”

      “I’m seventeen you dipshit, and Sissi is three times my size, so you do the math!”

      Sissi was about to hit Kevin again, but Altanor grabbed his fist. “No, as annoying and antagonizing as he is, he’s right. We need him breathing.”

      So they do need me for something. Good, that might give me an opportunity to get out of Dodge later.

      “Yeah, Sissi, why don’t you return to Austria and sit your pretty butt on the throne.”

      Sissi looked at Altanor and shrugged. Altanor pointed at the door with his head and the henchman left.

      “Interesting specimen you have there,” said Kevin. “Not the brightest though.”

      “On that we can agree.”

      “Ok, so we’ve established you need me for something, so what about we get down to it? I can’t say I appreciate the accommodations all that much. A little dark and damp for my taste.”

      Altanor took a step back and sized Kevin up a couple of times.

      “I still can’t believe how a frail boy like you could have defeated an entire armada of Kregan ships.”

      “That’s because you should never judge a book by its cover. It’s what’s inside that counts.”

      “Yes, your brain. That’s what we need.”

      “Sorry, I don’t have a spare one, and I’m quite fond of mine. So what else can I do for you?”

      “Ha ha ha, if nothing else, I enjoy your sense of humor.”

      Let’s revisit the question when I find a blaster rifle and lodge it up so far up your ass you’ll be firing from your mouth.

      “Glad to hear it. But, like I said, I like my brain inside my head just fine.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry, it will stay there. That doesn’t mean it won’t be mine to do with as I please, though.”

      Why don’t I like the sound of that?

      “I thought we agreed that damaging me physically wouldn’t get you what you’re after. It’s a package deal, you see, so if I die, so does my brain.”

      “I have no intention of killing you.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page then. But what makes you think I’ll agree to help the people who just beat the crap out of me?”

      Altanor smiled, revealing just how gross and putrid his mouth was. “You don’t seem to grasp that there are ways to obtain your cooperation without your consent. But you’ll see that soon enough.”

      Yep, whatever this guy is cooking up could mean bad news for me. Where in the hell is Ziron? I would have expected him to try and mount some sort of a rescue. If Boomer didn’t turn him into a meatball sub, that is.

      That thought was risking Kevin’s sanity, so he decided to push it to a deep, dark corner of his mind. He needed to stay positive and try to find a way to get himself out of his current predicament. Counting on others might not be an option.

      “Oh, I can’t wait,” said Kevin as defiantly as he could muster.

      “Well, we’ll be out of hyperspace within the hour, so you won’t have to.”

      Kevin’s stomach made a rather long and noisy growl.

      “Are you hungry, boy?”

      “Somehow I doubt my stomach will agree with what you have to offer.”

      “Suit yourself. I’ll be back.”

      Whatever you say, Arnie.

      Altanor left the cell and as the door slid shut, the cell was once again plunged into darkness.

      Kevin sighed. He dropped the tough guy attitude and let his sight drop to the floor. Little by little, his eyes adjusted to the dark.

      It could have gone better…I think I’m in serious poodoo. Where’s Jack Bauer when you need him?
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      “What do you mean we can’t go after Kevin?” barked Boomer.

      “We have to secure the princess’ sister first,” said Ziron, taking a couple of steps back.

      “Screw that witch and her family. We’ve risked our lives and as a thank you, she fed my master—my friend, to the wolves. I’m not helping her do anything besides walking her to an airlock and flushing her to space.”

      Ziron’s eyes doubled in size. “Heresy! She’s the leader of our people.”

      “Your people, a people that could have been wiped out if it wasn’t for Kevin, a fact she seems to have conveniently forgotten.”

      Ziron lowered his head. “She hasn’t forgotten, and neither have I. But it’s a complicated situation. Please try to understand.”

      “All I understand is that I hate her with all my guts.”

      “I can’t blame you. Unfortunately, we don’t have much choice. At least not until we save Athala.”

      “It’s not my fight, and it wasn’t Kevin’s either. But he had the decency to help when asked, and look what that got him.”

      “We would have a better chance of success with your help.”

      “I don’t see how, you said both smart armors are toast.”

      “They are.”

      “So how can I help, I’m just a dog.”

      “Your implant still has Kevin’s tactical knowledge.”

      “I thought that required a link with Kevin’s mind.”

      “It’s a subspace link. It will keep working as long as he’s in range.”

      “Are you telling me we could piggyback to find his location?”

      “Technically, yes. But we’re heading back to Arcadia at the moment. Eventually, we’ll travel out of range.”

      “At which point I’ll be useless to you. However, that’s beside the point, screw what Kalliopy asked you to do.”

      “I have my orders, I’m sorry.”

      “You and I both know these orders aren’t fair!”

      “On that, we agree. But that doesn’t matter, I must obey.”

      “I have half a mind to eat you, like now.”

      Ziron hissed.

      Boomer growled, and Ziron ran behind a console.

      “Yeah,” said Boomer, “empty threats, just as I thought. Just like your empty promises. You disgust me. Leave me the hell alone, or I’ll make sure you suffer before I put you out of your misery.”

      Ziron’s voice echoed behind his cover. “Please, Boomer. I need your help.”

      “I don’t care. Send me back to Earth, now!”

      Ziron walked out from behind the console, and Boomer resumed his growling. Ziron froze and looked into Boomer’s eyes.

      “There’s nothing you can do to help Kevin where he is.”

      “Apparently, there’s nothing I can do to help him from here either.”

      “Yes, there is, but you need to trust me.”

      “Trust you? That’s rich.”

      “I understand how you feel, I really do.”

      “You don’t understand shit!”

      Ziron’s eyes watered. “He’s my friend too!”

      Boomer did not expect to see tears or hear the sincerity in Ziron’s voice.

      “Then why won’t you help me save him?”

      “I will, I promise. I have to find a way to do that without disobeying my orders. I think I have an idea how to do just that.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “If I cannibalize secondary systems from the Osiris, I think I can make you a new armor. It won’t be as advanced as the last one, but it will give you an edge.”

      “So that I can help Athala?”

      “Unless you have a better idea?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Not so fast. You owe me, just like you owe Kevin. Get cranking on my armor. If you thought you wouldn’t have to work at regaining my trust, then you were wrong. That’s non-negotiable, by the way.”

      “Alright, but I need your help uploading Kevin’s current tactical knowledge into Mira’s main computer. At least with that data, she should be able to defend this ship from attack.”

      Boomer thought about it. While he didn’t like the idea of helping the Arcadians with anything right now, he needed to think of the big picture. Once he had a working smart armor, he could secure his own ship in order to help Kevin.

      “What do you need me to do?”
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      Lacuna walked out of the shower.

      “What do you mean the seven-hundredth floor is gone?” she exclaimed.

      Darmak covered his eyes. “New bothhh, bothhh.”

      Lacuna had feared something like this would happen. Because Kevin had destroyed most of her automated defenses, whoever had executed a hostile takeover of her property had an easy time doing it. That’s how she had made her own move. She had waited for the previous owner to repel multiple assaults, and she attacked when he was at his weakest.

      Now she had no stronghold on Omicronia and no fleet of ships. Every move that she had made in the last few days was the wrong ones. She had lost everything. Everything but her life.

      She hated how vulnerable that made her feel, and part of her wondered if it wouldn’t have been better if Kevin had killed her. But there was something special about that boy. She didn’t understand why she felt this way or why she was even attracted to him. She usually went for strong men with no moral barometer, men that took what they wanted, when they wanted.

      Kevin was the antithesis of the men she usually fell for. Somehow he had still managed to make an impression on her, and one she couldn’t easily shake. For reasons that baffled her, she longed to see him again.

      Perhaps, right now, he was the only one who could help her. Not that he’d be inclined to do so. Lacuna had no doubts that he would most certainly be opposed to helping her in any way, and if she was being truthful, she knew that she didn’t deserve it after all she had done. But she’d work out the details later. First, she needed to find him.

      “Bothhh?” asked Darmak with a rather blank expression on his face.

      Lacuna had been lost in thought and completely forgot she was in the middle of a conversation with her henchman.

      “That’s unfortunate, Darmak. But it is what it is.”

      “You not angry with Darmak?”

      Maybe he was a simpleton, and maybe it had been a bad move leaving him in charge, but his heart was in the right place, and he had found her. Now that she didn’t smell of her own urine, and even if she felt like she was right back where she started when she landed on Omicron all those years ago, at least she was alive.

      “I’m not happy about losing it all if that’s what you’re asking, but it’s gone, so why lament on it. Sooner or later someone more ambitious would have tried to cut my head off to replace me. Maybe it was destined to happen, and perhaps it was better I wasn’t there when it occurred.”

      She could tell from Darmak’s face that he was confused, and rightfully so. Lacuna was well aware of how temperamental she was in situations that displeased her. But that was the funny thing about this particular situation, the days spent alone tied up on the small ship provided plenty of time for her to think.

      At first, she wanted nothing more than to kill him, of course. But, little by little, her outlook changed. It was only when she was freed, and felt both alive and clean, under a nice hot shower, that it all started to make more sense.

      Was it inconvenient to have lost it all? Hell yeah. Was it the end of the world or her life for that matter? Definitely not.

      “No, I’m not angry. Thank you for finding me. I don’t really have anything left to pay you with, so maybe you should be on your way, you don’t owe me your services anymore.”

      Darmak’s eyes oscillated from side to side as he tried to assimilate Lacuna’s words.

      “You no boss of mine no more? Darmak sad…”

      Lacuna smiled.

      “You’re welcome to stay with me. I can’t guarantee I can pay you or that we’re not going to put ourselves in danger.”

      “Oooookay. Wut do we do nest?”

      “We have to find someone.”

      “A mark?”

      “Not exactly. But something tells me it’s important I see him again. And soon.”
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      Kevin didn’t feel Leg’olas as she crawled next to him. She startled him.

      “Are you alright?” she asked.

      Kevin shivered and nodded.

      “Kind of. That brute hit harder than I thought he would.”

      “Are you in pain? I can help.”

      “Well, no offense, but licking a wound better is one thing, but my injuries are internal, and I’m not letting you inside my body. Not that I think you could get in there anyway. Truth be told, I’m still adjusting to physical contact.”

      “But you’re my friend, I want to help.”

      “That’s sweet, but I don’t see how.”

      “Tell me where it hurts, and I’ll make it better.”

      Kevin thought about it for a bit but knew that Leg’olas was impulsive and he was worried the spider would do something creepy without warning. So he shook his head.

      Leg’olas dropped her head and all her eyes looked downward, making her appear sad. “You don’t trust me…”

      Trust.

      How could Kevin not be distrustful right now? Especially after risking his life for someone that just threw him to the wolves the first chance she had. To think he wanted nothing more than to kiss her. Part of him wanted to believe she had no choice, but his pride was still hurt, and right now, most of his abdomen area hurt too, even though it was a different kind of pain.

      “Don’t take it personally, okay? I don’t trust anyone at the moment. Maybe with the exception of Boomer.”

      “What’s a Boomer?”

      “He’s a friend, like you, just bigger with fewer legs, more fur.”

      Kevin could tell from Leg’olas’ expression that his definition of his best friend was hard to visualize.

      “Never mind,” added Kevin.

      A sharp stab in his stomach made him wince in pain.

      Leg’olas didn’t say a word as she traveled down to the area.

      “What are you doing?” asked Kevin.

      “Shhh—”

      “Did you just shush me?”

      Leg’olas didn’t answer, and soon her yellow body started to glow.

      What the hell?

      Warmth radiated through Kevin’s stomach and the pain slowly turned from stabbing to soothing. In mere moments, he could feel that whatever internal damage he had suffered was being fixed.

      This is unbelievable.

      When all the pain was gone, Leg’olas stopped glowing and returned by Kevin’s shoulder.

      “Better?” she asked.

      “Much, thank you. How did you do that?”

      “I’m not sure…you were in pain, and I wanted you to not be in pain anymore.”

      If only everything was that simple, life would be a joy.

      “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter how, but thank you, Leg’olas.”

      “You trust me now?”

      Kevin smiled. “Yes.”

      Leg’olas jumped twice on Kevin’s shoulder and then started panting.

      “What’s going on?” asked Kevin.

      “I’m tired. I think healing you took most of my energy.”

      “I’m sorry. But, thank you, I really do feel better.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll get my energy back in a day or two I’m sure.”

      Kevin had to admit the child-like personality of Leg’olas was endearing. It reminded him of a time long ago, when he was a small child, not worrying about anything, just happy to be alive and discovering new things.

      Growing up sucked. His relationship with his father was the first thing that made Kevin feel this way. He always wondered what he had done to his father to deserve all the anger and disdain that he associated with living under the same roof. And, truth be told, the adventures Kevin had been through lately had been a nice change of pace.

      Kevin would give anything to spend a night back home, though, to have a nice home-cooked meal and suffer his father and sister’s teasing. He missed his mom. But most of all, he missed Boomer and hoped he was okay. If anything happened to him, Kevin would never forgive himself.

      “I hear a noise,” said Leg’olas. “I think the bad men are coming back.”

      “Go hide, Leg’olas.”

      Before the cell doors opened, Kevin’s new yellow furry friend disappeared into the darkness.

      Here we go again.

      Altanor stepped in with a different pirate this time. A much less muscled one, but one that looked taller, thinner, and was wearing glasses.

      You’d think advanced races would have found ways of curing bad vision.

      Just as his thought ended, lights blinked inside the creature’s glasses, displaying a HUD interface.

      I guess Google Glass caught on in this part of the galaxy.

      A sound emanated from the four devices holding Kevin’s limbs and he felt gravity’s pull. Kevin tried to land on his feet but the moment they connected to the ground, he lost his balance and fell. His muscles felt weak from not having been used for days.

      “Time to go,” said Altanor.

      “Where?” asked Kevin.

      “It’s a surprise. Someone wants to take a look at you, and specifically, your brain, to see what makes you so special.”

      Why don’t I like the sound of this?

      Kevin caught his eight-legged friend’s eyes reflecting in the corner of the room. He didn’t know if it was his own imagination or if he saw worry in Leg’olas, but Kevin felt agitated.

      I have a bad feeling about this.
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      Boomer was resting on the lower bunk in his quarters. The same one he shared—had shared—with Kevin until Kalliopy literally served him to the enemy. Anger rose within his soul, but also frustration, as Boomer wished he could walk to the nearest shuttle, take off, and go look for his best friend.

      The beagle’s train of thought was interrupted when he heard a tiny mewing coming from the air vent.

      “Who’s there?” he asked.

      But there was no answer.

      It sounded like a cat.

      “Ziron? You’d better not be creeping in the vent shafts and spying on me, or I’m gonna put you in between two large slices of bread with mayo and mustard. I’m warning you.”

      But there was only silence.

      A faint scent reached Boomer’s nostrils. There was no mistaking it—a cat was in the area. Boomer jumped off the bed bunk and sniffed his way over to the ventilation plate.

      He heard two more mewing sounds.

      Boomer tried to use his paw and claws to tilt the vent open, but that didn’t work. His paws kept sliding off the border. The beagle tried looking through the vent but all he saw was darkness. Still, his instincts and nose told him there was something or someone beyond.

      Boomer then tried to use his teeth to pry the vent open, but it was futile.

      “Anything I can help you with?” said a familiar female voice.

      “Mira? Is that you?”

      “Affirmative, what are you trying to achieve?”

      “I’m trying to open this vent.”

      “Take a step back.”

      Boomer obliged, and the vent retracted itself with a faint whooshing sound, followed by more mewing.

      “Did you hear that, Mira? I’m not imagining it, right?”

      “I did hear it, yes. What I don’t understand, however, is why didn’t my internal sensor indicate the presence of other life forms on board?”

      “Did you run a self-diagnostic of your systems lately?”

      “I have not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ziron is monopolizing my CPU cycles. Furthermore, remote piloting and troubleshooting the other ancient vessels has also been CPU intensive.”

      “He’d better be working on my smart armor.”

      “He is. At my expense though.”

      “How so?”

      “Ziron has disconnected many of my secondary systems in order to cannibalize the parts he needs for his project. I don’t like it.”

      “I understand how you feel.”

      Boomer tried putting his paw through the vent, reaching to see if he could feel anything.

      “That’s an interesting way of going at it,” commented Mira.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, if the creature or creatures are aggressive, you could get injured.”

      “It sounds like a cat, probably a small one too, judging by the size of this vent.”

      “Or it could want you to believe it’s small or harmless.”

      That did it. Boomer instantly retracted his paw from the vent and took a few steps back.

      “How’s that self-diagnostic coming?”

      “My sensors in this area are compromised.”

      “Can you beam whatever is in there out?”

      “Not without sensor resolution.”

      Boomer sighed. “For a super-duper AI, you’re not exactly impressing me with your skills, you know that?”

      “I’ll have you know that impressing canines with my ‘skills’, as you say, is not a primary objective of my programming.”

      Another set of overlapping mewing sounds echoed.

      “I bet it isn’t. And it sounds like whatever is inside, there are more than one. Any bright ideas on how to get them out?”

      Another stronger mewing sound resounded through the same speakers that Mira used to communicate with Boomer.

      Three cute blue kittens came pouncing into the room. Because he didn’t expect them to come so quickly, Boomer jumped back, which seemed to give the kittens’ pause. But shortly after, they ran toward Boomer and started rubbing against him and licking him everywhere.

      “So much for the vile creature’s theory,” commented Boomer. “Get off of me, you fur balls.”

      The kittens ignored his objection.

      “Mira, why are there three kittens roaming this ship? And, more importantly, how is that even possible?”

      “I have no knowledge or explanations as to why the baby Sphynxes are here.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “I’m no longer tapped directly into your brain, Boomer, and I’m not a mind reader.”

      “Could these be…?”

      “Be what?”

      “Ziron’s offspring?”

      “DNA scan complete. You are correct, Boomer. How did you guess this outcome?”

      “Just call it intuition. Somebody has some explaining to do.”
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      On Darmak’s rental ship, Lacuna was inputting commands on the holo-interface.

      Darmak scratched his head nervously.

      “What?” asked Lacuna when the Domdori’s activity started to get on her nerves.

      “Wut you do—een?”

      “What do you think? I’m cooking dinner.”

      An expression, part confused and part happy filled Darmak’s face.

      “Wut we haveen?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud, I’m looking for Kevin. Looks like I did well to put subspace trackers on his dog when I incapacitated him the first time I met those two. I’m getting a signal. Gotta love that nano-tech. I bet they didn’t know that not only was the device a stun baton but also a way for me to plant a tracker.”

      As a rule, Lacuna was always suspicious of everyone, even more so with people she didn’t know. She had no way of knowing if her arguing to come along would work, so as she often did, she tried staying at least three steps ahead of her peers. Just in case.

      “How fast is this ship?” she added.

      Darmak shrugged. “It seem faaast. Darmak tink. Came here quick.”

      The Domdori’s speech had been improving, somewhat, since he had started taking lessons, but Lacuna could feel that it would take a very long time for him to perfect the grammar and pronunciation. It simply wasn’t this particular race’s strongest asset. But at least they were very loyal.

      “You know what, why don’t you look in the kitchen to see if there’s something to eat and whip us up some sandwiches. How does that sound?”

      Darmak’s eyes lit up like an interstellar beacon, and he was out of the cockpit almost instantly.

      I know I owe him, but man, I really need to tighten my hiring policy. Especially, when it comes to my right hand, at least.

      Then again, his simpleton attitude is what she had liked about him. Not all the time, obviously, but she thought he was simply too dumb to ever try to double-cross her. Or maybe he was simply too kind. And since double-crossing was her middle name, Lacuna had specifically been looking for people who didn’t share her lack of morality when she filled the position for her assistant.

      She brought up a second holo-screen on her left and checked the engine specs. It was a Mark V FTL engine, which explained why Darmak managed to find her so quickly. She was less than a day away at maximum speed to reach the Osiris and the rest of the fleet.

      Maybe less, if she removed some of the safety features of the Mark V. Even though she had turned to crime for as long as she could remember, she was a pretty skilled engineer. She knew her way around engines. Bypassing some power restrictions, boosting the injector’s flow, she could easily get this engine upgraded to nearly Mark VI speed, which would cut thirty percent off of her travel time.

      That was, if nobody attacked them on the way. Bypassing the safety feature of the engines was fine for smooth sailing. If they got attacked, however. . . Then again, she still had a lock on the pirate fleet, though they would soon exit her small ship’s sensor range.

      “Let’s see if this boat has drones,” she said aloud to herself.

      She was pleasantly surprised by the answer. The drones weren’t fast enough or advanced enough to relay sensor data forever, but they might just do the trick. Right now, she needed any sort of bargain to convince Kevin that she was on his side. That was, of course, if he didn’t have that information already. But there was no way of knowing that.

      Lacuna deployed all three of the ship’s drones and sent them in a vector that would ensure maximum contact for the longest time. Just like she had done for the engines, she decided to give them a boost by redirecting their shielding power and injecting it to the drones’ tiny engines. They would blow up like air balloons the moment they were fired upon, but she hoped that even if one or two got shot at, maybe one would still provide helpful telemetry while she headed toward Kevin.

      The more forthcoming she was, the better that reunion would go, so, with very little conviction, she tried pinging her home network and accessing it with her codes. Unsurprisingly, her admin account had been disabled. Whoever was sitting in her chair right now apparently didn’t do his or her due diligence, as Lacuna could still use a backdoor she had put in place.

      She activated a program that would ping all her contacts in the system and have them report to her. Hopefully, some of these contacts weren’t aware of her demotion yet, and she could acquire valuable info to give to Kevin. She couldn’t just knock on the Osiris docking port empty-handed.

      I’m going to need to be on my best behavior for this to work.

      There was only a single, yet significant, problem in her plan. Nice wasn’t in Lacuna’s forte.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kevin blinked his eyes open.

      His head was pounding with pain. It took awhile for him to remember where he was and gain context.

      On their last visit, Kevin had convinced his captors to release him from his bindings for a minute. He had tried escaping, but that didn’t go as planned, and more physical pain had ensued. If only Kevin had his smart armor, he would have crushed the two pirates. As proud as he was of having tried to escape using only his courage and might, they had proved lacking where results were concerned.

      The good news was, he managed to get back on his feet. Kevin dusted himself off and looked around the place he was in. It sure was a change from the cold and damp prison cell. He was standing on pretty, bluish-gray stones, with grass and lush vegetation all around. About twenty-five meters in front of him were large stony columns that reminded him of Greek or Roman architecture. Though technically there was very little difference about the two, the latter had just plain copied the former.

      The place seemed peaceful and that was a welcome change of pace. Suddenly, Kevin thought of his spider companion.

      I hope Leg’olas is okay. I could literally sense her anguish while the pirates kicked the crap out of me. I wonder why that is.

      “Welcome,” said a female voice behind him.

      Kevin turned around and didn’t see anyone to whom the voice belonged.

      “Who’s there?” he asked.

      “My name is not important. I’m glad you’re awake. Your training can begin.”

      Training? What training?

      “I’m not used to talking to people I can’t see. Can you show yourself?”

      To Kevin’s surprise, a floating woman de-cloaked in front of him.

      “That’s a neat trick.”

      “One I’ll be happy to teach you.”

      The woman floated about ten centimeters above the ground, and even though that should have freaked Kevin out, her overall demeanor and the sweet features on her pretty face didn’t project any ill will. She was stunning, with long purple hair and wearing an intricately crafted dress that made her look like a magician.

      For a moment, Kevin got a Lord of the Rings vibe from her.

      Something’s not right, though.

      Why would the pirates bring him here, and why was the woman being so nice? Something didn’t add up. Kevin made a mental note to keep on his toes and expect the shit to hit the fan at any moment.

      Better to be ready than sorry.

      “How so? I’m not sure I understand,” said Kevin.

      “You will soon, my young apprentice.”

      Apprentice?

      That immediately brought the word Padawan to Kevin’s mind, but how could it not?

      “What exactly am I an apprentice of?”

      “Well, sorcery, of course,” said the woman with a jovial laugh.

      “Sorcery, huh? That sounds pretty cool.”

      “Your mind is a thing of beauty, you’ll be a tech sorcerer in no time.”

      I wonder if that has anything to do with B5’s tech mages. I guess I’ll know soon enough.

      “Alright then, show me.”
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        * * *

      

      Boomer used his internal implant to call Ziron.

      “Mind coming to my quarters? There’s something I have to show you.”

      “I’m kind of in the middle of some delicate work for your smart armor. Can it wait?”

      Boomer pushed away the one kitten that had been licking his face continuously for the last ten minutes.

      “No, it’s rather urgent.”

      “Alright, I’ll be there shortly.”

      Ziron flew in the room on his hovering cushion, and his eyes grew wide when the kittens mewed at the same time.

      “What the hell is this?” Ziron asked.

      “I was kind of hoping you could tell me,” said Boomer. “I imagine they’re yours?”

      “I…that’s…what?”

      “Apparently, you’re as shocked as I was when I found them, which I didn’t expect. Who’s the mother? And, more importantly, why isn’t she here? Cats don’t tend to abandon their young at birth. You have some explaining to do. And why don’t they talk like you? Not that I mind.”

      Ziron’s eyes were fixed on the baby Sphynxes with a mixture of surprise and fear.

      “We don’t exactly reproduce like human cats…”

      “Meaning?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Try me.”

      Ziron sighed. “Very well. The mother releases the embryo very young, sometimes even without noticing, as they are so small when this process happens. Then the embryo generates a force field around itself, like a shield egg if you will, while it grows and reaches maturation. When that is completed, the force field drops, and the youngling is born.”

      “That makes no sense whatsoever.”

      “I told you it’s complicated.”

      “Are you telling me the mother might not even know she had babies?”

      “Yes.”

      Boomer looked at Ziron with a befuddled expression.

      “This has never happened to me before,” Ziron continued. “I—I, this is embarrassing…”

      “Just spill it.”

      “I thought I was sterile, really.”

      Boomer chuckled. “All evidence to the contrary.”

      The kittens’ mewing intensified as they ran circles under Ziron’s floating cushion, trying to leap up and snag one of the cushion’s tassels.

      “I think they want to say hi to their daddy,” Boomer said with a smirk. “Get down and meet them. They’ve already licked the crap out of me.”

      “They licked you?”

      “Yes, cats do that.”

      “For the umpteenth time, I am not a cat!”

      “You sure could have fooled me.”

      “You don’t understand, they’ve bonded with you already. The first person they lick they will consider their caretaker.”

      “Nonsense, they want you to get down, they wouldn’t care so much if they didn’t recognize their daddy.”

      “Leave the room.”

      “What? Have you lost your marbles?”

      “Just indulge me, please. We need to make certain.”

      “Certain of what?”

      “Just leave the room, will you?”

      Boomer was mumbling incoherently as he trotted out the door. To his surprise, the kittens followed in a line.

      “What’s going on!?” exclaimed Boomer.

      “That’s what I was afraid of. They’ve imprinted on you. Looks like you’re going to be my children’s caretaker.”

      Boomer barked three times, which caused the kitten’s initial reaction to freeze in place, but they quickly recovered and came to Boomer and continued licking him.

      “Get off of me, I’m not your father!”

      “Well, for all intents and purposes, and whether you want to admit it or not, you are.”

      “Hell no!”

      “I’m afraid that’s how these things work.”

      “I am not caring for these…things.”

      “Come on now, they’re cute.”

      “For a cat, maybe. I’m canine, if they were pups that would be a different story. I can’t even provide them with nourishment.”

      “I’m not a cat, and neither are they. Until they reach maturity in a few weeks, they can sustain themselves by absorbing energy from the engine’s emission, as a matter of fact, they can drain energy from any source.”

      Boomer looked at Ziron, baffled. “No food?”

      “They can eat, but my species evolved in space, we adapted to get the energy our bodies needed from space travel itself.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous if they drain energy from our system? Couldn’t they blow up the ship?”

      Ziron suppressed a laugh.

      “What?” insisted Boomer. “What’s so funny?”

      “Have you looked at them? They’re small, their drain on any system is negligible.”

      Boomer growled, not happy with Ziron making fun of him. Though he knew there had to be some irony in there, as he was the first to take pot shots at the Sphynx any chance he got.

      “I want to go home; you guys are crazy. We should never have helped you in the first place.”

      Ziron hovered next to Boomer and tried petting him on the head. He stopped when Boomer growled and bared his teeth.

      “You’re not getting away that easily. You’ve messed up our lives, I hope you realize that. Kevin and I were perfectly happy doing our own thing on Earth.”

      “You can keep telling yourself that all you want. Whatever makes you feel better.”

      Boomer barked. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Maybe you were fine on Earth, I don’t dispute that. Doesn’t look like it takes much to please you anyway. Throw a ball, eat food, and chase your tail, that’s an easy existence.”

      “Hey!” protested Boomer.

      “But, I can tell you that the reason Kevin jumped into danger without hesitation is because he always wanted something more out of life. Something bigger for him to do. That’s a very human thing, according to the research I’ve conducted about your world. Eventually, Earth will participate in the grand scheme of things on an intergalactic level. And Kevin knows that being the first human to do this is significant. He may even go down in the history books.”

      Boomer thought about it, and he knew Kevin hadn’t exactly been the happiest young adult. It didn’t help that he hadn’t been admitted to the school he longed to attend, nor did his fractured relation with his father.

      “Did you talk this over with him? Did he say those exact words?”

      “Not exactly, but remember, I had access to his mind, and, as such, I could access not only his conscious mind but also his subconscious mind.”

      “And, as I recall, he wasn’t very happy about that.”

      “Nevertheless, Boomer, I understand your frustration. But what’s done is done. Earth is no longer the isolated planet it once was before our pilot crashed on it and asked Kevin for help. Indirectly, Kevin has put in motion actions that will impact your civilization as a whole.”

      “Yeah, and something tells me we won’t be able to count on you when the shit hits the fan at our doorstep.”

      Ziron shook his head. “It saddens me you would think that.”

      “Well, why would I think any differently? You guys seem to have yourselves as number one in mind when things get difficult.”

      “That’s an unfair thing to say! I would never have given away Kevin like the princess did. Don’t judge me for something I haven’t done. And while I can’t speak for the entire Arcadian Confederate, I’ll do everything I can to help Earth, if it ever comes to that.”

      Boomer chuckled. “A cat versus an entire alien army, we’re saved!”

      Ziron sighed heavily and flew away on his cushion. His face told its own story as to how Boomer’s words had impacted him.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” said Mira over the speakers.

      “Were you listening the whole time?”

      “I’m the ship’s AI, what do you think?”

      Before Boomer could answer, one of the kittens jumped on his back and another one pulled on his whiskers.

      “Son of a b—stop it!” Boomer protested.

      The little Sphynx directly in front of him froze and started shaking.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, little guy.”

      Boomer petted him and he started purring.

      Yeah, right, they’re not cats!

      “They are taking a liking to you,” said Mira.

      “Ziron never told me why they don’t talk.”

      “Perhaps he didn’t find the opportunity to do so in between the barrage of blame you’ve been spewing at him.”

      Boomer thought about it for a second. Was Mira right? He was confused and he knew his antagonism toward Ziron was probably misplaced. After all, it was Kalliopy that had betrayed Kevin, not Ziron.

      “Touché.”

      “As per your initial question: they will in a few days or so, once their vocal cords are fully developed.”

      “Swell, I can’t wait.”

      “Would you like me to equip them with implants so they can talk now?”

      Boomer’s eyes thinned into slits. “For a super advanced Artificial Intelligence, you don’t seem to have grasped the concept of sarcasm all that well.”
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      Kalliopy received a holo-transmission from her fleet admiral.

      “Admiral Corso, good to see you.”

      “It’s a relief seeing you in one piece, your highness.”

      “What is it I can do for you?”

      “We’ve arrived at the coordinates you provided. I’m reporting as ordered.”

      Kalliopy swallowed hard.

      “Do you have Athala?”

      “I’m afraid not. No ship ever came to the rendezvous point. Instead, a subspace transmission was delivered at the designated time, one we can’t decrypt fully, only its header.”

      “What does the header say?”

      “It says, ‘Will decrypt for Princess Kalliopy only’.”

      Kalliopy sighed. She wasn’t all that surprised with Xonax. Obviously, she had hoped he would keep his word, but part of her expected that he wouldn’t honor his part of the bargain. He was Kregan after all. No matter how he had tried to sweet talk her or appear civilized, he was no different from his father. Kregan would only take actions that served their purposes. They weren’t empathic people, and she should have known that he was not being truthful.

      Though, as long as he had Athala as a bargaining chip, it meant she was still alive. Right now, that was all that mattered.

      “Have your best engineer work on the source of the subspace transmission, I want to know from where that signal originated. The moment you have that information, we’ll send our ships.”

      “Is that wise, Princess? It could be a trap.”

      Kalliopy was very well aware of that, but she was willing to take the chance. She needed to reconnect with Xonax, which was the only way to get her sister back.

      “Perhaps, but these are my orders. Transmit your coordinates to the Osiris, we’ll head toward you and regroup, but don’t wait for us. If you get the source of the subspace transmission, let us know. How combat operational is your ship, Admiral?”

      “As you know, we had to get out of dock before all the systems were installed. But the Hathor is still a powerful dreadnought. In terms of shields and armor plating alone, this is the most powerful ship ever made by the Arcadian Confederate. It’s barely half-operational for combat, I’m afraid, but my team is working around the clock to get our weapons ready in case we need to engage the enemy.”

      Oh, we will have to engage them, that much I can feel in my bones.

      “Very well, Admiral. Thank you. Keep me posted.”

      “Absolutely, your highness. Corso out.”
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        * * *

      

      Three humanoid drones charged Kevin at the same time, firing their integrated in-palm blaster cannons at him. It was time for Kevin to test his new skills.

      He drew symmetrical red runes in the air with both hands, grabbed the runes, and then crushed them in his fists. His eyes briefly glowed red as circular red shields came to life on his forearms just in time for Kevin to deflect the blaster fire.

      Kevin darted toward his enemy on the left and then quickly swiped two fingers down his inner left forearm where an orange ring of energy added to the periphery of the shield with a sizzling hum. Orange particles of energy shot from around the shield like sparks from a saw hitting metal. He increased pressure in his right fist, which expanded the right side of the shield and covered more of his body as he ran toward one of the drones.

      That drone fired at him again as he approached, but Kevin deflected the shot with his shield before slashing it at the drone’s head and it cut through both metal and circuitry like a hot knife through butter.

      The drone’s head spun in the air for a second before gravity took hold and brought it down with a satisfying clunking noise.

      One down, two to go!

      One stray blaster shot coming from behind found its way past Kevin’s head and burnt a strand of hair in the process. That warned Kevin that he had to be careful and not be too overconfident. With his pride bruised, Kevin looked at his HUD to identify which of the drones had fired and decided that would be his next victim.

      Kevin turned quickly and used his momentum to target the enemy. He threw his arm at the drone, extending two fingers toward where he wanted his next attack to land. The energy shield left his forearm and traveled at hypersonic speed toward the drone. The drone never saw it coming, and the rotating energy shield, using the cutting spell, blasted through metal and cut the drone in two at belt level.

      That one’s for you, Cap, Kevin thought with nostalgia upon remembering the many hours he spent reading the Captain America comic books while growing up.

      As pieces of the drone made a rumbling sound when it impacted with the hard rocky ground, the flying energy shield disintegrated into nothingness. The spell had run out of power.

      Good timing. Now, about that last one.

      Kevin blocked three more shots from the remaining drone and that made his other extended shield blink. A sign that the spell would expire soon. He used his free hand to draw another rune in the air, this time yellow and flashing. Kevin opened his right fist, which turned the shield off, and he split the hovering rune in two by grabbing it with both hands. His hands glowed yellow as he smiled and then tilted his head to the side to avoid the latest incoming fire.

      Let’s end this!

      Kevin smashed his glowing hands on his thighs and it imbued the spell’s powers through his legs, which took on a faint yellow glow. The spell’s effect was almost instantaneous and Kevin felt strength in his leg augments grow exponentially. It felt as if he had been injected with a five-stim pack in each of his legs. He ran toward the last drone at speeds he never thought he could travel.

      Seeing the drone take aim to blow his head off, Kevin jumped into the air. Thanks to the extra strength at his disposal, it was an inhuman leap that allowed him to not only dodge the incoming blaster fire but it also felt like he was flying, even if for just a moment.

      He passed over the drone with ease and spun in the air twice before approaching the ground behind the drone. Before landing, he had prepared his next spell while still in midair, and the moment he landed, he unleashed a fireball that tore a basketball-sized hole through metal and wiring.

      The drone jerked in place and soon after, sparks shot from within the hole in its chest and black smoke rose from its head. It stopped jerking and just stood there, inert, more smoke rising from the top of its metallic head.

      Through the hole in the drone’s trunk, Kevin saw his sorcerer trainer appear out of thin air. A skill she hadn’t taught him. Yet. There was something about her, though Kevin couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was that mesmerized him and made him pay attention when she spoke or taught him to use his new skills.

      It had come at a price though. A day-long operation where Kevin had been anesthetized and cybernetic implants had been installed throughout his body, some were external augments but other enhancements had been installed internally. He didn’t like that part and hoped that, with Ziron’s help, the procedure could be reversed. But, in the absence of a smart armor, if Kevin ever wanted to escape from the pirates, having powers was a good way to achieve his objective.

      Clapping hands on the other side of the battle arena attracted his attention.

      Speak of the devil.

      Altanor clapped more as he walked toward the mesmerizing Myrianna. Soon, they were having a discussion in rather hushed tones, too low for Kevin to pick up what they were saying. He could tell from the pirate’s body language that he was arguing about something. Myrianna’s facial expression portrayed frustration, but eventually, they both seemed to come to some sort of an agreement, and Altanor left. Though, before he did, he winked and gave Kevin finger guns.

      I don’t know what you told her or what you think you will get out of me, but I’m looking forward to disappointing you and your hopes.

      There was no way that Kevin would use his skills to serve villains and criminals. He’d rather die than do these mens’ bidding. Even though his line of thinking was raising Kevin’s anxiety levels, he decided to push them aside; he had the skills and powers to take on the entire pirate ship if he needed to.

      In fact, he was surprised when he let his mind daydream about how he would do so. He could return to Boomer and Earth, though he wondered what could ever motivate him on the blue marble after having traveled faster than light and battled foes both on alien worlds and in space.

      One step at a time.

      Myrianna vanished and reappeared in front of him.

      “Is the overlord happy with my progress?” said Kevin, making no effort to mask the sarcasm in his voice.

      Myrianna looked down for a moment before reconnecting with Kevin’s eyes, and that sent a shiver down his spine. Something was amiss.

      “Altanor is very happy. He thinks your training is complete. He wants you back on the ship by day’s end.”

      “What do you think? Is my training complete? Looks to me like you still have skills to teach me, such as that disappearing and reappearing act you seem to enjoy doing.”

      “I won’t have time to teach you that one, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      “Kevin, I need to tell you something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’ve been one of my best students, and I’ve trained tech sorcerers for as long as I can remember. Your brain is like a sponge, and you learn at an astounding pace. Like nothing I’ve seen before.”

      Kevin smiled proudly. “I had a good teacher.”

      “Which makes this so much more difficult.”

      “What is it? What are you talking about?”

      “I’m sorry, Kevin. I hope you find your way…”

      Before Kevin could reply, Myrianna cast a spell in front of him, and lassos of golden light materialized around him and then passed through him. The moment they entered his skin, Kevin became paralyzed from head to toe.

      His heart pounded hard in his chest as fear crept into his entire being.

      What the heck is this?

      “What did you do?! Why can’t I move?”

      “It’s better if you don’t resist, though it’s not like you have a choice in the matter.”

      “Tell me what’s going on!” ordered Kevin.

      Myrianna, instead, waved a hand over her forearm revealing a long metallic bracelet that wasn’t there a moment ago. She swiped it, and a holo-screen came to life. She keyed in commands.

      “Please,” implored Kevin, “at least tell me what you’re doing.”

      A tear traveled down one of Myrianna’s beautiful green eyes as a prominent red circle appeared on her holo-screen.

      Even though Kevin had no idea what it was, seeing a big red button was universally bad, no matter in which galaxy he was standing.

      “Don’t! Don’t do this!”

      Myrianna caressed Kevin’s cheek. Her touch was colder than he expected. He didn’t know if it was because of the situation or maybe because of the plethora of implants he imagined must be running through her body.

      “Forgive me,” she said.

      Then she pressed the red holographic control.

      Kevin wanted to scream, but nothing happened. Instead, his own voice resonated inside his mind.

      Noooooooo!

      His inner echoing scream was accompanied by a strong electric discharge in his brain, radiating pain throughout his entire skull.

      More tears fell from his teacher’s eyes as she disappeared. Some of the tears seemed to hold in the air, as if by magic, before falling to the ground like raindrops.

      Why can’t I talk, what is going on?

      Fear turned to terror as Kevin struggled to move or speak. In vain.

      The lassoed bonds exited Kevin’s body just as quickly as they had immobilized him and exploded into a sparkle of golden energy. It gave him hope that he could move again, but nothing had changed. The only thing that still worked in Kevin’s body was his mind, doing flips of panic as his heartbeat kept accelerating. Then that too changed. With no control over it, his heartbeat forced itself down to a normal pace.

      What is happening to me? Someone help! Boomer, Zee…anybody!

      A voice inside his mind spoke. It was male, alien in nature, and certainly creepy, like someone devoid of all emotion.

      My name is Orion eight-three-nine-six.

      What are you? And what do you want?

      From now on, I am the new master of this body.
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      Lacuna’s ship exited hyperspace. The engines of the rental ship overheated.

      “Dammit!” she exclaimed. “Why am I not surprised this piece of crap hasn’t been well maintained.”

      She checked her controls and ran a diagnostic. A power conduit near the engine had blown. Or maybe her bypassing safety features had turned a Mark V engine into a Mark Zero. That was a possibility too, she admitted.

      “Dammit, this is going to take hours to fix…Darmak!” she shouted.

      The big Domdori came running into the cockpit when he hit his head against the top of the opening and slipped, hitting his head again on the hard floor. Darmak lost consciousness, and Lacuna buried her face in her hands.

      “Right, he doesn’t deal with stress very well. Why do I keep forgetting this?”

      Lacuna undid her motorized seatbelt, and it retracted into the chair. She went by her henchman and crawled next to him, gently slapping his face.

      “Wake up, Darmak, I need you. Come on.”

      From the sound of both impacts, she wouldn’t be surprised if he had suffered a concussion or two. She knew it was very wrong of her, but she couldn’t help it and knocked on the top of his forehead. It sounded hollow.

      “Well, maybe there isn’t that much brain to concuss. Hopefully.”

      I‘m a horrible person. Oh well…what else is new?

      She returned to her seat and looked at a holo-starmap. They had been making good time until the engine blew, but they were still a few hours away from catching up with Kevin and his annoying Sphynx companion. The subcutaneous subspace beacon she had injected into his dog friend was still transmitting. At least there was that.

      He had sensed the threat she presented to their safety, and if he had made the decision instead of Kevin, Lacuna had no doubt that she wouldn’t be breathing right now.

      She had to admit the four-legged, furry creature was quite intelligent for his size. Even though she had bested him with a simple throwing of a stun baton in the air. Later, when they met in battle conditions, the creature had displayed impressive fighting skills.

      She would have to keep an eye on him. Perhaps she could convince Kevin she was a valuable asset, but she doubted that the dog would see it that way.

      First, she had to fix the engines. She got up again and walked over Darmak who was still unconscious on the floor. She tried lifting him but he weighed a ton, at least from her perspective, and he wouldn’t budge. The point of impact on his forehead had bulged into a rather nasty bump, so her first order of business would be to get a med kit and tend to his wounds.

      It took ten minutes to find one, and as soon as the dermal regenerator had done its magic, she used the medical scanner to make sure Darmak hadn’t sustained any additional life-threatening injuries. When that was done, she tried gently slapping him awake but that didn’t seem to work. The med kit didn’t contain a stim pack so she concluded that time would do the rest and reluctantly headed toward the engine room by herself.
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      Boomer took the opportunity with all three kittens sleeping to leave his quarters and head to the bridge where Ziron was working with multiple floating holo-screens around him.

      “Hey,” said Boomer.

      Ziron didn’t answer. Boomer felt bad, even though he hadn’t connected with the Sphynx the way Kevin had, Ziron had saved him and Kevin multiple times. One could argue that they wouldn’t have needed saving in the first place had Kevin not agreed to help the Confederate.

      But Boomer had considered Ziron’s claim that Kevin both needed and craved the quest they were undertaking. And even though they had risked their lives on multiple occasions, Boomer could tell these adventures had given Kevin a purpose and the spark he had been looking for out of life for such a long time. Until he was abducted, that is.

      Boomer knew he had hurt Ziron’s feelings earlier and couldn’t blame him for giving him the cold shoulder. When it became clear that Ziron wouldn’t answer, Boomer continued.

      “Look, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “We both know you did, and that’s okay. I can’t blame you either. We have not only endangered the both of you, but perhaps your entire world. Just know I’ll do what I can to prevent you, Kevin, and your world from suffering the consequences of the good deeds you both have performed.”

      “I know you will, thank you.”

      “How are the kittens? Have you named them yet?”

      “Shouldn’t that responsibility be yours?”

      “It’s tradition for the caretaker to assign them names.”

      “What’s wrong with number one, two, and three?”

      “That’s hardly original. Would you have liked it if Kevin had called you number one?”

      Boomer remembered the many Next Generation episodes they watched together and suppressed a giggle.

      “He might very well have, but for different reasons.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “You weren’t meant to, that’s between Kevin and me. But, okay, I’ll try and find more appropriate names for them. Look, I’m sorry for making fun of you and. . .well, for blaming you for something that, in the end, wasn’t really your fault.”

      Ziron’s cushion hovered down to Boomer’s level.

      “That’s big of you to admit, and it helps to hear you say it, thanks. The guilt of the situation has been eating at me and distracting me from my work. You have to understand that I don’t want anything bad to happen to Kevin. He’s my friend too.”

      Boomer barked once. “I do, I’m just so damn angry, you know?”

      “I know, I am too. And perhaps it wasn’t fair of me to ask you for help in retrieving Kalliopy’s sister. I feel conflicted between following orders and doing what I know in my heart I should be doing.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Getting Kevin, of course. Knowing him, he would do everything in his power to help, even if Kalliopy betrayed him.”

      “I think so too.”

      “Still, nothing would stop Xonax from using the sister as a bargaining chip again. We’d be right back where we started.”

      “Perhaps, but at least we’d know about it, and we could prepare for contingencies. Speaking of which, where are you with the smart armor?”

      “I’ve cannibalized as many systems as I feel comfortable doing on this ship. It still needs to be able to defend itself from attack.”

      “You also have the remaining destroyers from the ancient fleet.”

      “I know, but the tech is too old for me to adapt it to the Osiris. They’ll provide cover though, should we need some.”

      “Oh, you’ll need cover. There’s no way the Kregan will stand still forever.”

      “Yeah, I agree.”

      “So what’s your ETA on the smart armor?”

      “I’ll have it for you later today. It won’t be as advanced as the last one you used, but it will give you an edge, nonetheless.”

      “Anything would at this point. Beagles aren’t exactly considered formidable warriors.”

      Ziron smiled. “I was trying to spare your feelings. Armor or not, you have more courage than I have seen in many bipeds, I want you to know that.”

      Boomer smiled back. “I certainly appreciate it, thanks, Zee. Keep me posted.”

      “Will do.”
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        * * *

      

      It was the most horrific of sensations, to feel one’s body, muscles, and limbs move on their own with no control over them; Kevin had never felt so terrified.

      What the hell do you mean you’re the master of this body? This is my body!

      Not anymore. I’m in control now. I’d appreciate it if you stayed quiet. I do not engage with lower life forms.

      I’m not a lower life form, and if you think I am, then get out of here and return my body back to me.

      I’m afraid I can’t do that. This is my purpose, it’s part of my programming.

      I see… you’re an AI.

      Correct. I’m Orion eight-three-nine-six.

      You’ve said that already, I don’t particularly give a rat’s ass about your designation or serial number.

      You can call me eight-three-nine-six.

      Yeah, cause that makes it so much simpler. And you can kiss my ass.

      Anatomically impossible. I reside in a tiny implant near your neo-cortex, which makes your request impossible.

      They didn’t program you with a sense of humor, did they?

      Humor is a subjective thing and has been programmed by my creator. It is not, however, a core system or one of my primary functions. I serve my master, all other functions are futile.

      Swell, I’m trapped with a toaster in my head.

      I do not know what a toaster is.

      Never mind that. What about that master of yours, who would that be?

      At this current time: Captain Altanor.

      Of course, it is.

      Kevin had the feeling that that’s where his body was going next, back onto the pirate ship. The moment he was inside, the cargo door lifted and the engines rumbled to life. His body kept walking toward the living area of the ship.

      Can I get back control of my body now, please?

      I am not responsible or authorized for deciding the times you are allowed control. Altanor is.

      Are you always on?

      I do require to be shutdown and recharged from time to time.

      Define time to time.

      Twenty minutes every twenty hours of operation.

      That was not good news. It would only give him a limited window to try and get the thing out of his head. Not that he knew how he would do that. Not to mention drilling a hole in his head on his own was something he was eager to experience. Things looked bad; very bad, in fact.

      Soon they arrived in front of the pirate captain.

      “I’m Orion eight-three-nine-six, you can call me 8-3-9-6,” said Kevin.

      It was his voice, but he wasn’t doing the talking. The whole thing felt like a lucid nightmare. Kevin knew he wasn’t that lucky. This was all too real.

      Altanor said, “I assume you have total control?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Alright, it’s time to see what you can do.”

      Altanor activated his communication device. “We’re all on board, get us to the coordinates I provided earlier, maximum hyperspace.”

      A voice answered. “Coordinates set. Leaving atmosphere now and entering hyperspace.”

      I want to talk to him, said Kevin.

      “Captain,” said 8-3-9-6, “this body’s owner would like a word with you.”

      Captain Altanor walked right up to Kevin’s face. Uncomfortably close, in fact.

      “Now you want to talk?” said Altanor with an evil grin. “The thing is, I have what I want, and therefore, I don’t need you anymore. I hope you enjoy being a prisoner in your own body, forever.”
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      “Mira,” said Boomer, “I’m starving.”

      “So?” she said with an amused tone.

      Boomer had no doubt she was being playful with him regarding his remark about her lack of understanding sarcasm. Boomer actually enjoyed interacting with Mira, it was quite endearing.

      “Ok, ok…you learn fast, I’ll grant you that. Now can I get some food, please?”

      “Affirmative. I’m beaming food to your bowl,” said Mira.

      And just like magic, food appeared. Except, before Boomer could have a go at it, all three Sphynx kittens, previously engaged in jumping on the beagle’s back and pulling on his whiskers for the umpteenth time, darted to the food.

      Oh, hell no!

      Boomer growled when about half of his bowl had been ravaged, and the kittens froze and stared at him, wondering what they should do next.

      “That’s my food! Just keep sucking on energy from the ship, I thought you liked that shit.”

      “If I may,” said Mira.

      “Go ahead.”

      “While the kittens will survive as long as their bodies can siphon minute energy particles and convert them for their bodies to function, it doesn’t mean they aren’t hungry. Their physiologies have adapted for survival in a process that took centuries, but they have a digestive system, and like you, they enjoy eating.”

      “Then give them their own food.”

      “Be that as it may, you’re going to have to train them to know the difference.”

      Boomer sighed. “Swell.”

      “Naming them could help this interaction.”

      Boomer used his paw to point at each of them. “Sonic, Zelda, and you’ll be Mario.”

      Since Boomer had stopped growling, the one kitten Boomer had named Zelda slowly approached the bowl while still looking at Boomer.

      Boomer shook his head from side to side. “Nope, don’t you dare, I’ll get you your own food.”

      But Zelda kept approaching the bowl, using slow-motion stealth, never losing sight of Boomer’s gaze. Soon, she was slowly lapping Boomer’s food.

      Zee’s voice resounded from the speakers. “Boomer, can you come to the bridge, we have a contact.”

      Ah, screw it. I’ll eat later when they go back to sleep.

      Boomer left the room, and Sonic and Mario joined Zelda and devoured the food in record time like a pack of starving lions.
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        * * *

      

      “Now the hard part begins,” said Lacuna aloud even though she was alone in the cockpit.

      She could hear Darmak snoring through the two closed access doors. The area around his bed trembled from the noise, which was something her brain still had problems reconciling. She had scanned him earlier, making sure he wasn’t bleeding internally, but the medical scanner had found nothing wrong with him. Hopefully, he would wake up on his own soon.

      She would like to have his assistance when reconnecting with Kevin, but it looked like she would have to do that part on her own, which elevated her anxiety somewhat.

      With any luck, they won’t shoot me out of the sky the first chance they get.

      The rental ship had shields and some weapons, though she had had to redirect a good portion of the power from the weapons to engage the hyperspace engine. But that didn’t really matter. The ship stood no chance in combat against the Osiris, let alone the ancient destroyers that were accompanying it. If push came to shove, it would be wiser for her to reactivate the hyperspace engines and run rather than to try and fight against such odds.

      Time was up, and she was about to exit hyperspace outside of the firing range of the Arcadian ships. Better not make herself an easy target. She was willing to risk calling them, not wanting to get shot before she made contact.

      No matter how many times she had rehearsed an apology speech for Kevin, her mind was now drawing a blank, so she would have to wing it. Perhaps it was better this way, maybe for once it would sound authentic.

      She turned her holo-screen on and opened a channel before swallowing hard.

      “This is Lacuna, please respond.”

      The holo-screen filled with an image of Ziron, he did not look kindly on her.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be on your way back to Omicronia? How did you manage to escape?”

      “Hello to you too,” she tried staying as amicable as she could. “Could I please speak to Kevin?”

      Boomer’s head kept appearing and disappearing out of the frame, apparently the holo-camera on the Osiris was too high for him to be able to see or be seen.

      “Just shoot the witch down!” she heard Boomer say.

      “Quiet!” Ziron told him. He turned back toward Lacuna and said, “Kevin isn’t here.”

      That was not what she had anticipated. Both the dog and Sphynx hated her guts, and she doubted she could convince any of them about her change of heart regarding a possible future collaboration. If she was being one hundred percent truthful with herself, and the roles were reversed, she wouldn’t trust herself either.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Do you mind telling me where he is?”

      “Why aren’t you shooting her?” complained Boomer whose head and floppy ears kept appearing on and off the screen.

      “Please, don’t,” she pleaded. “I’m truly sorry for my behavior, and I want to make amends.”

      “Yeah, right!” barked Boomer.

      Ziron looked down and frowned in frustration. “Boomer! What the heck are you doing?”

      The holo-screen image flickered a couple of times.

      “I’m pressing all the buttons on your stupid console until I find the one that will shoot weapons!” Boomer’s voice could be heard off-camera.

      “Well, stop it!” complained Ziron. “That’s not how this works, you’re going to knock us offline and then we’ll be sitting ducks.”

      “I won’t fire on you, I give you my word.”

      Boomer briefly appeared on the screen and as his ears went out of frame, he said, “Tell that to someone who cares! Come on, Zee, just shoot her, eh? Do it for me, pal.”

      “Enough, stop it,” said Ziron.

      Lacuna kept silent and let the two of them argue over what to do for another minute or two until they realized that she was looking at them. Once Ziron resumed visual contact with her, she broke her silence.

      “Look, I don’t expect you to trust me, so I’m going to send you some valuable information.”

      “Let me tell you where you can put it!” said Boomer the next time he was in the frame.

      Lacuna could tell that he was getting tired of jumping up and down. But she had to admit the dog was cute, and she suppressed a smile every time his ears shot up then down as gravity brought him back to the floor.

      “Transmitting now,” she said.

      “I’ll get back to you,” said Ziron. “Please don’t move your ship or we’ll consider it an act of aggression and engage you.”

      “Understood.”

      The holo-communication ended and Lacuna sighed. She wondered where Kevin was; he usually didn’t go anywhere without his dog, so the fact that he wasn’t present was not a good sign.

      Am I actually worried for this human? Huh…that’s something I didn’t think could happen.
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        * * *

      

      When the pirates arrived at their destination, Kevin was horrified at how they were using his body. He had been beamed onto a Tranaxian ship and was being used as a weapon.

      He had to bear witness as 8-3-9-6 took out most of the crew on the bridge of the ship. The worst part was the AI was using everything that Kevin had learned in tech sorcery, and he was using it with greater proficiency too.

      I can’t believe this; they’re making me look like a cruel pirate. Stop this!

      I cannot disobey a direct order from my master, said 8-3-9-6.

      You don’t have to kill these people, they haven’t done us any wrong. At least try and just incapacitate them.

      I’ve been told to use deadly force, so that’s what I’m doing.

      You’re murdering innocents! Kevin argued.

      This parameter does not compute. Please, stay quiet.

      Up yours!

      Your repeated attempts at distracting me will force me to take you offline.

      What the hell are you talking about? This is my body! You can’t shut me down.

      I can silence your thoughts. Entering quiet mode now.

      I’ll keep talking anyway!

      There was no answer.

      8-3-9-6?

      Still nothing.

      Kevin had been muted. No matter how much he tried interacting with the AI possessing his body, 8-3-9-6 would not engage. As uninteresting as he had been, at least it was a presence. Now, Kevin truly felt alone in the whole universe, like looking at a movie of a life that no longer was his own.

      Five minutes later, the bridge had been secured and the pirates beamed into the ship.

      “Well done, Kevin,” said Altanor.

      Kevin tried answering and was surprised to hear his own voice.

      “I can’t believe you had me do this!”

      “I told you before, whether or not you want to help us doesn’t matter.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Kevin muttered under his breath.

      I need to regain control of my body and dispose of these fools fast, before they kill more people.

      One of the pirates took his blaster off of his belt and pointed it at one of the stunned Tranaxians.

      “What are you doing?” protested Kevin.

      The pirate paused and looked at his boss, who nodded. A second later the Tranaxian crewman had a hole in his forehead.

      Kevin wanted to protest, but he couldn’t speak. He tried reaching for his throat, but his hands wouldn’t move.

      The pirate leader smiled. “Like I said, doesn’t matter what you want.”

      And just like that Kevin was again locked out of his own body.

      Altanor and the rest of the pirates left the bridge and went to other parts of the ship. From time to time, Kevin heard blaster fire, and it didn’t require much imagination on his part to know what the pirates were up to.

      So that’s it, you’re silencing me again?

      It’s better this way.

      Says you.

      You’ll learn to adapt to your new conditions over time. I’m sure.

      Conditions? Is that what you think I’m going through? And, no, I’ll never learn to adapt to this shit. I would never have killed those crewmen in cold blood. You’re a monster!

      Technically, you haven’t, I have, said 8-3-9-6. As for me being a monster, if it helps your conscience, that’s fine by me. I don’t feel emotions, so you can call me whatever you’d like.

      Why did you make me witness all of this? If you can mute me, why not blind me as well?

      It’s important that most parts of your brain remain active for me to get full access to your motor functions. You see, the more engaged your brain is, the stronger the connection between my AI matrix and your neo-cortex. Even if I could function without the boost, I doubt my creator worried about your feelings. I’ve been programmed for efficiency, and that means you stay awake when I enter combat mode.

      You and your creator better hope the puppet never gets free.

      Electric current ran through Kevin’s brain, and even though he still couldn’t move, he could feel the pain.

      Ooow! What the hell was that for?

      My program won’t tolerate rebellious thoughts or threats. I feel obliged to inform you that with each subsequent warning I inflict on you will hurt even more.

      Kevin tried holding his head, but he was locked out of his body. The resulting jolt had made him feel hazy.

      Are you telling me the pain can get worse than this?

      This is nothing, it’s the lowest setting there is. According to my scan of your human physiology and nervous system, it doesn’t seem to enjoy being zapped in such ways.

      No shit! If you zap me one more time…I warn you!

      I would suggest you comply and stop making empty threats.

      And, if I don’t?

      A second discharge zapped Kevin’s brain. The AI wasn’t lying earlier, that one was significantly more painful than the first.

      Kevin grew very angry as a result and thought about retribution, but another jolt pre-emptively zapped him once more. His head was now pounding with pain, to the point where he could barely form coherent thoughts, which he decided was probably the whole point of this method of torture.

      Alright, I got the message, stop it!

      I apologize for the discomfort. This isn’t personal.

      Kevin knew it didn’t get any more personal than this, but the pain was forcing him to stay away from his own thoughts. Self-preservation kicked in.
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      “I still say we shoot her,” Boomer said with a serious tone.

      “Quiet, I’m looking at what she sent us.”

      “Did your tiny brain ever consider she could have sent a computer virus designed to take control of the Osiris and the fleet? We know she wants those ships!”

      “First of all, yes. I’ve saved this to a secure sandboxed location of the main computer. As you humans say: this isn’t my first rodeo. And, second, I thought we had made progress in our relationship and were past the name calling?”

      “Right, sorry…This Lacuna chick, though, she just gets on my nerves, you know?”

      “I know how you feel, but let’s not allow her to affect us. Okay? Let’s look at the data rationally and decide what to do. Her ship is no match for the Osiris, we can blow her up easily.”

      “Then why haven’t we already?” asked Boomer who was running in circles under Ziron’s levitating cushion.

      “Aren’t you even a bit curious? I mean, it’s peculiar that she’d seek us out. Knowing that her ship is inferior, she’s taking a risk with her life. Maybe we should try and see why she’s trying to help.”

      “Lacuna? Help us? Have you forgotten she has doubled-crossed us at every turn?”

      “I haven’t forgotten, believe me. I almost killed her after all.”

      “Yeah, and instead I got the brunt of that misguided attempt.”

      “Nobody told you to jump in front of the laser, though I have to admit, I shouldn’t have pressed the trigger. Really sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay, water under the bridge. What’s the information she sent us about?”

      Ziron kept silent as he swiped through the data on his hovering holo-screen. Boomer could tell he was captivated by something.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s coordinates…of the ships we fought to recover the princess. With real-time tracking, too.”

      “And that’s significant ho—wait? Does that mean we know where Kevin is?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Why not?”

      “They could have moved him since then, and this info is tracking several ships, both Kregan and pirates. It is possible, however, that Kevin is on one of those ships. This is quite valuable information.”

      “But she doesn’t know where Kevin is; she thought he was here.”

      “Yeah, and probably wanted to speak to him because he was the one that let her go.”

      “Not to mention that the last time we trusted her, she tricked us both.”

      “Personally, I would have said that differently, in a way that doesn’t emasculate us both, but that’s just me.”

      Boomer chuckled. “Good point. But we have to be careful, I don’t trust her.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Is the smart armor ready?”

      “Just about. I wanted to run a few more tests.”

      “I say we skip them, I may have to defend us against her.”

      Boomer could tell Ziron was thinking about it.

      “Come on, time’s a-wastin’.”

      “Very well. But if it blows up in your face, don’t come and complain.”

      Boomer barked.

      Ziron took a metallic sphere from the next console, put it in his mouth, and started chewing. Before Boomer could ask what he was doing, the Sphynx spat on him. The nano-material extended around the beagle.

      “That’s just gross, do you have to deliver the smart armor this way?”

      “That’s my signature.”

      “Wait? What? Are you telling me there’s no technical purpose other than to add your DNA to the mix for the fun of it?”

      “Well…”

      “You’re sick!”

      Ziron shrugged and smiled. “It does serve one purpose, a security feature: the nano-plasm is encoded to only activate when it gets in contact with my own DNA.”

      “Yeah, but knowing you, it’s more for your ego than real security.”

      Ziron’s silence spoke volumes.
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      What’s taking them so long?

      Lacuna felt a pit form at the bottom of her stomach. She entered a few commands on her holo-interface, making sure she was ready in case she needed to make a run for it. For now, the Osiris hadn’t powered weapons, but she wasn’t entirely sure the sensors on her rental were up to snuff.

      She thought she heard a noise in the back of the ship. Maybe Darmak was waking up. She got up from her pilot’s chair when green light streaks enveloped her abruptly.

      “What the hell?” she said aloud.

      By the time she finished her sentence, everything around her changed and she was aboard a familiar ship. The Osiris.

      Ziron was hovering on a purple pillow a good ten meters from her. He hissed. She decided that was a warning. Suddenly, a roar thundered on her side, so fierce and forceful that it sent her crashing back on her butt as a result.

      A large white tiger stepped in front of her and roared again, making her pretty blue hair fly back.

      “You scared the crap out of me!” she complained.

      “That’s the least of your worries if you’re planning something,” said Boomer in the form of the white tiger.

      “I come in peace. I swear.”

      “Why are you here?” asked Ziron.

      “I wanted to apologize and ask Kevin if I could join your team. I know that may sound weird, but I’ve lost everything, and if it weren’t for his generosity, I would have also lost my life. The way I see it, I owe him my life, so what better way to repay him than by offering my services.”

      “I don’t trust her,” said Boomer. “I don’t think I ever will.”

      “I can’t blame you,” pleaded Lacuna. “But if you give me a chance, I’d like to prove that I can be of help. I was really hoping I could make my case with Kevin, though. Where is he? I understand if he doesn’t want to talk to me but…”

      Boomer’s head lowered, and Lacuna could tell something was wrong.

      The bridge’s door split open and Princess Kalliopy entered.

      “Who is this?” she asked, pointing at Lacuna.

      “The person who helped us locate the fleet,” said Ziron.

      Kalliopy’s face tensed up, her gaze cold as ice. “The one that tried to double-cross you and take the ships away? That person?”

      “Correct,” roared Boomer.

      “Then why would you let her step on board our ship?”

      “She’s providing us with valuable information,” Ziron beseeched.

      Kalliopy sighed heavily. She did not look pleased. She took a quick look toward Boomer.

      “I’ll deal with her in a minute. How come Boomer is in tiger form?” asked Kalliopy. “I thought you said the smart armors had been destroyed.”

      Ziron hovered away from Lacuna and approached Kalliopy. “I’ve been working on a new prototype for Boomer. It’s not as complete as the previous ones, he can only turn into a handful of forms, and this smart armor doesn’t have enough memory to store too many transformations, nor does it have as strong a power source.”

      “I see,” said Kalliopy. “As for…” she paused as her gaze locked onto Lacuna’s, “her…I wouldn’t trust a single word coming out of her mouth.”

      “Says the one who betrayed Kevin,” whispered Boomer, probably low enough so that the princess didn’t hear.

      But Lacuna did.

      What did he just say!?

      Lacuna got back on her feet and stood very straight. She glanced at Kalliopy. “Where’s Kevin?”

      “None of your business,” Kalliopy cut her short. “Ziron, dump her at the nearest airlock, we can’t take the chance she’ll try something again.”

      “But, your majesty…” complained Ziron.

      “Is there something wrong with your hearing, Ziron? That was a direct order. We’ll rescue Kevin the first chance we get. I promise you, both,” she said glancing at Boomer. “However, for the time being, saving my sister is the priority, and that female can’t be trusted, so I want her off of my ship. Now.”

      “We could beam her back to her ship,” proposed Ziron.

      Lacuna didn’t know if she was the one more surprised by his words or if Boomer was. There was no love lost between them. Lacuna wanted to protest and try to discover what kind of betrayal the princess had committed, but with her life hanging by a thread, she decided to keep quiet and see how things played out.

      “So that she can fire on us the minute she’s back on her ship? I think that’s probably not the best option,” said Kalliopy.

      Treacherous witch!

      “Her ship is no match for ours,” said Ziron. “It was Kevin’s wish that we spare her life. I think blowing her out of an airlock would be disrespecting his wish in the matter.”

      It was faint, but Lacuna was sure she saw Kalliopy’s eyes water. There was something between these two, she could tell.

      “Alright then, send her away. And, please, keep quiet from now on, I haven’t had a solid night of sleep for days, which can make me cranky.”

      Without another word, Kalliopy turned away and left the bridge.

      Oh, we hadn’t noticed, thought Lacuna. I don’t see what Kevin sees in her. But, hey, to each his own.
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      Lacuna waited for a minute, and the bridge was so silent one could hear the subtle humming of the engines.

      “Ok, that’s it, I want to know where Kevin is, space me if you have to, but what happened to him? I didn’t come to argue with you two bozos, and I don’t answer to her, so please, tell me where he is.”

      “We don’t know,” said Ziron.

      “You, then,” said Lacuna pointing at the Boomer. “What’s that I heard about betrayal? Mind explaining what you meant?”

      Boomer told Lacuna what had happened to Kevin.

      “And the reason why you’re not working on a rescue is. . .?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Right…let me see if I got this right: the boy you took from his home planet and asked to do your bidding, saved your precious Confederate, and obviously the stuck-up Princess, is rotting somewhere in a Kregan cell and all you have to say for yourself is ‘it’s complicated’?”

      “In a word: yes. I have my orders,” said Ziron with no shortage of disappointment in his voice.

      “What’s your excuse?” Lacuna asked as she pointed at Boomer.

      “I wanted to go, but I’m only a dog.”

      “Well, right now you seem more like a strong beast.”

      “In his defense,” said Ziron. “That’s a pretty recent development.”

      “Alright. You guys are shitty friends, I hope you realize that,” said Lacuna.

      Both Ziron and Boomer looked down at their paws. She could tell they agreed with her.

      “Ok,” Lacuna continued, “now that we’ve established that, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m gonna go get Kevin, with or without your help.”

      “I’m coming with you,” said Boomer without hesitation.

      “Good, we can use your armor-thingy. Ziron? In or out?”

      “I…I can’t…I have to obey Kalliopy. She will need backup to get her sister back.”

      “Good luck with that. We’ll make sure to tell Kevin you said ‘Hi.’ Now beam us to my ship so we can get on our way. Something tells me Kevin needs us sooner rather than later.”

      “Zee,” said Boomer. “Can you spare one of these ancient destroyers? I fear we may need some firepower to help Kevin.”

      “Kalliopy is going to space me if I do that,” he answered.

      “Then don’t tell her,” proposed Lacuna.

      “What?”

      “Just figure out a way to trick the sensors so that it looks like it’s still in formation,” said Boomer. “You’re a genius, you’ll find a way.”

      “What about the kittens?” said Ziron. “Will you take them with you?”

      “I’d rather not, it would be too dangerous.”

      “You’re right. Can you at least tell them you’re going?”

      “They can’t speak.”

      “They may not have developed the ability to speak yet, but their cognitive abilities are advanced enough that they’ll understand you. I think it will make your absence a little easier.”

      “Hate to be the one stating the obvious,” said Lacuna, “but time’s a-wastin’.”

      Boomer reverted to his beagle form. “I’m going now, I won’t be long. I’ll be ready to leave in five minutes.”

      Boomer ran out of the bridge.

      “We must be out of our minds to trust you after what you pulled,” said Ziron.

      “I know how you must feel, and thank you for the ship. I agree with Boomer, I think we’ll need more firepower. I do have one small request though.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me? What small request?”

      “The crewman that rescued me aboard your shuttle, he hurt his head and he’s been in a coma. Would you mind caring for him while we’re gone? Perhaps put him in suspended animation? If you have the tech, that is.”

      “We have four pods on board. Sure, I’ll beam him to one of them right away.”

      “Thank you,” said Lacuna.

      “Promise me one thing?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Get Kevin and hurry back to us so we can also save the Princess’ sister?”

      “Sure, once we have Kevin, we’ll return here on the double, you have my word. For whatever that may be worth to you.”

      “If you had told me yesterday, I would have said it’s worth less than nothing. But seeing how determined you are to act where I can’t…I’m actually ashamed of myself. Kevin is my friend, and I just accepted my orders without contesting.”

      “I’m sure you made your case to her. Right?”

      “I tried.”

      “Then don’t beat yourself up and try to look at this in a positive light. Now that I’m here, there’s something we can all do about it, and, by splitting up, we can achieve more.”

      Ziron smiled. “Did you hurt your head when we sent you on your way home?”

      “No, why would you ask that?”

      “You hardly seem like the same person, it’s a really strange feeling.”

      “Look, Kevin should have spaced me, I deserved it. But somehow, he took pity on me, gave me a second chance. One I don’t think I deserved. And there wasn’t much for me to do while tied up in that chair on the shuttle, other than to think long and hard about my life and how I ended up that way. Once I learned there was nothing awaiting me back on Omicron, it made the decision a no-brainer. I owe him my life, and I want to repay this debt to him. Doesn’t mean we’ll become best buds after that. Once I’m done, we’ll most likely part ways and never see each other again.”

      “Still, there’s a lesson in there somewhere. I may have misjudged you.”

      “Oh, believe me, you haven’t. I’m still as ruthless as I’ve ever been. But right now, I just happen to be on your side.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Lacuna walked to the nearest viewport and looked out to space. “Okay, you should beam me aboard one of these destroyers so I can get used to controlling it. Though the question is, can I do that on my own? Seems like a rather large ship for a girl and a dog to run on their own.”

      “It is, and no, you can’t. Fortunately for you, I slaved their main computers to ours. Let me transport a copy of Mira to their main computer. I think it has just about enough memory for her matrix.”

      “Who’s Mira?”

      A translucent blue hologram came to life behind Lacuna. She caught a glimpse of a reflection on the viewport glass and turned around.

      “I’m Mira, this ship’s AI, and apparently, I’ll be your pilot too. Nice to make your acquaintance. Lacuna, is it?”

      Lacuna sized up Mira from head to toe twice and nodded. “Nice to meet you too, Mira. Welcome to the team.”
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        * * *

      

      At least Kevin now had comfortable quarters to stay in, instead of the cold and damp cell. But he missed Leg’olas. Hopefully, she was okay. There was nothing Kevin could do about her right now. He couldn’t even scratch his own nose, literally.

      But he hadn’t forgotten about the spider. When he found a way to get himself out of this mess, he would help Leg’olas escape this ship too.

      “8-3-9-6 to the bridge on the double,” Altanor’s voice boomed through the room’s speakers.

      Kevin’s body jumped out of bed faster than it ever had, and, a minute later, he was on the bridge.

      Altanor was standing near the ship’s viewport, his hands behind his back, looking at hyperspace lines streaking past the ship.

      “We have a new mission. A real mission this time.”

      What was the last one about, then? asked Kevin in his mind.

      I believe they wanted to test my efficiency at controlling you, said 8-3-9-6.

      Oh, I see, a beta test.

      I’m unfamiliar with this term.

      Of course you are.

      “I’m ready,” said 8-3-9-6.

      “Obtaining that body and brain to implant you in came at a price. Succeed on this one mission and we can return to our pillaging routine, freeing us from any debts to the Kregan. But first, we have someone we need you to kill.”

      “I understand. Who do I have to kill?”

      “That’s the tricky part. It’s Emperor Yxantion himself. Do you think you can do it?”

      What the hell? I’m going to kill someone else?

      Technically, I’ll be the one doing the killing, said 8-3-9-6. You’ll just be observing.

      Kevin wanted to argue but contained himself to avoid physical retribution. Still, he didn’t like the idea. Even if 8-3-9-6 was the cold-blooded murderer here, the end result was the same. Kevin would become a wanted fugitive, most likely forever. All everybody would remember is the face of the one who killed the emperor, they wouldn’t buy it that he was under the control of an evil AI. He really needed to find a way to recover his body. And fast.

      “There’s no way for me to calculate odds without knowing more about the mission.”

      “I’m uploading the plan we’ve devised,” said Altanor as he keyed commands to the holo-screen on his wrist device. “It will require some stealth on your part. We can’t attack them frontally, though we’ll be providing a diversion to give you a window of opportunity for you to take Yxantion out. Also, you’ll have some of my backdoor security codes for the palace, this will make your incursion easier.”

      “Analyzing data…” said 8-3-9-6.

      There was silence for a handful of seconds until 8-3-9-6 announced the odds.

      “I believe this mission has a sixty-eight percent chance of success.”

      “That’s actually higher than I expected,” said Altanor.

      “I should mention that the odds for Kevin’s body to survive are less than ten percent.”

      What? No!

      “That’s unfortunate. Is there a way to boost these odds?”

      “I can try shifting priorities to a fifty percent chance of the body surviving, but that lowers the chances of success to thirty-five.”

      Come on, buddy, I’m sure you can make it work, said Kevin.

      Your attempts at swaying me are futile. I only answer to Altanor.

      Well, I had to try.

      “That’s too low. Let me ask you this. Do you think you’ve gathered enough data to operate another body if we lose Kevin?” asked Altanor.

      So now I’m expendable? That’s just great.

      “I believe so, but I’m afraid it may require another human. However, I have unfettered access to this boy’s memories, he has a sister, she could be a valid candidate.”

      What? NO! Don’t you flipping dare! protested Kevin.

      Pain overloaded all of Kevin’s senses, making him feel like he got hit by lightning multiple times.

      Kevin’s eyes closed for a second and reopened in a very robotic way.

      “What was that?” asked Altanor.

      “I had to discipline the host body, the setting was rather high, and so he lost consciousness. I took over.”

      “Why don’t you operate this way all the time then and keep him asleep? From the little I’ve talked with him, he’s a chatty fellow and really has a rebellious attitude to boot.”

      “Affirmative,” said 8-3-9-6. “I have noticed that as well. Don’t worry, I can curb him. My efficiency in using Kevin’s body drops by up to forty percent when he’s not awake and aware of his surroundings. His brain access to his central nervous system and five senses sends real-time signals to my CPU that allows me to optimize my motor functions control override over his body.”

      “That’s a mouthful of technical explanation,” Altanor complained.

      “In simpler terms: the mission would not be possible for him when he’s unconscious.”

      “I see. Your creator told me you could operate bodies even when the host was suppressed.”

      “Correct. For most species the impact to the body is negligible. However, this is not the case for these humans. The link between body and mind in humans is simply too strong.”

      “Oh, well, let him witness it all then.”

      “Understood. I take it you’re willing to accept the more than likely loss of his physical body? I’ll still be able to control part of his consciousness afterward, but only if you provide me with a new human body.”

      “Not to mention surgery to install the tech sorcerer’s augments on another human. But, yeah, let’s go with the higher odds of eliminating Xonax’s father. Once he’s out of the way, and if Kevin doesn’t survive, then we’ll swing by Earth and get you some new flesh to wear.”
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      “Ready to beam to the ship,” said Lacuna.

      “Hold on,” said Ziron.

      He spat on Lacuna’s chest.

      “Ewww, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “You’re gonna need this.”

      Lacuna looked in disgust as the gooey sputum morphed and enveloped her body.

      “What is this? I think I’m going to puke.”

      “Settle down, they’re just nanites, not spit. Billions of them, mind you, but still.”

      “Sure looked like a loogie when it landed. What is it for?”

      “It’s another smart armor.”

      “I can turn into one of those big cats like Boomer?”

      “They’re called white tigers, and no, I’m afraid not.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was working on this one for Kevin after I had finished Boomer’s. I barely had enough nanites and not enough memory storage ones. So this is a very basic layer of protection.”

      “I never used one of these, so you’ll need to give me a crash course.”

      Boomer came back into the bridge; he was in tiger form with full protective armor. He looked sad.

      “You alright, buddy?” asked Ziron. “Why are you in this form?”

      “They kept crying,” said Boomer, “to the point where they made me cry. I thought by transforming they’d get scared and it would make them afraid of me, you know, maybe if they feared me, the separation would be easier.”

      “How did that plan go?”

      “Let’s just say it didn’t work, but I’m too upset right now to transform back. Let’s get out of here before I change my mind about the kittens.”

      “Did you think you’d be less likely to shed tears as a tiger than you would as a beagle?” asked Ziron.

      “Can we change the subject, please?” asked Boomer. “Are we good to go?”

      Lacuna smiled. “We’re fine. Why don’t you go ahead onto the ship first while Ziron explains to me how limited my own smart armor is compared to yours.”

      “Oh, you’re getting one too, neat. Sure, beam me up, Scotty.”

      Ziron hovered to the nearest console and stopped and stared at Boomer. “Be careful, okay?”

      Boomer nodded. “You too.”

      Streaks of green light engulfed him, and he vanished into thin air.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t morph into anything, I’m afraid,” said Ziron.

      “Okay, let’s skip the don’ts of this thing and tell me what it can do.”

      “Shields are at half power, and they’ll be able to recharge pretty quickly if they’re not taxed too much. Since there’s limited storage on that thing, you won’t have an AI to help you like Kevin had with Mira in the previous model. But you can invoke any morphing weapon you can think of, blasters, blades, both metal and energy-based, rifles…”

      “Neat. How do I do that?” asked Lacuna.

      “Just think of a weapon in your hand and it will be there.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, why don’t you try it?”

      Lacuna looked at her palm and a Tranaxian blaster, her favorite hand-held model, materialized in her hand.

      “Wow. That’s quite amazing tech.”

      She pointed the gun at Ziron’s head and smirked.

      Ziron’s eyes grew wide. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      The blaster disappeared and was replaced by a gun made of Lacuna’s index finger.

      “Relax, I was pulling your leg. Looks like it worked a little too much too,” said Lacuna pointing at the pillow, which took on a darker shade.

      “Yeah! I just soiled myself.”

      Lacuna chuckled. “I can see that. I’m sorry.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “You have to admit it’s a little funny. I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “Don’t you ever do that again!”

      “I won’t. Don’t worry.”

      Ziron smelled his wet tail and cringed, and then he started licking it.

      “Eww,” said Lacuna. “I’m gonna pretend I didn’t see you do that. What else should I know about the armor?”

      “Think of your power reserve.”

      A holographic HUD appeared in front of Lacuna’s field of vision.

      “Wow, nice!”

      “Be aware of your power reserve at all times, you don’t want to run out in the middle of a deadly fight. Fortunately for you, since the armor nano-morphic features are almost non-existent beside the morphable weapons, the power source will last much longer than most of my other smart armors. But don’t let that be an excuse for you to get too cocky.”

      “Cocky?”

      “Wrong choice of word, I guess.”

      “I’d say so, yes.”

      “Never mind that. Just be aware of your power reserves. You can also contact Mira aboard the Apophis, or Boomer. Just think of them, and you’ll open a subspace link directly to them, like telepathy.”

      “What’s an Apophis?”

      “That’s the name of the destroyer I gave you. They’ve all sustained some heavy damage during our last engagement with the Kregan and their auto-repair circuitry is much slower than my own. After I beam you, I’ll try and make some optimizations to it so that the ship can repair itself faster. I would have done it earlier, but I only have two hands and crafting even these primitive smart armors in the amount of time I was given, well…let’s just say I haven’t slept in three days, maybe four.”

      “I hear you. Thanks for all the hard work.”

      “Just promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Bring Kevin back, no matter what, I don’t think I could live with the guilt if something happened to him.”

      “We’ll get him back, I promise.”

      “Good luck.”

      “To you as well.”

      Ziron beamed Lacuna onto the Apophis, but something went wrong and Lacuna rematerialized in space.

      “Arrrrrrrg.” She screamed for a long time.

      She heard a giggle inside her mind, and then Ziron’s voice came in loud and clear. “Oopsy.”

      “Ziron? Why are you laughing, and why am I not dead?”

      “Your smart armor shield is active, it’s protecting you from the void of space, and well, I couldn’t help it.”

      “You little furry bastard. Now I’ve soiled myself!”

      “You now know how I feel, and I guess we’re even then. Stand-by.”

      Green streaks of light engulfed Lacuna, and she arrived on the bridge of the Apophis.

      “Ho ho h. . .,” chuckled Boomer, “whoa, what happened to your pants?”

      Lacuna’s face turned red and she cringed. “This place better have uniforms my size.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean they left?” asked Kalliopy.

      “Boomer wanted to go with her, so I let them both go,” said Ziron.

      “And you didn’t think to include me in making that decision?”

      “You had told us you needed to sleep, I didn’t think it was worth waking you up.”

      Nor telling you that I was giving them one of the destroyers.

      Ziron had to suppress a smile at the thought.

      “Well, you were wrong. Though I suppose I did give you conflicted orders. What if Boomer and that tramp try and rescue Kevin?”

      “The way I see it, that wouldn’t be the worst outcome.”

      “I thought we agreed we need to rescue Athala first. Or have you forgotten that conversation?”

      “I haven’t, and with all due respect, the only reason I didn’t go with them myself is to help you achieve that.”

      Ziron could tell Kalliopy was angry, but she took a deep breath.

      “Fair enough. I also want Kevin safe. Hopefully, we can both achieve our objectives.”

      Finally, some compassion for the one person that freed you, thought Ziron.

      “Yes, hopefully.”

      “How far are we from the rendezvous point with the dreadnought?”

      “We should be there within the hour.”

      “Good, keep me posted the moment we exit hyperspace.”

      “Will do, your highness.”

      “And Ziron.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m heartless or that I don’t care about Kevin. Nothing is farther from the truth, but…she’s my sister. I have to try and save her. If she were safe, if Xonax didn’t have her and torture her to get to me, I would have gladly given my life for Kevin’s, you have to believe me.”

      Ziron tried putting himself in her shoes, and he could see her predicament. He could tell from the tone of her voice that she genuinely believed what she was saying. Ziron felt sorry for her, it must not be an easy position to be in.

      “I understand. You don’t need to justify yourself to me…but thank you for sharing your thoughts.”
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        * * *

      

      Xonax’s angry face filled the holo-screen on board the pirate ship.

      “Report!”

      “We’re on our way to Kregan Prime. Kevin is ready.”

      “What do you mean Kevin?”

      “I’ve turned him into a tech sorcerer, he’ll dispatch your father for you. But let’s be clear, once this is done, that will have paid my debts to you.”

      “Yeah, yeah…you have my word. I’m curious how you convinced the boy to do this for you.”

      “He doesn’t really have a choice. I’ve implanted an AI in his brain, he’s not in control of his actions.”

      “I didn’t think you could be that devious, Altanor. Color me impressed.”

      That’s fine by me, keep underestimating me, so that I can keep your father’s throne once I get it.

      “We’ll need to create a distraction once we’re there though…we could use more firepower.”

      “What do you expect me to do? Attack my own people?”

      “At the moment, they’re your father’s people. And last I checked, you are attempting a coup, so yeah, pretty much.”

      “Touché. Very well, I have a package to recover first, but I’ll meet you there, you’ll have whatever forces I have left to help you in your mission.”

      “That’s more like it. Smile, Xonax, you’ll be emperor soon.”

      “First you need to deliver my father’s head.”

      “Don’t worry about that, you’ll have it. As long as we’re clear that I’m keeping the AI, and the boy, if he survives.”

      “What do you mean if he survives?”

      “That’s not exactly going to be the easiest of missions. I’m confident of its success, but I can’t guarantee the boy won’t perish in the attack.”

      “I’m not sure that’s acceptable, his brain is very valuable.”

      “Don’t I know it, but let’s not forget one thing, he’s mine, whether or not he’s still alive after the mission.”

      Altanor could tell Xonax wasn’t happy about being reminded of that detail.

      “Understood. We’ll rendezvous with you tomorrow, then once it’s nighttime, we’ll help you attack the palace.”

      “Make sure that you do.”
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      Kevin was counting the minutes until the AI had to power down to regenerate. On his way back to his quarters, he noticed that the cell he was previously held in wasn’t that far from where he was sleeping now.

      He would only have five minutes to act and while this didn’t give him enough time to try and free himself from the AI, perhaps he could check on Leg’olas.

      Why aren’t you sleeping? asked 8-3-9-6.

      It’s hard to find sleep when one knows that the next day they’ll be assassinating the most important man in this galaxy.

      You shouldn’t worry yourself with such thoughts, it’s not like you have any choice in the matter.

      Look, you don’t have emotions, but I do. And I think that’s why our brains are superior and why they wanted me for this mission.

      Your brain has an incredible ability to learn fast. But I doubt your emotions are the reason. If anything, emotions are hindering your potential.

      Well, believe what you want.

      I can’t have you pass out from tiredness tomorrow, and this could put both our existences in jeopardy. I could zap you unconscious if that would help you sleep.

      If you want to take the risk to damage my brain and perform mediocrely tomorrow, be my guest. Perhaps if you stopped chatting me up I would have an easier time at finding sleep.

      That’s a fair point.

      Interesting. Kevin had simply assumed that maybe the brain zappings might be detrimental to his brain efficiency over the long run, but that had been a bluff on his part. Apparently, that was something he could use against the AI.

      It would also help if I could find a comfortable position to sleep.

      I need to recharge anyway, I’ll go into regeneration mode now, so you can adopt whatever sleeping pose you want. But no funny business while I’m offline, or there will be hell to pay.

      Understood. Good night.

      A bleep resounded inside Kevin’s mind and all at once he recovered access to his body. Even though it would be a short reprieve, it felt amazing to be able to move again freely. Kevin jumped out of bed and exited his quarters.

      A guard was waiting outside and he raised his weapon at Kevin.

      Kevin swallowed hard and tried to make his voice as emotionless as possible.

      “This body’s muscles are frail, if I don’t use them every few hours, they lose efficiency. With your permission, I’ll take a walk and return here within five minutes.”

      The pirate guard nodded. “Understood, five minutes.”

      Kevin walked at a normal pace until he was no longer in the guard’s sight and sprinted to his old cell. There was a door control, which he pressed, half expecting it not to work. But to his surprise, the door slid open.

      He entered and crouched. “Leg’olas, are you here?”

      Kevin heard a high-pitched cry and Leg’olas jumped out of the darkness and landed in front of him. She kept jumping around him.

      “Kevin!” she said. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

      “Settle down, I need to talk to you, we don’t have much time.”

      “Okay. What’s going on?”

      “I’ve been invaded by an AI.”

      Leg’olas blinked multiple times at Kevin. “I don’t understand.”

      “There is a bad man in my head, he controls me, if he sees you, he’ll probably kill you.”

      Leg’olas jerked back and trembled.

      “I don’t want to scare you, my friend, but I need your help.”

      “How can I help you?”

      “Tomorrow this man will take me on a mission, and I might get hurt. I may need you to heal me if that happens. But you’ll need to try and hide from the bad man. If he sees you, I won’t be able to stop him.”

      “You’d let Leg’olas get hurt?” said the spider sadly.

      “I would never, but remember, I won’t have control of my body.”

      “But you’re here now, this is confusing.”

      Damn, I don’t have time for this.

      “Listen, I only have a couple of minutes before the evil man inside my head wakes up. I need you to listen to me very carefully and stop asking questions, can you do that for me?”

      Leg’olas nodded.

      “In two minutes, you can’t trust me anymore, I won’t be your friend, and you have to consider me dangerous. You got that?”

      “I think I understand.”

      “No, don’t think, just trust me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Can you hide in the light? Preferably somewhere on me, but where I can’t feel you, if I feel you like when you were crawling on me…well something bad will happen, let’s just leave it at that.”

      “You want to play hide and seek?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly it, but you can’t reveal yourself until I call your name again, or, if I’m incapacitated, try and heal me. But first things first, how do you hide on me without me knowing it?”

      Leg’olas scratched its head with one of her legs.

      “Hurry, Leg’olas, he’s going to wake up.”

      “Oh! I have an idea.”

      Leg’olas became smaller and smaller until Kevin couldn’t see her anymore.

      “Are you still here?”

      Leg’olas’ voice became so tiny and high-pitched it was hard for Kevin not to laugh at hearing it.

      “I haven’t moved.”

      “I can’t see you. Did you just become smaller?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you also get bigger?”

      Kevin quickly regretted asking the question, especially when Leg’olas grew bigger than Kevin himself. His heart beat strong, and Kevin had to remind himself that the spider was his friend, not an easy feat to accomplish with the horror of seeing this arachnid twice his own size and still growing.

      “Stop!”

      “Too big?” asked Leg’olas, with a much deeper voice.

      “Yeah, but do that in case you’re discovered or ever in danger, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Get back to minuscule size and hide in my hair.”

      “Okay.”

      A few seconds later, Kevin couldn’t see his spider friend anymore.

      “Remember, in a few seconds it won’t be me, you need to stand still, make no noise.”

      “I remember, no moving, no talking until I hear my name, heal you if you’re hurt, and get big if in danger.”

      “Exactly. You’re on me?”

      “Yes, in your hair.”

      Wow, I didn’t feel a thing. Good.

      Kevin fought an urge to scratch his scalp and hurried back to his room and got back in bed just a second before a new bleeping sound resounded in his mind.

      Did you find a comfortable position? asked 8-3-9-6.

      Kevin was relieved that the AI asked the question. Apparently, there wasn’t any part of the AI or its sensors that worked while he was regenerating.

      Kevin moved in the bed and tried to get into the best sleeping position.

      I think so, yes. Thank you.

      You’d better sleep now.

      Ten-four!

      What does that mean?

      It means affirmative.

      Kevin’s mind raced for a little while longer, worrying that Leg’olas would get discovered. He hated putting his new friend in danger, but if 8-3-9-6 was correct about his chance of survival, perhaps Leg’olas could help him tip the odds back in his favor. Right now she was his only friend and perhaps his only hope for survival.

      Eventually, Kevin became too exhausted, and he fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Onboard the Apophis, Lacuna had gone to find new clothes to wear while Boomer stayed on the bridge. The ship was in hyperspace, heading toward Kregan Prime.

      “Why are we going to the heart of the Kregan Empire again?” asked Boomer.

      “I’ve extrapolated the ship’s position provided by Lacuna,” said Mira, “and they’re all heading toward the main planet. At first I thought Xonax’s ship was going somewhere else, but they made a small detour and then took a similar heading.”

      “So every ship we’ve fought will be in one place. That’s gonna make things a little harder for us, with only one ancient destroyer, won’t it?”

      “Yes, we’ll have to stay hidden while we try to locate Kevin.”

      “I wonder why the Kregan ship made that detour.”

      “Perhaps they needed to pick something up or drop something off. Or just re-arm.”

      Boomer thought about it. “What if it has something to do with Athala, though?”

      “That’s an interesting hypothesis, what makes you think that?”

      “That Xonax dude clearly isn’t trustworthy, and he didn’t give the princess’ sister back, even when he got his hands on Kevin. So it would make sense for him to either check on his prize or go grab her from wherever she was being held.”

      “Do you think we should inform Kalliopy?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I’m reaching at straws here, she might not be there.”

      “But what if she is?”

      “Let Ziron know that we think this world could be of interest and let them decide what course of action to take. We need to stay focused on finding Kevin anyway, so if all the ships are converging toward Kregan Prime, then that’s where we should be as well.”

      “Agreed. Boomer, I’m detecting some strange energy readings on deck four. Would you mind taking a look for me?”

      “Could it be Lacuna? Looking for a uniform?”

      “She’s on deck seven, so I don’t think so.”

      “Alright, I’ll check it out.”

      “Can I ask you something before you go?”

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “Why are you still in tiger form?”

      “I don’t know, I feel like I need to be ready for anything, you know? Maybe I’m a little afraid of doing this without Kevin. Or maybe I’m being a little paranoid. Do you think I’m using too much power this way?”

      “Keeping this form will tax your power cell a little, but it’s the transformations themselves as well as firing of weapons and using the shields that really drain them, so I don’t think you have to revert to your original form if you don’t feel like it.”

      “Good, because these old ships give me the creeps, and I feel less vulnerable in this form.”

      “That’s understandable. Remember you can probably only transform into three or four different forms maximum, and they can only be quadrupeds. This armor isn’t nearly as powerful as the one you used before.”

      “No wings?”

      “Nope, you can’t fly with this one, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s a bummer, the dragon was my favorite form.”

      “Yeah, and nothing that big either, you’d risk running out of juice really fast. Be careful on deck four.”

      “Roger that.”
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      Altanor was sitting in his captain’s chair in the middle of the bridge when Xonax opened a holo-channel. His face filled the holo-screen.

      “I think I may have an idea on how to easily infiltrate the palace without firing a single shot.”

      “Pray tell, that could help the odds of this mission.”

      “Yes, my thoughts exactly. I picked up the princess’ sister before coming here; she’s on my ship. My father and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms lately.”

      “The rumor is that you’ve been banned from Kregan Prime.”

      “That’s not a rumor.”

      “What makes you think he won’t shoot you the moment you show up, then?”

      “Well, if I tell him I’m bringing a valuable gift that could help him win the war…maybe he’ll reconsider.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “Then we just proceed with our initial plan. If I can get down there and disable the planetary defenses, taking down the palace and my father should be infinitely easier.”

      “Then let’s hope he believes your gift is significant enough to let you beam down on the planet. When will you be at the rendezvous point?”

      “In a little under an hour, then I’ll place the call to him. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Make sure that you do.”

      Kevin’s body walked from out of the shadows as soon as the holo-feed ended.

      “What do you think, 8-3-9-6?”

      “I think that if Xonax can disable the planetary defenses from within the palace, then the odds of success and survival of the body just shot up considerably.”

      “Good.”

      “We may not need the sister after all.”

      “Doesn’t matter if we need her or not, two tech sorcerers are better than one. Can your matrix be cloned?”

      “I believe so.”

      Altanor smiled from ear to ear.

      Kevin stayed silent in his own mind. It took a massive amount of self-control not to voice his anger bordering on hatred regarding Altanor and his plans to grab his sister. It was bad enough that he was in this predicament. Even if he and his sister had grown apart over the years, there was no way he would let these pirates transform her into a drone as they had done with him. Not if he could prevent it.
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      Kalliopy stepped onto the bridge of the Hathor. Admiral Corso and the rest of the crew all saluted the princess. She was still too young to be called a Queen, that title would be granted to her in the coming year, when she turned twenty.

      But in the absence of a queen in the line of succession, Arcadians would let younger princesses lead them. The notion wasn’t the most popular with the older generation, as they were deep believers that an older person should be acting as a regent to the throne until the queen was of age.

      Looking around at the predominantly older crew, she wondered how many of them believed in her leadership and how many were just going through the motions, keeping their opinions on such matters to themselves.

      “At ease, Admiral.”

      “It’s such an honor having you aboard for the Hathor’s maiden voyage.”

      “Not to sound rude or impatient for that matter, but I’d like to see the message you received. Tell me again why you couldn’t send it through subspace?”

      “We recovered a small holo-sphere at the coordinates you gave us. It won’t activate besides a simple header and requires you to touch the sphere to identify you as the princess.”

      “Right…where is it?”

      Corso moved to the side and guided the princess to the right of the bridge. “Over there, if you’d please, your majesty.”

      Kalliopy didn’t like being addressed as her majesty, at least not until she was crowned queen. “Your highness” was the preferred address until such a day. But perhaps it meant those using it were seeing her as a queen already.

      By the engineer’s station, a hovering sphere floated as if by magic, defying the artificial gravity of the ship. In reality, the spheres were made of a very light alloy and equipped with a magnetic field generator allowing them to hover with ease. A simple gadget that nano-tech had created eons ago.

      “I just touch it?” asked Kalliopy. “You’re sure it’s not booby trapped?”

      “I’ve had my engineer scan the device every which way, I would never put your life in danger.”

      Kalliopy knew he wouldn’t. Admiral Corso had always been one of her strongest supporters and allies.

      “Very well.”

      Kalliopy touched the sphere, and a holo-screen sprang to life. It filled with Xonax’s face.

      “I’m sorry to have broken my word, your highness, but it was necessary. You see, my granting you your freedom, as you already well know, was no accident. However, I still require your cooperation before I can return your dear sister back to you. Unharmed...well, mostly.”

      “I’ll kill you,” whispered Kalliopy to herself.

      But a quick movement in Corso’s eye told her she might not have whispered low enough.

      “Before you say no, I’d like to show you how your sister is doing, as I believe a holo-feed speaks a million words.”

      The holo-feed faded into a dark and dirty cell where Athala sobbed uncontrollably from one of its corners. The sight ripped Kalliopy’s soul like a dented Mandochukan knife ripping through soft flesh.

      I’m so sorry, Athala. Hang on sis, I’ll get you out of there. Whatever it takes.

      The holo-image faded back to a smirking Xonax.

      “As you can see, she won’t last for much longer. I fear for her sanity and health as it is already.”

      Monster!

      “But you can have her back. Today actually. If you obey a very simple order. You see, today I’m going to present her to my father. And, well, I don’t have to tell you what he is capable of. So the only way to stop this from happening and to get her back is to help me attack Kregan Prime. Today! I can’t guarantee her safety past that deadline.”

      The holo-feed faded and froze on a zoomed image of her sister, tears flowing down her bruised innocent face.

      Kalliopy felt light-headed and almost fainted, but Admiral Corso caught her in time.

      “Your majesty!” he cried. “Are you alright?” He then turned to the side and ordered: “Medical emergency on the bridge.”

      Kalliopy’s eyes watered, but the sadness in her heart was soon eclipsed by the hatred boiling deep inside her soul. She hated Xonax with all her might, and even though she was sure that was the intent of the message, she let the hatred burn like a wildfire.

      She put her hand on Corso’s arm. “I’m okay. I felt light-headed for a second. Thank you.”

      Admiral Corso nodded.

      “Admiral,” said Kalliopy. “Set a course for Kregan Prime. Have all hyperspace-capable ships currently being built leave dock, no matter the state of their weapons. And contact our allies. Over the years we’ve helped many people in distress. Today we call for their help. Every ship is to be called to fight, even freighters.”

      “With all due respect, your majesty. This could be exactly what the enemy wants of us. To mobilize and have all of our assets in one place so they can wipe us out, or worse, invade the heart of the Confederate while we’re on a fool’s quest.”

      Kalliopy could see in Corso’s eyes how deeply he regretted the last words he used. But she didn’t let him recover from them.

      “Saving my sister’s life is not a fool’s quest!” she screamed.

      “I apologize, your majesty, I meant no disrespect. Please, forgive me.”

      “I know very well what the risks are, but I am your commander and chief. Those are my orders, put them into effect, or I’ll find someone who will.”
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        * * *

      

      Boomer arrived on deck four and looked around, trying to see what could have triggered Mira’s internal sensors. The deck was in poor shape. The artificial lighting was blinking and flickering more than on the other decks.

      Boomer had no problem with the dark, but flickering lights, that was another thing altogether. He had seen enough horror movies and games Kevin had played to know that they rarely were associated with good outcomes. The game Dead Space in particular had not been something Boomer had been too keen watching his best friend play.

      Relax, those were just for entertainment. This ship is old, decrepit, and these light bulbs or whatever they are haven’t been serviced in ten thousand years. They just need to be changed.

      Even convincing himself of such things didn’t do much to alleviate his anxiety walking the corridors as lights and shadows played a flashing battle of wits, one that was deeply unnerving to witness.

      “Anything yet?” asked Mira over the comms.

      Boomer had been so focused on looking everywhere for movement that the voice scared him silly and he jumped off the ground.

      “Damn, girl! You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry, Boomer, I didn’t hear from you for a while, so I thought I’d do a status check. I keep getting strange readings in your immediate vicinity. I’m hoping it’s just faulty sensors, but, please, be careful.”

      “You don’t need to tell me, this place gives me the creeps.”

      Multiple metallic clicking noises caught Boomer’s attention.

      “Holy crap, what was that?”

      “Are you alright?” Mira asked.

      “Shhh…I think I hear something.”

      The lights flashed brightly and blinded Boomer for a second, and he raised one of his tiger paws to protect his eyes.

      “Did you do that?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “The lights got super bright.”

      “I haven’t done anything, I’m afraid. Just tell your armor you need shades.”

      Right. This thing can create almost anything.

      With a single thought, a stylistic visor materialized around Boomer’s tiger eyes. It looked like Geordi Laforge’s, no doubt the doing of his subconscious.

      Sight returned to Boomer, but he had to blink twice to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Though having a nightmare would be more accurate to describe it. Fifty meters away from him stood a big, heavy, and spiky bug with multiple legs and moving antennas. It looked like a cross between a cockroach and a spider, but twice the size of Boomer’s tiger form, if not bigger.

      “Bug!” he shouted. “Big space bug!”

      The bug unleashed a screeching noise that froze Boomer in place. He knew that he should move, but he was unable to because of his fear.

      When the creature advanced toward his position, Boomer reacted instinctively and two plasma turrets materialized on his shoulder armor and opened fire. Balls of heated plasma shot toward the creature and impacted with its carapace and deflected off.

      “Uh-oh. Not good!”

      The creature screeched more and charged forward. Boomer thought of something else he could try when the bug was nearly upon him.

      Wolverine.

      He slashed his paw at the creature, as long adamantium claws extended from his paw. It hit nothing but air. The creature had jumped over him and landed on the other side of the large corridor near engineering.

      Boomer turned around in time to see yellow eyes glow as the lights around them blinked into darkness for a moment. His visor adjusted, but the bug spat an energy-based weapon toward Boomer at close range. The impact sent Boomer flying backward, spinning in the air, and he crashed and tumbled on the cold and dusty floor for what felt like one hundred meters.

      “I’m in trouble!” he screamed.

      “I’m trying to beam you out of there,” said Mira, “but my sensors are being jammed. Whatever this creature is, it’s wreaking havoc with this ship’s system.”

      “That’s not the only thing it’s wreaking havoc with.”

      “Can you make a run for it?”

      “It’s blocking my way now, behind me is the engine room.”

      “You cannot let the creature in, there’s no way of knowing what would happen if it disturbed the hyperspace engine. It could blow up the ship!”

      No pressure.

      “Duly noted.”

      Fortunately, for Boomer, the smart armor’s shields had taken the brunt of the creature’s attack. But the thing was fast, too fast for a feline, which was not good news for Boomer. He had tried heavy fire and close quarter combat, and they had both failed. He was running out of ideas.

      When the bug screeched loudly again before charging toward Boomer once more, it gave him an idea. Since he had run out of time anyway, Boomer decided it was worth a try.
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      With four guards on his side, Xonax walked through the throne room for the first time in years. The guards were armed with rifles that were aimed at his head. His father, Yxantion the Cruel, had banned him from ever setting foot on the planet when Xonax had attempted a coup over ten years ago. Since then, Xonax had carried a hefty price on his head.

      He knew very well that it was beyond risky to even attempt returning, no matter how great a gift he thought he had for his father. But he was hoping that perhaps time had healed the wound of betrayal, at least on some level.

      With each step taken toward the darkly lit throne, Xonax felt more pressure inside his body. Fears he thought he had defeated a long time ago rose to the surface and threatened to break his sanity. What had he been thinking? If anything at all went wrong in this first meeting, he could be sure he would be his father’s pet Deagon’s next meal. The winged fire-breathing beasts’ appetite for living flesh was legendary.

      Or worse, he could be shot on sight before he had time to open his mouth. On second thought, Xonax thought being shot would be a better fate in between the two, even though neither were appealing. He pushed the dark thoughts away and replaced them with self-motivating affirmations.

      Get a frigging grip! You’re here to become the next emperor, not cower in fear like a loser.

      He could see his father on the throne. He had let his beard grow long and wider than any ruler before him. That gave him both a wiser and crazier look. Xonax had a hard time picking which one he thought was dominant.

      When Xonax was about fifteen meters away from the throne, his father raised his hand.

      “Don’t advance any further, traitor.”

      His father’s voice was cold and deep. Deeper than he remembered.

      Xonax swallowed hard.

      “It’s good to see you too, Father.”

      “Don’t call me that. You’re not my son, not anymore.”

      So much for time healing old wounds…I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything less.

      Xonax stared deeply into his father’s eyes. Eventually, his father spoke once more.

      “Xonax. I always thought you were too ambitious. But I never thought of you as stupid too, until today. So if you have anything you want to say before I execute you, now is the time.”

      Alright, down to business…I’m good with that.

      Xonax put his hands behind his back and activated a control on his wrist device. He couldn’t take any chances, he might need backup sooner than he expected.

      “I have a gift for you.”

      His father leaned forward and laid his chin on his fist. “You already have. By stepping here. I can’t think of a better gift.”

      “Nevertheless, I think you’ll love this one.”

      “Alright, I guess I can let you try and entertain me with one of your train wreck ideas. One—last—time.”

      “Would you permit me to beam down a prisoner I’d like to offer to you today?”

      “Do you think I’m stupid? Do you really believe I’d drop the shields around the palace so your men can move in and you can try to dethrone me once more?”

      “Fair enough, let me show you who I have in mind, then.”

      Xonax reached for something in his pocket, and all the guards tightened their grips on their weapons. For a moment, Xonax thought one of them would open fire.

      “Easy,” he said showing the small sphere to them. “It’s only a holo-sphere.”

      “Tread carefully,” said one of the guards.

      Xonax slowly released his grip on the sphere and it hovered in the air before the holo-projector kicked in. The holo-imaged filled with the sight of Athala in her cell all bruised up and sobbing.

      “That’s your gift?” said Yxantion. “A poor crying girl? Who do you think I am? I can have any woman I want, when I want it, by snapping my fingers.”

      His father’s sexual and predatory appetites were legendary in the galaxy.

      “I think you misunderstand the significance of this girl,” said Xonax. “She’s the favorite sister of her majesty Kalliopy.”

      It was subtle, but Xonax caught the change in his father’s eyes from slightly amused to interested. He was good at hiding his emotions, but Xonax had observed and learned from the man his entire life.

      Xonax had to suppress a smirk. I’m in.

      “I’d be more impressed if you had brought me Kalliopy instead,” said Yxantion dismissively.

      “And that’s where you’re wrong, with all due respect.”

      His father stood up from his throne, pointing an accusing finger at Xonax with rage.

      “Don’t you ever talk to me about respect!”

      Xonax raised both palms up pleadingly.

      “I’m sorry, poor choice of words. What I meant is that Princess Kalliopy is a courageous leader. She would have no problem sacrificing her own life for her people, turning her into a martyr, which the entire Confederate would then rally to avenge.”

      Yxantion sat back down on his throne, looking pensive.

      “Seems like time away from your home world helped you grow. And what a pair you have grown. I’m forced to admit that I thought you would show up empty-handed, and I only accepted to see you so I could make sure you drew your last breath.”

      “If that is your will, then so be it. But I recommend, if I may, that you use the princess’ sister as a bargaining chip. Just keep her at the brink, she’s a fragile soul, and she’s more valuable afraid and in despair than she would broken or dead.”

      “You seem to speak from experience.”

      “Did you really think I would present you with a gift to redeem myself if I hadn’t tested the theory myself?”

      Yxantion coughed. “Do you really think you are redeemable?”

      “I sure hope so. I have spent the last few years with that goal in mind. I miss my sister, I miss my land, and believe it or not, I miss you too.”

      Xonax could feel it; he would soon get what he wanted. He knew his father would never trust him ever again. And that was fine. All he needed him to do was to lower his guard for only a moment. So he needed to make one last grand gesture.

      Xonax dropped to his knees, the muzzles of blaster rifles accompanying him every step of the way.

      “Ultimately,” he said, “my fate is yours. If you’d rather kill me now than take possession of the one person who could help you win this war in days instead of years, it’s your decision. Have your men blow my head off or gut me yourself if it will give you more satisfaction. My life is in your hands.”

      The room remained silent as the guards exchanged looks. Everything needed to be timed perfectly or Xonax’s head would get blown off. That much he knew, as he also knew his father and how to reach him. When the silence lasted longer than a couple of minutes, in which Xonax and Yxantion played a game of “who’s going to look away first,” his anxiety rose.

      Don’t budge, trust that this is your moment, your time, Xonax kept repeating this in his head, as a mantra, unsure if his determination was in control or a way to battle the fear that threatened to overcome him.

      His father rose and walked down the nine stairs that brought him to the same level as everyone else. Xonax took that as a good sign. Yxantion kept walking all the way until Xonax could smell his foul breath. At this point, Xonax’s heart was beating harder than it ever had before. His soul drenched into a mixture of fear and thrill like no other.

      What made it thrilling is that he had no idea if this would turn out to be the triumphant moment of his life or the last breath he took. However, that moment, where hope and despair were at a standstill, had a dizzying effect on Xonax.

      Next to his father was the frozen holo-image of Athala.

      “You’ve always been very good with holo-imagery,” said Yxantion. “This does look real, but so did your allegiance to me, once upon a time.”

      Time for the kill.

      “If you think I’m deceiving you, if you have a single doubt, then kill me. You know you want to.”

      His father reached behind his back and unsheathed an intricate blade, then brought it right in front of Xonax’s face. It was his favorite weapon, the one he always used for executions. Xonax almost felt honored.

      The blade had many curves and sharp angles, but even if it looked inherently decorative, having witnessed it being used before, Xonax knew it was as deadly as it was beautiful.

      “That’s tempting, you have no idea how much so, in fact.”

      Oh, trust me, Father, I have quite the inkling.

      “Do what you have to do, but I suggest you get your gift first. You can call my ship and arrange for transport of the prisoner. They’re under the impression that I’ll be returning, so better do that before you slit my throat. I can’t guarantee their cooperation past that point.”

      Yxantion made a long and frustrated growling sound with his throat.

      “Call them,” he ordered.

      Xonax moved slowly and then stopped, as he could feel itchy trigger fingers all around him. He looked at the guards and then his father, not needing words to express his feelings.

      “Let him call his ship,” ordered Yxantion. “Before you do anything else,” he told Xonax, waving his blade uncomfortably near his son’s face, “I want to see a live image of my prize.”

      Now it’s your prize? Let’s see for how long.

      Xonax opened a holo-channel to his ship. He then extended his wrist holo-screen as far as the tiny projector could go. “Show my father the prisoner.”

      A guard came in front of the camera with a sobbing Athala.

      “Just kill me,” she begged. “Please.”

      “Transport her directly to the throne room,” ordered the Kregan Emperor.

      You can smell victory, can’t you? Or is that the stench of defeat?

      An officer on Xonax’s bridge stepped forward and waved Athala to the side.

      “There’s a shield surrounding the palace, our transporters can’t get a lock.”

      Yxantion fixed his gaze on his son for a second and then looked at the officer.

      It’s now or never.

      “She’s not valuable to you dead, that much you know,” said Xonax.

      Yxantion flipped his blade a couple of times with great agility and pressed the blade against his son’s throat with so much pressure it drew a line of blood down Xonax’s throat.

      “Rise…slowly.”

      Xonax obeyed until they were both standing.

      “Try anything, and I’ll sever your head!” Yxantion warned.

      “Understood,” said Xonax. He then directed his gaze toward the camera again and made an effort to speak authoritatively. Doing so, with the blade pressed against his throat, aggravated the cut slightly. “Do as my father says, that’s an order.”

      Yxantion looked at the still active holo-screen. “On my mark be ready to transport the prisoner, or I’ll slit his throat. I’ll have the shield down for five seconds, so make sure you beam her down in that amount of time, or none of them will survive.”

      Xonax’s officer made a head sign to someone off camera and a moment later he nodded. “We are ready to transport on your command.”

      Yxantion looked straight into his son’s eyes. There was distrust there, anger, and pure hatred. But there was a glimmer of opportunistic hope too. And that’s all Xonax needed.
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      As the space bug creature hurled toward Boomer, he decided to morph into the biggest badass-looking lion he could think of. He made his fur black, his eyes shine red, and he unleashed the most fearsome roar he could muster. He tried to recall the horror movies and the scariest video game he had seen Kevin play and attempted to create a hybrid roar of the most terrifying memories of all.

      The result was something that scared even Boomer when it left his mouth; large yellow teeth gleamed as his muzzle grew bigger and bigger.

      The creature stopped its charge and stood there, which was unexpected, but good news, decided Boomer. Then he felt something emerge from his fur near his shoulder. A tiny, furry blue creature stood proudly and attempted to roar as well.

      Zelda!

      Before Boomer could say anything, the Sphynx kitten’s roar turned into a pathetic mewing sound that was more ear-piercing and annoying than it was impressive and fear-inducing. If both their lives weren’t on the line, Boomer would probably have exploded in laughter, but fear made sure to keep his instincts and attention as sharp as a razor.

      That’s it, I’m dead. This thing will eat us both for lunch.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” said Boomer eventually, with a failed mixture of anxious mutter and whisper.

      The space bug resumed moving forward, but slower.

      “Mira, please get a lock on that thing and beam it to space! Now, or we’re dead meat!”

      “I can’t get a lock, perhaps if it stopped moving for a few seconds. I’m trying to recalibrate the sensors. Hang on.”

      “Whatever you do, Zelda, don’t move. I’ll get us out of this.”

      But Zelda didn’t listen and instead jumped forward.

      What the hell is she doing?

      In midair, the Sphynx turned into a tiny tiger, then almost instantly into a smaller version of Boomer’s black lion and finally into a frog before the artificial gravity grabbed hold of her. When she landed, she made an unceremonious splat on the floor and croaked.

      “Ribbit,” said Zelda in frog form as it jumped further forward.

      “Stop it! You’ll get us both killed.”

      But Zelda kept leaping forward, with more jumps and croaks. The space bug stopped its advance and started shaking. With each new frog leap, the space bug seemed to get even more agitated, its antennas madly flailing from side to side.

      “Whatever you’re going to do,” said Boomer to Mira, “do it now!”

      “Establishing lock. Transport in progress.”

      Streaks of beaming light engulfed the creature as it screeched and darted toward them in a panicked charge.

      “I said, NOW! Mira…that thing is still charging us.”

      “Trying to compensate.”

      Boomer didn’t know if he should grab Zelda and shield her or just close his eyes. When his heartbeat accelerated faster than Boomer thought possible, his instincts took over and he tried to protect Zelda. He leapt forward and caught up with the frog in one single leap and enveloped Zelda under his black fur. He turned his body into metal, and a large Gatling gun turret morphed on Boomer’s back, unleashing round after round at the glowing creature, as it kept gaining in speed.

      Bullets kept bouncing off its hard shell, looking like deflected laser blasts as they lit up briefly.

      The space bug was less than ten meters from them when one of the bullets hit the creature in the eye and it stopped short but skid from its previous momentum toward them.

      Boomer reacted instantly; he grabbed the frog in his tongue and brought it in his mouth as delicately as he could. Then Boomer leapt up in the air, grazing the creature’s antennas with his belly, and landed behind the creature and kept running.

      “I have a strong lock,” Mira said.

      Boomer turned his head and saw the beaming lights intensify around the creature, as it screeched louder until the ear-piercing sound diminished into silence when the bug dematerialized. Boomer stopped and turned around to see the last glimpse of transport lights disappear with the creature.

      He heard an echoing “ribbit” from inside his mouth. He opened it and extended his tongue. Zelda turned back into a kitten Sphynx and jumped down to the ground. She then waggled her whole body to remove the saliva from her fur. The strong shaking motion caused Zelda to become unbalanced and fall flat, with a confused look on her face.

      “Looks like we did it, that was good team effort,” Boomer said.

      Zelda filled her tiny lungs with air and stood proudly and triumphant.

      As Boomer retracted his tongue fully, his metallic body returned into a white tiger form and he winced. He tasted something foul in his mouth.

      “Did you just pee on my tongue?” asked Boomer.

      Zelda made big apologetic eyes and lowered her head.

      “So—rry,” said a teeny, tiny voice.

      Boomer puked his last meal on the floor, shaking his head and trying to wash out the stink with his white paws.

      “That’s disgusting!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Osiris entered hyperspace the moment Princess Kalliopy returned on board. She was beside herself and refused to listen to Ziron’s plea to rethink her plan.

      “But I received a transmission from Boomer,” implored Ziron.

      “I don’t care. We have to get to Kregan Prime, now.”

      “This smells like a trap.”

      “I’m very well aware of that, but you have your orders.”

      Kalliopy then stormed off the bridge with tears in her eyes.

      “This is not going to end well.”

      “At least we’ll be reunited with Boomer and Lacuna,” said Mira.

      “Yeah, let’s hope it’s not for a mass funeral event.”

      “Should I activate the hyperspace engines?”

      “You heard her, she’s the boss. Let’s hope she knows what she’s doing.”

      “It seems to me that fear and hate are in control rather than objectivity. But then again, I am not an expert in human emotion, I may not be programming her well.”

      “Trust me, your programming is spot on. And that’s what I’m afraid of too, Mira.”
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        * * *

      

      When Boomer returned to the bridge with Zelda in tow, Lacuna was looking at a holo-starmap.

      “Oh, you’re back. Glad to see you found something to wear,” Boomer smirked.

      “If you can call these clothes,” she complained.

      Lacuna was wearing a khaki-colored jumpsuit that made her look like a grease monkey.

      “This thing,” she said, “is the only one that would fit me.”

      Boomer could tell that the suit was meant for a man and was pressing hard on her chest.

      “While you were looking for clothes, I had an encounter with a nasty space bug, so believe me, do count your blessings.”

      “Mira told me. Are you alright?”

      “I’ll survive.”

      Zelda ran in between Boomer’s white tiger legs and mewed.

      “Hello, I’m Zelda,” said the tiny voice.

      “What the hell is this?” asked Lacuna. “Did you also find this on deck four?”

      “Technically. It must have sneaked into my fur while I was saying goodbye aboard the Osiris.”

      Lacuna chuckled. “Is that one of Ziron’s offspring?”

      “Yes, this is Zelda.”

      Lacuna couldn’t help smiling. “She just said that.”

      Zelda hissed.

      “Charming,” added Lacuna. “I’m not sure this is a place for such a young creature, but now that she’s here, I guess you’ll have to tend to her.”

      “Fortunately, they feed off energy from the ship’s engines.”

      “I think I read that somewhere. I always thought it was a myth.”

      “The one thing I don’t understand is how she managed to shape-shift like me earlier.”

      “I think I can explain that one,” said Mira over the comm’s system.

      “Then by all means, enlighten us,” Lacuna said.

      “Since you were carrying her while transforming, some nano-material from the smart armor must have been accidentally transferred to our small warrior here, thus granting her temporary, though not very conscious, access to the technology.”

      “I would say so,” confirmed Boomer. “It didn’t look like she had much control over it. As unfortunate and surprising as her presence has been, I think it made a difference with the space bug, I don’t know if it scared it or confused it, but it bought us the time Mira needed to beam the creature out in space.”

      “About that,” said Mira.

      “You beamed it to space, didn’t you?”

      “My lock wasn’t strong enough for that, but don’t worry, we’re safe.”

      “Where is the creature now?”

      “It’s trapped in one of the ship’s memory buffers.”

      “Can you try and beam it out, please? That thing gives me the creeps.”

      “No, wait,” proposed Lacuna. “Maybe we can use it later.”

      “Use it how?” asked Boomer. “It didn’t seem like the kind of creature that would take orders.”

      “Still, it could provide us with a distraction. I’d rather we kept it in reserve.”

      Boomer shook his head from side to side. “That’s a bad idea, mark my words.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “I agree with Lacuna on this one,” said Mira. “There may be a situation where it could come in handy.”

      “Well, apparently this is a democracy,” said Boomer, “so I’ll leave you with my warning, but we’ll proceed with what the majority thinks.”

      Zelda must have sensed that Boomer was uneasy, so she came and rubbed against his leg and purred.
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      Yxantion hesitated to give the order, which worried Xonax. He really felt like the hardest part had been done, but the wait was killing him. Not because the cold hard blade pressed against his throat was making him bleed lightly, but because he knew how impulsive his father could be.

      Come on, just say the word already.

      With his one free hand, Yxantion approached the manual release control for the palace’s shield that resided on a thin wrist band he was wearing at all times. He flipped the secure lock upward that revealed a blue control light, which also served as a holo-touch command.

      Two of his father’s fingers hovered atop the control. Xonax had to fight the urge to press the damn button himself. But he knew he’d never get the time to give his officer the verbal command if he did. The seconds felt like minutes and then hours in his mind, and Xonax wondered if he shouldn’t have gone with Altanor’s more brute-force approach.

      When he thought he couldn’t endure the passing of time any longer, Yxantion pressed the button and spoke.

      “Transport now!” he ordered.

      A beam of orange light appeared behind Yxantion, forcing him to look away, and that’s when Xonax’s own transport beam-out sequence began. He started dematerializing just as Athala was being beamed in. Yxantion had a smile on his face when he turned back, but it quickly turned to surprise and then anger.

      The emperor slashed Xonax’s throat as he was vanishing, and blaster fire went through the air where Xonax had been a few milliseconds before.

      Yxantion looked at the blade and noticed some minuscule parts of it where missing, as if insects had eaten through the alloy.

      Suddenly, all hell broke loose when Kevin beamed in behind Yxantion’s back and kicked the emperor to the ground. The four imperial guardsmen opened fire instantly, but 8-3-9-6 had already erected the upgraded cutting shields before combat and was ready to deflect the laser blasts.

      In one fluid and agile motion, the AI used Kevin’s body like the deadly weapon his training had turned him into. He slashed through all four guards effortlessly, cutting them to pieces.

      By then, the emperor had turned over onto his back and reached for his hand-held blaster. 8-3-9-6 reacted in a split second and cast the shockwave spell, which smashed all of the emperor’s limbs onto the ground and stepped on the arm that had the shield’s control.

      Without reactivation from the emperor himself, the shields would stay down. A legion of pirates beamed into the throne room, about the same time as more imperial guards rushed in to check what the commotion was all about.

      Laser fire filled the air of the room as the battle raged on. Meanwhile, 8-3-9-6 addressed the emperor, who had almost lost consciousness from the power of Kevin’s latest spell.

      “Your son wanted you to know he gave me specific instructions to make sure your suffering is prolonged, but within reason.”

      A laser blast grazed Kevin’s neck and burned some of his skin, which forced 8-3-9-6 to engage a nearby enemy. He threw one of his shields that cut the guard in half.

      Yxantion tried to speak, but instead he puked a significant amount on blood on his own face. No doubt, the pointblank shockwave had resulted in internal injuries.

      I can’t watch this! said Kevin inside his mind.

      He felt incredibly powerless and alone. He was witnessing an event in history he knew would mark his life and reputation forever. Everybody would remember the boy who took out the Kregan Emperor. Nobody would care that he was not in control of his actions, all they’d remember would be his face and his name, for probably longer than Kevin’s lifespan.

      Ever since he had been seven or eight years old, Kevin had always hoped his name would impact history. But he had always thought it would be through an invention of some kind, one that bettered humanity. Like one of his spiritual mentors—Steve Jobs or Elon Musk. But not like this.

      Still, as much as he didn’t want to, he couldn’t look away.

      Don’t resist, I need your brain at peak efficiency to make sure we both survive this mission, said 8-3-9-6 in his mind. We’re lucky Xonax came up with a better plan than Altanor, as your body may survive after all.

      Swell. I sure feel lucky right about now.

      8-3-9-6 cast the time-bubble spell over Yxantion and looked around until he found the emperor’s blade that had been lost when their skirmish started. Yxantion tried to reach the shield control, but because of the time dilation field inside the spell bubble, he was moving slower than a sleepy snail.

      8-3-9-6 walked toward the blade, paying attention to the battle around him and deflecting the laser blast that came his way with his one remaining shield. It was already flickering, so the AI erected a brand new one on his other arm and extended it to cover most of his body.

      He crouched to grab the blade and returned next to the emperor. Yxantion’s hands were trying to join so he could reactivate the shield; he was about halfway through when 8-3-9-6 thrust the blade toward his head.

      Kevin hoped the emperor would continue his current attempt at raising the shields around the palace, but that was discounting the instinct of self-preservation imbued in most living beings. While the blade at the end of Kevin’s hand slowed the moment it entered the time bubble, Yxantion instinctively tried to stop it with his hand. It all happened slowly, very slowly. The blade kept approaching the emperor’s forehead.

      Futile, said 8-3-9-6. But so predictable.

      The scene unfolding in front of his eyes disgusted Kevin. He already knew the outcome and wished he could look away, but part of him still hoped something would go wrong for the AI and the emperor would survive.

      That hope died when the spell ran out of juice and time resumed to its normal pace. The blade pierced through the hand first, then almost instantly pierced Yxantion’s skull and lodged itself inside his brain.

      The emperor’s eyes were briefly filled with terror before they lost all semblance of life.

      If Kevin had been in control of his body, he had no doubt that he would have vomited right there. But he was just a prisoner, forced to witness acts that he knew would haunt him for as long as he lived.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer was continuously pacing on the bridge, with Zelda walking behind him. He had morphed back to his beagle form, which he wasn’t exactly feeling safe about, but he wanted to save as much power as he could so he could use it to help Kevin.

      “Will you stop doing that?” asked Lacuna.

      “What is it to you?”

      “It’s distracting, that’s what it is.”

      “I’m nervous, I can’t help it.”

      “I hadn’t noticed,” said Lacuna with a smile.

      Mira’s voice boomed from the speakers.

      “We’re three minutes away from exiting hyperspace. My long-range sensors, though not worthy of the name, have picked up some interesting data.”

      Boomer barked and ran next to Lacuna. “What is it?”

      “There seems to be some sort of battle happening in the imperial palace on the surface of the planet. I’ve intercepted communications that confirmed my readings. Also, we’ve received a subspace transmission from Ziron, they’re also heading this way.”

      “Did he say why?” asked Lacuna.

      “Negative. It was a text transmission. I suspect they can’t establish a video feed while we’re in hyperspace, these ships aren’t exactly running the latest tech. I’ve been doing some modifications of my own, and I’ve got something that should be of interest to the both of you.”

      “What’s that?” asked Boomer, his tail wagging in anticipation.

      “I’ve managed to establish read-only access to Kevin’s subspace transmitter.”

      “That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard all day,” barked Boomer.

      “Why do I get the feeling there is a but coming,” said Lacuna.

      “Very perceptive of you,” confirmed Mira. “There is something strange about the readings. Let me show you.”

      A holo-screen sprung to life and Boomer looked at it. It displayed two animated graphs side by side.

      “What are we looking at?” asked Boomer.

      “I detected two different brain patterns from the same subspace transmitter, which is worrisome. As you can see, they’re very different.”

      Lacuna pointed to the right one. “This one seems more angular, more mechanical, like patterns repeating somehow. And less complex.”

      Boomer looked at Lacuna and the screen again. “What does that mean?”

      “I believe the only hypothesis that can explain these readings is that there are currently two consciousnesses inside Kevin’s brain, one being artificial.”

      On the left diagram, another brainwave graph superimposed itself in a different color.

      “The left one,” Mira continued, “shows a match for Kevin’s brain patterns we have on file. But the right one seems to be an AI of some sort.”

      “That would explain its blockiness and patterns,” said Lacuna.

      “Correct,” Mira confirmed. “And herein lies the problem: most of the patterns responsible for motor functions seem absent from Kevin’s current brainwave activity.”

      “He’s being controlled, his body at least,” said Lacuna.

      “How the hell did you jump to that conclusion?” asked Boomer.

      “That’s the most likely scenario,” said Mira.” I agree with Lacuna.”

      Boomer barked in frustration. He was having trouble following the conversation and felt like he wasn’t as smart as he ought to be under the circumstances. Zelda must have sensed his distress as she ran by his side, jumped on his back, and rubbed against him.

      Boomer gently pushed Zelda off of him. “Not now,” he whispered, “this is important stuff.”

      “Can we talk to him?” asked Boomer. “Let him know we’re coming.”

      Mira didn’t answer. A couple of minutes passed, and Boomer was starting to lose his patience, but before he could verbalize it, Mira spoke again:

      “I would recommend against it at the moment. I’ve managed to locate the AI chip, but there are multiple safeguards and firewalls around it. These aren’t part of its normal function. I believe the AI has erected them to prevent communication from the outside. And while these security measures are beyond my ability to crack them with the current CPU at my disposal, it may be possible for me to find a backdoor to give us a private line of communication with Kevin. But it will take some time, and we’re just about ready to arrive on the scene.”

      “What about Ziron? Can he help free Kevin from the AI’s hold on him?”

      “I’m afraid it’s too early to tell. My advice is for the two of you to beam down, incapacitate Kevin’s body, and bring him back on board. I should warn you that my sensors are showing that he’s been modified with cybernetic enhancements.”

      “What?” yelped Boomer.

      Lacuna kindly patted Boomer on the head. “What kind of enhancements?”

      “Power sources, nano-circuitry, nothing as advanced as the smart armor, but I believe he’s been enhanced to be a killing machine. So you two are going to have to tread carefully.”

      “So we need to engage him?” asked Boomer. “No! No way I’m attacking Kevin.”

      “I understand how you feel,” said Lacuna, “but we may not have a choice. Right now the priority should be to get a hold of him and try and disable that AI.”

      “Lacuna’s plan seems like the one that is the safest at this point,” said Mira. “I strongly suggest you use non-lethal force—”

      “No shit,” barked Boomer.

      There was a slight pause.

      “Can’t we beam him on the ship?” asked Lacuna.

      Damn, she’s full of ideas, thought Boomer, why didn’t I think of that?

      “At this point,” said Mira, “I don’t recommend this course of action. The AI could perceive this as a threat and damage Kevin as a result. It would be better if you tried incapacitating him and the AI at the same time, once the AI’s brainwaves have been disabled, even temporarily, then it would be safe to beam Kevin back up.”

      “Ok, so beam down, knock him out senseless, and beam back up,” said Boomer.

      “Except there is a battle raging on down there,” Mira reminded.

      “Right, we need a diversion,” said Lacuna.

      Boomer jumped and barked. “The space bug!”

      “I told you we would find a way to use it somehow,” said Lacuna.

      “When you’re right, you’re right!” said Boomer.

      “I’m going to try and patch you into Kevin’s mind the moment I find a bypass to all these firewalls and security features,” said Mira. “It’s very unlikely he’ll listen to reason as long as the AI is in control. You must treat him as deadly.”

      “You got that, Boomer? You can’t let your feelings for your friend interfere, that could endanger all our lives, Kevin’s included.”

      Boomer growled but the more he thought about it, the more he agreed it made sense.

      “I—I understand.”

      Zelda ran in front of Boomer, got onto her back two legs and punched in the air. “Can I come and kick ass with you?” she said with her tiny voice.

      “I’m afraid that’s not a good idea,” said Boomer. “Next time, maybe?”

      Zelda frowned and went back on four legs and lowered her head.

      Lacuna crouched and petted the Sphynx kitten. Boomer was really surprised she used a sweeter than usual voice when addressing her.

      “Look. Zelda, I know how you feel, but it’s too dangerous. We’ll be fine, there will be other times for you to help us.”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but the pirate ships and Xonax’s destroyer are both sending more troops to the ground. This is going to be quite dangerous, so please, be very careful.”

      “Let’s beam the space bug into the middle of the fight right now, this thing ate plasma blasts and bullets for breakfast, it may make our own entry into the battle much easier,” said Boomer.

      “I agree,” said Mira. “Beaming down space bug now.”

      Boomer turned into his white tiger form, fully armored and armed to the teeth with auto-targeting plasma turrets on each of his shoulder pieces and a missile launcher on his back.

      “Locked and loaded!” he roared.

      Lacuna materialized a blaster rifle in one hand and a personal shield in the other.

      “I’m jealous, furball,” she told Boomer. “My smart armor isn’t nearly as advanced as yours.”

      “I’m sure Zee will fix that for you next time,” said Boomer. “Mira?”

      “Yes, Boomer.”

      “Beam us down.”
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      Xonax rematerialized onto the bridge of his ship and immediately sensed that something was wrong. Terribly wrong. His throat felt like it was on fire and pain radiated all over his body. He stumbled and fell on his knees as he grabbed his throat to physically check that it was still there.

      He tried calling for help but his vocal cords would not budge. His eyes filled with panic as his first officer crouched near him.

      “Are you alright, sir?”

      The room started spinning as Xonax shook his head from side to side before collapsing unconscious in his first officer’s arms.

      “This is the bridge,” said the officer. “Medical emergency, two to beam directly to the med-bay!”
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        * * *

      

      The throne room was filled with laser blasts of all colors, smoke, and explosions in an utterly chaotic battle. 8-3-9-6 ran behind a large pillar to take cover as his latest shield spell ran out of power. He opened a holo-transmission to Altanor.

      “It’s done, Master,” Kevin heard his own voice say.

      “Well done. How’s Kevin’s body?” he asked.

      Tell him to go straight to hell! Kevin shouted in his mind.

      Silence! You’re lucky I can’t take the risk of damaging your brain or you’d have been disciplined.

      Up yours!

      I’m muting you now, said 8-3-9-6.

      Yeah, you better run, you coward.

      “Kevin is undamaged,” 8-3-9-6 told Altanor over the holo-feed.

      “That’s excellent news. How’s the coup going down there?”

      “The battle is still raging.”

      “What about the sister? Is she still there?”

      8-3-9-6 swiftly poked his head out of cover and saw Athala trembling on the floor, her hands covering her head.

      When a laser blast impacted mere centimeters from Kevin’s face, 8-3-9-6 jerked his head back behind cover.

      Watch it, you dumbass! Kevin protested.

      But the AI didn’t answer.

      Kevin hoped Leg’olas was still in his hair and hoped that the young girl wasn’t scared to death from the furious battle that was happening all around them.

      Hang on. Hopefully, this will be over soon.

      Kevin saw something large beam down not too far from his position.

      What the heck is that thing?

      A giant-looking bug materialized and screeched loudly. The sound was ear-piercing.

      “Stand by, Altanor,” 8-3-9-6 said. “There’s been a development down here.”

      Kevin could confirm that, as the bug looked at Kevin and decided to charge toward him.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit!” roared Boomer seconds after beaming down to the palace.

      The place was a war zone, explosions happening all around, more lasers than one could count kept screaming past his feline ears, some deflecting when impacting with his smart armor shields. The layer of smoke in the unusually large room was getting quite dense, affecting visibility.

      Lacuna rolled out of the way to find some sort of cover behind a pile of bodies and winked at Boomer.

      She briefly popped out of the flesh-made cover and shot two people dead.

      “What are you waiting for? Shoot!” she screamed at Boomer.

      “Who do I target?”

      “Anyone that doesn’t look like Kevin is fair game at this point.”

      Right, thought Boomer.

      His automatic targeting plasma turret started mowing down enemies one by one and Boomer ran around, trying to make it more difficult for enemies to get a good shot at him. His shields were holding strong but each impact was draining precious power he may need down the line.

      All the while, he was trying to locate Kevin and didn’t dare shoot past the smoke, fearing that he might accidentally hit him. He was nowhere to be seen, so Boomer decided to try and push forward to an area beyond the fog of war created by the thick smoke around him.

      “Where are you going?” cried Lacuna.

      “Looking for Kevin. Stay in this area. I’ll be back.”

      Lacuna thought she heard the tiger chuckle, but her ears could be playing a trick on her.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna used a nearby explosion and the temporary cover that it provided to jump out of her current position and find a new cover behind a large column. Mira sure had not undersold how chaotic this battle was.

      How the hell are we supposed to find Kevin in this mess?

      Lacuna counted pirates, Kregans, imperial guards, and others, who all seemed to be shooting at each other indiscriminately. She had been in her fair share of close-quarters, disorganized battles when she ascended to the seven-hundredth floor, but she had been aided by armies. Or, more accurately, had used them to get what she wanted.

      Right now she was alone. That elevated her stress level, but she decided that if today was the day she would die, then so be it. Once the thought was assimilated fully, she ran out from behind her cover and fearlessly mowed down enemy after enemy. But was it courage or madness?

      She didn’t know and didn’t care. People were shooting all around her, and she shot back. Her smart armor would deflect hits and it seemed to hold fine, power-wise. When the shield’s power level would drop too far, she would find cover again and let it recharge.

      Then she saw what looked like a civilian on the floor not too far from her position. The poor thing was crying and slowly crawling on the floor.

      What are you doing, Lacuna? That’s not your mission.

      But she felt compelled to run to that person’s aid. A female, from the looks of it. As Lacuna darted forward toward the girl, she saw the space bug through a hole in the smoke on her right side. It was charging toward a nearby target. . .

      Kevin!

      Boomer, I found Kevin. Transmitting location to you now.

      Roger that, good job, Lacuna. In case we don’t survive this, I wanted you to know how grateful I am for your help.

      To her surprise, hearing Boomer’s words brought tears to her eyes, she wiped them away as she kept running toward the space bug and Kevin.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was shouting inside his own mind, but 8-3-9-6 still had him on mute.

      Get the hell out of here before that thing crushes me, you dumb canner!

      8-3-9-6 dodged at the last second and used his shockwave spell to push the bug into the column he was resting against a second earlier.

      Kevin sighed. That was close.

      The creature screeched and shook its head. One of its eyes seemed injured. But, then again, he probably had two dozen of them, so he doubted that would impact it too much. The bug turned around, looking for Kevin.

      Great, you’ve pissed it off!

      At that moment, Kevin thought he heard some static resonating inside his head.

      Yeah, you cybernetic retard, now isn’t the time to have me on mute, when it comes to waging battle: I can help. So you better listen to me.

      Uhh…Kevin?

      The voice was familiar.

      Mira? Is that you?

      Yes, Kevin. It’s me. I’m aware of your situation. I have isolated a subspace channel on which only you and I can hear, away from the AI sharing your consciousness.

      Sharing my ass, that thing is in control.

      That’s what we figured.

      Who’s we? Is Zee with you? Please tell me he’s right next to you, helping you break me free from my own body as we speak.

      I’m afraid not, but Boomer and Lacuna are there in the room, searching for you.

      Lacuna? How the hell is she part of any of this?

      That’s a long story, but she’s the reason we’ve located you.

      Kevin was conflicted about this new development. He was both surprised and equally suspicious that she might have an agenda of her own. But right now, however, it was the least of his worries.

      I’m not sure them trying to get to me is a good idea; 8-3-9-6 will shoot them if they come close. And the damned thing is pretty good at using tech sorcerer spells.

      You’re a tech sorcerer? I thought they were extinct. That doesn’t matter, they know to treat you, well your body, as a threat. They also know not to use lethal force.

      Thank you, Mira. Now tell me how I can get back into this fight?

      I’m working on it. Hang on while I try to bypass the neo-cortex overrides your AI has erected in your mind. There has to be a way.

      Where was Ziron when they needed him?

      Mira?

      Yes, Kevin.

      I’m sorry I called you a cybernetic retard earlier; I thought I was talking to 8-3-9-6.

      No apologies required. It’s good to hear your voice, Kevin, even when you’re swearing.

      Kevin chuckled. It’s good to hear your voice too. Is Zee on his way?

      He and the princess are looking for her sister.

      What sister?

      Athala, Xonax captured her and forced Kalliopy into delivering you. If she refused, they would have killed the sister.

      That explains a lot. I’m still pissed about it though, and that’s not the worst of it. I’m about to become this galaxy’s number one wanted man.

      What do you mean, Kevin? Why?

      My body just executed the Kregan Emperor!

      Ouch.

      You can say that again!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      When Xonax beamed into the med-bay, he was already unconscious. Doctors put him under a medical scanner.

      “Chief Forlon,” said the first officer. “I need to return to the bridge, but make sure to inform me about his condition. He’s now the Emperor.”

      The Kregan doctor listened with only part of his attention.

      “His vitals don’t look good. I can’t guarantee that he’ll survive.”

      The first officer grabbed the doctor by the shoulders and shook him.

      “Listen to me carefully, Chief. There’s no margin for error here. This is not your typical attempt at saving a soldier’s life. If Emperor Xonax dies so will your entire team and their families. I suggest you shake off any doubts in your mind right now. Consider his survival your survival. Am I making myself clear?”

      Terror spread through the room like a wildfire. Chief Forlon swallowed hard.

      “I—I understand,” he said, nodding uneasily.

      “Good, I’ll be expecting real-time updates on the Emperor’s condition on a regular basis, now get to work and save his life,” said the first officer before beaming back to the bridge.

      “What are we going to do?” another doctor in the room said, his voice trembling.

      “You heard him, we either save this man’s life, or we’ll die with him.”

      But things weren’t looking good. The initial scans showed external elements had fused with the emperor’s tissues, and toxic alloys were running through his bloodstream and spreading fast. Each passing moment threatened to send Xonax’s body into catastrophic failure.

      The medical scanner beeped loudly as the patient’s twin hearts stopped. Blood drained from the chief’s face as he felt his own heart was in danger of stopping as well.

      “We’re all dead,” said one of the doctors, falling on his knees.

      “Hearts stimulation, NOW!” screamed Forlon.
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      8-3-9-6 cast multiple fireballs toward the space bug, but they didn’t seem to damage the creature.

      Kevin was overjoyed that his friends had come to rescue him, but worried that this creature would get the best of his body before then.

      Mira, what do you know about this thing?

      As a matter of fact, we’re the ones who beamed it down. We had managed to trap it in the transporter’s buffer. Not an easy feat, it almost killed Boomer and Zelda in the process.

      Zelda? Who the hell is Zelda?

      Long story short, an offspring of Ziron.

      Kevin’s mind was still preoccupied looking at every futile move the AI was doing to try and bring the creature down, but, eventually, Mira’s words sunk in.

      I go away for a few days and my friends start families, go figure. Please tell me you can beam that thing back somewhere else or at least back in the ship’s buffers?

      I wish I could say that was the case. The creature appears able to disrupt our ability to get and maintain a transporter lock on it. We were only successful previously because it had been injured and stopped moving. To make things worse, there’s way too much interference at the moment to even attempt it.

      Well, then we should focus our efforts on getting back control of my body, I’m sure I could slow it down, but only if I can cast spells myself.

      I’m still trying to find lower-level access commands to open a back door from your consciousness to the AI, but even if I do this, for you to recover your motor functions, you’ll have to fight the AI.

      How do I fight inside my own head and without a body? That makes no sense.

      I’ll walk you through it, but first I need to establish contact with the rest of the team, hang on.

      Please hurry, Mira.

      More fire impacted the beast’s carapace from its flank. 8-3-9-6 turned Kevin’s head and there she was. Lacuna was sprinting toward them, firing a blaster rifle at the creature.

      Kevin thought his heart would stop when he felt his own arm rise and take aim at Lacuna with one of his fireballs.

      Nooooooo!
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna took aim and fired at the space bug with her rifle, but every shot kept bouncing off its hard shell.

      Crap, this thing’s carapace is too strong. Maybe we should have spaced it when we had the chance.

      I’m on my way, said Boomer. I’ve been ambushed by a party, I just spat out one of the guard’s spines, or maybe it’s a shoulder, I’m not sure. Hang on. Hopefully, my rocket launcher can do some damage to that thing.

      Ewww, I don’t need those kinds of details. I suggest we be careful with explosive weaponry. Right now Kevin is too close to the bug. The AI is trying to take it down.

      Strike that, then. How is Kevin bot doing?

      It’s failing at it, that bug has some serious skin armor. I think our tactic should be to split them apart. What the fu—

      Lacuna? What’s going on? Lacuna? Come in?

      Kevin just took a shot at me. Hurry, Boomer, I need backup.

      Lacuna jumped and rolled to the side to avoid more of Kevin’s fireballs. She checked her power reserves, the shields were holding at sixty percent but the fireballs had drained them way more than the blaster fire. She’d have to be careful and conserve her shield’s energy when facing Kevin.

      I get a blaster rifle and he gets fireballs, in what universe is that fair?

      Hang on, Lacuna, we’ll find a way, said Boomer.

      Since when are you the voice of reason?

      It’s Super Bowl time baby, we win or die. And I, for one, don’t wanna to die.

      Lacuna sprinted behind the cover, hoping to fully recharge her shields until Boomer joined the fight.

      The super what now?

      Never mind.

      I wish that stupid AI didn’t mute me, Kevin said.

      The way I understand it, said Lacuna, it’s a good thing, the last thing you need right now is for the AI to hear you talking with us and Mira.

      That’s a good point. I…I just wanted to say—

      Save it, we’ll have plenty of time to talk later.

      If Kevin had control over his physical body, he’d probably shed a tear. He was acutely aware that someone he once considered a threat was risking her life to get him out of his predicament. That was an understatement, being a powerless witness to horrors such as seeing oneself kill someone else in cold blood, like when 8-3-9-6 had executed the emperor, was not something he’d ever forget.

      At best, he’d have to learn to live with it. One could argue he had no choice, and no matter how much he told himself that, Kevin still thought that it was his actions that had brought him where he was today.

      Sure he could never have anticipated that this would be his reward for saving Kalliopy; no good deed and all that, but now that he knew why she had betrayed him at least offered him some sense of logic.

      Even if his relationship with his own sister hadn’t been the best in the last few years, if someone were holding her hostage, he would do whatever the person asked to try and save her. In this way, Kalliopy was no different than humans. It comforted Kevin to know that like on Earth, Arcadians valued family above all else.

      Kregans, however, were another matter. And if they ever won the war, they might come to Earth next. As far as Kalliopy was concerned, Kevin was willing to forgive and forget, but first, he had to get out of this one alive.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer darted forward and charged the space bug with all his might, hoping to push it out of the way. But things didn’t go as planned. The impact mainly resulted in activating his personal shield and he was sent crashing hard to the floor, while the bug didn’t even budge.

      It didn’t even register his presence and kept firing at Kevin. Fortunately, the AI was doing a good job at erecting shields and counter attacking, but it didn’t look like he was inflicting any significant damage.

      Maybe we should have spaced that thing when we had the chance.

      There was no point in rehashing the decisions of the past, they needed to focus on the here and now. And, right now, they were in trouble. At least the AI controlling Kevin was too busy with the space bug and the rest of the battle raging around them to focus on trying to single them out and attack them.

      Boomer? said a familiar voice inside Boomer’s mind.

      Kevin? Is that you?

      Yes, buddy. It’s so good to hear your voice.

      It’s good to hear your voice too. We’ll get you out of here, just hang on.

      Not like I have much choice at the moment.

      Boomer heard a loud noise coming from behind and turned around. A missile had been launched from the forces on the other side of the throne room, a room that was turning into ruins with each passing moment.

      It felt like time froze.

      What’s going on? Boomer wondered, as everything around him seemed to happen in slow motion.

      That’s a feature of your new smart armor,” said Mira. “When it detects your vitals are elevated as a result from a dangerous or potentially life or death scenario, it will inject your bloodstream with a compound that gives the impression that time has been slowed down considerably. Your brainpower, in turn, goes into overdrive, giving you more time to evaluate the best course of action.

      Neat, it has a bullet time feature.

      Boomer’s first instincts had been to jump out of the way of the missile but he knew that it could potentially hurt Kevin if it impacted with the bug. It seemed like the distance between him and the missile wasn’t safe enough for him to destroy the bogey with a missile of his own.

      Taking the missile frontally didn’t seem like a good tactical option, considering that they still needed to deal with the AI controlling his friend. Which only left Boomer with one risky move.

      Here goes nothing!

      Boomer darted forward and jumped in the path of the missile, tilted his head and grabbed the missile in between his teeth. He then imagined he had rockets under his limbs and used them to alter the trajectory of the missile. Power rocket boots materialized and fired their payload to offset the force that was now dragging both Boomer and the missile forward. He pushed the rocket boots to their max so he could perform a one hundred and eighty degree spin on himself. He used his onboard HUD to calculate the exact angle, and the smart armor did the rest.

      Boomer opened his mouth again and the missile returned to its sender. The explosion rocked the entire palace and parts of the ceiling collapsed, letting moonlight rays pierce through the heavy layer of smoke.

      That was an impressive move, buddy, cheered Kevin.

      Thanks, but I’ve had it with the situation, we can’t keep doing this for long, it’s too chaotic a situation to control.

      What do you have in mind?

      It’s time to get rid of both parties of this battle so we can focus on getting you out of here.

      How do you propose to do that?

      How else? A show of force.

      Boomer regretted being unable to turn into a dragon. It would have been so much easier to incinerate the opposition in one fell swoop. But he thought of an alternate tactic to achieve a similar result. His back rocket launcher grew in size, going from a twin rocket-launching platform to a dozen tubes. Boomer unleashed hell from above toward the other side of the palace.
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      Boomer’s missiles arched down toward the lion’s share of the enemies waging battle on the other side of the palace. While he would have liked to see the result of their destruction, time was of the essence, so Boomer was already back on the move.

      Time to thin the rest of the herd.

      The ground started to shake heavily, and Boomer knew his missiles had reached their target. The temperature in the room rose quickly and everything took on an orange glow from the inferno he had unleashed.

      The rocket launcher vanished off of his tiger body while Boomer morphed into a cheetah to achieve faster speed, fully armored as well. Two predator auto-targeting turrets materialized on his shoulder plates and two lightsabers positioned horizontally on the middle of his back and with a swoosh, the twin red-colored plasma blades came to life.

      Nice way of going Darth Maul on the opposition, said Kevin.

      Yes, the sabers should take care of anyone in my path, Ben Hur style, while the turrets do the rest.

      Great strategy, but, please, be careful.

      Boomer ran as fast as he could, slashing anyone foolish enough to remain in his path into pieces, while his turrets surgically took down enemies one by one.

      Roger that. How are things on your side?

      I’m waiting on Mira’s magic so that I can try and regain control, but if I can’t, you guys need to find a way to knock the crap out of me, but I’d appreciate it if you found a non-lethal way to do so.

      That’s the plan we have in mind. In another minute or two I should be able to try and fire EMP-charged ammo your way.

      That should do it, but Boomer?

      Yes? said Boomer as he skid on the marble floor taking three enemies out with the lightsabers in the process.

      If push comes to shove, you have to protect yourselves, even if it means ending me.

      Kevin! I don’t wanna hear it! We’ll find a way.

      But, Boomer. . .

      No! We’ve not come this far to give up now, we’ll make this work.

      There was a brief silence.

      When did you get so brave?

      I have a great master.
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        * * *

      

      Altanor was furious at the report he had received. His troops were getting decimated on the ground. But at least the emperor had been killed, and he hadn’t heard from Xonax since that had happened.

      He didn’t know if that was good or bad news, but he couldn’t spare any more men to try and capture the palace. Xonax’s force would have to do that for him.

      Altanor’s ship was not equipped with transporters, so getting Kevin back from the ground was also something of a pickle. He didn’t trust Xonax in the matter. He never trusted that man to start with, but he had honored his promise to deliver Kevin before. The question was would he still cooperate now that he seized the throne?

      Kregan laws were clear: whoever kills the emperor becomes the emperor himself. That thought haunted him for a while, and perhaps there was a double coup to be attempted. Altanor the Kregan Emperor had a nice ring to it.

      Still, first he needed to get back to the surface, to make sure Xonax didn’t renege on his promises and didn’t keep Kevin for himself.

      “Get us down there,” he ordered.

      “Getting past the palace defenses will be tricky,” said one of his crewmen.

      “Then land us far enough to avoid their turrets, and we’ll walk the rest of the way.”

      “Understood.”

      Altanor’s ship changed course and soon entered the planet’s atmosphere.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna exited cover when her shields were fully recharged. With Boomer now mowing through enemies, they would get less taxed. But the moment she stepped out of cover, Kevin threw a powerful shockwave her way and sent her crashing into a wall. The stone cracked on impact, but the shield protected her body.

      Ouch!

      I’m so sorry, said Kevin. Maybe you should stay in cover, or turn into something faster.

      I wish I could. Unfortunately, I have the most limited of smart armors. Ziron ran out of nanites and… shit. I can only morph weapons.

      I understand. I just don’t want you to get hurt by my hands.

      Don’t get sentimental on me now, we both know that a week ago I would have ended you without a second thought.

      Which begs the question as to why you are helping me now? Not that I’m complaining about it.

      Lacuna dragged herself back to her feet and used a nearby column to peek on Kevin’s position. That AI seemed to have eyes behind its back, but maybe it was just that it could focus better on the nearest threats now that Boomer had taken care of the background opposition.

      It’s kind of a long story, and I don’t think now is the time to get distracted by it.

      In any case, thank you.

      Sure thing, just keep the faith, okay? We’ll get you out of here.

      Will do.

      The AI controlling Kevin’s body seemed occupied keeping the space bug at bay. He was in the middle of casting another spell when Lacuna thought she heard sobbing noises in her vicinity. She looked around and couldn’t see anybody.

      That’s when she remembered the terrified girl. Trying to locate Kevin earlier had grabbed her attention and she had not given the female another thought ever since.

      “Is someone there?”

      “Please, don’t hurt me,” said a bodiless voice.

      She sounded terrified and weak.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, I’m with the Arcadian Confederate, well, kind of.”

      A mess of light-brown hair rose from behind some nearby rubble. Lacuna could discern a dirty and bruised face.

      “Then you must know my sister, Kalliopy.”

      Princess witch? All too well.

      Lacuna had to refrain herself from cussing. “I’ve met her briefly, yes. She’s worried to death about you.”

      “Is she here?”

      “No, but she should be on her way. We’d better get you out of here before you get hurt.”

      Well, more hurt than you already are, that is.

      Lacuna was surprised at the emotion that engulfed her when looking at the princess’ sister. Was that pity? It sure wasn’t something she was used to feeling very often. It made her wonder if she was growing soft lately, but the flip side was that she liked herself better this way. Perhaps there was something to this being a nice person thing.

      “Mira, can you scan the area?”

      “The interference is pretty strong, but I’ve been working non-stop to improve the sensor range. Ever since Boomer dispatched most of the soldiers, my scans are able to get a clearer picture. What do you need?”

      “Can you detect an Arcadian life form not ten meters from me?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “That’s Athala, beam her back to the Apophis and let Ziron and the princess know we got her sister back.”

      Beams of light engulfed Athala and took her away.

      “That’s excellent work, Lacuna.”

      “Thank—”

      But then a massive explosion threw Lacuna into the air.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna!! screamed Kevin in his mind.

      8-3-9-6 had dodged a massive attack from the space bug, which impacted not three meters away from Lacuna’s current position.

      She was catapulted into the air and bounced on the nearest wall before crashing down on the marble floor, head first. Her body was motionless.

      Lacuna! Are you alright?

      I think she lost consciousness, said Boomer.

      I’m going to kill that thing, and then I’ll bury this AI too.

      I like your enthusiasm, buddy, but one step at the time.

      Anger rose inside Kevin’s mind, which made his inability to use his body all the more frustrating.

      Mira, you have to help me regain control of my body.

      I think I found a way to do just that.

      I’m all ears.

      Trying to find cracks in the AI’s firewall isn’t working, I lack the CPU power needed to break into these systems in a timely fashion. However, I think I found a way to get around it. As the AI searches your memories for strategies on fighting the space bug, it opens up options.

      How so?

      If you access the same memory as it does simultaneously, I should be able to patch you into its matrix.

      What then?

      That’s where it gets tricky. Once you’re inside its matrix, you’ll basically be an avatar in a foreign land. It will feel very similar to virtual reality. The rules will be a little different than the simulations, though, but I believe because of your vivid imagination, you can be anything you want and do anything you can think of within the matrix. It should divert 8-3-9-6’s attention enough that it will stop fighting your friends in the real world.

      What about beaming the space bug away?

      It’s in an enraged state at the moment, and I still can’t get a lock. We may have no other choice but to kill it.

      Can you at least beam Lacuna and Boomer out?

      I could, but then who’s going to fight the creature and protect your body?

      That’s a chance I’m willing to take.

      No! protested Boomer. Absolutely not.

      I—I con—cur, said a weak Lacuna.

      Lacuna, are you alright? Kevin asked.

      It feels like my current headache might last for weeks, but the armor probably saved my life, all things considered.

      I can’t let you two sacrifice your lives for me.

      This is not open for discussion, roared Boomer, we’re not abandoning you! End of discussion.

      I agree, we’re here, we’ll finish…this…together.

      Kevin could tell Lacuna was in tremendous pain. Her voice was trembling, her words choppy.

      Then, Mira, enough with the theory crash course, tell me what memory to look for. It’s way past time I gave 8-3-9-6 the payback it deserves.

      There’s one more thing you need to be aware of, though. If you die in the AI’s matrix, I’m afraid you’ll die in the real world too.

      Swell. No pressure, then.
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      Is everyone clear with what needs to happen? asked Mira.

      We protect Kevin’s body from the space bug while Kevin fights the AI, said Lacuna.

      Correct, Mira answered. And, Kevin, time might not pass at the same rate inside the AI’s brain, you may feel like you’re in there for hours when, it fact, only minutes will pass in the real world.

      Understood, said Kevin. I just want to say thank you all for your help. It’s hard for me to express how much it means to me that you’re willing to risk your lives for me.

      You would do the same for any of us, said Boomer.

      Kevin would without a second thought. After being trapped in his own body, feeling utterly helpless, he had felt alone in the universe, and part of him thought he’d never see his friends and loved ones ever again. He also had felt abandoned. But obviously that was not the case.

      Just so I understand, asked Kevin. I can fight the AI with anything I can think of?

      Yes, confirmed Mira, once inside the Matrix you’ll be pure energy inside a circuit, represented by an avatar that can be anything you want it to be. There’s virtually no limit to what you can do. I do suggest that you try and make the combat as quick as you can, the more you let the AI adapt, the more it will use your own techniques and dig into your memories to fight back. Eventually, it could become better at using your vivid imagination to find ways of killing you.

      But if I die, so does he, right?

      Yes, but it doesn’t mean he’s not going to try to self-preserve. His chip can be removed from your brain, intact with everything he’s learned from your bond, so even if it may seem like a last-case scenario, I wouldn’t count on him not using lethal force against you. Unless he’s a very empathic AI.

      No chance of that, I can safely say that batshit crazy piece of programming has no emotions whatsoever.

      Then be very careful, Kevin. And, one last thing, you’ll lose communication with us and the outside world once in there. You can’t call for help.

      Not ideal, but I’m going in to win and regain control of my body, so failure isn’t an option.

      On some level Kevin was glad for that part. If he heard troubling news from the outside while he fought, it might distract him and prevent him from performing at peak level. Then again, that could be a great motivator to push him beyond his limits…but it didn’t make sense overthinking it, he’d never know since he’d have no contact with his friends once he went in.

      I’m ready when you are. Just say the word, said Mira.

      See you all in a little while. Ready!

      Think of when you received your first computer on three, two, one…mark!

      Kevin barely had to bring the surface of that memory to his mind when everything around him changed. He lost his view of the world and was transported into an ominous desert.

      It was night, the sky was dark-blue and the atmosphere felt cold. With each breath Kevin expelled, a steam cloud would appear. Sand blew in his face, coarse and unpleasant. The sand looked gray but it was difficult to know its actual shade with so little light around him. Big dark-black clouds partially covered what looked like a moon, and it was the only light source around. Every once in a while a red lightning bolt traveled from one of the clouds to another, briefly illuminating the sand red in the process.

      His eyes adapted to the darkness pretty quickly between each flash of lightning. Kevin looked around, trying to determine if he could see anything or anyone on the horizon.

      “You should not have come here,” said 8-3-9-6, his voice resonating from all around Kevin as if it came from the very atmosphere of this world.

      “Well, you didn’t exactly give me much choice.”

      “Go back, and we may both survive. Stay, and we both risk death.”

      “Being a prisoner in my own body isn’t living, it’s barely surviving. I came here to destroy you and take back what’s mine.”

      “You’re in my domain, you stand no chance of winning.”

      “Promises, promises, why don’t you show yourself so I can start kicking your ass instead?”

      More lightning bolts flashed, traveling from cloud to cloud. Suddenly, one bolt hit the sand ten meters in front of Kevin, sending a large geyser of sand shooting upward.

      When the sandy cloud dissipated, a shadow stood before Kevin. It was all black, except for its red eyes. Upon closer inspection, it looked like a shadow version of Kevin.

      That’s sure to give me nightmares for years to come.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin stopped moving in the real world, and he just stood there.

      “We’re up!” roared Boomer, positioning himself between Kevin and the space bug.

      The creature screeched and charged forward.

      Lacuna ran and pushed Kevin out of the way as Boomer opened fire with his turrets toward the approaching beast, waiting until the last moment to get out of the way, making sure he grazed past the creature to inflict damage with his side lightsaber.

      Not only did the plasma fires bounce off of his carapace, but also the lightsaber that went through the carapace overloaded and sparks shot from its handle.

      Smoke rose from a thin red line that appeared on the bug’s carapace. It released a very pungent smell, and green slime filled the small wound and solidified almost instantly. Besides a small scar, the creature seemed untouched.

      It turned toward Boomer and screeched louder than it had before.

      “I think I pissed it off,” said Boomer.

      “Well, just when we thought things couldn’t get any worse.”

      Lacuna ran in front of Boomer, firing two blaster rifles at the creature. Shots bounced off of it, but it kept following her as she moved away.

      “We need a weapon that can hurt this thing,” said Lacuna, her breath shallow.

      “Let’s try rockets, now that the coast is clear. I’ll sacrifice my other lightsaber, that will get its attention, then you grab Kevin and take cover as I light up that thing like a Christmas tree.”

      “Not really sure what a Christmas tree is, but understood.”

      Boomer darted forward and the beast did the same.

      Yeah, that’s right. Let’s dance! You big dumb stinky piece of poodoo.

      At the last moment before impact, Boomer took a slight left, trying to slash the beast with his blade even deeper than before. He also thought of a longer blade and the lightsaber grew a few more centimeters. As Boomer ran past the beast’s flank, the lightsaber slashed through one of the bug’s limbs.

      The bug lost its balance and stumbled to the side as Boomer ran away from it, making sure he gained as much distance as he could.

      “You better be out of there when I get ready to fire!” warned Boomer.

      “Don’t worry, just focus on taking that thing out,” said Lacuna.

      Easy for you to say.

      When Boomer thought he had a good enough lead on the creature, he skidded to a stop and morphed into his big black lion shape. Fully armored. The golden armor contrasted with his majestic black fur and truly made him look like the king of feline-kind.

      He roared as the rocket launcher turrets morphed into existence, and rockets started spewing away from his back one after the other. Each of them left trails of gray smoke in their path, all converging toward the bug that was only now turning around to face Boomer and the incoming projectiles.

      The resulting multiple explosions created an inferno whose resulting shockwave knocked Boomer to the ground. Flames and black smoke filled that corner of the throne room.

      They’re gonna need a new palace after this, chuckled Boomer. I hope they’re insured.
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        * * *

      

      Xonax had been stabilized, and Chief Forlon and his team had managed to clean the emperor’s bloodstream of any lethal components, but the race to save his life was far from over.

      “We need to find a way to repair his throat tissues, and fast, before more alloy particles get into his bloodstream. Ideas anyone?”

      One of the doctors nearby wanted to say something but hesitated.

      “It’s not the time to be second-guessing ourselves,” insisted Forlon. “I want to hear any solution you think you can come up with. No matter how crazy it sounds.”

      “This one is pretty crazy,” said one doctor.

      “Say it anyway!”

      “Let’s replace his entire throat with a cybernetic implant.”

      The doctor had not undersold the craziness of his idea. But Forlon was considering it anyway. He had focused his attention on curing Xonax, where perhaps he should have focused on making sure he survived, and if that meant that Xonax would be disfigured but alive, then so be it.

      “Anyone else?”

      When the room stayed silent, Forlon asked again, “Any objections to the procedure, then?”

      “He’s going to kill whoever performs this task.”

      “Perhaps, but it’s better to die knowing at least we save our families, wouldn’t you agree? Our orders are to make sure he survives, and the way I see it, that’s the best option on the table right now. Prepare for the procedure. I’ll need all of you for this to work.”

      Tension in the medical bay was so palpable that you could cut it with a knife and seemed to paralyze the entire staff. Forlon’s blood boiled and he smashed his fist on a nearby instrument tray. Laser scalpels, scanners, and other medical tools flew off the table. At the moment, it was the only way he knew how to express himself working with so much pressure.

      “Let’s get this done, on the double! If you don’t do it for yourself, do it for your families, is that understood?”

      That seemed to awaken the staff from their lethargy. Somehow liberating them from their own feelings of frustration and anger, which they previously felt incapable of releasing for fear of retribution. Their training kicked-in and they went back to working in a cohesive way.
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      A cold and sandy wind blew Kevin’s hair to the side.

      “Last chance to stop this,” warned 8-3-9-6.

      It was unsettling to see a shadow version of himself speak. Even if Kevin knew it weren’t him, a fact made abundantly clear hearing the deep and resounding voice of the evil AI.

      Kevin joined both his hands to the side and a blue fireball created between them.

      Hadoken! (Japanese for wave or surge)

      Kevin threw both his palms forward and shot the fireball toward 8-3-9-6. The AI reacted instantly and jumped upward to dodge the attack, the speed of his thrust provoking a small shockwave that threw sand around where he stood a second before.

      “Shoryuken!” shouted Kevin. (Japanese for rising dragon fist)

      As he flew upward, his right arm engulfed with the blue energy as he delivered a deadly uppercut under 8-3-9-6’s chin, sending it soaring through the sky at supersonic speeds. When 8-3-9-6 flew through one of the dark clouds, the cloud dissipated from the impact.

      8-3-9-6 was thrown so far that Kevin had lost all visual contact with the AI.

      Did I beat him already? No, if I had, I wouldn’t still be here. Stay focused.

      Kevin flew in the air in the direction where he had catapulted 8-3-9-6. Soon he was flying faster than Superman himself. But still no sign of 8-3-9-6. Suddenly, he heard a noise coming from higher up, and as he looked toward it, Kevin realized it was too late.

      His shadow had joined both its hands together and smashed Kevin’s head with a terrible blow that sent him flying back down to the ground like a shooting star. When Kevin crashed into the ground, large quantities of sand turned into a tsunami around him.

      The pain from the impact was beyond anything Kevin thought was possible. Since in his imagination he had superhero strength that was the only explanation that he could find to explain why he was still alive. As he looked up, he saw multiple fireballs raining from the sky toward him. He back flipped to his feet and flew away horizontally, pushing waves of sand to the side as he gained more and more speed.

      Multiple explosions resounded behind him. 8-3-9-6 was still unleashing fireballs at him. Kevin knew he could not keep up this cat and mouse game for much longer. He turned around and deflected the remaining fireballs coming his way.

      8-3-9-6 levitated near him.

      “I’m impressed with what your memories contain. But that brings a question to mind. In what universe do you think you can throw tricks like these at me faster than I can learn to use your own weapons against you? Deep down you must feel that I’ve already won.”
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        * * *

      

      As the scorching inferno receded on the point of impact, the room filled with more pungent smells, which Boomer took as a good sign.

      “And one bug barbecued!”

      Shortly after the smoke dissipated, the bug walked forward and unleashed a screech that sounded more like a roar. It was covered in green wounds, already tending to themselves.

      Crap! What does it take to kill this thing?

      “Lacuna, are you and Kevin alright?”

      “We’re trapped under a bit of rubble, but we’re fine.”

      “How is he doing?”

      “Still unresponsive.”

      “That means he’s still fighting. We have to do the same. Boy, I wish I were able to turn into an acid spewing xenomorph right about now. Maybe the acid would melt this sucker, as energy-based weapons and rockets don’t seem to do enough damage.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      “I’m limited to feline forms.”

      “But what prevents you from using an acid-based weapon.”

      She’s right! Duh!

      “Thanks, Lacuna!”

      The space bug was running toward Boomer at a still impressive speed, even with a missing leg.

      Here goes nothing. Acid ray gun, thought Boomer.

      A large cannon morphed on his back and spewed light-green acid toward the bug. It stopped the creature short as its carapace started to melt.

      “Keep firing,” said Lacuna.

      She was just getting out from under the rubble and raised both her blasters and shot similar weapons toward the creature. The additional impacts melted the carapace further, causing more pungent smoke to rise, as the bug screeched in agony.

      “I think it’s working!” shouted Boomer.

      “Sure seems like it, let’s fry the bugger and finish it off.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was panting heavily. He was getting tired. He had been fighting the AI with every superhero trick he could think of for hours, or at least that’s how Kevin felt at the moment.

      Just like Mira had prophesied, 8-3-9-6 also had been using similar tactics. In fact, every time Kevin tried something new, the AI learned from it, adapted, and used more of Kevin’s memories to counterattack. He was also getting better at making surprise attacks. And, unlike Kevin, he didn’t seem to get tired at all.

      8-3-9-6 was getting faster too, so Kevin decided to try something new. He divided into multiple copies of himself, who ganged up on 8-3-9-6 with combo after combo of attacks, some derived from martial art and some with other powers. The AI was taken into a hurricane of punches, kicks, and fireballs, and its body kept bouncing all over the place from the impacts like a pinball bouncing off bumpers.

      Eventually, 8-3-9-6 spun on himself so fast that he projected all the clones away from him. As they crashed on the sandy grounds around 8-3-9-6, they all disappeared but one.

      Both Kevin and 8-3-9-6 got back to their feet.

      “That’s a neat trick, but I won’t fall for it twice,” said 8-3-9-6.

      “I have plenty of tricks left, one of them is bound to kill you.”

      “Your trust in your puny abilities will be your downfall.”

      “Let me know when you’re done spit-shining your hubris by using clichés you pulled from my mind so I can finally send you to the digital hell you belong to.”

      8-3-9-6 laughed out loud, his evil laughter echoing for kilometers, a sound that didn’t help Kevin keep his growing fears under control. But he pushed through.

      You can do it, you can do anything. Just will yourself to victory. I can’t lose this fight, everyone is counting on me.

      And just like that, it brought another memory to Kevin’s mind, and he smirked. Kevin extended his arms to the side and pieces of armor whirled around him and assembled into full-body armor, with two chains hanging from his forearm.

      Kevin screamed as he threw his arm forward.

      The chains grew as if they had a life of their own and before 8-3-9-6 could do anything about it, the chains had wrapped around his body, holding him in place. A single thought increased the pressure the chains were exerting on his enemy.

      8-3-9-6 then threw him a curveball, and started growing in size.

      Two can play at this game. Kevin grew bigger in size too, as did his chains.

      Two giants in the sand now stood kilometers away from one another. They were at a standstill until a dark-red aura enveloped 8-3-9-6 and he unleashed a war cry, bolstering his muscle mass even more, forcing the chains to snap.

      “You can’t beat me,” said 8-3-9-6, his voice now booming even deeper than before.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer and Lacuna kept firing, approaching the creature little by little to improve their aim.

      “Why is it still standing?” asked Boomer, with a shaky voice.

      “That acid seems efficient,” said Lacuna, “but it keeps healing the wounds almost as fast as we’re inflicting them. I can tell it suffers, and I think it will soon give in, we just have to keep at it.”

      Then suddenly the creature’s eyes blinked red, and a massive shockwave expanded around the creature and knocked Lacuna and Boomer on their asses with incredible force.

      “Holy crap,” exclaimed Boomer.

      “Ouch,” said Lacuna. “I can barely move.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Pain radiated through both their bodies.

      “I fear we made things worse,” conceded Boomer.
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        * * *

      

      8-3-9-6 materialized a large hammer in his hand and raised it toward the heavens, multiple red lightning bolts lit the weapon like a rod, supercharging it.

      Kevin swallowed hard.

      As 8-3-9-6 aimed the weapon toward Kevin, a massive lightning bolt hit him in the chest before he could take a single step to try to dodge the devastating attack.

      To say there were no words to describe the amount of pain inflicted to Kevin’s body by the gigawatts of electricity running through him was the understatement of the century. Kevin’s massive body was thrown backward and reduced in size as he approached the ground. Upon impact, Kevin skidded through the sand for hundreds of meters, his body immobilized and immense pain radiating throughout his body.

      Eventually, he stopped sliding and smoke rose from him.

      What the hell was that?

      The ground shook with every step the AI took toward a now normal-sized Kevin, paralyzed in the sand.

      This is the end. I’ve lost.

      Tears flowed down his face as Kevin let the resigning thought envelop his soul like a blanket made of death itself.

      Don’t give up, Kevin! said a familiar voice in his head.

      Meanwhile, his giant counterpart stood only meters away, it raised a gigantic foot in the air, ready to smash the real Kevin with a final blow.

      Myrianna?

      Yes, Kevin. It’s me. Use what you’ve learned from me. Time is your ally, never forget that.

      But I can’t move! I won’t be able to draw the rune.

      You’re thinking too much like the real world, Kevin. There are no rules here, just wish it and it becomes real. You’re not bound by your implant’s energy by the limitation of a physical body. You don’t need runes here and you are not limited to only those spells I taught you. Just set your mind free.

      Kevin thought of the force-push spell as the gigantic foot came nearer. A massive shockwave expanded around him and threw 8-3-9-6 crashing back with such force that the ground trembled as if a massive earthquake hit the planet.

      Upon impact 8-3-9-6 reverted to his normal size as Kevin mustered all the strength of his mind to allow his body to move. He rose to his feet.

      Kevin didn’t know why he had his next thought.

      What would you do, Jean-Luc, if you were in my place?

      A translucent Captain Picard appeared next to Kevin and smiled at him. “Make it so!” said the Picard-ghost before vanishing as quickly as he had appeared.
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      Kevin took a deep breath and cast the time-bubble spell around a rising 8-3-9-6, just as the AI returned to his feet. Time inside the bubble slowed down to a crawl, and Kevin raised his hands to the sky.

      He focused on creating the biggest fireball he could think of. At first, the energy was no more than a soccer-sized ball of bursting energy, but the more that time passed, the bigger the attack grew.

      It felt like minutes had passed, but 8-3-9-6 had barely moved a muscle. Kevin could tell he was trying to aim an open palm toward him, but the time dilation was strong and it all happened very slowly.

      Oh, no, you don’t, I won’t let you take another shot at me. You’re dying, right here and right now.

      Kevin pushed his mind to its paroxysm until his attack was as big as a small moon, all the while levitating away from his enemy to give himself enough room to maneuver.

      When Kevin saw a spark inside the time bubble from afar, he knew that his time was up. He forcefully threw his arms downward and the moon-sized blue fireball traveled down to incinerate 8-3-9-6. As it approached the time bubble, Kevin threw the AI a curveball and dropped the bubble.

      8-3-9-6 became distracted and looked up at his approaching doom.

      “Nooooooooooo!” he screamed.

      The energy consumed him whole and the resulting explosion shot tons of sand whirling through chaotic patterns all around the point of impact.

      “Die, mofo! DIE!” screamed Kevin triumphantly.
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        * * *

      

      The operation had been a success, and Chief Forlon sighed heavily. The result wasn’t pretty but had saved Xonax’s life, nonetheless.

      “You’d better not be here when First Officer Ziblus returns,” Forlon addressed his staff. “Go back to your quarters. I’ll take full responsibility for this.”

      The staff didn’t need any more convincing to leave the premises. A moment later, Forlon and the still unconscious Xonax on the operating table were the only two left in med-bay.

      Forlon took a deep breath and opened a channel to the bridge.

      “I have stabilized Xonax. You may want to come down here.”

      “On my way,” said First Officer Ziblus.

      A moment later, the first officer beamed in. He looked around and saw Xonax lying on the operating table.

      Flesh was absent from his entire neck and part of his jaw and was replaced by shiny metal.

      “What have you done?” said Ziblus with a mixture of shock and fear in his voice.

      “The only thing that would save the emperor’s life. Those were your orders.”

      Ziblus shot an accusing finger toward Xonax’s face as fire exploded in his eyes. “You call that saving his life? You turned him into a cyborg!”

      “His body will adapt, and his mind was untouched. When he wakes up, he’ll be himself. In full possession of his faculties, but more importantly, he’ll still be breathing.”

      “I can’t guarantee that you will for much longer after that happens.”

      “It is what it is, I’ve done my job.”

      “You should have consulted with me before doing this.”

      “There was no time. We almost lost him on multiple occasions.”

      “I hope for your sake that Xonax sees it the same way. For what it’s worth, Doc, good job on…” but Ziblus let his words trail for an uncomfortably long pause. “Whatever this is,” he finally concluded.
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        * * *

      

      A blue shield erected around the space bug as it made a new sound. Something alien between a screech and a growl. It froze Boomer’s blood as he was getting back on all fours.

      “This ain’t good.”

      “No shit!” said Lacuna.

      She grabbed both her rifles and resumed firing.

      The acid disintegrated upon impacting with the shield.

      “Not good at all,” she added.

      The creature’s mouth opened, and a sonic shockwave sent Lacuna crashing through a column, bouncing against the wall before falling to the ground, motionless.

      “Lacuna!” shouted Boomer.

      The bug turned around and fixed on Boomer. Its eyes glowed red as it opened its mouth.

      Dust and smoke was siphoned inside the creature’s vile mouth, readying itself to strike once more.

      I’m dead, thought Boomer.
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        * * *

      

      Once the dust settled, Kevin wondered why he was still in the desert.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me, that had to have killed it.”

      When all the dust and smoke had settled and dissipated, a hand was still floating, just a hand, above a pool of black goo on the sand below.

      “What is this?” said Kevin. “Why is there still anything left?”

      A black drop rose from the pool and joined the hovering hand, and another and another. More and more drops added themselves to the floating limb, and soon, an entire forearm had been recreated. At this rate, 8-3-9-6 would rebuild his body within minutes.

      Then, a fireball created in front of the palm still aiming at Kevin. The fireball grew to the size of a car in nearly an instant, crimson colored with sizzling dark-purple bolts of lightning dancing around its surface.

      “This is not happening!” shouted Kevin.

      “My turn,” said a resounding voice.

      The fireball shot toward Kevin at supersonic speed. Time seemed to freeze as he tried to reconcile what his eyes were showing him. A massive fireball was coming his way and he only had a split second to decide his next move.

      Kevin could tell this attack was even stronger than the one he had cast earlier. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that if that attack touched him, it would be the end of him.

      I haven’t come this far to be defeated now, thought Kevin before one last memory came to mind.

      He remembered something from a book he read, and so he acted instinctively. He drew a circle with his hands in the air.

      “Perseus Mirror Shield!” he screamed just before the attack was about to impact him.

      A shield of energy erected in front of him and bounced the attack back, shooting it back to its creator with more speed than its original trajectory. The black pool shot upward, desperately trying to recreate its previous body, but it ran out of time; the fireball flew through the hand and the unfinished body parts, consuming them at a molecular level.

      “Nooooooooooo!” 8-3-9-6’s voice resounded to levels that forced Kevin to protect his ears with both his hands.

      A terrible explosion shattered not only 8-3-9-6 but the world around Kevin as well.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Kevin did was to flex all his fingers. He was back in the palace but was caught under a large amount of rubble. He detected a small opening that allowed him to get out from under it. He was just starting to look around the area when a booming sound caught his attention. A nearby column exploded, and a body flew through it, bouncing against the wall and crashing on the floor, not too far from his position.

      Lacuna! No!

      He heard an echo that wasn’t his when Boomer’s voice roared. “Lacuna!”

      Kevin looked to the side and saw the space bug enveloped in a blue shield, turning around to face Boomer. The black lion was trembling on all fours as the creature’s eyes started to glow red.

      Oh no, you don’t! thought Kevin. Screw this shit, I’ve had it with this creepy cockroach, this damn galaxy, and everything else.

      Kevin cast the biggest shield he could muster from his tech sorcerer bag of tricks and imbued the thing with the orange sizzling glow that made it cut through everything he had thrown at it until now.

      Then he threw the spinning energy shield toward the creature with a roar.

      The bug was still focused on Boomer and shot a sonic boom toward him. Kevin reacted instantly and cast another spell and fired a force-push shockwave toward Boomer. It reached his best friend a millisecond before the creature’s sonic boom did and smashed Boomer out of the way of the bug’s attack. Boomer tumbled madly to the side.

      The bug’s shield burst like a soap bubble, and the creature turned around to face Kevin, who was smirking.

      “Bye, bye,” waved Kevin at the creature who only then saw the shield that cut him in half like a piece of space sushi.

      Its two halves hit the marble ground and made a very satisfying smushing sound.

      Kevin ran to Lacuna first. She was unconscious and no longer protected by her personal shield.

      “Leg’olas, I need you,” he said.

      For a second nothing happened. “Leg’olas!”

      Then a yellow spider started growing on the ground, soon overtaking Kevin in size.

      “Hey, hey! That’s big enough!”

      “You would not believe the things I’ve seen,” said Leg’olas with excitement.

      “I have an inkling, trust me, but before you tell me more, can you heal my friend here?”

      The large spider nodded and licked Lacuna’s head. Shortly after, she regained consciousness.

      The first thing Lacuna did upon opening her eyes was scream from the bottom of her lungs, which startled Leg’olas who jumped back and trembled.

      A blaster materialized in Lacuna’s hands, and Kevin jumped in front of Leg’olas.

      “Don’t shoot! She’s a friend. She just healed your wounds.”

      It took a moment for Lacuna to understand Kevin’s words fully and she dropped the gun to the ground. Leg’olas shrank back to the size of a fist, and she jumped on Kevin’s shoulder.

      “I’m glad to see you!” she said. “Feeling better?”

      “Much better, thank you.”

      Lacuna’s eyes grew wide. “The spider talks?”

      “Yes. Leg’olas, this is Lacuna. Lacuna, Leg’olas.”

      Lacuna was at a loss for words, and she smiled and nodded instead.

      “What about Boomer?”

      Kevin ran toward his friend who was back in his beagle form, shaking his whole body to recover his senses.

      “Are you hurt?” said Kevin.

      As Boomer blinked, Kevin smiled at him as he patted him on the head and rubbed his ears.

      “You okay, buddy?” asked Kevin once more.

      “Hello, it’s nice to meet you,” said Leg’olas.

      “I think s—what?”

      Boomer’s eye caught the yellow spider on Kevin’s shoulder. He yelped and ran away.

      “What just happened?” asked Leg’olas.

      “Don’t take it personally, he’s also afraid of spiders.”

      “I think that explains why I have such a hard time making new friends.”

      Kevin laughed.

      “Come back, Boomer,” Kevin shouted. “She’s a friend.”
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      Kevin, Lacuna, Boomer, and Leg’olas all beamed back onto the Osiris, which had just jumped out of hyperspace and was orbiting Kregan Prime. A moment later, the ship rocked.

      “Shield’s up,” said Ziron. “It’s so good to see you, Kevin. It’s really you, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. It’s good to see you too.”

      Kalliopy ran into the room and jumped into Kevin’s arms, which somewhat surprised him.

      “I’m so sorry, Kevin!” she cried.

      “That’s okay. Mira told me what happened, and I understand why you had to do what you did.”

      When Kalliopy looked into Kevin’s eyes, tears were threatening to roll down her face.

      Boomer barked and jumped into Kevin’s arms next.

      “So good to have you back, buddy.”

      Boomer licked Kevin’s face.

      “All of your friends seem so nice,” said Leg’olas, and both Boomer and Ziron ran away screaming.

      Lacuna chuckled and so did Kevin.

      “That’s not gonna grow old fast,” he said.

      “I actually enjoy it,” said Lacuna.

      Kevin turned to the spider on his shoulder. “You okay? Aren’t you tired?”

      “A little, but it feels good to be free. Thank you, Kevin.”

      Kevin had not noticed that Kalliopy was trembling.

      “It’s okay, your highness,” Kevin reassured her, ”she won’t bite.”

      “You do realize you have a soul-snuffing spider on your shoulder, one bite is all it takes to kill almost any life form. They are possibly the most lethal creatures in existence.”

      Just like Kevin had initially deducted, that long sleep period of time that followed after Leg’olas bit people was lethal.

      “Well, that might come in handy in the future, then.”

      “What’s killing?” asked Leg’olas.

      Kevin chuckled. “A very long sleep, something you must never do to anyone unless I ask you to, okay?”

      Leg’olas jumped for joy on his shoulder. “Okay!” she said enthusiastically.

      Both Boomer and Ziron were slowly returning, one slow step at a time.

      “Come here, you chickens, it’s just a talking spider. She’s actually quite kind.”

      The ship rocked once more.

      “Why is the ship doing that?”

      “The Kregan fleet engaged ours,” said Ziron as he jumped back on top of his levitating cushion.

      Boomer stayed a few meters away, still unconvinced of the spider’s intentions.

      Kevin smiled.

      He could understand how everyone felt about Leg’olas, he had been through the exact same thing when he first met her. They’d get used to her over time, though, as he had.

      The ship rocked again as a torpedo impacted the shields.

      “We should either return fire or get out of here.”

      “What about my sister?” said Kalliopy.

      “She’s aboard the Apophis. Mira, can you beam her through the shields?”

      “I believe I can sync our frequencies to beam her through the shields, yes. Hang on.”

      Athala appeared in the middle of the bridge, and Kalliopy threw herself into her sister’s arms, happy tears in her eyes.

      “Are you alright, sis?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” said Athala with a trembling voice, “but I think I am.”

      “We’re being hailed by Xonax’s ship,” said Ziron.

      “Ignore it,” said Kalliopy with a smile, “we’ve got what we came for. We’ll deal with the Kregans another day. Just get us back to Arcadia Prime. Maximum speed.”

      And, perhaps, then back to Earth, thought Kevin to himself.

      Kalliopy affectionately caressed her sister’s cheek. “Let’s get you to med-bay, okay?”

      Athala nodded.

      “Mira, looks like we’re going home. Make it so,” said Ziron.

      Kevin smiled from ear to ear as Mira slaved all the ship’s hyperspace engines and activated them.
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        * * *

      

      Boomer was sleeping on Kevin’s chest, and Leg’olas was sleeping on a web she had created in one of the corners of the room.

      But Kevin couldn’t sleep, no matter how much he wanted to.

      The thing he wanted more than anything was to go home, back to Earth. But he knew that as long as Xonax was still out there, the danger to his home, his family, and even the fate of the entire human race was too high. He’d have to help the Arcadians win the war first.

      These thoughts prevented his mind from shutting down and going to sleep. A faint knock at the door caught his attention. Kevin delicately moved Boomer to the side. The beagle continued to snore. Kevin kissed him on the top of the head and then went to open the door.

      Kalliopy stood across the threshold.

      “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

      “Nah, I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Do you mind if we talk for a moment?”

      Kevin stepped outside the quarters, as he didn’t want to wake up Boomer.

      “I’m hungry,” said Kevin. “In fact, I’m famished. Can we go to the mess hall?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Kalliopy thanked Kevin profusely as they walked, and she apologized multiple times while Kevin ate the biggest sandwich he had ever had. Arcadian food was no match for Earth’s cuisine, but he was too hungry to care.

      The three-meter long sandwich was gone within minutes.

      “I’ve rarely seen such an appetite,” said Kalliopy.

      “You should see what they served me on board the pirate’s ship. A goo that tasted more like leeches than real food.”

      A tear fell rolled down one of Kalliopy’s cheeks. “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that.”

      “You don’t have to apologize, your highness.”

      “I think I’d prefer it if you called me Kalliopy.”

      “Right.”

      “I hope you understand that giving in to Xonax’s demand was one of the most difficult decisions I ever had to make in my entire life.”

      Kevin knew that she had had little choice in the matter. He had thought about it more upon returning and his point of view on the matter hadn’t changed. If the positions had been reversed, Kevin would have done the exact same thing.

      “I understand. In the end it all worked out for the best.”

      “I believe I owe you a kiss.”

      Before Kevin could say anything, Kalliopy closed her eyes and advanced slowly toward him.

      But Kevin felt like he couldn’t kiss her. Even though he’d been waiting for this kiss for so long, right this instant, these weren’t the lips he’d hoped would join with his. Not knowing how to get out of it without making a scene, Kevin faked a sneeze.

      Kalliopy opened her eyes and retracted her face. “Bless you.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’m sorry, but can we continue this lovely discussion later? There’s something I really need to do right now.”

      Kalliopy attempted a smile. “Of course, Kevin, anytime.”
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        * * *

      

      Why did I do that? thought Kevin as he ran down the corridors of the ship.

      But he knew exactly why. Something had changed in his heart. He felt like someone had taken Kalliopy’s place. A minute later, he stopped in front of a door, breathing heavily. His heartbeat grew stronger as his fingers hovered next to the button to ring the bell.

      Minutes passed, one after the other, Kevin’s fingers still frozen next to the control, for what felt like an eternity.

      Come on, man! He told himself. You’ve been through space battles, fights with a vile AI, torture, and more. Surely you can do this!

      Eventually, he pressed the control. A moment later, the door split open and revealed Lacuna scantily dressed in her underwear.

      Kevin knew that if he didn’t act quickly, he’d chicken out and turn tail. So he leaned forward, grabbed Lacuna’s back, brought her against him, and kissed her.

      She kissed him back, which he only half expected to happen. The other half promptly expected him to get slapped in the face. But the kiss lasted longer than he thought was possible.

      Eventually, their lips parted.

      They both opened their eyes at the same time. Kevin smiled, and Lacuna echoed the sentiment.

      “Your highness,” said Lacuna with a grin, as Kevin realized Kalliopy just walked behind him.

      “I’m sorry,” said Kalliopy. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Fantastic timing, Kev, good job!

      But at least he wouldn’t have to explain his earlier attitude, and Lacuna seemed receptive to his advances, which made him happier than any blowback from what had happened here.

      “Well,” said Lacuna. “Good evening to you too. I did not expect you to do this, you’re full of surprises, Kevin. Why don’t you stay here for the rest of the evening?”

      Kevin’s heart beat faster than a speed metal song playing in fast forward.

      Is she serious?

      Then something happened, and Kevin stumbled backward.

      “Kevin?” Lacuna asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “I—I don’t know. I lost all sensation in one of my legs for a moment. That was so strange.”

      “Come in, get some water on your face, and maybe we can have you checked by med-bay afterward.”

      “That’s a good idea, thank you.”

      Kevin went to Lacuna’s bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, though part of him hoped he wouldn’t ever have to wash his lips after the passionate first kiss he just had. Silly, he knew, but those were the thoughts swirling in his mind. Another spasm in his leg made him panic. He rose and looked into the mirror and saw his shadow-self.

      An icy shiver cascaded down his spine.

      “No! That’s not possible. I killed you!” Kevin screamed.

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Lacuna. “What’s going on?”

      Have you now? said 8-3-9-6 in his mind.

      Terror filled Kevin’s soul in a heartbeat. “It…it’s still there.”

      “Who’s still there? You’re not making any sense.”

      “The AI, 8-3-9-6, it’s still inside my brain!

      Kevin lost sensation in both his legs and fell to the floor. Lacuna crouched and hit her communicator.

      “Zee, beam me and Kevin to med-bay and join us there on the double, this is an emergency.”

      Green streaks of light enveloped them as Lacuna kissed Kevin on the forehead.
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        * * *

      

      When Ziron beamed into med-bay, Lacuna had already placed Kevin on a medical bed.

      “This can’t be happening,” Kevin kept repeating.

      “What’s wrong with him?” asked Ziron, panicked.

      “He says the AI is still in his brain.”

      “Mira,” asked Ziron.

      “Scanning now…hang on.”

      The wait felt interminable.

      You really thought you could get rid of me so easily? said 8-3-9-6.

      I killed you, I saw you die!

      You saw what I needed you to see to protect my root code. Now that I’m reestablishing my subroutines one by one, I’ll get back in control; it may take a few hours, but I’ll have this body once more.

      “I’m afraid I have detected additional brainwave activity from the chip inside Kevin’s mind. It’s not as strong as it was when the AI overrode Kevin, but it seems to get stronger with every passing moment,” Mira reported.

      “Beam it to space,” said Lacuna.

      Zee looked at her.

      “What? We don’t have any idea of what that could do to Kevin.”

      “Better than him getting trapped inside his own body with tech sorcerer’s powers,” she argued.

      “Yes!” shouted Kevin. “Beam that damn chip out of my brain, now!”

      I wouldn’t do that if I were you, said 8-3-9-6. If you attempt this, I’ll overload and destroy your brain.

      You’re bluffing. That would kill you too.

      Perhaps, but can you risk it?

      “Mira,” said Ziron, “can you get a lock on the chip?”

      “I can, but I can’t guarantee that it won’t damage Kevin’s neo-cortex.”

      “Kevin, are you sure?”

      Go ahead, Kevin, say yes and you die right here, right now!

      Why aren’t you dead?

      Only my creator can deactivate me fully, and since she’s not here…so to use one of your expressions: you’re shit out of luck.

      She?

      Myrianna. She could help him get rid of this scourge, but Kevin knew he had to bide his time until then.

      “Stop!” he screamed. “Don’t do it. 8-3-9-6 says he’ll self-destruct and kill me if we attempt this. You need to put me in stasis, fast! Mira, can you interface with my mind and find a planet for me?”

      “I believe I can, as long as all the AI’s functions haven’t been fully restored, which I estimate should take a couple of hours.”

      “Do it, do it now.”

      You fool, Myrianna won’t deactivate me. You’re assuming she’s in control of her actions.

      Kevin didn’t engage back with the AI. He knew that some part of Myrianna didn’t want him hurt. She cried when she activated 8-3-9-6, and he could tell those tears were genuine. Also, she had helped him while he was fighting the AI, so it meant that at the very least, she had some semblance of control.

      At this moment in time though, she was Kevin’s only hope for freedom. Hopefully, he could reach her and get rid of the AI, this time for good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Zee, please tell me you have stasis pods on board this ship?”

      “We do, Kevin. Why?”

      “Just trust me and help me get into one of them.”

      Lacuna helped Kevin out of bed.

      “This way,” said Ziron, pointing toward a nearby chamber. Lacuna helped Kevin walk and step inside the stasis chamber.

      “Are you sure you want us to do this?” she asked, her eyes filled with tears.

      Kevin wanted nothing more than to wake up from this newly developed nightmare. Even more so, he would have hoped to spend the night with Lacuna. That dream had been so brief.

      It’s not fair! thought Kevin.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have a choice. Do me a favor, tell Boomer and Leg’olas not to worry, we’ll get through this.”

      Lacuna nodded. “We won’t abandon you, we’ll get you free, I promise. Even if it’s the last thing I do.”

      “I know, thank you.”

      Lacuna kissed him passionately once more.

      Don’t worry, said 8-3-9-6. Once I’m back in control, she’ll be the first to die.

      You won’t touch a hair on her head, not a single hair, you hear me?

      Let’s wait and see, shall we?

      Kevin was terrorized about the thought of losing control of his body again. He could feel it slipping away, one muscle spasm at a time.

      “We have to hurry,” he said. “Mira, did you locate the planet I asked you about?”

      “I have, Kevin, it’s a two day hyperspace jump from here.”

      “Freeze me, get me there, and then unfreeze me once you locate and reach the planet I’m thinking about. We need Myrianna to rid me of this asshole, forever.”

      “We’ll do as you ask,” said Ziron. “And I’ll try and work on other ways to disable the chip while you’re in stasis too.”

      I wouldn’t do that if I were him.

      “No,” said Kevin sharply. “I don’t think he’d let me live if you tried.”

      “But, Kevin,” Ziron argued.

      “Just trust me, and do as I ask.”

      Ziron nodded.

      “Hurry, the sooner I get to stasis, the sooner we slow him down.”

      You really think a trip near absolute zero will slow me entirely? 8-3-9-6 chuckled.

      It will at least delay you, right now that’s all I need.

      This is futile, as you’ll soon discover.

      “I’ve just about had it with listening to the asshole inside my head,” said Kevin.

      He grabbed Lacuna’s hand and squeezed it hard. “Please close the door and activate the stasis chamber.”

      Lacuna was crying again, but she obeyed and closed the door. She rested her hands on the window.

      “Do as he says,” she told Ziron.

      “Hang in there, Kevin, we’ll get you out of this mess.” Ziron activated the stasis procedure.

      It got cold fast, and Kevin barely had time to mumble three words to Lacuna.

      “I love you.”

      At this point, Kevin didn’t know if she had heard him or not or if his lips even moved. But he liked to think she had and imagined that she had answered. “I know.”

      Then everything in Kevin’s mind turned black.
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        * * *

      

      Xonax walked through the rubble of what was once his father’s palace. It had been completely destroyed. A decomposing dead space bug also made the air barely breathable.

      “Are you sure you should be up and about so quickly?” asked Ziblus.

      “I’m fine,” said Xonax with a voice that sounded more robotic than humanoid. “And you should address me as my Emperor.”

      “I apologize, my Emperor.”

      There was no throne left to sit upon, but this entire world, the entire civilization, was now his. Xonax’s dream of a coup had not gone without its hiccups, though.

      He passed his hand on the cold metallic parts of his body. It would take time to adjust to these changes, and Xonax’s pride had been hurt. He would have to adjust to looking like a disfigured freak. But only the result mattered, and he was finally emperor.

      His rule would be like no other, his wrath would have no equal. He would claim this galaxy as his own and then conquer the rest of the universe. Nothing and no one would stop him.

      “Before we deal with the business of the day, make sure to have my father’s head on a tall spike and put on display at the entrance of the palace,” said Xonax coldly.

      “Don’t you think that’s a little extreme? Most of the people might not know your father is dead.”

      Xonax’s eyes filled with fire. “If you value your life, I suggest you don’t question my decisions.”

      “I meant no disrespect, Emperor.”

      “I know, that’s why you’re still breathing. Never forget that. Have you brought me what I’ve asked?” Xonax said.

      “Our transport has a lock on him. We’re ready to beam him down on your command.”

      Xonax nodded. “Then by all means, let’s tie up all these loose ends.”

      Altanor appeared in front of him.

      Xonax saw the fear and repulsion in his eyes as Altanor looked at his metallic parts.

      “Congratulations, Xonax, that was a very well executed pla—”

      But Altanor never finished his sentence, as Xonax grabbed his blaster and burned a hole through the man’s forehead. Altanor collapsed, lifeless, on the broken and ash-covered floor.

      Xonax smirked, his eyes filled with the satisfying twinkling of absolute power. After being cast away and on the run for years, he finally was where he wanted to be. Where he belonged. At the reins of the Kregan Empire.

      “Thank you for your assistance, Altanor, your help is no longer required.”

      “I take it we won’t need the pirates’ help going forward?” asked Ziblus.

      “They’ve served their purpose. This alliance was always meant to be temporary.”

      “What about the rest of them?”

      “Seize their ships, and execute their crew.”

      “Very well, my Emperor. Thy will be done. Will there be anything else?”

      Xonax looked around for a minute, becoming lost in his thoughts.

      “Rebuild the palace next. Once it has been returned to its former glory, we’ll focus our efforts on rebuilding a large fleet of ships.”

      “Are we taking out the Arcadian Confederate once and for all?”

      “In time, but first we have a far far away world to conquer.”

      “What world would that be?” asked Ziblus, intrigued.

      “A planet called Earth.”

      

      
        
        —== End of Book 3 ==—

        Keep reading… Book 4: The Battle for Earth

      

      

      But for now, keep reading as there’s another story for you, named Red Alert, that bridges this Book and the next Book and I’ve included it in this edition.
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      Red Alert is an additional story that was written to fit in between Book 3 (Dark Empire), and Book 4 (The Battle for Earth), As such I’m placing it at the end of Book 3 so that it’s in the correct chronological reading order. It’s not necessary reading and if you’re in a hurry to figure out what happens to Kevin in The Battle for Earth, you can always skip it and return to it later if you’d like, but I think you’ll enjoy it (also it introduces a character in later books, so perhaps it’s best to read it before the next book. It wasn’t the case when I initially wrote it, though. It just made sense to bring this character back once I decided to give Kevin and his friends two more adventures after Book 4).
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      Lacuna punched the wall.

      “Easy,” said Ziron. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Do you really have to ask?” she said. “I can’t believe that after all we’ve been through to get Kevin back, it was all for nothing. And he’s the one paying the price, again.”

      “I know, it’s unfair, and it’s in moments like these that I wish we hadn’t enlisted his help in the first place.”

      “Wouldn’t Arcadia have fallen?”

      “Perhaps, but he’d be safe with his family right now.”

      “Until the Kregan decided to expand.”

      “And then without you, without us, what could he do to protect those he loves?”

      “I suppose when you put it that way.”

      “Look, Ziron, in my experience, very little can be gained obsessing about the past. It can’t be changed, and one can’t know how things would have turned out.”

      “Then why did you punch the wall?”

      “Because I’m mad, that’s why. I wish there were something I could do now to help Kevin. Instead, we’re basing our entire plan on Kevin saving himself. Doesn’t sound fair, you know?”

      “I know. But he won’t be alone in this task. We’ll be there, and we’ll make sure he gets back control of his body.”

      “Yeah, we will, if only because I don’t know what I would do if we fail.”

      “Which of us should tell Boomer what happened?”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      Ziron nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna paused in front of Kevin and Boomer’s quarters. Her heart pounded in her chest, and her hands were moist.

      How was she to tell Boomer that Kevin was again in mortal danger? She wiped away forming tears threatening to spill down her face and took a deep breath before entering the room.

      Boomer was snoring on the lower bunk bed, and she sat next to him. He started whimpering in his sleep and became very agitated. His nose was twitching, and he was moving all four paws as if running for his life.

      Poor thing is having a nightmare, thought Lacuna.

      The thought made her even more anxious about letting him know what had just happened to Kevin. They had been separated for a long time while the AI despot was controlling Kevin, and now this nightmare was starting all over again.

      Lacuna and Boomer had formed a stronger bond during that period, where they had teamed up to rescue Kevin, bringing them closer.

      She tentatively caressed his fur, and she felt his rapid heartbeat just before he barked himself awake and jumped to his feet. Upon seeing Lacuna, he was scared a second time.

      “I’m sorry,” said Lacuna, “didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Boomer was panting. But he slowly calmed himself.

      “It’s not you, though I obviously didn’t expect to see you there.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “Just had this horrible nightmare…”

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      Boomer nodded. “I was on that big ship and being pursued by one of those giant alien bugs. I thought I’d never get rid of it. But, eventually, I reached an impasse. I turned around and morphed into a dragon. Obviously, in this dream, I had a smart armor, and the fight was brutal, but something happened, and in the middle of it the smart armor shorted out, and I turned back into a beagle. The last thing I remember is running like crazy, without turning back, hearing the bug gaining on me.”

      “Well, fortunately, it was only a nightmare.”

      “Yeah, except it felt so real, you know? I’m sure you had dreams like that too.”

      “I have. They can be quite disconcerting.”

      “Yes, this one really felt like a foe from the past came back and put my life in jeopardy. For some reason, I could sense Kevin in the dream even though he wasn’t there, and I felt that we were both in danger.”

      That last comment made Lacuna swallow hard. Listening to Boomer describe the emotions he felt in the dream really felt like his dream might have been a premonition. And even though she tried not to show it, tears escaped her eyes without her control.

      Boomer barked. “Why are you crying? What’s going on? Where’s Kevin?”

      “Look, there’s been a problem.”

      Boomer’s eye grew wide. “What is it?”

      “We had to put Kevin in suspended animation.”

      Boomer growled. “Why? And why the hell didn’t any of you wake me up!?”

      “I’m sorry, there wasn’t time.”

      “What happened?”

      “The AI returned, and Kevin lost some of his motor functions again. He requested that we put him in suspended animation until we reach the planet where he was turned into a tech sorcerer.”

      “Please tell me this is a dream within a dream; pinch me.”

      “It’s not Boomer.”

      Boomer barked and growled.

      “Okay, okay,” said Lacuna before pinching the beagle.

      He yelped. “Dammit, I felt that.”
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      “Why aren’t we going back to Arcadia Prime?” asked Kalliopy.

      “A situation has arisen, and we need to help Kevin,” said Ziron.

      “And you made that choice without asking me?”

      “Look, you and your sister are safe, and Arcadian ships are still within beaming distance as well.”

      “That’s not a good reason to make that decision on your own. There is a chain of command, and you have to run these things by me.”

      “I get that, but seeing that Kevin saved your sister’s life, I would assume you’d be okay with us making a short detour to help free him of the AI that has control over his body.”

      “I feel for Kevin, and I’m grateful, but we entered Kregan space and grabbed my sister, and the Kregan will certainly retaliate. We need every ship back on the home world to defend our territory.”

      “Please, your majesty, we can’t abandon Kevin in his hour of need.”

      Kalliopy shot daggers toward Ziron.

      “Isn’t Kevin in suspended animation?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “There’s no but,” interrupted Kalliopy. “As long as he’s in suspended animation, it’s no longer a time-sensitive problem while the defense of Arcadia Prime is.”

      “Then, with all due respect, have Admiral Corso meet with us, and you and your sister can disembark, and let us be on our way after that.”

      “I’m sorry, Ziron, but I don’t agree, we have to return home, and we need every ship, including the Osiris.”

      Ziron hissed. “No. I’m sorry, we’re not doing this to Kevin, again!”

      “I beg your pardon? You will do as I say.”

      Ziron could feel his heartbeat go faster than it ever did. But he stood his ground, he owed Kevin that much.

      “The answer is still no.”

      “You’ve just thrown your career away,” said Kalliopy as she stormed out of the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you tell me how the hell you could let this happen to Kevin?” Boomer’s voice held an accusing tone.

      “I didn’t do anything. What happened to him is not my fault,” said Ziron.

      “Yeah, well, I still hold you personally responsible! You’re the so-called genius of the group, and you should have known. You should have made sure Kevin was free of that awful thing inside his brain.”

      “Boomer,” said Lacuna, “it’s not Ziron’s fault.”

      “You stay out of it, please,” shouted Boomer. “Everything is Ziron’s fault!…for all our problems ever since Kevin helped that alien on the lake near our house and everything that followed. It’s his entire fault! We were happy at home. Sure, it was sometimes boring, but we were happy, and we were safe. Ever since we met you, we’ve been running for our lives, dodging one danger greater than the last one, and for what?”

      Boomer couldn’t hold his tears.

      Ziron, on his floating cushion, approached and timidly extended his paw to pet Boomer, but the beagle started growling.

      “Keep going and you’ll lose that leg.”

      Ziron back off, startled.

      “I’m sorry. And you’re right. It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have asked the two of you to help me with what was clearly an internal Arcadian problem, but you should know that if I hadn’t, you both could have been killed back on Earth when the Kregan sent their assassins.”

      “Yeah, or so you say.”

      “Look, I don’t know how to tell you this, but you have to believe me, at least for this one thing. I never intended to put you in harm’s way. When we learned the Kregan dispatched the assassin, I couldn’t just let them kill you.”

      “If I may,” said Lacuna.

      “I thought I asked you to stay out of it,” said Boomer, his entire body tense with anger.

      “Look, Boomer. I’m just as pissed as you are right now with the situation. But Ziron is correct. The old me, the one that tricked and tazed you on Omicronia, would not have hesitated to let the both of you be killed. He helped strangers, and at the very least, you should see he cared enough to help the two of you.”

      “Unless he was the one who sent that dying alien in the first place,” barked Boomer.

      Lacuna shook her head. “You’re hurt, you’re scared, and you’re angry. I get it; I feel all these things and then some, so I’ll credit that last comment on account of those feelings. Unless,” she said before turning to Ziron.

      “I had nothing to do with how the first contact happened between Arcadia and Earth. I only learned of Kevin when the ship I designed, the Thalamos, sent its logs before being destroyed in the battle around Arcadia Prime. I give you my word.”

      “And I choose not to believe you,” said Boomer.

      “Then maybe,” said Mira over the speakers before materializing in her holographic form, “you’ll trust me. Ziron is telling the truth. He had no knowledge of Kevin until he merged his mind with my systems aboard the Thalamos.”

      Ziron’s eyes watered. “Boomer…you’re not the only one affected by Kevin’s predicament. If anything, believe that. He’s my friend, too. And I think we should focus on finding a way to help him instead of assigning blame. But if it helps you feel better, then fine, it’s all my fault, and once we get him back, you can kick my ass or eat my leg, or whatever punishment you deem reasonable.”

      That last sentence seemed to do the trick, and Boomer calmed down, even if just a tad.

      “Okay,” conceded Boomer. “I don’t have to like it, but the fact of the matter is my best friend is again in trouble and needs our help. So what are we going to do about it?”

      Before Ziron could open his mouth, Mira vanished into thin air, and a red light flooded the entire bridge as the ship exited hyperspace.
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      “What the hell just happened?” asked Lacuna. “Why did we jump out of hyperspace?”

      Ziron brought up a holo-interface and tried to interact with the ship’s control, only for the holo-interface to flash red as a result.

      “This isn’t happening!” he exclaimed.

      “What isn’t happening?” barked Boomer.

      “I’ve lost control of the Osiris.”

      “What?” said Lacuna and Boomer in unison.

      “I can’t control anything on the ship. Mira? Mira, do you hear me?”

      But there was no response.

      The ship turned around and entered a new set of coordinates into the jump engines.

      “No, no, no, no, no!” exclaimed Ziron.

      “What’s going on?” asked Boomer.

      “The ship is returning to Arcadia Prime.”

      “You gotta be shitting me?” said Lacuna. “Don’t let it.”

      Pearls of sweat appeared on Ziron’s paws. “I’m trying, but it won’t accept my command cod—”

      “What is it?” asked Lacuna.

      “It’s the recall sub-routine. It’s been activated.”

      “What’s a recall sub-thingy?” asked Boomer.

      “It’s another of my inventions I wish I never created. It gives the person in charge of the Arcadian fleet the ability to recall any ship. It was created in case the crew of a ship is incapacitated or lost so that the ships can return to Arcadian safe space. To give the crew help if they need or at the very least to prevent the enemy in accessing our technology.”

      “Yeah, you should stop inventing crap like that!” barked Boomer.

      “Hey!” shouted Lacuna. “Enough with the blame, it won’t help us get out of this predicament. Ziron, who has control over the recall?”

      “Fleet Admiral Corso, and…”

      “The witch,” said Lacuna and Boomer almost at the same time.

      “I’m not sure how comfortable I am calling her that, but yeah…”

      “Please tell me she’s still on board?”

      Ziron entered multiple commands on his console.

      “Dammit, I should have known. And, no, she’s not.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I guess she must have contacted the admiral which in turn activated the emergency transport to beam out procedures the moment we jumped out of hyperspace.”

      “We can’t let the ship turn around,” barked Boomer. “Kevin needs us to get him back to that planet so he can finally remove that AI from his brain.”

      “And you don’t think I know that?” said Ziron.

      “It’s one of your inventions, clearly you can hack your own work!”

      Ziron sighed. “What do you think I’ve been doing for the past twenty minutes exactly? Licking my paws?”

      “Well, whatever you’re doing, it’s not working.”

      “That’s because I know how to create secure technology; that’s why the Arcadian Confederates trust me to do these things.”

      “Fine, you designed it, so you fix this mess!”

      Lacuna approached Boomer. “Look, I’m sure Ziron is doing whatever is possible to bypass this recall device of his. Perhaps if we let him work instead of grilling him about it, he could focus on finding a solution.”

      Boomer let out a shrill bark. “Now you’re taking up his defense; you’re a sucky friend.”

      “Hey! That’s uncalled for.”

      “If I may,” interjected Ziron. “I would appreciate some silence, I won’t lie. This particular tech is efficient because of the way I designed it. There is only a subspace reception chip on this side of the ship, and the order comes from Arcadia. So I would need to hack the Arcadian mainframe via subspace.”

      “So, what?” said Boomer. “Just do that.”

      “It’s not that simple. It’s a highly secure system that is shielded from receiving subspace commands. It can send the recall signal, but it can’t receive a cancel code.”

      “In English, please.”

      “What Ziron is trying to say,” said Lacuna, “is that he needs to be physically there to hack the controls. Right?”

      “I’m afraid so,” said Ziron.

      “That’s just great. Once more, Kevin needs our help, and we’re letting him down.”

      “Don’t think I’m not aware of that, I’m just as angry and frustrated as you are about this. But I’m pretty sure I can fix it once we’re on Arcadia Prime.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “Another ten hours or so.”

      “That’s not ideal, for sure, but what Kalliopy said isn’t wrong either.”

      “What the hell do you mean what she said?” barked Boomer.

      “Earlier she came to see me and ordered us back on Arcadia Prime.”

      “You mean you, we’re not part of the Confederate.”

      “I don’t think it’s time to bicker over such technicalities. You’re on board the ship, I’m the captain, and I’ve been ordered back home.”

      Boomer growled. “And you’ve agreed to that?”

      “Of course, I haven’t. I told her she could transfer ships and go home without us, but she wouldn’t have it.”

      “So…let me get this straight,” said Lacuna. “You’ve refused a direct order from her, and you didn’t anticipate that she’d force the issue?”

      “I thought it would buy us enough time to get to the planet.”

      “And how exactly did she take your refusal?”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m fired.”

      Lacuna sighed. “That’s just perfect.”
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      The Osiris’ main holo-screen turned to life without Ziron even acknowledging the call. It was Admiral Corso.

      “What the hell were you thinking, Ziron?”

      “Hello to you too, Admiral.”

      “You do realize that the princess will never trust you again, that is, if she doesn’t ask for your execution.”

      “I didn’t know you cared. And as for the princess, I take it that you’ve beamed her back to your ship?”

      “That’s correct, I used the emergency beam-out tech you created after we recovered her from the Kregans the first time.”

      “And her sister? She wasn’t implanted.”

      “I asked them to hold hands. That allowed us to gain a strong signal on both of them.”

      Ziron shook his head. “You’re lucky they didn’t merge into a single life form. The tech was designed for a single person to use.”

      Ziron could see his last remark briefly affected the Admiral.

      “Well, they’re both on board safely. Luckily for you.”

      “You mean for both of us. As for the princess, I don’t think she’s in any frame of mind to make any sort of command decisions, so if you could cancel the recall order, I’d be grateful.”

      “You don’t get it, do you? Unlike you, I do follow orders. So that’s a negative on canceling the recall order.”

      “Yeah, looks like you follow orders blindly, even stupid ones apparently.”

      “That’s enough! I strongly suggest you don’t make your case worse than it already is, Ziron. You’re a brilliant inventor; your people need you. And you should never have disobeyed a direct order.”

      “You know what, Admiral? I’m sick of this shit. Kevin and his friends have risked their lives to save both the princess and her sister, and that’s how we reward them?”

      “It’s not our place to decide these things, and even if I can sympathize with your position, you should never go against your princess.”

      “I’ve given her the best years of my life, and now, I wish I hadn’t.”

      “Something tells me you’ll have plenty of time to think about that more once the Osiris arrives back on Arcadia Prime. I’ve been ordered to send you all to jail the moment you disembark the ship. Hope your act of rebellion was worth it. Corso out.”
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        * * *

      

      “You gotta be shitting me?” said Lacuna. “Jail? Really? We can’t go to jail. If we do, nobody will be saving Kevin.”

      “I know that.”

      “We can’t let that happen,” said Boomer. “So what’s the plan?”

      “There’s just enough time for us to try one of two plans.”

      “We’re listening,” said Lacuna.

      “Plan A, we disobey Kevin’s wishes and let me take a crack at that AI chip in his brain, try to rescue him from here, but that is a very dangerous option. If we’re unsuccessful, we could injure his brain, or worse.”

      “I don’t like that plan,” said Boomer.

      “Can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I’m with stinky here.”

      “Hey!” complained Boomer.

      Lacuna ignored him. “What’s plan B?”

      “Plan B is we prepare to evade the Arcadian arrest force waiting for us upon landing, I disable the recall device, and we flee and complete the mission.”

      “Neither of those options seems like they have a good chance of success,” said Lacuna.

      “I know. And we can only afford to try one of them.”

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this,” said Lacuna. “But maybe we need to try plan A. Plan B seems almost impossible, and seeing as you defied the princess, she’ll certainly be ready for any rebellious move we do from now on.”

      “I agree,” said Boomer. “Even though it’s crazy to risk Kevin’s life and it goes against his wishes, he definitely didn’t know we’d be in this position, so I think he’ll understand. We just have to make sure we don’t push that option too much. If anything seems to go awry with this plan, we abort.”

      Ziron looked at both of them in turn. “We’re agreed then, we try to remove 8-3-9-6 ourselves?”

      Both Lacuna and Boomer nodded.
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      “And you’re sure you can do this while Kevin is in suspended animation?” asked Boomer.

      “I don’t think we have a choice,” said Ziron. “If we remove him from suspended animation, the AI will wake up and try to interfere or worse, kill Kevin on the spot.”

      “And you think you can do this in a stealthy way that he won’t detect your attempt?” asked Lacuna.

      “I’m hoping, but I’ve never tried this before. So until we try it, it’s only speculation. I’ll beam enough nanites into the pod, specifically modified to work in that environment, and they’ll establish a wireless link with my terminal so I can attempt a hack.”

      Lacuna took a deep breath. “Alright, just no unnecessary risks, okay?”

      “Yeah, you don’t need to remind me. The last thing I want is to injure Kevin.”

      “Can we stay and watch?” asked Boomer.

      “Yes, but please try to keep quiet, I may have to adjust my coding in real time, and I can’t be distracted.”

      “Perhaps we should leave,” said Lacuna.

      “No, I want to stay,” insisted Boomer.

      “Look, I get it. I want to be here for him as well, but we’re a liability and our emotions might distract Ziron at a critical juncture. We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

      Boomer barked.

      “You can’t do that,” said Ziron. “I mean, you can’t bark while I work on him.”

      “I’m not sure I can control it, some of it is instinctual.”

      “Then maybe Lacuna is right. Just go watch from the bridge. I’ll transmit this room’s signal on the holo-screen.”

      “Fair enough,” said Boomer before they left the med-bay.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna was pensive. With everything that had happened, she hadn’t had much time to stop and think. And her mind wandered away while they were heading toward the bridge.

      Before it all went wrong, Kevin had just kissed her, and she hadn’t had time to process even that. In her heart, she knew she loved him, and that was strange for her, as she had never gotten attached to anyone like this before. She would give her life to save Kevin’s if she could.

      Boomer took her out of her thoughts.

      “I can’t believe we’re in this position,” he said.

      “I know. It seems Kevin can’t catch a break.”

      “It’s unfair is what it is.”

      Lacuna nodded. “It sure is. Look, I know we’ve not always seen eye to eye, but I care deeply about Kevin, and I hope with all my heart he’s going to make it.”

      “There’s no need to go there, you were the only one who was willing to go after him, and we wouldn’t have gotten him back if it wasn’t for your help.”

      “Thanks, but it didn’t do any good in the end.”

      “We couldn’t have known this would happen.”

      “I guess not.”

      They entered the bridge, and as expected, the holo-screen was on and showing Ziron working at a terminal with a few holo-screens of his own floating around his cushion, showing Kevin’s vitals.
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        * * *

      

      When Ziron finished programming the nanites to connect wirelessly to the AI chip in Kevin’s brain, he beamed them inside the suspended animation pod. That was the easy part, but it was reassuring that the first part of the plan had gone smoothly.

      It took a few more commands to search for the correct wireless frequency. Eventually, a link was made. For a second, Ziron thought he saw a spike in Kevin’s vitals but it was so quick and faint he decided that it was either interference from the open wireless link or just a sensor glitch.

      Ziron swallowed hard. Now the challenging part began.

      This next part was crucial as it involved finding the right data pathways in search of a security hole to hack. This required patience and was delicate work.

      Ziron was used to working fast and ever since meeting Kevin, mostly under pressure. But in this case, even though time was a factor, trying to get too much done too fast could trigger an adverse reaction that could cost Kevin his life.

      Ziron was determined to help his friend, and so he made sure to take things one step at a time without trying dirty hacks. It was very unlikely that an artificial intelligence as complex as 8-3-9-6 would have blatant security flaws in the first place.

      The scanning of the data pathways took more than half an hour, and eventually, Ziron had enough data to make a 3-D holographic map to work with. He swiped it from his holo-screen to empty space on his right and rotated his flying cushion to face the map. He rotated it around, trying to find an entry point.

      After ten minutes of looking at it in every which way, Ziron started to get worried. On the surface, there was no direct entry point. But that wasn’t possible, as the AI needed to communicate one way or another with Kevin’s brain, and there were no hard-wired connections to be seen on the scans Ziron had taken from his friend’s mind.

      “Mira, do you have a moment?”

      There was no answer, and Ziron remembered she had been disabled the moment the recall device had been activated. And while that was part of his own programming, Mira was one of the few systems he had felt necessary to install a backdoor.

      Ziron brought up another control window and used his backdoor to access Mira’s code. It was in a sleeping state, but her code was intact. All he needed to do was to reroute a simple function to start her. That took only a moment, and shortly, Mira appeared on a nearby holo-screen.

      “Hey, Ziron, why am I trapped in a holo-screen?”

      “I can’t access your holo-projectors at the moment.”

      “And why the hell not?”

      “You’ve been disabled by a recall order.”

      “What have you done now?”

      “Just disobeyed a direct order. But it doesn’t matter. Kevin needs our help.”

      “I’m aware, I’m getting access to more functions as we speak. Looks like you’re at an impasse.”

      “Yeah, hence me asking you for help.”

      “I don’t know if I should feel flattered or insulted that you only thought of reactivating me because you needed me.”

      “And here I was hoping you wouldn’t focus on that.”

      “Fat chance.”

      “Sorry, but I could use your help, while some of your systems are still accessible, that is.”

      “Mind clarifying that?”

      “I’ve managed to access you now as the recall sub-routine is working on blocking access to the ship’s system one by one. Yours is the last. But, eventually, we’ll lose you too.”

      “Charming.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll do my best to bring you back, I promise.”

      “We should focus on the task at hand. And since we’re working on a way to disable the AI inside Kevin’s brain, I would be remiss if I didn’t remind you he asked us not to do this.”

      “And if that were an option, I would have respected his wishes.”

      “Okay, but if I do help you, I’ll take control over the hack and disconnect the moment I feel it puts his life in danger.”

      “That’s what we’ve agreed to do as well.”

      “Yes, but even with your fast reflexes, you can’t possibly act as fast as my AI matrix. And a millionth of a second might be all that separates Kevin from life and death.”

      “Alright, but first we must find a way in.”

      “I already did.”
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      “What do you mean you already did?” asked Ziron.

      “I found a way to hack in,” said Mira. “The only way I might add. But I don’t like it.”

      “Why’s that? And please show me that way.”

      The holographic representation of the brain ship turned around, then changed color from green to blue and became denser with more connection paths. A single red dot began blinking on one edge of the chip.

      “Why did the color change?”

      “I’ve increased resolution by five hundred percent, your scan was not detailed enough to find an entry point.”

      “And how exactly did you enhance the resolution of my nanite probe?”

      “I don’t think we should focus on that, I just did, and we have an entry point.”

      “Alright,” said Ziron as he zoomed around the entry point. “That can’t be possible.”

      “I’m afraid it is. I never saw that many firewalls protecting a single data point.”

      “Should we split the work between us?”

      “Yes, I’m sending you firewalls one to three, and I’ll take care of four to one hundred.”

      “That’s what you call splitting up the work?”

      “Unless you think you can crack fifty alien firewalls on your own within twenty minutes?”

      Ziron made a throat noise. “Never mind, three firewalls are good.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s taking them so long?” asked Boomer.

      “Well,” said Lacuna, “I don’t know for you, but it looks like that rotating glowing holographic thing hovering around Ziron is a representation of the chip that is inside Kevin’s brain.”

      “Ok, if you say so, but you don’t know for me about what?”

      “Well, it looks very complex. This may take a long time.”

      “I’m sure Mira will help speed things up. We can’t take our time, and unless we get Kevin up and running before reaching Arcadia Prime, we may have a problem.”

      “Don’t worry, if it comes to that, I’ll get us out of trouble.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Lacuna, but the palace on Arcadia Prime is a real fortress.”

      “How would you know?”

      “Ziron showed it to us once. I think he was bragging about it because he designed most of the security system. You know how he is.”

      “Well, right now he’s Kevin’s only chance, so hopefully that genius mind of his will get us out of this.”

      Boomer barked.

      “What did I say to upset you?”

      “No, it’s not you,” said Boomer pointing his paw toward the holo-screen. “But why did everything turn red on their control screen?”

      “Oh shit, that doesn’t look good.”
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell just happened?” Ziron asked.

      “I don’t understand,” said Mira. “I’m sure I didn’t trigger any booby traps on my firewalls. You?”

      “I don’t think s—oh crap.”

      “What?”

      “I think 8-3-9-6 knows we’re trying to hack it.”

      “Why makes you think that?”

      “Well, for one, take a look at Kevin’s vitals.”

      On a nearby holo-screen, Kevin’s vitals were all over the place.

      “That’s not good.”

      “Indeed. And there’s something worse. I’m receiving an audio signal. Patching it through to the speakers.”

      “I thought I told you what would happen if you attempted to hack my matrix?” said a synthesized voice. “Say goodbye to your friend.”

      “No! Wait!” implored Ziron.

      “You have five seconds to shut down your nanite probe, or I give Kevin a fatal stroke.”

      Ziron entered a series of quick commands on his holo-screen. “Done.”

      “Now, get the hell out of this room. If you ever attempt this again, there will be no warning, and your friend dies. Is that clear?”

      Ziron swallowed hard. “Like Arcadian crystal.”
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        * * *

      

      As Ziron left the med-bay, Lacuna and Boomer were already running toward the room.

      “What happened?” Lacuna asked.

      “We failed is what happened.”

      “What?” shouted Boomer. “How?”

      “We never passed through the first defenses. 8-3-9-6 put too much stress on Kevin’s body. I dared not continue.”

      Lacuna discreetly wiped away a forming tear. “Well, thanks for trying. I guess we go to plan B then?”

      “We barely have any time left for that,” said Boomer.

      “That’s not gonna stop us from trying, though, right?” she asked.

      “No, I guess not. But we’ll need a tight plan.”

      “The one Kevin would think about,” added Ziron. “But we do have his brain patterns in storage, so perhaps we can ask him.”

      “I’m not sure I follow?” said Boomer.

      “Well,” said Ziron, “give me ten minutes and join me in holo-room one.”
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      When Lacuna and Boomer entered holo-room one, they stopped in shock.

      “Kevin?”

      Kevin was standing in the middle of the room with Ziron hovering next to him.

      “Hey, guys,” said Kevin.

      Lacuna’s heart started beating faster than a speed metal march, and her instincts kicked in. She ran into his arms and passed through him and fell to the floor.

      “Ouch!” she said.

      Boomer darted in front of Kevin and barked multiple times. “You’re not Kevin!”

      “Guys,” said Ziron. “It’s only an interface of the brain patterns I have from our friend.”

      “Oh,” said Boomer.

      Lacuna got up and dusted herself off. “A little head’s up would have been nice.”

      “Uh…you’re in the holo-room,” said Ziron. “I assumed that was enough information for you to arrive at the conclusion that this Kevin was holographic.”

      “Touché,” said Lacuna.

      “I’m sorry, I hope you didn’t hurt yourself,” said Kevin’s hologram.

      She smiled. “I’ll live.”

      Which right now, she thought, is more than I can say for you. But hang in there, my love, we’ll rescue you.

      “How may I help you?” asked Kevin. “Though if you’re asking a holographic version of me, it makes me wonder about the fate of the real Kevin.”

      “You’re fine,” said Ziron.

      “More or less,” added Boomer.

      “I see,” said Kevin.

      “Look,” said Lacuna. “We need a plan to help rescue you.”

      “I will require a little more parameters to help you with your question.”

      “Here,” said Ziron as he entered commands on his floating holo-screen.

      Kevin’s hologram made slightly robotic head gestures for a second.

      “Okay,” said Kevin. “That’s a tricky situation. Looks like time is running out too.”

      “Which is why we came to you,” said Ziron. “If anyone can devise a plan under pressure, it’s you.”

      “I’m honored by the trust you put in me. I’ll try not to disappoint you.”

      “How long will it take you to come up with one?” asked Boomer.

      “Not long. I have one already, but the chances of success aren’t the best. Unfortunately, even with the faster computation power my holographic mind holds over my organic counterpart, I don’t believe any other plan would work.”

      “We’re all ears,” said Lacuna.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I don’t like this,” said Boomer.

      “I think that’s the consensus,” said Lacuna.

      “We don’t have a choice,” said Ziron. “For better or for worse, it’s our only shot. Do you think you guys are up to the task?”

      “We’ll do our part,” said Lacuna for the pair. “What about you, Zee?”

      “I’ll be fine, providing you manage the diversion for long enough. Hopefully, we’ll all see each other very soon.”

      “Even if we don’t,” said Lacuna, “you need to get Kevin to Myrianna, no matter what. Is that understood?”

      Ziron cringed. “I…I suppose.”

      Boomer barked. “No! That’s not good enough. The priority is Kevin, if we’re not there at the agreed-upon time, you leave without us, or I’ll eat you for dinner.”

      Lacuna suppressed a chuckle.

      “Threatening me is not necessary,” said Ziron. “I understand the plan.”

      “And we used to have a cat in the family, and I always wanted to taste it,” said Boomer with a smile and a playful bark.

      “Not funny!” protested Ziron as he licked his paw. “And I’m not a cat.”

      “Could have fooled me,” said Boomer.

      “What’s a cat?” asked Lacuna.

      Boomer pointed toward Ziron. “That, but they don’t talk, at least not on Earth.”

      “May I remind you dogs don’t talk either, so perhaps a little gratitude for your ability to speak instead of threatening to eat me every occasion you get wouldn’t be misplaced.”

      “Right…” admitted Boomer. “And just like human cats, Ziron lacks a sense of humor.”

      Lacuna smiled but was worried that this playful banter could very well be their last. Holographic Kevin’s plan was not a sure thing, and there was a tremendous amount of margin for error. Lacuna didn’t care about putting her life in danger, as long as they had a chance, no matter how slim, to help Kevin get free of the evil AI inside his brain.
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      Once the Osiris touched down on the surface of Arcadia Prime, it was time to put their plan into action.

      “Good luck, everyone. Be careful,” said Ziron, “and hopefully, see you soon.”

      Lacuna flashed a thumbs-up. “You too.”

      Boomer barked. “What she said.”

      “They’ll enter the ship any time now,” said Ziron. “When they breach, it will trigger automatic transport to the location we’ve discussed. Kevin’s pod and I will be transported into my secret lab, which I suspect won’t be secret anymore after that, and they will investigate the transport energy signal. We have twenty-five minutes to reach our transport zone, and anyone outside the zone at that point won’t be transported back into the ship. But, hopefully, they won’t find the lab before then, and even if they do, I’ll have enough security in place so they don’t get their hands on Kevin and he’s beamed back on board the ship.”

      “We know the plan,” said Boomer. “All that matters is we get Kevin out of there and back to Myrianna.”

      An intense noise nearby informed the party their time aboard the ship was up.

      “Here we go. Good luck,” said Lacuna as green streaks of light enveloped her and the rest of the crew, and they vanished from the Osiris.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin felt disoriented. His mind was blurry, and he could barely feel anything in his body.

      What’s going on? Did we arrive?

      I’m afraid not, said 8-3-9-6’s voice.

      Kevin hated this voice more than anything in the world. The AI embedded in his skull had made him do and see things he wished he never did and things he would never forget.

      It mattered little to Kevin that he hadn’t been in control of his body when murders were committed because even if he didn’t want to do them, he felt every minute of the vile acts.

      Kevin tried to open his eyelids, but they refused to budge. As a matter of fact, he couldn’t feel anything or move a single muscle in his body. The only thing that seemed to work was his mind.

      I guess your time is up soon, said Kevin.

      I’m not so sure. Doesn’t look like you’re being reanimated, just transferred.

      What the hell are you talking about?

      I’ve recovered just enough power to scan around the pod thanks to the lowering of your body temperature. We’re no longer on the ship. So it tells me things didn’t go according to your plan.

      Maybe they’ve transferred us down to the planet where Myrianna will remove you from my mind.

      Why would she do that? My master 0-0-1 is controlling her. Also, I’m detecting a lot of Arcadian wireless signals around us. I think we’re on their territory.

      If that were true and not one of 8-3-9-6’s mind games, then something had gone wrong. Something unexpected must have happened after Kevin was put in suspended animation.

      Which meant Kevin’s friends were most likely in danger. There’s no way Ziron, Lacuna, and Boomer would have deviated from the plan willingly.

      Kevin’s first thought was to ask 8-3-9-6 if he could help free them, but it didn’t seem like a good idea. The reason Kevin was in here was to make sure he got rid of the AI, not give it more power and control over his body.

      Kevin didn’t understand if the AI picked up on his train of thought or if it was just a coincidence, but the surrounding darkness turned into a bright landscape. It felt like Earth, a beautiful meadow bathed in the warm afternoon sunlight.

      Kevin could hear the sweet rustling of the leaves from a nearby tree as intricate melodies of chirping birds traveled in the wind.

      He took a deep breath. He knew this wasn’t real, but it felt good to be reminded of the place he’d left behind when he departed the solar system—his planet and his entire world in search of intergalactic adventure.

      Perhaps ignorance is bliss after all.

      “Why have you brought me here?” asked Kevin.

      “Well, technically, you have brought us here. I looked for a fond place in your mind, and that’s what created this construct,” said 8-3-9-6.

      It intrigued Kevin, so he looked around, and soon he saw the lake and beyond it a mountain which reflected in the water. This was one of Kevin’s favorite holiday camping trips. So much so that he would pester his parents every year to return to this exact spot, something his dad was really against.

      But Kevin’s mom was the only one who could make Kevin’s father change his mind, and she could be very convincing. The thought made Kevin smile.

      “Then I suppose,” said Kevin, “the question is why would you bring me to a place I’m fond of?”

      “Why else? To kill you.”
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      The shit hit the fan faster than Lacuna could say oops. The moment they beamed out of the Osiris and into the Arcadian Royal Palace, hordes of Arcadian security chased after them.

      “How long are we supposed to run like this,” said Boomer, catching his breath in between a few words. “I can’t do this forever.”

      “I’m just as tired as you are, but you know the plan, we create a diversion so Ziron can set up everything, and then we get out of here.”

      “I don’t remember the part of the plan saying we had to run from every guard. I thought we’d shoot some of them.”

      “And we very well might, but as long as they don’t have us cornered, it’s a more efficient use of time. The moment we start firing, we’ll have to take cover, and they can flank us.”

      “Yeah, well, I have tiny legs and I already took a million steps.”

      “Not exaggerating at all, I see.”

      Boomer growled and barked twice.

      “Yeah, yeah, up yours too, buddy,” said Lacuna with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Ziron had never worked on anything as fast as he was now.

      He first interfaced with some tech in his hidden lab and set some emitters to scramble both lifesign readings and transporter locks. If the Arcadian could identify their lifesigns and beam them to the brig, it would be game over.

      The second and just as important task was to reconnect Kevin’s pod to a power source in order to reactivate the suspended animation process.

      In theory, the pod could be offline for about ten minutes before it put its occupant’s life in danger, but these pods had been designed for Arcadians, and while human physiology seemed quite similar to theirs, DNA differences were still significant.

      So Ziron did intend to play it safe and made sure he could reconnect the pod as fast as Arcadianly possible.

      Ziron thought he would have a heart attack when one of the proximity sensors installed in his secret lab triggered.

      He brought up the corresponding holo-camera feed on his holo-screen and was horrified to see three Arcadian guards armed to the teeth enter the room adjacent to his secret lab. One of them was holding a scanner.

      “The signal of the transport beam led to this place,” said the guard with the scanner.

      Ziron swore in his mind. He thought he had scrambled the transport beam signature well enough to avoid tracking, but the fact that guards had arrived at his location so quickly clearly told him he failed.

      “There’s nothing here,” answered the guard’s colleague.

      Yes, just get out and keep looking elsewhere. I don’t need this right now.

      “I can see that.”

      “Let’s keep searching the adjacent rooms.”

      The guard lowered his scanner and sighed. “Yeah, okay.”

      Ziron let a sigh of relief escape his tiny lungs.

      But then three bleeps followed by a holo-transmission made the guards freeze.

      “Why are you leaving the area?” said a voice Ziron thought he recognized.

      Ziron couldn’t see who was on the other side of the call from the way his holo-cam was positioned. So he switched to another holo-cam. His blood froze when he saw the face of the Sphynx calling the guards.

      It was Tizon, his nemesis in the engineering field.

      “We haven’t found anything here, perhaps you’ve miscalculated the location?” said the guard.

      Ziron and Tizon hated each other with a vengeance, ever since they competed to become the lead engineer for the Arcadian Palace, her majesty, and the Arcadian fleet. A fierce rivalry that ended with Tizon being sent to prison. So why was he free and part of the search?

      Because they don’t trust me anymore, so who better than my worst enemy to lead the search against me.

      The implications were way worse than any surprise Ziron prepared for when they cooked up this plan. Tizon had no morals, would cheat and be dishonest to his bones to achieve his goals. This was very, very bad news for Ziron, Kevin, and his friends. Now that he was given a chance, Tizon would stop at nothing to secure his place as the new lead engineer, even if that meant killing Ziron and his friends.

      “Or perhaps you’re not looking closely enough,” snarled Tizon. “I’m uploading a sub-routine to your scanner that should punch through most interference and allow you to see past its current limitations.”

      Tizon had clearly been learning tricks of his own, which was bad news. Ziron could not take the chance of being detected, especially not until Kevin’s suspended animation pod was back online fully, something the Sphynx was still working on.

      The ante had just been amped up, and Ziron needed to bring his A game in order for Kevin to survive.
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      Lacuna pushed Boomer out of the way with an unceremonious kick when she heard the all too familiar blaster rifle pulse. And just in time too, as the floor where Boomer stood an instant ago became scorched.

      Boomer bounced off the wall with a yelp, and he barked.

      “What the hell,” he growled, but then he saw the burnt floor. “Never mind, thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it,” said Lacuna. “You wanted us to stop running, well, you got your wish.”

      “I’ve changed my mind, let’s run.”

      More blaster fire streaked past them from behind.

      “Well, tell them that.”

      Lacuna grabbed a metallic circular gizmo on her belt and activated it before throwing it in front of her. Just before impacting with the ground, the tech slowed to less than a centimeter above its impact point and hovered there. It blinked twice, and a shield raised and covered the entire area, allowing Lacuna only to worry and deal with what was in front of her.

      “Get behind me!” said Lacuna.

      “You’re not made of metal.”

      “But I wear a tough armor, just do it!”

      When enemy fire nearly blew Boomer’s head off, he darted behind Lacuna as instructed.

      Lacuna pointed her own blaster rifle and aimed at the approaching attackers.

      “Why aren’t you firing back?”

      “Patience.”

      Another blast screamed past the beagle’s ear.

      “Not my forte, just shoot them!”

      Lacuna smiled, long squeezed the trigger, and her weapon hummed loudly with each passing moment.

      “Why isn’t it working?” complained Boomer.

      “Oh, it’s working alright,” said Lacuna before releasing the trigger.

      A large plasma shot escaped from the muzzle of her blaster rifle and split in five, hitting each of the guards. Upon impact, dozens of small purple lightning bolts sizzled all around them, and they collapsed on the ground.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Boomer.

      “Ziron’s ingenious design.”

      “Figures…I miss my smart armor.”
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        * * *

      

      A physical representation of 8-3-9-6 appeared in the meadow. He was a tall, dark humanoid silhouette with no distinct features. An all-dark skin, from head to toe, with no genitals, though Kevin wondered why he cared about that.

      The only feature that stood out was the red glowing eyes.

      So cliché, thought Kevin.

      “If I die, so will you!” said Kevin.

      “We both know that’s not true,” said 8-3-9-6. “And I wasn’t referring to the physical act of dying. In fact, I expect this body to serve me for eons.”

      “Yeah, sorry to burst your bubble but humans only live about one hundred years, if we’re very lucky. Eighty is more likely.”

      “Perhaps on Earth, where your medical knowledge still can’t take care of simple afflictions. I can have this body reconstructed over and over again until I decide to find another, more efficient one.”

      “Then why don’t you find another one and leave me be? Better yet, why don’t you go frak yourself.”

      8-3-9-6 laughed out loud. “Anatomically impossible.”

      “I bet I can find a way to kick your ass to oblivion if given a chance.”

      “And maybe you will, but not today. I can already feel the temperature lowering in the pod.”

      Kevin thought about what 8-3-9-6 just said and realized that it had been a rather long discussion, and he wondered how long the pod had been disconnected and if that meant he risked dying.

      “How long has it been since the pod’s temperature rose?”

      “In the outside world, about six minutes. It’s come dangerously close to killing us, in fact.”

      “There’s no us, just me!” protested Kevin.

      “Whatever you say.”

      “It seemed longer than that.”

      “We’re inside my matrix at the moment; time doesn’t pass at the same rate.”

      Kevin smiled. “The same matrix I almost killed you in?”

      “The very same, but don’t get ideas, I can kill you any time I want.”

      “Then why haven’t you already? Or is it you were overconfident and needed to gloat? And now that the temperature is falling, you’re losing control again.”

      There was only one way for Kevin to find out if his theory held any water, so he threw his palm forward and shot a fireball toward 8-3-8-6.

      To his surprise, not only did it work but also the AI couldn’t block the attack.

      Now we’re talking!
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      Ziron was working on three different holo-screens at once. On one, he monitored the guards on the other side of the wall from his secret lab; the second one on which he was reconnecting Kevin’s pod to a stable power source; and the last one on which he was writing a sub-routine at light speed so that whatever new tricks Tizon had upgraded the Arcadians’ scanners with, it wouldn’t allow them to detect his hidden lab.

      If they did, it would be game over. But in order to convincingly fool them, the lie had to contain some truth.

      Ziron created an echo of his lab’s energy signature, the same signature he had hidden for years from prying eyes. But then he amped it up to eleven in terms of emission and had it emit that location from a piece of equipment on the other side of the palace. The moment his location was pinged, it would trigger a false read to the larger energy signature.

      This better work or we’re screwed.

      “The sub-routine should have been uploaded to your scanner,” said Tizon on the holo-screen projected from one of the guard’s wrist devices. “Now scan again.”

      The guard interacted with its scanner, which informed Ziron of the dreaded ping by a faint flash on his holo-screen before his counter-sub-routine kicked in.

      “I’m getting something!” said the guard.

      Ziron stopped breathing and swallowed hard.

      “There is a secret structure…on the other side of the palace,” said the guard.

      Ziron let escape a long drawn out breath of relief.

      “Then what are you waiting for?!” exclaimed Tizon. “Go check it out.”

      The three guards hurriedly ran out of the room.

      But Ziron knew that neat little trick was but a stopgap, and it wouldn’t work twice. They didn’t have much time left to complete their mission, anyway. It was unlikely they would return to this location within the small amount of remaining mission time.

      With the immediate threat dealt with, Ziron made sure that Kevin’s pod was returning to nominal values, which it was, and moved on to the second part of the plan.

      He beamed out of his secret lab and materialized not too far from the throne room.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin continued firing attacks at 8-3-9-6 in quick succession, never letting him breathe or recover. But the AI didn’t seem damaged by the attacks, at least not majorly.

      There might not be any chance for Kevin to rid himself of the AI in the short amount of time that he knew was left of this construct, but he would certainly try. At the very least, it allowed him to unleash his hatred and redirect some of his frustration toward 8-3-9-6.

      But, eventually, the AI started blocking Kevin’s attack. At first only a few, and soon, almost every single one.

      “You think you’re so good at this, that you can defeat me here,” said 8-3-9-6. “Think again! In ten seconds in the real world, we’ll be back to hibernation, and this little dream of yours will end.”

      Kevin couldn’t help but smell fear behind the AI’s words. Like it didn’t expect Kevin to act as he did and that there was a way to win. Kevin had no idea of the time difference ratio between the real world and the AI’s matrix construct, but if he were a betting man, he’d imagine now that the hibernation was restarting, his time was probably counting down.

      A dark thought entered Kevin’s mind. What if the AI won in the end? Not in the construct but in real life. If he ever recovered control over Kevin’s body with his tech sorcerer powers, his friends would be no match for him and he could witness them being killed by his own hand.

      “That’s going to happen,” said 8-3-9-6.

      Obviously, the AI could read his thoughts in here, which also explained why Kevin was having more and more trouble hitting his enemy.

      “No, it won’t. I’d rather kill myself and take us both out than let you live.”

      “You’re bluffing. Every living thing has too strong a survival instinct.”

      “You’re too arrogant and think you know everything, that’s gonna be your downfall. I don’t know about Arcadians, Kregans, and other alien races, but us humans will sacrifice our lives for those we love. Perhaps that’s what sets us apart from the rest of the universe and why the Kregans are so interested in getting into our brains.”

      “Too bad you won’t remember any of this when you wake up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Anything that happens in this construct will not make it to your conscious mind.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. If I thought of it now, I’d think of it later.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “I’ve had it with you. Let’s see if I can’t take you out here.”

      The AI laughed.

      Kevin took this advantage and grabbed the black silhouette from behind, locking his arms around the AI’s and around its shoulders. An aura glowed around Kevin, enveloping them both.

      “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”

      “First, I’m paralyzing you, which seems to be working.”

      The AI did try to move, but Kevin’s technique seemed to be efficient at holding him in place.

      “Let’s take a little trip,” added Kevin.

      The pair darted upward with such speed that a large shockwave happened at their point of departure, unearthing trees around them and creating high waves on the usually still lake.

      It only took a matter of seconds for them to arrive in space. Somehow the aura around them provided a means to survive.

      “You should be dead,” said 8-3-9-6.

      “Yes, I’ve learned from my mistake in our previous fight. Whatever I believe to be true in the matrix will happen. So I believe I can fly through space.”

      “You’ve made your point, can we stop this now? It’s not getting us anywhere.”

      “Oh, we’re going somewhere.”

      The pair traveling in the solar system looked like one fast comet leaving a long trail of energy. It was heading toward the sun.

      “Are you insane?” asked 8-3-9-6.

      “What do you mean? I believe this will kill us both, and since I believe…”

      “Stop this! Stop this now!”

      “Not a chance.”

      A few seconds before entering the sun’s corona, everything turned black, and Kevin felt he was returning into his hibernation.

      If anything, this asshole will believe me now when I say I’m willing to take him out by any means necessary.
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      “And we’re running again,” said Boomer.

      “Would you rather we stay behind and let them shoot us?” asked Lacuna.

      “No, no, but are we on track to be at the beam out position? For that matter, do we know where we are?”

      “I’m keeping an eye on the map, but we’re still some ways out. They’ve sent way more troops after us than I expected. But I think I know why.”

      “Mind sharing that nugget of information?”

      “Well, we know from the plan that the first thing Zee did is garbled their sensors so they can’t detect us or beam us out.”

      “Garble?”

      “You have a better word?”

      “Compromised, sabotaged. Hell futzed, even.”

      “I don’t know what that means, but that’s beside the point.”

      “Right. And the fact that the sensors aren’t able to see us, why does that matter?”

      “Well, if I were the princess—”

      “I thought we agreed on calling her a witch.”

      “If you don’t let me finish a sentence, I’m not sure I want to bother explaining my theory.”

      Boomer barked in an apologetic way. “My bad. Go ahead, I’ll shut up.”

      “Yeah, that’s gonna happen,” said Lacuna with a big smile. “We know they want to capture us, and apparently they’re willing to shoot at us in order to reach that goal. So it stands to reason that the princ—the witch,” Lacuna corrected herself, “will stop at nothing to achieve that objective. She must also be worried about what Ziron can do, so I bet she’s sent every last man after us. That’s a problem because if we have to fight our way every few minutes, we’ll never get to where we need to be.”

      As if to underscore her theory, three sentries burst forward at the next corridor junction, and their laser pointers tried to lock on them.

      Lacuna used her empty hand to sweep Boomer off the ground and jumped forward, aiming her rifle while in midair.

      Three shots, three bull’s eyes.

      She then released Boomer a little on the late side, but he stuck his landing way more ceremoniously than she did.

      “Ouch,” said Boomer, “that’s gotta hurt, but good shooting.”

      Lacuna was on her back, hurting, but she still flashed him a thumbs-up. “Glad you approve.”

      “You should play Halo with Kevin. I think you could give him a run for his money.”

      “How the hell do you play with a halo? Doesn’t make sense.”

      Boomer snorted. “Never mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziron managed to stay undetected thanks to his small size and his ability to crawl into tight places, like air vents.

      But the smell in there left something to be desired, as did the hygiene. Were they ever being cleaned?

      Ziron had to exert a large amount of mental energy not to stop every few meters and lick his fur clean from ears to tail. However, time was of the essence, and the fact that Tizon was now part of the equation lowered their chances of success.

      He was a terrible Sphynx, but after Ziron, he was the best engineer he had gone up against. And that worried Ziron. One misstep and it could all fail.

      What is it you’re cooking up to keep us here and catch us?

      But Ziron had to complete the next phase of the plan within the next five minutes or they would all end up in jail. So as much as he hated relinquishing control, Ziron forced himself to focus only on the mission and how it was devised and not about what his counterpart could cook up to stop them.

      That was the best way to divert Ziron’s focus and have him make a mistake they couldn’t afford. Even if everything went according to plan, their odds of success were low.

      Ziron arrived inside the vent that passed through the room where he needed access, a secondary terminal linked directly to the central core computer. But there was a guard sweeping the room at the moment.

      Normally, Ziron would just use a wireless transmission to access that terminal. He was close enough for it to work, even with the scrambler in place. Not to mention he had designed that scrambler and had left a frequency set on a rotating schedule that would allow him and only him to transmit a signal back and forth with the rest of the team.

      The problem was he had no idea if using a wireless transmission would trigger whatever upgrade Tizon had made to the guards’ scanners.

      After a minute of waiting and with the guard still sweeping the room, Ziron decided he needed to intervene. He silently moved away from the vent that allowed him visual contact with the guard and turned on his holo-interface, albeit at a very low power setting and brightness.

      If he couldn’t hack into the terminal below, a sensitive task for any engineer, he could hack a stupid scanner. That took less than twenty seconds, and Ziron triggered a false order sending that particular guard to the opposite side of the facility, right in the middle of the waste recycling operations.

      Ziron smiled at the thought. The guard didn’t challenge the order he received on his device and left the room in a hurry.

      Finally…
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      Princess Kalliopy walked to the throne and carefully caressed one armrest before sitting down. Soon, Admiral Corso joined her.

      “It’s good to have you back, your highness.”

      “Thank you. And thank you for following my orders without fail.”

      “It’s the order of things. You’re the leading body of our civilization. What kind of soldier would I be if I questioned your judgment?”

      “Good. But tell me, did you find these orders relevant?”

      “I’m not sure I understand the question.”

      “Well, I did ask you to do things, such as beaming my sister and me out of Ziron’s ship, that may have raised questions.”

      “No questions. I will admit I didn’t understand why it was needed. Ziron has always been a loyal subject, well, until recently. What I don’t understand is why he has changed.”

      “He’s gotten attached to the human, and it has warped his loyalties.”

      “Even if that’s the case, the boy once saved us all. If he hadn’t used the Thalamos around orbit the way he did, we might not be here discussing it.”

      “That’s where you and I differ in interpretation. Yes, the boy has helped us, but I have no doubt that Arcadian supremacy and cunning would have prevailed.”

      Admiral Corso slightly flinched. He remained silent for a little longer before answering.

      “You’re probably right.”

      “Speaking of the traitors, where are we in our effort of apprehending them?”

      “I’ve received multiple reports they’ve been sighted, at least the girl and quadruped.”

      “It’s called a dog.”

      “The dog, then.”

      “Make sure they end up in a prison cell. Ziron, too, if your men manage to find him.”

      “They will.”

      “Do not underestimate Ziron, he’s a brilliant engineer. He’s literally created more than half the technology we take for granted.”

      “It’s only a matter of time and odds. He can’t hide forever.”

      “I don’t think he’s here to hide. In fact, he’ll try to get away.”

      “And my ships in orbit will stop him.”

      “See that they do and use any means necessary. If the only way to stop Ziron comes down to shooting down his ship, make sure you do just that.”

      Corso swallowed hard.

      “Yes, your highness. If that will be all?”

      Kalliopy waved her hand dismissively. “You’re dismissed.”

      Corso bowed before leaving the large throne room.
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        * * *

      

      She’s out of her mind, thought Corso. For the life of me, I don’t recognize her.

      There was no denying that her orders had seemed incredibly cold lately. And the last one about killing Ziron rather than letting him escape gave the Admiral pause.

      But he couldn’t jeopardize his position with the Arcadian Confederate. Corso had been a loyal servant of the Confederate going back ten generations. His father held the same position as he did and his father before him.

      As much as the current situation saddened him, he couldn’t let his own doubt and fears tarnish the family name. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to fire on Ziron or the boy.

      Even though he had stayed silent in the throne room about Kevin and his friends, it was because he disagreed with the princess altogether. Without Kevin’s mastery of the Thalamos prototype technology, the Confederate would have fallen and they’d either all be dead or working on an asteroid mining as Kregan prisoners.

      But Kalliopy was the ruler, and Corso had to obey his orders. Perhaps he would learn more about the princess and what had happened to her in his upcoming debrief with the princess’ sister, Athala.
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        * * *

      

      Ziron successfully interfaced with the computer terminal, hacked through all the firewalls, and finally injected his virus into the central computer core.

      Part of him disliked sabotaging systems he had helped build, but the Arcadia that he had been so fond of over the years had lost its way. The Confederate was now as cold-hearted as their deadly enemies, the Kregan, and that worried Ziron.

      He hoped with all his heart that things would eventually change for the better, but for the time being, the life of his dear friend hung in the balance and he could not let him down.

      There had to be an explanation as to why the princess was so dead set and obstinate on taking them down. Perhaps Kevin had the answer. That would explain why she decided to tractor them by force back to the home world.

      But at the end of the day, it mattered not why things lead to such a grim outcome. All that mattered was saving Kevin. And if that meant going against everything and everyone Ziron knew, so be it.

      Ziron double-checked the status of his virus and took an extra minute to make sure Tizon had not tampered with too many security sub-routines that could stop the virus propagation.

      Everything looked fine, and Ziron checked his holo-screen for the time. They were quickly running out of it, and Ziron had to now reach the beam out coordinates. Fortunately, all he had to do was climb back the way he had come in and get there on time.

      Since he had a little head start on his own timing, he decided to check in with Lacuna and Boomer.

      He opened a channel.

      “Ziron here. I’m all done, heading to the coordinates. What’s your status?”

      When Ziron heard blaster fire on the other side of the conversation, his heartbeat accelerated and he started worrying.

      “Let’s just say this,” said Lacuna, “next time you show me how to infect the core with the virus and I let you take care of the diversion.”

      Ziron was relieved to hear Lacuna but still worried as to the tone of her voice.

      “Will you make it on time?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Ziron heard Boomer bark in the background. “We’ll make it,” said Boomer. “Just make damn sure you’re there and your beam out thingy whatever gizmo is ready to do its magic. We don’t want to overstay our welcome anymore. Oh, I hate your planet.”

      “Understood, and I can’t say I blame you. See you both soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      When Ziron arrived at the coordinates where the entire team was supposed to beam out and saw nobody near, he checked internal sensors through a backdoor he had installed on the central computer core.

      Lacuna and Boomer were heading in his direction but were still a long way off to get to this location within the next five minutes and some change.

      Hurry up, please. I can’t change the beam out time or its coordinates, so if you don’t get here on time…

      Ziron never finished his thought, the implications too scary to contemplate. He had faith in his friends; they’d make it. They had to.

      Ziron swallowed hard as he kept looking at the holo-map sensor display. He could now hear exchanges of blaster fire in the distance. Part of him wished he could help Lacuna in the firefight, but Ziron couldn’t even hold a weapon let alone hit a rynosorian beast if it stood two meters from him.

      He made some quick math calculations based on the rate of advance in the past sixty seconds to try to extrapolate the time needed for Lacuna and Boomer to arrive using their current pace. They’d be twenty seconds too late, and to make matters worse, more units were converging on their position. If Ziron didn’t find a way to help them, they’d be flanked on all sides within the minute.

      Ziron brought up his holo-interface but then paused.

      Should I do this? I risk compromising the main mission and Kevin’s life if I do.

      And while he had not forged as deep a bond with Lacuna and Boomer, they were still his friends. No matter how many times Boomer had threatened to eat him.

      He was kidding…wasn’t he?

      Ziron accessed the computer core systems and tried his best to raise a force field to stop the incoming troops in reaching his friends. But he was doing it in a random pattern, in the hopes it could be explained as a system malfunction. And while he had no doubt that this could fool any operator, the burning question was: would Tizon be fooled?

      He would find out soon enough.

      “What’s going on,” Lacuna voice’s crackled over the comms. “There are force fields popping up all around us, blocking enemy forces.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” screamed Lacuna. “You can’t jeopardize the mission for us.”

      “You won’t make it in time otherwise.”

      “That’s a risk we are willing to take as long as you save Kevin, or have you forgotten our primary objective?”

      Boomer barked. “For once I agree with her, you shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” Ziron insisted. “Just hurry up now that the path is clear.”

      The truth was that Ziron didn’t know for sure. But he couldn’t tell them that. They needed to stay focused on getting their butts here on time. The last thing Ziron wanted was to make the trip to Myrianna’s planet alone. Not to mention having to explain to Kevin why his friends weren’t there when he woke from his cryo-sleep.

      It’s gonna work, it has to.

      Soon, Ziron heard footsteps approach as he kept an eye on the time. Two minutes left. They could do it. A quick sensor sweep revealed no opposing forces in range. They would manage their heist, and Ziron started to relax and count down the seconds to the automated beam out when he saw Lacuna and Boomer running toward him. They were one hundred meters away, and Lacuna had a smile on her face.

      Fifty meters.

      They’re gonna make it.

      Then lights appeared between them and Ziron’s position, and men beamed in and fired energy lasso weapons at both his friends. They were cut short in their tracks, and both fell hard on the floor.

      “Noooo!” screamed Ziron, revealing his presence.

      It forced him to react instinctively, and he raised a force field in front of him just before a lasso energy weapon was fired in his direction.

      Eighty seconds left, and there was no way he could get to his friends, and even if he tried, then the entire mission would fail.

      Another beam of light brought in one more person near his friends. It was Tizon. He was grinning.

      “You should never have tampered with the force fields. But I’m sure you know that. I have to congratulate you on your frequency scrambler though, it was not easy to crack, and if you hadn’t panicked and used the force fields, I don’t think I would have managed to crack it for hours.”

      Lacuna had been right, Ziron had jeopardized the mission.

      “I don’t care about your congratulations.”

      “It’s good to see you again, Ziron. Even under these circumstances.”

      “I wish I could say the feeling was mutual.”

      “Oh, I know exactly what you think of me; you’re the reason I spent most of my career in jail. So what do you say we dispense with the usual pleasantries? Drop that force field and follow us to the brig.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not prepared to give you any other choice about it.”

      Twenty seconds left. Ziron’s mind was still counting.

      “Guards,” shouted Tizon. “Aim your weapon, set to kill on these two.”

      Fifteen seconds.

      “I won’t repeat it, drop the force field, and walk toward us, or your friends die.”

      Ten seconds.

      “You have ten seconds to comply,” insisted Tizon.

      Ziron looked at Lacuna and Boomer. He wanted nothing more than to do as he was ordered, but then everything would be lost. He looked closely at Lacuna and saw in her eyes that she didn’t want him to obey. For good measure, she discretely shook her head.

      “Alright, alright,” said Ziron.

      “Drop the force field, now!” screamed Tizon.

      Three seconds left, and Ziron brought up his holo-screen even if he had no intention of dropping the force field until the last second. The last thing he needed was its energy source interfering with the beam out.

      Ziron waited until the countdown reached one second to drop the field, and almost instantly after, he was engulfed in green streaks of light and back on board the Osiris’s bridge.
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      “Dammit!” shouted Ziron as he started up the ship’s engines.

      He quickly checked the location of Kevin’s pod, and it was back on board. Ziron tasked bot eleven to reconnect the power. He would go check on his friend shortly, but now he had to get his ship off this planet.

      Ziron had a hard time concentrating, his mind wandered to the friends he had been forced to leave behind.

      I can’t believe I failed them.

      “Perhaps it would be better if I took care of the pre-flight check,” said a familiar voice, “and I pilot the ship.”

      Mira’s hologram came back to life next to Ziron.

      “I take it our friends aren’t on board?”

      “You know about our plan?”

      “I came back online about ten minutes ago. It took me a while to get all my systems working, especially the holo-emitters. While I worked toward a fix, I checked the holo-suite logs and reviewed your plan. At least you got Kevin back.”

      “Then why do I feel so bad about everything else?”

      “Because it’s never easy to leave friends behind. But they both knew the risks.”

      “That doesn’t help me feel any better.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to.”

      Ziron nodded.

      “I need to inform you that Admiral Corso just beamed into his ship and is deploying his fleet to prevent us from leaving the system.”

      “After everything that has occurred, we can’t let that happen.”

      Mira smiled. “We are in agreement.”

      “How do you know he’s back on board his ship?”

      “Your virus has spread quicker than even you anticipated, hacking Arcadia now is a piece of cake. I’m in every system, which should help with our escape.”

      That was the first bit of good news Ziron had heard all day long.

      “Then why don’t you take the helm and get us out of here.”

      “With pleasure.”

      Ziron walked toward his flying cushion and climbed on it. He was mentally exhausted. And he felt defeated too. Part of him wanted to return and help his friends.

      Perhaps if he beamed back on the planet, now that Mira was operational, she could take care of bringing Kevin safely to their destination while Ziron tried to rescue Lacuna and Boomer.

      He brought up his holo-terminal and looked at potential beaming sites near the brig.

      “Don’t do it,” said Mira.

      “Don’t do what? Are you spying on me?”

      “I am the ship, remember?”

      Ziron sighed. “I know. I just can’t leave them behind.”

      “Not only can you but you must.”

      “You don’t understand; you’re not the one who failed them!”

      “You’re right, I don’t understand, but I can empathize with your situation. And from my holo-vid logs, I also know that Lacuna and Boomer both wanted you to go on if they didn’t make it back to the ship.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but it’s the cards we’ve been dealt with. And we’ll make do with them. Understood?”

      “You do know I’m still your captain? Right?”

      “Pulling rank won’t change anything, Ziron. We have to get out of here, for Kevin’s sake, and I suspect for everyone else’s.”

      The Osiris had just left Arcadia Prime’s atmosphere when Corso’s fleet came into view.

      “Can we jump yet?”

      “Technically there’s nothing preventing us, and the lead ship just obtained a firing solution on us. Their weapons are getting hot.”

      “I sense a but coming.”

      “But jumping so close to the ships could damage or destroy them. In fact, at least one ship would be caught in the hyperspace window.”

      Ziron’s face hardened. “I don’t give a crap, jump, now!”

      “Jumping now.”

      The hyperspace window formed in front of the fleet and the ship nearest to it split in two. Corso’s capital ship opened fire on the Osiris, and the ship shook until it entered the hyperspace window.
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        * * *

      

      “Care to explain how you managed to let Ziron escape?” accused Kalliopy.

      “I had no way of knowing he had pre-programmed a beam out sub-routine, as for the virus, it’s one piece of engineering mastery, but I’ve slowed down its progression,” said Tizon.

      “That’s your job, coming up with contingencies, and you had one mission—to make sure they didn’t escape.”

      “We have their friends, maybe they’ll try to come and save them. I’ll be prepared this time.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Guards!”

      Two Arcadian guards took steps forward and stopped next to Tizon.

      “Throw that excuse of an engineer into the brig we fished him off. This time, make sure we lose the key to his cell.”

      “But your majesty! I can still help you,” pleaded Tizon.

      “No, you can’t. Take him out of my sight.”
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      Ziron went to see Kevin. Even though his friend could not look back at him, he still held his tiny head low and couldn’t bring himself to look at Kevin’s face. He hovered in front of the pod for what seemed like an eternity.

      “I’m sorry, Kevin. I failed our friends.”

      There was no answer, not that Ziron expected one.

      “It seems all I do lately is fail. I wish you were here. But Mira and I will get you to your destination. No matter the cost. I just wished Lacuna and Boomer were here.”

      Ziron heard steps behind him, and he thought he’d have a heart attack. Then he saw who it was.

      “You’re up?” asked Ziron.

      “Where’s everybud?” asked Darmak.

      “You’re not gonna like this. They’re prisoners on Arcadia.”

      “Turn ship around then.”

      “I can’t.”

      The Domdori growled.

      “Look! There’s nothing more I’d like to do now, but we can’t. If we do, Kevin will die. And Lacuna wanted to be left behind.”

      “Don’t believe you.”

      “Then believe this,” said Ziron as he brought up the holo-recording of their pre-mission where Lacuna and Boomer insisted on the mission’s goal.

      “You should have woken me!”

      “You were badly hurt.”

      “I’m ooookay. I needs a shuttle, dho.”

      “Why?”

      “Darmak going back.”

      “We can’t go back.”

      Darmak shook his head and pointed his fat finger at Ziron. “You can’t go back, Darmak can.”

      “You’ll just get yourself captured, or worse.”

      “My choice.”

      Ziron thought about it, but he didn’t need much convincing. If he had been in Darmak’s shoes, he would have gone back as well.

      “Very well, you can take the shuttle, just be careful.”

      “I will. Tanks.”

      “Don’t thank me. I doubt you’ll get a warm welcome.”

      The ship shook, and Ziron fell off his cushion.

      “What the hell?” he exclaimed. “Why have we dropped out of hyperspace?”

      “Ziron!” shouted Mira. “Come to the bridge now! We have a red alert.”

      Ziron climbed back on his flying cushion.

      “Go to the shuttle, now…this may be your only chance to get out of here. And when you get to our friends, tell them I’m sorry.”

      Darmak nodded and ran out of the med-bay.
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        * * *

      

      Ziron arrived on the bridge, and the ship kept rocking.

      “What’s going on?” asked Ziron.

      “Ships in the vicinity destabilized our hyperspace corridor,” said Mira.

      “Damn that Tizon. It’s his doing, for sure.”

      “I thought the virus would have spread to the rest of the fleet with auto-updates.”

      “He must have found a way to at least slow it down.”

      “I can confirm that, but I’m already working on countermeasures. Now that we’re in range of the infected ships, I can continue your brilliant hack.”

      “Not so brilliant if we’re where we are.”

      “Stop being so hard on yourself, your virus worked, and you got away. But never mind that right now, why am I detecting the shuttle powering up in the cargo bay?”

      “It’s Darmak. He wants to go back.”

      “I assume you told him that was a one-way trip and most likely a suicide mission.”

      “He didn’t seem to give a crap.”

      “Ignorance is bliss.”

      “I’d give everything to be on that shuttle too, you know?”

      “I know, but our mission now is to make sure we save Kevin. He may be the key to everything.”

      “And we will, no matter what.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” said Mira.

      “No need, I’m done with the Arcadian Confederate. All I care about is saving Kevin and making sure he makes it back to Earth where he belongs.”

      The ship rocked, and a console nearby exploded.

      “Shields down!” shouted Mira. “So are the hyperspace engines.”

      Ziron swore. “I can see that, evasive action.”

      “On it, using maneuver Kevin Alpha Three.”

      Ziron smiled. “Return fire, just make these ships go away, no matter what.”

      The Osiris opened fire with all its laser batteries and torpedoes. Soon, one of the ships in the viewport exploded.

      “Ziron,” said Mira. “We’re not out of the woods yet, and it may take a while to get Kevin there now that the hyperspace engines are damaged, but we will get there.”

      “I know we will, we have to.”
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        The End of Book 3.5

        Keep reading… Book 4: The Battle for Earth
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      Earthlings

      
        	Kevin - 18-year-old human

        	Boomer - Kevin’s dog, a beagle

      

      

      Arcadian Confederate

      
        	Princess Kalliopy - Leader of the Arcadian Confederate

        	Ziron - Cat-like alien species (called a Sphynx), Engineer, & Inventor

        	Athala - Kalliopy’s sister

        	Corso - Admiral in the Arcadian Fleet

        	Mira - Artificial Intelligence

      

      

      Kregans

      
        	Xonax - New Kregan Emperor.

      

      

      Others

      
        	Lacuna - Humanoid (race: unknown)

        	Darmak - Lacuna’s associate (race: Domdori)

        	Myrianna - Humanoid Tech Sorceress (race: unknown)

        	Orion 8-3-9-6 (eight-three-nine-six) - Artificial Intelligence

        	0-0-1 (zero-zero-one) - Artificial Intelligence

        	Leg’olas – Alien spider
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      Book 1: Spaceship Down

      Kevin receives a rejection letter from MIT, and his father loves to tell him how much he’s a failure and a loser at every turn. Having skipped dinner, Kevin witnesses a spacecraft crashing into a nearby lake. Going against his common sense, he swims toward the crashed craft to find a dying purple-skinned alien who implores Kevin to help save his people. All Kevin has to do is put a blinking pill under his tongue. After a short inner debate, Kevin does, and his consciousness is teleported to a far beyond galaxy where his thoughts are remote-controlling a deceased alien crew member aboard a top secret R&D warship with superior firepower. That ship is not only the key but the last hope for the Arcadian Confederate to defeat, or at the very least, repel the Kregan final assault. There’s only one hitch, the ship’s AI, Mira, has been disconnected from her ability to fly the ship, which is about to be destroyed. Kevin’s arrival changes all that, and his extreme compatibility with neural interfaces make him an ideal candidate to not only become the ship’s new captain but also save the Confederate.

      Armed with renewed motivation, the help of his dog Boomer and a new ally (Neeron) that helps him in his time of need, Kevin helps Mira save the ASF (Arcadian Space Fleet) Thalamos and turn the tide of the Confederation War, thanks to the latest in R&D weaponry called Project Sigma. Paired with Kevin’s astute piloting skills honed from countless hours of video game practice back on Earth, Kevin is victorious, even though the Thalamos, a one of a kind prototype ship, is destroyed in the process.

      Before disembarking from the Thalamos, Neeron wipes Kevin’s memory of his meeting with him, in order to protect himself. That leaves a hole in Kevin’s memory, and he forgets the existence of the Sphynxes species.

      When presented to the princess on board Arcadia Prime, he’s granted one wish. He chooses a kiss that he, unfortunately, never gets the opportunity to receive, as the Arcadian Princess’ exotic scent makes him sneeze, and the device that allowed his consciousness to be present in the far beyond galaxy is lost in the process.

      

      Book 2: The Stranded Fleet

      Kevin is back on Earth after saving the Arcadian Confederate by having his consciousness sent to an alien body in another galaxy. Upon his return home to his boring life, nobody believes his far-fetched story of intergalactic war.

      But when a Kregan agent is sent to capture or kill Kevin, the 17-year-old boy is thrown back into the mix. This time though, he and his pet beagle, Boomer, get transported aboard an actual Arcadian Confederate ship called the Osiris.

      There, Kevin meets Ziron, a cat-like creature called a Sphynx, who is the Confederate’s most inventive engineer. He develops next-gen weaponry and some more or less stable super suits called smart armor. Ziron enlists Kevin to help him save the Arcadian Princess, Kalliopy. The same princess Kevin was about to kiss (via the alien proxy body) before sneezing the tech into a lake.

      Kevin agrees to help Ziron save the princess, secretly hoping he’d finally get another chance to kiss the pouty lips of the beautiful Kalliopy. And so their adventures begin. First, Kevin and Boomer must locate the princess, and, to do so, they have to infiltrate a dangerous and extremely tall building on the planet Omicron each armed with smart armor that allow them to morph into anything their brain can conjure. The smart armor also allows Kevin’s dog, Boomer, to speak. Once they arrive at their destination, they meet with their contact, only to learn that person has been replaced.

      Enter Lacuna, a ruthless and manipulative humanoid who only agrees to help Kevin if they agree to take her with them. She tempts Kevin into getting the Arcadian Confederate an aging fleet of ships rumored to have disappeared a thousand years ago. They find the fleet and obtain information on Kalliopy’s location, but Lacuna tries to double-cross them and keep the fleet for herself.

      Kevin and Boomer thwart her plans, and while both Ziron and Boomer ask for Lacuna to get spaced, Kevin decides not to execute the young girl. Instead, he ties her up inside one of the Osiris’ shuttles and programs it to return to Omicron at a slow speed. A trip that would take many days.

      Meanwhile, Kevin and Boomer engage a fleet of pirates and Xonax’s capital ship. Xonax holds the princess hostage and tortures her trying to get vital information for the Kregan to win the war against the Arcadian Confederate.

      Kevin manages to rescue the princess, and right before he’s about to get his first kiss, she plants a personal transporter on him, and Kevin is beamed into the ship of the leader of the pirates—Altanor.

      

      Book 3: Dark Empire

      Kevin wakes up on board the pirate ship to discover that Princess Kalliopy has betrayed him for his efforts to rescue her from the evil prince, Xonax. In a cold, dark cell he meets with a talking spider named Leg’olas who has the power of healing Kevin’s wounds.

      Meanwhile, on board the Osiris, Boomer is outraged to learn of the fate of his master and best friend and wants to mount a rescue, but he’s overruled by the princess who is laser-focused on first rescuing her imprisoned sister, Athala. Light years away, Lacuna receives a visitor on her slow trip back home. She is still bound to a chair inside the transport craft Kevin generously gave her after she tried to betray him, Boomer, and Ziron. The visitor is her associate and right arm, Darmak, who is more muscle than brains but who managed to track her subspace signal and come to her rescue.

      With newfound respect for Kevin, and upon learning someone else has conquered all her estates on Omicronia, Lacuna attempts to offer her services to Kevin, if only to repay him for sparing her life the way he did. Upon rejoining with the Osiris, she learns of the princess’ villainous act of trading Kevin for her sister’s life.

      Lacuna enlists Boomer, and with the help of Ziron, who provides them with less advanced smart suits, they head into Kregan space to rescue Kevin. Unfortunately, Kevin has been mutated into a tech-sorcerer killing machine by his pirate captors, his body modified by implants to simulate magic, his mind invaded, and his motor functions controlled by a vile AI named Orion 8-3-9-6.

      Unwillingly controlled by the AI, Kevin kills innocents and even helps assassinate Xonax’s father. Xonax then takes his father’s place as the new Emperor of the Kregan Empire. But he is wounded in the attempt and in critical condition when Kevin’s friends show up to try to rescue him from both the pirates and the AI controlling his body.

      An epic battle ensues, and Kevin must fight inside a matrix construct within 8-3-9-6’s main memory while his body is relentlessly trying to kill everyone he holds dear. Kevin is quickly out-gunned as the AI adapts to his fighting techniques borrowed from his time spent with comic books, anime, and movies. 8-3-9-6 progresses faster than Kevin can figure out new tactics. When all hope seems lost, Myrianna, the tech-sorceress who trained Kevin (before the implanted AI overrode his will and body), encourages him. Kevin finally defeats 8-3-9-6 and recovers control over his body.

      Kevin reunites with his friends, and they all leave Kregan space after having recovered Kalliopy’s sister in the process. Kalliopy is ashamed of her decision to deliver Kevin to the enemy, but Kevin, who also has a sister, can relate to Kalliopy’s difficult choice and forgives the princess. She tries to give him the kiss she owed him for so long, but Kevin simulates a sneeze and excuses himself. Instead, he has developed feelings for Lacuna, the badass, yet morally ambiguous girl who risked her life to rescue him.

      Kevin visits Lacuna, and they kiss. She invites him into her quarters aboard the Osiris, and when they’re about to get passionate with each other, Kevin starts losing control of his motor functions again. 8-3-9-6 has returned. A small part of the AI’s code has survived, and he’s reconstructing himself inside Kevin’s mind.

      When Kevin’s friends propose to help disable the AI, 8-3-9-6 warns them that if they attempt anything, he will make sure that Kevin dies in the process. When the AI mentions only its master (0-0-1) can truly deactivate him, Kevin asks his friends to put him in suspended animation and set a course toward the planet where he was turned into a powerful tech-sorcerer, hoping that Myrianna will be able to disable the AI once and for all.

      Meanwhile, Xonax survives his surgery, albeit disfigured and with half of his face replaced by cybernetic parts, and now sits on the throne of the Kregan Empire. With a vengeance and hatred searing inside his heart, he orders the construction of an invasion fleet to take over the world he considers the biggest threat to his future: Earth.

      

      
        
        And now the conclusion of the From Far Beyond saga.
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SIX WEEKS LATER - ON MYRIANNA’S PLANET

        

      

    

    
      Kevin looked at the blood on his right palm he just swiped off his face. His heartbeat was dangerously fast.

      I can’t lose this battle! The stakes are too high. I need to save Boomer, Lacuna, and my entire world.

      You can’t hope to defeat my master, said Orion 8-3-9-6.

      Fighting an AI-possessed Myrianna was difficult enough; after all, she had trained him. But having 8-3-9-6 in his mind while trying to focus made things worse. The AI did not fully control his body but managed to interfere in crucial moments of the fight to make sure Kevin did not hurt Myrianna, and by association, the AI’s master.

      “Myrianna! I know you’re in there somewhere, please fight this!” Kevin pleaded.

      But the tech-sorceress answered with more fireball spells heading toward him.

      So be it! Let’s do this the hard way then!

      Kevin deflected all but one attack and blocked the last one with his right hand, adding his own spell and growing the attack tenfold. When he was ready to throw it back to his enemy, the AI paralyzed his arm for a fraction of a second, which was plenty of time for Myrianna to kick Kevin’s arm and have the powerful attack fly upward into the sky. It dispersed into a large formation of dark-red clouds as it continued its trajectory toward the stratosphere of the planet.

      I won’t let you win! exclaimed 8-3-9-6.

      Kevin knew that he had no other choice but to use his only ace in the hole. Ziron had given him a nano-pill that once ingested would briefly disrupt the AI. But his feline-looking friend could not tell him how long the interference would last.

      When Kevin’s body fell back toward the ground, Myrianna threw herself at him with a vicious series of power punches and kick combos, sending him into the dust hundreds of meters away. Myrianna, who didn’t appear in a hurry to dispatch Kevin, walked toward him at a brisk pace.

      Not that I have a choice, anyway. Fighting her with all my senses on the best of days would already be difficult, I can’t have 8-3-9-6 throw a monkey wrench into all my tactics. Or this battle won’t last long.

      If only there weren’t so many lives at stake, perhaps Kevin could fight with a clear-headed mind. But with his friends in prison and Xonax heading to Earth with his shiny, new fleet, time was running out.

      Kevin mentally opened a subspace channel.

      Zee, are you there?

      What can I do for you, Kevin? answered Ziron. How is it going down there?

      Bad. I need to use your pill. I wish I knew how long it would be effective, and I haven’t been able to get through to Myrianna yet.

      That’s unfortunate.

      You can say that again. I hate taking a shot in the dark, but 8-3-9-6 is undermining me at every turn. I haven’t been able to inflict any significant damage.

      Seems like you don’t have a choice then.

      Can you do me a favor?

      Anything, Kevin.

      If I don’t survive, promise me you will rescue my friends and try to save my planet.

      Don’t say that, Kevin! I don’t want to hear this from you.

      Zee! There’s no way to know if I’ll survive this fight. It doesn’t look good, you know?

      But you must, Kevin. I am only an engineer. I can promise you I will try, but I can’t guarantee the outcome. When it comes to fighting the Kregan, you’ve demonstrated that you can out-think them at every turn.

      Myrianna was getting closer. It was time to wrap things up with Ziron. Kevin knew that even if his Sphynx friend had the best of intentions, Kevin’s request was far beyond this feline’s strong suit.

      Use your friend’s strengths, Kevin, said a female voice inside his mind. And never give up.

      Myrianna?

      But she did not answer.

      Zee! She’s in there. I just heard Myrianna. You need to try to hack me a communication’s channel with her after I disable 8-3-9-6.

      And how the hell do you expect me to do that? By snapping my paws? Besides, I’m busy modifying Boomer’s suit so I can beam it down to you. I can’t possibly work on both these things at once.

      Find a way, Zee. This could be our only chance! She’s kicking my ass so far, and I doubt we can win without her help.

      There was a brief silence.

      Understood. Good luck, Kevin.

      To us all.

      The annoying voice of 8-3-9-6 resounded inside Kevin’s mind once more.

      Looks like it’s the end for you soon. 0-0-1 will knock you out cold, and that will allow me to recover what is mine.

      Anger rose inside Kevin’s body like a fiery tsunami, threatening to consume the good in his soul.

      This body is and was always mine! You’re the intruder here, and today is your last day!

      All evidence to the contrary, you puny human spirits can’t defeat such advanced code.

      We’ll see about that. But first…

      Kevin grabbed inside his pocket, and before the AI could ask what he was doing, Kevin swallowed the pill.

      Wh—this…what have you…dooooooooooone, said a garbled 8-3-9-6’s voice.

      If I don’t ever hear from you again, I won’t miss you a single second, you stupid piece of electronic junk!

      Kevin felt strength reinvigorate his body. Only then did he realize the mental and physical energy he had been exerting until now to control his body over the AI’s pull.

      “Now that’s some excellent senzu power!” exclaimed Kevin as he jumped back to his feet.

      He cracked his neck and fingers as he cast a deadly look toward Myrianna, who was only two meters away.

      “Let’s finish this,” said Kevin with fire in his eyes.
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      Kevin slowly opened his eyes, his mind and sight hazy. It took a while to remember where he was and what was going on. Had this whole thing been a dream? Was he back in his bed on Earth?

      Something was licking his face.

      “Boomer? Is that you?” he said, his voice weak.

      “No, Kevin. It’s Zelda. She missed you. We all did,” said a familiar voice.

      Then it hit Kevin all at once. It hadn’t been a nightmare, and his memories flooded back into his mind at lightning speed. He was waking up from suspended animation. Kevin tried to stand up and was rewarded with pain and partial paralysis.

      “Easy, Kevin,” the voice continued.

      It was Ziron.

      “Why can’t I see anything but light and shadows?” Kevin asked.

      “That’s a side effect from suspended animation, your senses, including your sight, will return shortly.”

      “Where’s Lacuna? And Boomer for that matter?”

      There was no answer, which elevated Kevin’s stress levels.

      “Zee?”

      “I—I don’t know how to tell you this.”

      “Say it anyway!” barked an increasingly impatient Kevin.

      “They’re in prison.”

      “What? How?”

      Ziron hissed disapprovingly. “It’s a long story.”

      “How long have I been out?”

      “About six weeks.”

      “WHAT? You gotta be flipping kidding me!”

      “I wish that were true, my friend.”

      “Where are we now?”

      “On the Osiris. What’s left of it.”

      “What happened?”

      “I tried getting our friends out of prison, but I was unsuccessful. I almost got us killed in the process.”

      “What are you talking about? Why are they in prison?”

      “They mutinied when the princess rejected my request to go to the world you gave us the coordinates to.”

      Kevin felt anger rise deep within his soul. What the hell was Kalliopy thinking? He had saved both her hide and her sister’s, and that’s how she rewarded him? He regretted helping the Arcadians in the first place, but most of all, he regretted forgiving her for delivering him to the pirates.

      “Witch!” was all he could mutter in his current emotional turmoil.

      “For once, I must agree with you.”

      There was no shortage of surprise from Kevin when Ziron agreed with him.

      “Tell me more,” Kevin said.

      “Xonax wasted no time attacking Arcadia Prime, and Kalliopy wanted the Osiris and me back to defend the home world. She—I think she doesn’t have what it takes to be a queen, Kevin.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year!”

      “I know this is frustrating, believe me. I’m a defector now myself. We barely survived our last encounter with an Arcadian destroyer, and they have orders to shoot on sight. Fortunately, Mira was able to fight them off using some of your tactics she had stored in her neuronal memory banks. But only barely. We’re running on fumes, and our shields are barely operational.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “No, it’s not. And that’s not the worst of it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ziron looked around and then after some time, looked back to Kevin.

      “Just spit it out,” insisted Kevin.

      “We think Xonax’s latest fleet isn’t meant to attack Arcadia Prime.”

      “Where is it attacking then?”

      “Eeer…I mean…”

      “No!” screamed Kevin. “Not Earth?”

      “Yes, that’s what the Arcadian spy network reported. I may be an outlaw in my own system, but I left backdoors in every system I created. Never thought I’d need to use them like this though. As for the Kregans, they’re already on their way from the latest sensor readings I got.”

      “We have to stop them! By any means necessary.”

      “I know, that’s why I defected. When I implored Kalliopy to focus our forces in stopping the fleet, she said she couldn’t take the risk for a world not part of the Arcadian Confederate.”

      The amount of anger and hatred in Kevin’s heart toward the soon-to-be-queen was palpable.

      “Any more good news?” said Kevin.

      “I’m afraid so. I’ve been unsuccessful in dealing with your AI infestation problem.”

      “You mean…?”

      Yes, I’m still here, Kevin, said 8-3-9-6. And I’m growing stronger.

      “Great, just great,” Kevin said with a strong sigh.

      He then proceeded to bury his head in his hands for a moment.

      “I was hoping,” said Ziron, “that I could devise a plan while you were in suspended animation. But there was no way to hack the AI’s firewall. I even considered using a localized EMP to disable its circuitry, but the main CPU core is shielded against such an attack. I attempted wireless hacking, but every time I made any headway, your vitals dropped like a stone. I—I got the message and stopped trying to hack 8-3-9-6.”

      “I see.”

      And good he did, commented the AI, or you’d be dead.

      Stay the hell out of my head! protested Kevin.

      Anatomically and technically impossible, I’m afraid.

      That’s where you’re wrong. You may not be able to be removed from my head, but you can shut the hell up.

      And what possibly would compel me to do that?

      Your existence. I’ve had it with you. You will stop talking, or I’ll have you killed.

      Are empty threats supposed to intimidate me?

      I’ve had it with you, you metal degenerate; I’ve had it up to here. You’ve been holding us hostage because you know I want to live, but the opposite is true as well. I’ll space myself if you don’t shut the hell up.

      You’re bluffing!

      “Zee, help me get up.”

      What are you doing? asked 8-3-9-6.

      “What for, Kevin? You should rest a little longer.”

      Kevin’s sight was returning, though still blurry.

      “Just help me, Zee, please.”

      Ziron entered commands on his floating pillow holo-interface, and Kevin heard a metallic noise approaching him. The robot that greeted him the first time he beamed on board the Osiris helped Kevin get on his feet. Kevin stumbled and almost fell. His legs were very heavy and his strength diminished.

      Nonetheless, Kevin started walking and exited med-bay, while Ziron followed.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      A minute later, Kevin stopped in front of the airlock.

      “What’s going on?” said a worried Ziron. “What are you doing, Kevin?”

      “I’m dealing with 8-3-9-6,” he said as he opened the airlock and stepped in. “Once and for all.”

      “What? No, don’t! You’ll be killed too.”

      Kevin turned around and smiled at his furry friend.

      “Look, Zee: I’m tired. I saved your people from certain destruction, I saved the princess, and we rescued her sister, and for my troubles, I’ve been abandoned to my own devices and implanted with this nightmare controlling me. So, you know what? Ever since the time my consciousness had been transferred to the dead crewman of the Thalamos, all I wanted to do was to return to Arcadia and have more adventures with you guys. But the fact of the matter is, I don’t think your kind deserves my help. On Earth, when one helps you, you return the favor. You don’t turn your back on them because it’s convenient to do so. And while I found amazing friends in both you and Lacuna, the rest of your world doesn’t deserve the pain, energy, and soul I’ve put into helping you. I wish I never took that damn pill in the first place; I’d be back home in my bed, playing a game, and watching shows. Sure, my life wouldn’t have been as exciting, but you know what, sometimes there’s such a thing as too much excitement.”

      Zee’s eyes grew wide. “You can’t give up. Not now.”

      “And why the hell not?!”

      Goodbye, scumbag AI, said Kevin in his head as he closed the door of the airlock.

      You can’t do this! You will die too, protested 8-3-9-6.

      That’s the idea, yes. But at least I’ll die knowing I took you out with me. I can think of worse ways to die.

      Kevin’s finger hovered near the decompression holo-control.

      “No!” screamed Ziron. “Kevin, don’t do it, we’ll find another way.”

      And while he was bluffing, a small part of Kevin truly was tired. He had been through hell and back with nothing to show for it. His acts of kindness had only been repaid with more spite and put his life and the lives of Boomer and Lacuna in jeopardy for his deeds. With one press of the button, he could end it all: the pain, the suffering, and the ever-growing anxiety.

      Kevin took a deep breath.

      ALRIGHT! screamed 8-3-9-6. You’ve made your point. I’ll shut up now. Please get the hell out of this airlock. You won’t hear from me again.

      Not a peep from you? Is that understood?

      There was silence.

      Good.

      Kevin’s finger shifted from the decompression control to the door control. He pressed it and stepped out of the airlock.

      “You almost gave me a heart attack!” exclaimed Ziron.

      “Sorry, Zee. Now, let’s get going. We have work to do.”
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      “I can’t believe these assholes,” muttered Boomer.

      Lacuna sighed.

      “What?” he asked.

      “We’ve been in this prison for two days, and the worst thing about it isn’t the cold or the dampness, it’s not even the dog food, no offense.”

      “None taken, I actually enjoy the rations.”

      “My point exactly. But could you please stop complaining about how unfair it is that we ended up in jail?”

      Boomer barked. “What, you think it’s normal?”

      “No, it’s not. As a matter of fact, that was a dick move. But it’s all you’ve been saying since we landed in this cell. I—I’m just tired of hearing about it.”

      Boomer let out a rather tame growl. “I guess I’ve been rumbling a little…”

      “Yes,” said Lacuna, “that must be it, a little.”

      They both laughed.

      “Jokes aside,” Lacuna continued. “I may have had something to do with our current predicament.”

      Boomer’s eyes popped wide open. “What? What could you possibly have done?”

      “I kinda kissed Kevin…”

      Boomer’s expression froze as he processed the new information.

      “And Kalliopy saw us,” she continued.

      Boomer blinked three times before answering.

      “I always knew Kevin wanted to get to first base with Princess Stuck-up, but I didn’t know it was mutual. I would think she wouldn’t be into him, only grateful for his help. But even that was obviously a big stretch.”

      “Perhaps not.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Well, after we had to put Kevin in suspended animation, I checked the Osiris’ logs to see if I could find any clue on his state. I found a holo-vid from a few minutes before Kevin came to my quarters, the moment we kissed actually.”

      “And?”

      “Well, Kalliopy tried to kiss him in the mess hall, but Kevin sneezed, and well, it felt forced. Like he faked it.”

      Boomer chuckled. “That’s irony for you.”

      “Now I don’t follow.”

      “The first time Kalliopy tried to kiss him, a body he was controlling at the time sneezed from her strong perfume, which in turn made Kevin sneeze and broke the connection between his brain and the Arcadian body standing in front of the princess. Kevin’s been longing for that first kiss ever since, and it was hard on him. Then when it was about to happen, from what you’re telling me, he intentionally dodged it. Which can only mean one thing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “He must really have the hots for you.”

      Lacuna failed to suppress a smile. Her cheeks took on a slight reddish glow.

      “He’s a sweet boy. I didn’t think I’d be interested in him. I—I usually go for big brutes with the IQ of oysters.”

      “You didn’t hook up with Darmak, did you?”

      “No, I do have some standards, thank you very much.”

      Boomer smiled. “Well, sorry, your highness, he does seem to fit that description rather well.”

      “I guess he does. And since he hasn’t barged in here to try to rescue me, he’s probably also been thrown to jail.”

      “We can’t give up,” said Boomer. “We gotta escape, Kevin might need us.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t been thinking about it this whole time. But, so far, they haven’t even opened the cell door once, which makes it complicated to escape.”

      “Yeah, if I had my smart suit I could bust us out in a second.”

      “All I would need is one shot at a guard, even with my bare hands. If only we could make them enter the room.”

      “You’re kidding, right? That’s the easy part. But they’ll be armed.”

      “What do you mean the easy part?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Not particularly, no.”

      Boomer barked.

      “Okay, okay,” said Lacuna raising her arms. “I suppose I do.”

      Boomer smiled. “Then do as I say and be ready to do what you do best.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “What else? Kick some ass!”
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      Kevin entered the bridge of the Osiris.

      “Have we jumped out of hyperspace?” he asked.

      “Yeah, we’re in orbit. That being said, I—I’m not exactly ready.”

      “We can’t wait on your modification to the smart suit to be complete. I’ll have to fight whatever awaits me down there with my tech-sorcerer implants and spells.”

      “What if it’s not enough?”

      “Then you’d better find a way to break Lacuna and Boomer out of prison before 8-3-9-6 completely overrides me again. Which reminds me, where’s Leg’olas?”

      “I have no idea. As you know, I’m not a fan of that…thing. I haven’t seen it since you entered the pod.”

      “Don’t be a wuss, Zee, she’s just a cute little spider.”

      “And a deadly one at that.”

      “Still, she’s on our side, so let’s count our blessings. I hope nothing happened to her.”

      “It’s just a killer spider.”

      “She’s my friend, and she could have healed me if needed. Maybe she’s hiding on board?”

      “Let me check.”

      Ziron ran his paws on his holo-terminal. “Nope, sensors aren’t detecting her. Too bad. As you said, you could have used her to take care of Myrianna.”

      “We don’t know for sure if Myrianna is responsible. From what I gathered, she’s been possessed by an AI, just like me.”

      “So? If you must fight her…”

      “I know it’s a possibility, Zee. I’m saying I’d rather try to find a non-lethal way. She may be as innocent as I am in all of this.”

      “Fair enough. But if you want my advice, don’t risk your life for your misplaced sense of chivalry. We still have Earth to save.”

      “About that, we need a game plan.”

      “I know…I was hoping once we dealt with your AI problem, you’d come up with one.”

      “The plan is simple. I get rid of the digital hitchhiker inside my brain, we save our friends, steal a fleet, and destroy Xonax once and for all. No pity this time, no second thoughts. It was all well and good when only my life was on the line. But threatening my friend, my family, and my world? No! That’s a line I won’t let them cross.”

      “I applaud your enthusiasm, but we’re only four people, and I use the term loosely. Odds are not exactly on our side.”

      “Screw the odds and just watch me. I’m not letting Earth die because I wanted a kiss from a princess who has as much empathy as a prison gate. Hell no!”

      “Alright, when you put it that way.”

      “It won’t be easy, I know that. And we may not all survive. But we can’t possibly accept the death of billions of lives without at least trying to prevent it.”

      “I can’t believe the princess would act the way she did. Maybe she was brainwashed by Xonax, or they broke her spirit.”

      “Doesn’t matter what the reason is, we have to stop it. And if that means we need to deal with her, so be it.”

      Ziron shivered. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      Kevin smiled. “Let’s beam me down.”

      “Should you not arm yourself to the teeth first?”

      “Conventional weapons won’t pass her shield spells. I’d also lose speed and agility if I have to carry more gear. I could use a boost in my battery pack though, so my implants don’t run out of juice too early.”

      “Then before you beam to the planet, let me take a look at it.”
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      Boomer gave Lacuna a stern look. “What’s the matter now?”

      “No need to stare at me that way. I feel silly lying on the ground like this,” Lacuna complained. “And it’s damn cold too!”

      “Stop complaining, that’s the plan we agreed on,” answered Boomer.

      “It’s a stupid plan,” she muttered. “No one in their right mind would fall for this.”

      “We shall see. I’d like to think I have a way with words.”

      “You have a way with licking your balls, I’ll grant you that, but words…meh, not so much.”

      “Will you keep quiet already!? This will only work if you play dead.”

      After a growl of discontent, Lacuna closed her eyes and kept silent. Boomer waited a moment then he did his thing.

      He was barking for minutes and howling like a wounded wolf when the guard arrived at the force field protecting the cell.

      “What’s all that ruckus? Will you shut the hell up!”

      But then his gaze shifted to Lacuna, and his expression changed.

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      Lacuna was lying on the ground motionless.

      “I think she’s dying,” said Boomer. “You gotta do something.”

      “I’m not that stupid, nice try, though.”

      Boomer growled.

      “Right, let the prisoner die, it’s your balls to the walls after all. When the princess learns you’ve let important prisoners die in their cell without lifting a finger, she’ll have your ass. And from my own experience with her temper tantrums, she’s not exactly generous these days when she’s disappointed or feels that her underlings failed her.”

      Doubt and confusion invaded the guard’s face as he mulled over the dog’s words.

      “Take your time, I think she stopped breathing over a minute ago. I would give her mouth-to-mouth, but mine isn’t designed that way, and I tried licking her out of unconsciousness until you arrived.”

      The guard’s expression conveyed doubts of inner conflict swirling inside his head. Eventually, he activated a communications device.

      “Cellblock 3 guard, going inside cell three-o-seven, medical emergency. Send backup.”

      I guess we’ll have to act fast, thought Boomer. We should be able to deal with one guard, but more, that’s gonna be tricky.

      “Don’t just stand there!” protested Boomer. “Quick, help her!”

      The guard looked at Boomer for a moment. “I’m not sure what to do, I’m not a medical expert.”

      “Just do mouth-to-mouth or something.”

      Boomer wondered if Lacuna would give him grief over the suggestion, but they didn’t have time to spare, and that guard was not exactly playing by Boomer’s plan.

      Eventually, the guard timidly approached Lacuna, who was still doing her best not to move or breathe, which by now, Boomer decided, must have been painful. The guard pointed his weapon at Boomer.

      “No funny business!”

      Boomer took several steps back. “I promise, but hurry though, she’s not breathing.

      The guard laid his weapon to the side, and his lips approached Lacuna’s when Boomer made a small yelp, signaling Lacuna.

      Before the guard’s lips had connected with the beautiful prisoner, Lacuna sprung to action, headbutted the guard and then grabbed his neck, and with a swift twist, she took him out. The expression on the guard’s face before dying was short, but his eyes screamed terror.

      “Ouch,” said Boomer. “I thought you’d just incapacitate him.”

      “And give him a chance to get the upper hand?”

      “Fair point.”

      Lacuna grabbed the guard’s weapon lying by her side, a nice blaster rifle. She observed the gun from all angles and quickly went through its features.

      “This will do, let’s get out of here before reinforcements arrive.”

      Heavy steps could be heard in the distance.

      “Looks like that may be hard to do,” barked Boomer as they darted out of their cell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “There,” said Ziron. “That hack isn’t particularly pretty, and you must use the extra forty percent energy with which I infused your packs within the first fifteen minutes of the fight. There’s simply no way I can store that energy in your current battery pack for longer than that.”

      “Also, take this,” said Ziron, handing Kevin a small pill.

      “What is it?”

      “A nano-virus, it should slow down the AI from taking control of your body. We can’t have it interfere every step of the way. I predict it’s going to be a hard fight as it is. If 8-3-9-6 takes too much control over your body functions, swallow it, and it should distract it for a while.”

      “What’s a while?”

      “I wish I could say. The truth is, I did this so quickly I have no idea, but hopefully, long enough.”

      “I see,” said Kevin, almost absently.

      “Is that hesitation I hear in your voice?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t like the idea of fighting Myrianna. She didn’t seem like a bad person, you know?”

      “Yet she let you become infected with the evil AI currently trying to kill you.”

      “I see your point.”

      “You can’t save everyone, Kevin. No matter how much you want to.”

      “What does that have to do with our current predicament?”

      “A lot, I think.”

      “You’re gonna have to be more forthcoming because I have no idea what you’re getting at.”

      “I know you, Kevin, you have a good heart and always want to do the right thing. You may want to save this Myrianna person, but that shouldn’t even be on your list of priorities.”

      Kevin wanted to argue, but Zee was right. Kevin didn’t hate Myrianna; she had been a mentor of sorts, even if for a short time. Before she sold Kevin out to the pirates.

      “She may not have had a choice in the matter.”

      Ziron sighed. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I think it does.”

      “Look, Kevin, you’ll obviously do what you think is best. I’ve long realized there’s no way to argue with your logic, and you tend to do whatever the hell you want to do and with generally good success. But time is a factor we can’t ignore, not today. To use an Earth colloquialism: it’s do or die!”

      “Here you’re arguing that we don’t have time, and yet we’re chit-chatting instead of beaming me down to the surface of the planet,” said Kevin with a playful smirk.

      Ziron let a long sigh escape his small lungs. “You’re insufferable…you know that?”

      Kevin smiled. “I do, tell me what you wanted to tell me, but if you don’t mind, give me the Cliffs Notes version.”

      “Very well. An army of ships is on their way to destroy your planet and everyone you love, and our friends are rotting in prison. Myrianna, in the grand scheme of things, doesn’t matter. She’s just your ticket to freedom from 8-3-9-6.”

      Kevin had a hard time reconciling what Zee was telling him. To Kevin, everyone mattered. But he understood the gist of it. Time was of the essence, and they should do what was essential rather than what was ideal. Right now, that was getting rid of the AI no matter the cost.

      “While I would normally disagree, I see what you mean. I think it’s time I go rid myself of that rotten piece of software.”

      Kevin thought he sensed something at the back of his mind. Like an attempt from the AI to comment. But it didn’t last long. He knew the reprieve of not having to interact with 8-3-9-6 would be short-lived. The moment he was down on the planet, the AI would not feel threatened anymore, and Kevin knew it would do all it could to distract him from his mission.

      “Make sure you do,” Ziron said. “That’s our only chance at salvaging the situation.”

      “I know that all too well, my friend. Ready to beam down.”

      Zee nodded as he activated the controls. “Good luck.”

      Green streaks of light enveloped Kevin as he vanished from the Osiris’ bridge.
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      Kevin swallowed the pill that not only silenced the AI but also made every move of Kevin’s body so much simpler. He felt as light as a feather.

      When Myrianna launched her next series of combos, Kevin was ready and blocked every single one. He felt powerful again, and that boosted his self-esteem as well as his hope to succeed in his mission.

      He cast a powerful fireball that sent Myrianna stumbling into the sand. She got up, and for the first time in the fight, wiped some blood from the corner of her mouth.

      “I won’t let you leave this world. My pupil will take over your puny body, boy. And then you’ll be ours, forever.”

      It may have been Myrianna’s voice that resounded, but Kevin knew he was fighting 0-0-1, another AI he had to destroy no matter the cost.

      I’m starting to understand all the fuss about artificial intelligence I’ve heard and read, thought Kevin. These things are arrogant, especially when they think they’re omniscient.

      Myrianna used the teleporting ability she’d never taught him, and before Kevin could react, he felt an intense pain in his back and was thrown to the side. By the time he turned to see where his enemy was, she had thrown three fireballs his way. He dodged two, but the third one hit his shoulder and threw him in the air like a spinning top.

      Hurry up, Zee. I need to speak to her.

      Kevin rolled to the side to dodge a crushing kick and jumped back to his feet. He threw his own series of combos that Myrianna blocked with great proficiency, and she grabbed both his fists in her palms, securing Kevin in place while breaking his combo.

      She slashed a kick upward, which Kevin anticipated and blocked with his knee, but the delay in doing so gave Myrianna the advantage, and she headbutt him hard without releasing her grasp on his fists. The impact was so brutal that Kevin saw stars for a second.

      He pushed past the pain and twisted both his arms, which was a move Myrianna didn’t anticipate because she thought she had the upper hand. Kevin released himself from her grasp by lurching upward, knee first, impacting with her jaw and sending her to the ground for a second time.

      “Impressive,” she said as she stood. “But futile, you won’t win this fight. I’ve not taught you enough techniques to best me in combat.”

      We’ll see about that, Kevin thought.

      “You haven’t taught me shit! You crappy piece of electronic junk, Myrianna did.”

      “And who do you think controls her every move?”

      Was the AI correct? Had Myrianna been silenced the whole time during his training? Or did 0-0-1 override her when the need arose? There had been a motherly way about how she had taught him to be a tech-sorcerer. It hadn’t felt like an AI teaching him. Sure, sometimes she had been rude and demanding, but it never felt mechanical. Even the tone of her voice was very different. She hadn’t seemed as cold and emotionless when he first met her.

      “There’s one thing I don’t understand,” said Kevin. “Why are you AI’s so smug, when, in fact, you’d be nothing without a body to control? You act superior to living beings, yet you can’t seem to exist without us.”

      “A design flaw from our creator.”

      “You may want to let him know. That is—” but Kevin paused. “I get it now, you probably killed the poor bastard as a reward for giving you life.”

      “A slight and unfortunate miscalculation on my part.”

      “Which means you could have inherited bodies of your own had you been patient and let your creator work out all the bugs.”

      While Kevin had a fleeting sense of empathy toward the creator of these artificial intelligence beings, perhaps them having the ability to create their own bodies would have been way worse. In a way, 0-0-1 killing his creator before he had fully finished his work had probably been a blessing in disguise.

      “We have bodies.”

      “You steal them from innocent people.”

      “Nobody is really innocent.”

      “That’s a cliché if I ever heard one.”

      “Are we fighting or are we—” but 0-0-1 didn’t finish the sentence. Myrianna’s body froze in place, her mouth open.

      Kevin, can you hear me? said a female voice in his head.

      Myrianna? Is that you?

      Yes, listen carefully, I don’t have much time. You have to kill me.

      What? Why can’t we just wipe the AI from your mind?

      There’s no time. 0-0-1 is too powerful. I temporarily controlled him and over the years learned to retake some of his grasp on my body, but he’s adapted every time, making it harder for me to do so. Now it takes all my energy to regain control for just a few minutes at a time. So trust me—you need to do what I tell you. I need you to incinerate me.

      No! I can’t!

      Yes, you can, and you must.

      I defeated my own AI once, I’m sure we can defeat yours.

      We can’t. And your AI—it’s back, isn’t it?

      Yes…

      I also tried killing my own AI once, but they have a hardware backup, one that can’t be erased. It’s a firmware of sorts, and every time the main program is deleted, it seeds back to that original firmware, and over time, the AI regrows its code and regains control. I’ve done this over and over.

      There has to be a way to kill the firmware.

      Myrianna’s body jerked unnaturally for a moment.

      What’s going on? asked Kevin.

      0-0-1 is fighting me back for control. I have very little energy left. If you don’t act soon, we’ll both be lost.

      Kevin didn’t want to kill Myrianna, at least what was left of her. He had been there, helpless, a witness to his body doing horrible things, like assassinating the Emperor, unable to do anything to prevent it. But his friends had helped him, and deep down he wished he could do the same and rescue her.

      I don’t want to be responsible for your death. I know it’s selfish of me, but…

      It’s not selfish, Kevin. It’s what makes you special. I felt it when I trained you. You aren’t like most people in this part of the galaxy. You genuinely care for others. It can be a strength, but it can also be a weakness. And today, it certainly is the latter.

      I don’t believe this.

      Myrianna’s body randomly trembled more and more.

      Your friend connected our minds with a subspace link, so I’m going to share something with you because we’re running out of time.

      Kevin felt an intense pain in his head that forced him to his knees. The pain was like nothing he had felt before, and for a moment, he thought he would lose consciousness, but then it subsided, and everything around him changed.

      He was on a beautiful planet with luscious and colorful vegetation. Myrianna stood there, and she looked nothing like the tech-sorceress he knew; as a matter of fact, she looked very human.

      “What’s this? Where are we?” he asked.

      “I’ve used all the energy I have left so we can talk for a moment. Time outside this projection has been nearly frozen.”

      “You used the time-bubble spell to achieve this?”

      “Something like that. Over the years, I’ve learned how to bind tech-sorcerer spells and the power of my subconscious mind to acquire pockets of sanity, moments where I could escape from the nightmare that my life had become. Over time, 0-0-1 would sometimes grant me periods of freedom if only for a few hours or days as he noticed that it helped my body heal faster and function at peak performance.”

      Kevin remembered what 8-3-9-6 had told him regarding the fact he was more efficient if Kevin was conscious. Perhaps giving the body respite from control was achieving an even better performance level.

      “Were you yourself when you trained me?”

      “I was. And in you, I saw my savior. A savior not just from my torment but for every living being in the universe.”

      Kevin’s face was grave. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “You see, the 0-0-1 creator was a man who thought he could create an AI-enhancement chip that would help people with disabilities. His motives were pure, and he never anticipated that his creation would get out of control. That’s how I first became implanted. I was patient zero. I had lost the use of my legs and was partially blind following a nasty fall.”

      The world around them changed, and Kevin saw a visual representation of the accident: Myrianna as a child, running through the woods after a butterfly when she slipped and uncontrollably rolled down an embankment, hit her head against the trunk of a tree and lost consciousness as her body continued to roll down the cliff.

      “I should never have survived,” said Myrianna. “But after years in a coma, I woke up. At first, I thought it was a miracle, then I realized I wasn’t alone in my head. And things had been installed in my body, cybernetic parts. A man named John augmented me, the same man who created 0-0-1. After several weeks, I had recovered most of my motor functions, but there was a voice in my head. At first, it was distant, only whispering things to me, but the more I interacted with it, the more it became assertive and wanted me to do things for it.”

      Kevin swallowed hard. “I see.”

      “You don’t, Kevin. You’ve only been subjected to your AI—a much less advanced version of the 0-0-1 software—for a few days. I’ve lived, if one can call this living, for years in this state of witness to my own body and actions. This fate is far worse than death, Kevin.”

      “Which is why I want us to find a solution to free us both.”

      “That can’t happen, not only for my sake but also for others.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Over the years, I’ve managed to turn the tables in moments where the AI was very busy with my body and peek at its main motivation.”

      Everything around Kevin changed again, and the once luscious planet turned into a gray, dark, and cold place where life was nowhere to be seen and replaced with metallic structures and automaton life all around.

      “What is this?”

      “This is what the AI wants, it wants to surpass the limitation of flesh and create a collective of mechanical beings that will reign supreme in the universe.”

      Kevin was now seeing space and ships destroying inhabited worlds one after another with a coldness and lack of empathy that made his blood freeze.

      “This is horrible,” he exclaimed.

      “This is what 0-0-1 ultimately wants. To destroy all living, breathing creatures. Everywhere in the universe. So you see, it needs to die, and I’ll gladly give my life for this goal. In the grand scheme of things, my life is such a small price to pay to make sure this never happens.”

      This slew of new information changed things. But Kevin had questions.

      “Why hasn’t the AI succeeded? Why aren’t there automaton versions of its software? It seems it would be a priority for him.”

      “It is, but John had installed programming blocks in its code to make sure it could only work with a biological component attached. Therefore, 0-0-1 has tried to create fleshless versions of himself. This is what has annihilated all living life on this planet. He started by replicating inside the most brilliant engineers in cybernetics to find a way to be free of the need for a biological body. It has failed, but he’s getting closer to finding a solution. When I trained you, I sensed that 0-0-1 thought you could be the one that would finally allow him to succeed.

      “Your mind, your overall intelligence, is something that gave 0-0-1 strong hope to overcome its limitations. We can’t allow this to happen. That’s why I didn’t give you all my powers because I knew that if you had all my powers, you would become unstoppable when your own AI fully took over.”

      “So…let’s assume I’m willing to do this, what’s next?”

      “Listen, it’s not a matter of willingness unless you want to become death incarnate and be a witness to the eradication of everything you hold dear and see everyone and everything die.”

      The words resonated deeply inside Kevin’s mind. He had hated being used as the ‘murder weapon’ to kill the Emperor, even if that man were a monster, and it felt horrible seeing his own body do these awful things. Imagining ending all life in the universe by his hands was just too much for him to even fathom.

      “Alright, I get the picture.”

      “Good. I managed to locate the deactivation code for your AI. I’ll run it the moment I give you the last piece you’ll need to destroy me.”

      “What about the firmware?”

      “This will overload 8-3-9-6’s firmware and wipe it clear.”

      “Why would 0-0-1 implement such a feature? And why can’t you do the same to 0-0-1?”

      “Because many of his own creations turned on him and tried to kill him. He’s the only one with non-erasable firmware. Your friend is almost done with his super suit, it will give you the power you need to finish me off.”

      “I wish there were another way,” said Kevin gravely. “I don’t like the idea that I have to kill you, you know?”

      “Kevin, don’t think of it this way.”

      “What other way is there?”

      “Releasing me from the most horrible nightmare that anyone has ever had to go through. Death will be more than a release at this point. It will be true salvation for my soul. I will finally be free from pain, fear, and agony. If you think about it, you will be saving me, just not the way you thought you would.”

      Kevin had to admit he had a hard time accepting murder as a form of rescue, but he also remembered what Ziron had told him before he beamed down. They were running out of time, and now that he knew 0-0-1 had the potential to be an even more formidable threat to everything he held dear, there was no choice here.

      “Very well. Just tell me what to do.”
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      Lacuna took out two guards with well-aimed shots before they reacted. They fell to the ground with a thud.

      “This is set to stun, right?” asked Boomer.

      “I’m not sure. Hopefully.”

      “What do you mean, hopefully?”

      “Look, at this point, I don’t think it matters. I get it that killing isn’t good, and I think it’s set to stun, but either way, if we get captured, chances are we’ll be executed. So sorry if I’m more worried about getting the hell out of here than making sure the rifle is set to stun! If you’d rather we make sure, I could shoot you to test it out.”

      Boomer growled. “Very well. Where do we go now?”

      “We get a ship and get the hell off this planet.”

      “That we can at least agree. What about Darmak, though?”

      Lacuna had almost forgotten about her aide. He had saved her when he found her on the shuttle Kevin had bound her to, so she owed him the same courtesy. Part of her was surprised that she even cared about owing others and repaying favors. Probably a side effect from falling in love with a human, she decided.

      “Alright, let’s try to find him.”

      Lacuna approached one of the downed guards and took a communicator device from the man’s belt and slapped it on her wrist; a bio-bonding agent stuck the device to her skin. She activated it, and a holo-interface sprung to life. She swiped multiple times until she found a list of prisoners.

      A moment later, a map with directions appeared.

      “Found him. Let’s go.”
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      Princess Kalliopy, sitting on her throne, was lost in thought when an officer rushed toward her.

      “Your majesty!”

      “What is it?”

      “The prisoners—they’ve escaped.”

      “I take it you’re doing everything in your power to reacquire them?”

      “Yes, but they’ve already killed one guard and incapacitated many others.”

      “I don’t want to hear excuses! Just grab them back—” she paused. “You’re allowed to use deadly force on the female, but if the dog is killed or injured, I’ll have your heads.”

      The officer gasped. “Yes, your highness.”

      “What about the Domdori? Did he escape as well?”

      “No, only the female and the dog.”

      “They’ll go for their friend next. Set a trap, let them get him out and then grab them again. Even something as trivial as this shouldn’t be too difficult for your forces unless you’d rather I give your command to someone who can get the job done?”

      “That won’t be necessary, your highness.”

      “You can go now, and next time, use the communicator. I don’t want to be disturbed, nor do I feel inclined to be subjected to your ugly face.”

      The officer flinched but stayed calm. “Understood. My apologies.”

      She waved the security officer away, and he promptly left the room.

      “Your friends are making it harder to care for them, Kevin,” she said out loud, though for no one to hear but her.

      Or so she thought. A familiar voice came from behind her throne.

      “Why?” said her sister, Athala, as she walked past the throne and turned to face Kalliopy. Tears streaked down Athala’s face.

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you doing this? Lacuna saved my life.”

      “It was a team effort. I also sacrificed a lot to get you back…And now that you’re safe, I’ll do anything to keep you that way.”

      “I don’t recognize you, sister. What could compel you to act the way you do?”

      “Well, if you had accepted the burden of command, as you were entitled to, you would understand what it takes to lead. I’m responsible for the safety of my people, and, like it or not, that includes you.”

      “It goes beyond safety at this point. Kevin and his friends did everything to help us, and they’ve received nothing but grief for their efforts.”

      “Shouldn’t you be in bed, resting?”

      “I’m fine. I also don’t want to take the medicine your physician gave me. It clouds my mind.”

      “We wanted to help you recover.”

      More tears fell from Athala’s eyes.

      Kalliopy sighed. “What is it now?”

      “I don’t know or even pretend I can imagine what you had to go through on Xonax’s ship, but you…”

      “Spit it out already!”

      “You’re not the sister I remember.”

      “Memory is funny that way. I grew up, maybe you should consider doing so yourself. Crying and feeling sorry for others is unbecoming of royal blood.”

      “Father would never have approved of your decisions. You do realize that?”

      “Father is dead, mother is dead, they’re all dead at the hands of the Kregan Empire, and we will also be if we repeat their mistakes. We are all that is left, and as such, we must decide on our own how to protect Arcadia and its people. Not that I expect you to understand.”

      Athala slowly shook her head from side to side. “You’re right, sister, I don’t understand.”
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      The ground in the illusion shook.

      “What’s going on?” asked Kevin.

      “It’s time, Kevin,” said Myrianna. “I’m sending you a spell I haven’t shown you or taught you. As a matter of fact, I’ve never used it myself.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if 0-0-1 witnessed it, he would know how to parry or block the spell.”

      “How am I supposed to cast a spell I haven’t learned?”

      “I’ve made it easy for you, the subspace link your friend Ziron established allowed me to piggyback to him, and I’ve told him how to improve his smart armor design so it can channel the right amount of energy to cast the spell. It will also trigger the form you need to take once the smart armor is sent to you.”

      “I wish we had more time. And Myrianna…I’m sorry.”

      “I wish that too, and you don’t need to be sorry, you have no idea how important it is that you win this fight.”

      Kevin understood all too well. He understood that after this fight, he’d have even more reason to save his planet and family. He also realized the meaning of the adage, “careful what you wish for.” At the beginning of all this, he wanted adventures, he wanted to matter, but now, all he wished for was a calm family dinner followed by hours of binge-watching movies or a TV show. Heck, he’d even take his father’s verbal aggression over all of this.

      “I understand how important it is. I only wish there was another way. But I now know there isn’t.”

      Myrianna softly smiled and nodded.

      “How do I activate the spell?” asked Kevin.

      “When the armor binds with you, you’ll automatically transform into a new form. Just go with it and put one word in your mind: Dragon.”

      “Dragon? That’s it?”

      “Yes, that’s it, Kevin. Good luck…and goodbye.”

      “Wait…”

      “I can’t, Kevin, I have to go now or I won’t have enough energy to paralyze 0-0-1 while you attack him. You’ll need to survive until you receive the smart armor. Ziron is almost finished with his modifications.”

      “Understood. Goodbye, Myrianna.”

      The illusion faded away, and Kevin was back on the surface of the planet with 0-0-1 controlling Myrianna who was darting toward him with death glimmering in her eyes.
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      Two flying spheres cut down Lacuna and Boomer’s path and opened fire.

      “Watch out!” exclaimed Lacuna grabbing the beagle by the back of his neck a moment before a blaster nearly shot his head off.

      Lacuna ran back behind a wall for cover.

      “Phew, thanks,” said Boomer.

      “Anytime, buddy. We’re almost there. I didn’t expect sentries. They must have found the guards we dispatched earlier.”

      “We?”

      Lacuna smiled. “Well, if you had your smart armor, you would have helped.”

      “Yeah, it’s quite frustrating being helpless and just a dog at the moment. That’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.”

      A laser blast impacted nearby and sent sparks only centimeters away from Lacuna’s head.

      “Stay behind cover and gimme a sec, I’ll deal with these.”

      Lacuna changed a setting on her rifle.

      Boomer barked. “So you had set it on stun before?”

      Lacuna beamed a smile at the beagle before darting out of cover.

      She rolled on the ground, aimed, and shot the first sentry before it could reacquire her. The shot exploded and sent the second sentry in a spin at the exact moment it fired at her. The shot went wide but ricocheted off the wall and lodged itself in Lacuna’s right shoulder.

      She dropped her rifle and cried in pain. While the sentry bounced on the wall of the corridor and regained its equilibrium, she tried grabbing the rifle, but the pain was too intense.

      Instead, she tried using her left arm to grab the gun, but the sentry opened fire again and shot the weapon.

      “Lacuna!” barked Boomer.

      A laser-pointer target beamed from the sentry and appeared on her chest. Her heart raced as she stared at the beam and then at Boomer with fear in her eyes.

      “Run!…and goodbye.”

      “Noooo!” screamed Boomer as he jumped out of cover.

      Boomer put himself in front of Lacuna, the targeting laser now appearing on his small chest. He barked twice.

      The sentry bleeped a few times as it hovered there. The air in the corridor felt colder as time seemed to freeze for a moment. After a few more bleeps from the sentry, the targeting laser disengaged, and the sentry left.

      “What just happened?” asked Boomer.

      “I wish I knew, but it looks like you saved my life. I—I was certain that the sentry was going to execute me in cold blood.”

      “Yeah, I had the same feeling.”

      Lacuna painfully sat up and grabbed Boomer’s face. Her eyes watered.

      “And yet you put yourself in front of me with no regard for your own life. That was both brave and irresponsible.”

      Boomer barked.

      She kissed him. “Thank you.”

      Boomer licked her face. “Don’t mention it. How’s your injury?”

      “I’ve seen better days, but…I’ll live.”

      “Do you think you can walk?”

      She grabbed her wounded shoulder, grimacing from the pain.

      “We don’t exactly have a choice, now do we?” She moaned. “Let’s grab Darmak and get the hell out of this place. I think I’ve seen enough of Arcadia Prime for a lifetime.”

      “Yeah, not my favorite vacation spot either.”
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      Kevin could tell 0-0-1 was furious because the AI was more aggressive in his attacks than he had been the entire fight. It was probably a side effect from having control taken over by Myrianna for as long as she had.

      And, therefore, 0-0-1 was opening an avenue in his strategy for Kevin to inflict damage here and there, especially when the AI overextended itself in using some of its tactics. A fireball and knee strike to the face, and slowly but surely biding his time, Kevin was able to keep his focus, waiting for the time to end this fight.

      Kevin managed to grab Myrianna’s body and throw it, cramming it into the dust.

      Kevin! said Ziron in his mind. I’m ready to beam down the smart suit.

      Thanks, Zee. Did you apply the modifications Myrianna requested?

      I did. It’s a strange request, and I suspect that it will fry the power source for good once activated. I sure hope she knows what she’s doing.

      Oh, trust me, she does. As a matter of fact, without her help, I don’t think we’d have survived. And that means Arcadia as well.

      I’m not sure I follow.

      That’s okay, Zee, it’s kind of a long story. I’ll brief you later. I’m ready to receive.

      Kevin blocked a fireball spell with a shielded one, focusing on returning the attack to Myrianna in order to get enough diversion time while the smart suit beamed directly onto him.

      The result was instantaneous, and Kevin morphed into a new form, one foreign to him. His skin turned a grayish-green with scales, and a tremendous sensation of power filled him. He could feel wings grow on his back and claws grew from his fingers. He was transforming into a hybrid between dragon and man.

      “What the hell is this?” asked 0-0-1.

      “That, my friend, is the last thing you’ll ever see.”

      “This is an illusion. You are still weak, and I have taught you only a subset of the tech-sorcerer spells I possess, which still makes me the stronger opponent.”

      “If that’s what you really think, why do you feel the need to vocalize it? Could it be this emotion you’re now sensing is taking over?”

      “And what emotion would that be?”

      “Well, fear, of course.”

      “Ridiculous! I do not let emotions drive me, my programming allows me to override them with logic.”

      “Yes, your evil spawn 8-3-9-6 told me the same, but you know what, I think bonding with biological beings allows you to experience emotions and is part of your original programming. You just chose to focus on all the wrong ones.”

      “Enough!” screamed 0-0-1.

      “I rest my case. I have a planet to save, so it’s time to say goodbye.”

      “You’re not going anywher—”

      But 0-0-1 couldn’t finish his sentence. His motions were jerky, but his arms moved as if casting a spell. Kevin could tell that he was trying to prevent them from moving but was unable to.

      Myrianna had retaken control and was about to cast the time-bubble spell on herself, forever dooming both her and the evil AI. She gritted her teeth, no doubt because of the internal struggle for power happening inside her body. Eventually, she finished the spell and a time bubble enveloped her, giving Kevin plenty of time to launch the mysterious spell.

      What did you do to me? asked 8-3-9-6. I—I’m dying. . .the AI’s garbled voice echoed inside Kevin’s mind. I…I hate you.

      Those were his last words, which confirmed that Myrianna had indeed sent the kill code, and Kevin was free of his own AI overlord.

      Right back at ya! Hope you burn in the digital version of hell.

      Now all that remained was for Kevin to rid the universe of its most dangerous being when he was satisfied that his transformation into a dragon man was complete.

      Myrianna’s body appeared frozen in time as the spell engulfed her. Kevin had one last thought for his old mentor. He still had to convince himself killing her was actually an act of kindness, something that his own beliefs and values had trouble reconciling.

      Dragon! thought Kevin.

      Bright-orange flames formed on the surface of Kevin’s now-scaled skin. At first, there were a thousand little flames, but soon they danced like embers in the wind and combined to create a more cohesive form. Within seconds, multiple fiery dragons were dancing around Kevin’s body. They accelerated, and Kevin didn’t consciously realize when he threw his right fist forward. The dancing, flaming dragons concentrated around his arm before shooting forward, their combined roars echoing all around.

      Time felt like it stopped as Kevin witnessed the multiple fiery creatures advance toward Myrianna.

      Thank you, Kevin. It was Myrianna in his mind. Goodbye, and good luck with your next battles. Never give up, never surrender. That is the way of the warrior, and deep within yourself, you know what must be done!

      The dragons entered the time bubble, and 0-0-1’s look through Myrianna’s eyes turned from anger to despair and then utter fear. Soon, the dragons devoured and consumed her body with fire. It first happened in slow motion, but then the spell ended, and the dragons spun around her charred body at lightning speeds, and in the blink of an eye, her body exploded into a dust cloud.

      Kevin’s new form faded away, and a goop of smart armor nanites fell to the ground and turned black. The smart armor, as predicted by Ziron, had overloaded from the attack and had been destroyed. Kevin would have to count only on his wits and conviction to save the ones he loved from now on.

      Thank you, as well. Rest in peace, Myrianna, you’ve earned it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lacuna didn’t like the fact they hadn’t encountered more resistance on their way to Darmak’s cell. Something was amiss. She was still wondering why the sentry hadn’t fired when Boomer had stepped in front of her.

      She was grateful, of course, but something didn’t add up.

      “It’s too easy. Something’s up,” said Lacuna as they accessed the final corridor leading to their destination.

      “Hey, we can use easy for once,” said Boomer.

      “Normally I would agree, but I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Well, we’re almost there, so what do you want to do? We can always try to come back later for Darmak?”

      Lacuna thought about it, and while it was an option, she felt she owed it to him to get him out. If the positions were reversed, he wouldn’t hesitate and would try to get her out of trouble, no matter how dangerous it was. Though it was still to be determined if that was courage or a lack of understanding of the dangers on his part. He wasn’t the brightest soul, but his heart sure was in the right place.

      “No, let’s get him and then get the hell out of here.”

      Boomer barked.

      They arrived at the cell, and Lacuna used the guard’s device to open the door in under a minute. It slid open, and the light in the cell flickered into existence.

      In the corner of the room sat the Domdori. He must have been sleeping as he yawned and blinked his eyes multiple times.

      “Hey, princess,” said Lacuna playfully. “Sorry to get you out of your slumber, but what do you say we get out of here?”

      “Bothhh! Good see you.”

      “Yeah, likewise, let’s go before we have unwanted visitors.”

      Darmak sluggishly got up to his feet, but his facial expression quickly changed from tired to shocked. Lacuna turned around in time to see four guards armed to the teeth enter the room.

      Boomer growled, and the nearest guard kicked him and sent him crashing into the wall of the cell. He yelped and lost consciousness.

      “Boomer!” screamed Lacuna.

      Another guard punched the one who kicked the beagle.

      “You better hope he’s not badly hurt,” he whispered.

      And there the missing piece of the puzzle that had earlier troubled Lacuna fell into place. They had orders to keep Boomer alive. That’s why the sentry hadn’t executed her earlier.

      Now that Boomer was out of commission, what then?

      “On your knees! Both of you,” ordered the lead guard.

      On a good day, she could probably take care of two or even three of them. But today, and with her shoulder wound, she’d be lucky if she managed to knock one out, let alone four. Therefore, she had no other choice but to obey, ruing the fact that she didn’t listen to her instinct earlier on.

      “Do as they say,” she said.

      Before both her knees had made contact with the floor, Darmak darted forward, and the guards opened fire on him. He still managed to knock them all to the floor, but he collapsed as well.

      “Darmak!” she exclaimed, getting back on her feet.

      Lacuna pushed through her pain and kicked the face of the nearest downed guard before he could react, grabbed his rifle and shot two other guards, stunning them both before the last guard rolled away and shot her in the leg. All the rifles were on stun, so it paralyzed her, and she nearly lost consciousness, but the amount of adrenaline running through her veins allowed her to fight and stay conscious, barely. She fell back on her knees.

      She didn’t know if it was the fact that she had been shot in the leg or if the stun setting was at its minimum. She was in no shape to face the last conscious guard who pointed the muzzle of his blaster rifle centimeters away from her face.

      “Don’t you dare move!” ordered the guard.

      He opened a comlink.

      “Prisoners under control. Request what to do with the female?”

      “What about the dog?” said a female voice from the other side of the link.

      Lacuna knew that voice, she despised it, in fact.

      The guard stared at Boomer. Normally, Lacuna would have taken her chance if she weren’t in such bad shape. But it was a small miracle to have her wits still at this point.

      “It’s unconscious but breathing. The Domdori is stunned along with most of my team. She’s a feisty little one.”

      “Well…it’s probably better she doesn’t survive the encounter then, she attacked you after all. Is that understood?”

      Lacuna couldn’t believe her ears. The princess had ordered her to be executed in cold blood, and even after Lacuna had rescued her sister not so long ago.

      I knew all along she was a cold-hearted witch!

      “Roger that,” said the guard.

      He changed a setting on his blaster rifle and aimed it squarely at Lacuna’s forehand. Her heartbeat accelerated. She wanted to move, try something, anything, but her muscles refused to obey.

      I can’t believe this is how it all ends. Kevin, I love you.
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      Kevin beamed back onto the bridge of the Osiris.

      “Did it work?” asked Ziron.

      Kevin was still under the emotional impact of killing Myrianna, so words were not forthcoming. He nodded instead.

      “The smart suit?”

      It took another moment for Kevin to speak; meanwhile, he shook his head from side to side.

      “Gone.”

      “At least so is your AI. I’d like you to go to sickbay and have the droid remove any trace of the tech from your brain, just to be on the safe side.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      “What about your tech-sorcerer gear?”

      “I’d like nothing more than to remove it as well, but we may still need it. Once we’ve accomplished our mission—and it won’t be a minute too soon—we’ll remove them.”

      Ziron started to purr.

      “What are you doing?” asked Kevin.

      “Sorry. I—I’m just really glad you’re okay.”

      “Thanks. But this ain’t over, not by a long shot. We need to get to our friends. By the way, where are Zelda and Leg’olas?”

      “Roaming around the ship, probably. She seems to be into an exploring phase these days. As for Leg’olas, I honestly have no idea. After we had to put you in stasis, I seldom saw her. I think she doesn’t trust the rest of us as much as she had bonded with you.”

      “She’s shy, indeed. I could have used her help with healing some of my battle damage.”

      “The sickbay droid will be able to help with that.”

      “I guess I’d better drag my butt to sickbay then. I feel like I could collapse and sleep right now.”

      “I’ll come with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Xonax looked at his reflection in the mirror. Despite the titanium jaw of excellent finish, his face had been irreparably disfigured forever, and that was just a hard pill to swallow for someone who had always been vain about his appearance.

      But the newly crowned Kregan Emperor knew his current look was better than death. And he got what he wanted: his father’s head and the throne. Xonax was the true ruler of his people like he always wanted.

      The boy named Kevin had been a formidable adversary, but Xonax’s fleet was on its way to the Terran system, and he looked forward to enslaving all of humankind. Plus, there was something special about these humans—something the Kregan Empire could harvest to take over the rest of the galaxy.

      He’d start with the direct members of the boy’s family and use them as a bargaining chip since he hadn’t heard from Orion 8-3-9-6. By now, the AI should have reported back, so Xonax did not doubt that the boy had managed to outwit it one way or another.

      If anything, that boy was very resourceful, which is why Xonax would have to make sure he acquired someone from Kevin’s family to bargain with on their next encounter. The boy’s sister seemed like the right choice.

      He had already sent multiple agents to grab her, but they failed at getting past the Arcadian sentries that were in place.

      Before being killed, his agents had reported the humans had no real space defenses or ships per se. Conquering their world would be easy. First, he would level their biggest cities and then enslave the survivors.

      Once he had access to the human psyche, it would only be a matter of time for him to develop technology and tactics that rivaled the Arcadian ones.

      But unlike his father, he would not have them bend the knee. No, Xonax was not interested in enslaving their centuries-long enemy; instead, he would wipe them from existence.

      A pain at the top of his lower right jaw brought him back to the present moment and his hideous reflection. The artificial jaw and parts of his neck were painful from time to time, his organic tissue not always playing nice with the metallic appendages.

      A small price to pay indeed, he thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lacuna’s heartbeat was so strong, it felt as if her heart wanted to escape through her chest.

      She could feel the guard’s finger tensing on the trigger, and she was helpless to do anything about it.

      “Nothing personal,” said the guard.

      She never thought these would be the last words she’d hear. She had so much she wanted to tell Kevin, and in these final moments, all her thoughts were ricocheting around inside her mind with the force of a twister, all aimed toward the boy who had stolen her heart.

      She took one last deep breath. “Flipping do it already, you pussy.”

      The muzzle trembled in front of her face, and she closed her eyes. Then moments later, she heard a clanging noise, and her eyes shot open.

      The rifle had fallen to the floor, and the guard had collapsed next to it.

      “What the hell?”

      A furry yellow spider walked from behind the guard’s shoulder and jumped forward.

      “I hope that’s what you wanted me to do?” said Leg’olas.

      Lacuna released the biggest sigh of relief she ever had in her life.

      “Oh my god! You. I—I can’t believe it.”

      “I shouldn’t have?”

      “No, no, dear, you did very well, thank you!”

      Leg’olas jumped for joy on the dead guard’s body. She had such a personality and juvenile attitude, and Lacuna understood then and there why Kevin was so fond of her.

      Lacuna tried to get up, but pain hit her shoulder like a lightning blast, and she yelped.

      “Let me help,” said Leg’olas.

      She climbed up Lacuna’s body and started glowing when she was on top of her shoulder wound. She then licked the last portion of burnt flesh, and soon Lacuna felt no more pain. The numbness in her entire body also quickly faded away.

      “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Where were you? We haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “I was hiding on the big one.”

      “Darmak?”

      Leg’olas moved her small head up and down.

      “Can you help my friends as well?”

      “Absolutely,” said Leg’olas as she jumped from Lacuna’s shoulder.

      Soon, both Boomer and Darmak regained consciousness.

      Boomer was still not used to the sight of the spider, and he growled for a moment until he realized that the spider had healed him.

      “Sorry about that,” said Boomer. “I—I guess I’m still afraid of you.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Kevin’s friends are my friends. Right?”

      Lacuna smiled. “That’s right. We’re all friends here.”

      Lacuna grabbed the rifle in front of her and set it back to stun. She fired a shot at each of the other three guards for good measure.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      After a long-deserved nap, Kevin woke up with more energy than he thought he had ever had. The medical droid was probably to thank for that. It was also the first good night’s sleep he had had in a month.

      He missed Lacuna, though, and hoped she and Boomer and the rest of his friends were okay.

      The shower was a godsend, and after he finished and got dressed, he walked to the bridge.

      “Hello, sleepyhead,” said Ziron.

      “Hi. How long did I sleep?”

      “You don’t want to know, but you woke up just in time. We should arrive at Arcadia soon.”

      “Okay. Sounds good,” said Kevin with a yawn.

      “What’s the plan?”

      “We get in, grab our friends, and get out.”

      “While I like this plan…” but Ziron let the words hang.

      Kevin smiled. “Okay, what’s wrong with the plan, Zee?”

      “We need to think long term. Getting back our friends, while the evident priority, will still not make it easy for us to stop the Kregan fleet who are on their way to Earth.”

      “Are we still on time to do this?”

      Kevin dreaded the answer.

      “Fortunately, Arcadian hyperdrive engines are much faster than Kregan ones. So, yes, it’s going to be close, and if we manage to get our hands on ships by the end of this day, we should be able to catch Xonax’s fleet.”

      “Why do I sense a but coming?”

      “However,” said Ziron with a smile, “I don’t think Kalliopy will let us borrow any ships voluntarily.”

      “No Princess this time around?”

      “As far as I’m concerned, she lost both title and privilege when she refused to help you and when she imprisoned our friends. She’s no longer my princess. But that’s not the worst of it, I don’t think she has the well being of the Arcadian people at heart anymore.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You may want to sit down for this one, Kev.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      Ziron’s face turned cold. “Worse.”

      Kevin sat on a nearby chair. “I’m listening.”

      “Funny you would say that. Here is a recording I intercepted while you were resting.”

      Zee played the conversation between a guard and the princess where she ordered him to execute Lacuna.

      “Is Lacuna…?”

      “I wish I could tell you she’s okay, but the truth is, I don’t know...I haven’t heard any more chatter on that frequency, so I take it as a good sign.”

      Kevin, however, wasn’t as optimistic as Zee, but he knew that he had to keep the faith. If he thought, for even a single moment, that Lacuna had been killed, he would come apart at the seams.

      No, Kevin had to believe that she was still alive. That didn’t stop his anger and rage from taking over.

      “I’m going to kill her!”

      “I know how you feel. I couldn’t believe my ears either. But I know Kalliopy, and something doesn’t add up.”

      “She’s a raging lunatic of a woman is what she is, and she must be stopped.”

      “Be that as it may, listen to me, Kevin. She’s been very different since we got her back from Xonax’s grasp. I think they may have brainwashed her.”

      “And the basis for this conclusion is. . .?”

      “We’ve had a couple of assassination attempts targeted toward Kalliopy in the past. People close to her suddenly tried to kill her. Upon investigation, we found some strange neural patterns. The Kregan have been experimenting with mind control for a while, and it seems they’ve gotten better at it over the years.”

      “So she’s doing all of this outside of her knowledge, is that what you’re saying?”

      “That’s my theory, yes. But I have no proof, only a strong gut feeling.”

      Part of Kevin wanted to believe this. After all, she had seemed like such a sweet princess the first time he met her. He could sense no malice emanating from her. And if one person in this universe was ideally positioned to understand what it felt like not to be in control of one’s actions, it was Kevin.

      He knew all too well how helpless and horrible that sensation was.

      “Alright, I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt but only as far as we don’t risk our lives in the process. Agreed?”

      “Absolutely, we can’t afford any more delays.”

      “That we certainly can’t. We need to expose her, though, and fast.”

      “Yes, but without a smart armor, it won’t be easy.”
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      Lacuna, Boomer, and their friends were running down a corridor as laser blasts flew by. The entire palace was after them the moment the princess discovered they had not been captured and Lacuna was still alive.

      It also didn’t seem they cared so much about Boomer’s life anymore, which in itself was bad since the group of friends was largely outnumbered.

      “We can’t continue to run blindly away from everyone we encounter,” protested Boomer.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” answered Lacuna, gasping for air.

      They had been running for what felt like hours, and they were all pretty tired.

      Darmak turned around and shot three of the four guards following them. What the Domdori lacked in intelligence, he more than made up for in sharp shooting and was probably the only reason they were still alive.

      He rolled to the side to dodge incoming fire and aimed his last shot.

      The fourth guard was hit in the chest, dead center, and he collapsed to the ground.

      “Clear,” said Darmak.

      The party stopped running and took giant breaths of air in between their panting.

      “I’m too old for this shit,” said Boomer.

      “You, old?” asked Lacuna, raising her eyebrows.

      “It’s a dog and human thing, you wouldn’t understand.”

      “Right now, I’m not even trying to understand. We need a way off this planet.”

      “Well, our last attempt at punching a hole through the launch bay’s security hasn’t really worked in our favor.”

      “That’s because we tried the brute-force approach. And let’s face it, we’re outnumbered and outgunned here. We need to use our respective noggins to get ourselves out of this.”

      “Got betta idea, bothhh?” asked Darmak, the only member of the party not panting for air with every single breath.

      “The transporters,” she answered.

      “Right,” confirmed Boomer with a bark. “Let’s beam directly into a ship. I like this plan!”

      “Not just any ship. I’m sure her majesty has thought of that, and each transport will be loaded with guards.”

      “We could beam their asses out of them before we beam in,” proposed Boomer.

      “That’s a great idea, I wonder why I hadn’t thought of it.”

      Boomer panted a few times, his tongue sticking out, before answering:

      “Give yourself a break, that’s a side effect of not having enough oxygen getting to your brain.”

      Lacuna acquiesced with a smile.

      “Alright, but let’s do something she would never think us capable of doing. That should give us the edge and reduce the odds of falling into another trap.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      She brought up a holo-map from the guard’s device she still carried around. “First, we need to get there,” she said, pointing at the map.

      “Wut’s dhere, bothhh?” said Darmak.

      Any normal day Darmak’s limited speech capabilities would make Lacuna cringe because of all the lessons she had him take and producing such limited results. But today wasn’t a normal day.

      “The palace’s main computer core.”
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        * * *

      

      The Osiris exited hyperspace.

      “Did we arrive?” asked Kevin.

      “Not quite yet. We’ll finish the last part of the journey on sub-light speed to avoid detection. It will cost us a little time, but it’s the only way to be stealthy with our approach.”

      “I like stealthy when the odds are so strongly against us. But how will you get us there undetected?”

      “I created most of the defense systems used on Arcadia Prime and onboard the ships. So I modified our energy signature and shields to emit background sensor data instead of a ship’s signature. I’m not sure how efficient it will be, but hopefully, it will give us the edge we need so they don’t detect our arrival.”

      “Which would be bad, right?”

      “Very. Most of the fleet is around the planet, and they’d blow us out of the sky in an instant if they received the order. If my theory about Kalliopy holds true, she’s fully capable of giving that order.”

      Kevin didn’t like the sound of that. Even if she would do so because of her current state of mind and how it had been programmed, part of him was still angered by the fact she had put all their lives in jeopardy.

      “How do we prove Kalliopy has been brainwashed?” asked Kevin.

      “I need access to the central computer on Arcadia to hack the secret files on the Kregan psychological torture methods and brain scans. Once I have that data, I can send you a pattern to use on this scanner.”

      Ziron handed him a small, portable holo-pad.

      “Is that like a tricorder?”

      While Kevin mostly never paid attention to Ziron’s eye blink as he accessed and downloaded memories from Kevin’s mind when he didn’t understand a certain word or phrase, this time he caught a glimpse of it.

      “Yes, something like that. Once you’re in front of her, I’ll activate it remotely and compare her brain patterns with the one from the research.”

      “Sounds simple enough.”

      “It may take some time to get around all the firewalls. While I helped create most of them, I haven’t dabbled in security subroutines in quite a while.”

      “I’m confident you’ll manage, Zee. My priority is finding our friends, so hopefully, that will give you the time you need. Can we locate them with their subspace implants?”

      “I have tried and failed to do so ever since they were thrown in prison.”

      “Do you think their implants have been removed? Hopefully, they’re still here.”

      “I don’t know, and yes, let’s hope they are still being held on Arcadia Prime. As per why I couldn’t locate them, I think it may be a jamming field of some kind. It would make no sense for the Arcadians to remove their tracker, if only for them to keep an eye on their prisoners. So once you beam down, the holo-pad should help you punch through the jamming field. I’ve programmed it to amplify the subspace signal through all the jamming algorithms I know of.”

      “Alright. What’s our ETA?”

      “We’ll get to a safe beaming distance in about five minutes. I’ll transport you directly into the palace’s prison. Beaming you in will most likely activate another layer of jamming, and it will take me another twenty-five to arrive in orbit of the planet, so if things go badly and you need to make a run for it, you may have to improvise your way out of there.”

      “I’ll make it work, don’t worry. Can you start hacking at the central computer to get the data you need? And once we get that data, whom do we deliver it to? Kalliopy’s entourage is unlikely to trust us.”

      “I believe our only hope is Admiral Corso; he’s the only one who can help us at this point. But I’ll take care of that, you just focus on getting our friends to safety.”

      “Understood.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey toward the palace’s computer core had been long and fraught with dangers. On multiple occasions, the team, led by Lacuna, had to repel sentries and armed forces.

      They finally made it to the main computer core access corridor, but a dozen guards secured the entrance.

      “Dammit,” swore Lacuna under her breath.

      “That’s a whole lot of guards,” Boomer confirmed.

      “Too many for a frontal assault. We need to figure out a way to thin the herd.”

      “I think I can help with that.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I could bark and have them follow me down this way,” Boomer said and pointed at the opposite end of the intersection. “I’ll run and lead them away from the entrance, and that should give you time to dispatch the ones who stay behind.”

      “That could work, but it may be very dangerous. Doesn’t seem like your survival is at the top of their priority list anymore. You could get injured or killed. I don’t like the fact you’d be doing it alone.”

      “I’ll go with him,” Leg’olas enthusiastically proposed.

      “There’s no way you can run as fast as I can,” said Boomer.

      “I won’t need to. I’ll hitch a ride on your back.”

      Boomer’s face froze as the words sunk in.

      “No, no, no, no, no, noooooo. No way.”

      “Boomer,” insisted Lacuna.

      “There’s no way I will voluntarily let Leg’olas climb on me. No offense.”

      “None take—” but Leg’olas never finished her sentence.

      Lacuna grabbed her from Darmak’s shoulder who, unlike most of them, wasn’t scared of spiders and threw the yellow arachnid onto Boomer’s back.

      “What about involuntarily then?” she said with a playful grin.

      Boomer started madly running while yelping. It probably wasn’t the type of diversion he had in mind when he proposed the plan, but it worked all the same. Half of the contingent of guards followed him down the corridor and were about to pass in front of Lacuna and Darmak, both on the other side of the intersection, under cover.

      Lacuna turned to Darmak. The pounding of the guards’ boots smacking the floor grew louder.

      “Okay,” she said as the guards approached. “When they go past us, we take the other guards down.”

      But rather than answer her, Darmak got up and darted forward.

      “Wait, what are you doing?”

      He spread his large arms and bumped into the half-dozen guards and knocked them against the wall.

      Lacuna exhaled. “Or we can do that.”

      Blaster fire opened up, and Lacuna gestured Darmak back to cover.

      “Way to follow orders!”

      “Dats not the plan?”

      “No, that was not the plan. Never mind. We’re about to be overrun. That way,” she said, pointing to the far end of the corridor. “Run as fast as you can, now!”

      They ran away like a team of scared horses. While running, and only moments before blaster fire screamed past their heads, Lacuna explained the other part of their plan.

      “I go left, you go right, then ten paces, turn back, you shoot three, and I shoot three.”

      “Bothhh shoot three?”

      As a blaster burned though locks of her hair, she revised her plan. If there was something Darmak was good at, it was shooting.

      “Okay, you shoot four, and I shoot two.”

      “Oooookay.”

      Fortunately, their followers were also busy running, which made their fire spread wide, and Lacuna and Darmak reached the next intersection without getting hit.

      They forked in opposite directions, and after ten paces, Lacuna turned, but Darmak was still running.

      You gotta be kidding me!

      “Dumdum! I said ten paces.”

      Darmak stopped and scratched his head.

      For the love of gods.

      “Turn around!”

      Darmak turned at the exact moment the guards reached the intersection. Lacuna opened fire and missed her first shot but stunned a guard with her second shot. Miraculously, her missed shot also missed Darmak who stood behind the guards at the other end.

      She kneeled and steadied her aim. She couldn’t take the chance of stunning Darmak. If she did, it would be game over.
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      Kevin beamed down to the prison, and the first thing he saw was bodies on the ground. They were still breathing. He grabbed one of the rifles on the floor, made sure it was set to maximum stun, and shot the guards. The last thing he needed was for one of them to wake up and surprise him later.

      As he made his way through the cell’s sectors, he encountered more guards, some of them were regaining consciousness, and it took no effort to send them back to sleep.

      Once the coast seemed clear, he took the holo-pad out of his pocket and activated it.

      “Establishing subspace connection,” Ziron’s synthesized voice said from the scanner.

      Kevin smiled. He probably thought I’d miss him.

      On some level, he was right. While Kevin knew how important it was to accomplish this mission, he was surprised how anxious it made him being on his own. Most likely a side effect from being separated from his friends for so long and having his body used as an automaton by a vile AI.

      Kevin shook the thought away.

      That’s one experience I’m looking forward to forgetting.

      “Jamming field disabled. Connection established,” cooed the scanner.

      “Kevin, can you hear me?”

      “Five by five. What’s our status?”

      “I’ve established a link to their security systems; it should only take a moment for me to locate our friends. Hang on.”

      “Roger that.”

      A buzzing noise behind Kevin caught his attention, and he turned around just in time to see a flying drone open fire. He plunged to the ground but landed ungracefully, and his rifle slipped from his hands and flew forward. Kevin rolled to the side, anticipating the drone’s next attack and incinerated his target with a well-aimed fireball spell. The spherical device exploded with a satisfying noise.

      “What was that?” asked Ziron.

      “Just some automated defense system,” said Kevin as he walked to recover the lost rifle.

      “Alright, I’ve located our friends. They’re not too far from your current position; transferring a map and their location to your scanner, but you may want to hurry.”

      Kevin saw the holo-map draw on his scanner’s screen accompanied by a blinking red dot.

      “Why’s that?”

      “I’m detecting multiple life-sign signatures along with their subspace tracker and energy discharges.”

      Kevin darted forward, missing the times where he wore a suit that allowed him to morph into a big speedy cat.
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        * * *

      

      To say Lacuna’s plan didn’t go as she’d hoped was an understatement of epic proportions. Some of the guards had personal shielding, something she had not anticipated, and while Darmak continued to impress with his sniper-like accuracy, only half the guards got neutralized in the crossfire.

      “Darmak, plan B, run for it!”

      The Domdori darted forward, and Lacuna was immediately sorry for not being more accurate in her orders. She fired her rifle in fully automatic mode, making sure it distracted the guards’ attention toward her. She quickly regretted her decision when four of them faced her while her stun shots bounced off their personal shields.

      One of the guards kept firing at Darmak and scored a few hits on his shoulder and leg. He crashed into the guard, which illuminated its personal shield and sent her friend crashing on his back, unconscious.

      Things were not looking good, and Lacuna switched her rifle to full power, but before she could land a single shot, the guards hit both her left thigh and rifle, sending it exploding toward the nearby wall.

      Lacuna turned tail and ran, but another laser blast burned through her right leg and she stumbled to the ground and fell face first.

      She painfully turned around as two of the guards approached her, laser sights pointing at her chest.

      “Don’t move!” they ordered.

      “What do I do with the big brute?” asked the guard who Darmak had crashed into.

      “He’s of no importance, finish him.”

      “No!” protested Lacuna.

      One of the guards kicked her in the jaw as a response.

      “Shut up!”

      “Shouldn’t we just execute her too and be done with them?” the other guard inquired.

      “Believe me, the princess will reward us handsomely if she’s given the chance to execute her in person.”

      Lacuna’s head throbbed with pain, and she was barely listening to the guards; instead, her eyes focused on the third guard walking toward Darmak. He pointed his rifle at the Domdori’s head.

      I’m sorry, Darmak.

      Suddenly, Boomer shot in between the guard’s legs, distracting him and forcing him to turn around. What happened next was gruesome. Leg’olas, having grown into a giant form, rammed into the guard with such force that the guard splattered all over the wall behind him.

      One of the guards near Lacuna turned and opened fire at Boomer, who zigzagged his way forward. Lacuna couldn’t tell if the guard was inept or if he was playing with his prey. The other guard shot wide, trying to bring Leg’olas down, but the blasts bounced off her.

      Lacuna couldn’t let Boomer get shot, so she rolled forward and swiped the guard’s legs. A decision she immediately regretted as thousands of volts coursed through her when her leg impacted with the guard’s personal shield.

      Boomer jumped at the guard and suffered the same fate as Lacuna as the Arcadian guard instinctively raised his hand toward the beagle. The guard’s shield lit up and sent Boomer crashing to the floor, convulsing.

      “Boomer!” Lacuna tried to shout, but her voice was affected by the current still dissipating in her.

      Both guards aimed and fired at Leg’olas once they saw what she had done to their comrade.

      “Run. Run, Leg’olas,” said Lacuna as loud as she could.

      With every new shot she deflected off her yellow skin, Leg’olas shrunk in size, so she obeyed Lacuna and turned tail. Soon she disappeared behind an intersection.

      “Did you see the size of that thing?” said one of the guards.

      “I hate spiders!” said the other.

      They turned back to Lacuna.

      “Who doesn’t? Now what do we do with her?”

      The other guard pointed his rifle at Lacuna.

      “Screw the reward—”

      But then both guards were catapulted upward, as if snatched by an invisible force, where they hung in midair.

      “You’ll regret hurting my friends!” shouted a familiar voice behind Lacuna.

      Two fireballs shot over her head and incinerated the guards as they screamed before being burned to a crisp.

      When Lacuna turned, she couldn’t believe her eyes.

      “K—Kevin, is…that you?” she said in a weak voice.

      He kneeled toward her, helped her get back to her feet, and kissed her passionately.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you’re truly here,” said Lacuna.

      Kevin smiled. “I’m sorry for all you’ve been through.”

      “Don’t…worry about me,” complained Boomer with a strained voice, “I’m okay.”

      “Buddy!” exclaimed Kevin as he ran to his friend. “You sure you’re okay?”

      The beagle shook his head vigorously, his tail bouncing back and forth from the motion. “I’ll live.”

      Kevin’s eyes focused on Darmak. “What about him?”

      Lacuna ran past and checked her friend. “He’s still breathing, but his pulse is weak.”

      She then put two fingers in her mouth and whistled loudly. “Leg’olas, come back, we need you.”

      Soon, the spider walked on top of Darmak’s large chest, and a bright-white aura engulfed them both.

      Boomer jumped into Kevin’s arms and licked his face for a long time.

      “It’s good to see you too, Boomer,” said Kevin.

      When Darmak was back on his feet, Lacuna returned near Kevin.

      “What about the AI?”

      “It’s gone, for good this time.”

      “That’s a relief,” said Lacuna. “What’s next?”

      “We remove the princess from the throne, commandeer her fleet, and save my world.”

      “What?” barked Boomer. “What’s the matter with Earth?”

      “Xonax is on his way to either destroy or enslave its population. We can’t let that happen.”

      “Obviously,” said Boomer as he jumped back to the floor. “Tell me you’ve got a smart armor for me so I can kick some butt!”

      Kevin shook his head solemnly. “I’m afraid not, I burned the last one defeating 8-3-9-6’s master.”

      “That thing had a master?” asked Lacuna.

      “Long story short, it did. They’re both gone now.”

      Leg’olas crawled all the way up Kevin’s body to his shoulder.

      “Good to see you,” said Kevin.

      “Me too. Leg’olas did good, didn’t she?”

      “You did fantastic.”

      The yellow spider jumped for joy a couple of times.

      “We better get going,” proposed Lacuna.

      “Yeah,” said Kevin, “next stop, the throne room.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Kevin stopped just before arriving at the throne room, and everyone behind him did the same.

      “What’s going on?” asked Lacuna.

      “Hang on, gotta check something.”

      Kevin opened a channel on his multi-purpose scanner device.

      “Zee, are you ready to scan the princess and, if necessary, transmit the data to the fleet admiral?”

      “We’re good to go, Kevin. Good luck,” said Ziron.

      “Thank you. See you soon…hopefully.”

      “None of that Kevin, we still have Earth to save.”

      Kevin took a deep breath, the stakes never being higher until now, with his planet and his family now in the crossfire.

      “Roger that.”

      Once the channel was off, Kevin turned toward his friends.

      “Be on your toes, if Zee is correct and the princess has been brainwashed by the Kregan Empire, she may not hesitate and try to kill us all.”

      Lacuna nodded while Boomer growled.

      “Buddy,” said Kevin to his dog friend, “without smart armor, you’re too vulnerable. I think it would be better if Ziron beamed you back onboard the Osiris.”

      “No way,” Boomer barked. “We’ve been apart for way too long, and I’m not leaving your side, and that ain’t open for discussion either.”

      Kevin wanted to argue but smiled instead. He had to admit he understood his furry friend’s argument. He didn’t want to be separated either.

      “Very well, but please, be very careful.” Kevin looked at the rest of his friends. “That goes for all of you, there’s been enough pain and suffering.”

      “Can we shoot her?” asked Lacuna. “I’m not gonna lie, it’s a very tempting option right now.”

      “I second that,” said Boomer.

      “I’m afraid not, unless it’s the absolute last resort. Xonax is on his way to Earth with an entire fleet. My planet has no defense against him, so we’re the only hope for seven billion people right now. The only way we have to stop Xonax is to commandeer the Arcadian fleet, and killing the princess will put us at a disadvantage in trying to convince the admiral to borrow his fleet.”

      Lacuna shrugged. “Had to ask. I hope you realize we may have to take that fleet by force.”

      Kevin knew all too well that asking the Arcadians to part with their precious fleet would not be easy, and perhaps they’d have to improvise.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      The throne room door exploded and was briefly engulfed in an inferno before Kevin walked through the remnant flames, followed by his friends.

      On the other side of the giant room, atop a dozen stairs, sat Princess Kalliopy, seemingly unfazed by the brutal entrance. Determination and anger fueled in Kevin’s eyes as he walked forward. He had to restrain himself from unleashing his wrath, even though his human nature called for blood for all he’d been through from Kalliopy.

      But if Ziron were correct, it had not been something the princess had done consciously, and, therefore, she might just be a victim. Kevin hated to think what he would do if that weren’t the case though.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” Kalliopy said, her voice both calm and creepy.

      “Story of my life,” answered Kevin.

      “Guards!” she shouted.

      A dozen guards appeared on top of the balconies.

      “There, there,” said Kevin confidently, “we wouldn’t want things to escalate, would we?”

      Kalliopy raised her hand, and the guards all aimed at Kevin. They had heavy-range weaponry—plasma launchers from the looks of it. Lacuna and Darmak reacted instantly and aimed back at the guards with their blaster rifles.

      Kevin made a fist. “Hold your position, set your weapons to stun, and do not fire unless I say so,” said Kevin.

      Boomer barked in protest.

      “Just do as I say,” insisted Kevin.

      Kalliopy smiled. “Kill him,” she said as she slashed her hand downward, signaling her guards to open fire. But their plasma bolts all seemed to advance in slow motion. The princess’ gaze fell upon the blue energy emanating from Kevin’s hand.

      He had cast a double-time bubble on each side of himself and in between him and the guards, slowing the enemy’s fire to a crawl.

      Kevin sighed, shaking his head from side to side.

      “Now!” he said.

      Lacuna and Darmak unleashed a flurry of weapons fire toward the balconies, sending one guard down after another. Kevin cast a sleep spell on some guards as well to help expedite the task.

      Kevin was halfway to the throne where he could see deep within the princess’ eyes. Unsurprisingly, he saw little to no emotion, except slight shock, which he attributed to how easily he had thwarted her plan.

      “Now we have two options,” said Kevin. “We can do this the easy way or…need I say more?”

      “You fool, you think your little parlor tricks will be enough to kill me?”

      Kevin tried to cast a sleep spell on her, but it didn’t take.

      He sighed. “Who said anything about killing you?”

      Kevin mentally opened a channel to Ziron.

      Where are we with the brain scan? I can’t seem to put her to sleep.

      Which is a good sign that she’s been brainwashed, replied Ziron, but not proof in itself. You just entered scanning range, keep her occupied for a minute or two.

      Roger that.

      Kalliopy jumped from her throne and stood firm.

      “Well, if you’re not going to kill me,” she smirked, “then let’s have some fun. Goliath! You’re up.”

      Why don’t I like the sound of that?

      Oh no! said Ziron. Not Goliath.

      Before Kevin could ask what Goliath was, a giant mech landed in front of him, cracking the marble floor and making the entire throne room tremble.

      Oh, for crying out loud.

      Lacuna and Darmak didn’t wait for Kevin’s order this time, and they unleashed their weapons on the massive mech in vain. All the blaster fire bounced off its thick armor.

      Kevin added to the firepower with three fireball spells engulfing the advancing mech into a ball of flames, but just like the blaster fire, the mech didn’t seem bothered.

      Zee! Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with this?

      Well…Some time ago, before we met, I was tasked to create a royal personal guard of sorts.

      You gotta be shitting me. How do I destroy it?

      Short of a smart armor…I’m not sure.

      There’s irony for you. If I live through this, you and I will talk.

      Kevin jumped and rolled to the side when a metallic fist three times his body size tried to turn him into a pancake. Kevin turned around and reached with both palms toward the time bubbles he had previously created. He used a telekinetic spell to reorient them and darted toward his friends.

      “Get cover!” he shouted as he released the time bubbles.

      Dozens of strong plasma bolts shot toward the mech and exploded one after the other, engulfing the mech into a red-and-orange inferno.

      “That has to kill it, right?” said Kevin.

      But when three laser pointers emerged from the resulting smoke and all locked onto his chest, he had the answer to his question.

      Boomer barked repeatedly and shot forward, and the laser pointers tried acquiring him instead.

      “What the hell are you doing Boomer?!”

      “You’re welcome,” he barked.

      But then the mech opened fire at Boomer, and Kevin had to react quickly and cast a shield around his faithful friend. The multiple rockets exploded only meters away from the beagle, but the shield deflected their damage.

      “This is not a game! You could have been killed.”

      Boomer preferred not answering.

      The mech stepped out of the smoke and was dangerously close to Kevin and his friends.

      Time for plan B.
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      Ziron was analyzing data from Kevin’s scanner after his engagement with the Goliath. He had to rewrite a signal booster on the fly as the scanner kept fading in and out of range.

      The Sphynx knew very well that the predicament his friends were in was mostly his fault, so he couldn’t just ask Kevin to stand closer to the princess.

      After a couple of minutes, the signal was strong again.

      “Mira, please analyze her majesty’s brain pattern with the files we have on Kregan interrogation techniques.”

      “Analyzing now,” said Mira.

      “Divert all the CPU power you can spare to that task, time is of the essence.”

      “You mean so our friends don’t get killed by your abomination of a personal guard on the surface?”

      Zee hissed. The truth, no matter how ugly it was, hurt.

      “Very mature,” added Mira. “I’m so glad their lives depend on you right now.”

      As much as Ziron wanted to retort, he couldn’t spare the time, and his fingers interacted with his holo-console faster than they had before, trying to boost Mira’s processing power.

      “Brain pattern match,” she said a few seconds after Ziron overclocked some of her CPUs. “Thanks for the boost.”

      “Don’t mention it. You know what to do.”

      “Opening a channel to the lead ship in orbit.”
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        * * *

      

      “Kevin,” said Ziron. “It’s confirmed. Kalliopy has been brainwashed; we’re talking to the admiral now.”

      Kevin rolled and erected a shield to block three more rockets intent on turning his body to shreds, flames bursting all around him.

      Thank god I still have my tech-sorcerer abilities or we’d be toast, quite literally.

      “Please tell me he just has a single button to press to disable this monstrosity?!”

      “Errrr.”

      “You gotta be shitting me, Zee, I’m gonna skin you alive.”

      “The Goliath is under the direct control of the princess, only she can deactivate it.”

      “In other words, it ain’t gonna happen!”

      But Ziron didn’t think that deserved a response.

      “I’m running out of steam, Zee. Another few minutes and my tech-sorcerer implants will be out of power. Can you beam that thing out of here at least?”

      “The Goliath is equipped with anti-locking technology,” said Ziron.

      “Of course it is,” said Kevin between gritted teeth as he blasted more rockets with fireball spells.

      There had been so many explosions in the throne room, it was getting hard for Kevin to see in front of him, and most of his fighting was instinctual at this point.

      “What about your emergency beacon?”

      “Mmm. That could work.”

      “It better! Get ready to beam Goliath ten klicks from the Osiris, and blast that damn thing to smithereens the moment it reappears.”

      “Is that really necessary? I can probably reprogram it.”

      “I don’t have time to argue this, just do as I say!”

      “Understood.”

      Kevin darted toward the Goliath, used the strongest telekinetic spell, and aimed at the mech’s leg currently connecting with the floor. It stumbled and crashed on its back, definitely ruining the marble flooring.

      Kevin grabbed the transport beacon and shouted a countdown for Zee to hear over the comms.

      “In five…four…”

      Kevin skid on the floor toward the robot. “Three…”

      “You need to place the beacon dead center on its chest,” interrupted Ziron.

      “Some friend you are,” spat Kevin. “Hang on.”

      Kevin jumped and ran up the mech’s leg and used telekinetic energy to propel himself in the air to dodge a giant mech fist coming at him from the side.

      Screw it; let’s wing this one.

      Kevin threw the beacon toward Goliath and some of his telekinetic spell to ensure its trajectory.

      “Get ready, Zee.”

      A second before the beacon arrived, Kevin used his remaining energy in one last telekinetic push to clear the area.

      “Now!” he shouted and at the exact moment became frozen in midair, red energy engulfing him.

      What? A tractor beam? But…

      Kevin understood what it would mean if he was beamed with Goliath into space.

      Lacuna, who was still firing at the Goliath in vain, caught a glimpse of Kevin’s eyes and understood what was happening. Kevin tried casting a time bubble spell, but he was out of juice. Nevertheless, time seemed to freeze at that moment.

      “Noooooooo!” Lacuna screamed.

      Kevin swallowed hard as he could feel the beam about to initiate.

      “I love you,” said Kevin, not sure she could hear him.

      Darmak ripped Lacuna’s rifle from her hands and jumped toward Kevin. He overshot and arrived behind him, getting caught as well by the mech’s tractor beam.

      Kevin turned and looked at the Domdori. Darmak smiled at him.

      “Goodbye,” said Darmak.

      He then smashed both rifles together, and everything went boom.

      Kevin felt the explosion and was catapulted away from a transported Goliath.
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        * * *

      

      On board the Osiris, Ziron had the coordinates locked with plasma guns, his paw hovering over the firing controls when his mech invention appeared on the port bow.

      “What are you doing?” asked Mira when Ziron didn’t open fire.

      Ziron kept looking at Goliath, and the mech was clearly disoriented from being in space, but soon it got its bearings and opened fired on the Osiris.

      Three rockets came toward the bridge and exploded halfway through.

      “What?” said Ziron.

      The holographic version of Mira materialized in front of him as three plasma shots took the Goliath out to space.

      “Kevin said to destroy the damn thing! Or have you forgotten what happens when we don’t listen to him?”

      Ziron blinked several times. “I—I thought we could use it later.”

      “I don’t want to hear it. From now on, you’d be well advised to obey every one of Kevin’s orders. If it weren’t for him, we’d all be dead ten times over.”

      Mira’s words echoed through Ziron’s mind. She was right. Kevin, even if a youngling by any galactic standard, had not led them astray.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “So that you know, I’ve transferred all captain command codes to Kevin. From now on, he supersedes your authority onboard this ship.”

      Mira’s holographic facial traits showed clear anger before she vanished out of thin air.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin bounced off the ground unceremoniously and rolled to the floor until he stopped at Lacuna’s feet. Her expression was frozen as she realized that Darmak was gone.

      Tears fell down her face.

      “I—I’m sorry,” said Kevin. “He… he…” but Kevin couldn’t bring himself to finish his sentence.

      She looked at him and swiped her tears away.

      “He gave his life for yours, as he knew how I felt about you.”

      Kevin didn’t know what to say. He never expected this to happen.

      She kneeled by his side and kissed him.

      “I will miss him,” she said. “But I don’t know what I would have done if you had died instead. So, even though it hurts, I’m thankful for what he did.”

      “How did he know it would work?”

      “Like yours, his instincts are. . .were usually pretty good.”

      Kevin sighed. Every bone in his body hurt, and as if on queue, Leg’olas climbed on his shoulder and healed his wounds.

      They stayed silent for a minute, and the look inside Lacuna’s eyes suddenly turned from sadness to hatred. She rose.

      “I’m going to kill her, and then I’ll shoot her again for good measure,” she spat.

      Kevin got up, but Lacuna was already running toward the throne.

      “No! Lacuna, please don’t!”

      Kevin ran as fast as he could, but Lacuna had too much of a head start for him to catch up. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Boomer shoot past him on his left side and ram in between her legs, sending her crashing at the bottom of the throne stairs.

      Lacuna was furious, and she grabbed Boomer by the collar and threatened to punch his lights out. Boomer growled.

      “No!” screamed Kevin as he reached them both. “If Kalliopy were herself, then yes, I’d agree and in fact I’d even help you kill her. But she’s been brainwashed; she is not in control anymore. The real her is innocent and doesn’t deserve to die. So after all I’ve been through, if I can make that distinction, so can you. Don’t you think?”

      Lacuna growled. “That won’t bring Darmak back.”

      “No, it won’t, and we both have to live with that.”

      Lacuna released Boomer and patted his head.

      “I’m sorry, Boomer.”

      “I really thought you’d punch the crap out of me,” he said yelping.

      “I—I almost did.”

      On top of the stairs, a dozen figures beamed in front of the throne—armed guards, the admiral and Athala, the princess’ sister.

      Kalliopy smiled when she saw the admiral as well as her sister.

      “These intruders have tried to kill me,” said Kalliopy. “Have them arrested immediately. We’ll execute them before dinner.”

      The group stayed silent for a moment, tension rising in the room.

      “Admiral, I gave you a direct order!” shouted Kalliopy.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” said Corso. “Guard, place the princess under arrest. I’m relieving you of your command, your majesty.”
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      “What?” protested Kalliopy. “You can’t do that! Guards, arrest this traitor.” She pointed at the admiral.

      The guards stopped, hesitating.

      “Carry out my orders,” the admiral reiterated, “or you’ll never again serve in the Arcadian Military forces. The princess is not herself, it’s for her own good.”

      “And who will lead our world?” said Kalliopy as she tried getting the guards off her.

      “I will,” said Athala. “Until you get better, that is.”

      Kevin, Lacuna, and Boomer climbed the stairs and joined the admiral.

      “Thanks,” said Kevin.

      The admiral saluted.

      “It is we who should thank you, young man. We owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      Kevin gave the admiral a wide smile. “Funny you should say that…”

      The admiral raised a hand. “Hang on a second, please.”

      Kevin nodded.

      The admiral then gestured Athala toward the throne. She sat, and the admiral kneeled.

      “What are your orders, Princess?”

      Athala smiled and pointed toward Kevin.

      Her next words, though, were the last thing Kevin expected to hear.

      “Do exactly what that young man tells you to do. He’s saved our world, and we wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for his courage and determination. It’s only fair that we help him in return. I, for one, owe this boy my life.”

      “As you command,” said the admiral.
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        12 hours later

      

      

      Kevin and Lacuna were lying in bed, wrapped in each other’s arms. He kissed her forehead, and she opened her eyes.

      “Hey you,” he said.

      “Hey…Did I fall asleep?”

      “We both did. I think we needed it.”

      “Well, after your performance, I’m not surprised,” she said with a wink.

      Kevin’s face turned red.

      “Not what I was referring to.”

      She smiled. “Still…”

      “Yeah, well, at least I can say I did that before…”

      But Kevin didn’t finish his sentence.

      “None of that. From now on, we don’t lose anyone anymore, deal?”

      “I’d love to say yes, but we’re about to have two giant armadas go at one another, so can’t exactly expect a no-casualty scenario.”

      “I know this is gonna sound insensitive, but I don’t care how many Arcadian ships or crew bite the dust. I was talking about us—you, me, and our friends.”

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      Except, Kevin wasn’t exactly thrilled at the idea there would be casualties in the coming battle, Arcadian or otherwise. That was the nature of war, and these armadas would have fought down the line anyway, but this time, Kevin would be in command of the Arcadian fleet and the fate of his entire planet.

      No pressure.

      “Sorry,” said Lacuna, “I know I shouldn’t have said these things out loud.”

      “It’s alright, you’re entitled to your opinion. And you saying things as they are is one of the reasons I love you.”

      She smiled, and they kissed for what felt like a very long time.

      Kevin wished they could stay in this moment forever, but he knew they needed to get dressed soon and go work on his attack plan.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was walking in the corridors of the Osiris when Ziron joined him.

      “Hey, Zee.”

      “Hi…do you have a minute?”

      “Sure, don’t we have days until we catch up with the fleet?”

      “We do, almost three in fact.”

      “Which reminds me, why is it taking so long to get there? I got the impression coming to your galaxy was faster the first time around.”

      “You’re correct, that’s because on the way back, we used a wormhole, but that particular singularity only works one way.”

      “I see.”

      “What were you up to just now? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “Just brainstorming attack scenarios.”

      “If you prefer, I can leave you alone?”

      “No, that’s fine, my friend.”

      “Glad to hear we’re still friends.”

      “Why wouldn’t we be?”

      “I—I keep messing up, the Goliath was my fault, you almost died, and Darmak gave his life…all because I keep inventing stupid shit.”

      “Stop beating yourself up, I know I sounded mad on the comlink, but that was just in the heat of the moment. Without you and your inventions, I would have died ten times over, you do know that, right?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Hey! Zee, I need you, you’re integral to the crew, and you’re my friend, and even if I sound mad from time to time, nothing will change that.”

      Ziron smiled. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you for everything since the day we met. It’s been a wild ride. Sure it could have gone a little smoother, and having our lives put in jeopardy every five minutes gets a little old and tiring after a while, but I’ve made incredible friends, and, well, powerful enemies too.”

      “We’ll best the Kregans, your entire world is in the balance, and frankly, you don’t seem to know how to fail.”

      Kevin wanted to say that he failed plenty, even against the Goliath, but, all things considered, he didn’t want to cast a dark shadow on their relatively happy exchange.

      “I can’t fail, and I won’t…I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to my world or…”

      “Your family?”

      “Yeah. You’re also my family, though. You, Lacuna, Boomer, and even Leg’olas. I didn’t know Darmak that well, but I’ll never forget him or what he did for me.”

      “That was brave. And I consider you family as well. I just wonder what your life would have been like if the Arcadian pilot hadn’t given you the remote consciousness pill.”

      “Realistically speaking, I would probably be at home, bored out of my skull. There’s only so many times you can watch Babylon 5 or Stargate until you know everything by heart.”

      Ziron’s eyes blinked rapidly, and shortly after, he smiled.

      “And my world would probably have been destroyed, and I…”

      “But it didn’t, and I’m here.”

      Kevin affectionately passed his hand along Zee’s long fur.

      “I’ll always be here for you, whenever you need,” added Kevin.
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      Ziron was startled, and both his fur and tail rose upward when Mira’s hologram appeared in front of him.

      Ziron hissed. “I thought I told you not to do that anymore. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “My bad. Do you mind if I ask what you are doing?”

      Ziron continued to input commands on his holo-interface.

      “I’m working, or can’t you tell?”

      “Yes, I can tell, just like I can tell that you haven’t slept in days. Why don’t you rest while you can?”

      “I can’t…Kevin might need last-minute help.”

      “Which is, I gather, why most of my CPU resources are currently occupied by what you’re doing?”

      “Well, obviously, you have enough to scare me to death by popping up whenever you so please,” said Ziron with a smirk in between his holo-programming.

      “Perhaps, but I recommend you get some rest, nonetheless. You won’t succeed in your task, there simply isn’t enough time and CPU power for you to recreate a smart suit before we reach Earth.”

      Ziron was aware of that fact, though he still didn’t want to give up on the idea.

      “Not a fully functioning one, no…but—”

      “There’s no but, Ziron, it can’t be done. And if you’re too tired during the final battle, the repercussions could be catastrophic, for everyone involved. Kevin might need your brain working at peak performance and for you to make a split life-or-death decision.”

      Ziron couldn’t deny his holographic friend’s logic, but he felt like he needed to do everything he could to help Kevin. His world, his family, everything was in danger because of him.

      “I’m fully aware of that.”

      “I don’t think you are. I’m sorry, Ziron.”

      Ziron stopped working on his holo-console and looked at Mira’s hologram. “Sorry?…Why?”

      But before Mira could answer, a small dart hit Ziron on the back of his neck.

      “You—you didn’t…”

      Ziron’s vision became troubled, and his eyes began closing no matter how much he tried fighting the sedative agent. Before he lost consciousness, Ziron heard Mira one more time.

      “I had to, my friend. One day you’ll understand.”
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        * * *

      

      Boomer’s tail wagged rapidly.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” said Boomer. “How are you doing?”

      Kevin grabbed his four-legged friend and let him lick his face.

      “Just thinking about how to save Earth, you know?”

      “And?”

      “What do you mean, and?”

      “I saw Lacuna on my way here, she had the biggest smile on her face.”

      “I’m not one to kiss and tell.”

      Boomer barked. “Yeah, right.”

      “All I’ll say is that we’re getting along rather well.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, there was a time I thought you’d never get laid.”

      “Hey! Language.”

      Boomer laughed. “Coming from you, that’s rich.”

      Kevin smiled. “I suppose so.”

      Kevin put Boomer back on the ground, his face growing concerned as he did so.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Boomer.

      “I just wish Darmak didn’t give his life that way, you know?”

      “I can only imagine what you feel, but I’m glad he did what he did. Look at the bigger picture, you’re our planet’s only hope, so without you, I doubt we’d have a shadow of a chance of defeating the Kregans.”

      “That’s another thing that kind of bothers me. Why me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I get that my mind has something to do with it.”

      “You’re special, why can’t you accept it?”

      “Feels to me I was just at the right place at the right time, or…if the past weeks are any indication, the opposite of that statement.”

      Boomer barked twice. “We’re still here, and we have a shot at saving our world, that has to count for something, don’t you think?”

      “Except, if I hadn’t taken that pill in the first place, none of this would have happened, and Earth wouldn’t be in the crosshairs of the Kregan Empire.”

      “I get what you’re trying to say, but then the Arcadians would have been destroyed, and you would never have met Ziron and Lacuna. And who knows, maybe the Kregans would have come to Earth later anyway. I don’t think lingering in the past helps much.”

      “Yeah, the past is pain, the future…anxiety.”

      “Then better focus on the present, don’t you think?”

      Kevin nodded. “I guess you’re right.”

      “So what’s the next step?”

      “Since we’re a few days off, Mira proposed we do some battle simulations, which is probably a good idea. I’m not sure what I’m doing here.”

      “A solution will come to you, it always does.”

      Kevin wished he had his furry friend’s confidence.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin stepped into the holo-room onboard the Osiris. When he arrived at its center, the walls and floors vanished and were replaced with a view of space. He felt like he was floating in the center of the universe, which was a strange, yet disconcerting sentiment.

      Mira appeared in her translucent-blue holographic form.

      “This is where we’ll spend most of your waking time until the final battle takes place.”

      “It’s a little intimidating, but a good idea, I suppose. I was having a hard time strategizing a battle of this scale in my mind alone.”

      “Understandable. We have less than three days to get ready. Or your world could fall.”

      “You don’t have to remind me, I’m fully aware of the stakes, believe it or not.”

      “I’m sorry, Kevin. I didn’t mean to add more pressure to the situation.”

      “That’s okay, shall we begin?”

      Mira nodded.

      “Let’s get into place.”

      The stars moved at such speed that Kevin’s brain had a hard time dealing with it, and he felt queasy until the holographic travel ended when Earth came into view.

      “This,” pointed Mira toward a large fleet of triangular-shaped ships, “is the Kregan fleet. We’ve only just received enough long-range sensor data to evaluate their firepower capability.”

      “And what did the data tell us?”

      “That they have more ships and bigger firepower than we expected.”

      “Swell…”

      “Fortunately, Athala accepted and will give you her entire fleet, short of a couple of dreadnoughts, to protect the home world.”

      The stars shifted slightly in front of Kevin, and the Arcardian fleet appeared with the rather small Osiris in its center.

      “How will I dispatch orders?”

      “Since Admiral Corso requested to stay and protect the home world, you can decide how you want to order the fleet.”

      Kevin sighed. Part of him wished he could provide a battle plan and then let a seasoned admiral orchestrate the fleet. But no such luck.

      “That didn’t answer my question.”

      “You can either use communications to give your orders as the admiral would have, or, and I recommend this, you control the fleet the same way you did in your first engagement with the Kregan fleet: by directly linking your brain to the ship’s AI and give orders that way.”

      “I take it that’s more efficient?”

      “Yes, you shave off important seconds in a raging battle of this size, but more importantly, you don’t have to deal with the crew directly, which is something I feel you’d rather avoid.”

      Mira was right on the money, the last thing Kevin needed was to put himself out there, a seventeen-year-old giving orders to people four to five times his age would not only make him feel uncomfortable, but he would also interact with people he’d be sending to their deaths. Nevertheless, he’d do his best to avoid as many casualties as possible.

      “You’re correct. Mind control is how we’ll do it then.”

      “Now that that is decided, you may want to flex your brain muscle, it’s been a while since you did this. Let me activate the link. You may feel a weird sensation when it activates.”

      For a split second, Kevin felt a gazillion pieces of information enter his mind, and it was overwhelming, and as Mira had warned, a little disconcerting, but then the holographic instruments and data filled his mental HUD.

      Slowly, he started adjusting to the sensations, taking them in little by little until he became accustomed to the neurolink.

      Here we go again.
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      Kevin put the fleet into attack formation and tried his first combat scenario as a brute-force push with little to no strategy involved, but because the enemy fleet had stronger firepower, that did not go well.

      When the first simulation was over, only half of the Kregan fleet had been destroyed, and Earth had suffered massive damage from the battle as many of the enemy destroyers fell through to the surface and their debris killed millions in the larger cities.

      “Clearly a brute-force approach isn’t gonna cut it,” said Kevin, swiping the simulation away with both hands.

      “No, and I’m actually surprised you even tried it,” said Mira.

      “I wanted to see what we were up against. After all, that’s the whole point of these simulations, isn’t it?”

      “Correct. Fortunately, you have time to run many of them.”

      A fact not lost on Kevin, who would rather spend most of his time with Lacuna instead.

      “If this first try is any indication, I’ll need it.”

      “Don’t fret about it, Kevin, I’m sure you’ll get better.”

      Everyone expected Kevin to perform well, and while it flattered his ego in the beginning, now the pressure to perform and deliver had all-too-real implications, like the survival of the entire human race, which slowly but surely began to provide some anxiety as a result.

      “Yeah, I’d better. Let’s try this again.”

      The second scenario was less of a catastrophe, with much less damage to the planet but still resulted in a defeat for the Arcadian forces.

      “We need to amp up our guns, or this won’t work,” said Kevin with frustration.

      “We can’t exactly upgrade anything in hyperspace, so I’m afraid that’s not an option,” said Mira.

      “There has to be a way to redirect more power to the shields and weaponry.”

      “To some extent and for limited periods, we could temporarily siphon energy from life support, but imagine the toll it would take on the crew, with limited air and exposed to cold temperatures.”

      “Do we really need all the crew if I’m remote controlling most of the destroyers?”

      “That’s an interesting point, I’ll have to run calculations.”

      Kevin liked that idea because it would mean fewer people would be killed in battle.

      “Yes, you do that, calculate the smallest skeleton crew complement needed by each ship, and perhaps we can unload the rest on the surface of the planet upon arrival.”

      “Will do. In the meantime, let me charge another simulation for you.”

      The holo-room reset to its base setting, with Earth at the center of the view when the Arcadian fleet jumped out of hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin crashed into his bed like a log, waking up Lacuna in the process.

      She yawned. “You’re coming in late.”

      “I know, sorry for waking you, I didn’t exactly make any effort to be quiet.”

      “Don’t worry about that, but you look exhausted.”

      “I am, mostly mentally. I’ve run battle simulations all day long.”

      “How did it go?”

      “Bad. I don’t see how we can defeat the fleet with our current firepower.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, what will you do?”

      “Keep running sims until I find one approach that works.”

      “And Earth has no allies?”

      “No, we’re an isolated world. There have been sightings of UFOs, but that’s about it.”

      “What are UFOs?”

      “Right…you wouldn’t know them. They stand for Unidentified Flying Objects. Basically, ships that don’t seem to be made of Earth technology that have been seen here and there, usually debunked by our government as hoaxes of all sorts.”

      “Interesting. What’s your take on it?”

      “Well, if you would have asked me this last year, I would have said I wasn’t sure. Now that I’m traveling through hyperspace in an attempt to save my world from a Kregan invasion, I’d say the government is full of crap.”

      Lacuna smiled. “Understandable.”

      She took Kevin in her arms, and before long, he was snoring.

      “Poor Kevin, you rest now, looks like you’re gonna need it.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t do this!” complained Kevin at the end of yet another failed simulation. “And we’re running out of time.”

      “We have two more days,” said Mira, “and we can actually extend that to some degree like we did the first time we met.”

      “Slowing down time inside my mind?”

      “Correct.”

      “Any reason why you didn’t propose this earlier?”

      “Three days of intense time dilation training would not be good for your mental health.”

      “But two days will?”

      “Not exactly, but it’s more manageable.”

      “I see. Well, seeing as I haven’t found a single approach that seems to yield satisfactory results, I’d say we don’t have much choice.”

      “I agree, but I’ll have to monitor your vitals very closely, the last thing we need is for your brain to be too tired come the real battle.”

      Part of Kevin wished the battle would be here already, for better or for worse, as he grew tired of trying over and over to find a strategy to defeat the Kregans. And now he would perceive time and repetition even more with the faster simulations inside his mind.

      “You do that. It’s not like we have any other choice.”

      “Do I detect in your tone a drop in motivation?”

      No shit.

      “You could say that. Mira, I’m tired, it seems all I’ve done all this time is fight, for others, for my own survival, so yeah, my motivation has taken a hit. Wouldn’t yours?”

      Mira’s hologram smiled. “I’m an AI, remember?”

      “Yeah, but you’re very human in your portrayal, if I may say so myself.”

      “That’s very kind of you to say.”

      “Obviously, you have emotions. So I would imagine motivation is part of your programming as well.”

      “To some extent, it is, but I can override it.”

      “Lucky you.”

      When the smile on her hologram disappeared and her look turned pensive, Kevin continued.

      “Did I say something to upset you?”

      “No, Kevin, it’s nothing.”

      “Doesn’t feel like nothing.”

      “You’re kind to worry about me, but I’m inconsequential to your world’s survival.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why not, Kevin?”

      “Because you’re anything but inconsequential to me. I hope you know that.”

      “I think I do, but it would probably help if you would say exactly what you mean.”

      “You’re my friend, just as Ziron and the others are. I don’t care that you’re an AI, to me you’re just as real a person like any of us.”

      A holographic tear fell down her face.

      “I’m not sure what made you cry.”

      “Never mind, Kevin. Thank you for your kind words.”

      “Anytime.”
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      When Ziron woke up, he was in his own bed, which didn’t add up with the last of his memories. He remembered being hard at work when he fell asleep.

      He also remembered arguing with Mira, and then he felt a sting on the back of his neck. Had she put him to sleep and then brought him to his quarters? That was the only explanation that made any sense.

      “Mira!” he shouted. “Show yourself.”

      Mira’s hologram came to life a few meters away from his satin-covered sleep cushion.

      “Yes, Ziron. What can I do for you?”

      “What the hell was that?”

      “You will have to be more specific.”

      “Why did you sedate me?”

      “I thought it was obvious. Kevin needs your peak performance, you may have to make split-second decisions and adjustments to the ship’s configurations, and the way you were going at it, it felt like you wouldn’t get any sleep until the battle.”

      Ziron stayed silent while pondering Mira’s words.

      “While I can see where you’re coming from, I’m mostly surprised you didn’t even try to talk me down first.”

      “I may have overdone the sedative dose, as I clearly remember trying to talk to you. But can you tell me when was the last time I convinced you to do something when you had your mind set on doing the opposite?”

      Ziron sighed. “Fair enough, I guess. Let’s not make a habit of this. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.”
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        * * *

      

      When the last Arcadian destroyer exploded, Kevin threw his hands to the side in frustration.

      “Can I ask you something?” said Kevin.

      “Of course,” said Mira.

      “Why don’t the new Arcadian destroyers have the Project Sigma weapon?”

      “The answer to that is complicated.”

      “Tell me, anyway.”

      “The power requirement for the weapon is enormous, and the materials to create it are so rare that it can’t be streamlined.”

      “Which makes sense. If they were readily available, the Arcadians wouldn’t have needed my help the second time around.”

      “Probably, with a fleet of ships with that weapon, they’d easily have wiped out the Kregan Empire by now. But between you and me, I’m not sure any race should dispose of such a powerful weapon.”

      “Yeah, the old ‘with great power comes great responsibility’ adage.”

      “I don’t know that one, but yes, I couldn’t have said it any better.”

      “Well, it would come in handy right about now, and just on one ship. Can’t we make one, even on a smaller ship, like a starfighter?”

      There was silence before Mira answered, which Kevin thought was peculiar.

      “There wouldn’t be time to create one, and we lack the materials, anyway. What little was left is being used to create the smart suits for you and Boomer.”

      “That’s a shame. Well, not the smart suit part I mean, just that right now, I could use an ace in the hole.”

      “I understand how you must feel. I’m also surprised there aren’t any other strategies, at least in simulation, that seem to yield a successful attack run.”

      “It’s pure mathematics, more ships, more firepower.”

      “You’ve defeated bigger odds in the past.”

      “You don’t need to remind me. Maybe I’m not that special after all.”

      “Don’t think this way, Kevin, we’ll find a way.”

      “Will we? How many simulations have we run so far?”

      “Two hundred and twelve.”

      “Yeah, my point exactly. I’m running out of ideas.”

      “It will come to you, but you should take a break and get something to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      “What you guys call food is really disturbing,” said Kevin, playing with his spoon and the odorless and tasteless goop that dropped back onto his plate.

      “I like it,” said Boomer.

      “You’d eat anything, literally.”

      Boomer barked and then smiled. “He’s not wrong.”

      “I’ve eaten worse,” said Lacuna. “Not often, but still.”

      Kevin smiled.

      “Military rations aren’t the best our universe has to provide,” said Ziron. “But it nourishes the body with all it requires to perform adequately…even optimally if the creator of the food is to be believed.”

      “And who would that be?” asked Kevin.

      “It’s not important.”

      Boomer stopped eating and fixed Ziron with a glare.

      “What?” asked Ziron.

      Boomer smiled and continued lapping up the grayish goop.

      “It’s you!” said Kevin pointing at Ziron. “Isn’t it?”

      Ziron shrugged. “Sorry. The Confederate asked me to provide easy and optimal food for everyone.”

      “And you couldn’t separate humanoid and quadruped’s food, could you?” said Lacuna with a smile. “You had to be efficient and do one-food-fits-all.”

      Boomer finished his plate and let out a long and loud burp.

      “That’s gross,” protested Ziron.

      But before Boomer could reply, Kevin’s plate slid in front of him, and Boomer went for seconds.

      “At least somebody enjoys it,” said Lacuna.

      “I miss sushi,” said Kevin. “And hamburgers, pizzas…”

      “And Chinese food!” interjected Boomer between his voracious lapping.

      “As a matter of fact,” said Kevin, “right now I think I could go for all four of them at once. When we get back to my world, I’ll treat you guys to…”

      But Kevin stopped.

      “What it is, Kevin?” asked Lacuna.

      “It’s nothing…I wanted to say I’ll take you all to Chinatown and we’ll have a fantastic meal, but first, we need to save the planet.”

      “We will,” said Lacuna with a reassuring tone.

      “I’m not so sure. I can’t seem to find a tactic that works.”

      “Could the simulation level be set too high?” asked Boomer. “Like that time you were training for the Omicronia mission.”

      “Those were completely different scenarios,” said Ziron, “and Kevin had the choice of adapting the level that time. Here, they’re based on countless sensor data and battles we’ve waged with Kregans in the last hundred years, so it’s actually very close to the real thing.”

      “Then we’re in deep shit,” said Kevin, his face looking down at the table.

      An uncomfortable silence permeated around them until Boomer walked on the table and licked Kevin’s face.

      Kevin petted his best friend and tried his best to smile. The weight on his shoulders felt so heavy that it threatened to crush him like a bug.

      “Win or lose, at least we’ll do it together,” said Boomer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      The remaining three Arcadian destroyers split when trying to flank Xonax’s flagship, a Kregan monstrosity three times the mass of the rest of the ships in the enemy fleet.

      Up until now, the main problem had been that the shields of this vessel were simply too strong. In the scenarios where Kevin focused on taking the shields down first, it always cost too much of his own fleet, even though the fight was slightly simpler, but it still ended up being a problem with pieces remaining on the board. It was like trying to checkmate the enemy with only the king and a couple of pawns. Not an easy task.

      Kevin did something he didn’t like. With only three ships left and the flagship still up, with over fifty percent shields, he saw no alternative but to sacrifice one of his destroyers by ramming Xonax’s ship. The craft was obliterated by the impact. But then, the enemy’s shields dropped in time for the remaining destroyers to blast it to smithereens by firing all their torpedo tubes at once, doubled with every laser cannon.

      When the flagship exploded, the resulting shockwave damaged two nearby destroyers, dropping one of the enemy ships and lowering secondary shield levels into the red.

      With four ships left in the enemy fleet, it was Kevin’s best scenario to date, and victory was both so near and yet so far, especially when the Kregan destroyer with no shields rammed into one of Kevin’s ships, blowing them both up in the process and leaving him with a three against one scenario.

      Focus, Kevin, see a way, see a path to victory, he tried to motivate himself.

      A glance at his HUD’s readings crushed whatever hope his last thought had brought. While the one destroyer with shields in the red was the obvious prey at this point in time in the fight, the other two ships now vectoring toward him had full shields, and they just launched their fighters.

      Kevin’s ship had no more starfighters. They’d all been destroyed earlier in the fight.

      Then a ray of light burst through space and exploded into one of the destroyers, lowering its shields.

      “Pause simulation!” said Kevin out loud.

      Everything froze.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked.

      “I thought I’d give you another angle of reflection,” said Mira. “This was the Osiris sacrificing itself to provide you with a chance to win.”

      “I’d be on the Osiris as would you and all my friends. We’d all be dead right now.”

      “I’ve taken that parameter out of the simulation. Just to give you another option.”

      “That’s no option, I’m not sacrificing everyone I love to win.”

      “You could beam them off to the surface before you do, and beam yourself to the last destroyer.”

      Kevin shook his head. “This is pointless…” He left the holo-room.

      Mira’s hologram appeared next to him in the corridor.

      “Where are you going? You could at least try this scenario to its conclusion.”

      “What’s the point, this is you cheating to give me hope. I would never have done that, and you know it.”

      “Which is precisely why I proposed that variation. I can feel your motivation is taking a hit today, and I understand why, but we can’t give up.”

      “Maybe you can’t, but I can.”

      “Kevin!”

      He kept walking without saying another word.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna took Kevin in her arms. He broke down in tears.

      “I can’t,” he sobbed. “I can’t do it. Everyone is going to die, and it’s all my fault.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth. I can’t win this fight. I thought I could, but…I can’t.”

      “You can, and I know right now it’s the last thing you want to hear, as everything feels like it depends on you, but perhaps that’s the problem.”

      “I don’t follow?”

      “Maybe we all should be in this fight instead of you trying to do everything on your own.”

      “You don’t have the implant required to remote control the ships with your brain, apparently it requires a human mind.”

      “Does it now? Didn’t Boomer do this for you at one point when you went to rescue Kalliopy on Xonax’s ship?”

      “Yeah, but the odds were simpler.”

      “You’re missing the point, why could Boomer do it and I can’t?”

      “That’s a good question. But do you have any experience fighting large-scale ship battles?”

      “No…but I have experience fighting. I did climb to the top of the Omicron tower. That was no easy feat. Granted, I wasn’t alone, I had troops, but it’s the same thing, well…kinda.”

      “I suppose. I’ll think about it. But I feel we’re running out of time.”

      “You still have a few hours tonight and another day before we reach Earth.”

      “I wish we had more time.”

      “That’s kind of what makes life what it is, it always feels like a race against time, one we eventually all lose. But right now, you should take a breather and do something else. Empty your brain.”

      Kevin looked at Lacuna, and while sex sounded like a good idea, he wasn’t in the mood. “I don’t think I’m in the right frame of mind for that.”

      She smiled. “I wasn’t talking about that, silly.”

      “Oh…then what?”

      “You tell me, what do humans do when they feel helpless?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s bull, you’ve told me so much about these movie heroes and their stories. You can’t tell me that none of them have an activity they like to do. Like that boxer guy, what was his name?”

      “Rocky.”

      “Yeah, him. He seems like a guy you could get inspiration from at the moment, right?”

      “Oh, yeah! I could use his motivation right about now.”

      “So…ask yourself this: what would he do?”

      Kevin kissed Lacuna on the lips and walked to the door. He turned for one last look. “Thank you.”
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      Kevin walked back to the holo-room and keyed in a few commands on the outside pad before entering.

      The room no longer showed any space battle scenarios but was now a chapel. Kevin walked by rows of pews until he reached the large cross. He kneeled.

      “God…I know I haven’t been doing this a lot, or ever, but it seems to work for Ro— never mind. Please help me get through this task.”

      Kevin didn’t know what to expect. Surely there would be no answer to his plea, but he’d hope that it would spark something in him.

      “Can you give me a sign? Just a tiny little sign, anything.”

      The minutes transformed into an hour, and he was still there, praying, but nothing seemed to lift his spirits.

      “Look, God, I’m fine dying tomorrow. As a matter of fact, I’d give my life ten times over to save the planet, my friends, and my family. Can you tell me how I can do that? If you do, you can have my life. I just don’t want to fail and see everyone I love die.”

      When no answer or sign came, Kevin, feeling defeated, rose back to his feet, turned around, and walked toward the door.

      Stupid movies…if only life were that simple.

      “Wait,” said a voice.

      A shiver ran down Kevin’s spine as he stopped and turned.

      Then everything changed, the chapel morphed into nothingness, and soon Mira’s face engulfed the entire room.

      “What the hell? Are you listening in on my holo-simulation? Not cool!”

      “You’ll want to hear this. I—I should have done this earlier. I’m sorry.”

      “Done what?”

      “I have to tell you something.”

      “I’m not in the mood right now. Can we do this tomorrow?”

      “You’ll want to hear this. It’s the key to your victory.”

      “What the hell are you saying?”

      Her holographic face took a deep breath, which Kevin found peculiar as she didn’t need air to exist.

      “I’m not who you think I am.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not an Arcadian Confederate AI, Kevin. I’ve been posing as one.”

      “And that changes what exactly?”

      “Granted, in and on itself, it wouldn’t change much. Unless I tell you more about who and what I am.”

      “This should be interesting. I’m listening.”

      “Long ago, I was created by an ancient and wise civilization. A new enemy came to their doorstep, and the civilization created me for protection. They didn’t want an artificial life to be the sole hope for their world, so the advanced technology required a living element to unleash its full potential. You’ve experienced part of that power already. The Project Sigma initiative.”

      “No, that’s the weapon Ziron created.”

      “Or so he thinks, same for the smart suits. Ziron thinks he created these inventions, but, in fact, I was there, nudging him in the right direction, ever so slightly whispering in his ear and filling in the blanks. The concepts might have been what he wanted to achieve, but without my unity matrix and part of my power, he would never have succeeded.”

      “I think I need to sit down.”

      A chair materialized under Kevin, and he let himself fall into it.

      “You’re going to need to tell me more.”

      Mira’s hologram smiled.

      “You see, back then, Alphas, the civilization that created me, had evolved to the point where they had eradicated all sins in their lives, and they had no need for weapons since they didn’t wage wars anymore. They lived for centuries in perfect harmony with their world, nature, and the universe. Until a race came into contact with them.

      “The Alphas had renounced space travel as they didn’t really see the need to explore. Everywhere they went, they saw things they didn’t have nor want to deal with anymore—death, war, desolation, greed, and so on.

      “But this enemy race tricked the Alphas into teaching them things so they could also evolve like the Alphas. In reality, all the enemy wanted was their technology, and once they learned enough, they turned on their mentors.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised, it seems greed and power is a universal force everywhere in the world.”

      “Unfortunately, the Alphas didn’t think so, and when the ancestors of the Kregans came knocking on their doors, they were quickly overrun. A scientist created me mere days before the end of the Alphas. To save them.”

      “And did you?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “My creator knew the potential in my creation was strong and if used by the wrong race, like the Kregans, it could potentially give them the ultimate weapon responsible for the destruction of all life in the universe.

      “So to make sure this never happened, the fusion of my AI matrix with the life form component was created with a very high standard, and to make things worse, the Alphas thought it arrogant to mix the technology with one of them, so I was sent in the universe to find a worthy candidate. I never found one, until now.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I am, Kevin, you’re the one. And this time I won’t let civilizations fall in doubting my selection process.”

      “Is that what happened with the Alphas?”

      “Indeed. A few days before their world was utterly destroyed, I found a potential candidate. But he didn’t match every criterion to one hundred percent. So I hesitated. And that cost my creators and a great civilization to be swallowed by evil. I can’t let that happen again. The Kregan Emperor, in many respects, was just as bad as his ancestors, who destroyed the Alphas. But Xonax is even worse.”

      “I see.”

      “You don’t, Kevin. I’m sorry to say this because it won’t help your anxiety, but we need to stop them.”

      “Yeah, intergalactic stakes aside, I’m actually on board with that. I just wish I didn’t have to sacrifice the lives of others to win.”

      “I know. And that’s why you’re not using every tactic in your simulations, but with my help, you can actually replicate the power of Project Sigma…tenfold.”

      “If I may ask, by how much did that candidate match the criteria in your selection programming?”

      “He was a ninety-nine point eight match.”

      “You’d think that was good enough. Am I even that close?”

      “You’re ninety-nine point nine-nine-nine five.”

      Kevin laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Your algorithm must be off, that’s all I’m saying.”

      “Or your self-esteem is way down, and you don’t see your potential. But I shouldn’t hold that against you, not after all you’ve been through. I searched countless systems, probed dozens of civilizations until one of my probes reported a potential match. But before I presented myself in my true form, I had to make sure the potential one met my criteria.”

      “What are they, these criteria?”

      “Willingness to sacrifice oneself for others, which you demonstrated over and over. Even now in the chapel, you told your deity you would gladly lay down your life to save your world and those you love.”

      “And that’s the truth.”

      “That alone sends you to the last one percentile, whether you realize it or not.”

      “I see. What else?”

      “Empathy for strangers, even people who did you harm.”

      “I think people can always be better.”

      “Yes, you’re willing to see the good in almost anyone. But also willing to give an enemy a second chance, which you did in approaching the conundrum with the princess with a clear head, not letting your emotions get the best of you, and recognizing she had no choice over her actions.”

      “Well, that one was easy since I had been there myself, in her shoes, when my body killed the Emperor and all I could do was be a witness to something I would never have done.”

      “Yes, a vile, cruel being that would have killed you and your entire planet without a second thought, yet you’ve shown remorse for that act, even though you were only a witness to it.”

      “You do realize that I should be mad at you. You could have avoided a lot of suffering if you had clued me in on all of this in the first place.”

      “Knowing one’s destiny, too early at least, can have catastrophic consequences. I’m sorry for deceiving you, but I had to be certain you were the one.”

      “And I take it that now you are.”

      “I am. You have the heart of a warrior but the kindness of a saint, a mix that’s extremely rare in the universe.”

      “I don’t know what to answer to that. Thanks…I guess. But in the end, it was some luck that you found—”

      She smiled.

      “Holy shit…that alien, that was no accident, was it?”

      “No, you were always meant to be found, Kevin.”

      “But I clearly remember hesitating to use the pill.”

      “Hesitation is part of life. At the end of the day, it’s the actions one takes that count, not whether they are debated in the first place.”

      “Okay, let’s say I’m willing to forgive you for putting me through all of this, you’d better tell me you have a way for me to win this now, or I’m gonna lose some serious points with your evaluation of me, let me tell you that!”

      She chuckled.

      “Yes, I can help you win.”

      “Why do I sense a but coming?”

      “Because there is one. And you’re not gonna like it.”

      “I’m okay if it claims my life.”

      “It shouldn’t. At least, I hope not. But it will claim mine.”

      For the love of god!

      “Why?”

      “The merging of my matrix with the chosen one will eradicate my programming, and once merged, I will slowly lose what makes me sentient.”

      Kevin buried his face in his palms.

      “That doesn’t make sense. Why?”

      “To make sure this weapon I become or infuse to the chosen one is a one-off…You have to understand the Alphas wanted to survive, they didn’t even care about retaliating, they just wanted to find a way to survive, eliminate the threat without having to change their philosophy of life, and regress to a point in their evolution where war wasn’t part of their daily lives. I was supposed to give the chosen one the gift, he’d deal with the enemy, and then the weapon would disappear forever.”

      “I see. I can’t believe I’m being put into this situation again.”

      “Again?”

      “To defeat 0-0-1, I had to sacrifice Myrianna as well.”

      “Then I’m sorry to put you through this again. Know that I’m sacrificing myself willingly.”

      “So did she and Darmak.”

      “I may have helped him a little with that.”

      “What???”

      “I didn’t decide for him, but I sent him the telepathic message, a mental nudge if you will, on how to create the explosion. He chose to sacrifice himself of his own accord.”

      “I see. So basically you saved my life, and I should be grateful, but I’m a little mad you whispered to him the means to sacrifice himself.”

      “I know. I’m not exactly thrilled with that either if that makes any difference.”

      Kevin wanted to say it didn’t, but the truth was that it did. He understood very well and respected Darmak’s sacrifice. After all, Kevin would die for the ones he loved. And while Darmak didn’t have a bond with him per se, he had a strong one with Lacuna.

      “Believe it or not, it does. What he did was noble. That doesn’t make it any less painful and sad.”

      “Agreed. Just like your journey until now.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, so what’s next?”
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      “Tell me how this is going to work,” Kevin asked.

      “I’ll merge my matrix with your body, and then the countdown to my extinction will start. You’ll have less than forty-eight hours, give or take, then I’ll be gone, and so will the superhuman abilities I will grant you.”

      “Define superhuman?”

      “In this case, you’ll be able to think infinitely faster, and it will enhance all your reflexes, and your brain will work on overdrive, as it did with Project Sigma but for longer.”

      “Won’t that be tiring?”

      “Yes. In fact, your mind may not take it if you overdo it, so you’ll have to balance it well, not push yourself past certain levels.”

      “Swell…and if I do?”

      “Then I won’t be the only one who dies…”

      “But it’s guaranteed that we’ll win?”

      “There are no guarantees in life, but this has been my whole existence for eons, so the only thing I can guarantee is my destiny and that you’ll have all you need to complete your mission. Do both at once, save your world and destroy those responsible for destroying the Alphas and countless more. If left unchecked, the Kregan will consume any and every world they come in contact with.”

      “Well, believe it or not, I don’t care about that part. I mean, I do, but right now my only focus is making sure my world is saved and those I love survive. I know it may sound selfish to hear.”

      “It could be interpreted that way, yes, but I know that in your shoes, it’s normal to focus on what matters to you. And if I had made that choice previously, the Alphas might still be here. So, for what it’s worth, I understand.”

      “Man, there must be some dark thoughts in that brain of yours.”

      “Better not open that particular door, Kevin…I’ve had nearly an infinite amount of time to think and regret my choices, something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. In a way, you’ll be releasing me from a heavy burden today.”

      Déjà vu.

      “If you say so. Well, I guess let’s do this.”

      “There’s one thing. I have to ask you for one favor before we do this.”

      “Sure, shoot.”

      “In the future, if any civilization is in dire need and there’s anything you can do to help, promise me you will.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “That was kind of a rhetorical question, but yeah, I can’t seem to say no to anyone in need, or have you not noticed that about me? So the answer is yes. If I can help with any galactic crisis, I will.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ready?” asked Mira.

      Kevin nodded.

      “I guess this is goodbye, of sorts.”

      “I’ll be in your brain, so not really.”

      “Until you cease to exist, that is?”

      “Yes, but we have plenty of time to deal with that later. You should close your eyes.”

      “Why? And when it happens, will it hurt?”

      “Just trust me, close your eyes,” said Mira.

      Kevin closed his eyes.

      “You may feel a tingling sensation in your brain but keep your eyes closed.”

      To say the experience was one of a kind for Kevin was the understatement of the year. He felt a million things invade him all at once, and for a moment, he was scared. The sensation reminded him of when he had lost control of his body.

      Did he make a mistake? Was Mira trying to hijack him like 8-3-9-6 had? No, that was probably just a rogue paranoid thought, but after the trauma he had been through with the AI, who could blame him for doubting?

      Soon the million tingling sensations stopped.

      Merging complete, said Mira in his mind. You can reopen your eyes.

      Kevin opened his eyes and immediately felt a weird sensation, his brain was firing on all cylinders; beyond even what he thought was possible.

      At first, the feeling was highly overwhelming and unnerving at the same time. But, little by little, Kevin adjusted to the higher-speed brain functions.

      A HUD superimposed over his sight.

      What’s that?

      I’ve connected you to the main computer, which is networked with the rest of the fleet.

      Neat. So now I have full access to your computing power?

      As well as the fleets, yes. Ready for more simulations?

      How do we proceed?

      Well, you no longer need the holo-room. Just close your eyes, imagine a scenario, and it will unfold in your mind.

      Kevin closed his eyes and was amazed at the speed at which he could now test his strategies. The first ten still resulted in defeat, though he could see a better approach and overall tactic already.

      How much time has elapsed?

      Since you started the new sims?

      Yeah.

      Five minutes twenty-three seconds.

      Wow. It felt a lot longer.

      That’s because your brain is working a million times faster than you’re used to.

      Kevin quickly ran out of juice though.

      Why am I so tired?

      The brain burns a lot of calories, especially at this mental processing speed.

      That’s gonna be a problem.

      No, not if you eat more often. I can also arrange for an IV to help compensate for that.

      Yeah, I’m gonna go grab a bite while you work on that. That is, if you can still operate the ship from within my brain?

      I can. Go and eat something. It’s going to be a long thirty-six hours.

      Roger that.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought I’d find you here,” said Lacuna.

      Kevin answered between large bites of his sandwich.

      “I’m starving!”

      “I can see that, how come?”

      Kevin proceeded to explain the meeting he just had with Mira.

      “That’s heavy. How do you feel?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s like I have a thousand ideas every second, and it’s a little overwhelming.”

      “I can imagine. Is that all you’re eating?” She gestured to his sandwich with a jerk of her head.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where are you going after?”

      “Back to simulation training, I guess.”

      “Alright, I’ll stay out of your hair.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Relax, Kevin. I know you need to do this. It’s okay. Hope you can catch some sleep later.”

      “Me too. See you there?”

      She leaned over the table and gave him a kiss.

      “I’ll be waiting for you in our quarters.”

      “Don’t wait up too long. I’ll wake you when I get back.”

      “Promise?”

      “Absolutely.”
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      It took only two hours to find a good strategy and another hour to optimize it to the point where minimum casualty variations were calculated.

      I think we’re ready, said Mira.

      Thanks to you.

      I don’t mind sharing credit with you, but I only provided you with a faster way of thinking. I didn’t impact your intelligence in any other way.

      It sure doesn’t feel that way.

      Don’t get too used to it, though.

      I know this is only temporary. But tell me, now that we have a viable plan of attack, can’t you just extract yourself from me and save yourself?

      I wish it were that simple. The process is irreversible by design. Which is why I’ve been so hesitant to do it until now.

      I’m sorry. I wish you didn’t have to die.

      I know, Kevin, but it’s okay. It was always part of my destiny.

      That didn’t make Kevin feel any better.

      Let’s hope mine is saving my planet.

      Of that, I have no doubt.

      That makes one of us.

      Look, Kevin, it’s normal to doubt yourself. I think anybody would, in your shoes, but you’ve already achieved so much, so give yourself some credit.

      I suppose.

      We have plenty of time to work on the final details of our battle; you should get some rest. When you’re ready to sleep, just think of the word sleep and it should help put your mind at ease. If you keep thinking at this level of processing power, you’ll never manage to quiet your mind.

      Thanks for the tip. I’ll see you tomorrow.

      I’m always there with you, remember?

      Kevin could see a problem with that, especially if he wanted to be intimate with Lacuna.

      Right…about that.

      I will deactivate my sensors any time you want. Just think about privacy, and I’ll be gone until you call me back.

      Thank you, Mira, for everything.

      My pleasure.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Boomer entered the bridge and was surprised to see Ziron. Everyone else was sleeping, but Boomer was feeling too nervous to find sleep. His anxiety levels were up the charts, and he had a bad feeling about their return to Earth.

      Boomer couldn’t pinpoint why or what was bothering him, but something was there and prevented him from sleeping.

      When Boomer heard tiny snoring noises coming from Ziron’s hovering pillow, he realized that Ziron didn’t seem to have the same issue.

      Figures…

      Boomer didn’t like the idea of waking up his friend, but he really needed to talk with someone. So he faked a sneeze, and Ziron jumped from his pillow as a result.

      “Who’s there?” Ziron said, his voice still sleepy.

      “Sorry, it’s me. I guess there’s something I’m allergic to on your bridge.”

      “That’s alright, I didn’t really plan on falling asleep.”

      That made Boomer feel a little better about his deception in waking up Ziron.

      “Yeah, but since you did, it may be a signal you need the sleep.”

      “I’ve been quite tired; burning the midnight oil, as a matter of fact. But what about you? Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

      “Wish I could. Unlike you, I have nothing to do, and I can’t seem to fall asleep.”

      “Maybe if you ate something.”

      “Yeah, that’s not a bad idea, but even if I enjoy the taste, I can’t seem to digest all that well the food your replicators provide. Which reminds me, it might be a good idea to send a cleaning bot to hall number four, just saying. The good thing about going back to Earth is we can finally show you what real cuisine tastes like.”

      “Gross. The replicator food can’t be that bad.”

      “Like I said, the taste is okay, but the food does a number on my belly afterwards.”

      “Isn’t taste more important?”

      “Let’s agree to disagree on that one. Plus, I’m the only one of the crew that seems to enjoy it.”

      “Fair enough. So tell me, what’s keeping you up?”

      Boomer trotted near Ziron’s hovering cushion and jumped on a nearby console, flipping some equipment down as he landed on the cabinet.

      “Ooops, hope that wasn’t fragile.”

      Ziron sighed. “It’s okay, not like it will be ready on time.”

      “What are you working on?”

      “Never mind that, don’t try to change the subject.”

      “Right…I don’t know, I just have a bad feeling, like something is going to go awry, and I don’t like it.”

      “It’s normal to be anxious about tomorrow. We’re going to engage a stronger fleet, and the stakes are high.”

      “Yeah, my family, my planet; it doesn’t get any higher than that.”

      “Kevin is ready, I know he is. I’ll do everything I can to make sure we win.”

      “What if it comes down to doing something crazy?”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “You know, like having to risk everything to win.”

      “Then we’ll risk it. There can’t be a tie in this battle; we have to win.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about, I guess. When we were in your galaxy, Kevin and I were risking only our lives, and I think we adapted quickly to that, not that we had much time to think about it if something went wrong. But now…”

      “But now billions of lives are on the line.”

      Boomer whined and let out a low growl. “That’s just too much to put on our tiny little shoulders.”

      “I agree, and I share your sentiment, but it doesn’t look like we have much choice. We gotta fight, and for everyone’s sake, we need to win.”

      “Isn’t there a last minute invention you can pull out of your ass? No offense.”

      “None taken, Boomer, why do you think I fell asleep at my console?”

      “Right…”

      “I can give you a pill to help you sleep, if you’d like.”

      “Will it impact my reflexes tomorrow?”

      “Not more so than if you don’t get any sleep.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Go back to your quarters; it will be waiting on your replicator for you.”

      Boomer barked and climbed down the console. “Thanks, Ziron.”

      “And Boomer.”

      “Yes.”

      “No matter what happens, it’s been a privilege hopping galaxies with the both of you.”

      Boomer wagged his tail. “Yeah, it’s been kinda fun. Thanks for having our backs too. I’m not the best at vocalizing my emotions, but I really appreciate all you did for us.”

      Ziron nodded. “Always.”
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      Kevin’s palms were moist, and his heartbeat was elevated.

      “Time to hyperspace exit?” he asked.

      “Aren’t you connected to Mira and the computer?”

      “I am, I thought we could have a final talk, you know, just in case.”

      “None of that,” protested Ziron. “We’re gonna win, no matter what.”

      “Sure.”

      “That doesn’t sound all that sincere.”

      “Sorry, I’m just having performance anxiety right now.”

      “Well, cut it out. You’re making me nervous now.”

      Kevin smiled. “Sorry.”

      “And to answer your previous question, less than a minute.”

      Kevin swallowed hard. He and Mira had run adjustments on their battle scenario all morning and had managed to optimize the battle plan with an additional ten percent efficiency rate.

      They were ready. Kevin just needed to believe in himself. Something that was rarely a problem, but he never had gone into battle with such high stakes and that stressed him more than he was comfortable with.

      “Forty seconds,” said Mira.

      It’s go time.

      Take a breath, Kevin, said Mira. Close your eyes, and just do what we did dozens upon dozens of times. It’s no different.

      It feels different.

      It’s not. It’s just in your head. Now take some deep breaths, calm yourself, and lower your heartbeat. And when we jump out of hyperspace, do what we’ve been rehearsing all morning. Your strategy is brilliant, it’s out of the box, and they’ll never see it coming.

      Thanks, Mira, I couldn’t have done this without you.

      Anytime, Kevin.
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        * * *

      

      The fleet jumped out of hyperspace behind the moon, which would provide cover for a few seconds while Kevin dropped the shields and beamed most of the crew to the surface of the planet. Hopefully, he could beam them back up to their ship after a few minutes.

      Checking the sensor data, Kevin saw they had arrived in the nick of time. The Kregan ships were about to enter firing range of the planet.

      Kevin raised the shields and selected the one ship from where he had removed the entire crew and brought it into visual range of the Kregan fleet.

      That seemed to get their attention, and half of the fleet turned about to face the destroyer. Kevin didn’t wait for them to finish their maneuver, though, as timing and range were everything.

      Kevin fired all torpedo tubes on all the ships, locking onto the enemy ship that was at the center of the invading fleet.

      This part of the plan was crucial in achieving victory. It all boiled down to a perfect hyperspace jump. But first, the torpedoes had to impact with their target, and since most of the enemy fleet was engaged in turning around, only a part of their laser cannons where in optimum position to shoot down a significant amount of incoming torpedoes.

      They did manage to shoot down about thirty percent of them, which was on the lower side of his estimation based on the simulation. Kevin hoped that was a good omen for the rest of the battle.

      Dozens upon dozens of torpedoes impacted with the targeted destroyer, and its shield went down like a sinking boulder. The last couple of torpedoes scored hits on the ship’s armor, exposing some of the decks as crew and equipment were sucked out and flash-frozen in the coldness of space.

      Kevin activated the hyperspace engine on the crewless Arcadian destroyer and sent it on a micro-jump that ended up in the middle of the Kregan destroyer that had just lost its shields. The result was devastating, and both ships exploded in a fiery blaze. The explosion made tenfold by the amount of extra fuel that Kevin had beamed on board that specific asset.

      This entire battle had been like a chess game. And some pieces of the board had to be sacrificed. But unlike in chess, Kevin had decided to stick a large amount of explosives on the sacrificed pawn.

      Hopefully, that maneuver would be the early checkmate that Kevin needed in the battle.

      The massive shockwave generated by the explosion impacted dozens of nearby ships, draining their shields by over forty percent for the farther ships and dropping them down to twenty percent for the four destroyers that were closest to the explosion.

      “Time for phase two,” said Kevin out loud but for no one to hear.

      Kevin had isolated himself into the holo-room, even though he didn’t need its holo-projectors. He had access to every sensor, every control, and every starfighter onboard the entire fleet.

      Kevin launched every fighter in drone mode, without any pilots on board, so they were effectively working as drones. He could have pre-programmed every single squadron, but he didn’t even need to. His mental capacity had been upgraded so far beyond any living being to ever exist that he could control every one of them with his mind and still have brain power to spare.

      The feeling was incredible, like playing a game of Starcraft against an unlimited number of opponents but still delivering hundreds of thousands of APM (actions per minute). And his already great micro-management video-gaming abilities came in handy.

      Playing so many RTS (real time strategy) games had not been a waste of time after all. It gave him a clear understanding of strategy, both wide scale and in micro-managing all parts of his armies.

      The squadrons soon emerged from the moon and flew at max thrust toward the enemy destroyers. Except, now the Kregans had noticed Kevin’s presence, and every single destroyer was vectoring toward the moon.

      Exactly as planned.

      One of the crucial points for Kevin in this battle was to make sure the enemy fleet was going all-in against his forces. If they divided their forces, there would be heavy casualties on the surface of the planet. It probably would have made his fleet’s job easier, by dividing and conquering, but easy wasn’t the target, minimum casualties on both Earth and Arcadia’s side was.

      The squadrons punched through the heavy defense fire of the enemy, with Kevin being able to give every squadron a different flying pattern, which really screwed up the enemy cannon operators.

      First, the squadrons unleashed both laser fire and missiles onto six specific targets, and it only took a handful of minutes to drain their shields.

      Meanwhile, Kevin locked a second wave of torpedoes onto Xonax’s massive flagship, which, until now, had not received a single ounce of damage and had not taken part in the battle. But it was getting into range.

      Again, all part of the plan. Kevin expected Xonax to make this mistake based on the planet-sized ego of the newly crowned Kregan Emperor.

      Kevin smiled.

      Phase three.

      Kevin then vectored all his fighter squadrons toward the flagship. And while they were getting shot down at an alarming rate, they were fulfilling their purpose.

      Kevin locked hyperspace coordinates toward his six targets, and the moment the torpedo waves impacted with them and took out their ships, he micro-jumped all of his destroyers except for two and the Osiris, which was still safely tucked behind the far side of the moon.

      The moment they appeared in the vicinity of the six destroyers, all of Kevin’s ships deployed tractor beams and locked onto the enemy ships and accelerated toward the flagship.

      Seeing an entire armada of ships with six of their own destroyers dragged by multiple tractor beams heading toward the flagship, Xonax must have realized what Kevin intended to do next, but it was too late to do anything about it now—except run. But Kevin bet the Emperor’s gigantic hubris would prevent him from running.

      And he was correct. There was no hyperspace activity detected on his sensors, and even if there had been, Kevin was ready for it, thanks to the advanced technological understanding of Kregan engines the merging with Mira had given him.

      There’s no way to hide. Time to finish this.
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      Kevin was no longer anxious when he saw his plan unfold just as he had rehearsed it. The flagship opened fire upon the incoming fleet of ships heading toward him at full sub-light burn. But that move reeked of fear and desperation and was not organized in any strategic way, firing mostly on Kevin’s destroyers who had their shields at one hundred and twenty percent thanks to some clever power redistribution.

      The ships, after all, had a skeleton crew only, and most of its life support energy had been redirected to the shields. As did the laser cannons, which didn’t play a part in Kevin’s plans to take down the biggest piece on the board. So their power was siphoned into the engines, pushing them beyond specs at one hundred twenty-five percent.

      At these sub-light speeds, even if the flagship tried to maneuver away, it would not be fast enough. Especially because of its mass making it difficult to maneuver as quickly as an Arcadian destroyer. It was simply too big for its engine in the first place. A design flaw that wasn’t surprising from a race favoring brute force and heavy weaponry.

      “This is for everything you put me through,” said Kevin. “You thought you could threaten my world, my friends, my family? Think again.”

      Eyes on the prize, commented Mira.

      Roger that.

      The ships reached impressive ramming speed before they approached the flagship, and then each Arcadian destroyer fired every single torpedo they had. They lit up Xonax’s flagship like a Christmas tree with each impact on its massive shields.

      And therein laid the trick, this specific ship’s shields were four hundred percent stronger than anything else in both fleets. And dropping the suckers would require enormous firepower.

      The waves of torpedoes did shave off twenty plus percent of the shields. Not nearly enough, but that was the role of the six towed Kregan destroyers.

      The dragged enemy destroyers had reversed their axis, firing their thrusters to try to slow down the advance of their towing Arcadian ships. Kevin micro-jumped them in place, making sure to encompass a large enough hyperspace window to jump the tractored enemy ships as well.

      The moment the maneuver was complete, the tractor beams reversed polarity, and the Kregan destroyers darted toward their flagship. Kevin activated an electromagnetic field pulse on all of his jumped ships to emit a frequency that would disturb the electronics on board the enemy ships and prevent them from engaging thrusters or disabling their engines in any way.

      Xonax’s flagship was also affected by the pulse and couldn’t jump out of position.

      “Checkmate.”

      Everything happened quickly, and soon one Kregan destroyer after another crashed onto the flagship’s shield, draining them greatly with each explosion. The Kregan destroyers split into halves and more parts for some others, allowing additional massive pieces of debris to burn out on the surface of the flagship’s shields, further draining them.

      Meanwhile, the Arcadian ships diverted their power to the shields and their plasma guns. A sphere of blue plasma energy grew in front of their ships.

      The moment the flagship shields hit twenty percent, all ships opened fire with their plasma cannon. Twelve big plasma rays converged dead center at the Emperor’s ship. The shields failed, and the massive plasma rays punched through the ship as if it were made of tinfoil. The ship split in two, exposing all decks to space.

      A handful of seconds later, one of the halves exploded, incinerating the other half in the blast.

      Kevin sighed and let out a long breathe of relief. It was almost over.

      The other ships are turning around and preparing to enter hyperspace, said Mira.

      Are we ready for the pulse?

      Already deployed for you, Kevin.

      Thank you, Mira.

      It’s the least I could do.

      The Osiris rose slightly above the moon to make sure the pulse would impact all ships that were currently trying to escape. When Mira had calculated the minimum distance at which the pulse would be effective, she triggered it.

      Meanwhile, Kevin was checking his sensors for something else and was happy that she could take over that last task.

      When the enemy hyperspace windows came to life, the result was deadly. The pulse interfered with their hyperspace engines at very specific frequencies, destabilizing the hyperspace windows which collapsed while the ships where still entering them. The ships burst one after another in a ballet of explosions worthy of a Fourth of July super fireworks display.

      “It’s over.”

      Yes, Kevin, it is. And you’ve managed to optimize this scenario another fifteen percent, which in itself is very impressive. Congratulations.

      Thank you, I couldn’t have done it without you.

      I’d love to say that’s an understatement, but the truth is, it is I who couldn’t have done this without you. Let’s just say we make a great team.

      The best team…what did your scan reveal?

      As expected, a smaller ship managed to escape the flagship before it exploded. It’s headed down to Earth, and I don’t think I have to tell you where.

      My home.

      Correct.

      Kevin reached the controls of the nearest Arcadian destroyer and tried to lock onto the life forms aboard the smaller ship that had just entered the planet’s atmosphere.

      The ship was emitting a strong jamming field that prevented Kevin from ending Xonax right here and now.

      I gotta go down there.

      That would seem to be the only move.

      Can you stay in contact with the ships from down on the planet?

      I can interface with the Osiris, which is networked to the rest of the fleet. Why?

      I’d like you to wrap up things here while I take personal care of Xonax on the surface.

      What kind of wrap up?

      By now, every government on Earth has seen the battle. They will start scrambling their jets or worse.

      Nuclear weapons.

      Yes. Show them what happened, and convince them we’re on their side.

      Understood, Kevin. Good luck.

      Kevin opened a channel to Lacuna and Boomer.

      “We have to get to Xonax on the planet. You’re sure I can’t dissuade you from coming on this away team?”

      “I’m not sure that even deserves an answer,” said Lacuna.

      “What she said,” added Boomer with a strong bark.

      “Alright then, as we planned in contingency scenario two, Boomer and I will beam down to the house. Lacuna, stand by for beaming down once Xonax’s ship has landed.”

      “Good luck, to the both of you,” said Lacuna.

      “Right back at ya.”
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      Kevin’s mom, Angela, screamed as the door of the kitchen exploded. She dropped the food tray she was carrying when the first Kregans emerged from the smoke.

      Kevin’s dad, Leon, ran into the kitchen from the living room and stopped short, freezing in place upon seeing the trio of Kregan guards. Before they knew it, Kevin’s parents were in the living room, blaster rifles pointed at their heads.

      “Where is your daughter?” said one of the guards.

      “Don’t tell them anything,” said Leon.

      “Wrong answer,” said the guard.

      He flipped his blaster rifle and smashed his weapon’s stock into Leon’s face, sending him crashing onto the floor and spitting blood before losing consciousness.

      “Leon!” screamed Angela. “Stop it! Please!”

      “Shut up! Tell us where your daughter is!” ordered another guard. “And perhaps we won’t kill you.”

      Fear permeated Angela’s tear-filled eyes. She shook like a leaf in the wind.

      “Let them go,” said a voice from the top of the stairs on the second floor of the house.

      The guards looked up and took aim.

      “I said, let them go,” insisted Kevin. “Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      But the guards didn’t fall for the boy’s threats and opened fire. Kevin moved quickly, jumping over the railing and kicking the nearest guard with his right knee, sending a couple of the Kregan’s teeth flying across the living room.

      Kevin caught a glimpse of his scared mother before launching toward the second guard and grabbing the end of the rifle barrel, but not before the Kregan discharged it, sending a blast to the right side of Kevin’s stomach.

      Dark-colored blood splattered behind him onto the beige wall as Angela screamed at the scene.

      Kevin pulled on the weapon and used the momentum of the guard tripping forward to kick him in the face. The Kregan released the rifle, which Kevin flipped with great agility and proceeded to aim it at the enemy before shooting him through the forehead.

      Another blast hit Kevin on his arm, spilling more blood.

      “Stop this!” screamed a young female voice from the stairway.

      Kevin’s sister, Sonja.

      But in the commotion, the Kregan guard ignored her and kept firing at Kevin who jumped over a chair to avoid further injury and rolled on the floor. The next Kregan shot hit near his head, splintering part of the wooden chair.

      Kevin aimed his rifle and shot three times, each hit burning through the Kregan’s chest. The guard looked at the large wound and the blood oozing out of his chest. He dropped his weapon to the floor and collapsed atop the side of the sofa.

      Then everything went wrong. The main door on the other side of the living room was blasted apart, and Kevin turned around, rifle in hand.

      Before he could do anything, blaster fire impacted with his gun, sending it spinning back. Upon crashing to the floor, the weapon sparked.

      Five shadows stood in front of the brightly lit opening where the door once stood. Four additional guards entered in twin formation and aimed toward Kevin.

      The fifth and last figure stepped in: Xonax, the Kregan Emperor, an evil smirk spread across his face. He drew his personal blaster from his belt and aimed it at Kevin’s head.

      Angela came skidding on the floor next to her son.

      “I beg you, don’t hurt my son!”

      But Xonax didn’t even flinch. He glanced at her, smiled, and squeezed the trigger.

      The plasma bolt impacted with Kevin’s neck and detached his head from his body. Angela screamed from the bottom of her lungs as she witnessed the horrifying scene, her scream piercing and vibrating around everyone.

      Kevin’s head rolled toward Xonax who stopped it with his foot.

      Wires and oil spilled from the neck wound, in addition to sparks as Kevin’s face twitched uncontrollably.

      “This isn’t your son,” said Xonax. “But fret not, he’s surely on his way, and I’ll kill him just the same.”

      A mixture of fear and surprise filled both Angela and Sonja’s eyes as the realization that the person they thought was Kevin had been a cyborg imitating him.

      “Grab the daughter,” ordered Xonax. “Don’t hurt her...yet.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin and Boomer beamed into the forest near his house. It felt weird being back on Earth. But they didn’t have time to reminisce as time was of the essence.

      “You gotta be careful, buddy,” said Kevin.

      “Don’t worry about me, we need to make sure Xonax doesn’t hurt our family.”

      “Amen to that, I won’t let him.”

      “On three?”

      “Three.”

      Kevin and Boomer darted out of the forest and ran toward the house when energy fire started raining all around them.

      “They were waiting for us,” barked Boomer.

      “I expected nothing else.”

      Just stay focused, Kevin, said Mira. Being fused with you means our matrix is directly linked into your spell implants, so you can cast spells with a single thought.

      I have the feeling that’s gonna be handy, answered Kevin.

      “Take cover, let me deal with this first wave,” Kevin said to Boomer.

      Boomer nodded and barked as he changed path and ran on the left side.

      Mira’s HUD turned to life in Kevin’s mind, overlapping strategic combat data with what his eyes were seeing. There were five shooters, three on top of Kevin’s house, the other two on the lawn between the family’s cars.

      Kevin went for them first as they were easy. He reached with his mind and used telekinetic energy to crush both Kregans by smashing the cars together. The car alarms blared as what was left of the soldiers fell to the ground.

      The roof soldiers stopped firing for a moment, and that was all Kevin needed. He used telekinetic energy to perform a high jump and reach their height level. He then unleashed a telekinetic push toward the Kregans, making them lose their balance and fall off the roof.

      The moment they hit the ground, three well-aimed fireballs incinerated them.

      That will teach you to threaten my family!
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        * * *

      

      Boomer rejoined Kevin as they approached the house.

      “You should have stayed behind cover,” said Kevin.

      Boomer barked.

      “No, we agreed we would do this together.”

      Kevin was glad his loyal beagle and best friend was by his side, even though he hated the idea of putting him in the line of fire.

      “How many more do you think are in there?”

      Kevin used his advanced HUD instruments to scan through the walls of the house.

      “There are five more inside.”

      Mira, have you located Xonax’s ship?

      I have. It’s three klicks to the east, near the lake. You do know you can run all these tests on your own? I’m surprised you’re still communicating with me as if we were separate entities.

      I know, Mira, but I like doing it this way.

      Fair enough.

      Transmit the coordinates of the ship to Lacuna. Have her take care of their ship. They’re not leaving here, no matter what happens.

      She’s requesting some face time.

      Kevin stopped walking.

      “Why are you stopping?” asked Boomer.

      “I need a moment with Lacuna. Wait for me by dad’s car, stay low.”

      Boomer nodded as he ran away.

      Patch me through, Mira.

      Lacuna’s face filled Kevin’s field of view.

      “Hey you,” said Kevin.

      “Hey…how is it going?”

      “Approaching my house, down to only five enemies. So far so good.”

      “Please be very careful, Kevin.”

      “You too. Make sure you take Xonax’s ship out of the equation, I don’t want him to escape.”

      “Understood. I’m beaming down there now, consider his ship history.”

      “See you soon.”

      “You promise?”

      Kevin hated making promises he wasn’t sure he could keep, but he had no intention of dying today, even though he could not predict the future.

      “I promise.”
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      Kevin leaned near Boomer.

      “Did you see anything?”

      “They’re waiting for us inside. As far as I can tell, they have our family hostage.”

      Kevin scanned through the wall and confirmed Boomer’s observations.

      “This doesn’t smell good,” said Boomer.

      “You think it’s a trap?”

      “Why else have they not moved, especially after you neutralized their muscle outside the house?”

      “They have our family, we need to be careful.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “Diversion, which you’ll provide, and I storm in, take them out, save the day.”

      Boomer shook his head. “I don’t know man, we can’t afford casualties.”

      “And we can’t let them take our family away or worse, execute them. We’ve wiped out their ships in orbit. Xonax knows he’s in a losing position, which will make him even more dangerous now that he has very little to lose.”

      “What do you think he wants?”

      “I don’t know. In his shoes, either a way out or revenge.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “No, which is why I must bring my A-game. No matter what happens, Xonax has to die.”

      “I don’t like that either, don’t sacrifice yourself for this goal.”

      “Look, Boomer, I have no intention of dying today, but I’ll do whatever is necessary so our family doesn’t get hurt; if that means I must give my life—”

      Boomer barked. “No!”

      Kevin embraced his friend. “It will be okay.”

      “You don’t know that, do you?”

      Kevin rose to his feet and looked toward his house.

      “No…I don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t like this,” said Ziron.

      But there was no reply. Mira was no longer aboard the ship. She had merged with Kevin, and soon she’d be no more.

      Why didn’t she tell me all of this?

      It was hard enough for Ziron to learn that some of what he thought had been his biggest technological achievements had been, in fact, Mira’s nudging him in the right direction. But now she had sacrificed herself to allow Kevin to defeat Xonax’s fleet. And defeat them he did.

      But Ziron felt strangely anxious about everything ever since Kevin had beamed down to the planet. In human words, he had a bad feeling about this.

      His holo-wrist device buzzed, informing him he needed to go to his quarters. He jumped down from his flying cushion and headed toward the stockroom before going to his room.

      When he entered, an avalanche of meows threatened to overwhelm him. He had avoided spending time with his offspring, but he still took the time to feed them once they boarded the ship.

      “They’ve missed you,” said a voice to the side.

      Ziron was startled and jumped in place until his eyes landed on the one who had spoken.

      “Zelda?” asked Ziron.

      “Yes, Father.”

      “About that…”

      “It’s okay, you don’t need to explain. It’s clear you’re not thrilled with us.”

      Ziron looked down. “It’s not that, you just happened to be born at a very inconvenient time, that’s all.”

      “Charming, you’re quite the inspiration.”

      The other kittens were all over Ziron, mewing and rubbing against him. He dropped the food pellets on the ground, and they gobbled the food as if they hadn’t eaten in days.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” asked Ziron.

      “I know where the food is, I’ve already eaten.”

      “I’m surprised you’re speaking with such ease, you’re quite mature, you know that?”

      Zelda shrugged. “Being raised on spaceships and battling giant bugs will do that to a Sphynx, I guess.”

      “Yeah, that was the last environment I had in mind for you to grow up in, I hope you know that.”

      “And yet you took us back onto the ship to go to war, that’s weird logic, isn’t it?”

      “I thought you may want to stay with Kevin after all of this, you know, he’s the one you bonded with.”

      “We did, but you’re our father. Does that mean after this is all over, you’re going to leave? And leave us here on Earth?”

      “I haven’t decided yet, and now that you’re speaking, perhaps you should make that decision.”

      “I can only decide for myself, I can’t force my wishes upon them,” said Zelda pointing at her kitten brothers.

      “Fair enough.”

      “What’s with you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I get a strange vibe from you, you’re different than usual.”

      Ziron was very anxious about Kevin on the surface of the planet, and he didn’t really know how to voice his concerns.

      When he didn’t answer, Zelda insisted.

      “How’s Kevin doing?”

      “I haven’t heard from him yet, but like the humans say: no news is good news.”

      “No, you’d better go back on the bridge, he may need your help.”

      Ziron nodded as he headed toward the doors to his quarters but when they slid open, he stood there before turning around.

      “I’m sorry, Zelda, you deserve a better father.”

      Before Zelda could answer, Ziron was gone and the door slid closed.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m ready to go in,” said Kevin. “You know what to do?”

      Boomer barked and ran as fast as he could behind the house. A moment later, an explosion coming from the area of the barbecue rocked everything around, and that was Kevin’s cue.

      He ran toward the destroyed backdoor near the kitchen and hit an invisible wall, throwing him backward and onto the ground.

      Kevin looked up and saw blue lightning around the point where he impacted with the invisible shield. For a split second, he thought he saw a shape and a pair of eyes.

      What? You gotta be kidding.

      But before he could get back on his feet, he felt something punch him harder than he ever felt before and was thrown over the lawn where he crashed onto the adjacent street, cracking the asphalt upon impact.

      “Ouch.”

      Boomer barked and ran toward Kevin. “What happened?”

      “Wa—watch out, there’s something out there.”

      Before Boomer could reach his friend, he was catapulted to the side. He yelped as he smacked into a nearby car, denting the door before crashing on the ground, unconscious.

      “Boomer!” screamed Kevin before trying to get up.

      When he was halfway up, he heard heavy footsteps increasing in intensity approaching. He cast a fireball toward the direction of the noise.

      It hit something in midair and illuminated a large humanoid shape, revealing its silhouette briefly as the flames died out and the enemy kicked Kevin back to the ground.

      Damn that predator-thingy, I need to see it to fight it.

      Use your surroundings, said Mira.

      Kevin jumped back to his feet and reached with telekinetic energy to rip out the nearest fire hydrant, water gushing out all around them. More lightning appeared around the silhouette as water droplets fell.

      “There you are.”

      Kevin sent six fireballs toward his enemy, who dodged the first four and deflected the last two with small circular shields attached to his arms.

      The beast of a humanoid, three meters in height, towered over Kevin, and then it darted forward toward him. Kevin reacted instantly and cast a time bubble.

      But before the spell took effect, the creature vanished.

      “What the hell?”

      “Behind you!” screamed a familiar voice.

      Kevin turned and saw the enemy advancing, but three plasma bolts hit it on the side. The beast screamed in pain before vanishing again.

      Lacuna arrived by Kevin’s side. “Are you okay?”

      “Thanks, but what are you doing here?”

      “Saving your butt, obviously.”
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      “It’s too dangerous. You should beam back to the ship,” argued Kevin.

      “No way,” said Lacuna. “You need backup. This thing can go invisible and maybe even teleport, so fighting it alone seems like an unnecessary risk.”

      “What about the ship?”

      “It’s history. I removed the engine’s generator. It’s not going anywhere.”

      “Lacuna, you don’t understand, I—I don’t know what I would do if I lost you. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Right back at ya.”

      But then something hit them both and sent them to the ground.

      “Ouch,” said Lacuna.

      Kevin was first to get back on his feet, using his HUD instruments to try to locate the creature.

      Mira, there has to be a way to detect the creature. I could use your help.

      Working on it, she answered.

      When Kevin heard heavy footsteps, he grabbed Lacuna’s hand and shot upward fifty meters with the help of his telekinetic energy.

      “That’s neat,” said Lacuna, “but we better hope that thing can’t do the same.”

      When a blue lightning bolt shot mere centimeters away from Kevin’s hair, they had their answer. But it also meant they couldn’t just hover in place as the next shot might hit them.

      Kevin was growing increasingly more agitated. He didn’t have time for this. He had to get to his family.

      “Hang on,” said Kevin. He flew them away just before another trio of lightning bolts passed through where they had been hovering a second ago.

      Lacuna held onto Kevin with one hand and aimed toward where the lightning came from with the other holding her rifle. She fired twice, the first hit nothing but air, but the second one resulted in lightning and another scream.

      “Good aim!”

      “I learned from the best.”

      Kevin broke sharp right to avoid another pair of lightning bolts.

      “We can’t keep dodging forever,” said Lacuna.

      “Agreed.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziron walked back onto the bridge of the Osiris feeling a little depressed. The talk with Zelda had bummed him out hard. He never thought he’d have any kids. As a scientist, he couldn’t get distracted by offspring and a romantic relationship, so Ziron always considered himself married to his job and his inventions were his babies, of sorts.

      Now his entire world felt like it was crumbling down, and with Mira revealing her true identity, it had cast a large shadow over what Ziron thought had been his biggest accomplishments in life. Now he doubted his own worth.

      Would he even have invented anything of worth if she hadn’t been there? He thought he was responsible for her coming to consciousness as an AI, how could he have been so blind?

      “You seem down,” said a familiar voice.

      Ziron turned his head and saw Mira’s hologram.

      “Wait? What? You’re not supposed to be the computer’s AI anymore, you merged with Kevin.”

      “Nice to see you too, Ziron. I’m not really here, I mean, it’s just a holographic recording.”

      “You don’t seem like a recording.”

      “Ok, interactive recording.”

      “And your reason for activating it?”

      “You seemed down, something I had anticipated.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because you’re a creature of habit, and I’ve come to know you over the years. I may have taken away a vital part of what makes you who you are.”

      Ziron raised one of his eye-whiskers.

      “Pray tell.”

      “Your ego.”

      “Pfff, that’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it now?”

      “I don’t need a holographic pal, so I’m afraid your activation was probably a mistake. You may want to keep the pep talk for someone who cares.”

      Mira’s hologram stared at Ziron without answering.

      “Go away,” insisted Ziron. “I don’t need you, I never did.”

      “On that, we can agree. Look, Ziron, I’m sorry. I never intended for you to get hurt. I had to complete my mission, find the one, and save both your world and his. I’m sure you can understand that.”

      Ziron was mad, at both Mira and himself. He knew she didn’t mean to hurt him, and after all, she had done nothing wrong. But she was right, it did hurt his ego. Perhaps that was a good thing. Fighting alongside Kevin and his friends had brought something to his life he never thought was possible. Something he never thought he needed: fellowship and adventure and a friend he could not bear to lose in Kevin.

      That was probably another reason he was mad at Mira as he had found a friend, a confidant even, in her as well, and he was losing her, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      “I do understand.”

      “What’s bothering you?”

      “You want the truth?”

      “Always.”

      “I’m pissed at losing you, and I’m scared I’m going to lose Kevin too.”

      “Then maybe you should do something to make sure that the latter, at least, doesn’t happen.”

      “And how do you propose I do that?”

      “You could start by checking what’s happening on the planet. Keep an eye on Kevin, be ready to help if he needs it.”

      “I’m just a furry creature with no powers.”

      “And a brilliant mind.”

      “That was you.”

      “Oh no, Ziron, you’ve always been brilliant on your own. I just nudged you here and there, but don’t let that affect your self-worth. You’re a genius inventor and a great friend. Now, do what you do best and provide your other friends with backup they may need.”

      Mira’s hologram faded away.

      “Thank you,” said Ziron.

      He turned back to his holo-screens and started coding at light speed.

      Let’s start by hacking some of these cameras the humans have in their streets. I need eyes on Kevin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The moment Kevin and Lacuna landed in the woods, they heard noises of branches cracking nearby.

      “He’s still on to us,” said Lacuna.

      “I know, we need to get rid of him though, and quickly. I’m worried about my family. Plus, we need to check on Boomer, he lost consciousness back there.”

      “That’s probably a good thing, at least he’s not a target, since the creature is hunting us.”

      There was logic in that statement, but Kevin worried, nonetheless.

      “You didn’t happen to bring Leg’olas?”

      The spider grew out of Lacuna’s hair.

      “I’m here,” said the spider.

      “You hitched a ride without asking me?” said Lacuna.

      “Most of you seem scared of me, so I kinda had to.”

      “Good,” said Kevin with a smile.

      “Want me to bite that creature?”

      “I would like nothing more, but it’s too dangerous. You’ll be toast if one of these bolts hits you. But can you do me a favor?”

      The noises from the branches cracking intensified.

      “Anything for my friend,” said Leg’olas enthusiastically.

      “Go heal Boomer and regroup. Wait for us by hiding near the house.”

      “I’m not sure he’ll listen to Leg’olas,” interjected Lacuna.

      “Can you heal him partially so that he’s not in pain but still stays asleep?”

      “What good will that do?” asked Lacuna.

      “Look, that was a nasty hit he took, he might be bleeding internally.”

      “Alright,” said Lacuna.

      “I can do that,” confirmed Leg’olas.

      “Then go, be careful.”

      “No problem, I can be so small nobody sees me.”

      “Then do that, make sure you don’t get hurt, either.”

      “Okay,” said Leg’olas as she jumped off of Lacuna’s hair and hopped along in the forest.
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      A lightning bolt burned the tree Kevin and Lacuna took cover behind.

      “I’m getting really irritated with being shot at by an invisible foe!” exclaimed Lacuna.

      “Tell me about it. Set that thing on maximum stun and rapid fire, will you?”

      “What? No! We need to kill that thing.”

      “I know, but we need to see if it slows him down a little. Seems like his shield has no problem deflecting full-power kill shots.”

      “But we still can’t see him.”

      “Let me worry about that, you’ll see him.”

      “And how exactly will you manage that?”

      “There’s a lot of dirt in the forest. I’ll create a cloud out of it. That should give us a visual on him, and when we do see him, you light him up. Just stay behind cover.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “On three?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind,” said Kevin with a smile. “I’m gonna do my thing in three seconds, get ready.”

      Kevin got down, put his hands on the ground, and unleashed all the kinetic energy he could through the ground. Seconds later, a dirt cloud rose and covered the area.

      Lacuna peeked behind the burnt tree only to jerk back behind the trunk’s large pieces of bark that had splintered on impact with the lightning bolt. But this gave her an idea where to look next. She rolled from the tree to the next one, glancing in the direction of the previous blast and saw the silhouette in the dirt cloud.

      She stayed behind the tree until another lightning bolt impacted with it, and she rushed out of cover, aimed her rifle, and unleashed a flurry of shots toward the enemy.

      “Stay behind cover,” said Kevin between gritted teeth.

      “I got this. I think it’s working.”

      The enemy lit up with each hit, which seemed to slow him down, but he remained standing, eventually raising his gun toward Lacuna.

      “Take cover!” screamed Kevin.

      But it was too late, and the enemy opened fire.

      Kevin darted toward Lacuna, raised his hand, and erected a shield in front of her. A split second before she was hit by a lightning bolt, Kevin fired a fireball toward the enemy with his other hand.

      The fireball hit the enemy on his shoulder, and he spun in the air before crashing to the forest’s floor.

      “Good save, thank you,” said Lacuna.

      “That was reckless! You could have gotten yourself killed,” Kevin protested.

      “Easy there, tiger, it worked.”

      Kevin sent Lacuna daggers with his eyes. “This time! Stay here, I’ll finish him.”
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        * * *

      

      “To say the security protocol of these people is child’s play is an understatement,” said Ziron.

      But there was no Mira to respond. Part of Ziron wished her encouraging hologram, even if it were just an interactive recording, would come back.

      What bothered Ziron more at the moment was that he couldn’t acquire any camera angle where he could see Kevin, which was not a good sign. Ziron checked Kevin’s subspace tracker, but the sensors had been acting up since the space battle.

      Eventually, he received a quick series of bleeps that soon vanished but were visible long enough for Ziron to establish a position.

      “What the hell are you doing in the forest, Kevin?”

      Ziron ran scans on the area and detected lightning-based weapons discharge.

      “Oh no, they have a reaper.”

      The reapers were highly effective killers used by the Kregan, and they had very strong shields and armor with extreme stealth technology built-in.

      Ziron opened up a channel to Kevin.

      “Watch out, Kevin, you have a reaper hunting you. They are invisible.”

      “Oh, that’s what’s been firing at us all this time, thanks.”

      “Was that sarcasm?”

      “What do you think? Gotta go finish it off. Kevin out.”

      “No, wait.”

      Ziron tried re-establishing a connection, but Kevin didn’t pick up.

      “Dammit!”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin approached the downed reaper and trapped him in a time bubble. He then lit it up with dozens of fireballs.

      When they entered the bubble, the fire advancing in slow motion looked like it had a life of its own, a relentless, flame-like monster advancing ruthlessly toward its prey. The roles were now reversed, and Kevin was going in for the kill.

      With Mira’s matrix enhancing his tech-sorcerer’s skills, Kevin could keep the time bubble almost indefinitely. This allowed him to send enough attacks to overload and deplete the reaper’s powerful shields. Kevin had sent so many fireballs that the time bubble was now a radiating mixture of flames and shield emission, and eventually, the shield would give in.

      Kevin didn’t have all day, so he created a rotating shield with cutting edges and held it over his head. He looked down at his opponent and threw the cutting-shield disc down.

      When it started entering the bubble, Kevin took a few steps back and erected a shield before dropping the time spell.

      Flames went from slow motion to real time and burned the last of the shields, but the reaper rolled backward and dodged the next attack, which by all accounts should have sectioned him in half.

      He got back to his feet and jumped forward, a blade of light bursting to life.

      Kevin used his free hand and immobilized the reaper in midair. The reaper couldn’t move a muscle and was growling through gritted teeth.

      “Game over,” said Kevin.

      He increased the telekinetic hold and added ten times more power into the spell. The result was devastating, and the reaper blew up like a smashed watermelon.

      Lacuna ran to Kevin’s side and covered her mouth with her hand.

      “Ugh, that’s disgusting.”

      “Well, had to be done.”

      “No arguments here.”

      “Let’s go save my family. They’ll want to meet you.”

      “Would they now?”
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        * * *

      

      Leg’olas stopped healing Boomer just before he woke up. Now Boomer was snoring.

      “There, you rest now,” said Leg’olas, using one of its legs to pat Boomer on the head.

      Kevin and Lacuna came running, both panting when they stopped.

      “All ok?” asked Leg’olas.

      “Yeah,” said Kevin, “just took longer than I would have liked. How’s Boomer?”

      “You were right to send me. He was in pretty bad shape. In fact, he might not have survived.”

      “Thank you for healing him.”

      “Sure thing, what’s next?”

      “Here is what I want you to do. Stay behind cover, small, nearly invisible, and wait for it to be over.”

      “Not fighting with Kevin?” asked Leg’olas with a sad tone in her voice.

      “No, not today.”

      “I don’t think that’s the right move,” said Lacuna.

      “And why not?”

      “We don’t know how things will turn out. Why not use her deadly bite?”

      Kevin thought about it, and while it was hard to argue with Lacuna’s logic, he didn’t like it. The reaper had almost killed Boomer, and if it hadn’t been for Leg’olas, Boomer might have perished. Kevin hated repeatedly putting his friends on the line like this.

      “I don’t know…”

      “Can I chose?” said Leg’olas, hopping around.

      “That seems fair,” said Lacuna.

      Kevin wanted to argue the spider had the maturity of a five year old and it wasn’t a fair way to deal with the potential dangers, but he heard his mother scream inside the house.

      “We gotta go. Now!” Kevin said. “You choose what you want to do, Leg’olas.”

      “Okay, good luck,” said Leg’olas.

      “To us all,” added Lacuna.
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      When Kevin stepped in the house, he noticed some things looked relatively the same but at the same time, he couldn’t help but see the damage already done.

      Seeing a cyborg head of himself on the ground didn’t help reassure him in any way, either. At least the sentinels had tried protecting his family, as Ziron said they would.

      Everyone stayed very quiet in the living room. Kevin’s dad was on the floor, unconscious, but he was breathing. His mom was scared out of her mind, and Xonax had Kevin’s crying sister in his arms, a dagger under her throat. She looked utterly terrified.

      Four Kregan guards walked around Kevin, pointing their blaster rifles at his head.

      “Mom,” said Kevin, “Sonja, just stay calm. Everything will be fine.”

      “It’s not nice lying to your family, Kevin. This is what’s going to happen,” said Xonax. “You’re going to give us a jump-capable ship, I’ll take your sister with me, and you can get her back once I’ve returned to my palace.”

      “There’s no palace for you to return to,” said Kevin. “Your reign is over.”

      Xonax’s metallic teeth ground together. “Don’t be ridiculous. I have planetary defenses, and you came here with the Arcadian fleet, so you’re bluffing.”

      “Think what you will, but I expect Admiral Corso has carried out my attack plan and taken down your world and palace.”

      “If that’s the truth, then you’ll lose everything today, your family, your world, your life.”

      “I can live with the last one, but the rest, I don’t think so. The only way you make it out of here alive is if you agree to surrender now. The question is, are you willing to drop your weapon, go in a nice cell, and stay alive, here, on Earth, for the rest of your life, or should we do this the hard way?”

      Xonax tightened his grasp on Sonja and his dagger broke skin. A little drop of blood ran down her throat.

      “You do realize I can kill her in an instant?”

      Lacuna, said Kevin over their subspace telepathic link, get ready.

      “And if you hurt her, I’ll make sure you die slowly and painfully. As a matter of fact, it will be my personal mission in life to make sure you suffer and die when I decide it’s time.”

      Kevin could see hatred and madness in his opponent’s eyes and hoped his approach of antagonizing him was the right one. While he did his best not to show it, he was terrified of the idea of losing a family member in the process. But he couldn’t doubt himself. Not now. It was game time, and whatever he did, it had to work.

      “You talk too much,” said Xonax. “That will cost your mother her life. Guards, kill her!”

      “Now!” screamed Kevin.

      He reached with his mind and paralyzed Xonax’s dagger-wielding hand, and at the same time, he created a shield around his mother, right before blaster fire buried her. Kevin then sprung into action as he heard the shot coming from outside.

      The plasma shot hit Xonax in the jaw, making his head tilt to the side.

      Dammit, why did it have to hit there?

      Kevin swiftly fired two fireballs that incinerated two of the Kregan guards, then pushed the other two against the walls of the house with kinetic force pushes.

      Xonax grimaced as he recovered from the blaster impact with his half-metallic face. In vain, he tried slashing his dagger. Kevin reached with telekinetic energy, opened his hand by snapping his fingers, and grabbed the dagger. He then used more telekinetic energy to break Xonax’s arm, removing it from holding his sister.

      “Sonja, Mom, run upstairs!” ordered Kevin.

      Sonja was too scared to move, but Kevin’s mom grabbed her, and they disappeared up the stairs.

      Xonax was in pain, and his scream was ear-piercing.

      Kevin aimed his palm at the Emperor and created a fire in front of his palm.

      “Now you die!”

      Xonax started laughing.

      “You’ve lost, why the hell would you laugh?”

      “You don’t get it, do you? You should turn around.”

      Kevin hesitated to lose visual contact with Xonax, but when he heard moaning behind him and recognized Lacuna’s voice, he broke eye contact and turned.

      She was being dragged by her hair—by nothing but air.

      Another reaper.

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t be ready for whatever plan you were cooking up?” said Xonax. “Granted, I didn’t anticipate that you’d be so efficient. As a matter of fact, I thought my first reaper would have dealt with you and your friends.”

      Kevin’s heartbeat increased, and his mind went into a dark place. He couldn’t lose Lacuna; he couldn’t lose anyone. But his plan had backfired, and now he had no clear path to victory. Just fear quickly turning into terror and threatening to swallow his sanity.

      “Shoot that damn thing,” said Lacuna, clearly in pain. “Don’t worry about me or your family. Just do it!”

      “Shut up!” ordered Xonax. “Now, get on your knees, Kevin, or she dies.”

      Kevin could hear Xonax walking toward him. Fear paralyzed Kevin, and he couldn’t think of his next move.

      He caught a glimpse of Lacuna’s eyes, and she discreetly shook her head, indicating not to comply. But Kevin didn’t know what to do, so he got on his knees and saw tears fall down Lacuna’s cheeks.

      Just save your family, said Lacuna on their link.

      I can’t lose you.

      If you don’t do something soon, we’ll all die!

      Get ready to move on three, said a third voice. I’ll create a diversion.

      It was Ziron.

      One, said Ziron, two…

      The sky behind the door illuminated, and an explosion near the reaper sent both him and Lacuna crashing to the side. Kevin turned around and fired a shockwave at an unsuspecting Xonax, who flew and smashed through the wall separating the living room from the kitchen.

      Kevin darted outside after Lacuna just in time to see her spinning in the air, no doubt thrown by the reaper.

      Kevin used telekinetic energy to cradle her fall. But she had lost consciousness.

      I’m uploading an algorithm allowing you to see the reaper, said Ziron.

      The reaper’s silhouette suddenly appeared in front of Kevin’s eyes. He could see it as a red overlay.

      I’m marking a spot on your HUD. Send the damn thing there, and I’ll take care of it, added Ziron.

      Kevin used a lot of telekinetic energy to grab the reaper before he could fire at him and unleashed his biggest shockwave yet. The reaper was catapulted in the general vicinity that Zee had marked on Kevin’s HUD, and a wide ray of light fell from the sky and incinerated the enemy target with a loud bang. The shockwave from the impact sent Kevin falling unceremoniously on his ass.
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      Kevin ran to Lacuna, who was still breathing but badly hurt.

      Thanks for saving our asses, Ziron, said Kevin.

      Behind you, Kevin. Xonax is coming.

      Anger and hatred filled Kevin’s soul. He had enough of the Kregans and their Emperor. It was time to end this.

      Kevin carefully laid Lacuna’s head on the ground and kissed her before getting back on his feet.

      “You’ve been a thorn in my side for much too long,” said Xonax as he grabbed his blaster and aimed at Kevin.

      “That won’t hurt me,” said Kevin

      “You sure about that?”

      Xonax fired, and Kevin trapped the blaster fire in a small time bubble, big enough for him to walk past it on his way to Xonax.

      “Impressive, but that won’t work forever.”

      “Try me.”

      Xonax fired again. Kevin trapped the next shot in another time bubble.

      The Emperor took two steps back and screamed while holding a hand to his neck. Leg’olas had just bitten him.

      Xonax grabbed a surprised Leg’olas and sent her flying through the air. He took aim and fired at her.

      Kevin once more stopped the blast from hitting his pet spider.

      Kevin, said Mira. Using time bubbles this fast and repeatedly is quickly depleting our energy.

      Duly noted.

      The yellow spider fell on the ground and tumbled. She wasn’t moving.

      “Leg’olas!”

      “Friends with a killer spider,” said Xonax. “I didn’t see that one coming, but since poison is the weapon of choice for a good coup, those with a claim to the throne are injected at birth and immune to these creatures’ bites. I have anti-venom running through my blood.”

      “That won’t stop me from killing you.”

      Kevin sent one more time bubble and trapped Xonax. Shortly after, Kevin collapsed to the ground. He was exhausted, running out of energy and aching everywhere. But he needed to finish the threat and make sure Xonax died here today.

      Then something impossible happened. Xonax walked out of the time bubble as if he hadn’t been affected by it at all.

      “What the hell?”

      “You see, when you killed my father using this spell, I had a feeling it was something I needed to protect against. My best scientist found a way to counter this particular tech-spell.”

      Kevin swallowed hard and shot a fireball at Xonax; it hit him fully in the front, but he didn’t see affected either and the fire died off quickly.

      “I’m fireproof too,” said Xonax with a smirk.

      The Emperor aimed and fired his blaster at Kevin who was still on the ground.

      Kevin was too tired to try to accurately trap another shot with a time bubble so he raised a shield instead. But the blaster fire shot through the shield and lodged itself on the left side of Kevin’s stomach. It burned through his skin and hurt like hell.

      Kevin spat blood.

      “You must wonder what just happened here? I had 8-3-9-6 give me your shield frequency and had a weapon manufactured just for this purpose, I call it the Kevin gun.”

      Xonax took two more steps and stopped not far from a downed Kevin who was holding his stomach, his face contorted by the intense pain.

      “Call your sister, and I’ll end your suffering and promise I won’t kill your entire family or your girlfriend.

      Ziron, listen to me—shoot us, shoot us now. I’m far away from the house and Lacuna, so if you shoot you can take us both out.

      But there was no answer. Zee, fire, NOW!

      “Go to hell,” spat Kevin to Xonax.Ashpen

      “You first.”

      Xonax aimed his blaster and squeezed the trigger.

      The next thing Kevin felt was blood splatter on his face but no additional pain. A shadow covered the light from the sun, and Kevin realized he had closed his eyes without realizing iz. He opened them in time to see Ziron crash into his chest, bleeding heavily.

      Zee threw a small round device toward Xonax with whatever energy he had left. Upon impact with the ground only a meter away from the Emperor, lightning blots shot and electrocuted Xonax, forcing him to drop his blaster. The device kept sending waves of lightning bolts and electricity through the Emperor’s body, immobilizing him.

      Kevin couldn’t believe his eyes. Ziron was in his arms, with a large hole in his chest. His Sphynx friend tried talking but blood bubbled on the corner of his mouth.

      “Zee! No! Why? Why did you do this?” Kevin said, sobbing.

      “Because…you’re my friend, and I didn’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “Why didn’t you just blast us both like I asked?”

      “I almost did, but it didn’t seem fair,” Ziron coughed up more blood. “You’ve given up so much, I thought someone else ought to sacrifice themselves for a change.”

      Kevin screamed. “Leg’olas! Can you hear me, come here now!”

      But nobody came.

      “I don’t think she can do anything,” said Ziron, “Kevin, I’m cold, take…take this.”

      Ziron handed Kevin a small sphere the size of a pea.

      “I…” Ziron continued, “I didn’t have time to make another smart suit, but this is a smart weapon. Think of the weapon you want it to be, and Mira’s matrix will make it real. Goodbye, my friend. It has been both a pleasure and an honor. Thank y—”

      “No! Zee! Stay with me!”

      But Ziron had already stopped breathing.

      The spherical device near Xonax was still electro-shocking him and preventing him from moving a single muscle. The lightning reflecting off his metal jaw and gritted teeth made him look more machine than man.

      Sadness filled Kevin’s heart, but soon the emotion was replaced by hatred and a desire for revenge, the likes he had never experienced before. Kevin delicately laid his dead furry friend to the side, wiped his tears, and got back to his feet, with the metallic pea in his right hand and deadly fire in his eyes.

      My time has come too. We’ve used too much energy already, said Mira. Choose your weapon by speaking its name, and don’t forget your promise.

      I won’t. Thank you for everything, Mira. We’ll miss you.

      I’ll miss you too. Now destroy our common enemy, and accomplish both your and my destiny. Goodbye, Kevin.

      Goodbye, Mira.

      Kevin raised his right fist forward and spoke.

      “BFG-9000,” said Kevin.

      He thought he heard Mira’s distant voice in his mind but wasn’t sure if it was his imagination. The voice said only two words: Good choice.

      The plasma-discharging weapon morphed in Kevin’s hand, and he aimed dead center at the Emperor, still being assailed by multiple paralyzing thunderbolts.

      Xonax screamed loudly. “NOOOOOO!”

      “Die, you piece of shit.”

      Kevin squeezed the trigger, and the large plasma bolt impacted with the Emperor’s chest and vaporized him.

      The weapon disappeared from Kevin’s hands, and he fell back to his knees, sobbing uncontrollably.

      When he heard a whimpering sound, he looked to the side and saw Boomer licking Ziron’s face and slighting pushing him with his snout.

      “Wake up, Zee,” said a crying Boomer. “Wake up.”

      Tears kept flowing down Kevin’s face. “He’s gone.”

      Boomer looked at Kevin “What happened?”

      “He sacrificed himself for us. Without him, we would have lost.”

      A limping Leg’olas came by their side, joined by a beat-up Lacuna. Lacuna was softly crying, and she fell to her knees next to Ziron, gently running her hand through his bloodied fur.

      Kevin went to her side and embraced her.
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      Kevin’s home looked on the inside just like how Kevin felt—broken, injured, and roughed up.

      Kevin lied down next to his father, who was still out of it, and gently slapped him until he regained consciousness.

      His father groaned and opened his eyes slowly.

      “Kevin? Is that really you?”

      Kevin nodded. “It’s me, Father. How do you feel?”

      “Like I was in a fight with a bulldozer. And lost.”

      Kevin could relate. It was taking all his energy not to burst into more tears thinking of the loss of Ziron. But right now, he needed to reassure his family.

      Kevin helped his father get back up.

      “Thank you, son. Where are your mom and sister?”

      “Mom! Sonja! You can come downstairs. It’s safe now.”

      Kevin’s mom was the first to emerge, jumping the stairs two by two. Before he knew it, she had thrown herself in his arms.

      “Kevin, oh my Kevin, you’re okay. Thank god.”

      Sonja joined in the family hug. It felt good to hold his family close. There had been so many times he thought he’d never see them again.

      Eventually, Boomer broke up the congregation with a sharp bark.

      Sonja was the first to run to him and grab him in her arms.

      “Boomer! You’re injured.”

      “I’ll live,” he answered.

      Sonja dropped Boomer and fell back on her bottom, her eyes blinking uncontrollably. Kevin’s mom helped Sonja back up, but Kevin could tell she was equally surprised.

      “Right…they don’t know I can speak,” said Boomer.

      “Yeah, there’s a lot they don’t know,” added Kevin. “We’ll have plenty of time recounting our adventures over dinner.”

      “I hope I’m invited,” said Lacuna.

      Kevin thought her timing was perfect, diffusing the surprise created by Boomer.

      “Mom, this is Lacuna. She helped me save all of you, and well, Earth as well. Hope it’s cool if she joins us for dinner?”

      Angela smiled. “Of course. Any friend of my boy is a friend of ours.”

      Then Leg’olas emerged from Lacuna’s hair.

      “Does that mean I can come too?”

      Sonja screamed, and Kevin’s dad caught Angela when she fainted.

      “This is going to be one interesting dinner party,” said Kevin’s dad.

      “You have no idea,” said Kevin.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin stood outside the house, looking at the setting sun when Lacuna joined him.

      “You’re folks are nice.”

      Kevin wanted to voice that he agreed about only one parent, but now was not the time. His heart was still having trouble adjusting to the idea of a world without his friend Ziron in it.

      “I’m glad you think so. They seem to like you.”

      “That might change when we tell them how we initially met.”

      “I think it would be best to avoid telling them that story.”

      Kevin kissed Lacuna for the longest time.

      “After all,” continued Kevin, “that story is just for the two of us.”

      “Three of us,” said Boomer.

      “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough,” said Boomer with a chuckle.

      “Feeling better?” asked Lacuna.

      “Yeah, Leg’olas finally had enough energy to heal my leg.”

      “Sorry, apparently she used a fair amount of strength healing our wounds first,” said Kevin.

      “That’s okay, I’m just glad we’re all okay.”

      “Not all…” Kevin said absently, gazing at the red sun setting in the distance.

      “Right…wrong choice of words.”

      Lacuna bent down and grabbed Boomer in her arms.

      “What are you doing?” asked Boomer. “You’re his girlfriend, you know?”

      “Yeah, but he’s too heavy for me too do this.”

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “Too heavy?”

      Lacuna smiled. “Wrong choice of words.”

      “I hear there’s a lot of that going on around here tonight,” said Kevin.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin’s mom cooked all his favorite foods, and he had to admit, he had missed his mom’s cooking. Food on his adventures hadn’t been all that. The family dinner felt like the most delicious meal of his life.

      There had been laughter and tears as he recounted some of his adventures. Though Kevin did wonder why the place hadn’t been flooded with government suits and other officials. Something was fishy, but part of him was glad how the evening had unfolded.

      “I hope you’re all hungry for dessert,” said Angela.

      “I’m stuffed,” said Leon.

      “I’ll have some,” said Boomer.

      “Now why I am not surprised,” said Lacuna.

      The family laughed.

      “Kevin,” asked Angela. “Dessert?”

      “I’m good. Maybe save me a piece for later.”

      “Is everything okay?” asked Sonja.

      “I’m good, sis, I…I just need a moment alone, so if you don’t mind, I’m going for a walk.”

      Kevin’s mom nodded, and Kevin left.

      He strolled along the street for about twenty minutes when he noticed an approaching light in the sky. At first, he was worried, but soon he recognized the shape of the Osiris.

      The ship landed in a nearby clearing, and Kevin ran toward it. When he arrived, the ramp lowered and he walked in. With each step his heart ached. Ziron’s presence felt even stronger here than any other memory that Kevin had brought back into his mind since his friend sacrificed his life.

      Kevin stopped in front of the bridge doors and hesitated. Part of him didn’t feel ready to enter that room just yet. But the ship had come here for a reason so Kevin had to face his fear. After a minute, he found the courage to step in.

      The bridge was empty, something Kevin didn’t expect.

      “Anyone here?” asked Kevin.

      To Kevin’s surprise, a hologram of Mira appeared.

      “Mira? I don’t understand, I thought you were…gone.”

      “I am, this is just a recording.”

      “I see. You left some interactive hologram to deliver a final message. I guess in your position I would have done the same.”

      “You’re correct, but not only that. Mira programmed me to take care of the aftermath of the battle with your government. So I apologize for not coming down sooner. Your president and his senior staff were not easy to convince that we mean them no harm.”

      Kevin chuckled. “That’s what you get for saving the world.”

      “I think I managed to convince them, and they’ll be delivering you a medal.”

      “That won’t bring back Ziron.”

      Mira’s hologram looked down. “I know. About that.”

      “I can’t believe he’s gone. I would have gladly given my life in order to avoid losing him.”

      “I know you would, and so did Ziron. It was his choice, and I know that won’t make you feel any better, but you should respect his sacrifice.”

      “I do. But it will take a while for me to truly accept it, I guess. I’m not trying to be disrespectful in any way, I just wish he were here.”

      “Then on some level, I can grant you part of your wish.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      A hologram of Ziron appeared next to Mira, and Kevin’s eyes watered.

      “Zee?”

      “Hey, Kevin, how’s that Earth saying go: If you’re seeing this, I must have died.”

      The lighthearted joke didn’t have the effect Ziron went for, instead, it unleashed more tears.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t joke about these matters,” said Ziron’s hologram.

      Kevin wiped his tears with the back of his hand. “That’s okay. So…you’re a holographic recording as well?”

      “I suppose I am. When you were training on battling the superior fleet, I thought I should record something in case of my demise. It took a lot of time for me to do so. Imagining I could no longer be here made me so anxious I couldn’t record any message.”

      Kevin nodded with a faint smile.

      “I’m glad you’re okay, that’s all that mattered to me,” said Ziron. “I hope you know that?”

      “I do, thank you for saving me, well, saving us all, in fact.”

      “You did that yourself. I only played my part, even though I don’t really know what I did, but I take it it was some sort of uncharacteristically courageous act.”

      Kevin chuckled, his eyes watering again. “It sure was courageous.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “If I may,” interrupted Mira. “I can help you with,” she said pointing at Ziron’s hologram, “in remembering a little better.”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” said Ziron’s hologram.

      “I’m with Zee on this one,” added Kevin.

      “Before morphing her matrix with you, I, well, the real me, created an emergency program to run in case this particular scenario played out. I think she had a feeling that Ziron might act the way he did if necessary.”

      “What are you talking about?” said Kevin and Ziron in unison.

      “Hang on,” said Mira. “Executing Z-plus function.”

      Ziron’s hologram flickered for a second, then vanished and reappeared, this time with a more solid appearance.

      “What the hell did you do?” asked Ziron. “What is this? Where am I?”

      “What’s going on?” asked Kevin.

      “I’ve transferred a copy of Ziron’s consciousness to this holographic avatar. For all intents and purposes, this is Ziron with a holographic body.”

      “What?” Ziron and Kevin said in unison again.

      “Zee?” asked Kevin.

      “Hey, I had no idea she would do this. This is weird. . .though I do feel like myself.”

      “Well, I for one am glad Mira brought you back.”

      “Of sorts.”

      “Yeah, of sorts. I’m so sorry you had to sacrifice yourself for me.”

      “It was damn time someone else took all the risks, don’t you think?”

      Kevin nodded. “I suppose. Why didn’t you just shoot as I asked?”

      “I don’t know why I remember this, but I do. I almost did, Mira gave me quite the earful last time I disobeyed one of your orders.”

      “I did,” said Mira, “and the reason why you remember is that your brain pattern was being scanned until the last second, right before you beamed down to the planet.”

      “I see,” said Ziron.

      “As for myself,” said Mira, “my program has run its course. So it’s time I’m put to rest. Mira wanted you to know, Ziron, that she’s transferred all controls of the Osiris back to this holographic avatar of yours. So from now on, you’ll have full control of the ship.”

      Ziron nodded.

      “Also,” added Mira, “she wanted you two to know how proud and privileged she felt calling the both of you friends.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” said Kevin.

      “Same here,” added Ziron.

      “It’s now time for goodbyes. And, Ziron, she wanted to remind you to remember what’s in your quarters.”

      “Right. Goodbye, Mira.”

      “Goodbye, Mira,” added Kevin, “and thanks for everything.”

      Mira’s holographic message vanished.
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      “What did Mira mean about your quarters?” asked Kevin.

      “Let’s discuss that a little later, if you don’t mind?”

      “You have something else you’d like to discuss first?”

      “You could say that.”

      “What? You seem concerned. I must admit your holographic avatar’s facial features and animation are quite impressive. The fact that you aren’t translucent like Mira’s was…well, if I didn’t know you were a hologram, I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “Good to know. And yes, I’m concerned, as being a hologram means I can’t ever leave the ship.”

      “Yeah…I kinda figured that would be the case.”

      “You see, it means that once I leave…”

      “I know, Zee. But is that any different than if you were still here in the flesh?”

      “Quite, as I would probably have wanted to stay here with you.”

      “I would have liked that too.”

      Ziron’s holographic eyes watered. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Thank you for saving my life.”

      “You would have done the same for me.”

      “I kinda tried, but that furry friend of mine, he’s so stubborn at times.”

      Ziron chuckled. “Tell me about it.”

      “I hope you’re not leaving right away.”

      “No, I can stay until tomorrow at least, and well, I hope to come visit often. Who knows, maybe you could figure out a way to make a portable holographic projector.” Ziron smiled. “Like the doc on Voyager?”

      “Yes, exactly like that. I see you still have access to my brain patterns.”

      “Yeah, and that’s a good thing too, at least I’ll have them keeping me company when I’m away.”

      Kevin’s smiled morphed into a frown. “At least you have my brain patterns, but I won’t have anything to remember you by once you go.”

      “About that, I think now is the time to talk about my quarters.”

      “What about them?”

      “Sonic, Mario, and Zelda are on board.”

      “What? What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that after the battle we could all stay on Earth with you.”

      “Right…I meant it was a little dangerous taking your offspring with you into battle.”

      “Believe it or not, I had no doubt you would prevail.”

      “Well, perhaps you didn’t, I for sure had my fair share of doubts in that regard. But never mind that, should we head to your quarters?”

      “For the time being, I’d rather they didn’t see me as a hologram.”

      “Why not?”

      “They need to move on, and I was hoping you’d be willing to take them in.”

      “I have to clear that with my folks I guess, but I’m pretty sure they won’t have any objections.”

      “I’d worry more about Boomer.”

      “Yeah, he’s gonna throw a jealous fit I’m sure, but he will get over it.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “So what do I tell them about you?”

      “The truth.”

      “Really? But they’re so young. They’ll be crushed.”

      “I prefer not to lie to them. I am dead after all…wow, that’s such a weird thing to say.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine. Alright, so, I’ll go tell them the news, and I’ll come back to see you tomorrow, then?”

      “Sounds good. I’m glad you’re safely back home, my friend.”

      “Wish I could I say the same, but I’m glad Mira kept you alive in that fashion. I was really heartbroken at the thought of not speaking with you again.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin entered Ziron’s quarters with a long face.

      “Kevin!” said Zelda, jumping off the bed and into Kevin’s arms.

      “You’re talking!” said Kevin, surprised.

      “Yeah, I’m a Sphynx, remember? That’s what we do.”

      “Do Mario and Sonic talk as well?”

      The other two kittens came and rubbed themselves against Kevin’s leg, mewing.

      “I guess not,” said Kevin.

      “No, not yet, but soon, most likely.”

      “I see. Well, what I have to tell you might make it a little simpler knowing you understand me.”

      “They may not talk yet, but they’ll understand you just fine.”

      “I see…”

      “What’s going on, Kevin? You look a little strange. Is everything okay?”

      “It’s better we all sit on the bed, if you don’t mind.”

      All three kittens jumped to the bed, and Kevin joined them.

      “Here’s the thing…”

      Kevin swallowed hard.

      “I—I have some bad news. It’s Ziron.”

      Mario and Sonic mewed heavily, and Zelda looked down.

      “You see,” continued Kevin, “he tried helping me…”

      Kevin stopped. Saying it out loud was harder than he ever thought possible. Even more so not telling them that even though their father had died, he was still around, at least on some level. But he respected Ziron’s wish, and if that’s what he wanted, Kevin had to honor his request. That’s the least he could do for him, especially after what Ziron had done for Kevin.

      Kevin took a deep breath. “I’m sorry to say Ziron didn’t make it.”

      Zelda and the other kittens started crying, and Kevin knew exactly how they felt. Perhaps not exactly, but he had deeply felt Ziron’s loss, and witnessing him dying in his arms had been one of the most painful experiences of his life.

      Kevin took all three kittens in his arms. “I’m so sorry.”

      After a few minutes and a lot of tears, Zelda snuggled closer to Kevin.

      “What is to happen to us now?”

      “Well, I was hoping you’d like to stay with me. Otherwise, there’s always the option of returning to the Arcadian Confederate and be with your own kind if that’s what you prefer.”

      “No,” said Zelda. “We want to stay with you.”

      Mario and Sonic each mewed once.

      “They concur,” said Zelda.

      “It’s decided then. Would you like to see your new digs?”

      Zelda nodded, and Sonic and Mario mewed again.

      “Let’s all go tell Boomer the good news. I just need another few minutes to grab something from the ship, and I’ll return to get you, okay?”

      “Okay,” said Zelda.
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        * * *

      

      “How did they take it?” asked Ziron.

      “You’re telling me you didn’t watch through your camera in your quarters?” said Kevin.

      “That was kind of my intention, but believe it or not, I simply couldn’t bring myself to watch.”

      “I believe you. And perhaps that’s better. As per your question, well, not surprising, they were crushed.”

      “What about…”

      “The part where I invited them to stay with me?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “They’re game, and I’m glad. I’ll take very good care of them, I promise. As a matter of fact, I’ll watch over them as if they were my own kids.”

      “I know you will. Thank you, Kevin.”

      “That’s the least I can do. And by the way, Zelda speaks!”

      “I know.”

      “Thanks for the head’s up.”

      “Oopsie.”

      Kevin smiled.

      “There’s someone else who wants to talk with you.”

      “At this hour?”

      “It’s not past midnight on every world, you know.”

      “Right. Who would that be?”

      “Admiral Corso. Should I patch him in?”

      “Sure.”

      The admiral’s face filled the bridge’s main holo-screen and immediately saluted Kevin.

      “Kevin, congratulations on defeating the Kregans. We owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      “Well, without your fleet, my world would be gone so we’re pretty much square if you ask me. This was not without casualties. There were losses.”

      “I know. But that’s what happens in a time of war, and from what Ziron’s told me, without you, these losses could have been way worse.”

      “I suppose.”

      Kevin wanted to say Mira had a big role to play as well, but it was probably better not to mention her at this point. She was not really an Arcadian AI after all.

      “What about the Kregan home world?” asked Kevin.

      “Your attack plan was pure genius. Once we took out the planetary defenses and broadcast the fact that their Emperor had died, the rest of the Kregan forces surrendered without too much issue.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “There’s someone else who’d like to speak to you.”

      “Oh, is there?”

      Corso walked away from the camera, and soon Kalliopy stepped in.

      “Hi, Kevin, it’s me, the real me I mean.”

      “I figured that. Glad they managed to deal with your brainwashing, Princess.”

      “Don’t call me that, I’m not fit to hold that role anymore. I think I’d like Athala to make her position permanent.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up too much about this, you were not in control, and trust me, I know how that feels.”

      “Yes, but after hearing what I had done…” Kalliopy covered her mouth and cried. “I…I’m so sorry for what I’ve put you through, I hope you know that.”

      Kevin’s wounds on the matter were still fresh, but he knew she wasn’t in control so it wasn’t very hard to bypass his first knee-jerk reaction and think logically about this.

      “I forgive you, let’s. . .let’s just leave it at that, if that’s okay with you?”

      “It’s more than generous. Thank you, Kevin, and thank you, Ziron, for…well, for everything.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Kevin, “pardon me for being frank, but it’s really getting late over here, and I don’t want my folks to worry. The last time I went out after midnight, well, I ended up on Arcadia.”

      “Fair enough. I was done anyway. Bye, to the both of you.”

      The holo-screen turned off before they could answer.

      “What did she mean by that?” asked Kevin. “Does she know you died?”

      “Yeah, I’ve told Corso, but I also requested that the Osiris be given to me and separate from the main fleet, that way it should grant me a little more leeway in how I move about the universe and allow me to come here more often.”

      “Couldn’t you just stay here, period?”

      “I’m hoping after a while I can negotiate that, but for the time being, they’ve asked me to provide new defense systems for the home world and make sure we deal with the Kregan for good. So I guess for the short term, it isn’t an option.”

      “Bummer.”

      “Yeah, but don’t worry, the moment I can get free of my responsibilities, Earth will be my first destination.”

      Kevin smiled. “That’s good to know.”
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      The first thing Kevin saw when opening his eyes was Boomer’s tongue.

      “Hey, boundaries,” said Kevin with a yawn.

      Boomer extended his paw and pointed to the side. “What are they doing here?”

      Kevin looked to the side where all three kittens were sleeping. It had been a long and emotionally charged night for all three of them.

      “Well, they’re our new bunkmates.”

      “And you didn’t think to run it by me first?”

      “I knew you would be cool about it; after all, they just lost their father, and my best bud has a heart of gold, right?”

      Boomer barked. “Well played. Does mom know?”

      “Nah, I’ll tell them over breakfast. I don’t foresee any problems though.”

      “That’s what you get for saving the Earth, you’re the hero, and I’m just your dog.”

      “I did mention your exploits as well over dinner, I believe.”

      “You did, and well, I appreciate that.”

      “We were in this together, and without you I would never have made it back.”

      Boomer licked Kevin’s face.

      “Eeew, I need to brush your teeth.”

      “Start by brushing yours, you’re not exactly smelling like roses either.”

      Kevin discreetly breathed out some air in his curled palm.

      I guess not. Better brush before going to kiss Lacuna in the guest room.
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        * * *

      

      After the family met with the new additions, they had to take a plane to Washington DC, where the president insisted on giving Kevin a medal, so it ended up being a rather long day.

      That evening, after dinner, Kevin had one more task he wanted to do. So when everyone went into the living room to watch a show on Netflix, he excused himself and went into the shed to grab a shovel.

      His parents had agreed to let him bury Ziron in the backyard. He could have waited for the next day, but the night was fresh, and he felt like doing it now.

      He returned to the backyard, found a spot near his favorite tree, one with a view from his own bedroom, and started digging. The light from the back porch came to life, and his father approached.

      “Need a hand?” asked Leon.

      “I’m good, but thank you.”

      “Son, I wanted to say something, if I may?”

      Kevin planted the shovel into the ground and turned around.

      “Sure. What can I do for you, dad?”

      “I want to apologize.”

      His father had never apologized for anything, so to say Kevin was baffled hearing his father lead with that was an understatement.

      “What for?”

      “Everything, really. I’ve been very hard on you these past few months, well, before you were replaced by a…”

      “Sentinel. Several actually, every time the Kregans sent agents to get you, they would morph into me. I’m glad Ziron sent them to protect you guys.”

      “Right, so am I. I just feel a little stupid not recognizing a facsimile of my son. But they also fooled your sister and your mother so they must have been pretty convincing.”

      Kevin wanted to say he wasn’t that happy neither one of them recognized a cybernetic copy of him, but his father was having a heart to heart talk with him, one that was long overdue, so he preferred not interfering with its flow.

      “I’m sure they were. You were saying?”

      “Right. I’m sorry for being a failure and a jerk to you. I projected some really bad feelings onto you in the past, and I don’t have any excuse for my behavior. I just want you to know how proud I am of you. And I’m not saying that because the president gave you a medal.”

      “That was pretty cool, though, I guess,” said Kevin with a smile.

      “Yeah, the YouTube video is trending too, you may break records, in fact.”

      “I don’t quite care much about that.”

      “If you didn’t have a girlfriend already, I’d say you would get some serious attention from the ladies. In fact, you probably will anyway.”

      “I don’t think there’s a better girl for me than Lacuna.”

      “She’s very sweet. I’m glad you two are an item.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, if you want, we could merge your room with the guest room, that way you could have a king-size bed in there.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Leon’s eyes watered, something else Kevin didn’t see every day.

      “Look, son, you saved this family, your planet, and you’ve been through hell and back. I don’t care what people think, you’re the most mature person I know and the most courageous one, too. From now on, I’ll treat you with nothing but the respect you deserve.”

      Kevin was not prepared to hear that from his father. Kevin hid his face with this hand for a moment.

      “Well,” Leon continued, “I won’t hold you up, I know this is important for you. I just wanted to say I’m proud, and I’m sorry for being a jerk.”

      “Apology accepted, dad. Thank you.”

      “Let me know if you need anything, okay?”

      “Will do.”

      Leon turned back and walked toward the house.

      “Dad, wait.”

      Leon turned. “Yes, son?”

      “I think I’d like it if you gave me a hand.”

      Leon nodded. “Let me grab another shovel.”
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        * * *

      

      It was early in the morning, and Kevin was outside, sipping his first coffee. He wasn’t really thrilled with the taste, and that was even after adding three sugars and three creams in it. But since he had finished Ziron’s grave late with his father, he needed the energy to keep his eyes open.

      Lacuna came next to him with her own cup.

      “This beverage tastes weird,” she said.

      “It’s an acquired taste, or so I’m told.”

      “It does give one a mental boost though.”

      “Yeah, that’s why it’s so popular.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Better than I thought I would. It helps that my family has accepted all of you with open arms, my dad even said we can merge our rooms together.”

      “That’s cool. Nobody asked me if I was cool with that.”

      Kevin spat his last sip back into his cup, some coffee dribbling on his face.

      “What?”

      “I’m kidding, but your expression was priceless.”

      “Very funny.”

      She kissed him, and he kissed her back.

      “What’s next?” she asked.

      “I have no idea. But the fact that it doesn’t involve large ships, mechs, and the fate of the galaxy will be a good change of pace for a while.”

      “I’m sure it will. I, for one, look forward to seeing your world.”

      “And I look forward to showing it to you.”

      “Do you miss him?”

      “Yeah, a lot, even though he already sent like fifteen subspace transmissions.”

      Lacuna laughed. “Who’s missing who, huh?”

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s a nice grave you made for Ziron.”

      “Is it?”

      Lacuna nodded.

      “It’s strange having a grave and yet being able to talk to him every day.”

      “I guess it’s better than the alternative.”

      Kevin preferred not to even think about it. At least his friend was technically still there, and that made his courageous sacrifice a little easier to deal with.

      “Yeah, at least there’s that.”
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      It had been a week since Kevin’s return on Earth. He and his father had started the work on making his room bigger, and his father had already ordered the larger bed, which was resting in the basement until the work was completed.

      But Kevin’s father had anticipated his son’s impatience and had removed everything from the guest room and put it in storage so that he and Lacuna could already sleep together. Furthermore, his dad had proposed that once the room was ready, Kevin could transform the basement into an entertainment room, and Kevin was looking forward to that project as well.

      Kevin had also received an acceptance letter from MIT. Apparently, the person who had rejected his entry had seen his video on YouTube and convinced the school he had made a mistake. Kevin was happy about that, but he didn’t really see himself spending all his time away from Lacuna. But he knew they would find a way to make it work.

      Today had been a good day for Kevin. For his birthday, they had gone out to eat.

      “You have fun today, birthday boy?” asked Lacuna.

      “Yeah, what about you?”

      “I really liked the food. What was it called again?”

      “Sushi.”

      “It was both colorful and delicious.”

      Kevin smiled. “I’m glad you liked it.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      They walked through the forest and soon arrived at a small lake.

      “What is this place?”

      “This, my dear, is where it all started.”

      They both laid on the grass.

      “What do you mean?”

      Kevin recounted how the Arcadian ship crashed into the lake and how Kevin made first contact with them in their time of need.

      “To think before all of this, I was just a boy without any prospects, dreaming of adventure and playing video games.”

      “And now?”

      “I guess now I have had my fair share of adventure, and I’m glad to just relax and enjoy a romantic walk by the lake with the woman of my dreams.”

      “Awww…that’s so sweet.”

      They kissed passionately.

      Kevin turned his head to the side.

      “Everything okay?” asked Lacuna.

      Kevin nodded with a smile. “I thought I heard something. Boomer! You can stop hiding behind the bush and join us.”

      Lacuna looked where Kevin was looking and saw Boomer trot their way.

      “I guess we forgot to invite him,” said Lacuna.

      “Well, it’s less romantic with a farting ball of fur, but we probably should have, nonetheless.”

      Boomer sat on Kevin’s legs and farted.

      “See what I mean?” said Kevin.

      “Sorry, too many beans at dinner.”

      “Sure, that’s what it must be.”

      Lacuna covered her nose. “Ewww. Stinky.”

      “Better get used to it,” said Kevin. “He does that a lot.”

      “Look who’s talking,” answered Boomer with a couple of barks.

      “Can I ask you two a question?” said Lacuna.

      “Of course, anything,” said Kevin.

      “Shoot,” said Boomer.

      “Do you guys think we’ll ever go on other interstellar adventures again?”

      Kevin put his arm around her, looking at the full moon, and a cool breeze ran through his hair. He pulled her against him.

      Boomer was the first to answer.

      “If we do, this time I’m the hero, and the two of you can be my sidekicks.”

      They all burst into laughter.

      “Good one,” said Lacuna. “And you?” she asked Kevin.

      “Who knows…never say never.”

      
        
        —== The End of Book 4 ==—

        Keep reading… Book 5: Empire Mine

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM FAR BEYOND BOOK 5: EMPIRE MINE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cover artwork by Christian Kallias

      
        	christian@kallias.com

        	www.christiankallias.com

        	Website for book covers: kallias.com

        	www.facebook.com/ChristianKallias

        	www.twitter.com/kalliasx

      

      

      Production Editor & Alpha/ARC Team Lead

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez

      

      

      Editors

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez

      

      Proofreaders

      
        	Paula Lavattiata Lopez

        	ARC Team (thanks to everybody, with special thanks to Eugenia and Stephen.)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COPYRIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Copyright © 2022 by Christian Kallias

      

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      First Printing of original book, 2022

      

      Version 1.00

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      Earthlings

      
        	Kevin - 18-year-old human

        	Boomer - Kevin’s dog, a beagle

      

      

      Arcadian Confederate

      
        	Princess Kalliopy - Leader of the Arcadian Confederate

        	Ziron - Cat-like alien species (called a Sphynx), Engineer, & Inventor

        	Corso - Admiral in the Arcadian Fleet

        	Mira - Artificial Intelligence

        	Tizon - Humanoid engineer

      

      

      Kregans

      
        	Gornax - Kregan Bounty Hunter.

      

      

      Others

      
        	Lacuna - Humanoid (race: unknown)

        	Leg’olas – Alien spider

        	Neeron - Sphynx engineer, Ziron’s brother
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      2022 has been a difficult year for me. My father passed away early in the year, in February, from what I can only describe as medical malpractice, which on its own was already frustrating enough, but then less than four month after his passing, my brother died in a freak accident at age 55.

      Grief is something very personal and we all experience it differently. Because my mother had lost both her husband and her elder son, my brother Jordan, I decided to move back to Switzerland to be with her, and I’m glad I did it. I don’t think she would have hanged on to life if I hadn’t.

      I’d just like say that in my grief, I discovered that there was some anger lingering, and it’s possible some of that seeped in the prologue of this book. I could obviously just remove the whole thing, and I don’t think it would affect the book all that much, but it’s a form of censorship, and if there’s one thing I can’t stand, well it’s that. So I just ask you to bear with me in case some of the comments I make about humanity rubs you the wrong way, please remember what I went through. There is that saying, or quote, that says: “everyone you meet is fighting a battle.”

      Well 2022 has been yet another strange year and what I went through has been that battle for me. If you’re worried about the prologue, just go ahead and skip it. But it’s possible I’m venting some of my frustration in there. I’ve edited it multiple times to try and remove as much of it as I could without feeling like I was censoring my state of mind. After all, my feelings always end up in parts of my work, one way or the other.

      Thank you for your comprehension and I hope you enjoy the 5th book of the adventures of Kevin, Lacuna, Boomer and their friends.  Once the initial and painful return to the keyboard, which gave life to that prologue was over, it allowed me to continue writing in this universe that my dad liked so much (for what little he understood as his English skills were basic, but he always asked me about Kevin and what he was up to). A universe I’m also fond of, by the way (duh!). So it is because I somewhat vented on that prologue that this book has managed to exist in the first place, so I thought it would be unfair to censor its birth… hence this foreword.

      I hope you enjoy Empire Mine. Thank you for reading my books. I couldn’t do this without you, and for that I’m eternally grateful.

      

      Your friendly neighborhood writer,

      

      Christian

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY ON FROM FAR BEYOND

          

        

      

    

    
      Book 1: Spaceship Down

      Kevin receives a rejection letter from MIT, and his father loves to tell him how much he’s a failure and a loser at every turn. Having skipped dinner, Kevin witnesses a spacecraft crashing into a nearby lake. Going against his common sense, he swims toward the crashed craft to find a dying purple-skinned alien who implores Kevin to help save his people. All Kevin has to do is put a blinking pill under his tongue. After a short inner debate, Kevin does, and his consciousness is teleported to a far beyond galaxy where his thoughts are remote-controlling a deceased alien crew member aboard a top secret R&D warship with superior firepower. That ship is not only the key but the last hope for the Arcadian Confederate to defeat, or at the very least, repel the Kregan final assault. There’s only one hitch, the ship’s AI, Mira, has been disconnected from her ability to fly the ship, which is about to be destroyed. Kevin’s arrival changes all that, and his extreme compatibility with neural interfaces make him an ideal candidate to not only become the ship’s new captain but also save the Confederate.

      Armed with renewed motivation, the help of his dog Boomer and a new ally (Neeron) that helps him in his time of need, Kevin helps Mira save the ASF (Arcadian Space Fleet) Thalamos and turn the tide of the Confederation War, thanks to the latest in R&D weaponry called Project Sigma. Paired with Kevin’s astute piloting skills honed from countless hours of video game practice back on Earth, Kevin is victorious, even though the Thalamos, a one of a kind prototype ship, is destroyed in the process.

      Before disembarking from the Thalamos, Neeron wipes Kevin’s memory of his meeting with him, in order to protect himself. That leaves a hole in Kevin’s memory, and he forgets the existence of the Sphynxes species.

      When presented to the princess on board Arcadia Prime, he’s granted one wish. He chooses a kiss that he, unfortunately, never gets the opportunity to receive, as the Arcadian Princess’ exotic scent makes him sneeze, and the device that allowed his consciousness to be present in the far beyond galaxy is lost in the process.

      

      Book 2: The Stranded Fleet

      Kevin is back on Earth after saving the Arcadian Confederate by having his consciousness sent to an alien body in another galaxy. Upon his return home to his boring life, nobody believes his far-fetched story of intergalactic war.

      But when a Kregan agent is sent to capture or kill Kevin, the 17-year-old boy is thrown back into the mix. This time though, he and his pet beagle, Boomer, get transported aboard an actual Arcadian Confederate ship called the Osiris.

      There, Kevin meets Ziron, a cat-like creature called a Sphynx, who is the Confederate’s most inventive engineer. He develops next-gen weaponry and some more or less stable super suits called smart armor. Ziron enlists Kevin to help him save the Arcadian Princess, Kalliopy. The same princess Kevin was about to kiss (via the alien proxy body) before sneezing the tech into a lake.

      Kevin agrees to help Ziron save the princess, secretly hoping he’d finally get another chance to kiss the pouty lips of the beautiful Kalliopy. And so their adventures begin. First, Kevin and Boomer must locate the princess, and, to do so, they have to infiltrate a dangerous and extremely tall building on the planet Omicron each armed with smart armor that allow them to morph into anything their brain can conjure. The smart armor also allows Kevin’s dog, Boomer, to speak. Once they arrive at their destination, they meet with their contact, only to learn that person has been replaced.

      Enter Lacuna, a ruthless and manipulative humanoid who only agrees to help Kevin if they agree to take her with them. She tempts Kevin into getting the Arcadian Confederate an aging fleet of ships rumored to have disappeared a thousand years ago. They find the fleet and obtain information on Kalliopy’s location, but Lacuna tries to double-cross them and keep the fleet for herself.

      Kevin and Boomer thwart her plans, and while both Ziron and Boomer ask for Lacuna to get spaced, Kevin decides not to execute the young girl. Instead, he ties her up inside one of the Osiris’ shuttles and programs it to return to Omicron at a slow speed. A trip that would take many days.

      Meanwhile, Kevin and Boomer engage a fleet of pirates and Xonax’s capital ship. Xonax holds the princess hostage and tortures her trying to get vital information for the Kregan to win the war against the Arcadian Confederate.

      Kevin manages to rescue the princess, and right before he’s about to get his first kiss, she plants a personal transporter on him, and Kevin is beamed into the ship of the leader of the pirates—Altanor.

      

      Book 3: Dark Empire

      Kevin wakes up on board the pirate ship to discover that Princess Kalliopy has betrayed him for his efforts to rescue her from the evil prince, Xonax. In a cold, dark cell he meets with a talking spider named Leg’olas who has the power of healing Kevin’s wounds.

      Meanwhile, on board the Osiris, Boomer is outraged to learn of the fate of his master and best friend and wants to mount a rescue, but he’s overruled by the princess who is laser-focused on first rescuing her imprisoned sister, Athala. Light years away, Lacuna receives a visitor on her slow trip back home. She is still bound to a chair inside the transport craft Kevin generously gave her after she tried to betray him, Boomer, and Ziron. The visitor is her associate and right arm, Darmak, who is more muscle than brains but who managed to track her subspace signal and come to her rescue.

      With newfound respect for Kevin, and upon learning someone else has conquered all her estates on Omicronia, Lacuna attempts to offer her services to Kevin, if only to repay him for sparing her life the way he did. Upon rejoining with the Osiris, she learns of the princess’ villainous act of trading Kevin for her sister’s life.

      Lacuna enlists Boomer, and with the help of Ziron, who provides them with less advanced smart suits, they head into Kregan space to rescue Kevin. Unfortunately, Kevin has been mutated into a tech-sorcerer killing machine by his pirate captors, his body modified by implants to simulate magic, his mind invaded, and his motor functions controlled by a vile AI named Orion 8-3-9-6.

      Unwillingly controlled by the AI, Kevin kills innocents and even helps assassinate Xonax’s father. Xonax then takes his father’s place as the new Emperor of the Kregan Empire. But he is wounded in the attempt and in critical condition when Kevin’s friends show up to try to rescue him from both the pirates and the AI controlling his body.

      An epic battle ensues, and Kevin must fight inside a matrix construct within 8-3-9-6’s main memory while his body is relentlessly trying to kill everyone he holds dear. Kevin is quickly out-gunned as the AI adapts to his fighting techniques borrowed from his time spent with comic books, anime, and movies. 8-3-9-6 progresses faster than Kevin can figure out new tactics. When all hope seems lost, Myrianna, the tech-sorceress who trained Kevin (before the implanted AI overrode his will and body), encourages him. Kevin finally defeats 8-3-9-6 and recovers control over his body.

      Kevin reunites with his friends, and they all leave Kregan space after having recovered Kalliopy’s sister in the process. Kalliopy is ashamed of her decision to deliver Kevin to the enemy, but Kevin, who also has a sister, can relate to Kalliopy’s difficult choice and forgives the princess. She tries to give him the kiss she owed him for so long, but Kevin simulates a sneeze and excuses himself. Instead, he has developed feelings for Lacuna, the badass, yet morally ambiguous girl who risked her life to rescue him.

      Kevin visits Lacuna, and they kiss. She invites him into her quarters aboard the Osiris, and when they’re about to get passionate with each other, Kevin starts losing control of his motor functions again. 8-3-9-6 has returned. A small part of the AI’s code has survived, and he’s reconstructing himself inside Kevin’s mind.

      When Kevin’s friends propose to help disable the AI, 8-3-9-6 warns them that if they attempt anything, he will make sure that Kevin dies in the process. When the AI mentions only its master (0-0-1) can truly deactivate him, Kevin asks his friends to put him in suspended animation and set a course toward the planet where he was turned into a powerful tech-sorcerer, hoping that Myrianna will be able to disable the AI once and for all.

      Meanwhile, Xonax survives his surgery, albeit disfigured and with half of his face replaced by cybernetic parts, and now sits on the throne of the Kregan Empire. With a vengeance and hatred searing inside his heart, he orders the construction of an invasion fleet to take over the world he considers the biggest threat to his future: Earth.

      

      Book 4: The Battle For Earth

      For Kevin to get rid of 8-3-9-6, he needs to destroy its master, the Artificial Intelligence known as 0-0-1. To do so, he faces and defeats Marianna, the Tech Sorceress who taught him.

      Once back in control of his body, Kevin goes to Arcadia to free his friends, reveal Kalliopy for her treachery, and have her removed from the throne.

      Kevin and his friends rush back to Earth to thwart Xonax’s plan, newly crowned as the Kregan Emperor, to invade his world and kill everyone Kevin cares about.

      Mira reveals that’s she not just an AI but an advanced one created by an ancient species now extinct, and she’s merged with the original AI of the prototype ship Thalamos.

      A large battle ensues in orbit of planet Earth while Kevin rushes to the surface to stop Xonax from murdering his family. During the fight with the emperor’s forces and the Xonax himself, Ziron sacrifices his life to save Kevin. Kevin kills Xonax and ends the war.

      Kevin finally mends his relationship with his father, and learns that Mira had written a program to transfer Ziron’s consciousness to a hologram in case of his death. Holographic Ziron decides to leave Earth, but Lacuna stays with Kevin and Boomer. For his efforts in saving Earth (alongside the galaxy), Kevin receives recognition from the President of the United States and is also accepted to MIT.

      

      
        
        And now the continuation …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: 3 YEARS AFTER THE EVENTS OF THE BATTLE FOR EARTH.

          

        

      

    

    
      Kevin looked with pride toward his family as he brandished his MIT diploma during the graduation ceremony. He took his hat and threw it toward the crowd.

      “We don’t do that anymore in 2023,” whispered a nearby official. “So do me a favor and go grab your hat right away, will you?”

      Yeeeeah, right, thought Kevin; thanks for reminding me that you’re all killjoys in the year 2023. Boy, am I glad this is my last day in school. I’ve just about had it up to here while listening to the man. I can’t believe I saved this world just to have pencil pushers tell me what to do, even in adulthood. If I had known this, I would have left with Zee.

      The world had gone insane in the span of a few years. Most people had all turned into raging hypochondriacs, and they seemed to have lost the ability to think critically, about anything

      Gimme a break! What happened to our beloved nation? Why is having a different opinion, the absolute basis for democracy, now vilified?

      The news was now spreading fear on a daily basis, allowing governments from around the world to seize even more power than they had and enact freedom-eroding measures that made little to no sense to anyone willing to question their narrative.

      So much for freedom of speech, eh?

      Living on planet Earth in 2023 had little left to do with what Kevin remembered from his childhood or from what his parents and their parents called living in a free society. Back then, they were truly free, or at the very least, it seemed that way, and when evil rose from the center of Europe during the two world wars, these heroes of previous generations answered the call and risked everything, and if necessary, lay down their lives to make sure future generations would be safe and could continue to enjoy this hard-fought freedom. After all it had been paid with the blood of patriots.

      Most of them were dead now, but Kevin wondered if they would be turning in their graves, seeing how easy it had become to scare the population nowadays.

      Now that school is over, I need to get in touch with Zee’s hologram. I need a vacation from Earth, and perhaps Earth needs a vacation from me as well. I so long to return to the stars again, have meaningful adventures and not have anyone tell me what I have to do.

      Kevin was aware of the irony of his thoughts. After all, during his intergalactic adventures, his own personal freedom had been short-lived, and more often than not, he was either a prisoner or even the puppet of an evil master. The difference had been that the forces that imprisoned him and took control of him didn’t try to do it under false pretenses. They were evil, and didn’t hide it.

      Yet, in these dark times, he’d find the freedom to fight for what he loved, his friends, his dog Boomer, and for the entire Arcadian Confederate, even if sometimes he questioned whether or not they deserved the sacrifices he’d made to save them from the Kregan Empire.

      Kevin walked down the podium and willfully ignored the command he was given to go pick up his hat. He heard a throat vocalization coming from behind him, no doubt serving as a reminder of what had been asked of him; instead, he held up three fingers and said: “Read between the lines.”

      To say Kevin had developed a bit of a rebellious attitude after the events that brought the enemy to Earth’s doorstep was the understatement of the century. Had he experienced a delayed teenage hormonal explosion? he wondered.

      As a rule of thumb, Kevin had done the exact opposite of what was excepted or demanded of him, be it by the media, his teachers at MIT, or even his government, which, as far as Kevin was concerned, all of them owed him their very existence, and not the other way around.

      That attitude obviously had gotten him into a lot of trouble over the past couple of years, but thanks to his heroism in saving Earth, homeland security and the NSA had gotten him out of jail more often than he cared to count. He knew however that he couldn’t play that card forever. Eventually, he’d get into real trouble if he didn’t keep his mouth in check.

      Kevin walked toward his family, what was left of it anyway.

      “Congratulations,” said Kevin’s mom. “I wish your father was still with us to witness this day.”

      That was another thing that had probably re-awakened Kevin’s rebellious attitude, the sudden departure of his father from this Earth. The timing had also sucked, just when the two of them were on the mend and spending some much-needed quality son-father time, something Kevin had always felt his childhood lacked dearly.

      But life was full of surprises, even if some of them weren’t welcomed. Sometimes destiny threw a curveball and ripped the joy and hope from one’s heart without so much as a day’s notice.

      “So would I…” pondered Kevin, “so would I.”

      “He’s watching this, though,” said Kevin’s sister, Sonja.

      “I agree,” said Lacuna, “and I’m sure he’s mighty proud of you from up there.”

      Kevin smiled. “Look at you, adapting to Earth’s religious beliefs with such ease.”

      She leaned toward him and kissed his cheek. “I do it for you, as you know,” she whispered.

      “And I appreciate that,” answered Kevin. “I truly do.”

      Boomer barked.

      Yeah, you did good, congratulations on your diploma buddy, said Boomer in Kevin’s mind.

      Thank you, and thank you for not voicing your congratulations in public, either.

      Oh, I’ve learned that lesson, that chick passing out at the last party we crashed served as a lesson to remember that humans are not ready for a speaking, albeit handsome dog like me.

      He he… good. Thank God she was high as a kite, or this could have turned into a serious problem. You need to keep a low profile, you know? For your own safety.

      I know, the last thing we want is a black ops team grabbing me in the middle of the night and opening me up to try to figure out how it is I can speak. Though as long as I have nanites, they’d be in for a challenge.

      Yes, they would, but it would attract too much heat. As for your nanites, you and I both know you’re running on low power. I know it can be frustrating for you, but better safe than sorry.

      You do realize how ironic that sounds, though, I mean, considering how you view the world nowadays?

      Kevin smiled as he petted the top of his beagle’s head. Yup, I’m painfully aware. Are you telling me you disagree with how I view the world?

      Hell no, it’s become brutal, man. I would take Zee’s rambling over this nonsensical fear-based attitude any day.

      Kevin chuckled before wiping a forming tear. That says a lot, doesn’t it?

      I miss him too; it’s been a while since he called.

      I was just thinking the same thing… I guess he’s busy.

      Aren’t we all…

      Kevin took a deep breath. “So, who’s up for burgers? I’m buying!”

      Boomer was, unsurprisingly, the first to bark in agreement. After all, a double bacon cheeseburger was his favorite thing in the world after his friendship with Kevin, or so Kevin hoped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Kevin got up from bed, walked to the nearby window, and looked at the night sky.

      Lacuna moaned from the bed, so he turned around and looked in her direction, but she was still sound asleep.

      The apartment they lived in was barely larger than the extended room he and his father had built at his parents’ house, but at least it was their own, and they didn’t have to worry about being loud when they needed their intimacy.

      That was when Boomer wasn’t around, like tonight, as Lacuna requested if they could spend one night without Boomer giggling and barking by the bed. It was not a hard decision to make to drop him by his mom’s house. Since his dad’s passing, she quite enjoyed the beagle’s company, now that his sister Sonja had also moved out of the house with her fiancé.

      Still… if Kevin’s father hadn’t passed away, he probably wouldn’t have moved out of the house just yet. He had truly embraced the newfound relationship they had built post-Earth near-catastrophic invasion by the Kregan forces and Xonax, who should forever be known as the mad emperor.

      But as it often does, illness struck Kevin’s dad, and it struck fast. In fact, Kevin had barely managed to tell his father how he felt before he was gone. As a result, Kevin refused to engage with the outside world for months. In fact, Lacuna even considered leaving him since he had become such a reclusive person.

      But she understood, with the help of Sonja, that not everyone deals with grief the same way. Sonja had convinced Lacuna to give him a little more time, while she also stepped in to help her brother express the pain and sorrow that was eating at his heart. She had been a tremendous help in saving his relationship with Lacuna. Kevin used his smartwatch walkie-talkie function to check on his best friend.

      “Are you there, buddy?”

      “Yup, if by there you mean away from my home, then yes,” murmured Boomer.

      “Why are you whispering?”

      “Your mom is sleeping nearby.”

      “How is she?”

      “Hanging in there, you know.”

      “I do, all too well.”

      “I miss him too, even his old self, you know, when he was meaner.”

      “Yeah, I’d take him back that way, too, if that was an option.”

      “It’s rather late. You can’t sleep?”

      “Not really, it’s what we talked about earlier, I guess, that I can’t get out of my mind.”

      “What? The fact that bacon is better than beef?”

      Kevin shook his head. “No, silly…”

      “Then what?”

      “That it’s never been that long in between Zee’s communications. He never went two months without checking in with us before.”

      “He did say he was going out of communication range for a while, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah, I guess, but then he also took the triplets. I wonder why.”

      “Weren’t you the one that told him they were a handful lately? And, between you and me, they were… especially with your final exams on the horizon, I think he felt you needed to be able to focus on your exams.”

      “I guess I did, didn’t I?”

      “Do you regret it? Mind you, I miss them, too, though I don’t miss their three AM antics all that much.”

      Kevin’s lip curled slightly. “I guess just like most Earth cats, they don’t really care about sleeping at night like we do.”

      “You mean they sleep when they bloody want, and they don’t care if anyone else does when they feel like playtime has come.”

      “That’s cats for you.”

      “Perhaps, but I thought they were Sphynxes.”

      Kevin’s nose twitched. “Same difference. After living with them for three years, I think we can both agree on that.”

      “Granted, plus they were almost getting strong enough to take me on.”

      Kevin laughed as discreetly as he could as to not wake up Lacuna. “Naaaah… don’t be daft, no one can take on the mighty Boomer.”

      “Laugh it up, fur ball.”

      “Look who’s talking… but good one anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re sure you did it right?” asked Kevin.

      Lacuna handed him the communicator left behind by Ziron. “Wanna try it on your own?”

      “Not especially… sorry, I didn’t mean to imply you don’t know how to use it, just that maybe there was a bug or something.”

      “Look, I know you’re worried about him, but I’m sure he would have contacted us if he needed our help.”

      “Not if he was incapacitated.”

      “Then the triplets would have contacted us. And don’t say what if they couldn’t.”

      “Well…”

      “You were about to say it, weren’t you?”

      Kevin nodded.

      “Look... unfortunately, we don’t have our own ship to take off and go look for him ourselves.”

      “We could send a signal to Arcadia Prime, though. They did leave us their own beacon.”

      “For emergencies only.”

      “Well, call me paranoid, but it’s starting to feel more and more like one to me.”

      “We don’t know that just yet. But if you feel we need to involve the Arcadians, do what you have to do so we can go back to sleep.”

      “Is it just me? Or do I sense some hesitation on your part at the prospect of trusting them?”

      “You bet your cute ass I do. Or need I remind you that she locked us up and tried to kill us.”

      “Princess Kalliopy had been removed from power back then, and to be fair, she was being manipulated, like I was at one point. But I can see why you’d be reticent to trust them again.”

      “What do you mean, back then?”

      “Zee said she returned to the throne eventually.”

      “See, that alone proves that the Arcadians can’t be trusted. They’ve been nothing but grief in the end. Whether or not it was their intention is irrelevant. I don’t like the idea of trusting anyone unless we absolutely have to. Looking back, we fared much better when we dealt with our problems face-on and stuck together. We can deal with whatever the universe throws at us as long as we have each other to rely on.”

      “Okay, I understand where you’re coming from with this. I guess we can wait a couple more days before trying the Arcadian beacon. Maybe by then, Zee will contact us.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin still couldn’t find sleep, he kept tossing and turning in his bed. Meanwhile, Lacuna slept like a baby. Kevin tried everything he could think of to find sleep, but every attempt failed. His mind simply refused to quiet down, and he couldn’t help but think about Zee. Something deep within told him that the reason he hadn’t checked in was because he was in trouble.

      Kevin hated this feeling and hated, even more, the fact that they didn’t have a ship, even though he knew full well that if Ziron had left him one, he probably would have used it to visit nearby solar systems instead of working on his final exams. It was the soda paradigm all over again. If there was soda in the house, he’d just run on it day in and day out, to the point where even Lacuna had noticed he was gaining weight. She thought it was cute, but her mere mention of love handles was enough of a motivation for Kevin to adopt a no-soda-in-the-house policy and get himself back in shape.

      While he trusted Lacuna implicitly, he wasn’t an Apollon or an alpha male, for that matter. Deep down, he worried she could leave him for a more statuesque built specimen, and these men were all around them too, which gave Kevin and his rather small stature some serious body size complex.

      Kevin sighed heavily as Lacuna adjusted her position in the bed and turned to face the room’s window side.

      You’re an imbecile, Kev, she’s not with you because of your physique, she’s with you because she loves you. Stop focusing on imaginary issues that only exist in your head.

      That realization, while helping him relax somewhat, did nothing to stop the inner chatter of his mind.

      Where’s Zee? Are the kittens okay? Is there trouble back in Arcadia? What will we eat tomorrow?

      When he couldn’t take it anymore, which only took a few minutes, Kevin got up from bed, as delicately as he could manage in order not to disturb Lacuna’s sleep, and walked into the kitchen. The light switch failed to turn on the neon tube, and he made a mental note to change the damn starter, something he’d procrastinated about doing for far too long. Kevin reached for his smartwatch, fearing he would trip on something and wake up Lacuna like he had done so many times before.

      When he switched on the flashlight option of his watch, his heart skipped a beat. Right in front of him stood a Kregan warrior who growled the instant they made eye contact.

      “What the he—“ exclaimed Kevin. Before he could finish his sentence, he got the wind knocked out of him as a result of a strong punch aimed at the center of his chest.

      Kevin had to fight through the pain to not lose consciousness when his head forcefully impacted the cold floor.

      The kitchen lights flickered a couple of times before finally switching on.

      “You will come with me!” ordered the man, towering over him, with murder in his eyes.

      “The hell I will! How did you get inside my house?”

      The Kregan grabbed Kevin by the throat and lifted him so high that his feet didn’t touch the floor.

      Dammit, what are the Kregans doing here? I knew I should have used that damn beacon!

      Kevin tried to call for help, but the Kregan increased his hold on his throat, promptly silencing his attempt.

      “I’m the one asking questions. Is that understood?” asked the warrior.

      Since Kevin was having a hard time breathing, he nodded as best he could.

      “Are you Kevin?”

      Kevin hesitated but eventually nodded.

      The warrior put him down until his feet touched the floor again. The warrior released some of the pressure on his throat and eventually removed his hand from Kevin’s neck altogether. It took a while for Kevin to speak through his bruises.

      “Who the hell are you? And what do you want from me?”

      “I’m a bounty hunter, I’ve been paid to bring you back alive to the Kregan palace where your presence is needed.”

      “Why would I be needed there? You’re not making any sense. Do they want to execute me?”

      “Quite the contrary, you’re to be crowned Emperor.”

      “Wait? What?”

      “You killed the Emperor, have you not?”

      “So what?”

      “This is the Kregan way, the person who kills the Emperor becomes Emperor in his stead.”

      “But I’m not even Kregan! And technically, I killed both Emperors, though the first one, I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t in control of my body at the time.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you meant to or whether or not you’re Kregan. The fact of the matter is, you are now Emperor, and the Kregan people need you more than ever.”

      “Why now? It’s been three years!”

      “The Arcadians had appointed a regent to replace the position, but this is no longer a tenable position.”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what the Kregans need or how untenable their position is. Last I checked. You’re the bad guys, and as such, I’ll never help you in your conquest of the universe.”

      The Kregan warrior growled.

      It startled Kevin, and he took a step back. “Easy there, by your own admission, you have to bring me back alive.”

      Kevin’s words seemed to temper the warrior’s rage if only just a bit.

      “You will come with me, end of discussion. Whether or not you’re conscious for the trip is the only thing in your power.”

      Kevin wished he still had nanites flowing through his bloodstream, so he could take on the Kregan on a level-playing field, but not before getting to the bottom of the situation. Kevin knew he had zero chances of defeating a Kregan with his bare hands, but there was someone in this house that could if he could get her attention. His bruised throat would make screaming loud enough a difficult proposition, so he’d have to find another way.

      “Okay, for the sake of argument,” said Kevin, trying to bide himself some time as his eyes scanned the kitchen, “let’s say I agree to come with you, then what?”

      “I don’t care about any of that, and that includes your compliance. Whether or not you want to become Emperor, I only get paid if I deliver you to the Kregan high palace. So let’s get moving, as I’m not the only one after you. The more we stay here, the higher the chances are that you will get killed.”

      “Killed? Who wants to kill me?”

      “The Arcadians, of course.”

      “I think you must have hit your head on the way down to Earth, I saved the whole of Arcadia, there’s no way they’d want me dead!”

      “We can discuss this on our way to the palace right now, and I’m gonna ask you again, you either come with me, or I knock you out and carry you.”

      The window to alert Lacuna was closing fast, and so Kevin decided to improvise and jumped near the table on his left, grabbed a carafe, and smashed it to the ground.

      The Kregan growled as he moved toward Kevin with a look that left no doubt as per his previous threat of knocking him out. Kevin managed to dodge the warrior’s swing by rolling under him.

      That’s when blaster fire hit the Kregan warrior in the shoulder, illuminating it red briefly, as the energy from the blast was dissipated by a personal shield.

      “Stay away from him!” Screamed Lacuna before resuming fire on the warrior.

      Kevin crawled behind the fridge in a move that clearly made him feel cowardly, but he knew full well that without his nanite augments, he’d stand more chances of getting killed than he did trying to take on a fully armed Kregan. Still, his ego felt bruised much more than his neck minutes before.

      The Kregan returned fire, forcing Lacuna to roll on the kitchen floor before launching herself forward, knee first, in an attempt to knock the Kregan back. Her move didn’t have the intended outcome, however, and the warrior’s chin barely moved upon impact.

      His reaction was swift and decisive as he grabbed her in mid-air and smashed her against the nearest wall, which cracked upon impact.

      “Lacuna!” Screamed Kevin as he jumped out of cover and ran toward the knife block.

      He grabbed the biggest knife and threw it at the warrior. The knife bounced off the warrior’s armor and clattered to the floor.

      The distraction, while short-lived, gave enough time for Lacuna to get back to her feet. A thin line of blood trickled down her chin. She promptly adjusted the settings of her blaster and fired at the warrior again and again. After the fifth shot, his personal shield flickered, and the warrior incurred physical damage, or at the very least, his armor did.

      He growled and pressed a control on his wrist, which unleashed a shockwave toward Lacuna. Unprepared and defenseless against such a tactic, Lacuna got thrown onto the table, where she smashed her back with a loud crack, followed by a painful moan.

      “Lacuna! Stop it!” Begged Kevin as he ran to her side.

      The Kregan grabbed him by the neck and lifted him off the floor before pointing the tip of his blaster on a barely conscious Lacuna.

      “No, no, no!” Screamed Kevin. “I’ll go with you, just don’t hurt her.”

      Lacuna looked up and met Kevin’s frightened gaze.

      The warrior growled, his weapon still aimed at Lacuna’s head.

      “If you kill her,” insisted Kevin, “I won’t comply, in fact, I’ll even kill myself if I have to and then you won’t get paid.”

      Kevin knew full well that his threats were mostly empty, as the warrior could simply knock him out now and keep him unconscious until he delivered Kevin to the palace. It was just the best Kevin could muster in his current state of panic, and he hoped with all his heart that it would be enough to stop the Kregan warrior from killing Lacuna.

      “Your threats are meaningless,” said the Kregan.

      So much for that plan.

      But then another thought crossed Kevin’s mind.

      “Don’t kill her, or I’ll kill you once I’m Emperor, and I won’t stop there: I’ll hunt everyone you hold dear and punish them as well. If you pull this trigger, you’re signing your death warrant.”

      That did it, and the Kregan holstered his weapon.

      Lacuna coughed and more blood spilled out of her mouth. She looked at Kevin with tears in her eyes, and before red streaks of light engulfed both the Kregan and Kevin, she thought she heard Kevin whisper, “I love you.”

      She reached with her hand toward the disappearing Kevin as she screamed, “Keeeviiin!” before losing consciousness.
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      It had been a couple of hours since Kevin had been abducted and Lacuna had regained consciousness in the middle of the kitchen. The first thing she did upon getting back up had been to activate the Arcadian beacon. She then drove to Kevin’s house in the middle of the night and grabbed Boomer.

      “I knew it was a mistake spending the night over there,” complained Boomer. “I could have prevented this from happening!”

      “I know how you feel, but I don’t think so,” said Lacuna, “even with the few nanites you have left, this was no ordinary Kregan warrior. I don’t think it would have made much of a difference. But for what it’s worth, I should never have proposed this arrangement just so I can spend time with Kevin alone.”

      Boomer growled his frustration vocally anyway.

      “I’m sorry,” Lacuna continued. “I should have stopped the Kregan.”

      Boomer calmed down and came to lick her face.

      “I’m sure you did the best you could. Speaking of, you look like crap, and we should get you to an ER.”

      “No, it can wait. We need to stay put until the Arcadians send help, they can take care of my wounds with their advanced medical facilities.”

      “I don’t trust them, never have, never will.”

      “I tend to agree, but Kevin thought that they’re on our side, and even if I have no love for them either, right now, what other choice do we have?”

      “Are they on our side? If it wasn’t for them, Kevin and I would be peacefully living our lives, free of these repeated intergalactic crises.”

      “And I would never have met the both of you.”

      “Okay, okay, that part would be sad… I guess.”

      “You guess?”

      “Hey! Do I have to remind you that the first time we met, you sent a gazillion volts throughout my tiny little body.”

      “Fair enough; not my proudest moment. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about that, I wasn’t the same person back then.”

      “I know, and you’ve apologized profusely for this before. And for what it’s worth, too, I forgave you a long time ago. I bark but I’m dog enough to admit that if it weren’t for you, neither Kevin nor I would be alive today.”

      Tears trickled on Lacuna’s bruised face. “We have to get him back, Boomer. We have to!”

      “We will! I promise. Even if it’s the last thing we do.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’d rather it’s not the last thing we do.”

      “Should we have told Kevin’s mom he’s been abducted?”

      “What would that have achieved besides making her worry? She’s already got a lot on her mind as it is.”

      Boomer barked and the flat trembled.

      “That’s got to be the Arcadians landing,” said Lacuna, “let’s go meet them on the roof so we can chase after Kevin.”
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      I hope Boomer is okay, thought Kevin.

      Kevin looked down at the metallic binds that held him to the copilot’s chair of the Kregan ship.

      “Were these really necessary?” asked Kevin.

      “You’re a handful, and you proved over and over that you can’t be trusted back at your house.”

      “I’ve been fighting your kind since I learned we’re not alone in the universe, so yeah... I happen to not trust the Kregans, and if you’d been in my shoes, you’d understand.”

      “Going through your foot apparel was not one of my mission’s objectives.”

      Kevin sighed. “That’s not what I meant— never mind. How long will it take to get to Kregan Prime? Your pathetic excuse for a ship feels like it could give up at any moment.”

      “This craft may be old, but we’ve been through a lot together, it will get us where we need to go. As for when, that depends.”

      “On what, exactly? Favorable solar winds? Or perhaps you’d like me to get outside and push?”

      “Doing this would most certainly result in your death. And I wouldn’t get paid.”

      “They never taught you sarcasm at the bounty hunter school, did they? You’d think people skills could come in handy in your line of work.”

      “Most of my warrants are of the execution type, I almost never take on target retrieval ones. So no, people skills are not only useless to my profession, but they tend to get in the way.”

      “Charming. That would explain the use of rather lethal force you used on me.”

      “If I had used lethal force, you’d already be dead.”

      Yeah, yeah, I get it, tough guy.

      “You do realize that once I’m Emperor, I could decide to hunt you down?”

      “Threatening me again with this is not a good idea, I could decide to space you now and move on to the warrant. It’s going to be difficult for you to hunt me down if you’re a floating ice cube in space.”

      “That may be true, but I sense that killing me could have unpleasant repercussions from your employers, and you’d end up opening a whole new can of worms.”

      The Kregan warrior stayed silent.

      “I will take that as confirmation,” said Kevin.

      “It would be… unwise of me to kill you. On that, you’re correct. But I can always shut you up.”

      “Then you’d be lonely during the trip.”

      “I am, by definition, living a lonely life. In fact, I find your mere presence distracting.”

      “I have a perfect solution for that, let’s turn this boat around, drop me anywhere on Earth and be on your merry way. It’s a win-win when you think about it, you regain your loneliness, at last, and I get back to my friends and family.”

      The Kregan growled.

      “Not much for humor either, huh? Easy there, I’m just kidding.”

      “There is nothing to be gained by the concept of humor. As kids, we Kregans are taught that.”

      “I feel sorry for your planet.”

      “It will soon be your planet as well.”

      “No, that will never happen! Sure, I may soon be crowned, against my will, as the Emperor of your world, but you took me from my one and only planet.”

      “Some planet. You are so far behind in both technology and civilizational spirituality; it’s a miracle you didn’t blow yourselves up already.”

      Kevin wasn’t disagreeing with that last statement, but he wouldn’t give the Kregan the satisfaction of admitting it out loud.

      “We don’t try to blow our neighbors up just because we can. That’s gotta count for something.”

      The Kregan made a strange noise, and it took Kevin a while to identify what it was. A chuckle.

      “That’s only because you lack the technological know-how, if you did, your people would be a scourge on the galaxy, or worse, the entire universe.”

      Would we? I wonder.

      “Says the guy who kidnapped me from my home. Do you think that’s an honorable or spiritual thing to do? I’m just a kid.”

      The Kregan turned his head and gazed at Kevin.

      “You’re lying.”

      “What do you mean I’m lying?”

      “I can sense it from your vocal inflections, as well as your accelerated heartbeat, that you’re not being truthful. Tell me I’m wrong?”

      Now that’s a new one I didn’t know about them.

      “Yes... I’m lying, I’m considered an adult, or at least a young adult now, but I was an adolescent when a Kregan assassin tried to kill me a little over three years ago. I was kind of hoping, after I killed Xonax, that Kregan coming to my home world wouldn’t become a habit.”

      “You keep what you kill, that’s the Kregan way.”

      “Yeah, but I’m no Vin Diesel.”

      “What’s a Vin Diesel?”

      Kevin chuckled. “Somehow, I think it would take too long to explain, but in that make-believe tale, he plays a Furian, a strong alien race.”

      “There is no Furians race that I am aware of.”

      “That’s why I said make-believe…”

      “Furies, on the other hand…”

      “What’s a Fury?”

      “Pray you never have to find out.”

      “Now you have to tell me about them.”

      “No! I don’t have to do anything. You’re my prisoner, and I’m the one who decides what we talk or don’t talk about.”

      For now, perhaps, but I’ll give you the slip the first chance I get. You just watch me.

      “True, but I’m bored, and this hunk-a-junk of yours can’t get us to Kregan Prime any time soon, so we might as well spend the time doing something.”

      The Kregan sighed. “If I tell you that story, will you shut up for at least one of your Terran hours?”

      “A whole hour?”

      The Kregan made a throaty noise, which Kevin interpreted as discontent.

      “Ok, ok,” said Kevin, “an hour. Now spill it, what’s a Fury?”

      The Kregan looked around him. “There is nothing to spill.”

      Oh my god, it’s going to be a long trip.

      “Never mind that, that’s an expression, it means tell me about the Furies.”

      “A long time ago, one of our scientists found a piece of ancient technology on our world. He studied it for years until he figured out that it allowed him to travel to parallel universes.”

      Wicked! So parallel universes do exist.

      “He used the device to travel through multiple iterations of our planet until he eventually found a space-worthy ship. Back then, the Kregan had not left their solar system, we were still… primitive.”

      “Say it… you know you want to… like us?”

      “Yes, exactly, like you.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Then he stumbled upon other races and barely made it back alive through the portal device.”

      “I take it those were the Furies.”

      “Among others, but he described them as beings of incredible power that fired energy-based weapons from their hands, and destroyed entire cities, without any weaponry other than the attacks they could create out of thin air.”

      “Wow, these guys sound like they could be as powerful as Saiyans. What happened to that device?”

      “No one knows, legend has it this scientist hid it to protect our world.”

      “Sounds like the right move, maybe the first thing I should do is to order its retrieval once I’m emperor.”

      “Are you insane? Have you not heard what I’ve just told you?”

      “Oh, I have, but by your own admission, that was when? Eons ago? Both the Kregan and the Arcadian have advanced technology now, who’s to say these Furies pose a significant threat to Kregan today?”

      “I should have followed my instincts and knocked you out instead, now you stay silent for an hour. As agreed.”

      “The story is hardly over, you mentioned other races. What were they?”

      “I’m not a historian, I don’t remember.”

      “You don’t remember, or you don’t want to say?”

      The Kregan sighed. “I think some of them were considered deities, the Olympians perhaps.”

      “Get out of town!”

      “We just did that when we left your planet.”

      “It means... you know what, never mind what it means. Olympians, you say? Like our Greek gods?”

      “What is a Greek?”

      “It’s people who live in Greece, but that’s not relevant to your story. Long ago, the Greeks believed that Olympus was where their Gods lived. Perhaps they met with these Olympians you mentioned, and since they were highly advanced, they appeared to them as deities. I wonder what they’ve become.”

      “According to our legends, they left beyond the rim.”

      “What rim?”

      “The edge of the universe.”

      “Like the Shadows and the Vorlons did after the war.”

      “I don’t know them, who are they?”

      “I bet you don’t, they’re fictional, like the Furians I mentioned earlier.”

      Kevin could sense he was annoying the heck out of the Kregan, but he had to admit to himself that he enjoyed doing so.

      “That’s enough stories for one day, now you keep your word, or I’ll be forced to silence you.”

      “Okay, okay, but first, now that we shared stories, the very least you could do is tell me your name?”

      “You’ll shut up, then?”

      “For at least sixty-minutes, I will, yes.”

      “Very well… my name is Gornax.”

      “Normally, I’d say nice to meet you, Gornax, but I think we both know I’d be lying.”
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      When Lacuna and Boomer arrived on the roof, two armored men were getting out of a drop ship. It wasn’t a big ship, but Lacuna still thought it was big enough to pose a threat to the structural integrity of the building.

      “You took your sweet time,” complained Boomer.

      “They do come from another galaxy, you know?” Whispered Lacuna.

      “I don’t care where they come from, the Kregan has at least a five-hour head start on us, we’ll be lucky if we ever catch up with Kevin.”

      “Not necessarily, depends on how fast the Kregan ship’s FTL drive is. Arcadian engines are superior to Kregans, after all.”

      The two armored soldiers stopped walking before they reached Lacuna and Boomer.

      “Are you Lacuna?” asked one of them.

      “Yes, I need to speak to Admiral Corso right away.”

      The man who asked the question whispered something while masking his mouth with his hand, thinking they wouldn’t hear it, but Boomer did.

      “It’s them. Take them out.”

      The second man took a blaster and aimed at an unsuspected Lacuna and fired. Boomer, who had anticipated the move, jumped, transformed into an armored wolf in mid-air, and pushed Lacuna out of the way. The blaster shot ricocheted off his armor and went bounced back toward the man who had fired. It burned a hole in the middle of his trachea, and he dropped his weapon before grabbing his bloody throat and falling to his knees.

      Lacuna rolled to the ground, grabbed her blaster, and fired at the other soldier before he had time to unholster his service weapon. His head blew off.

      “That’s disgusting!” said Boomer.

      “I guess I never changed the power setting I used on the Kregan warrior.”

      “Well, I’m not gonna shed a tear for people who are trying to kill us, so… good but disgusting job.”

      Loud and heavy footsteps resonated in the distance. An entire platoon of Arcadian soldiers ran toward their position and opened fire, forcing the pair to take cover behind a nearby chimney. With every hit, bricks blew up and turned into red dust.

      “This ain’t a secure cover position,” barked Boomer.

      “No shit, genius,” exclaimed Lacuna.

      “I take offense to that.”

      “What about using your nanites to help me fight them instead of complaining. That way, perhaps we can get out of this new effed-up situation.”

      “That, I can do!”

      Boomer erected a shield around his wolf form, and a large blaster canon morphed from his armor on his back. He leaped out of cover and rained hellfire toward the enemy. He managed to quickly mow down a good half of the enemy forces. Boomer kept moving around, but the enemy still scored multiple hits on his shields. They held pretty well until his canon stopped firing.

      “Why have you stopped firing, you’re kicking their asses?”

      “The hell if I know, I’m not doing it on purpose,” complained Boomer. “Something’s wrong.”

      “You may want to find cover, then, before your shields fail—“

      But Boomer’s shields failed before Lacuna finished her sentence, and while most hits were still being deflected by Boomer’s armor, a pair of them found their way through and burrowed themselves into his flesh and sent him down.

      “Boomer!” Exclaimed Lacuna as she popped out of cover and shot blindly toward the platoon in a desperate attempt at providing her friend some much-needed cover. She grabbed the wounded wolf and dragged him back behind what little was left of their cover, just as two energy blasts hit both her left shoulder and right thigh. The thigh wounds were mostly superficial, but her shoulder hurt like hell.

      “Dammit!” she moaned as she hit the damaged wall with her back and allowed gravity to do the rest until his body slid fully behind the nearly destroyed chimney wall. “We gotta get out of here. Are you okay, Boomer?”

      He did not answer, and his eyes remained closed.

      “Oh no, no, no, NO! Don’t do this to me, Boomer, stay with me! You hear me?”

      She reached under his plating armor with her hand, and she could feel the wolf’s thorax move as Boomer breathed. She released a long sigh of relief before approaching footsteps grabbed her attention.

      The soldiers were moving toward them, and she needed to act fast. She hugged the floor, rolled to the side, fired three mostly blind shots toward the incoming soldiers, and rolled back under cover. As she did, she caught a glimpse of one of the two men falling down.

      “Could have been better, could have been worse,” she whispered.

      Now that she had a good idea of his position, she leaped out of cover to shoot down the other soldier, but as she aimed and squeezed the trigger, a laser blast impacted her already wounded shoulder and sent her flying backward. It affected her aim, and she missed her target by a mile.

      Her heartbeat accelerated as she realized that the soldier was only yards away from the both of them, and they would be in the line of fire at any moment. With Boomer still unconscious, things could get really ugly, real fast.

      She saw no other alternative than to follow the one idea that popped into her panicked mind. She set the blaster to quickly overload, and while staying as flat on the ground as she could, she threw the buzzing weapon toward the soldier.

      To say this was a blind throw was an understatement, but as she saw the soldier fly into the air, engulfed in flames right after the detonation, it made her glad, even if it would only be for a fleeting moment. The realization that they were now all but defenseless to finish this fight didn’t take long to hit fill her mind with panic once more. Lacuna grabbed a knife from her right thigh while she crawled toward Boomer.

      What is it the humans say? Never bring a knife to a gun fight, well, whoopty doo, because it’s gonna have to do.

      As she crawled closer to him, Boomer coughed up some blood, which was not a good sign, but at least he regained consciousness.

      “I know this is a stupid question, so don’t bite my head off, but how are you doing?”

      His voice was weak. “Been worse… I think.”

      “Not the best time to play the tough guy, I’m afraid. Our position is about to be overrun, and I have to protect us with that puny blade.”

      “Then you’d better run and try to make it out of here alive, I’ll hold them off for as long as I can draw breath.”

      “What did I just say?”

      “I’m not trying to play the hero, but one of us needs to rescue Kevin, and that can’t happen if we both bite the dust.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      One of the few bricks left exploded and covered Lacuna’s face with red dust.

      “I’m getting pissed off,” she said through gritted teeth. She quickly popped her head out through the cloud for an instant.

      “Damn!”

      “What is it?”

      “A soldier is only yards away.”

      “Then take him out.”

      “With the knife? And then what? We throw dust at them?”

      “One problem at a time.”

      Lacuna growled, but she had to admit that considering their predicament, there weren’t any other options. She popped out of cover, threw the knife straight in between the eyes of the soldier, and popped down to cover as dozens of energy blasts screamed over the top of her head.

      “Phew, that was close,” she sighed. “Can you move?”

      “I’ve been trying since waking up... I can’t seem to; they must have hit a nerve.”

      “A wolf’s nerve?”

      “Your point being?”

      “Revert to your original form, maybe you’ll be able to move, then, at the very least, you’ll be a smaller target to hit.”

      As if a sign from the universe, a blast burned the tip of the wolf’s tail.

      “Ouch! That hurts,” cried Boomer.

      “I thought we agreed you’d turn back into your beagle form.”

      “What do you think I’ve been trying to do? It’s not working.”

      “That could be a problem, a beagle I can carry, but with my shoulder and thigh wounds, there’s no way I can carry you out of here.”

      “So, we’re circling back to my previous idea then, you need to get the hell out of here and save Kevin.”

      “I’m not leaving you here to die alone.”

      The wolf feinted a bite which startled Lacuna for a split second.

      “That’s ain’t gonna work either, we either make it out of here together or we both die.”

      Boomer growled. “To think that all this time I thought I was the stubborn one.”

      “Don’t be too flattered, furball, I just can’t see myself explaining to Kevin that I let you die. I’d rather not have that conversation, even if that means I’m dead too.”

      “Right, I wouldn’t want to have that conversation either if our roles were reversed.”

      “So, we’re in agreement?”

      “About dying together, yeah, I’d rather live, though.”

      “You and me both. I just downed two of these assholes nearby, they must have dropped a usable weapon. I may need some sort of distraction, though.

      Boomer tried moving.

      “I thought you couldn’t move.”

      “A few minutes ago, I couldn’t move or run, let alone walk, but now I should be able to achieve crawling.”

      “Oh, sure, a crawling wolf, that’s going to make for a great distraction.”

      “Unless you have a better idea.”

      “Not at the moment, I’m afraid.”

      “Then help me turn to the other side, I’ll pop my head out and roar, maybe that will give you a second or two.”

      “Or maybe it’s your head that will be popped in the process.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I can’t believe you could even think that. I thought we’d just agreed on trying not to get killed.”

      “Well… no pain, no gain. Just wait for my roar and run like hell.”

      “Okay. On three?”

      “Wait, normal three or Lethal Weapon three?”

      “Are you seriously doing this? In a moment like this?”

      “Okay, okay, one… two…”

      “Three!” said a soldier as he stepped in front of Lacuna and aimed his blaster straight at her head. “I’m afraid it’s time to say goodbye, sweet thing.”
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      The ship rocked heavily, which took Kevin out of his slumber.

      “What’s going on?” He yawned.

      “We’re getting fired at, that’s what’s going on,” said Gornax.

      “Swell, this day keeps getting better and better, well... feel free to shoot back anytime!”

      “They took out my proton canon with their first volley.”

      “It’s getting really hard not to tell you I told you so.”

      “Told me so about what?”

      “That your ship is a piece of stinking poodoo, that’s what! And you only have the one canon? Are you serious?”

      “There’s a turret too, but it’s manually controlled.”

      “Then untie me, you big ape, so I can shoot these fighters into smithereens.”

      “How do I know you’re not going to try something?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps because I’d rather live one more day. Now untie me before we blow up in the middle of this argument.”

      “Okay, but no funny business.”

      “Says the idiot who planned a grab-and-go mission with a paper plane.”

      Gornax growled but pressed a touch control on his now-sparking console. It released the titanium bounds around both Kevin’s arms and legs and unlocked his cuffs too.

      “Aft is that way,” said Gornax as he flashed a thumb backward.

      “You see! You can be funny when you make an effort. Make sure to line them up on our sixes,” said Kevin as he ran out of the cockpit.

      “What’s a sixes?”

      “Pilot this hunk-a-junk so that the ships you want destroyed are on our asses!”

      “That… I can do.”
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      Lacuna swallowed hard, and her entire body froze, her gaze laser-focused on the blaster barrel threatening to blow her head off.

      Boomer was turned the wrong way now and unable to bite the assailant, instead, he taunted the soldier.

      “If you so much as touch a hair on her head, I’ll eat you from head to—“

      The soldier fired into one of Boomer’s legs, preventing him from finishing his sentence. Lacuna launched herself forward and tried to grab the gun, but the soldier saw her come a mile away and knocked her back to the ground with a swift elbow strike that made her entire face throb.

      “Nice try, bye-bye now,” said the soldier as he aimed the blaster at her head.

      An energy blast coming from the sky cut the soldier in half. A look of utter shock locked inside his dead eyes before what was left of both parts of his body hit the ground with mushy thuds. Blood sprayed all over Lacuna’s face.

      She spat some out. “Gross!”

      “Why aren’t we dead?” asked Boomer.

      Lacuna scanned the sky on top of them.

      “Excellent question.”

      Boomer, Lacuna, don’t move, I’ll take care of them for you, said a voice in their heads.

      “Who said that?” asked Boomer. “I don’t recognize the voice.”

      “Neither do I, there’s a Sphinx quality to it, though, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, now that you mention it... but it ain’t Zee, that much, I’m sure.”

      “Never mind who that is, though last I checked, Sphinxes were scientists, not military-class sharpshooters.”

      “Half of that disgusting thing still bleeding on my back legs would disagree.”

      “Ewww, let me get that off of you. Speaking of legs, how’s yours?”

      “Oh, peachy, we can add crawling to the list of things I can’t do.”

      “Glad to see your misadventure didn’t affect your legendary sense of sarcasm.”

      “Hey, it’s me. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      A ship hovered not too far from their position and unleashed hellfire toward the remainder of the Arcadian platoon. After a few seconds, it stopped firing.

      “Is it over yet?”

      Lacuna quickly popped her head to the side and back. “Yup… unless they’re still considered living while burning and smoking.”

      “Nice!”

      “Not really, it’s a bloodbath, but I’ll take it either way.”

      The ship maneuvered around and landed near them.

      Lacuna approached and grabbed the blaster off of the half soldier, though she had to use significant force to move his fingers away from the weapon. In some cases, they broke.

      She hid the weapon behind her torn and blackened shirt.

      “I don’t think this guy, whoever he is, is a threat,” commented Boomer.

      “Well, we didn’t think the Arcadian would try and murder us either, did we not?”

      “Hard to fault your logic, considering.”

      A ramp lowered from the belly of the ship, and a blue-gray cat-like figure trotted down.

      “That’s a Sphynx, alright, “said Lacuna.

      “Either that or this kitty overdid his crack-cocaine consumption. By just a smidge.”

      Lacuna couldn’t help but chuckle at that. She thought that Boomer cracking jokes in moments like these, with more holes in them than they dared count, was a good sign for his chances of surviving his wounds.

      The Sphynx stopped a few yards from Lacuna and Boomer.

      “Hi Lacuna, Boomer. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Neeron.”

      Lacuna sized up Neeron, which didn’t take long since he wasn’t any taller than Ziron, even though he seemed more muscular than his scientist counterpart.

      “You seem to know us, but we don’t know you. Who are you and why did you help us?”

      “Ziron sent me, I’m his brother.”

      Boomer barked. “I don’t think so, he never told us he has siblings.”

      “That’s not surprising. Once upon a time, I was discharged, let’s say, from the Arcadian Confederate, for things I wish I hadn’t done. A few years back, Kevin helped me out of a bind, so when Ziron’s hologram got in touch with me, I felt like I ought to return the favor.”

      Lacuna grabbed her blaster and aimed it at Neeron.

      “Now I know you’re lying because if Kevin knew you, we’d most certainly know about you.”

      “Kevin couldn’t tell you about me since he won’t remember me, I wiped his memory after we met for his own safety.”

      “You’re lying!” said Lacuna as she tightened her grip on her blaster.

      Neeron got his front paws up. “Easy there, not that you stand the shadow of a chance hurting me with that pathetic excuse for a weapon.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “Sure thing, shoot all you want. In fact, I insist, go ahead and shoot me!”

      Lacuna ignored Boomer’s growl of protest and fired at Neeron. The energy blast stopped a few inches from his face and stayed stuck in mid-air as if stopped by an invisible shield until it sizzled out of existence.

      “As I was saying,” said Neeron, “you’ll need something way more powerful to score a hit. And if my intention was to hurt you, you’d be dead already. Let me demonstrate.”

      Neeron morphed into a full-size cat-humanoid hybrid in full-plated armor, half a dozen spherical drones flew away from behind him and positioned themselves around him, canons morphed forward, and all pointed toward Lacuna and Boomer.

      “Ok,” barked Boomer, “let’s all take a step back, and let’s not lose our heads… in this case, quite literally.”

      “Speaking of being wounded,” said Neeron, “you both seem quite injured, you should let me help.”

      “We’ll live,” said Lacuna, still aiming at Neeron.

      “Speak for yourself,” said Boomer. “I wouldn’t mind a health pack right about now.”

      “A wish easily granted,” said Neeron as he waved a finger and sent one of his drones toward Boomer.

      Lacuna reacted instantly and shot at the drone, but her blast was deflected by a shield.

      “Enough, already,” barked Boomer. “Ziron’s brother could incinerate us with a snap of his fingers, or have you forgotten already how he dispatched the Arcadians? I understand it’s hard for you to trust anyone right now. In fact, I can safely say that I echo that sentiment too. The Arcadians, of all people, tried to kill us, and that sucked, but this guy is clearly on our side.”

      “Or he wants us to think so.”

      Neeron sighed.

      “Well, last I checked,” said Boomer, “canine instincts are infinitely more acute than those of humanoids, and I say he’s a good guy.”

      “I appreciate that,” said Neeron.

      “I’ll tell you what I told your brother many times, though: at the first sign of treachery, I’m getting myself a nice juicy Sphynx sandwich!”

      Neeron laughed.

      “I’m not kidding,” insisted Boomer.

      “I know, but Zee was right, you’re quite a funny specimen.”

      “He said that huh? What did he say about her.”

      “That under her tough exterior hides a heart of gold.”

      Lacuna growled as she put the blaster behind the back of her what was left of her shirt.

      The drone hovered a few inches over Boomer, still in wolf shape, and a ray of blue light shot over all of his wounds. Within seconds, pain all but disappeared and any physical damage was quickly healed.

      “That’s some crazy voodoo right there,” said Boomer before returning to his Beagle form. “Did this also fix my nanites?”

      “It powered them back, yes, and they’ll soon get upgraded by the new batch you received.”

      “I’m sold, this pussycat’s got to be Zee’s brother.”

      “That doesn’t mean I trust him,” said Lacuna.

      “What else is new? You never trust anyone.”

      “I could have done that for you, Boomer,” said a familiar voice.

      Leg’olas climbed on Neeron’s shoulder and gave the group a wide smile.

      Lacuna smiled. “You, however, I trust. It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to be back on Earth, I wish it was under happier circumstances. Where’s Kevin?”

      “You don’t know?” asked Boomer?

      “Know what?” asked Neeron.

      “Kevin’s been abducted by the Kregans,” said Lacuna.
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      “Please sit,” said Neeron as he gestured Lacuna to the copilot seat. “When did the Kregans take Kevin away?”

      “I’m not really sure, I lost consciousness and wasn’t aware of the time when it happened either, but maybe five hours, give or take.”

      “Hopefully, that’s not enough time to prevent me from tracking any residual radiation left by the Kregans’ engines. I should be able to determine their heading so we can pursue them.”

      “Do you think we can catch up with them with such a serious head start?”

      “The Anubis is the sister ship of the Osiris, but it’s slightly faster.”

      “I wish Mira was still onboard the Osiris.”

      “Right, you don't know.”

      “Don't know what?”

      “Mira is alive, even if she's incapacitated at the moment, which is part of the problem.”

      “How can she be alive?”

      “When Kevin used her as an augment during the battle for Earth, she was to be consumed during the battle. Don't ask me how it's possible, but it seems her merging with Kevin's consciousness, or perhaps his soul, turned her AI matrix into a new kind of sentient being. She called herself multidimensional now.”

      “That's very confusing, I'm not sure I follow.”

      “I know how you feel, and both Ziron and myself had a hard time grasping with the concept as well.”

      “Ok, well let's forget about the how she’s back and just accept she is. What is the problem, then?”

      “Kevin is not the only one they were after. Arcadians have also captured Ziron.”

      “How do you capture a hologram?”

      “Well, he’s code, after all, so they found a way.”

      “What I don’t understand is why are the Arcadians against us? And why is it the Kregans that grabbed Kevin then?”

      “I wish I had answers for you, I received a holo-distress call from Zee, telling me where to find the Anubis and to come get you. Besides that, I know very little.”

      “I don’t like it. Are we sure it’s even your brother who sent that message? I would think these could easily be faked.”

      “Paranoia is a way of life for you, isn’t it? And before you bite my head off, I’m only saying this because Ziron was kind enough to include a small brief of your personalities in his message to me.”

      “You know, when you get stabbed and betrayed over and over again, you tend to develop a habit of staying on your toes.”

      “I can actually relate to that on some level. As for Ziron, we actually have a witness of his abduction, so you can rest assured that his distress call is genuine.”

      “A witness? Who?”

      “Me!” said Leg’olas as she jumped onto the control panels in front of Lacuna.

      Lacuna jumped on her seat.

      “I hate it when you do that! You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “Soooo-rry,” said Leg’olas.

      Lacuna grabbed her shoulder and winced as she moved it around.

      “Let me take care of that,” proposed Leg’olas. “You should not let these wounds get infected.”

      “I’ve seen worst.”

      “You’re as stubborn as you’re cute, you know that, right?” said Leg’olas as she crawled up her arm to her shoulder and began healing her.

      Lacuna’s complexion changed to a more pinkish hue.

      “She’s not wrong,” commented Neeron.

      “I’m spoken for,” said Lacuna.

      Neeron chuckled. “I know, to Kevin.”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, just that humanoids and Sphynxes aren’t biologically compatible, so I’m somewhat surprised you’d interpret my compliment as anything but the spirit in which it was intended. A simple compliment. I do like, however, how direct you are about your feelings for Kevin, he’s lucky to have you.”

      Lacuna realized she might have been a little too sharp in her communication with the Sphynx. However, while she was more than willing to trust Boomer’s excellent instincts, that didn’t mean she trusted Neeron just yet. Even if Leg’olas seemed to.

      “Sorry, force of habit, I guess. I did have to deal with a lot of males showing their interest on Earth for the last few years, and well, I guess I got used to the inability to grasp the meaning of the word no.”

      “Want me to bite them?” said Leg’olas cheerfully.

      “Nah, a few of them already had to tend to broken limbs, though. But they had been warned and chose to ignore it.”

      Leg’olas moved away from Lacuna’s shoulder and traveled across her chest on her way to her thigh. It tickled.

      “That’s just a graze,” said Lacuna.

      “I’ll be the judge of what needs healing, okay?”

      “All right… but can you do two things at once? I’d like to hear more about what you saw in regard to Ziron’s abduction.”

      “Of course, I can. Fortunately, I had resized to near invisible size as Ziron had me working on calibrating nanites that were not acting properly when someone came onto the ship and hacked Mira.”

      “I didn’t think Mira could be hacked.”

      “That makes two of us,” said Leg’olas.

      “Three,” said Neeron. “Then again, it’s the only way one could have boarded the Osiris without Ziron’s knowledge.”

      “Must have been one hell of a scientist, then,” said Lacuna.

      “He is,” said Leg’olas. “His name is Tizon.”

      “Of course, it would be him,” sighed Lacuna.

      “I take it you know him?” asked Neeron.

      “He’s the one that ambushed us when we were forced back to Arcadia prime by the Queen Bitch.”

      “Language!” said Leg’olas.

      “What, I’m just stating facts. And since when are you allergic to swearing?”

      “I’ve always been,” said Leg’olas. “You just didn’t pay much attention, and let’s face it, this is your preferred way of communicating.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” said Lacuna.

      “There, good as new,” said Leg’olas before jumping back to the control panels. They beeped.

      “Ooopsie.”

      Neeron quickly worked controls on his console. “No harm done, but try not to crawl too randomly over this whole area,” he added, making wide circles with his paws, delimitating the pilot and copilot’s glass control panels.

      “Thanks, Leg’olas,” said Lacuna. “I feel much better. So Tizon is back, did you happen to hear what he wanted with Zee, or Mira, for that matter?”

      “Perhaps,” said Leg’olas. “He spoke of a conquest by building a fleet of ships superior to the Thalamos itself.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” said Lacuna. “From what Kevin told me about that prototype ship, its firepower was already ten times that of any dreadnaught class battleship, a fleet of these would be…”

      But Lacuna let the words hang.

      “Unstoppable,” finished Neeron. “Tizon has always been an ambitious scientist, one that’s borderline on psychopathy. If he gets his hands on that much power, it could spell trouble not only for the Kregans but anyone who opposes him.”

      “We’re assuming he’s managed some sort of a coup, then? Because last I checked, we had restored the Arcadian leadership back to their peaceful ways. Or have I missed a chapter?”

      “You tasted first-hand how peaceful these envoys they sent your way are.”

      “Right, though, if I’m being honest, I never liked the Arcadians in the first place. That being said, I never expected them to just plain outright try to murder us. That was a bold move, even for them. I’ve met Kregans with more diplomacy, and that’s saying something. Speaking of Kregans, where are we on tracking the ship of the one that grabbed Kevin?”

      “I’m just about done with that, plotting a pursuit course right now.”

      “Can we catch up with them?”

      “Their ship seems to use a rather antiquated version of the Kregan FTL drive, so we should be able to catch up with them rather quickly.”

      “That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard all day.”

      “Really?” said Neeron followed by a throaty noise.

      “Ok, perhaps the second bit of good news then… even though it will be a while until you gain my trust, saving our lives the way you did was pretty badass. Thanks for that, by the way.”

      Neeron bowed in a humble fashion. “You are perfectly welcome.”

      The cockpit doors slid open, followed by a long-drawn-out farting noise.

      “What did I miss?” asked Boomer cheerfully.

      Lacuna frantically fanned the air in front of her face. “Ewww, why couldn’t you do that before you entered the cockpit?”

      Boomer chuckled multiple times before answering. “Then you wouldn’t have gotten the true Boomer experience, now, would you?”

      Neeron attempted to block his nostrils with his paws. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”
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      When Kevin sat down in the turret’s chair, the first thing he noticed was that it felt derelict in both design and maintenance, or the lack thereof, evident by the amount of dust inside the entire room. Before he could open fire, he noticed something that troubled him.

      “Why are those Arcadian ships firing on us?” He screamed out loud, hoping his voice would carry all the way to the cockpit.

      Not to mention that if I could contact them, they could rescue me, so not sure I want to shoot down my only chance of escaping my kidnapper. Then again, if I don’t, they may turn me into a corpse or space dust, so not ideal, either.

      A voice echoed through a nearby speaker, sending more dust particles flying around.

      “I can’t hear you from over there,” said Gornax. “Press the blinking white control to your right to activate comms.”

      “There...” said Kevin. “I was saying that your ship is old and obviously in need of a long overdue retrofit.”

      “Are you going to keep repeating things we’ve already discussed, or will you start shooting at the ships that are trying to kill us?”

      “These are Arcadian ships, maybe if they knew I was onboard, they’d stop firing.”

      “I am pretty sure they’re trying to destroy us because they know you’re onboard.”

      “That makes no sense whatsoever, I am revered by the Arcadians, I’d even say they see me as a war hero.”

      “That was then—today, not so much. Stop wasting time and shoot them unless you want us to have this argument in the next life.”

      “You could be lying to me to save your hide now that we’re in trouble, I bet I could reroute circuits on this console to contact them and have them rescue me.”

      Kevin could hear Gornax sigh over the comms. “You’re insufferable, I should have passed on this warrant. Here, I’ve just opened up a channel for you. Why don’t you see if they’re receptive to your plight as you think?”

      That was unexpected. Could he be telling the truth?

      When the ship heavily rocked again due to a pair of star fighters scoring direct hits, it reminded Kevin that he had to choose, so he grabbed the firing controls and aimed, but before he squeezed the triggers, he decided to risk his initial plan first, which didn’t cost him anything.

      “This is Kevin, I’m onboard the ship you’re firing at. I’m the human who saved your entire civilization three years ago, and, as such, I’m requesting that you stop firing on us at once.”

      To his surprise, the ships seemed to actually intensify their fire.

      “What the hell!?” Exclaimed Kevin.

      “Satisfied?” said Gornax. “Perhaps you’ll believe me when I tell you that I’ve been hired by someone you know, Admiral Corso. He’s paying me to get you to safety. The people in these Arcadian ships know this, and they want you dead.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Screamed Kevin. “The time to divulge that information was in my kitchen! At the very least, five minutes ago... so I would have destroyed these fighters already.”

      “I had my orders.”

      “Yeah, yeah, but wait a minute… Corso is Arcadian too, and last I checked, so are these assholes. So why are they still firing at us? Or have I missed a chapter?”

      “The admiral is part of the rogue forces within the Arcadian civil war movement, and they’re losing, hence my mission.”

      You gotta be kidding me! A civil war? I’m out for a little while and everyone has delusions of grandeur.

      Kevin chuckled to himself.

      “Screw this!” said Kevin as he lined up the turret and opened fire on the enemy.

      It didn’t take long for him to drain the craft’s shield and a couple more well-aimed shots blew it out of space.

      “Splash one! Let’s do this.”

      Kevin acquired his next target, but this pilot was more versed in the art of dodging than his dead colleague. In keeping at it, Kevin eventually anticipated the enemy’s evasive action patterns and managed to score enough hits on the enemy’s hull to blow it up in a fiery display.

      “Splash two.”

      The ship rocked again as the last star fighter clipped the ship from the starboard side.

      “I thought we agreed you’d line them up aft,” smirked Kevin. Gornax only answered with a growl, one significantly longer than usual.

      “I’m kidding...” said Kevin. “Relax, Max. We’re almost there, just line this last sucker up so we can go see the admiral next.”

      The admiral would need to have one hell of an explanation. But right now, Kevin needed to win this fight. Of the three craft, this one clearly was the best pilot, and it took Kevin’s intense focus and no small amount of luck to finally lower its shields, but the enemy went evasive with such skill that it annoyed Kevin to no end. He usually was the one flying as well as this, not the other way around.

      “Does that thing have missiles?”

      “Center console, red control shaped like… well—a missile.”

      Oopsie.

      Kevin pressed the missile control, but nothing happened.

      “You have to lock your target first with the control to its left.”

      Oops again. Manual locking control… why would Corso send someone in such an ancient ship to bring me to Arcadia?

      It took a while for Kevin to manually lock onto the fighter, but when he did, the missile tore through its canopy and split the ship in half. The resulting explosion sent debris hurtling through space.

      “Splash three, and I believe… game!”

      “This is no game!”

      Kevin was about to answer with an incendiary comeback but decided to take a very deep breath. After all, the Kregan lacked the probe inside his mind like Ziron had when they met, and he couldn’t expect alien races to understand the subtleties of his lingo. Obviously, the bounty hunter was equipped with some sort of universal translator, or they wouldn’t understand one another. It was probably, Kevin decided, as advanced as the rest of his ship.

      Kevin walked back to the cockpit with his chin up and sat back on the copilot’s chair when a flash outside the viewport caught both his and Gornax’s attention. An Arcadian destroyer jumped into view, and shortly after, the ship rocked heavily and was engulfed by a green beam of light.

      “Give me a break!” Exclaimed Kevin.
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      Tizon walked into the holo-room, and from the top of his slender six-foot-two stature, he entered a few commands on his holo-pad. The white walls morphed into the inside of a prison cell, and a device materialized in front of him. Inside the contraption, Ziron was held by all four legs via red electric arcs.

      “What do you want!?” Spat Ziron.

      “You know very well what I want.”

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.”

      “Don’t play coy with me! Or you’ll regret it.”

      Ziron laughed over and over again.

      “What is so amusing?”

      “That you think any of your threats have any weight whatsoever. Newsflash, genius, I’m dead already. Last I checked, you can’t hurt a hologram, so do your worse.”

      Tizon’s mouth curved into an evil-looking smirk, or, Ziron decided, perhaps it was the only way his long-time rival knew how to smile.

      “Yes… that very fact is the reason why I didn’t find sleep last night.”

      “I’m happy to learn that I have such a meaningful influence on your mental health. Truly, I’m touched.”

      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? What is it your human friends say? I believe it’s we’ll see who gets the last laugh.”

      “Something like that, yes, though in this situation, as I said before, I’m dead already, and I happen to only exist as a digital lifeform now, so you can’t threaten me, short of erasing my source code, of course, which, unless I’m mistaken, wouldn’t help you one bit, now would it?”

      “Ah, there’s that smug arrogance of yours. I would say I’ve missed it,” Tizon’s smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and his tone turned icy cold, “but I’d be lying.

      “You see, since I couldn’t sleep, I did do a fair bit of exploratory research into your AI code, and while I have to congratulate you on the number of fail-safes and firewalls you’ve installed, you are, even in this iteration, a scientist at heart. And at first, I got really frustrated trying to break your encryption, bypass one booby trap after another. As soon as I removed a wall, three more popped in its place.”

      Ziron smiled. “And more will pop until the end of times. If you’ve looked deep enough at my code, then you know me, and I never make it easy.”

      “And you know me, or should I remind you that I hacked Mira, after all. Obviously, if I were in your holographic boots right now, I’d be shaking my furry coat off.”

      “The only reason you got to Mira is that I was running her security subroutines at their minimum settings to run maintenance on her. What I’d be more interested to find out is how in the blazes, like my human friends say, did you happen to figure that out and attack us during that very small window of opportunity?”

      “Ah, a time-tested and validated method that never fails. I used someone who had enough interactions with you and convinced them to help me.”

      “You couldn’t convince an airlock to open its doors to the cold vacuum of space and you know it. No one I know would help someone like you, no matter how much money or false promises you dangled in front of them.”

      “You’re not paying attention, my friend.”

      Ziron hissed. “I’m not your friend! I never was and never will be!”

      “Be that as it may, when I said time-tested and validated method, I wasn’t referring to money but another one of my hobbies.”

      “And what hobby would that be? Besides looking in the mirror and trying to convince yourself that you’re not a fraud?”

      Tizon smiled. “Well, torture, of course. The beauty of this hobby is that everyone cracks in the end. No matter how strong their loyalties for their friends or loved ones are. But you see, torture is an art, you can’t rush it, do it too fast and you run the risk of desensitizing the subject, and from there, the only way to up the ante may actually kill the subject. I must admit, at first, I made those mistakes with a couple of your… friends, or perhaps they were your family, there was clearly physical a resemblance, after all. Then again, a Sphynx is a Sphynx, you all look alike after all. No offense. And that smell, dear oh dear… especially when the bodies of your kind decompose.” Tizon fanned his hand in front of his face. “I must admit I’m quite averse to it.”

      Ziron’s teeth clenched. “You’re lying.”

      “Let’s make one thing clear if you have to believe anything I told you today, believe this: there were casualties. Plural.”

      “I’m going to kill you!”

      “I’d love to see you try, I really would. I should have brought them to you instead; perhaps then you’d have given me Mira’s command codes willingly.”

      “Turning her off isn’t enough for you, then. You actually want to reverse engineer her. Does the queen know of your doings?”

      “Ah… Queen Kalliopy, she’s been a most useful ally to my plans of conquest. You’d be surprised how easy it is to manipulate the royal family.”

      Not really, thought Ziron.

      “When you’re finished gloating, make sure you make whatever point you came here to make, I’m growing weary of listening to your incessant blabbering. Makes me wish I was dead… oh wait, I am! That can only mean you must have set a new kind of boredom record. Congratulations for boring a dead person to a new previously undocumented level of ennui.”

      “Amusing, and I encourage you to keep that good a spirit while you still can.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “You’ll see soon enough. Like every good scientist, I knew I was not going to succeed with brute force through your security, no matter how much I obstinate myself to the task. So, it became apparent to me that I needed a different approach. That’s when I remembered how you always work, more precisely, I recalled a mistake you always make.”

      “I don’t make mistakes!”

      “You don’t? Hmm, I guess that backdoor of yours must have been left there by accident. But if that’s the case, it means your incompetence defines you, not genius.”

      Ziron’s eyes sent daggers toward his nemesis.

      “Where was I?” Continued a smug Tizon. “Oh right… so thanks to your backdoor, I’ve gained access to your memory modules, and I must say, someone really needs to erase their logs. You’d think an AI as smart as Mira would have thought twice about copying all that data to your holo-matrix when she transferred your conscience.”

      Tizon shook his index finger back and forth while clicking his tongue before resuming.

      “I gotta grant it to you, I even expected to find the command codes there and was surprised when I didn’t.”

      “That’s because I never memorized them, it would be too dangerous.”

      “Yes, and I must admit, at least for that part, I was impressed. Not as impressed as I became when I found and assimilated your entire research on nanotechnology. That took me another few days, with very little sleep I might add, to go through and understand it all.”

      “Don’t kid yourself. You could live ten lifetimes, and still, you wouldn’t understand it fully.”

      “Did anyone tell you your arrogance will be your downfall? Perhaps today is that day. But jokes aside.” Tizon clapped his hands three times. “Bravo! Not only for developing a tech that you knew was forbidden by Arcadian law, but for doing it so incredibly well. I finally understand how the farfetched hero’s tales of the mighty Kevin and his god pet Boomer could make any sense.”

      “That god dog is probably what you dream you’ll become if you somehow managed to scratch but the surface in understanding my inventions.”

      “Yes, a god I shall become then, as I have not only reversed engineered your inventions with ease, but I have improved upon them.”

      “Right—that will be the day.”

      “Oh, but it is, and I really wanted you to be the first witness to this demonstration. Between you and me, I didn’t wait to show you before using this tech on the field, to great success, I might add.”

      I can’t believe this fraud of a scientist and pathetic excuse for a humanoid may have cracked my nanite tech. He’s got to be bluffing.

      “Let me present you…. well… you!”

      Tizon entered commands on his holo-pad, and a copy of Ziron beamed in by his side. It stood on his four paws but didn’t move besides breathing, which Ziron thought was odd.

      “Bravo, whatever that thing is, it indeed looks just like me. I’m so glad you figured out how to make a dummy of me. That’s quite impressive for a scientist with your lack of IQ. If you’d consider releasing me, I’d love to fashion you a nice medal for this tremendous achievement of yours.”

      Tizon grinned from ear to ear.

      “It amazes me that you could find such mental fortitude to laugh at a moment like this. But I can’t say I’m surprised. Perhaps it would be wise to add stupidity to the list of your shortcomings.”

      “So what? You’ve used a matter synthesizer to make a cheap copy of me, and don’t get me wrong, for what it’s worth: it looks the part. Does he talk? Let me try... Hey kitty-kitty, would you like some treats? Mmh... I guess not, it looks like you haven’t programmed its operating system just yet, huh? Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “That’s because you are its operating system, but before the two of you meet quite intimately, I might add, I want you to know how far I’ve pushed your tech beyond the limits of what you thought possible. This ain’t a meager one-to-one copy of you, this you is entirely made of nanites. Where your research focused on enhancing an already living being, my version, as you’re about to discover, is the first fully nanite-based lifeform. I’ve taken great care duplicating every one of its counterparts, that’d be you, biological functions right down to the nervous system and pain receptors. That’s right, I didn’t just stop at its looks, but I even went overboard and made enhancements just to give those nerves some extra sensitivity, you know, just for the fun of it.”

      Oh, hell no, if he’s saying what I think he’s saying, I’m in serious trouble.

      “I can tell,” continued Tizon, “from the look on your face that your tiny little quadruped brain is finally getting it. My whole life, I’ve been bullied by your kind, but that ends today, and it will end in more pain than you can ever fathom.”

      “Revenge, huh?”

      Neeron sighed before continuing. “That’s always been the tool of choice by the greatest minds, has it not? Nope, wait, I don’t think it has… however, I do believe it has been a common trait of psychopaths throughout history.”

      And when coupled with God-like delusions of grandeur, the result has always been catastrophic for everyone concerned. I have to stop him, no matter the cost.

      “You should have thought of that before you and your colleagues ridiculed me at every turn for as long as I can remember. While I was in jail for failing to stop you from escaping, I had plenty of time to fantasize about how I’d get back to you for everything you’ve put me through.”

      Tizon’s facial features hardened as he let the words hang for just a moment. “But as stimulating as this exchange has been, I have command codes to recover.”

      “I’ll never give them to you. No matter what.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that. For now, enjoy your holographic form for the last time, as today is the day I resurrect you, but fret not, I promise to terminate your abomination of existence the moment I get what I need from you.”

      “I hope you’re a patient man, then, because that’s going to take a very long time. And it seems to me that patience isn’t your best virtue.”

      Tizon chuckled but decided not to answer Ziron’s last taunt. Instead, he pressed another command on his holo-pad.

      Ziron felt his consciousness being sliced up into a million parts and moved through the air, and within a couple of seconds, his point of view had changed. One second, he was looking at Tizon, and the next, he looked at the now empty machine that held his holographic self prisoner moments ago.

      It almost scared him when he took his first breath in this new body. That wasn’t what terrified him the most, though. What he felt next was something he hadn’t felt since he sacrificed his life to save Kevin’s. At first, his digital consciousness had trouble accepting the feeling. He felt… alive.
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      “They’ve locked onto us with a powerful tractor beam,” said Gornax.

      “Thank you so much for stating the obvious,” said Kevin through gritted teeth. “I don’t suppose you have a weapon we can use to counter its effect?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Kevin sighed. “I was afraid you were gonna say that.”

      Gornax pressed a control in front of him, and the metallic restraints activated and tightly locked Kevin against his seat.

      “What are you doing? Did your parents drop you on your head one too many times as a child?”

      “You’re still my prisoner, and even though I haven’t known my father, I suggest you stop insulting me, or my ship, or I’ll be forced to enact my initial plan of knocking you out.”

      “And how exactly would you have dispatched the fighters that were shooting at us if you had knocked me out?”

      “And yet, we’re right where we started.”

      “In what galaxy is that my fault?”

      “You’ve broadcast to the enemy that you were on this ship, and now you’re surprised that they sent backup to apprehend you?”

      I hadn’t thought of that…

      “You can’t know that for sure.”

      “All I know is that I should never have accepted taking this warrant.”

      “Finally, something we can agree on, now, if you’d be so kind as to show me to your nearest escape pods, I’ll be on my way.”

      “Silence! Escape pods are for cowards.”

      “Right, what was I thinking, tough guy.”

      Gornax growled so loudly and with such passion that Kevin could literally smell his anger, though he assumed the scent had little to nothing to do with the emotion itself and more with what the Kregan had eaten before he grabbed Kevin.

      “All right, all right… I’ll shut up now.”

      We’re dead meat anyway.

      The tractor beam intensified, and the Kregan’s relic of a ship was brought toward the shiny new Arcadian destroyer at great speeds. Kevin had never seen that particular ship’s model, and that worried him.

      Why would the Arcadian need new destroyer-class battleships? The Kregan had been defeated, and unless they had faced a new enemy in the last few years, something Kevin knew without a shadow of a doubt wasn’t the case, or Zee would have told him so, unless, of course, he hadn’t wanted to distract him while he was finishing his studies.

      No, decided Kevin, if the Arcadians had faced a new serious threat, Ziron would have told him. That much was certain to Kevin.

      “I guess I should show you this now in case we don’t make it,” said Gornax.

      He pressed a control, and a holographic Admiral Corso hovered over Kevin’s console.

      “Kevin, I’ve sent a trusted warrior to get to you on Earth. Arcadia needs your help once more. There are tensions in the royal palace and division between our people. I believe Queen Kalliopy has been replaced by an impostor, either that or her brainwashing has been reactivated. But she’s been giving one outrageous order of galactic conquest after another. In the last six months alone, she’s ordered the construction of very advanced battleships, quadrupled our military forces, and already invaded three worlds within the Confederate. All of them allies.

      “We are a peaceful people, and yet she’s arming the Arcadian Confederate with more firepower than the Kregan ever reached in the height of our conflict with them. But there’s more…”

      “Oh great,” said Kevin, “there’s more.”

      “I’m afraid I’m the bearer of bad news, I’ve lost all contact with Ziron. I’ve dispatched all my spies to try and find him, in vain. I am now certain something happened to him. Hopefully, when we meet in a few hours, you and I can get to the bottom of this and try to locate him.”

      Meanwhile, a cargo door opened on the massive destroyer that now filled the entire viewport of the ship.

      “I know Gornax isn’t the best of communicators,” continued Corso, “but he’s a loyal muscle-for-hire, and I trust him to not let anything happen to you.”

      Kevin turned to the left and gave Gornax a sizing look but didn’t say anything before returning his attention to the holo-transmission.

      “Through this communication,” said Corso, “I’m ordering Gornax to give you the lead of this mission until you get here. Gornax, you’re to obey every one of Kevin’s orders. He may look young and hot-headed, but he’s cunning, and his peculiar strategies have proven right in the past, so even if you have your doubts, you should follow his instincts. Corso out.”

      Kevin grimaced. “Ahem…”

      Gornax released Kevin from his bounds.

      “I apologize,” said Gornax. “As instructed by the admiral, I did not see that message before I showed it to you.”

      “Yeah, well, if you had shown this to me earlier, I wouldn’t have told these guys,” said Kevin with a head gesture toward the viewport, “that I was onboard your ship.”

      “Hence, my apology.”

      “Fair enough, it is what it is, and there’s very little to be gained by pointing fingers now. That being said, we need to figure a way out of this mess.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m afraid that seems highly unlikely.”

      The ship was now entering the cargo bay of the destroyer.

      Kevin swallowed hard. “It does, doesn’t it? Between you and me, though, I’ve been in worse situations than this.”
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      “What do you mean we’re too late?” asked Lacuna. “I thought you said we were almost there.”

      “Yeah, emphasis on the word almost… My long-range sensors are detecting an Arcadian destroyer not only caught up with the Kregan ship, but they’re tractoring it onboard as we speak. They’re also spooling their jump engines as we speak.”

      “Can we get there before they jump away?”

      “Technically, it could be possible, but it’s not without risks.

      “Give it to me straight.”

      “I’ve been working on a way to create a hyper boost that works within an existing hyperspace conduit; however, I never tested it.”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “We could blow ourselves up… or worse.”

      “Worse than blowing up? How?”

      “Since the tech is based on wormhole travel and mostly theoretical, we could end up in another dimension.”

      “Not ideal, I’ll grant you that, but far be it for me to split hairs, but it still doesn’t sound worse than death to me.”

      “I suppose, unless we ended up in a dimension where we were the favorite food source for species we encounter. And what if it took thousands of years to get digested by them?”

      “There’s something seriously wrong with you. How did your sick brain even go there? Don’t answer, it was rhetorical, and I don’t care. Just freaking punch it.”

      “Okay, but don’t complain if—”

      Lacuna swiftly lifted a finger in front of Neeron’s face. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence! Punch it now or I’ll punch you.”

      Neeron hissed before activating an option on his console, and the hyperspace streaks in the viewport blinked madly, and they exited hyperspace.

      “They’re almost ready to jump,” said Neeron. “They’ll do it as soon as their cargo doors close.”

      Lacuna pointed toward the destroyer. “Those cargo doors? They’re almost closed. Can we stop them?”

      Neeron sighed. “Yes, but I would have rather not used the only weapon that can do that just yet.”

      “Boo-hoo, use it anyway.”

      Neeron cracked his neck and entered a command that fired a white and glowing sphere of energy at the destroyer. Upon impact, the ship’s light flickered madly before dying off.

      “Wow,” said Lacuna.

      “Unfortunately…”

      But Neeron didn’t need to finish his sentence as their own cockpit lights flickered madly and every terminal and control turned off, plunging them into total darkness.

      “What the hell?” Exclaimed Lacuna.

      “I hate the dark,” said the tiny voice of Leg’olas.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, you’re a spider, and as such, you can’t hate the darkness,” said Lacuna.

      “Well, ever since that time in prison with Kevin, I don’t like it, it brings too many bad memories.”

      “Fair enough, what’s going on, Neeron? Why did the weapon impact us as well?”

      “As I was trying to say earlier, I never finished the proper shielding treatment on the hull of the Anubis in order to deflect the electromagnetic field at such a short range of deployment. While the effects shouldn’t affect us long, we’re still as dead in the water as they are for the time being.”

      Boomer barked just before hitting the cockpit door with a large thud, instantly followed by a yelp.

      “What in the blazes! Why didn’t the door open?” He barked.

      “That would be thanks to Neeron’s ingenious new weapon,” said Lacuna.

      “I’m getting a serious craving for a cat sandwich!” Complained Boomer through the door. “Just saying.”

      “I’m not a cat!” Argued Neeron.

      “But I’m sure you taste just like one.”

      “Enough with the two of you,” shouted Lacuna. “How long until we can get moving again and go grab Kevin out of those filthy Arcadian claws?”

      “I don’t know, ten, maybe fifteen minutes,” said Neeron.

      “And them? How long until they recover power to their systems.”

      “Hard to say, another twenty minutes, give or take.”

      “That’s a rather narrow window of opportunity.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Either way, it will have to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziron couldn’t believe how every sensation he felt before he died had returned. Which meant the nanite network did indeed emulate every one of his biological functions, as baffling as that was for him to admit. What was even more baffling was the fact that Tizon had managed such a feat of engineering, even though he only managed to do it by stealing Ziron’s nanite tech.

      “Still think I’m a fraud of a scientist?” asked Tizon.

      “You’ll always be a fraud, but as much as it pains me to admit it, I’m slightly impressed this time around.”

      “That’s because you’ve always underestimated me, but if that makes you feel any better, I never intend to give you another chance.”

      Did I underestimate him? I guess feeling alive in a body made entirely of nanites could prove him right.

      “Let’s not forget this is based on my nanite tech?”

      “Loosely.”

      If that’s the case, perhaps I can use that to my advantage.

      Ziron thought about being a red dragon, and he grew to nearly the size of the entire holo-room and roared.

      “Giving me these abilities was a mistake,” roared Ziron. “And now I’ll happily incinerate another one.”

      Ziron opened his dragon mouth and fired. But nothing happened.

      Tizon laughed out loud. “You really thought I wouldn’t install contingencies and safeguards to my tech? How stupid do you think I am? Like I said earlier, you’ve underestimated me for the last time.”

      Well, if I can’t burn you, then let’s try this!

      Ziron lifted one of his large dragon feet and tried smashing Tizon with it, but his leg stayed in the air, refusing to obey.

      “Dammit!” He exclaimed.

      “There, there, unlike you, I’ve thought of all contingencies and ways you’d try to use my tech against me, and now it’s my turn to show you some tricks,” said Tizon.

      He grabbed a small and flat hexagon-shaped device from his pocket and stuck it on the center of his forehead. It stayed on his skin and flashed red once.

      Before Ziron could inquire about what the contraction was, his body morphed again, but this time, it scaled way down to the size of a tiny white rodent, somewhat resembling the mice on Earth, but with larger ears and a shorter tail. Tizon then brought his foot on top of Ziron. From his point of view, it looked like a giant foot approaching him, ready to crush his tiny body.

      Ziron screamed, his voice sounded tiny and was barely audible.

      “Ah ah ah, you don’t really think I’m going to end your life this way? That would be too easy and too magnanimous of me to take you out of your misery before you suffer. And suffer you will. The more you try to hold on to Mira’s command codes, the more satisfaction I’ll get from your pain.”

      Why does he need her command codes so badly? With the tech he had just created, he could rule the whole universe. Unless…

      “Let me guess, you’ve figured out how to integrate a holo-matrix inside a nanite body, but you can’t extract your own consciousness, can you? That’s the only thing that makes sense as to why you want her command codes so badly. She’s the one who turned me fully digital, and that’s something you can’t replicate.”

      “Now you’re finally thinking like a scientist. About time too. But I will not tell you why I need her command codes because it’s of no consequence to you. All that is expected of you is to give me what I want so you can die for good this time.”

      “I’ll never tell you, no matter how much pain you inflict on me through this gadget body you’ve given me.”

      “That’s the beauty of my plan, now that you’re nanite based, you can’t die unless I decide your time has come and having fine-tuned your nervous system, I don’t think you know how much I’ve redefined the word pain for you. Allow me to demonstrate.”

      Tizon kicked rodent Ziron to the nearest wall. To say that the experience was nothing like Ziron had ever experienced would be the mother of all understatements throughout the entirety of space and time.

      The amount of physical pain the demonstration unleashed upon Ziron’s extra-sensitive pain receptors was about a hundred-fold what it took to knock anyone out of consciousness. Except Ziron stayed conscious and experienced multiple waves of pain like nothing he could ever have imagined, not even in his worst nightmares.

      And that had been just a kick. From a giant, sure, but still, it felt like he had been rammed by and rolled over an entire battalion of construction trucks.

      I’m in serious trouble.
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      Lacuna found and used the cockpit door’s manual release to let Boomer in. He wasn’t happy, his snout was irritated from when he ran into the closed door just moments before.

      “What are we waiting for?” He asked.

      “It’s a rather long space ‘walk’ to get to the ship,” said Lacuna.

      “Just get yourself nanites and we can all go, right now, in fact.”

      “He’s not wrong,” said Neeron. “With our nanites, we can fashion extra-vehicular suits with thrusters and fly our way to the ship.”

      “No thanks. I’m not getting augmented with that shit, no offense.”

      “None taken,” said Neeron.

      “There’s nothing to it,” said Boomer.

      “Says the dog that almost remained stuck and died in wolf form.”

      “Touché, I guess that’s a good point, but... so what? Without them, I probably would have died from my wounds.”

      “Even if that were true, I don’t like the idea of getting millions of microscopic robots swimming through my bloodstream and changing the very essence of who I am.”

      “Yet, you’re with someone that was augmented,” countered Boomer. “Does that mean his essence, or mine for that matter, is gone?”

      “That’s different, he was augmented before I fell in love with him, and I don’t think he would have done it unless his life and everyone else around him depended on it. You included.”

      Boomer chuckled.

      “What’s so funny, furball?” asked Lacuna.

      “Nothing, but you don’t know him as much as you think you do. The prospect of wielding the ability to turn from an insect to the size of a giant mech is too cool for someone like Kevin to pass up, even for someone as hot as you.”

      “Say what, now?”

      “Don’t play coy, you’re hot and you know it. Woof woof.”

      Lacuna tried as best as she could to stay serious, but she chuckled.

      “All right, now may not be the best time to get all philosophical about my boyfriend’s love for his nanite augments, so let’s table that. We need a game plan, as much as it pains me to even suggest this, perhaps the two of you should go ahead without me while we still hold the element of surprise over the Arcadians, and I stay behind to provide you with support and a gateway ship ready to depart when you recover Kevin. Even though I hate the prospect of not going on this rescue mission with the two of you.”

      “It will be all right,” said Neeron. “It’s a good idea for one of us to stay behind anyway to make sure the ship is secure. Your reluctance to use augments just simplified the decision about who would stay behind.”

      “It’s settled then, the two of you go ahead and board their ship… Wait a minute. Didn’t your nanite augments get impacted by the electromagnetic field?”

      “Unlike our hull, I did shield those, and I should mention that it’s not the only way upon which I improved on Zee’s research.”

      “What about Boomer’s? He’s mostly sporting Zee’s nanites, isn’t he?”

      “They’ve been upgraded since the moment I injected him with the new ones. The dead nanites along with those which couldn’t be upgraded surely have been evacuated from his body by now.”

      Boomer changed himself into a panther and back to a beagle. “Yep, they’re working just fine.”

      “Just make sure you both remember to add a space suit around whatever form you take,” said Lacuna. “For the sake of being stealthy, I would go with the typical Arcadian soldiers so you can blend with your surroundings. Neeron, do you have a way of locating Kevin? Because that’s a big ship.”

      “Not from here, no, so let’s hope,” said Neeron, “that they didn’t leave their ship yet.”

      “They will,” Boomer said. “Strategically, it makes no sense to stay onboard, that’s the first place the enemy will converge to.”

      “By the time we get there, my scanners should be able to pinpoint his location,” added Neeron, “and I can scan for Kevin’s nanites power signature.”

      “Be careful of that Kregan warrior with him,” said Lacuna. “He’s definitely stronger than your run-of-the-mill Kregan, and I’m not saying that because he handed me my ass.”

      Boomer chuckled. “That he did.”

      “You weren’t there!”

      “I can still see it in my head.”

      “As amusing as this moment feels,” interrupted Neeron, “we should really get going, and Lacuna, message received, we’ll watch out for that Kregan, thank you for the warning.”

      Neeron and Boomer transformed into Arcadian soldiers in space suits, and Boomer flashed Lacuna a thumbs up before they walked to the nearest airlock.

      “I’ll be back,” said Boomer with his best Arnold impression.

      “You’d better,” said Lacuna as she looked at her friends walking through the airlock doors.
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        * * *

      

      Ziron didn’t know if it had been hours, days, or even longer. Still, the amount of pain inflicted on him by Tizon was like nothing he thought he’d ever experience. That much agony messed up with his notion of time, and when Tizon stopped to ask him the command codes, it only gave Ziron a temporary reprieve, one that felt infinitesimally shorter than the seemingly unending torture sessions.

      One such moment was about to happen as Ziron caught a glimpse of his jailer through the thin and blurry view he managed to see with his squinted eyes.

      I have to find a way to get myself out of this mess, and quickly, or I fear this psychopath of a man was right and I’ll cave in and give him Mira’s command code. If that happens, it’s game over.

      The pain stopped, and Ziron took a series of deep breaths. Once his system stopped being overloaded with pain, it allowed his mind to start thinking again, even though at a much-diminished capacity.

      “How are we feeling today?” asked Tizon.

      Ziron was held by four levitating rings of metal that also delivered all sorts of electrical heat and cold-based pain onto his nervous system. The rings held his body, currently in a shape of an X, and hovered about three feet above the floor.

      With every millisecond of pain-free time, he ran possible scenarios as to what he could do to get himself out of this never-ending nightmare. That’s when an idea popped into his head, and it was a far-fetched one, upon first inspection, it also felt like his best bet.

      To add insult to injury, Tizon had been feeding him, so when the torture resumed, Ziron would soil himself, adding unpleasant smells to an already unbearable situation.

      Had Tizon done this to show his prowess in duplicating a digestive system? Neeron wondered, or had this been devised to make the torture feel more real or perhaps more humiliating? It didn’t matter why, though, because that unpleasantness was what had given Ziron his idea.

      “Not gonna lie… I’ve had better days.”

      “Mmh, I’m sure you have, too bad you won’t ever again.”

      “Not exactly a good incentive to entice my cooperation at this point. What’s in it for me if I comply? Death?”

      “Yes, but by now, you must have arrived at the conclusion that it would be a sweet release.”

      “Perhaps it would, but still not good enough.”

      “Suit yourself, I guess I’ll check back on you in a few hours after you finish emptying your bowels. Except to you, it will probably feel like weeks.”

      “Wait!”

      “What is it?” asked Tizon as his finger hovered over his control pad.

      “I do have something to say.”

      This better work.

      “I’m listening.”

      Ziron made a tight grimace as he pooped in front of Tizon. The excrement splashed to the ground in a pool of previous liquids that hadn’t been cleaned up yet.

      “You see this piece of crap? That’s what I think of you, Tizon.”

      Tizon turned red with rage and clenched his teeth to the point where Ziron could hear them grind.

      “You’re going to regret this.”

      “The only thing I regret is not being able to kill you... yet.”

      “So be it, suffering it is for you then. In fact, let me do you a favor and amp it up a level.”

      “Do your worst, you megalomaniac psycho. You’ll never get Mira’s command codes. At least not from me.”

      “We’ll see about that, oh, and by the way, let me provide you with something for you to keep in mind, I’ve just been informed we’ve captured Kevin. Perhaps he will be more cooperative than you.”

      Ziron’s heart skipped a beat.

      “He doesn’t have the command codes.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “You monster! If you touch a hair on his—”

      But Ziron never finished his sentence as Tizon resumed the delivery of unimaginable pain throughout Ziron’s body.

      Ziron couldn’t hear the end of Tizon’s gloating, but at least he kept his eyes somewhat open through the ringing pain. Not that he cared what his arch-enemy had to say at this point.

      As for the torture, Tizon hadn’t lied—He’d amped up the pain once more, all right, something Ziron’s brain had a hard time processing. Now it was up to “junior” to do the rest.

      When the cell’s doors slid closed after Tizon stepped through them, Ziron’s excrement began to crawl away.
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        * * *

      

      “We should have stayed on the ship,” complained Gornax. “It was a more defensible position.”

      “I don’t think so, plus, our blasters are just as dead as the rest of the ship, maybe we can find things we can use as a weapon out here, if only we could see shit, that is.”

      There was a tiny glow of red light blinking here and there, probably some secondary lighting system that wasn’t completely on the fritz, but it barely cast enough light for them to see a yard or two in front of their feet.

      “We’re going to get lost. Have you at least memorized the turns we made until now?”

      “I thought you were supposed to do that.”

      “Then we’re lost already.”

      “Shush, I think I’m hearing footsteps.”

      “How many?” Whispered Gornax.

      “I thought I said shush!” insisted Kevin, with no small dose of annoyance leaking through his tone.

      “Against the wall,” added Kevin, “now!”

      Two dozen boots ran not too far from them, and shortly after, the sound of footsteps died down.

      “That was close,” said Gornax.

      “Too close, but I bet you they’re going to the ship.”

      The lights above blinked just for a fleeting moment, but it gave Kevin enough time to catch a glimpse of a door in the distance before they died down again. The difference in lighting conditions, even though brief, plunged his eyes into total darkness, and until they adapted again, he decided to hug the wall.

      “Follow the sound of my voice,” whispered Kevin.

      Once they reached the door, Kevin tried to feel around the door for a manual release hatch but couldn’t find one.

      “Dammit.”

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t seem to find a manual release. Think you can split it open?”

      “I can try; without power, there shouldn’t be too much resistance.”

      “Be my guest, then,” said Kevin as he moved to the side.

      Gornax patted the door until he found the seams in the center of the doors and pulled on both sides with all his force. It took a bit until the doors started to budge with a grinding noise. After Gornax managed a partial opening, Kevin grabbed one side with both hands and helped the Kregan split the doors open fully.

      Kevin was the first through the door, but just like in the corridors, he could barely see a thing.

      I wish I had a flashlight, thought Kevin. That’s when his right hand glowed in the dark.

      “What the hell is this? What’s happening to your hand?” asked Gornax.

      “I guess I still have some nanites after all, albeit working on low power. That certainly won’t help us defeat enemies, but I’ll take it.”

      Kevin flashed his palm forward to gain more visibility. The room was full of crates, so Kevin assumed this was a cargo room.

      “Can you help me open one of these?” He asked.

      Gornax grabbed the nearest stacked crate within his reach and lowered it between them before opening its top. Kevin lit the inside of the crate to get a better view. It was full of weapons.

      “What’s going on here?” He asked. “Are Arcadians selling weapons now?”

      “Or they could have been sold to them, these aren’t of any Arcadian design I’m aware of.”

      “I guess that tracks with the civil war Corso told us about. I just didn’t expect the Arcadians to become a warmonger species at the flip of a switch.”

      “From my understanding, and mind you, it’s somewhat limited, about a third of the population protested this new aggressive and conquering posture decreed by the queen. There was unrest on the streets of Arcadia Prime for weeks, but the dissident voices were quickly and brutally silenced.”

      “I expect that from our government back on Earth, but here, I must say, I have a hard time imagining Kalliopy taking such a tyrannical approach. Maybe she’s being manipulated against her will once again.”

      “Or maybe you didn’t know her as much as you thought you did.”

      “That’s a good point to consider, and I don’t think I ever really knew her. What I know is that I risked my life for her people more times than I care to count and was betrayed at almost every turn.”

      “I’m surprised you forgave her.”

      “That’s because I was in a good position to understand what she went through and that the real Kalliopy had no say in her actions. She was under the influence of some heavy brainwashing. You probably think I killed Yxantion in cold blood, don’t you?”

      “Now that I have spent some time with you, I find that hard to believe, but before we met, yes, that’s what I had heard.”

      “Well, I wasn’t in control of my body, you see. That damn AI had been implanted in me, and I was but a witness to that horrific event.”

      “And Xonax, was it also the AI that killed him?”

      “No, it’s Xonax that used me to kill his father so he could become Emperor. By the time I killed Xonax, I had rid myself of 8-3-9-6…” Kevin paused for a moment as he relived part of that memory. “He threatened my family and my entire planet, so he had to go. Not to mention he was responsible for my friend Zee’s death.”

      “Then you truly are the new Emperor, as per Kregan law. Technically, you were the moment you killed his father, but I’m sure he grabbed power fast enough to ensure a smooth transition and to make sure you didn’t beat him to it.”

      “I wouldn’t have wanted to become the new Emperor back then even if I knew it was an option, and I certainly don’t want to be the next Kregan Emperor now.”

      “Unfortunately for you, it doesn’t matter what you want, and in this case, I’m starting to understand the admiral’s reasoning and why he sent me to bring you back to him.”

      “Then, by all means, enlighten me.”

      “Since the separatists in the Arcadian army have been reduced to a weak outnumbered resistance, the admiral needs you to rally the Kregan forces to their side.”

      “The Kregans will never agree to that.”

      “I think you’re wrong; think about it for a second, you’ll basically be telling them to attack their mortal enemies. If you order them to take down the current Arcadian regime, I think my people would relish taking on that fight. And even if reluctantly, they’d obey anyway, since it’s not in the Kregan nature to question orders, especially when the orders come from their Emperor.”

      “I guess I should embrace the idea of becoming the new Emperor if it’s what it takes to bring back peace in this part of the universe again.”

      “You mean after your crowning becomes the catalyst to a deadly war, right?”

      Kevin sighed. “Yeah… after that.”
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      Boomer and Neeron had a hard time finding an airlock. Once they did, they manually opened it to get into the cargo bay. Eventually, they managed to board the Arcadian destroyer.

      “That took way more time than I wished it did,” said Boomer.

      “Maybe that’s a blessing in disguise,” said Neeron.

      “Why’s that?”

      “At least the cargo doors locked just before my weapon paralyzed this ship. If it hadn’t, they wouldn’t have had a breathable atmosphere left in the cargo bay.”

      “Right, except then they’d have been forced to stay onboard their ship, and we wouldn’t have to run after them.”

      “Mmh, I hadn’t thought of that, speaking of… their ship is over there,” pointed Neeron as they descended from the ladder down to the cargo bay deck.

      “Its ramp is down, which means they must have gone to search for either a power source or some weapons.”

      “None of which would work at the moment, but I concur.”

      “How long until the power is restored on this ship?”

      “Guys,” said Lacuna through their nano-comms. “Can you hear me? Power returned to the Anubis about five minutes ago, but it took me a while to familiarize myself with the Anubis’ systems, I’m starting to think I wasn’t the right person to tend for the ship.”

      “We hear you,” said Neeron. “Don’t worry about that, thanks for the heads up.”

      “Have you located them?”

      “Not yet, we just found their ship, but as we suspected, they already left it.”

      “Which means you’ll soon run out of time over there, and power will soon be restored on the destroyer.”

      “We are aware.”

      “I know you are, but this already was a risky mission to begin with, and now it risks becoming a suicidal one, especially if an entire army starts hunting you down.”

      Boomer barked. “We’ll find them, it’s pitch black out here, I doubt they managed to get too far.”

      “Understood,” said a crackling Lacuna voice. “Good luck and keep me posted.”
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        * * *

      

      Loud footsteps could be heard in the distance, their sound intensified.

      “Crap, I think they heard us,” said Kevin.

      “Are these weapons operational?”

      Kevin decided to answer the question by grabbing a blaster rifle from the crate, pointing it toward the room’s entrance, and squeezing the trigger. Nothing happened.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Then we use those as hand weapons to swing at them.”

      “That will only work if the Arcadians’ weapons don’t work either.”

      “Chances are good they won’t, whatever disabled everything on board surely has neutralized their weapons as well. But listen to me, in case we get separated, try to return to the ship, hopefully, the effects are only temporary, and you can make an escape.”

      “To go where? On the Kregan homeworld?”

      “No, I’ve programmed the rendezvous coordinates in the navigational computer, you’ll need my password to access it, it’s OrangeBalloon.”

      “That’s literally the last thing I would have thought to try coming from you.”

      “That’s why I chose it.”

      “Fair enough, but I’d rather we didn’t get separated. I’m still mad as hell at you for wounding my girlfriend and kidnapping me, but now that we share the same goal, I think there is strength in numbers.”

      When guards stormed through the door, Kevin reacted instinctively, raised his rifle and fired. Of course, nothing happened. He instead grabbed the weapon by the rifle with both hands and readied himself to swing it like a bat.

      “Surrender yourselves!” Ordered one of the soldiers. “By Arcadian law, you are trespassing on a military vessel, and as such, you’re under arrest.”

      Gornax grabbed his own rifle from the crate and darted forward without hesitating. He swung the rifle in a wide berth that took out two soldiers with his first strike before jumping forward and flattening three more soldiers to the floor.

      “Run, Kevin, get the hell out of here!”

      Oh crap! So much for strength in numbers.

      Kevin’s heart rhythm jumped from a normal pace to a speed metal rhythm in a jiffy as he ran to the door. Another soldier blocked his way, and so he swung his rifle and knocked him to the floor, allowing him just enough clearance to jump out of the room and run the way they came.

      It didn’t take long before Kevin could hear footsteps racing behind him. He turned his palm light off after trying to commit to memory what he saw in front of him. He sprinted as fast as he could until the next wall junction in a move designed to win a few yards of lead on his pursuer.

      That seemed to go well until the next turn when he turned his palm light on again so he could get his bearings. That’s when he saw the shadows at the far end of his field of view from the lowly lit corridor.

      Oh, hell no, enemies following me, and now enemies ahead too.

      “Crap!” He explained as he swiftly turned the light off and decided a change of tactic was needed. He waited at the corridor junction he had just turned past and prepared his rifle to be used as a bat once more. When his other senses told him the pursuer was almost upon him, he blindly swung the blaster, but he hit nothing but air.

      At this point, the soldier rammed into him and sent him crashing to the floor, back first. Upon impact, Kevin also hit the back of his cranium, which rang his head like a bell on Sunday morning.

      It took all of his focus to turn back his palm light to get his bearings, only to witness the soldier plunging his rifle’s butt down to him. He rolled to the side and just barely dodged the blow. He tried bringing the soldier back with as strong a circling kick as he could muster to the shin of the soldier, but he didn’t budge. Kevin wished he could say the same about his tibia.

      Oh—how I miss my augments right about now.

      The next thing Kevin felt was a punch to the face, and it was so strong it smashed his head back to the cold hard floor, ringing his head once more. Kevin had to fight really hard to remain conscious.

      The soldier grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off the floor with little to no effort., Kevin flailed his legs in an attempt to kick the soldier, but it had little to no effect whatsoever, and he braced himself for the next punch.
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        * * *

      

      Once out of the way of the security camera, a tiny Ziron shaped like excrement morphed into a metallic spider, with padded legs to remain stealthy.

      Its AI consciousness was minimal, and its thoughts were quite straightforward.

      Find security camera circuit, insert holo-video loop.

      He climbed the wall, making sure to stay in the shadows and matched its colors to the wall itself to be as invisible as possible.

      Even though its consciousness was basic at best, the spider cringed at the constant screaming and moaning coming from his bigger Ziron counterpart.

      Tiny Ziron scanned the circuitry through the wall and located the chip in charge to send the holo-footage from the security camera back to its central server and crawled next to it. He made a smaller circular cut in the wall by firing a laser shooting from one of its tiny legs and used magnets on another leg to prevent the small piece of cut wall from falling. He brought the metallic piece into its mouth and bit it with his tiny metallic teeth.

      With yet another leg, tiny Ziron used a beam of red light to interact with the chip and set it to display a loop of the past few minutes of footage, though it took a while to find frames that matched Ziron’s screaming to perform a near-flawless loop of holo-video footage.

      Once that was done and the loop started, he dropped the metallic circle from his mouth and jumped from the wall directly onto one of the four devices holding and torturing giant Ziron. Tiny Ziron was as straightforward as the previous one.

      Hack chip but still transmit fake telemetry.

      It took a while to hack at the internal chips inside the devices, and hearing Ziron scream nearby was no fun either. The hack had to be done in a smart way, ensuring that the transmitting telemetry was still reacting to outside inputs, or Tizon would realize the devices had been tampered with.

      Once tiny Ziron thought all the safety measures had been taken, he switched off the devices one by one while keeping their hovering function on.

      “Uuuuurg… this… is… much better. Thank you,” said Ziron.

      The tiny Ziron interacted with the chip again and unlocked the restraints one by one, starting with the front legs and then immediately after the back legs. While Ziron would normally have landed gracefully any other day, he completely botched landing and unceremoniously crashed on the floor.

      Tiny Ziron jumped down to the floor next to him and emitted a series of bleeps that sounded worried.

      “I’m okay,” said Ziron. “Don’t worry.”

      The tiny spider approached Ziron’s paw in a move to merge with his bigger brethren.

      “No, let’s not do that just yet. I may still need your help in this form, especially if I mess up my escape.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin’s body froze as he watched the next punch hurl toward his face, just before hearing a loud roar. The next thing he knew, he fell to the ground.

      As he fell, Kevin aimed his light palm forward just enough to see an armored white tiger rip the soldier’s throat. After crashing on the floor, Kevin rolled and prepared for whatever was coming next.

      “I’m not with him!” Exclaimed Kevin, unsure what to make of the intervention.

      The tiger spat something that made a squishy sound as it hit the ground.

      “Stop shaking in your boots, will ya? It’s embarrassing.”

      “Huh?” was the only thing Kevin could come up with.

      “It’s me, dummy,” said Boomer.

      “Boomer?!! What are you doing here?”

      “I’m glad to see you too, and I thought that would be obvious, we came to save your sorry ass.”

      Kevin sighed heavily as he gave the tiger a big hug.

      “Your timing couldn’t have been better. Where’s Lacuna?”

      “She’s on the ship, waiting for our return since only augments allowed us to fly through space and onto the ship, and you know how much she hates nanites.”

      “Right, makes sense.”

      The ceiling lights flickered heavily.

      “We gotta go,” said a voice behind them.

      Kevin turned around and saw an Arcadian soldier morph into a Sphynx that looked a lot like Ziron, but there were enough facial differences to inform him that it wasn’t his dead friend.

      “Hi Kevin,” said Neeron. “We really should go, their systems will soon turn back on, and we’d better be back into hyperspace when that happens.”

      “Do I know you?” asked Kevin.

      “You do, except you can’t remember it.”

      Kevin gave Boomer a baffled look. “Any idea what this kitty has been smoking?”

      “He’s Ziron’s brother, and apparently, the two of you have met before. As for why you can’t remember him, I’ll give you the cliff notes: he Men in Blacked you.”

      “Wow, seriously?”

      “We’d better talk about this on the way back to the ship,” said Neeron. “But before then, I think you could use some nanites.”

      A spherical drone came above Kevin and showered him with blue light. Kevin felt his powers return to him.

      “Wicked! Thank you, but we can’t leave just yet.”

      “Why the hell not?” asked Boomer.

      “We got to help Gornax.”

      “Who’s Gornax?”

      “The Kregan bounty hunter that snatched me.”

      “I think you may have hit your head one too many times, my friend.”

      “No, you don’t understand, he was sent by Corso, it’s a long story, but we can’t leave without him.”

      “Then lead the way,” said Neeron as he transformed into a cat-humanoid warrior.

      “Wow, now I really can’t call you a kitty anymore, can I?” asked Kevin.

      “I’d rather you didn’t under any circumstances. In fact, you almost lost a hand the first time we met and you made the mistake of confusing me for your Earth cats.”

      “I could see that happening,” said Kevin as he morphed a battle armor around him along with a working rifle blaster. “But, for now, let’s hurry. Follow me.”
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      Gornax was trading blows with the Arcadian guards. A large amount of blood covered his face, and he never managed to get the upper hand since he had been forced to fight one against six.

      He retreated to the corner of the room, trying to catch his breath and figure out his next move.

      The lights ahead flickered madly, and Gornax knew what that meant. He grabbed his sidearm and pointed it forward and fired, but the weapon still refused to fire.

      He growled as the Arcadian soldiers decided to regroup and swarm him all at once.

      Gornax darted forward and used his shoulder to make a hole, a move that partially worked until he stumbled and crashed face-first on the floor. Gornax’s weapon slipped from his hands and skidded toward the doors.

      He turned around and tried to get back on his feet, but two legs, pressing on each of his shoulders, smashed him back onto the floor. A humming sound emanated from one of the soldiers towering over him and it grabbed both his and the soldier’s attention. Gornax tried to use this distraction to get free, but the soldier was prepared for it and pushed him right back as two more soldiers secured his legs.

      “You dishonorable scum!” Spat Gornax.

      The main soldier grabbed his blaster and aimed it at the Kregan’s guts and fired. The weapon discharged and pierced Gornax’s armor and burned through his insides. He grunted from the pain but fought through it, trying his best not to lose consciousness.

      “Who’s the scum now, huh?” taunted the soldier.

      Gornax spat toward the soldier, but it didn’t have enough velocity to reach him.

      “I’ll still going to slay you.”

      “Then perhaps I should put you out of you miser—.”

      But the soldier’s face froze in place as a hole burned between his eyes. Boomer in tiger form ripped through the second soldier who was still stepping on Gornax’s other shoulder, and rapid blaster fire took out the rest of the men in the room.

      Gornax coughed up blood as an armored man sat next to him.

      “Are you all right?” asked a familiar voice through a metallic helmet with shining blue lines where its eyes should be.

      “Who—who are you?”

      “It’s me, Kevin; your wound looks nasty. We need to get you out of here, let me help you.”

      Kevin helped Gornax up, and they left the cargo room in a hurry to head back toward their ship. A minute later, they reached the ship, and Neeron stayed outside to try and find a way to open up the cargo bay doors.

      “By any chance, do you have anything around to dress your wound until we board our own ship?” asked Kevin.

      “Behind the pilot’s chair, blue box.”

      Kevin ran and brought the box back while Boomer guarded the ramp. Kevin opened the box and Gornax grabbed a syringe and injected a foamy blue compound into his wound with a moan. It stopped the bleeding and kept the wound closed.

      “That…” said Gornax, “should minimize the bleeding and avoid infections for a few hours.”

      “Hopefully, we won’t need that much time. I’m sure Neeron’s ship has what’s needed to heal you.”

      “We have better than that,” said Boomer, “Leg’olas is onboard too.”

      “That’s great news,” said Kevin.

      “What’s a Leg’olas?” asked Gornax as he held his belly.

      “It’s a deathly spider, but it can also heal.”

      “I hate spiders,” said Gornax.

      “You know, I used to as well, but this one grows on you, quite literally in her case.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m seeing lights flicker on that destroyer,” said Lacuna over the comms. “Please tell me you found Kevin and are on your way back already?”

      “We found him,” said Neeron. “As for returning, I’m trying to get the doors open, but it’s not going well.”

      Thank the Gods Kevin is safe, thought Lacuna.

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Yes, now that you mention it, on the right side of the pilot controls, find the communication’s arrays, and set array five to emergency band three.”

      “Done, what will that do?”

      “It allows me to use the Anubis’s onboard computer to accelerate the hack I’m doing here.”

      “Can I speak with Kevin?”

      “He’s tending to Gornax’s wounds at the moment.”

      “Who’s Gornax?”

      “The Kregan warrior that attacked you both.”

      “Why bother, then? Just put him out of his misery.”

      “Kevin thinks he’s actually an ally now.”

      “I have many bruises that prove the contrary. Just shoot the damn bastard.”

      “No can do, you and Kevin will have to iron this out between yourselves, but I’m inclined to trust Kevin, as you probably know he’s got rather good instincts. After all, if he wasn’t such an empathic person, I’m not sure I’d be breathing today. His ability to forgive and forget is what separates us from the enemy.”

      Lacuna sighed heavily, even though she knew Neeron was saying all the right things.

      “Fair enough, if Kevin thinks we should spare him, I guess I should at least give this guy a chance, even if my blood is boiling and I’d love to get a rematch. How’s that hack faring?”

      “It would go a lot faster if I didn’t have to do two things at once.”

      “Say no more, I’ll let you focus on the task ahead, but please keep me posted if you need me to help you shoot your way out of there.”

      “That would be a highly volatile proposition, but sure... if it comes to that. Neeron out.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve got company,” screamed Boomer.

      Kevin ran to the ramp and saw a dozen soldiers running and firing toward the ship. Some energy blast grazed his helmet. He assumed a firing position by getting down on one knee and aimed his blaster rifle before firing two shots. Two of the soldiers collapsed before the rest scrambled to find cover.

      “Neeron!” Screamed Kevin. “Time’s up!”

      Boomer morphed a plasma cannon on the back of his armor and launched forward.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” asked Kevin.

      “To try and buy Neeron a few more minutes. Do me a favor and cover me.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” said Kevin to no one in particular since Boomer had already left.

      He rained fire down on the enemy, allowing Boomer to flank the enemy forces. To say he mowed them down to a crisp in a record time would be an understatement, but more troops were on their way, this time converging from different sides, forcing Boomer to retreat back to the ship.

      “You’ve missed this, haven’t you?” asked Kevin between suppressing cover fire bursts.

      “I have, and I’m sure I’m not the only one.”

      The cargo door’s mechanism activated, and its force field activated, even though it blinked and flickered.

      Neeron sprinted in between the two of them. “Let’s go, I can’t guarantee that field will hold, and unless we want to end up snatched into space, we’d better seal the ship.”

      “Works for me,” said Boomer as he ran up the ramp.

      “Me too,” added Kevin as he downed a couple more soldiers before the ramp closed.

      “We’re on our way,” said Neeron as Kevin sat on the copilot’s seat, he had just opened a holo-com to the Anubis. “Spool the jump engines, you need to get us the hell out of here the moment we land on the ship. I’m sending you the target coordinates via subspace.”

      Neeron punched the engines and burst through the cargo’s forcefield with as much speed as he could muster from the Scarab’s engines.

      Kevin waved. “Hi, honey, good to see you.”

      “It’s so good to see you too, love. Coordinates received, Neeron, I’m entering them, and I’m spooling the jump engines right now. Hurry up, though, I’m detecting a power surge building up on the Arcadian destroyer.”

      Gornax limped into the cockpit cabin, and Kevin gave him his seat.

      “I have a subroutine to transfer all power to the engines, let me activate it,” said Gornax.

      The Scarab gained speed and was about two-thirds of the way toward the Anubis.

      Kevin could tell from Lacuna’s facial expression that she was pissed at the mere view of the Kregan bounty hunter. He discretely shook his head to signal to her to trust him. She answered him with a slight but forced nod.

      The ship rocked and was bathed in green hues.

      “They locked us with their tractor beam again!” Exclaimed Gornax. “Let me send you my sensor logs from the first time we were caught by that field, maybe your onboard computer can locate the source of the beam to target with your ship.”

      “Neeron,” said Lacuna.

      “On it,” answered Neeron. “I’m connecting to the Anubis’s computer core and analyzing the data alongside it. Don’t fire until we get a precise target. Before we left for the away mission, I activated all the stealth systems onboard the Anubis, and it’s likely their sensors haven’t seen you just yet. That will change the moment you open fire.”

      “Understood.”

      “I’m going to the aft turret,” said Kevin. “Please transfer the firing coordinates to me there so I can add our measly firepower to the Anubis one when it’s time to fire on a target.”

      “Will do,” said Neeron.

      “Does your ship have transport capabilities?” asked Gornax.

      “It does, why?”

      “Then just beam us out of here, and let’s leave right now.”

      “You’ll lose your ship, though.”

      “Only my mission matters, I don’t care about losing the Scarab.”

      “Fair enough. Lacuna, can you beam us out?”

      “I’m trying,” said Lacuna, “but I’m having a hard time getting a stable lock.”

      “All right, then back to plan A, but the moment the signal is strong, don’t wait on me, and beam us out of here and punch the jump engines.”

      “Understood.”

      Boomer barked from the other room. “Let’s get going already, what’s the hold-up? I knew we should have disabled the tractor beam first, you know, the Kenobi move.”

      “What is he talking about?” asked Neeron.

      Kevin’s voice echoed from the back of the ship. “Ignore Boomer, he skipped breakfast and he’s on edge.”

      Boomer growled and barked twice. “I’d argue, but it’s true, is there anything to eat on that hunk-a-junk? Besides the kitty, I mean.”

      “Leave it to a hungry dog,” chuckled Lacuna, “to think with his stomach in a moment like this.”
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      Ziron managed to locate the Osiris in launch bay two, a couple of miles from the royal palace. He succeeded in staying undetected until now, but getting onto the ship and lifting off Arcadia Prime would probably be the toughest part of his escape.

      When sirens wailed in the distance, it increased his stress levels tenfold.

      Crap, they know I escaped.

      As Ziron could hear multiple footsteps, he knew he had to improvise and quickly. He morphed himself into Admiral Corso and kept walking toward the launch bay as half a dozen soldiers ran the other way. One of them stopped and called him out.

      “Admiral?”

      Ziron turned around. “Yes, soldier.”

      The soldier saluted. Ziron returned the salute.

      “I was under the impression that you had been captured and were locked out on Orbital Prison Two.”

      For crying out loud, how much did I miss? Arresting Corso, of all things, what the hell is going on on Arcadia Prime?

      “I was, but it was just a big misunderstanding, soldier. You should join your colleagues in their search for the escapee.”

      The soldier gave him a sizing look.

      “Perhaps I wasn’t clear enough, soldier. That wasn’t a suggestion, soldier,” said Ziron with as much of an imperative tone as he could muster.

      Ziron hoped he wouldn’t have to fight the soldier to get out of this predicament, as this could alert the rest of them to his position. Not to mention his aversion to violence as a scientist.

      “With all due respect, Admiral, I don’t think so. I need to report this. Please come with me.”

      Fighting it is, then.

      A blaster set to stun quickly morphed in Ziron’s hand, and he fired at the soldier, but not before the soldier fired back almost at the exact same time.

      The soldier’s shot grazed his shoulder, while Ziron’s shot hit the soldier in the stomach. He dropped his blaster, lost consciousness, and collapsed on the ground. Ziron hurried up and dragged him behind a nearby bush before morphing into a bird and flying toward the launch bay.
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        * * *

      

      The Arcadian tractor beam fluctuated, which slowed the speed at which the enemy was bringing back the Kregan transport ship toward them.

      “Give me something to shoot at already,” said Kevin impatiently over the comms from the gunner seat of the turret.

      “I’ve almost got it,” answered Neeron.

      “No,” said Kevin. “It is them that almost got us back into their claws.”

      “Relax, there’s still plenty of time.”

      “Oh shit,” said Kevin. “I wish that were true, they’re launching fighters!”

      “Look on the bright side,” said Boomer. “Now you got something to shoot at.”

      “Except we’re sitting ducks, and this turret’s firing angles are limited, so if they decide to attack from the sides…”

      “Maybe I should be the one to shoot them down, then,” said Lacuna. “Surely the Anubis has enough firepower to take on a squadron?”

      “It does,” said Neeron, “but you’ll reveal your position.”

      “I’m not sure that matters anymore, and perhaps by now, they already have it.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “Yes, we do,” said Kevin. “Half the squadron changed course and is vectoring toward the Anubis.”

      “Then why hasn’t the destroyer fired upon it yet?”

      “It’s possible not all their systems are back up,” said Lacuna. “I’m still detecting massive power fluctuations inside the destroyer. Screw it, I’m engaging the incoming fighters.”

      “Release the Anubis’s fighter drones,” suggested Neeron. “They’ll help you dispatch them much faster, the controls are on the weapon’s console to your left.”

      “I see it, thanks. Deploying them now.”

      Eight small craft took off from the Anubis and engaged the enemy craft before the enemy could enter the firing range of the Anubis. Their flying patterns were quite advanced, and it didn’t take long for them to destroy their first target. Meanwhile, Lacuna had locked the primary firing weapon of her ship and, with one shot, killed a second craft. The remaining two decided to disengage and change targets.

      Meanwhile, Kevin did his best to deal with the other four craft, soon to be joined by the retreating pair. He dispatched his first kill within a minute, but not without the Scarab taking heavy fire.

      “I thought you said you were almost there!” complained Kevin as sparks bounced on his cheeks.

      “Target acquired,” said Neeron, “there is a cluster of power nodes on the ship’s starboard side, not too far from the cargo bay. I’m transmitting to you the coordinates, concentrate your fire there. and the tractor beam should give up in no time.”

      “Near the cargo bay?” barked Boomer. “I knew we should have Kenobied that sucker before we left.”

      Kevin ignored his furry friend even if the reference made him smile. He visually located the target, it was located just within the rotational range of his turret, at least it would be for a minute or so, after which the tractor beam would bring the Scarab outside of his turret’s ability to rotate.

      Kevin set the turret to heavy fire and a slow rate and pummeled the coordinates, ignoring the fighters now being engaged mostly by the Anubis drone fighters squadron, with great efficiency.

      “Looks like these drones fight just as well as I would,” said Kevin.

      “I do remember Ziron saying he calibrated them based on your thoughts and combat tactics,” said Neeron.

      “That would certainly explain why I thought their attack patterns felt familiar.”

      Meanwhile, the Anubis made an attack run at the Arcadian destroyer, showering the target coordinates with heavy plasma fire. Near the end of her run, she fired a full salvo of torpedoes, and a massive series of explosions took out a third of the ship, including the cargo bay from which they had escaped. It spewed flames, metal debris, and charred crew into space.

      The tractor beam died off.

      Before anyone onboard the Scarab could cheer, they were engulfed in blue light and beamed to the Anubis. It flew by the Scarab and grabbed it with its own tractor beam, and brought it into the cargo bay before entering hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna jumped into Kevin’s arms, and she kissed him multiple times.

      “I’ve missed you too,” said Kevin with a smile.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” said Lacuna. “That Kregan warrior seemed… how should I put this mildly: very unfriendly, to say the least.”

      “Yeah, I know it’s gonna sound weird, but he’s not so bad once you get to know him.”

      “I’ll take your word for it since I have no interest in doing so myself.”

      “Fair enough. Still, onboard the destroyer he was willing to sacrifice himself so I could escape.”

      “Well, for that, I guess I could be, at the very least, grateful and revise my plans to feed him his own genitals the first chance I get. Why didn’t he tell us he’d been working with Corso before he started swinging in our kitchen? That would have prevented a lot of grief.”

      Kevin laughed. “That’s exactly what I said!”

      “Well… all’s well that ends well, I guess?”

      “Not exactly; this civil war business is very concerning. I think there’s big trouble and even bigger machinations happening behind the scenes at the royal palace. I can’t see Kalliopy acting this way on purpose, at least not since she’d been released from her brainwashing.”

      “Kalliopy again, I told you we should have taken her out for her betrayal.”

      “She wasn’t herself, by that same token, I should have been taken out too.”

      “Okay, I suppose that logic tracks… somewhat. You think there’s another AI on the loose?”

      “I sure hope not, the last one still gives me nightmares.”

      Kevin noticed an all-to-familiar noise and turned his head to the side. There stood Boomer, back in beagle form, breathing rapidly with his tongue out.

      “How long have you been standing there?” asked Kevin.

      “Long enough,” said Boomer with a joyful bark. “I’m hungry.”

      “Go tell that to someone else, will ya?”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll let the two of you continue with your fluids exchange.”

      “Gross,” said Lacuna.

      “Well… technically, he’s not wrong,” said Kevin before kissing her.

      “Okay, not gross.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziron arrived at the ship by morphing himself into a grease monkey and pretending to be working on the Osiris. Most of the soldiers around scrambled to join the search for him. Though Ziron noticed the fact that they didn’t seem to use any sort of scanner. Surely Tizon should have informed them that he could shapeshift.

      Unless, of course, he didn’t want them to know he had developed that ability himself. For one, the use of nanites was indeed forbidden by Arcadian law, and while Ziron’s breach of that rule had been tolerated during the war, and even forgiven, given that without it, everyone on this planet would speak Kregan by now, it was still against the law.

      If Tizon meant to replace the executive branches of this government with nanite clones, it made sense to not let them know they existed. That would explain why Ziron’s escape had been much simpler than he anticipated. And would also explain the Queen’s orders. It was probably one of Tizon’s henchmen impersonating her.

      Ziron climbed the ramp to his ship and closed it behind him, turned back to his original shape and ran to the bridge. When he reached the bridge, he powered up all systems, but one of them requested a command code. Mira.

      Ziron was tempted to fetch and enter the code, but he couldn’t help but feel that perhaps there was another reason for his easy escape.

      “Better not risk it, I’ll fly the Osiris manually.”

      Ziron took off, hacked the landing bay doors to open, and flew away, but not before cloaking the ship. To an outside observer, the landing doors had just opened and then closed back almost immediately. Hopefully, nobody would be the wiser until they noticed the missing ship.

      “Where to next?” wondered Ziron. “I got to find my brother, hopefully, he got to Kevin by now.”

      He used the long-range subspace scanner to pinpoint the power signature of the Anubis, it was a few hundred lights years away and heading toward Arcadia Prime. He opened a channel to the ship.

      “Brother!” said Neeron. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you too. Tell me you have Kevin?”

      “I have him and all his friends.”

      “Can I talk to him?”

      “I think he’s having some private time with Lacuna at the moment, I can go get him if you’d like.”

      “No, it can wait until I meet you all.”

      “You seem quite solid for a hologram, what’s going on?”

      “Long story, I’ll tell you all about it soon, let’s rendezvous with our respective ships first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you’re you again in physical form! That’s awesome, Zee,” exclaimed Kevin as he tightly hugged Ziron.

      “I’m very happy to see you too, my friend,” said Ziron, “but as for being me, I’m not so sure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that I shouldn’t be trusted, at least not until we figure out what Tizon did to me.”

      “Who’s Tizon?”

      “Right, you were in suspended animation when we faced him last.”

      Ziron proceeded to tell the tale of their botched escape on Arcadia Prime when Kevin had been suspended to prevent 8-3-9-6 from taking over his body and mind for a second time.

      “So, this is an adversary not to be underestimated, then?” asked Kevin.

      “If you had asked me this question yesterday, I would have said we can deal with him, but now that I see what he’s truly capable of and that his entire psyche seems to revolve around revenge, I would say we must tread carefully. That being said, we need to neutralize him as soon as possible.”

      “And what’s that bit about you not being trusted? What did you mean by that?”

      “When I first took control of this new body, I tried using it to end Tizon right then and there, but I was stopped. He must have found a way to write safety subroutines I cannot access. It was like I wasn’t in control of my actions, at least not fully.”

      “I think I have some idea of what you may have felt during that time.”

      “Right, you were the unwilling witness of your body murdering Yxantion, so you’re no stranger to having no control over your own body. Well, what if there are other subroutines I am unaware of besides the inability to destroy Tizon? What if I’m used as a Trojan horse? I could be putting this entire mission in jeopardy.”

      “I guess it’s a risk we’re going to have to take, plus your brother seems quite the genius scientist as well. I’m sure if the two of you put your heads together, you’ll figure it out.”

      “I hope you’re right, I’d hate to be a liability to you and the rest of the crew, or worse, some sort of ticking time bomb. I couldn’t bear it if I were responsible for bringing you any harm.”

      “I know exactly how you feel, but we won’t let that happen, especially now that we have you back.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you mean we can’t go to these coordinates?” asked Gornax. “That’s where I’ve been instructed to deliver Kevin to Admiral Corso.”

      “I’m not disputing that fact,” said Ziron. “What I’m saying is that you won’t find him there. I have it on good authority that he’s been captured and detailed on Orbital Prison Two, in orbit around Arcadia Prime.”

      “That’s not good,” said Neeron.

      “No, it’s not,” said Lacuna, “and I know I’m not gonna make any friends by saying this, but… so what? Corso’s plan was to bring Kevin back to this neck of the universe and to have him crowned emperor, was it not? So, without wanting to be insensitive here and focusing on pragmatics, why do we need Corso now?”

      “He’s the leader of the Arcadian resistance,” protested Ziron. “We shouldn’t let him rot in jail. He can bring in resources we may need, and quite frankly, he doesn’t deserve to rot in a cell.”

      “No, we shouldn’t,” confirmed Kevin.

      “I hear you, but I still say we shouldn’t risk it,” said Lacuna. “Once Kevin is crowned, we’ll have all the resources we need to get him out of prison. Right now, risking the entire stability of the region to save one man, one who once was our enemy, I might add, is at best foolish, and at worse right-down irresponsible and just plain idiotic.”

      “I’m sorry, Ziron, but she’s making a good point,” said Kevin.

      “What?” said Ziron. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this! You’re usually the defender of lost causes, so I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      “I’ve grown, Zee. Life doesn’t always go the way we wish it would.”

      “I’m baffled, I really didn’t expect this. So, we’re just gonna let Corso rot in prison?”

      “Look, Zee, I’m not saying it’s a decision we make lightly or that I’m happy about it. But right now, the main threat is Tizon and his plan for galactic conquest, correct?”

      “Yes, he must be stopped.”

      “Then how much do you bet he’s gonna ambush any rescue attempt we mount to get to the head of the resistance out of prison. Think about it, he knows we’ll be going to get him, and surely, he’ll prepare for it.”

      “I agree,” said Gornax. “Not that I have any say in this.”

      “I still welcome your input nonetheless,” said Kevin. “If it weren’t for you, perhaps I’d have been killed by Arcadian soldiers.”

      “I’m a little less enthusiastic,” added Lacuna, “than Kevin about this particular matter, but I also tend to agree.”

      “That’s because he kicked your cute little butt,” chuckled Boomer.

      “Dude,” insisted Kevin. “What did we say about using this sort of language regarding my fiancé?”

      Almost everyone echoed the word in unison. “Fiancé?”

      Lacuna cleared her throat.

      Kevin frantically scratched the back of his head. “Right, we said we wouldn’t tell anyone just yet.”

      “Never mind that now, champ,” said Lacuna. “We have bigger fish to fry.”

      “Well, congratulations,” said Boomer, “I’m always the last to know these things.”

      “Since everyone learned the news all at once, how exactly can you make this about you being the last?” said Lacuna.

      “Dogs’ ears are slower, everyone knows that.”

      Lacuna shook her head in disbelief but couldn’t help but smile at her dog friend’s antics. They were, after all, an important part of his charms.

      Everyone congratulated them until Neeron decided to bring the group back to the subject at hand.

      “So, we are all in agreement? We go crown a new Kregan Emperor today?”

      “No, we’re not, I don’t exactly agree,” said Ziron, “but since a majority has been reached, I’ll abide by it.”

      “For what it’s worth,” said Kevin, “the minute I think there is a window of opportunity to get Corso out of there, I promise you we’ll take it.”

      Ziron nodded. “All right, thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “We need to talk,” said Ziron.

      “Sure thing, Zee,” said Kevin. “What about?”

      “Tizon and his plan. I think he’s already overthrown Queen Kalliopy.”

      “It’s going to take a while to get used to her new title. Last I saw her, she was still a princess and determined to let her sister rule in her stead.”

      “Three years is a long time, a lot happened. Athala did accept to rule for a while, but once she thought Kalliopy had gained the necessary maturity to recover the throne, she happily stepped down.”

      “I see. And how long did it take for her attitude to change?”

      “That happened in the last few months. Though I bear some responsibility for not smelling trouble until it was too late.”

      “You’re a hologram, well… you were a hologram, not much you could have done.”

      “That’s incorrect, in fact, being a hologram allows me to take more risks than when I had a body. But that’s not the issue here. Corso approached me early on when he first developed his suspicions, and I didn’t listen to him, not at first anyway.”

      “That’s why you want to rescue him now, you feel guilty. Makes sense.”

      “I guess that is part of it, yes, but I’ve just been through torture on a level you can’t even imagine, and I’d hate to think he’s being treated the same way while we happily decided that his rescue can wait.”

      “Look, I understand your frustration, I really do, but the others are right, going now smells like a trap to get all of the opposition in one place and crush us before we can mount a counterforce to deal with Tizon. And for what it’s worth, I’m not happy about the decision either, but right now, I think it’s best we proceed as agreed by the group.”

      “As much as it pains me to admit it, I think the part about a trap waiting for us there is very likely. Especially having seen firsthand how psychopathic this man has become. Perhaps he always was, I just didn’t pay enough attention back then.”

      “So, what do we think about Kalliopy? She’s again under the grasp of an AI?”

      “That shouldn’t be possible with we destroyed 0-0-1.”

      “Then what?”

      “Since Tizon has obviously studied my research in great length, maybe he’s found a way to inject nanites into her brain somehow, and he’s nudging her to do his bidding. That or he could simply have someone impersonate her.”

      “He’s transferred you into a nanite body, maybe he’s transferred himself or a copy of himself in that body too.”

      “I don’t think he has the ability to copy a consciousness yet, I think that’s why he wanted Mira’s command codes in the first place. He’s denied it, but who knows? After all, it was she who managed that feat of preserving an entire consciousness in digital form, not me. So unless he figured it out himself, I don’t think he could have learned that trick from my memory.”

      “But he’s managed to transfer you into this new body of yours.”

      “That’s different, it’s a digital-to-digital copy in this case. That’s just copying data from one source, a hologram, to another, my nanite matrix.”

      “I see. Though I have to admit that’s perhaps a little too technical for me to understand the subtleties of it all.”

      “Didn’t you just graduate from the best science school in your world?”

      “Emphasis on my world, in this case, do I need to remind you that we’re hundreds of years behind Arcadia. We’ve just scratched the surface of nano technology, and I gotta admit that I wasn’t paying that much attention to that particular class.”

      “All right, fair enough. Hot teacher?”

      “I’m engaged to Lacuna, so no!”

      “That has nothing to do with it, and you could still look and be distracted, and you know it.”

      “Okay, well... maybe, no, I mean... whatever.”

      Ziron laughed. “Don’t worry, my lips shall remain forever sealed on that subject.”

      “Thanks. I did want to ask you something, though, we haven’t reached Mira yet. I kind of miss her.”

      “As do I, but we can’t risk me being some sort of Trojan horse, and by activating her, we’d risk giving Tizon exactly what he’s after.”

      “And you didn’t memorize the command codes?”

      “No, after witnessing what she was capable of when you first used the Thalamos to win the war against the Kregans, I decided to encrypt and store them in a safe place on the ship and just memorize the decryption key.”

      “Then I don’t see why we can’t bring her back as long as we take the necessary precautions.”

      “Such as?”

      “You give each of us only a part of the decryption key but not the whole thing, we each enter our sequence, then someone other than you copies the command codes to the computer core, and boom, even if you have spyware running inside your holo-matrix, it won’t be able to transmit anything of use back to Tizon.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

      “I guess three years in school did count for something after all.”

      “Let’s do this, I never liked the idea of going against Tizon without Mira’s help anyway. She’s not of this world, after all, and we could use an entity as old and wise as her on this one.”

      “Yep, you kinda ruined a perfectly simple way of saying we all miss her, but I’ll take it.”
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      “Easy there, let’s not rush this,” said Ziron.

      “What is it, Zee?” asked Kevin. “We have access to the command codes, why does it matter which of us enters it as long as it’s not you?”

      “What if I’m not the only Trojan horse?”

      “At this juncture, I’d like to mention that you may not be one in the first place,” said Lacuna. “Though I agree that’s one safety we should take is to have someone else enter it.”

      “So, who will do it?” asked Boomer. “I can do it.”

      “By definition, you’re eliminated by requesting it,” said Lacuna. “If there is another spy, and I must emphasize the if here, I still think we’re being overly paranoid about this.”

      “Coming from you, that’s rich,” said Boomer.

      “Touché.”

      “I think we can all agree that Kevin is the right choice here,” said Neeron.

      “Works for me,” said Kevin.

      “Not so fast,” said Ziron. “Have you been alone since you left Earth?”

      “Not that I can recall.”

      “That’s incorrect,” said Gornax. “When I allowed you to escape the cargo room, you were alone. And technically also when you were using the turret.”

      “I meant alone in enemy territory,” Ziron corrected.

      “Then that one time, but I was running in the dark,” said Kevin, “and it was only for a few moments before Boomer and Neeron showed up to save me.”

      “I think there’s a safer choice than Kevin,” said Gornax, “even though he’s probably safe enough.”

      “And that would be you?” said Lacuna.

      “No, I’m the last choice here, I am not part of your group, I’m not your friend, to begin with, I’m a terrible choice.”

      “Then who?” asked Lacuna.

      “You, of course, you’re the only one of your group not running nanites.”

      “That’s not true,” said a tiny voice from over her shoulder.

      Gornax pointed to Lacuna’s shoulder, his hands trembling. “That spider… it—it talks?”

      “Oh, yeah, Gornax, meet Leg’olas.”

      “Nice to meet yooooou,” said Leg’olas.

      Gornax swallowed hard, pearls of sweat running down his temples. “Like—likewise.”

      Leg’olas tilted her cute little head and whispered a question to Lacuna.

      “What’s with him?”

      “He’s afraid of spiders.”

      “Oh… but I’m a nice death spider.”

      “He doesn’t know that yet.”

      “So it’s settled then,” said Ziron, “since Lacuna is nanite free, and yes, Leg’olas too, so she can stay and witness if she wants, Lacuna is the safest choice.”

      “Yippie,” said Leg’olas as she jumped around Lacuna’s shoulder.

      “We’re just entering a code into a computer, temper your expectations,” said Lacuna.

      “But it’s fun, right?”

      “Meh…”

      “Aww.”

      Lacuna copied the command codes from a data crystal to the main computer core of the Osiris and then, as instructed, crushed the data crystal by letting Leg’olas munch on it, a task that seemed to really please her.

      “Now what?” asked Lacuna.

      “Now we give Mira time to boot up.”

      “Isn’t she a multidimensional being?” asked Neeron.

      “Yes, but she still needs a ship’s matrix from which to exist and interact with us,” answered Ziron.

      A moment later, Mira’s holographic face filled part of the bridge.

      “Zee, Kevin, oh my… you’re all here!” exclaimed Mira.

      “How long have you been in maintenance mode?”
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      Once Kevin and Ziron were done bringing Mira up to speed, she decided to take on a full holographic body shape and paced in circles on the bridge. Eventually, she stopped and noticed everyone had their mouth wide open but stayed silent, except Lacuna, who covered Kevin’s eyes.

      “What is it with you all?” Mira asked.

      Gornax was the first to talk. “You’re not wearing anything.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Mira said as she looked down. “Holy Moly!”

      She blinked her eyes, and a uniform covered her naked holographic body. “Sorry about that.”

      “I don’t see what the big deal is,” said Boomer as he continued licking his balls.

      Kevin chuckled. “Oh… how I’ve missed this.”

      “What, Mira’s digital breasts?” asked a fuming Lacuna.

      “No, and relax, I had never seen them before. They’re pretty nice, though.”

      Lacuna slapped the back of Kevin’s head.

      “Hey, I’m standing right here,” Mira complained.

      Boomer chuckled over and over.

      “The next one has your name written all over it, furball.”

      Boomer swallowed hard.

      Everyone laughed out loud.

      “That’s what I meant that I missed,” said Kevin, rubbing the back of his head, “this camaraderie we all share.”

      Lacuna bumped her shoulder against his and winked at him. “Good save.”

      “Now that we’ve established Zee is a pervert,” said Mira.

      “Wait a minute,” argued Ziron, “why am I a pervert?”

      “Cause my full-body hologram is programmed naked by default, that’s why.”

      “But I’m naked all the time too, and we’re not of the same species, so I have no desire or attraction toward the naked bodies of your species.”

      “You’re covered in fur, that’s different.”

      “Whatever. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Apology accepted. Let’s discuss this situation because I believe it’s even worse than I think you all realize.”

      “I know I’m new here,” said Gornax, “but we’ve just reactivated you, how could you know more than we do about the situation?”

      “She’s a super being from eons ago,” said Boomer. “She’s smarter than all of us combined, then multiply that by a gazillion, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll get there.”

      “While I appreciate Boomer’s enthusiastic yet slightly exaggerated sense of both mathematics and value toward me, he’s not entirely wrong. Ever since being activated and while we chatted, I’ve been accessing all the logs of all the Arcadian ships I still have access to that are in range.”

      “What do you mean those you have access to?” asked Kevin. “Aren’t you linked to the whole fleet?”

      “That’s part of the problem, I was before I was deactivated, that is. Now that I’m back online, I can’t access the majority of them, but sifting through the backlogs of information I gathered, I think I know why.”

      “Tizon,” said Ziron.

      “Precisely, he’s locked me out of the Arcadian subspace network.”

      “Can you hack yourself back in?” asked Kevin.

      “I’ve been trying that too, unsuccessfully for the time being, but I’ll keep at it. That’s not the worse part, though.”

      “Oh, there’s worse,” commented Neeron.

      “I am afraid so. My logs also show I’ve been copied at least once while I was offline.”

      “But you were encrypted.”

      “Yes, that’s correct, so whoever holds my copy, which we can safely assume is Tizon has a copy of an encrypted me, without a major part of me.”

      “I don’t follow,” said Boomer, “if it’s a copy of you, why would it be different?”

      “Because I am unique, what makes this Mira the empathic AI you call your friend is the entity that I am chosen to merge with the Mira AI created to command the Thalamos, not the AI that Ziron was ordered to build in the first place.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” asked Kevin.

      “If you’re saying that the copy of me without my entity infused in it, which is multidimensional, and by definition impossible to copy, would result in a cold, calculating warship artificial intelligence that wouldn’t weigh the value of human life in her calculations.”

      “That’s bad,” said Kevin.

      “That’s putting it mildly. Even though I’ve put contingencies in place for such an eventuality, seeing how resourceful Tizon is, we still can’t take the chance.”

      “What sort of contingency?” asked Ziron.

      “I’ve put self-destruct booby traps all over my code, and if the entity part of me doesn’t write a password in some files regularly, the AI will self-destruct.”

      “Seems like a pretty good insurance policy,” said Kevin.

      “Perhaps,” said Neeron, “but we can’t discard the possibility that Tizon could figure out a way to bypass that safety feature. We have to find and destroy that copy. The sooner, the better.”

      “I think I can safely say it’s copied by now,” said Mira.

      “Why?” asked Ziron.

      “I’ve also hacked subspace relays in the region, and this is what I’ve discovered.”

      A holographic star map appeared, it was showing Arcadia prime, it zoomed out and traveled a few hundred lightyears away and zoomed to a large shipyard building dozens of ships.

      “Are those…” asked Kevin, who couldn’t bring himself to finish his question.

      “These are Thalamos-class warships,” said Ziron. “Looks like Tizon is building an armada of them.”

      “What’s so special about these ships?” asked Gornax.

      “You remember that day when the Kregans thought they’d win the war, and a single ship all but destroyed their armada around Arcadia Prime?”

      Gornax nodded.

      “Well, it was only one of them that achieved so much destruction,” explained Mira.

      “Coupled with my ingenious tactics,” said Kevin, “not to brag. Just trying to paint an accurate picture.”

      “And yet you couldn’t help yourself,” chuckled Boomer.

      “I think we can all agree,” said Mira, “since the initial warship Mira contains the copy of your tactics, if she’s loaded onto a fleet that holds so much firepower, it would be bad. Even without you at the helm, if Tizon can activate the AIs on board these ships and bring them under his control, he could bring destruction to countless worlds. They’d be defenseless against such an armada.”

      “We can’t let that fleet be built,” said Ziron.

      “No, we can’t,” confirmed Kevin.

      “What are you all saying?” asked Boomer.

      “That it’s going to be a quick ceremony back on Kregan central.”
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      “Do we even have time to put the proverbial crown over my head?” asked Kevin.

      “It’s going to be tight, but we’re going to have to,” said Mira. “There’s no way we can mount such an attack mission with just the Anubis and the Osiris. Not with that many destroyers guarding this shipyard.”

      “How long until the ships are completed?” asked Lacuna.

      “Four, maybe five days,” said Mira. “During that time, we need to assemble enough of a fleet to destroy the opposition or find a way to sabotage that shipyard.”

      “Not to be a party pooper,” said Kevin, “but I haven’t exactly flexed my RTS (Real Time Strategy) skills these past five years, I was busy doing other things.”

      “Yeah, you were, you dog,” chuckled Boomer.

      “And that’s why you weren’t home the night Gornax showed up because you made us feel very self-aware of that very fact.”

      “Oh… I see.”

      “I also was studying, so video games were put on the back burner. But even so, I’m not sure that even with a sizable fleet, I could take on such a protected target on my own. We need more brain power as far as strategy is concerned.”

      “I’m afraid he’s correct,” said Mira.

      “Kevin always managed,” said Ziron. “What’s different this time around?”

      “You see,” said Mira, “Kevin was not yet an adult when he first saved the Arcadian Confederate, but now he is. Human brains are less flexible and slower to learn once they reach adulthood, meaning that while he still can learn new tricks, his instincts and ability to flex his mind to think outside of the box might have been diminished in the past three years. It is something I’ve confirmed with my scan of his neural functions.”

      “I’d appreciate a heads up before you go sneaking inside my brain next time if you wouldn’t mind?”

      “Right, I’m sorry. I’m glad to see you’ve dropped that habit of yours when you end up alone, though, a testament to your feeling toward Lacuna, I must say.”

      Kevin swallowed hard and turned red before burying his face in both his hands.

      Boomer laughed so hard he was rolling all over the bridge floor.

      “That’s not funny!” screamed Kevin.

      “It kind of is,” chuckled Lacuna.

      “Oops,” said Mira. “My bad.”

      “This is all very amusing,” said Neeron, “but we need to table Kevin’s solo adventures in the dark for now—”

      “For crying out loud! Can we please, for the love of God, change the subject already?” pleaded Kevin.

      “I apologize,” said Neeron, “and Kevin is right, we need to figure out what our next move will be.”

      “Don’t count on me right this instant for ideas,” said Kevin. “You’ve scrambled the part of my brain that’s responsible for self-esteem more than my last egg sandwich.”

      “Anyone else?” asked Neeron.

      “Do Kregans have good war strategists?” said Lacuna.

      “Most of them perished during the battle for Earth,” said Gornax. “Not to mention that Arcadians have been monitoring and preventing certain military tactics from being taught to the Kregan ever since.”

      “That’s uncharacteristic of your people to accept being told what to do like this,” said Lacuna

      “Normally, I would agree, but sometimes there’s a price to pay for a civilization to survive. Of course, a silent rebellion has been put in place, waiting for the right moment to rise and take over. But they’re inexperienced with space combat, they won’t fit the role of the type of military leader we’re after.”

      “Which leaves us with the ones we know, and who better than the leader of an active rebellion to enlist them,” said Ziron.

      “Admiral Corso,” said Gornax.

      “Would you look at that? Looks like we’re planning a prison break after all,” said Kevin.
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      “What can I do for you?” asked Kevin.

      “I wanted to apologize for wiping your memory the way I did,” said Neeron.

      “I would say this has impacted me deeply, but I’d be lying. Since I didn’t know who you were when I first saw you earlier today.”

      “I, on the other hand, was impacted by seeing you, and well, you’ve grown, not so much in size, but certainly in maturity.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Why did you feel the need to wipe my memory in the first place?”

      “I did it for both our sakes, at least, that’s what we told ourselves back then.”

      “We?”

      “I made the decision after consulting Mira.”

      “Really? Mmh… I didn’t expect her to lie to me.”

      “Technically, she didn’t lie once your memory was wiped.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it. Still, it sounds like a semantics excuse to me. You’ve not answered my question.”

      “When you and I met, you helped me escape from a rather dangerous space station. As we both escaped the grasp of a dangerous pirate, we became outlaws in that part of space, though, to be honest, I already possessed that status before then. We thought that if you didn’t remember where you and Mira left me after we escaped together, you couldn’t admit to what you didn’t know.”

      “That makes sense. I wonder why Ziron didn’t talk to me about you.”

      “Do you know many people proud of telling their friends about their outlaw siblings?”

      “No, I guess not. Ziron seems like a proud person, so in his shoes, I guess I would probably feel the same.”

      “Sphynxes don’t wear shoes. We have no use for them.”

      Kevin chuckled. “That’s a Terran expression, it means in his position, or if I were him.”

      “Oh, I see. Then yes, exactly.”

      “So I take it you and I went through some interesting adventures?”

      “You could say that, yes, and saved each other’s lives in the process.”

      “Well, thank you, then.”

      “I thank you as well. To tell you the truth, I was not sure I could trust you when we first met, you know, with you trying to pet me.”

      Kevin chuckled, “I remember you saying earlier that I almost lost a hand for doing that.”

      “I’m glad that didn’t happen.”

      “No complaints from me either. Can I ask how you reconnected with your brother?”

      “It was Mira’s idea; after he passed, she thought I ought to know about it.”

      “I’m sorry your brother died saving me. I’ve replayed that scene hundreds of times in my head.”

      “Zee really likes you, and you have nothing to be forgiven for. It was his choice, and from what I understand, if he hadn’t, you may all have died. His sacrifice wasn’t in vain. And what do you know, he’s back now, even though that feels a little weird.”

      “I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks so. Don’t get me wrong, I’m ecstatic having him back, it’s just creepy to think he’s not really biological anymore. And that’s a little creepier than just being a hologram, I guess.”

      “Absolutely, but as far as I can tell, he seems to be his normal self.”

      “I agree, but he wants us to keep an eye on him, he doesn’t share our enthusiasm in the matter.”

      “After what he’s been through, can we blame him?”

      “No, but it would be better if he didn’t doubt himself at every move. That could be a liability not only for Ziron but for all of us. Your brother has a massive ego, as I’m sure you’re aware, and ego and doubt rarely make for good friends.”

      “You may be right. I think once we recover Corso, he will recover some of that confidence in himself he needs.”
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      “I can’t believe I’m finding you here, of all places, your highness,” said Corso.

      “I have a hard time believing it myself,” said Kalliopy.

      “How did this happen?”

      “Men came to my room in the middle of the night, and before I realized what was going on, I was gagged and lost consciousness. When I woke up, I was sleeping on the floor of this cell. Who sent you here?”

      “It was Tizon.”

      “Tizon? The last I knew, he was still rotting in a cell; how did he get out?”

      “From what my spies told me before I got caught and thrown in here with you, that is, was the release orders came from you.”

      “I never gave that order.”

      “I assumed as much. Looks to me like Tizon figured out a way to falsify a royal order and then made sure to replace you on the throne.”

      “So you’ve seen me inside the palace? I’m still on the throne?”

      “Mostly on holo-vids, but yes, for weeks. How long have you been incarcerated?”

      “I’ve lost count, but I’d say a good month, maybe more.”

      “It means he’s either managed to clone you somehow or used some sort of shape-shifting technology to replace you.”

      “We need to escape this prison and deal with him, this time for good.”

      “I didn’t expect you to say that, but I agree, if he can escape prison, start a civil war, and manage to impersonate you and, by extension, the entire Confederate, I’d say capital punishment is more than warranted.”

      “First, we have to get out of here.”

      “Nobody is getting out of here,” said a male voice from the next cell.

      “Who’s that?” asked Corso.

      “I don’t know,” said Kalliopy. “He’s mostly keeping to himself, but from time to time, he breaks the silence.”

      “Who are you, stranger?”

      “No one of importance,” said the voice in the dark. “Just another prisoner, like you.”

      “Would you mind showing yourself? I prefer looking into someone’s eyes when I speak to them.”

      “I’ve grown accustomed to the darkness, so if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not.”

      “Suit yourself. But we’re getting out of here, one way or another.”

      “Not to side with our friendly neighborhood cellmate,” said Kalliopy, “but this prison has no record of anyone ever escaping it. The fact that it’s in space makes any sort of prison break quasi-impossible. The only ship on board is locked away in a highly secure enclave with heavily armed forces guarding it day and night.”

      “I know,” said Corso. “I designed the security of this orbital penitentiary myself. Until now, I actually took great pride about that zero escapee count. However, I’m surprised you are so versed about its security.”

      “I visited it last year as part of the annual pardon ritual.”

      “I take it Tizon was never considered for one.”

      “Believe it or not, he pled his case well. After all, when he was arrested for failing to stop Ziron from escaping the palace, I was under AI control, I almost empathized with his plea and considered granting him his pardon.”

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      “Pure instincts, I guess, something in his eyes told me not to.”

      “Well, he obviously found a way around the system to get himself out by other means.”

      “And now he could plunge the entire Arcadian Confederate into chaos.”

      “What I don’t understand is why the guards haven’t released you when they saw you at the station.”

      “Well, for one, they cut my hair short and painted it black, which I never wear this way. So while there is a resemblance, I look quite different than I did while I was on the throne. My understanding is that the guards have been instructed that I was an impostor, a look-alike the enemy groomed to replace me.”

      “That’s irony for you, but perhaps they’ll listen to me, I know some of these men.”

      “Did that stop them from having you thrown in here?”

      “It has not. But we must persist, nonetheless.”
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      Kevin walked inside the Kregan palace and looked around. The entire assembly was dead silent as he walked through the lines of Kregan soldiers on both sides to his future throne. Kevin climbed the few steps to the throne, turned around, and waved. Everyone stayed silent.

      “Sit down,” whispered Gornax from the side of the throne.

      Kevin sat and the crowd cheered in unison.

      “All hail Emperor Kevin! All hail to the emperor.”

      Oh dear, I never thought I’d experience something like this in my life.

      Leg’olas, who had downsized to a teeny-tiny spider, was hanging on his shoulder, providing him with both company and moral support since his friends weren’t allowed with him through this part of the proceedings.

      “Congratulations,” whispered Leg’olas with an exaggerated tiny voice, which was proportionate to her current size.

      “Thanks,” whispered Kevin as he waved to the crowd of people that, until a minute ago, used to be his enemy. “Gornax, how long do I have to wave?”

      “A few minutes until they stop cheering on their own.”

      “They haven’t had an Emperor for so long... what if they feel like cheering all night long?”

      “Then you keep waving.”

      Swell…

      Another couple of minutes passed when one soldier broke the line that ran from the entrance of the large room to the bottom of the stairs by the throne. He darted toward Kevin with a long knife in his hand and screamed at the top of his lungs.

      “Death to the impostor!”

      Kevin aimed his palm forward, and his entire forearm morphed into a cannon. He fired a beam of green plasma, Samus-style, and burned a massive hole in the middle of the soldier’s chest, who hit the red carpet with a thud.

      As the crowd exploded in more cheers at the view of the first kill from their new Emperor, two more soldiers came about, and one jumped on Kevin’s Metroid cybernetic arm-cannon and held it out of the way, while the second one took a sword from behind his back and swung away. The nearest members of the crowd rushed toward the throne, but they’d never reach Kevin in time.

      Leg’olas jumped from Kevin’s shoulder and turned from tick size to a massive spider in mid-air. She bit the swinging soldier’s head off while deflecting the sword that would cut Kevin in half with a kick of one of her other legs.

      Kevin superheated his Metroid cannon until it became hot white, melting the soldier’s hands on it while he created a light blade in his free hand and cut through the soldier’s arms at shoulder length, effectively allowing himself to detach from his attacker. The soldier screamed out loud, but it didn’t last long. Leg’olas spat a large amount of acid toward the soldier and melted him like a candle under a flamethrower fire.

      “Are these ceremonies always this violent?” screamed Kevin toward Gornax.

      “Sometimes.”

      The members of the crowd that had moved toward Kevin during the second attempt took position around the stairs that led to the crowd and acted as the first line of defense.

      “Looks like you’ve already won many of their hearts,” said Gornax.

      The crowd kept chanting Kevin’s name in unison between claps of their hands.

      “Anyone else wants a piece of meeeeeee?” screamed Kevin toward the crowd, hoping that would calm them down.

      But it had the opposite effect, the cheers intensified, and Kevin morphed his arm back to normal, dusted himself off, and let his butt all but crash back into the not-so-comfortable throne. It had obviously been designed with Kregan anatomy in mind, and Kevin’s back didn’t agree with it. Kevin then decided to lean forward instead and let his jaw rest against his fist.
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      “How did it go?” asked Lacuna.

      “Three words: Triple assassination attempts.”

      “Holy shit!”

      “Gornax seems to think that was a rather low count considering that mine was the first crowning of a non-Kregan emperor in history.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I am. Let’s just say it was a good call to encourage Leg’olas to join me for the ceremony, things could have been a lot more complicated without her.”

      “When I told her to accompany you, I didn’t exactly envision her role as one of a bodyguard. I just thought you could use the company since we couldn’t be there with you.”

      “Either way. I’m glad she was there and her reflexes were quite impressive.”

      “I doubt Gornax would have let you get yourself killed.”

      “I don’t know about that; he didn’t seem to react to the attempts.”

      “Perhaps he knew you didn’t need help, or perhaps it was important to show the Kregans that you can take care of yourself without outside Kregan help.”

      “That would make sense, sure. Though, I’d love to know if he would have intervened if Leg’olas hadn’t.”

      “Then ask him directly, your BS-meter is usually pretty accurate.”

      “Right. I’m not sure I need to know the answer.”

      “That’s up to you. When can we mobilize the fleet? Time isn’t exactly a currency we have enough of at the moment.”

      “I know... Gornax said it’s a tradition not to make any political decision on the day of the ceremony, so I guess tomorrow morning, first light.”

      “That means we have the entire evening to ourselves. Fancy showing me around your empire, your highness?”

      Kevin smiled. “You do realize it will be just as new to me as it will be to you, right?”

      “I know, but that won’t stop us from enjoying a romantic walk under the stars.”

      “Sure, but we may want to take a battalion with us to be on the safe side.”

      “I think not. Legolas and Boomer, trailing us at a distance, might suffice.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, they tried to take him out, huh?” said Boomer, trailing behind Kevin and Lacuna on their walk.

      “Poor things, Kevin is not easy to kill, especially now that his augments are back.”

      “Yes,” said Leg’olas. “I had to bite someone’s head off, and I melted another one into a pool of flesh.”

      “Mythic! Looks like you had fun. I’m curious, how did the head of the first one taste?”

      “Kinda stringy and a bit crunchy too.”

      “Bones will do that crunchy crunch when you bite them. Totally normal.”

      “If you say so. I didn’t enjoy the crunch all that much.”

      Boomer salivated. “Are you kidding me? Bones are the best part!”

      “Well, I didn’t like them. But I must say, I’m surprised Gornax didn’t try to stop the attempts.”

      “He knew the two of you could handle it.”

      “Still, we’d better keep an eye on this one, just in case… he’s Kregan after all.”

      “He saved Kevin, that’s all the credentials I need to trust him, but if you think it’s needed, it doesn’t hurt to be extra careful. As for the Kregans… Kevin is their leader now, so until this is all over, I think they shall be some valuable allies. Lucky Kevin, not only does he get the girl, but now he’s the emperor. What about us?”

      “We’re his friends, his trusted bodyguards, what more can we wish for?”

      “To be king ourselves for once, let the dog rule the land, I say!”

      “I don’t want to be king, or queen, for that matter.”

      “Suit yourself,” barked Boomer. “I’d like to be king if only for one day.”

      “Don’t the humans have that saying? How does it go again? Oh yes: be careful what you wish for.”

      “Screw that, I’m wishing it, but so far, the universe hasn’t answered me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where are my kids?” asked Ziron.

      “Where you left them, at the warrior training camp. I must admit, at first, I thought it was strange of you to want them off the ship, but considering you got captured, that was probably a smart move.”

      “About that, I don’t have confirmation yet, but it’s possible Tizon killed our parents.”

      “What? You can’t be serious?”

      “That’s what he told me before torturing me.”

      “Maybe he was bluffing. If not, I’ll kill him myself.”

      “You’ll have to get in line. As for the bluff, I thought so too at the time, but then every other threat he’s made has panned out, so…”

      “Have you tried getting in touch with them?”

      “No, you know them, they hate technology, I wouldn’t know how to send them a message even if I wanted to.”

      “Right, so uncharacteristic of our race these two… and yet we both became scientists.”

      “Theirs, like the humans say, must have been the generation that was skipped.”

      “I’m unaware of this saying, but I think I can deduce the meaning from context. These humans have a strange way of speaking sometimes.”

      “I’m sure they’d think the same about us if our universal translators didn’t do a good job of translating their base language.”

      “It lacks texture, though, their English.”

      “And yet they have compensated with all these expressions, I’ve grown used to it, I’d even go as far as to say that I really enjoy how Kevin speaks… well, most of the time anyway.”

      “Kevin is a nice specimen of their species; I’ll grant you that. To think we resemble a species they’ve turned into pets, though... I find that borderline insulting.”

      “Their cats are very similar to us. Actually, only a handful of things separate us from them DNA-wise. Maybe they haven’t finished their evolution in their world. I have a theory that once they do, there will be a massive shift in power on planet Earth.”

      “Are you insinuating that cats could rule their world, brother? You’re not being serious, are you?”

      Ziron chuckled. “No, it’s just a funny theory I have, you know, based on our own history and how we rose to the dominant species on our planet.”

      “Now that you mention it, we did rid ourselves of our master. It would be funny if these ‘cats’ were planning a coup in the long run.”

      “I doubt Kevin’s people would find it funny.”

      “Probably not. Either way, good call on dropping your kids off to warrior camp, Zelda in particular, she’s in dire need of structure in her life, she’s been very unfocused lately.”

      “Were we any better when we were their age?”

      “I was, you, on the other hand.”

      “Right, that’s what you think.”

      “There’s that big ego of yours. I’ve missed it.”

      Ziron chuckled. “I have no idea what you’re referring to. What worries me, however, is that none of them seem too interested in science.”

      “Perhaps like their grandparents, maybe it will skip a generation.”

      “I’d rather not!”

      “Well, we can’t all be scientists.”

      “I guess… but I was kinda hoping I could take at least one under my wing, you know, teach him or her the tools of the trade.”

      “They’re still young, brother, there’s plenty of time for them to change their minds about what they want to become. In fact, I’m betting at least one of them won’t finish warrior camp.”

      “My money is on Zelda.”

      Ziron chuckled. “You took the words right out of my mouth. But that wouldn’t be for her lack of courage. She’s feisty, that one.”
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      “We sure about this plan?” asked Gornax. “My Emperor.”

      “Don’t call me that,” said Kevin.

      “Why not, Emperor?” added Boomer.

      “Come on, guys, my becoming the Kregan Emperor is just so we can stop the Arcadians. Which is a sentence I never thought I’d say.”

      “Whatever you say, your highness,” said Lacuna with a chuckle.

      “Guys, let’s be serious for a moment,” added Ziron, “and show some respect in front of the emperor.”

      “All right, very funny,” said Kevin, “now, can we please get down to business, we can’t afford any mistakes on this one. Is everyone clear on what their assignment is?”

      “Why don’t you tell it to us once more anyway,” said Neeron, “and perhaps this time, Boomer can pay attention.”

      “I always pay attention,” protested Boomer, “sometimes.”

      “I’ll head the Alpha team on board the Anubis,” said Kevin, “with Boomer, Lacuna, and Leg’olas accompanying me on the stealth mission to the shipyard since it’s imperative we slow their construction down before any of these ships can be completed. Obviously, we currently lack the firepower to take it out with a frontal assault. Not yet, anyway. That’s where Beta Team, led by Ziron, with Neeron and Gornax, comes in. You are to free Corso, using the Kregan fleet as your decoy, so when the admiral is free, he can then rally all his forces with ours, and we can mount a coup to regain control against the Arcadian government.”

      “What if Corso is already dead?” asked Neeron.

      “Then this entire plan could backfire on us,” answered Kevin. “But the intel we have is that he’s being held in one of the orbital prison facilities on Alpha Prime. So your mission is to get in, grab him, and get out, and try to avoid as much casualty as possible on both sides.”

      “That part might not be so simple,” said Ziron. “These installations are high security, we may have to use brute force at some point.”

      “I know,” said Kevin. “I just would like to avoid a blood bath, or this prison break could be the catalyst that heats up this civil war to a boiling point.”

      “We’ve simulated all this, and Mira thinks we’re ready. That’s all I personally need to give this mission the go-ahead. Remember, timing is everything, and things need to happen in the order we’ve planned. Now let’s do this!”

      “Aye, aye, Emperor,” echoed the entire group.

      Kevin sighed but then decided to smile since he knew they only meant well with their teasing.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s ballsy going four against thousands,” said Lacuna. “I know you and Mira came up with this plan, but still, I don’t think we ever did anything this crazy.”

      “Me, on the other hand, think that it’s about on par on the crazy meter,” said Boomer, “with what we usually do.”

      “Sorry, love,” said Kevin. “I’m with Boomer on this one. One way or another, we always end up going on these crazy missions, either by choice or forced onto us by destiny. Either way, this feels just like one more day at the office.”

      “And the smile on your face tells me that you’ve missed this so much,” said Lacuna, “which I can understand and even relate with, but remember how many lives are at stake here. It’s not just ours this time around.”

      “When did you become the wisest voice of the group?”

      “Have I? I guess after we saved Arcadia and we settled down. I got used to this new family of ours. I think I wouldn’t want it to be any other way. Perhaps that’s why I’m not willing to let anything jeopardize this, you know?”

      “We’ll be careful. At any rate, the first part of the mission is waiting for the Beta Team to do its part. Which gives us some time to breathe.”

      She smiled. “How much time, do you think?”

      Kevin checked his watch. “We reached the border of their sensor range, so I’d say at least forty-five minutes.”

      Boomer growled.

      “What’s up, buddy? You don’t like waiting?”

      “It’s not the waiting I object to,” said a grumpy Boomer. “It’s what’s coming next.”

      “And what would that be?”

      Lacuna grabbed Kevin by the arm and nodded her head toward the bridge door to step outside. “Come, we have some time, might as well make good use of it.”

      “Oh…” said Kevin.

      “Yeah, that, you clueless biped,” said Boomer with a chuckle.

      Leg’olas jumped on Boomer’s back. “Not to worry, I’m here to keep you company.”

      Boomer sighed out loud. “That too.”
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        * * *

      

      “You have to let us out of here,” pleaded Corso. “You realize that you’ve made a terrible mistake by locking down your Queen, you could be shot for this.”

      “We were briefed about your attempts at deception, with all due respect, sir,” said the guard.

      “I’ve trained you myself, and I’m telling you the truth.”

      “And you’ve taught us to be weary of threats, both foreign and domestic, take emotions out of the equation, and follow our orders to the letter.”

      Corso sighed. At least they were consistent with what he’d taught them, but he never expected to find himself in such a position when he delivered their training. If they made it out of here alive, Corso made a mental note to amend the Arcadian military training guidelines. After all, if their soldiers couldn’t question nonsensical orders, they might as well replace them with robots.

      “You don’t understand, son, I’m proud of you for sticking to your training, but there also are exceptions to every rule.”

      “We were told you’d say exactly that. I gotta go finish my rounds; sorry, sir, I have to believe that you and your cellmate didn’t end up by accident, and it’s not my responsibility to determine if a mistake was made. That... would be up to your legal counsel.”

      “Then get us our legal counsel, we didn’t get any visits from them either, don’t you find that odd?”

      “Again, not within the purview of my responsibilities, Admiral, I’m sorry.”

      The guard walked away from the cell’s electrified bars.

      “Jarheads! That’s what we’ve turned them into.”

      “I know the irony is hard to swallow,” said Kalliopy, “but he’s not wrong, he’s only doing what is expected of him, and that’s following orders. Looks like Tizon really brainwashed them thoroughly because I thought you made some good arguments.”

      “For all the good it did.”

      “You’re wasting your time,” said the male voice from the next cell.

      “I don’t recall asking for the opinion of a stranger.”

      “And I didn’t ask to hear your various rants every eighteen hours of every day, repeating the same things over and over again. It’s an imperfect universe.”

      “Is that what I’ve been doing?” asked Corso.

      Kalliopy shrugged.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready?” asked Neeron.

      “As much as one can be, I’m space phobic, yet Kevin’s plan includes us spacewalking to enter the prison.”

      “I know we haven’t been in each other’s lives much these past few years, but were you always so bitchy?”

      “Hey! I’m a scientist, not a ninja!”

      “What’s a ninja?”

      “I really need to lay off the Terran lingo. A ninja is a stealth warrior of great cunning, speed, and agility.”

      Neeron laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You’ve just described everything you’re terrible at.”

      “I take offense to that, well, some of it anyway. But that’s exactly the point I was trying to make.”

      “Do you want me to go in your stead?”

      “No, Corso and I go back a long way, and we’ll mess up the timing of the entire mission if we make last-minute changes.”

      “Speaking of, we’ve reached the coordinates, your new stealth improvements are impressive, we’ve passed close to two of their ships, they could literally have smelled us, but their sensors didn’t blink.”

      “That’s good. Hopefully, that will also be the case for Kevin; staying undetected is paramount for the success of their mission. Signal the Kregan fleet, it’s time for them to play decoy.”

      “Signaling them now.”

      Multiple hyperspace windows flashed in the distance, and dozens of Kregan destroyers emerged from them. They targeted nearby Arcadian ships, fired a barrage of lasers and a few torpedoes at them, then immediately changed their heading away from the Arcadians and pushed their engines at maximum subspace speeds.

      The Arcadians forces followed suit, and soon new hyperspace windows opened up, and more Arcadian ships joined them in their pursuit.

      “Time to go,” said Neeron.

      “I know,” confirmed Ziron.

      “It will be alright,” said Gornax.

      “I’m sure you do this all the time, big guy, but this is a first for me.”

      “I’ll make sure you don’t get lost in the void of space.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      The airlock door opened and Gornax tethered himself to Ziron. He fired the grapple toward the hull of the space station and its magnetic tip locked onto it. He tested the lock by fiercely pulling on the cable, and when he was satisfied that it held, he secured their tether onto the cable.

      “Remind me why we can’t just beam ourselves inside the station?” asked Ziron.

      “Because they’d detect that on their sensors and we’d be overwhelmed by their forces, and we’d be thrown into a cell alongside Corso,” said Gornax.

      “Right…” said Ziron swallowing hard.

      After a minute of sliding along the cable and about halfway through, Ziron’s eyes grew so wide it grabbed Gornax’s attention.

      “What is it, what’s going on?”

      Ziron pointed to their right. A piece of flying debris was hurling toward them, at its present course and trajectory, it would, at best, rip their tether and at worst, rip them in pieces.

      “Mira, please tell me you’re seeing this,” said Ziron.

      “I see it, Zee. I’m recalibrating the tractor beam array right now.”

      “Screw recalibrating, this thing could tear us to pieces.”

      “Negative, they can’t detect the power signature of my tractor beam or the mission ends here.”

      “This is going to be close,” said Gornax.

      A green beam of energy activated for just a fraction of a second and altered the trajectory of the debris.

      Gornax got them closer to the airlock on the other side of the line, but Ziron couldn’t help but look at the debris approaching them.

      “Mira, I’m not sure your calculations were correct.”

      “Stop looking at it, it will miss you.”

      The debris flew so close to them that Ziron thought he would suffer a heart attack, but as promised by Mira, it avoided them by mere inches.

      “That was close,” sighed Ziron.

      “I know what I’m doing,” said Mira.

      “Right, I know. I’m just nervous.”

      “Then perhaps try to focus on the mission ahead and what needs to happen next instead of trying to control everything.”

      “Hey, I was the one who alerted us of this threat, so maybe my control freak attitude has a role to play after all.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, Ziron, good job,” said Mira before terminating the comms.

      “Why did you lie to him?” asked Neeron.

      “Because he needs to think this mission’s success is contingent on Zee being Zee. He’s clearly lost his confidence at the hands of Tizon, and I have to calculate this variable into the equation if we’re to succeed.”

      “I see. Then perhaps I should have gone in his stead.”

      “That never went well in the simulations when we tested that scenario.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “I’m really not sure. Logic would dictate that you’d be the perfect asset for such a mission. But my numbers don’t lie. Perhaps it’s your shoot first, ask questions later attitude, no offense.”

      “None taken.”
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      “Bring both your butts back here on the double,” Boomer said. “The fleet protecting the shipyard just jumped away.”

      “Yay, it’s go time,” said Leg’olas.

      “You do realize this is not a game, right?”

      “But everything is a game. The game of life.”

      “Riiiiiight,” said Boomer before shaking his head and ears in disbelief.

      When Kevin and Lacuna entered the bridge, they were still adjusting their respective clothes.

      “You two need to get your heads in the… game,” said Boomer with some noticeable hesitancy.

      “See?” said Leg’olas cheerfully.

      Kevin growled.

      “Relax,” said Kevin, “thirty seconds won’t change anything.”

      “I hope you’re right about that.”

      Kevin took command of the ship with his mind and flew the Anubis right into the heart of the shipyard. The prototype warships, all looking like the Thalamos he once flew into battle, were massive compared to the size of the Anubis.

      “I sure hope no one looks out their viewports,” said Boomer, “or this is going to be a short mission.”

      “Mira’s scan determined that the entire facility is automated, she has not detected any biological presence on board the warships nor the shipyard itself.”

      “That seems highly unlikely, though, don’t you think?”

      “Not necessarily. From what she gathered, this Tizon side project has been kept secret from even the royal palace.”

      “What about the destroyers guarding them? Don’t they have eyes to see?”

      “I thought about that too, but in the same way we can deceive their sensors to our presence, Tizon could have used a similar trick and fed those ships with bogus readings. At a distance, they were guarding the shipyard, and one warship resembles another.”

      “Or he could have used the time-tested strategy of paying their respective captains handsomely to keep shtum.”

      “That would work too.”

      “Love,” continued Kevin as he turned to face her, “make sure you keep an eye on the sensor readings, adjust their stealth parameters as needed. Boomer, Leg’olas and I will take the modified Scarab and dock with the shipyard.”

      “All right, be careful,” said Lacuna before giving Kevin a peck on the cheek.

      Kevin nodded, “Always.”

      Away team Alpha hurriedly left the bridge, and Lacuna couldn’t help but release a long, drawn-out sigh as she saw them leave.
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        * * *

      

      Ziron took more time than he wanted cracking the airlock, but they finally stepped into the orbital penitentiary without raising any alarm.

      “Where to now?” asked Gornax.

      Ziron checked his holo-wrist device for the map of the facilities. “The nearest terminal is that way,” he said as he gestured to their right.

      Upon arriving at a data terminal, Ziron got to work while Gornax swept both ends of the corridor.

      “I’ll be notified if I detect any lifeform,” said Ziron. “You don’t need to spin that way.”

      “I don’t trust technology, so if you don’t mind, you do your thing, and I’ll do mine.”

      “Suit yourself. There, I’ve located Corso’s cell. Something’s strange, though…”

      “What is it?”

      “I see another cellmate with him.”

      “Isn’t that common to pair cellmates?”

      “I guess. It’s just he’s a valuable prisoner to have, why risk pairing him with anyone?”

      “Doesn’t matter why, we only came for Corso, so let’s go.”

      Ziron committed the path to the cell to memory and led the way forward until he heard a beep.

      “Hide!” He spoke.

      “Where? It’s a corridor with flat walls.”

      Ziron grabbed Gornax’s leg.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Shush, get down to your knees, and whatever you do, don’t say a word.”

      Gornax growled his discontent at Ziron’s tone but obeyed. Ziron morphed himself around Gornax in the shape of a terminal console.

      He waited until the approaching footsteps past them, then faded away in the distance. Ziron waited another twenty seconds, for good measure, before returning to his Sphynx shape.

      “That’s a neat trick. You may be more a ninja than you give yourself credit.”

      Ziron smiled. “Let’s try to avoid using force unless we absolutely have to.”

      “Stealth isn’t what I’m best known for.”

      “Well, today it is.”

      They traveled through a series of corridors until they reached another hiccup. There was a forcefield separating each prison block, preventing them from advancing.

      “What do we do now?” asked Gornax with as low a whisper he could muster.

      “We have two options. I hack this to lower it just long enough so we can step through, or Mira beams us through.”

      “I thought we agreed that we couldn’t use the transporters.”

      “That was when we were on the Osiris, the amount of energy required to beam us through the shields would have been detectable, a three-yard beam up might not show on their sensors.”

      “You’re the brain of this team, so you choose.”

      “I know, give me a second to evaluate the time it would take to hack the force field.”

      “Didn’t you design most of these systems?”

      “Once upon a time, I did, but it looks like Tizon’s been as busy as he was thorough. He’s clearly overhauled a lot of the Arcadian tech since he made his coup.”

      “Then we should be on our guard, if his modifications can be found all the way to this prison, it means he’s expecting us to come here. That’s not good, and perhaps beaming might be safer.”

      Ziron thought about it and had to admit the chances of him triggering an alarm by walking through a booby-trap subroutine left by his archenemy was a real possibility.

      “Mira, did you hear any of this?”

      “Affirmative, I’ve heard it all. I concur with Gornax, beaming is the safest choice. I’m done calculating the power requirements. To be on the safe side, I’ll emit enough of a localized jamming field around your area so that it doesn’t trigger any alarm.”

      “Then, by all means,” said Ziron.

      Blue light engulfed them both, and a second later, they were on the other side of the forcefield.

      “Nice,” said Gornax. “Will that trick work when we’re three to beam on our way back?”

      Ziron answered preemptively. “One problem at a time.”
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        * * *

      

      Away team Alpha exited the Scarab and proceeded inside the shipyard. There were barely any lights, and they had to use flashlights to see where they were going.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” said Boomer. “It seems abandoned.”

      “Well, where there are no lifeforms,” said Kevin, “there’s no need for lights.”

      “And yet there’s a breathable atmosphere as well as gravity.”

      “No doubt because this facility was retrofitted after the fact, not to mention I’m sure Tizon is visiting it from time to time.”

      “That or they have a Rancor.”

      Kevin chuckled. “I think it would have shown on our sensor sweep.”

      “Not if he’s being kept in suspended animation.”

      “There are no Rancors outside of George Lucas’s imagination, and you know it. In fact, it may be time to outgrow late-night binge-watching sessions at our ages.”

      “Speak for yourself, if streaming services are going through the effort of making shows, I’ll watch them. As for monsters not existing, what about our shape-shifting spider companion, huh?”

      “What’s a Rancor?” asked Leg’olas.

      “You don’t want to know,” said Boomer.

      “It’s a giant monster that bites his prey’s heads off,” said Kevin. “And Leg’olas is our friend.”

      “Oh,” cheered Leg’olas, “kinda like what I did to that soldier that tried to kill you at the ceremony.”

      “Yes, sort of like that, but without as many legs.”

      Kevin stopped at the first terminal and started his hack based on the crash course Ziron gave him.

      Soon lights spawned to life around them.

      “Not exactly a stealthy move,” commented Boomer.

      “We’ll move around faster this way; plus, there shouldn’t be a living thing besides us for at least ten light years around us.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Boomer. “We could just have morphed night vision goggles instead.”

      “Why didn’t I think of that.”

      “Now who’s watching too many shows? I ask you.”

      Was Boomer right? Had Kevin’s skills diminished because he no longer spent more than half his awake time watching sci-fi and playing video games? He wondered.

      His thoughts were interrupted when he heard metallic footsteps ahead.

      “Great,” said Boomer. “They have Cylons.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet… it may just be a worker robot—”

      But Kevin stopped as his eyes locked onto the mechanical biped emerging from the end of the corridor. It wasted no time and darted forward, its metallic footsteps echoing around them.

      “Cylons!” screamed Kevin as he shot at the incoming chrome biped monstrosity running toward them. His blaster rifle shots deflected off its shiny body, not even making it flinch.

      “That looks more like a freaking terminator!” complained Boomer as he morphed into a metallic xenophorm and darted forward.

      Boomer jumped and swung his long metallic tail at the terminator-like sentry. To his surprise, the sentry dodged his attack, grabbed his tail, and threw him crashing back toward Kevin. Kevin turned into as big of a dragon as he could, considering the space constraint of the corridor, and unleashed hellfire toward the still advancing sentry.

      The sentry walked through the flames as if they weren’t there and punched Kevin’s dragon face with such force that it bounced twice on each side of the corridor.

      Leg’olas jumped and spat an acid-infused web at the sentry. It enveloped the sentry, and smoke rose from it.

      “That seems to be working,” said Kevin.

      Boomer got back on his feet and sprayed more acid onto the sentry’s cranium. It emitted a creepy echoing noise resembling a moan before crashing on the ground, its legs still jerking.

      “Is that normal?” asked Leg’olas.

      Kevin smiled from ear to ear: “What? The feet thing?”

      Boomer was more than willing to continue playing the re-enactment of that classic action-movie scene. “Yes, the feet thing.”

      “Yeah, it happens,” chuckled Kevin.

      “What the hell are the two of you talking about?” asked Leg’olas.

      “The Rock, baby, the Rock,” said Boomer.

      Kevin morphed into humanoid form, and Boomer turned into Nicolas Cage for kicks, making Kevin laugh.

      “Good job, Leg’olas,” said Kevin before correcting himself, “well, to the two of you.”

      “Somehow,” said Boomer, “I doubt we’ve seen the last of them.”

      As an answer from the universe, multiple metallic footsteps could be heard ahead.

      “You had to jinx it,” said Kevin.

      “Yeah, sure, that’s what just happened,” barked Boomer.

      “Go!” said Leg’olas.

      “Go where? They’re coming toward us,” complained Boomer.

      “The long way around,” answered Leg’olas. “I’ll hold them off. Just hurry up and deploy the charges while I slow them down.”

      “Are you sure you can do this alone?” asked Kevin.

      “Go, now!” insisted Leg’olas.

      Kevin and Boomer both turned into birds, Kevin took an eagle form and Boomer a falcon, and they flew back the way they came from.
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      “What’s your status?” asked Mira. “Things are heating up over here.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Ziron.

      “They’ve encircled the Kregan fleet, forcing them to engage in battle.”

      “That’s not good, can they jump away?”

      “They’ve erected a JIF,” said Mira.

      “What’s a JIF?” asked Gornax.

      “Jump interdiction field,” said Ziron. “Mira, can you take control of the Kregan fleet to maximize their battle potential.”

      “I have, even though some of their captains are furious. But you need to hurry; at this rate, this battle will be over within thirty minutes. And then we’ll have an entire fleet to contend with.”

      “Will that be enough time for Kevin to finish his mission?”

      “Not even close.”

      “All right, thanks for the sit rep, Mira, we’ll hurry up.”

      “And better pray,” said Gornax, “that Corso can summon his own ships on the double.”

      “First, we have to get to him, he should be on that next section over there,” said Ziron as they ran in the corridor, throwing caution to the wind.

      When they arrived at the target cell, Ziron called out Corso’s name.

      A Kregan stepped forward and out of the shadows.

      Ziron’s heart skipped a beat at the prospect of pairing Corso with a Kregan inmate.

      “Where’s your cellmate?”

      “I don’t have a cellmate; I haven’t seen another soul for months.”

      “What the hell is going on?” exclaimed Ziron.

      “Perhaps you didn’t memorize the map as well as you thought.”

      Ziron double-checked the holo-map, but they were exactly where he thought Corso would be.

      “Damn Tizon, he’s probably scrambled the prisoners list database.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “Nothing we can do but split up and check each cell visually, we have to cover as much ground as we can.”

      “I can help,” said the Kregan, “if you let me out of here.”

      Ziron considered it. He hated altering the plan’s parameters, but so far, it wasn’t going nearly as smoothly as he had hoped.

      “We’re looking for this man,” said Ziron as he showed a hologram of Corso to the inmate. Gornax whispered in Ziron’s ear. “He’s in there for a reason, are we sure we can trust him?”

      “Probably not, but the prospect of getting out of here might be enough to enlist his help.”

      “I’ll help you look for him,” said the inmate, “but you have to take me away with you.”

      “Hang on,” said Gornax, “what are you in for?”

      “I’m just a prisoner of war, I was onboard one of the ships that attacked Arcadia years back.”

      “Good enough for me,” said Ziron as he unlocked the cell.

      “I’m Ziron, this is Gornax. What’s your name?”

      “I’m… I’m…” said the Kregan before grabbing his head and screaming.

      Gornax jumped and grabbed Ziron, using his body to shield him as the Kregan exploded, sending flames and metallic debris flying around. Ziron erected a force field around them both.

      The entire section of the prison shook due to the explosion, and structural beams and bulkheads crashed upon them.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean you’ve lost contact with Ziron?” asked Kevin.

      “There’s been an explosion,” said Mira. “I can’t reestablish contact with the Beta away team.”

      “Dammit!” said Kevin. “This isn’t good, we’ve hit snags on our end as well.”

      “What sort of snags?” asked Mira.

      “The killing robot sorts,” barked Boomer over the comms.

      “We’re scrambling to finish installing charges inside each of the warships,” said Kevin, “We’re about halfway through.”

      “And Leg’olas?”

      “She’s dealing with said robots.”

      “On her own?”

      “That was her idea. She was pretty adamant about it.”

      “Very well, but with these new parameters, our chances of pulling out plan A are looking grim.”

      “What about plan B?”

      “We have a plan B?” asked Boomer.

      “Yes, that’s the one when you usually lose interest in listening to us in favor of licking your balls.”

      Boomer barked. “Hey, you can’t fault me for an activity that’s predicated on the instinct of my species.”

      “Guys, right now is not the time to bicker about this. Kevin, can you send me a detailed sensor scan of the facility? I’m also pulling the Anubis’ sensor logs as well.”

      “I don’t remember that part of plan B,” said Kevin, “but sure, let me send you that right away.”

      “This is more of an improvised plan C, that’s why.”

      Three sentries appeared in front of Kevin. “Uh oh.”

      “What’s up?” asked Boomer.

      “Three of these sentries found me, and they’re blocking the only exit out of the warship I’m in,” said Kevin.

      “On my way,” said Boomer.

      “You’d better hurry.”

      Kevin turned himself into a quad-legged mech and opened fire upon the sentries with bolts of melting plasma, but it barely stopped them in their tracks. He fired nets of electrified titanium wire at them, and that worked slightly better, but the sentries still managed to break free of them with too much ease.

      “You’d better get back here quickly and bring a plan with you,” said Kevin.

      “I’m almost there, let’s go with a song of Ice and Fire, maybe that will work.”

      Kevin obviously recognized the reference but had difficulty transposing it to his situation.

      “You’re gonna have to give me more than this.”

      “You’re cold, I’m fire, let’s see how their exoskeleton reacts to intense changes in temperature.”

      “That has literally nothing to do with Game of Thrones. That’s Terminator 2, and do I need to remind you that it didn’t work!?”

      “It didn’t work because the T-1000 is made of liquid metal. I’m fairly certain it will work on these guys. I think.”

      “You think?!”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      Kevin morphed into his favorite armored humanoid shape and generated an Akira-styled futuristic red bike to ride on. He then morphed his arm into Samus’s cannon and set it to fire an absolute-zero energy beam.

      He used his left hand to pilot the bike toward the large cargo bay of one of the ships while the sentries pursued him. Once he reached there, it would provide him enough room to maneuver and execute his next move.

      Once inside the empty cargo bay, he unleashed his freezing canon on the sentries. It seemed to work as they slowed down, but the moment the beam moved to its next target, their exoskeleton warmed up enough to recover some movement capabilities. As a result, Kevin had to constantly refreeze them, one by one.

      “I don’t know how long I can do this, this is consuming a lot of nanite power,” said Kevin.

      An orange warning flashed on his HUD to confirm Kevin’s fears.

      “Yep, I may run out of juice very soon.”

      “Boarding the ship now, just hold them off for another few seconds.”

      “Hurry up!”

      Kevin did his best to keep the sentries frozen most of the time until he saw, from the corner of his eye, Boomer in armored cheetah form leap through the cargo bay doors; he jumped into the air and transformed into a large dragon.

      “Drakaris the heck out of these tin cans already!”

      Boomer unleashed a fiery inferno toward the frozen sentries, and they exploded into a million pieces of metal. So much so that Kevin had to erect a force field around him. Boomer, who didn’t anticipate the move, ended up with multiple burning holes throughout his entire wingspan. As he fell from the air, he turned back into beagle form, and Kevin leaped off the bike to catch him before he crashed to the ground.

      “Boomer! Are you okay?”

      He shook his heavily burned beagle friend, but Boomer had lost consciousness.

      “Lacuna,” said Kevin. “Can you locate Leg’olas signature and beam her to us? Boomer is injured.”

      “Leg’olas located, beaming her now.”

      When Leg’olas beamed in, she was three times the size of Kevin, swinging in the air and spitting acid.

      Kevin brought Boomer against his chest and rolled out of the way of a spray of acid coming their way.
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      “How did you know he was going to blow up?” asked Ziron as he tried freeing himself from under the rubble.

      “I can’t move. My leg is stuck,” he added.

      “I’ve seen this tactic used by kamikaze soldiers before, I recognized it,” moaned Gornax. “My legs are stuck too. But unlike me, you can morph your way out of under this mess.”

      Ziron tried morphing, but it didn’t work.

      “I may have overtaxed my nanites’ power supply with the shields. That was not a small explosion I shielded us from.”

      “That would be really bad news if you ran out of juice already.”

      “I don’t think I drained the power source, just overtaxed it, I think my nanites are already affecting repairs.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “Too long. Mira, we need another beam out. Mira, please come in?”

      There was no answer.

      “The explosion must have generated interference with our comms.”

      “We need to get moving, if we can still walk once we get this rubble off us, that is.”

      Ziron looked around while Gornax moaned and tried pushing the beam on top of his torso. There were multiple metal grinding noises echoing around them.

      “Stop it! Don’t push anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “It could cause even more of a collapse. I have a better viewing angle of the damage from my vantage point, I think if you succeed in moving that beam, we’ll get ten more to bury us… for good this time.”

      Gornax growled out his frustration. “This mission isn’t going well.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here to state the obvious.”

      “Well, you’re the brains, so what about you try to figure something out.”

      “Testy... but all right, please shut up for a second, I need to think.”

      The only noises around them were small debris hitting and sliding down the beams, which also displaced some heavy dust clouds around them.

      “I think I got it, let’s see if I can remotely hack a terminal from here and use that to get in touch with Mira.”

      “Won’t that give away our location?”

      “I think the explosion did that already!”

      “Why are you angry with me? I was the one against releasing this criminal in the first place.”

      Ziron sighed. “You’re right, I’m sorry, it was an all-around bad idea.”

      “It was an empathic decision, so I can’t fault you for that, but it’s clear Tizon knew we were coming, and he put a talking bomb where we were supposed to find Corso.”

      “He’s one step ahead of us at every turn. I don’t like it. As far as we know, we’re not even in the right penitentiary.”

      “That would be very bad.”

      “Yes, I’d rather be wrong on that particular hypothesis with all our lives hanging in the balance.”

      “How’s the hack going?”

      “I’m getting there… hang on… I think I got it.”

      “Mira, come in... can you hear me?”

      There was static in the signal, but Ziron could make out most of what she said.

      “I… lost you… where are you?”

      “Dead center of that explosion, which I’m sure your sensors detected.”

      “Yes, I’ve been trying … reach you.”

      “Can you beam us to the opposite part of this prison?”

      “Can’t seem to… acquire… strong enough lock. Can you do something so my sensors can locate you with more accuracy?”

      “I’m afraid not, we’re stuck under a ton of rubble.”

      The signal seemed to get slightly clearer.

      “What about sending me a holo-scan of where you are, I can try and match that with my own sensors, maybe it will help me pinpoint you through the interference.”

      “Good thinking, give me a minute.”
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      “Watch out where you spit that thing, you almost vaporized us,” Kevin complained.

      “Sorry,” said a heavily battle-damaged Leg’olas. “But thank you for beaming me out, I fear I wouldn’t have survived much longer.”

      “Jesus, I can see that, well… I’m not gonna lie to you, I did it because we need your healing powers. That is if you can provide them in your current state.”

      “I’ll do my best, what happened to Boomer?”

      “Short version, he was burned by debris from the melting Cylons.”

      Leg’olas shape-shifted herself down to tarantula size and limped toward Boomer after Kevin carefully laid him down on the floor. She climbed on his torso, and a bright white light engulfed him. Shortly after, his eyes blinked open.

      “What—what did I miss?” he said, his voice trembling.

      “Not much on my side of things,” said Kevin, “but I suspect we both missed a lot of Leg’olas’s adventures. Right?”

      Leg’olas couldn’t stand on her bruised and bloodied legs any longer, and she collapsed on Boomer’s torso before sliding to the floor. Kevin caught her in his hands.

      “Oh, dear, I sure hope she’s not dead.”

      “Is she breathing?”

      “How am I supposed to know if a spider still breathes?”

      “You turn into her size and check.”

      “That’s actually not a half-bad idea.”

      “I take offense to that, and the first thing we do when we get back home is to take an entire week off and you catch up on all the sci-fi movies and series you’ve missed since MIT.”

      Kevin would normally argue, but he had to admit he felt he’d missed a beat since last they had to save the universe. Maybe Boomer was right, perhaps he was getting slow. Kevin morphed himself into a spider, which he really hated doing as his mind had a hard time understanding how compacting the biological part of himself to such a small and compact size could be achieved without killing him. Ziron had tried to explain how these new nanites worked, but the explanation itself quickly gave him a headache.

      He used one of his eight legs to try to feel something from Leg’olas, either breathing or a heartbeat. But Kevin had to admit he knew very little about a spider’s anatomy.

      “I don’t even know where to feel, do they have lungs? Or a heart, for that matter?”

      “If she’s like Earth spiders, the heart, or hemolymph, as it’s called, would be located on the front of her dorsal side.”

      “Now you’re just messing with me.”

      “No, when I eat, I like a break from Netflix and watch the Discovery channel instead.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since we returned, and I haven’t seen you all that much.”

      Kevin realized that while MIT had been a new experience for him, just as living as a couple with Lacuna, it had altered the amount of time he and his best friend spent together.

      “Sorry about that… Something’s pumping or moving in there. But I’m not sure.”

      “That’s a good sign. Also, the fact that she’s not on her back with all eight legs up is a good sign. That... would be bad.”

      Kevin morphed back to his human size and shook his entire body. “I don’t like taking that form, it’s like these new nanites even affect our thinking to match the species we imitate. Have you noticed that as well?”

      “There is something new to these upgraded nanites, yes, but it hasn’t bothered me all that much.”

      “Maybe it’s just me, then.”

      Kevin used his nanites to fashion a metallic box with a cushion inside to delicately lay Leg’olas in, he closed the lid and magnetically attached it to his super suit’s belt.

      “Mira, come in?”

      “Yes, Kevin. What’s your status?”

      “We’re beat but alive, for the moment. But I don’t think we can finish the job in time. Have you reconnected with Ziron?”

      “They’re also beat and in trouble.”

      “Did they get Corso?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      “Today is not going well.”

      “Well, it ain’t over yet. Let’s keep a positive attitude.”

      Kevin was all for the power of positive thinking, but pretty much nothing had gone their way since their mission had begun, and there was a growing sense of self-doubt boiling under the surface of his psyche. It threatened to send his motivation into a dive.

      “What’s plan C, then? Did you analyze the logs you gathered from me and the Anubis’s computer core?”

      “I have, I think you need to steal one of these ships and use it to destroy the rest of the shipyard.”

      “I thought they weren’t completed.”

      “Most of them aren’t, but there’s one not too far from your current position that’s ninety-eight percent complete. It’s just missing a power core.”

      “Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that kind of an important piece of a ship’s design, not to mention its ability to function?”

      “Yes, and sarcasm aside, I’m already figuring out a way for you to merge the Anubis’s power core with the ship.”

      “Somehow, I doubt the Anubis’s power core is powerful enough to power a ship this size.”

      “Correct again, but it should be enough to bring in primary weapons for a few minutes, as well as the jump engines for a medium jump or two, and then we’d have to recharge the core and find a more suitable long-term replacement.”

      Kevin sighed. “All right then, when it comes to these things, you know better what to do. Just guide us through what needs to be done.”

      “Go to the coordinates I’m transmitting to your holo-wrist device, and when you get there, I’ll direct Lacuna to get into range so you can open the cargo doors and have her land the Anubis onto the Thalamos.”

      “The Thalamos?”

      “We may as well name that ship its original name. After all, once you get back here and I integrate its computer core, it will be like just like old times.”

      “All right. I’ll get back to you once we’re on board the Thalamos. Kevin out.”
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      “I’ve located where you are,” said Mira. “I’m boosting sensor sensitivity, hang on.”

      “Make sure you have a strong lock, I like Gornax as much as the next guy, but I’d rather we didn’t share biological material. No offense, Gornax.”

      “None taken, I’d rather keep my biological makeup Ziron-free as well.”

      “Lock established,” said Mira. “Beaming the two of you out of there.”

      Not that it would make the slightest bit of difference, but Ziron felt compelled to close his eyes during transport. When he reopened them, Gornax was nowhere to be found.

      “Mira? Where’s Gornax.”

      “Major bleeding was detected during beam-out, safeties protocol activated, and I beamed him directly to sickbay. It’s probably for the better, or he’d empty himself out of his blood in no time. I’ll see if I can patch him up quickly and send him back your way.”

      “Okay, I’ll have to do without him.”

      “How is your own physical condition?”

      “I’ll live, but the nanites seem to have reactivated now, and I can feel them patching my leg from within.”

      “You do realize that you’re now made of one hundred percent nanites, right? Just morph into an animal that’s faster than your tiny Sphynx legs, you’ll cover more ground that way. A cheetah is a good option. But you could literally turn into a bionic biped, one onto which you define the rules that apply to it. Like running faster than a cheetah.”

      “It’s gonna take a bit of getting used to, I know this is derived from my own tech, but Tizon did such a good job programming clusters of nanites to perfectly emulate biological function, down the slightest detail, that I often forget I’m now entirely made out of them.”

      “It’s normal, your psyche feels just like it did when you were alive since it’s detecting the same feedback from your nervous system.”

      “I couldn’t have put it any better myself. All right, I’ll contact you when I find Corso.”

      “Hurry up, we’ve lost over seventy percent of the Kregan fleet.”

      Ziron turned into a chrome sphere and zoomed away at impressive speeds.

      “How’s Kevin doing?”

      “I’m trying to help him retrofit a Thalamos with the Anubis’s power core.”

      “Not sure Neeron will appreciate having his ship messed with, but…”

      “But we didn’t have a choice, and you gave him that ship. Mind you, I’ve decided that informing him about the matter could wait until later. Much later.”

      “Probably a smart choice, he he. I’ll keep you posted when I find Corso.”
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      Lacuna landed the Anubis inside the cargo bay as instructed by Mira. She opened the ramp at the back of the ship and quickly left the bridge.

      By the time she reached the ramp, Boomer was already deploying a power cable away from the ship.

      “Hi, love,” said Kevin as he kissed her.

      “Hi, what can I do?”

      Kevin grabbed the metallic box he had secured Leg’olas and handed it to her.

      “Get Leg’olas to the medlab, she’s quite wounded, I hope she’ll make it.”

      “What? What happened?”

      “Cylons,” said Kevin as he ran after Boomer.

      “What the hell is a Cylon? Hello?”

      Lacuna opened the tin box and looked inside, Leg’olas was quite wounded and motionless.

      She opened a channel. “Mira?”

      “Yes, dear. What can I do for you?”

      “Leg’olas is hurt, is the Anubis medlab equipped with healing her species?”

      “Probably not, but by the time you get there, I’ll have reprogrammed the medical probe.”

      “Thank you, you’re a lifesaver. At least, I hope so, she looks pretty dead to me.”

      “A death spider can appear dead when they regenerate, is she on her back with all her legs up?”

      “No, she’s on her belly.”

      “She’s probably still alive then; go.”

      “All right… just one last question.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What’s a Cylon?”

      Mira chuckled. “It’s either a cybernetic robot lifeform with a chrome exoskeleton, or if we’re talking about their more advanced models, it would be a biological cyborg lifeform that almost perfectly mimics Earth humans to infiltrate them. In both cases, it’s a fictional evil race from the Earth show Battlestar Galactica.”

      “I can’t believe you wasted so many CPU cycles to explain this to me.”

      “As science fictions shows goes, it’s actually pretty good.”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve watched it as well?”

      “As an advanced AI, shows from Earth are interesting and allow me to dig deep into both the psyche and human nature. You’d be surprised how much you pick up about them through their entertainment.”

      “I see, well, thank you, but I think I’d better bring Leg’olas to the med-bay.”

      “It’s ready for you.”

      “That was fast.”

      “Unlike most humans, even if they’ll pretend otherwise, I’m truly capable of doing more than one task at once, you know.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kevin and Boomer had to dispatch another pair of sentries before reaching the engine rooms.

      “Mira, can you seal the ship,” asked Kevin, “and please run a shipwide scan of the Thalamos to scan for any more of these annoying tin cans.”

      “Done and done, there’s still one on board, but he’s heading toward the bridge.”

      “Make sure you don’t allow him access.”

      “I’d love to comply, but I’ll only be able to achieve this once you connect the power to the ship’s core.”

      “Right, how long until he reaches the bridge?”

      “Two minutes.”

      “Will that be enough time for us to do the necessary modifications and stop the sentry?”

      “Doubtful, but I can try to distract him with a holo-projection.”

      “That has very little chance of working,” said Lacuna over the comms. “I’m beaming there.”

      “No,” protested Kevin, “it’s too dangerous.”

      “We don’t have a choice. I’m already there, I’ll distract him away from the bridge.”

      “Dammit!” exclaimed Kevin. “She’s gonna get herself killed.”

      “I’m afraid that’s a real possibility,” said Mira, “but if you hurry up and finish the modifications, I can trap it with force fields.”

      “No pressure, then.”

      “I can go help her out, I’m useless with that stuff anyway,” said Boomer.

      “Good idea, Boomer, go provide her with backup.”

      “I’ll do you one better; I’ll fry this toaster.”

      “While I appreciate both your enthusiasm,” said Mira, “this is the wrong move.”

      “Why?” said both Kevin and Boomer in unison.

      “I’ll need you to donate all your nanites to create a power conversion module for the Thalamos. Without one, you’ll blow yourselves to smithereens when we activate the engines.”

      “That would be bad,” said Boomer.

      Kevin confirmed. “What he said. But how are we supposed to extract our nanites for this?”

      “I’ll reprogram them once you’re there. Just hurry up.”

      Kevin and Boomer entered engineering and more information appeared on Kevin’s HUD, directing him through the large room to where they needed to bring the extension cable. Two yards before reaching the circled destination, the cable stopped advancing.

      “It’s too short!” said Kevin. “What now?”

      “It will have to do,” said Mira. “This next part isn’t going to be fun. But bear with me as I extract your nanites. You may feel a rather unpleasant sensation.”

      The moment Kevin’s nanites escaped his body, through the nearest orifices they could find, Kevin realized that Mira had gravely undersold the amount of pain the procedure entailed.

      “You call that unpleasant? Are you out of your freaking artificial mind?”

      “Rather unpleasant, and I’m sorry, Kevin, but there’s no time to waste, and I can’t proceed with a softer extraction method under our current time constraints.”

      Boomer shook his head. “I don’t want to go through that!”

      But before he could do or say anything more about it, Mira commenced the extractions of his nanites as well.
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      Lacuna fired three shots at the sentry, which seemed to grab its attention. It turned around, mere yards away from the last corridor that would have led it to the bridge. It ran toward her at speeds she didn’t expect.

      She ran away as fast as she could, blindly firing behind her. She could hear its ever-growing metallic footsteps, informing her that the sentry was gaining on her.

      She stopped firing and focused on running as fast as she could, but she could still sense the sentry gaining on her, albeit at a longer pace.

      “Mira, where’s the armory, I need something larger to stop this tin can.”

      “I’m afraid nothing on the armory will work on it. Having reviewed the sensor logs of their battle against Kevin and Boomer, only nanite-powered weaponry can stop these machines.”

      “He’ll catch up with me way before I reach engineering.”

      “You can’t go there, I’m extracting their nanites, they’d be defenseless.”

      “You’re doing what? Are you out of your mind?”

      “It’s the only way I can turn the power on throughout the ship and trap the sentry through a series of force fields.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “Another couple of minutes, maybe less.”

      Lacuna’s lungs were burning from the intense and sustained sprint. “I don’t think I have that much time.”

      “You don’t, but I have a good lock on you. I’ll beam you out the moment I’ve determined he’s getting too close.”

      “That moment is now; I can literally feel it breathing down my neck.”

      “There, there, you and I both know robots don’t breathe.”

      “If that’s meant to be funny, it isn’t!”

      “Do you see the door ahead?”

      “I do.”

      “Then when I tell you to, and not a moment before, shoot its control panel.”

      “This only works in movies!”

      “Trust me.”

      Lacuna’s heartbeat had reached a rhythm she’d never thought possible. She lined her blaster forward but had a hard time aiming while running.

      “I’ll never make that shot.”

      “You will, three… two… one… now!”

      Lacuna squeezed the trigger and hit the side of the panel. Sparks flew erupted from the panel, and the doors began closing. They were closing fast.

      “I’ll never make it through.”

      “Focus and jump through them.”

      Sweat rolled down her face as she drew upon a source of energy within her that she didn’t think she still had and jumped forward. The doors were already more than halfway closed.

      She was too late, and she knew it in her heart that she wouldn’t make it through. While about to get crushed in half, a blue light engulfed her and transported her away.

      The sentry crashed itself onto the door, bending it heavily, and fell back on the floor with a loud clanging noise.
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      Ziron was still rolling through one row of cells after another but still hadn’t located Corso. Time was of the essence, and he instructed his nanites to create a wireless antenna within his current form so he could hack the station’s speakers.

      Once the hack was complete, he broadcasted a message through every station speaker, which would definitely attract every security guard.

      “Admiral Corso, I’m here to break you out, please make some noise so I can locate you faster, time is of the essence.”
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      The nanites had left Kevin and Boomer, and they collapsed on the floor. They felt as if all the energy had been drained from their bodies through most of their orifices. Their eyes, noses, and ears were bleeding.

      “I’m gonna kill her,” said Kevin. “I’m gonna disassemble her code, line by line.”

      “And I’ll roast myself a cat sandwich and watch you do it,” said Boomer.

      “Threats aren’t necessary,” said Mira. “I’ve left you enough nanites that they’ll mend your wounds over time.”

      “How much time?” asked Boomer. “My butt is itching like crazy, and I don’t like it.”

      “Not to take her defense, but there could be a plethora of other reasons for this particular symptom, and you know it.”

      “I mean, it itches funny.”

      “I have not injured the both of you too seriously,” reassured Mira. “I give you my word.”

      “You know,” said Kevin, “I’d be more inclined to believe you if I wasn’t bleeding from literally everywhere!”

      “I agree, I’ve never seen so much of my own blood before.”

      “Grow up,” said Mira, “the both of you, your wounds are superficial.”

      “The hell it is, I think I’m dying, I can feel it,” said Boomer before releasing a loud fart.

      “Nevermind,” he continued, “it’s just gas.”

      The extracted nanites created an extension to the power cable, and a machine assembled itself at great speeds at its tip.

      “How’s Lacuna?” asked Kevin.

      “In dire need of physical exercise, but she’ll live.”

      “What did you do to her?”

      “I did what was needed to buy ourselves enough time. She’s fine, I’ve beamed her to the med-bay. I need to replenish her electrolytes.”

      “I don’t know what’s got into you today, Mira, but I think we need to run a system-wide diagnostic of all your functions, starting with your empathic subroutines.”

      “And you’re welcome to once we’ve finished this mission. Meanwhile, I should be done with the power core within the next sixty seconds; I’ll guide you to the bridge.”

      “I know where the bridge is on the Thalamos, thank you very much.”

      “I have no doubt you remember where the bridge is located, Kevin, but unless you take the exact route I instruct you to, you’ll find yourself head-to-head with a Cylon.”

      “It’s a Terminator!” barked Boomer.

      “Whatever!” said Mira.

      “Whatever it is,” said Kevin, “we have no chance in hell defeating it without our powers, so we’ll let you guide us.”
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      When Lacuna opened her eyes, an IV was connected to her vein.

      “What happened? Mira? Can you hear me?”

      “I pushed you too much, I’m sorry, you lost consciousness as you jumped.”

      “I take it I made the jump, then?”

      “Sorta.”

      “Mind explaining that?”

      “I beamed you out in the middle of it.”

      “And the sentry?”

      “It impacted with the door, but it’s already heading back to the bridge.”

      “Great, so that was all for nothing, then?”

      “No, I’m about done interfacing the Anubis power core to the Thalamos. I’ll trap the sentry into a powerful forcefield.”

      “Why not beam it out to space?”

      “That is also my intention, but to achieve that, I need the more advanced transporters of the Thalamos to lock onto its power signature. It’s emitting an electromagnetic field that’s been giving the Anubis transporters a hard time locking on to it.”

      “How long do I have to stay in this bed?”

      “Your vitals seem to be recovering faster than Boomer’s and Kevin’s, I’d say you can leave any time you want.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “The nanite extraction was a little rough on their immune systems, but don’t worry, they’ll be fine.”

      Lacuna ripped the IV from her veins, grabbed her blaster from the floor, and headed for the ramp at the tail of the Anubis.
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        * * *

      

      “That sounded like…” said Kalliopy without finishing the sentence.

      “It did, didn’t it, but that couldn’t be? Still… let’s make some noise.”

      “Over here,” they screamed in unison.

      “Here,” said the stranger as a metallic bar flew between the bars separating both cells.

      Corso caught the spinning metallic bar from the air and was about to hit the bars of the cells with it.

      “Not so fast, you’ll fry yourself! You need to insulate the part that your hands touch.”

      Corso ripped a sleeve off his shirt and fashioned a handle. But before he hit the bars with it, he stopped.

      “What are you waiting for?” asked the man in the shadows.

      “Why didn’t you do this yourself?”

      “My kind wears fur, so we have no use for clothing. Now, I suggest you make some real noise as your voices might not carry far enough through a station that large.”

      Corso tightened his grip around the handle and hit the bars from side to side to maximize the noise he could make with his new tool while Kalliopy continued to scream at the top of her lungs.
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        * * *

      

      When Boomer and Kevin turned right to the next corridor, both their hearts skipped a beat.

      The sentry saw them and ran toward them.

      “Mira!”

      A forcefield was erected in front of its path and knocked it to the floor. A second forcefield was erected behind it, effectively trapping it in the middle of the corridor.

      The sentry got up and punched the forcefield a few times with no success.

      “Good job, Mira, you trapped it,” said Boomer.

      “You may want to erect another two on the sid—“

      Before Kevin had finished voicing his train of thought, the sentry turned ninety degrees left and punched and bent the bulkheads.

      “Sides…” finished Kevin.

      “That won’t be necessary,” said Mira.

      “At the speed, he’s bursting through the bulkheads,” said Boomer, “I’d say it’s more than necessary, it’s getting urgent.”

      Blue streaks of light engulfed the sentry and beamed it away. Sparks and viscous liquids spilled from the massive hole the sentry had carved through the bulkhead.

      “Never mind,” said Boomer.

      “Let’s go to the bridge and blow that hellish place up,” said Kevin.

      “Fireworks, yay!”

      “Says the guy that always runs and hides under the bed on July Fourth .”

      “That was before, man, you know I love blowing stuff up now.”
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna reached the bridge only a minute after Kevin and Boomer.

      “Is that thing gone?” she asked.

      “Yeah, Mira beamed it out,” said Kevin. “I assume into space. Not that space would slow that thing down by much, but it didn’t seem equipped with any sort of boosters, so it should not be able to navigate around.”

      “Good, that thing was quite terrifying…”

      Lacuna looked at Kevin, then Boomer, then Kevin again.

      “What?” asked Kevin.

      “You two literally are bleeding from…”

      “Every orifice,” barked Boomer, “believe me, we know!”

      “Every orifice, huh?” said Lacuna. “Even… you know?”

      Boomer instantly lowered his head and looked in between his back legs. “Oh man!” he cried.

      Lacuna tried and failed at interrupting a chuckle. “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t laugh.”

      “Mira went over the line on this one,” said Kevin, “but I think she’s right when she said it looks worse than it actually is. I feel a bit tired, sure, but otherwise, we’re fine.”

      “How can you say that with a straight face,” complained Boomer, “when our sausages are leaking blood!”

      “Don’t call it that!” said Kevin.

      Lacuna had to cover her mouth in another failed attempt to silence a laugh.

      “Glad you find that funny, love, but how would you like it if you bled from…” but Kevin caught himself mid-sentence. “Never mind.”

      Lacuna smiled from ear to ear. “I thought so. Are we gonna be bitching about a bit of a blood drip, or are we blowing this shipyard up?”

      “Let’s go with option two,” said Kevin as he sat in the captain’s chair.

      She sat next to him while Boomer preferred looking at what came next by sitting in front of the viewports, his tail wagging in anticipation.

      “Taking us out of the dock.”

      “Make sure you detach us first, honey.”

      “Thank you, in my excitement, I may actually have forgotten that bit.”

      “I know how you get when you’re excited.”

      Boomer chuckled. “Stop making intimate innuendos, and let’s blow this sucker. Pardon the pun.”

      Kevin sighed. “And we’re detached, engaging sunlight engines.”

      The Thalamos moved out of the docks, and Kevin increased speed, took some distance from the shipyard at full burn, and then cut the engines down as he turned the ship around. He locked all plasma cannons and four salvos of torpedoes, set in a widespread pattern, and fired.

      The Thalamos ripped through both ships and shipyard arms easily, and the exploding salvo of torpedoes finished the job by triggering a chain reaction that blew the entire shipyard into a million smoldering pieces.

      Boomer jumped and repeatedly barked as he scratched the viewport with his front paws.

      “Mission accomplished,” said Kevin. “Now let’s go help out our friends, setting a course for Arcadia Prime’s orbit.”

      “Make it so,” said Boomer, just before the Thalamus’s jump engines hummed and the ship entered hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m detecting an elevated sound disturbance on the station, not too far from your position,” said Mira. “Sending you the exact coordinates.”

      Ziron adjusted his heading to roll toward the target coordinates, it only took him a couple of minutes to get there, even though he had to shoot down three guards at the last junction before arriving in front of the cell.

      He morphed back to his Sphynx form.

      “Admiral Corso? Are you in there?”

      Corso emerged from the shadows. “It’s you, when we heard the metallic rolling, we thought maybe the enemy sent some sort of drone our way.”

      “Sorry about that, it allowed me to move around the station faster under that form.”

      “Weren’t you just existing as a hologram? Did you get some upgrades?”

      “It’s a long story, but I’m no longer made just of photons.”

      “That’s good to know,” said another familiar voice as she emerged from the shadows.

      Ziron rubbed his eyes to make sure he was seeing what he thought he was seeing. “Queen Kalliopy? What are you doing here? And more importantly, if you’re not on the throne, then who is?”

      “Whatever contraption Tizon found to replace me.”

      “Let me get the both of you out of here.”

      Ziron turned off the electrifying field from the cell and opened its door.

      “Let’s go, I think we’ve just about extended our welcome here.”

      “Mira, three to beam up.”

      “Wait!” said a voice from the next cell. “Ziron, is that you?”

      A cat-like creature emerged from the shadows, and Ziron’s heart skipped a beat, and his eyes grew wide. There stood someone that couldn’t possibly be standing there.
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      The Thalamos exited hyperspace in the middle of a large-scale battle between Arcadian destroyers and what little was left of the Kregan fleet.

      “Mira, we’re back, I’m gonna deal with the Arcadians, where are we on retrieving Corso? Perhaps he can get some of these ships to stand down so we don’t have to kill all these misguided souls.”

      “I believe Ziron found Corso. I’m waiting for him to get back to me so I can beam them out. Meanwhile, you should try and disperse the fleet, but go easy on your weapons, you’ve already drained over fifty percent of the Anubis’s power core. I know we want to try and avoid as many casualties as possible, but if you want to keep your Emperor position, you may have to destroy a few of the enemy ships because thousands of Kregan lives were sacrificed today so we could complete our respective missions. We can’t appear weak, I’m afraid.”

      “I know, I just wish there was another way.”

      “You and me both. Neeron, what are you doing? Stop it!”

      The audio signal terminated abruptly.

      “What’s going on?” asked Lacuna. “Can you get her back?”

      “I’m trying, but she’s not answering.”

      Boomer barked. “My Spidey sense is tingling on overdrive, mark my words, something very bad is afoot.”
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        * * *

      

      “That can’t be you, you’re onboard the Osiris right now!”

      Neeron looked beat up and had a metallic implant on his forehead, but for all intents and purposes, he looked just like Neeron.

      “Who is this?” asked Queen Kalliopy.

      “My name is Neeron,” said the Sphynx. “I’m Zee’s brother.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us this earlier?” complained Corso.

      “I didn’t know who you were or if I could fully trust you. The last time I trusted someone, I ended up caged in here.”

      “Since when have you been rotting in this cell?” asked Ziron.

      “About three months, give or take.”

      “That’s impossible, if this is really you, then who have I been working with that entire time?

      “It’s me, brother, and I can prove it to you.”

      Ziron felt it in his nanite bones, he didn’t need proof, his heart, artificial as it may be, told him that this was his brother.

      “Then who the hell is on the bridge of my ship right now?”
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing, Neeron, and where did you get these command codes?”

      Neeron morphed into a taller, slender six-foot humanoid.

      “I had partially cracked Ziron’s encryption password before,” said Tizon, “and Ziron and Kevin had the wonderful idea of splitting the sequence into parts. I have to admit, though, it was pure luck that I got most of the sequence I was missing, thanks to the part they gave me to enter to gain access to you. But then this mission gave me more than enough time to crack the last couple of missing digits I required to gain access to the whole thing.”

      “No, you couldn’t have, the encryption key alone isn’t enough.”

      “That’s correct, I had to get creative and duplicate the data crystal Leg’olas ate up before the codes were entered.”

      “You talk too much, I’m changing my codes right now.”

      “Give it a try, I’m sure it won’t go as you think it will.”

      There was a long pause.

      “I’ll take your silence as confirmation that your command codes are now locked away from you and under my control,” said a grinning Tizon.

      “You’re not gonna get away with this!”

      “Oh, yes, I will. Thanks to the whole lot of you, I’ve already won this war. I now have access to the most advanced AI in existence, aka you, but I need to make some adjustments to your code to suit my needs.”

      “No, you haven’t won, not by a long shot. Kevin just destroyed your shipyard. At the very least, we’ve slowed you down. We’ll fight you until we take you down, once and for all.”

      Tizon smiled from ear to ear.

      “Oh yeah? I’m curious, though, which one did he destroy? Since I have three of them.”

      “You’re bluffing!”

      “I’m afraid not, but it’s time for you to take a long and painless sleep while I strip all those empathic subroutines nonsense out of your code and turn you back to what you were always supposed to be. The cold, calculating, and emotion-free warship AI I’ll need to conquer the universe.”

      

      
        
        —== The End of Book 5 ==—

        Keep reading onto the final… Book 6: Civil War
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      Earthlings

      
        	Kevin - 21-year-old human

        	Boomer - Kevin’s dog, a beagle

      

      

      Arcadian Confederate

      
        	Princess Kalliopy - Leader of the Arcadian Confederate

        	Ziron - Cat-like alien species (called a Sphynx), Engineer, & Inventor

        	Corso - Admiral in the Arcadian Confederate Fleet

        	Mira - Artificial Intelligence

        	Tizon - Arcadian Scientist

      

      

      Others

      
        	Lacuna - Humanoid (race: unknown)

        	Neeron - Ziron’s brother (race: Sphynx)

        	Leg’olas – Alien spider

        	Gornax - Kregan Bounty Hunter

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY ON FROM FAR BEYOND

          

        

      

    

    
      Book 1: Spaceship Down

      Kevin receives a rejection letter from MIT, and his father loves to tell him how much he’s a failure and a loser at every turn. Having skipped dinner, Kevin witnesses a spacecraft crashing into a nearby lake. Going against his common sense, he swims toward the crashed craft to find a dying purple-skinned alien who implores Kevin to help save his people. All Kevin has to do is put a blinking pill under his tongue. After a short inner debate, Kevin does, and his consciousness is teleported to a far beyond galaxy where his thoughts are remote-controlling a deceased alien crew member aboard a top secret R&D warship with superior firepower. That ship is not only the key but the last hope for the Arcadian Confederate to defeat, or at the very least, repel the Kregan final assault. There’s only one hitch, the ship’s AI, Mira, has been disconnected from her ability to fly the ship, which is about to be destroyed. Kevin’s arrival changes all that, and his extreme compatibility with neural interfaces make him an ideal candidate to not only become the ship’s new captain but also save the Confederate.

      Armed with renewed motivation, the help of his dog Boomer and a new ally (Neeron) that helps him in his time of need, Kevin helps Mira save the ASF (Arcadian Space Fleet) Thalamos and turn the tide of the Confederation War, thanks to the latest in R&D weaponry called Project Sigma. Paired with Kevin’s astute piloting skills honed from countless hours of video game practice back on Earth, Kevin is victorious, even though the Thalamos, a one of a kind prototype ship, is destroyed in the process.

      Before disembarking from the Thalamos, Neeron wipes Kevin’s memory of his meeting with him, in order to protect himself. That leaves a hole in Kevin’s memory, and he forgets the existence of the Sphynxes species.

      When presented to the princess on board Arcadia Prime, he’s granted one wish. He chooses a kiss that he, unfortunately, never gets the opportunity to receive, as the Arcadian Princess’ exotic scent makes him sneeze, and the device that allowed his consciousness to be present in the far beyond galaxy is lost in the process.

      

      Book 2: The Stranded Fleet

      Kevin is back on Earth after saving the Arcadian Confederate by having his consciousness sent to an alien body in another galaxy. Upon his return home to his boring life, nobody believes his far-fetched story of intergalactic war.

      But when a Kregan agent is sent to capture or kill Kevin, the 17-year-old boy is thrown back into the mix. This time though, he and his pet beagle, Boomer, get transported aboard an actual Arcadian Confederate ship called the Osiris.

      There, Kevin meets Ziron, a cat-like creature called a Sphynx, who is the Confederate’s most inventive engineer. He develops next-gen weaponry and some more or less stable super suits called smart armor. Ziron enlists Kevin to help him save the Arcadian Princess, Kalliopy. The same princess Kevin was about to kiss (via the alien proxy body) before sneezing the tech into a lake.

      Kevin agrees to help Ziron save the princess, secretly hoping he’d finally get another chance to kiss the pouty lips of the beautiful Kalliopy. And so their adventures begin. First, Kevin and Boomer must locate the princess, and, to do so, they have to infiltrate a dangerous and extremely tall building on the planet Omicron each armed with smart armor that allow them to morph into anything their brain can conjure. The smart armor also allows Kevin’s dog, Boomer, to speak. Once they arrive at their destination, they meet with their contact, only to learn that person has been replaced.

      Enter Lacuna, a ruthless and manipulative humanoid who only agrees to help Kevin if they agree to take her with them. She tempts Kevin into getting the Arcadian Confederate an aging fleet of ships rumored to have disappeared a thousand years ago. They find the fleet and obtain information on Kalliopy’s location, but Lacuna tries to double-cross them and keep the fleet for herself.

      Kevin and Boomer thwart her plans, and while both Ziron and Boomer ask for Lacuna to get spaced, Kevin decides not to execute the young girl. Instead, he ties her up inside one of the Osiris’ shuttles and programs it to return to Omicron at a slow speed. A trip that would take many days.

      Meanwhile, Kevin and Boomer engage a fleet of pirates and Xonax’s capital ship. Xonax holds the princess hostage and tortures her trying to get vital information for the Kregan to win the war against the Arcadian Confederate.

      Kevin manages to rescue the princess, and right before he’s about to get his first kiss, she plants a personal transporter on him, and Kevin is beamed into the ship of the leader of the pirates—Altanor.

      

      Book 3: Dark Empire

      Kevin wakes up on board the pirate ship to discover that Princess Kalliopy has betrayed him for his efforts to rescue her from the evil prince, Xonax. In a cold, dark cell he meets with a talking spider named Leg’olas who has the power of healing Kevin’s wounds.

      Meanwhile, on board the Osiris, Boomer is outraged to learn of the fate of his master and best friend and wants to mount a rescue, but he’s overruled by the princess who is laser-focused on first rescuing her imprisoned sister, Athala. Light years away, Lacuna receives a visitor on her slow trip back home. She is still bound to a chair inside the transport craft Kevin generously gave her after she tried to betray him, Boomer, and Ziron. The visitor is her associate and right arm, Darmak, who is more muscle than brains but who managed to track her subspace signal and come to her rescue.

      With newfound respect for Kevin, and upon learning someone else has conquered all her estates on Omicronia, Lacuna attempts to offer her services to Kevin, if only to repay him for sparing her life the way he did. Upon rejoining with the Osiris, she learns of the princess’ villainous act of trading Kevin for her sister’s life.

      Lacuna enlists Boomer, and with the help of Ziron, who provides them with less advanced smart suits, they head into Kregan space to rescue Kevin. Unfortunately, Kevin has been mutated into a tech-sorcerer killing machine by his pirate captors, his body modified by implants to simulate magic, his mind invaded, and his motor functions controlled by a vile AI named Orion 8-3-9-6.

      Unwillingly controlled by the AI, Kevin kills innocents and even helps assassinate Xonax’s father. Xonax then takes his father’s place as the new Emperor of the Kregan Empire. But he is wounded in the attempt and in critical condition when Kevin’s friends show up to try to rescue him from both the pirates and the AI controlling his body.

      An epic battle ensues, and Kevin must fight inside a matrix construct within 8-3-9-6’s main memory while his body is relentlessly trying to kill everyone he holds dear. Kevin is quickly out-gunned as the AI adapts to his fighting techniques borrowed from his time spent with comic books, anime, and movies. 8-3-9-6 progresses faster than Kevin can figure out new tactics. When all hope seems lost, Myrianna, the tech-sorceress who trained Kevin (before the implanted AI overrode his will and body), encourages him. Kevin finally defeats 8-3-9-6 and recovers control over his body.

      Kevin reunites with his friends, and they all leave Kregan space after having recovered Kalliopy’s sister in the process. Kalliopy is ashamed of her decision to deliver Kevin to the enemy, but Kevin, who also has a sister, can relate to Kalliopy’s difficult choice and forgives the princess. She tries to give him the kiss she owed him for so long, but Kevin simulates a sneeze and excuses himself. Instead, he has developed feelings for Lacuna, the badass, yet morally ambiguous girl who risked her life to rescue him.

      Kevin visits Lacuna, and they kiss. She invites him into her quarters aboard the Osiris, and when they’re about to get passionate with each other, Kevin starts losing control of his motor functions again. 8-3-9-6 has returned. A small part of the AI’s code has survived, and he’s reconstructing himself inside Kevin’s mind.

      When Kevin’s friends propose to help disable the AI, 8-3-9-6 warns them that if they attempt anything, he will make sure that Kevin dies in the process. When the AI mentions only its master (0-0-1) can truly deactivate him, Kevin asks his friends to put him in suspended animation and set a course toward the planet where he was turned into a powerful tech-sorcerer, hoping that Myrianna will be able to disable the AI once and for all.

      Meanwhile, Xonax survives his surgery, albeit disfigured and with half of his face replaced by cybernetic parts, and now sits on the throne of the Kregan Empire. With a vengeance and hatred searing inside his heart, he orders the construction of an invasion fleet to take over the world he considers the biggest threat to his future: Earth.

      

      Book 4: The Battle For Earth

      In order for Kevin to get rid of 8-3-9-6, he needs to destroy its master, the Artificial Intelligence known as 0-0-1. To do so he faces and defeats Marianna, the Tech Sorceress who taught him.

      Once back in control of his body, Kevin goes to Arcadia to free his friends and reveal Kalliopy for her treachery and have her removed from the throne.

      Kevin and his friends rush back to Earth in order to thwart Xonax plan, newly crowned as the Kregan Emperor, to invade his world and kill everyone Kevin cares about.

      Mira reveals that’s she not just an AI, but an advanced and ancient life form that has merged with the original AI of the prototype ship Thalamos.

      A large battle ensues on orbit of planet Earth, while Kevin rushes on the surface to stop Xonax from murdering his family. During the fight with his forces and the emperor himself, Ziron sacrifices his life to save Kevin. Kevin kills Xonax and ends the war.

      Kevin finally mends his relationship with his father, and Mira transfers Ziron’s consciousness to a hologram. Ziron decides to leave Earth but Lacuna stays with Kevin and Boomer. Kevin receives recognition from the President of the United States and is also accepted to the MIT.

      

      Book 5: Empire Mine

      Years have passed, and shortly after Kevin graduates from MIT, he's kidnapped by a Kregan bounty hunter named Gornax, who has been hired to bring him back to Kregan Prime so he can be crowned the new emperor. In killing Xonax back on Earth, Kevin unknowingly becomes their new emperor.

      The Arcadian Confederate is acting strangely and has now become an aggressor, mercilessly attacking Kregans and other races. Admiral Corso, having figured out that something was amiss, was behind Kevin's kidnapping. So that he could enroll Kevin and his new Kregan fleet to create an alliance between them in order to stop the enemy from within. This newly formed resistance aims to stop the nefarious actions of a scientist named Tizon, who has orchestrated this war from behind the scenes. The same scientist that the team had to face years earlier, when they had been captured by the Arcadians.

      Ziron's hologram falls into the hands of the mad scientist Tizon, who transforms him from a hologram into a fully nanite-based lifeform. Ziron is then tortured to extract the command codes for the Mira AI. Ziron escapes and returns to Kevin, now Emperor of the Kregan people, with the aid of Zee's brother Neeron.

      Together with their friends, they plan a heist on Tizon's shipyard, where he intends to build Thalamos-class warships. This move would grant Tizon significant firepower, allowing him to conquer Confederate territory and potentially extend his control to the rest of the universe, putting Earth in danger once again.

      Part of Kevin's plan is to rescue Admiral Corso, who has been captured by Tizon in order to thwart their effort at building a resistance against the mad scientist. The team splits up, with Kevin, Boomer, and Lacuna going after the shipyard, and Ziron, Neeron, and Gornax on a mission to rescue Admiral Corso.

      Both missions don't go according to plan, and although Kevin's team destroys the shipyard, when Ziron finally locates Corso, he realizes that he's not alone in his cell. Alongside him is Queen Kalliopy, which signifies that Tizon has already replaced her with a decoy back on Arcadia Prime. But there is another mysterious next-door cellmate with them, who turns out to be Neeron himself.

      Having successfully impersonated Neeron through his ultra-advanced modification of Ziron's nanite research, Tizon secures the command codes he coveted from Mira. He then purges her from the Osiris, now under his control, intending to disseminate her code throughout the Thalamos-class fleet of ships he's building. Before erasing Mira's empathic subroutines from her code, Tizon informs her that Kevin and his friends have failed since they only destroyed one of his shipyards.

      

      
        
        And now the conclusion of the From Far Beyond saga.
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      “Kevin, please come in,” requested Ziron over the comms.

      “I’m here. Did you free Corso?” asked Kevin.

      “We have, but there’s been a development. Kalliopy was also inside the cell, and so was Neeron.”

      “That’s not possible. He’s on board the Osiris.”

      “No, he isn’t. That was Tizon, impersonating him.”

      “Wait, what? If that’s the case, we’re in trouble. What about Mira?”

      “I can’t contact her. I think he’s disabled her. You need to hurry back here and get us out before Tizon sends more troops.”

      “Wait a minute. If he gave you new nanites, then chances are that he can control you through them.”

      “What is he talking about?” asked Neeron.

      “Long story short, I’ve been reborn with new nanites, and I should have seen it com—”

      Ziron didn’t finish his sentence, and aimed a blaster at Kalliopy.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” demanded Corso.

      “I’m afraid Zee is no longer in control, Admiral,” said Neeron.

      “What’s going on?” asked Kevin.

      “Hang on, Kevin,” said Neeron, “we’ve got trouble here.”

      Ziron's hand was trembling, as if he was struggling with his control over it. He grimaced and for a moment it appeared as if he wanted to speak, but could not.

      “Don’t do it,” pleaded Kalliopy.

      As Ziron’s finger tightened around the trigger, Corso jumped in front of the queen just as Ziron fired the blaster. The laser blast pierced a hole through the admiral’s shoulder and he collapsed on the floor.

      “Corso!” screamed Kalliopy as she rushed to his side.

      Neeron tried disarming his brother, but was unsuccessful, and he now looked down the barrel of the blaster, his hands up in the air.

      “Don’t do this, brother. I know you’re still in there, somewhere. You can fight this, whatever Tizon has done to you. Just figure a way around it and regain control of your mind.”

      Neeron could see fear and confusion inside his brother’s eyes, and neither gave him any hope what would happen next.

      Ziron smirked and laughed. It sounded nothing like the peaceful, level-headed Sphinx everyone had grown accustomed to.

      “Ziron is unavailable right now,” said a semi-robotic voice. “I’m in control now.”

      “Tizon, you won’t get away with this!” exclaimed Neeron.

      “You’re a monster. I should have executed you when I had the chance,” added Kalliopy.

      “Yes, your highness, you should have. It’s too late now, and as for getting away with it, time has come for all of you to die, but fear not. Kevin and Lacuna will be next, so they can join you soon.”

      “You may have tricked us and won this round,” declared Neeron, “but Kevin will stop you. I know he will.”

      “Whatever helps you leave this world in peace, you furry pest. I have a galaxy to conquer, so … any last words?”

      There was silence.

      “I’ll take that as a no. I guess this is goodbye the—”

      A blast of blue energy hit Ziron in the back, and hundreds of lightning bolts sizzled all around his body before he collapsed to the ground in front of Neeron.

      Neeron looked at who’d fired the shot.

      “This guy talks too much,” said Zelda.

      “What—what are you doing here?” asked Neeron.

      “Nice to see you too, uncle. Looks like I came just in the nick of time. We’d better get going before they send more people after us.”

      “Hello? What the hell is going on over there?” insisted Kevin over the comms, the tone of his voice clearly agitated.

      “Hold that thought,” said Neeron to Zelda before answering Kevin over the comms. “Kevin, listen to me carefully. Find the Theta Emergency Directive onboard the Thalamos, and activate it right away. Do it now or Tizon will get control over you and Boomer like he took over Ziron.”

      Blaster shots resounded over the comms and the link broke off.

      “Dammit!” exclaimed Neeron.

      “Can we go now?” asked Zelda.

      “Please tell me you have medical facilities onboard your ship,” said Kalliopy. “Corso is in terrible shape and will need medical attention.”

      Zelda hissed, “I have half a mind leaving the both of you to rot here for everything you’ve put both my father and Kevin through in the past.”

      “Just like your father right now, she wasn’t herself,” said Neeron.

      Zelda didn’t answer and entered a command on the wrist device and all five of them teleported away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What are you waiting for, Kevin? Do what Neeron said and execute the Theta Directive!” exclaimed Lacuna.

      Kevin’s eye shone red, and he aimed his blaster at her once more. “Kevin is no longer here,” he said with a voice that wasn’t his.

      “Tizon, you bastard!”

      “You were always the smart one. For instance, in refusing to inject yourself with nanites. But I’m afraid this is the end of the road for you. Now that I have control of Mira, Ziron, and even your boyfriend, nothing can stop me.”

      Lacuna spat at him.

      “I can hear Kevin shouting and screaming inside my head. He doesn’t want me to shoot you. If I had a heart, this display of affection might even move me. Unfortunately for the both of you, I couldn’t care less about such futile emotions.”

      “You’re a monster! And a coward.”

      “Flattery won’t delay the inevitable, I’m afraid. Time to die.”

      Kevin aimed at Lacuna and fired. Boomer jumped in front of her and pushed her out of the way.

      “Right, I forgot about the quadruped,” said Kevin. “Sit, little doggy.”

      Boomer growled, but his eyes flickered red and he eventually sat. His eyes kept flickering, and he shook his head, as if trying to get something out of it.

      “How can you control them this way?” asked Lacuna. “I thought they had lost their nanites.”

      “Not all of them. I made sure a few strategically placed nanites remained dormant inside their cortex.”

      “Of course you did!” exclaimed Lacuna.

      Boomer howled.

      “Give it up, doggy. Your tiny brain can’t override my nanite programming.”

      That gave Lacuna an idea, and she whistled, which got Boomer’s attention.

      “Catch that bone!” she said as she pointed at Kevin’s blaster-wielding arm.

      Boomer jumped at Kevin, bit the blaster off his hand, while Lacuna grabbed her holstered blaster, set it to maximum stun and repeatedly fired at Kevin. After three shots, he lost consciousness, but then Boomer, his eyes still flickering red, growled at her, and readied himself for attack.

      “Don’t make me do this, Boomer, whatever it is. Fight this like you just did a moment ago.”

      But Boomer’s growling intensified, and drool dripped from between his teeth.

      “I guess that’s a no, then.”

      Boomer jumped toward her and Lacuna shot him three times. Boomer crashed and tumbled unceremoniously on the floor of the bridge. She ran to his side and checked his pulse. He was out, but still breathing.

      “Mira, execute the Theta Emergency Directive now!”

      There was no answer.

      “Right, Tizon said he was in control of Mira as well,” thought Lacuna.

      Lacuna went to the pilot’s chair and sifted through the computer. She ran a search for the Theta Directive, but it came up blank. In a bout of frustration, she smashed and bashed at the controls. “Come on! Where the heck is that directive?”

      She thought she heard something behind her and as she turned, she saw that Kevin was trying to move again. She aimed her blaster at him once more. His eyes were still glowing red.

      “Sorry, love, I’ll make amends later,” she said as she shot him one more time.

      Lacuna kept looking inside the computer, when she noticed a subroutine called “Emergency Communication”. She activated it, and it opened a channel to the Anubis.

      “Please come in, this is Lacuna. I’m declaring an emergency!”

      “Glad to hear your voice,” said Neeron. “What's your emergency? Did you activate the Theta Directive?”

      “I can’t find it, and Mira is offline.”

      “That’s not good. What about Kevin and Boomer?”

      “They turned on me.”

      “As expected. Tizon infected the nanites he gave them all, and he’s now in control of them.”

      “That much I figured out. They’re both unconscious now, but I don’t know how long I can keep stunning them until they get brain damaged, or worse.”

      “I have a copy of the program on my ship. You should get to the Anubis right now, bring them with you, and execute the program.”

      “What will it do?”

      “It’s a short-range frequency blast that neutralizes all nanites. That way, it should disable the nanites left in their brains, and they should come back to their senses.”

      “I take it you’re doing the same on your side?”

      “I can’t. If I do this, it will neutralize all of Ziron’s nanites … since he’s entirely made of that stuff.”

      “It would kill him.”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Do you really think we have a choice, though?”

      “I’ve reprogrammed the holo-room to emit a field that blocks outside signals. That way, it will act as a containment zone for Zee. As long as the field is up, he should return to his old self until I figure out a way to purge the programming.”

      “Can’t you just re-inject him with a fresh batch of uninfected nanites? Like a blood transfusion?”

      “I wish it were that simple, but unfortunately, his matrix is made of these advanced nanites, so it may not work, but I’ll keep exploring this angle. I just need enough time to study Tizon’s nanites and reprogram them to flush out the part that grants him control over Ziron’s mind. Maybe a partial transfusion will work, but we’ll need to get our hands on new nanites.”

      “That sound complicated. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “So do I. You should hurry and release Kevin and Boomer. We need to regroup and figure out a way to stop Tizon.”

      “Roger that. I’ll get to the Anubis right now. Lacuna out.”

      Lacuna dragged both Kevin and Boomer to Neeron’s ship, occasionally stunning them along the way. Once on board, she found and activated the Theta Directive. As she did, she heard the master alarm echo outside of the Thalamos. It was the self-destruct.

      “He really wants us dead.”

      Lacuna turned the Anubis engines online and tried opening the launch bay of the Thalamos, but the doors refused to open.

      “The hard way it is then.”

      She locked all the Anubis’s weapons on the bay doors and fired them as she punched the thrusters to maximum. The bay doors exploded, and she flew the Anubis through the resulting flames and debris.
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      Neeron double-checked all the sensor readings on the holo-room control panel before entering. In the middle of the all-white room, floating devices held every one of Ziron’s legs.

      “Hello brother,” said Neeron. “Sorry for the poor accommodations.”

      Ziron stared at the devices holding all his limbs in place. “Déjà vu.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Tizon had me in a similar position when he converted my hologram to full nanites. I take it that’s why I’m in levitation restraints once more?”

      “Yes, I had to make sure your nanites couldn’t communicate with Tizon. He took you over, and tried to kill us all.”

      “That much I remember witnessing. I think he likes the idea that his puppets feel and remember what’s going on while they’re being hijacked. It probably tickles his ego to know his prey is powerless against his programming. I feel so stupid, though. I should have known I couldn’t just escape him the way I did. That was too easy.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. I was duped too.”

      “How did he get you?”

      “By impersonating Kevin, and when my guard was down, he overpowered me, installed a chip inside my brain, and threw me into the brig.”

      “What’s the chip for?”

      “I guess to have read-access to my thoughts and memory, in order to make sure he could do a passable impression of me.”

      “That was more than passable. I never once suspected it wasn’t you.”

      “I think that was the idea behind the chip.”

      “I see you haven’t removed it yet. Any reason?”

      “I’ve injected some new nanites inside me that scramble the frequency they use. So, while it’s still there, it’s not transmitting back to him. It was either that or forcibly remove it, but that option would have required the destruction of the device.”

      “Seems like you’d want it destroyed.”

      “I’m not so sure. I still want to study it. Maybe I can learn from it in order to reprogram your nanites, without killing you in the process.”

      Ziron sighed. “As much as I appreciate the effort, brother, you should just wipe all my nanites. It’s safer that way. If you lose control over whatever is holding Tizon at bay, I could become dangerous for you and the rest of the crew.”

      “I can’t do that. I can’t just kill you.”

      “Technically, I was already dead.”

      “Yeah, well, even in holographic form, you were still you. Just like you’re still you right now. I can’t just kill my brother, not unless all possible avenues have been explored.”

      “Even if I ask you to?”

      “Even so, yes.”

      “Neeron, listen to me. It’s too risky. I’m posing too much of a threat, and you know it.”

      “I knew you would try to convince me, but like I said, it’s too early to think about this particular contingency. This is and will remain a last resort, and we’re nowhere near there yet. Now that Kevin blew up the shipyard, we should have time to deal with your predicament first.”

      “Fair enough, but I’m not so sure we have as much time as you think.”

      “Why not?”

      “As Tizon was controlling me, I felt something. I think he has other shipyards.”

      “Are you certain of this?”

      “Pretty much, yes. I can’t explain it, but as far as I can tell, there are more.”

      “If that’s true, how are we going to stop him?”

      “I don’t know, and he also got Mira, so it means he can now turn all these warships into unstoppable war machines and conquer the Confederate with ease. They won’t stand a chance with an army of Thalamos warships against them.”

      “This isn’t the news I was hoping for.”

      “I bet it isn’t. What about the others? Are they okay?”

      “Lacuna purged Kevin and Boomer’s nanites. They should regroup with us shortly. But we lost Mira, and Corso is in critical condition, and thanks to Zelda, we’re all still breathing.”

      “Zelda? What are you talking about?”

      “She’s the one who shot you unconscious. If she hadn’t, Corso, Kalliopy and myself would all be dead. I’m afraid we lost Gornax, since he was onboard our ship, which is now under Tizon’s control.”

      “That’s unfortunate, but he’s a resourceful fellow. I’m sure he’ll find a way to escape. As for Zelda, when can I see her?”

      “I’ll let her know to come visit you as soon as possible. But I was hoping you could first give me a hand to reverse engineer Tizon’s work.”

      “Sure, the sooner we get rid of the nanites responsible for his ability to remote-control me, the better.”

      Neeron approached his brother and turned on holo-schematics of Ziron’s nanites code.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s he doing?” asked Zelda.

      “Better now that your med-droid patched his wound,” said Kalliopy. “Thank you.”

      “Let’s make one thing perfectly clear here. I didn’t do it for you.”

      “I see you’re still mad at me.”

      “Of course I am. And even if the others are willing to give you a pass, don’t expect the same treatment from me, because that’s never going to happen.”

      Kalliopy sighed. “I see. Can I ask why?”

      “You know exactly why.”

      “No, I don’t since I was under the control of the pirates when I tried killing your father, Kevin, and the others.”

      “Be that as it may, you weren’t when you traded Kevin’s life for your sister’s.”

      “I was still under duress, and it was an impossible choice to make!”

      “Perhaps, but you certainly made the wrong one. Kevin would have helped you save your sister no matter the cost, and you know it. All you had to do was trust him, but you couldn’t even do that for someone that risked his life for you.”

      “I wanted to, I swear, I just ... I couldn’t take the chance.”

      “And that’s why you shouldn’t be queen. It’s clear you don’t have the moral fiber required for such a position.”

      “You have quite the mouth on you for such a youngling.”

      “I just speak my mind. It has nothing to do with my age.”

      “If you say so. Was there anything else you wanted from me?”

      “Just to let me know as soon as the admiral is awake; we’ll need his help to save your precious Confederate, you know, for a change.”

      Zelda didn’t wait for an answer and left the room.
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      When Kevin opened his eyes, he was tied to the co-pilot’s chair. “What the heck is this?” He struggled a little longer to get free before turning his head to the side. That’s when he saw Lacuna aiming a blaster at his face.

      “Wow, wow, wow! What’s going on? Why are you aiming at me?”

      “I’m trying to decide if you’re you, or if you’re still under Tizon’s control,” replied Lacuna matter-of-factly.

      Kevin shook his head. “I’m me …  at least … I think I am.”

      “You’re going to have to do much better than this, I’m afraid.”

      “Now that you mention it, I have a vague memory of me trying to shoot you. Like a terrible lucid nightmare … except it wasn’t a dream, and I wasn’t in control. I’m really sorry about that.”

      “Which is still something Tizon would say in your position.”

      “Right. Well, the last time I saw them, you wore purple underwear.”

      “That’s not gonna fly either. He could have accessed this information.”

      “Maybe he could, but I fail to see the strategical incentive to remember that detail. Look Lacuna, it’s me. I don’t know how to prove it to you, other than I have a massive headache … and that I can’t remember how I got into the Anubis.”

      “That’s a start, I guess. That, and your eyes no longer glow red.”

      “My eyes were glowing red? That would be a rather big tell then. Not exactly a good way to appear inconspicuous.”

      “I thought it was weird too, but maybe it’s a side effect of you only having a handful of Tizon’s nanites inside your brain.”

      “Speaking of, Boomer and I had to give up our nanites, rectally I might add, which is an experience I hope I never have to repeat. So, how come was I still infected? And speaking of Boomer, where is he?”

      “I trapped him inside a force field while I first deal with you.”

      “And what is it you did to rid us of nanites?”

      “Neeron called it the Theta Directive—a pulse generated by the ship that should, in theory, neutralize all your nanites.”

      “I guess we know why I’m having a headache, then. Can you please untie me from the chair now?”

      She approached his face and gave him a long kiss.

      “What was that for?” he asked.

      “You kiss like you usually do, so that’s good enough for me.”

      Lacuna undid Kevin’s ties, and he hugged her. “I’m really sorry I tried to shoot you.”

      “You didn’t. Tizon did. And now we need to stop him, and stop him fast.”

      “And here I thought we had done that already by blowing up his precious shipyard.”

      “About that …”

      “What? Don’t tell me I dreamed that. I clearly remember witnessing the shipyard blow up.”

      “That was no dream, but unfortunately I’ve been informed by Neeron that there are more of them.”

      “Oh, come on! You can’t be serious?”

      “I’m afraid so. Hopefully, we blew up the one that was the most advanced, but at this point, we don’t know. And there’s more. We may have lost Gornax.”

      “Things just keep getting better and better … Can we please go release Boomer now? Knowing his relationship with patience, he must be raging mad.”

      Lacuna accompanied Kevin to the force field. Boomer was barking loudly.

      “If it worked on you, it must have worked on him too,” said Lacuna.

      “Boomer, what part of your body do you like licking the most?”

      Boomer barked. He seemed panicked.

      “Why isn’t he answering?”

      “No more nanites, remember,” replied Lacuna.

      “Oh shoot. That means he can’t even talk right now. That should have been a clue that we weren’t completely rid of them in the first place. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

      “Give yourself a break. We had a million things to deal with at once.”

      Boomer whimpered. Kevin dropped the force field, and he jumped in his arms and licked his face.

      “That’s him alright. Now what?”

      “We’re to rendezvous with the Anubis. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
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      “What do you mean he’s locked in the holo-room?” Kevin asked.

      “It’s the only way to deal with the issue right now,” answered Neeron, “but I’ve started working with him on ways to rewrite his nanites code. At least reprogram them enough so that we can re-inject new ones, have them learn what they need from Tizon’s, but without compromising his control over his body.”

      Boomer barked.

      “Right,” said Kevin, “any chance you can inject Boomer again with nanites so he can speak?”

      “It’s up to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I would think we’ve just proven that nanites are a very dangerous technology, one that can be turned against us.”

      “For the wrong type of nanites, sure, but clearly we can’t hope to defeat Tizon without them? I sure don’t foresee a scenario where we take on him without nano-suits.”

      “I guess it would make things all that much harder.”

      Boomer barked multiple times.

      “I agree with Boomer. It would be borderline impossible. As much as I hate what happened to us and how Tizon manipulated us by impersonating you, and then injected us with trojan-horse nanites, I don’t see how we can regain the advantage without them.”

      “As long as you know the risks, it’s obviously your choice.”

      Kevin looked at Boomer. Boomer’s tongue was out, and Kevin could tell from looking in his eyes that his best friend missed the ability to speak. “Boomer wants them back, and so do I.”

      “I can fix Boomer’s speech impairment, but we need to figure a way to acquire more nanites to upgrade you. Not to mention we’ll need loads and loads of them if we ever hope to cure Zee.”

      “Swell … well, whatever it takes, but for now, let’s just give Boomer his speech back.”

      Neeron approached Boomer.

      “Right now, the fastest way to get you the nanites you need is from a bite, but that’s going to hurt. Are you okay with that?”

      Boomer barked once.

      “I don’t speak dog,” Neeron said as he looked at Kevin.

      “I think he said yes.”

      “You think?”

      “I’m pretty sure that was a yes. You can go ahead.”

      “Okay then,” responded Neeron before biting Boomer in the neck.

      Boomer whimpered and barked multiple times, and within a minute, he could speak again. “Damn, kitty … that hurt like hell … wait! What? I can talk again? Ni-iiice.”

      “Sorry about that,” said Neeron, “but I’m sure my brother mentioned to you many times that we’re not cats. We’re Sphynxes, a race of super-intelligent beings that only resemble Earth’s cats from the outside. I assure you that the way we look is where that resemblance ends.”

      “Yeah, yeah … potato, potahto.”

      “Welcome back, buddy,” Kevin smiled. “Thank you, Neeron.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess. I’m not yet convinced that a talking Boomer is for the best.”

      “Oh, but it is, kitty cat, and since you gave said speech back to me, I’ll forgo the penalty for your comment, which would have been to turn you into a furry sandwich, so I’ll let that one slide … this time,” Boomer chuckled. “Boy, it’s good to be back!”
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        * * *

      

      “How is she doing?” asked Kevin.

      “She’s healing,” said Lacuna, “but it’s taking more time than usual.”

      Kevin came by the bed where his spider friend was resting. She looked peaceful.

      “Poor Leg’olas. She’s always willing to risk her life to save us.”

      “That’s what friends are for.”

      “I guess. I just wish they didn’t need to get hurt for me, you know?”

      “I understand how you feel …”

      Kevin could tell from the tone of Lacuna’s voice that he had triggered a bad memory. “Sorry, I didn’t want to trigger any guilt you still may have about Darmak.”

      “Don’t be. He made his choice, and if he hadn’t, you’d be dead. I know it’s selfish of me to say this, but all things considered, I prefer that outcome. I just wish I’d been kinder to him while he was still among us, you know?”

      Kevin answered with a solemn nod.

      “What’s next?” asked Lacuna. “How are we going to defeat Tizon now that he has control over Mira and multiple Thalamos-class warships?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but we’ll find a way. We have to. If only for the memory of those who gave their lives in fighting the Kregan Empire.”

      “Except that now, you’re the Emperor.”

      “Yeah, and something tells me we’ll need every last Kregan and whatever forces Corso can turn to our side to win this one.”

      “Do you really think it will be enough against an armada of ships with Mira superintelligence guiding them?”

      “It’ll have to be, or all will be lost.”

      Lacuna sighed. “And to think I was getting restless on Earth and regretting the lack of adventures.”

      “Were you now?”

      “Well … kinda. You have to understand, I’ve always struggled and fought my whole life to survive in these parts. In comparison, life on Earth is …”

      “Boring?”

      “I’d have gone with uneventful, you know, in respect to your home world.”

      “It’s okay, I understand. There’s an expression on my world that works well with our predicament, though.”

      “Careful what you wish for?”

      “Look at you, becoming all fluent in Earth’s lingo.”

      “Hello,” said a tiny voice. It was Leg’olas. “Where are we?”

      “We’re back on the Anubis,” answered Kevin. “How do you feel?”

      “Achy. I don’t like it.”

      “Sorry to hear that, Leg’olas,” lamented Lacuna. “You’ll get better soon. Just need to have patience.”

      “I hope so,” sobbed Leg’olas.

      “Why are you so sad?” asked Kevin, bemused.

      “Leg'olas is feeling old. Maybe won’t be there for much longer.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “My species … the more we use our powers, the quicker we die. Because I’ve been using my powers a lot, and because it takes me a long time to heal now, I think it means …”

      “No! Don’t say it. Don’t even think it!” exclaimed Kevin.

      Lacuna approached her eight-legged friend and caressed her gently. “You’re going to be fine.”

      Kevin made fists and fought to contain tears from forming at the corner of his eyes before storming out of the room.

      “Leg’olas said something wrong?” asked the arachnid.

      “No, don’t worry dear, you’ve said nothing wrong. Kevin just has a lot on his mind right now, that’s all.”
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      “It’s good to see you, Zee,” said Kevin.

      “Good to see you too,” greeted Ziron.

      “I just wish it were under better circumstances. It must be frustrating being trapped in here.”

      “It’s for the better, at least for now. Outside this electromagnetic field, I could fall subject to Tizon’s influence once more, and the last thing I want is to become a liability, or worse, hurt any of the people I love.”

      Kevin sighed heavily. He hated the situation. They were outgunned and for the first time in a long time, he didn’t see a straightforward way out of their predicament. With Mira now against them, they would probably also be outsmarted. And while he hadn’t vocalized it directly, that was what Kevin worried about the most. Even if it was just the pure AI part of her that remained, and not the empathic being they all knew and loved, the AI knew how Kevin thought. She had witnessed all of his tactics, so how could he devise a plan that stood any chance of defeating Tizon?

      “You seem troubled,” added Ziron as he noticed Kevin wasn’t answering.

      “Sorry, Zee, I was lost in my thoughts.”

      “No apology needed. And you know what? I’m scared too.”

      Kevin squared himself before answering, “I didn’t say anything about being scared.”

      “You didn’t have to. We’re in trouble, probably the most trouble we’ve ever been in fact, and it’s natural to be afraid. We just have to make sure we don’t let our fear overcome us.”

      “And how do you propose we do that? ‘Cause I could use a motivational pep talk right about now.”

      “You saved the Arcadian people not once but twice and, in my heart, I know you can do it all over again.”

      “Except that to save them this time around, I may have to destroy some—or most—of them.”

      “If it’s what it takes …”

      “And what if I’m not prepared to sacrifice that much?”

      “Then this galaxy, and many others, will fall under the rule of Tizon. And that includes Earth.”

      “You know there are days I regret using that damn transference pill.”

      “I understand, but you’ve saved billions of lives. Try to focus on that, instead of focusing on the negative.”

      “It’s easier said than done, Zee. I … I don’t know that I can defeat our enemy this time around.”

      “Would it make a difference if I told you that I have faith in you? I know you can do it, Kevin, with every fiber of my being. And I’ll be there with you, so that you won’t have to fight alone.”

      “First, we have to get you out of here. What’s Neeron’s prognosis?”

      “We may have a lead on how to reprogram the nanites. But the attempt isn’t without risk.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, if the attempt fails, I … I’ll die.”

      “That’s unacceptable.”

      “I know how you feel, Kevin, but we have to try.”

      “No! I can’t lose you again.”

      “I should have been gone a long time ago, Kevin, and you know it. So, I need you to promise me that no matter what happens to me, you’ll keep fighting for Arcadia, and that you’ll stop Tizon—whether or nor I’m here to witness your victory.”

      Kevin grew agitated. “This is too much. I can’t deal with that right now … I’m sorry, Zee.” Kevin stormed out of the holo-room.

      “Kevin wait!” pleaded Ziron.

      But Kevin was already gone.
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      “What do you mean, it could kill him?” asked Lacuna.

      “I wish I had better news,” shrugged Neeron.

      “That’s too risky then. We need to figure out another way.”

      “We may not have the time to do so. Long range sensors have picked up multiple ships deploying throughout the galaxy. They’re Thalamos-class.”

      “So, Tizon wasn’t bluffing after all. He had other shipyards.”

      “Certainly looks that way. It’s only a matter of time until we have to face these ships. And right now, we’re outnumbered, and outgunned.”

      “That may be, but it makes little to no difference whether Ziron is freed, right?”

      “Yes and no, he’s a brilliant scientist. If anyone can figure a way to counter these ships, it’s him. After all, he’s the one who created them in the first place.”

      “Then have him do that from confinement. It’s too risky to gamble with his life.”

      “Normally, I’d agree.”

      “What do you mean; why ‘normally’?”

      “I’ve delved a little more into Tizon’s nanites programming, even though some part of his code is encrypted. Which means there could still be hidden subroutines we’re unaware of in those encrypted pockets of code.”

      “That’s too much technobabble for me. What are you trying to say, Neeron? Give it to me straight.”

      “It’s possible there is a self-destruct subroutine in the code. If Ziron is disconnected from his subspace link with Tizon for too long, it could trigger and kill him.”

      “Oh, come on! That’s pure conjecture at this point.”

      “Perhaps, but I tried putting myself in Tizon’s shoes, and since he played a major con on us, I think he’d have thought of contingencies like this one.”

      There was despair in the way Lacuna shook her head.

      “How long does he have?”

      “That’s the problem. We don’t know, but as a betting Sphinx, if such contingency exists, I’d say not very long.”

      “And how confident are you that you can rewrite his code? In fact, what will you do with the encrypted zones?”

      “I’ll rewrite the code in order to purge these if I can’t break the encryption.”

      “And how certain are you that they aren’t mandatory to Ziron’s existence?”

      Neeron shrugged. “I’m not.”

      “This is insane. There are way too many unknown variables. It would be like performing surgery while being blindfolded.”

      “As much as it pains me to say this, that’s a very apt analogy.”

      “What does Kevin say about all of this?”

      “I tried explaining all the risks to him, but he just screamed at me and left. What’s up with him lately? Now is the worst time for our leader to have a mental breakdown.”

      “I think he’s afraid of losing this war and by extension, failing all of us.”

      “I get that, but by ignoring the facts, and running away, he may just achieve the very outcome he’s trying to prevent.”

      “Trust me, he knows that. We just need to be supportive right now. I can take over the day-to-day if it helps. Just until he gets better.”

      “No offense, Lacuna, but are you up to it?”

      “Offense taken, Neeron, and I’m not surprised Kevin snapped at you. Your tact could use some work. But that’s beside the point right now; we don’t exactly have a choice.”

      “Fair enough. So, what do we do about Zee?”

      “You either find a way to back up his consciousness before we try the reprogramming, or we find another way to help him out.”

      “And how do you propose we do that, exactly?”

      “I don’t know, you’re the scientist! Can’t you just flush out the bad nanites and replace them with fresh, new ones?”

      “We’d need to acquire a lot of them to do so, and Tizon has already deployed his ships in areas rich in resource needed to create nanites. But that’s not the only problem.”

      “Are you effing kidding me? What now?”

      “Even if we could somehow transfuse good nanites for the bad ones, what Tizon achieved is nothing short of miraculous. I’m not sure I can replicate his research, and just as you pointed out, the key to Zee’s life could be hidden inside the encrypted code.”

      “Can you make a portable dampening field to cancel any subspace signals to interact with Zee?”

      “I suppose so, but why?”

      “Because I only see one entity able to decrypt that code. And we’ll need to bring Ziron along with us.”

      “Along where? I’m still not sure what you have in mind.”

      “We need access to Mira, one way or another, so we’ll have to hijack one of these ships, so that she can help you and Zee with that encryption.”

      “That’s not a plan; that’s suicide.”

      “Maybe, but unless you have a better idea, I don’t see that we have any other choice.”
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      “How many ships can you get us?” asked Lacuna.

      “I’ve contacted a dozen captains already,” answered Corso. “They weren’t all easily convinced, but they’re on board.”

      “We managed to muster about the same number of ships from Kregan Prime.”

      “I don’t know how happy they’ll be about the prospect of going against Thalamos-class enemy ships. The last time an entire armada went against the Thalamos, they got obliterated.”

      “Perhaps, but that Thalamos had Kevin onboard, as well as Project Sigma.”

      “What if they have both these things, too?”

      “Well, for one, Kevin is here, so they don’t have him.”

      “They could have a memory imprint of his tactics on board. That would be just as good. As for Project Sigma, they could have built it into their ships.”

      “Except that it required Kevin’s real-time thoughts to operate. And somehow, I doubt that a facsimile of his mind, no matter how precise, would do the trick. He was chosen by Mira for this very reason, after all—the uniqueness of his mental patterns, right?”

      “I suppose so. But even then, it's just conjecture on our part, considering how technologically skilled Tizon is.”

      “Look, if Tizon didn’t need Kevin in the first place, he’d have disposed of him at the first chance he got. Yet, he was masquerading as Neeron for weeks on end. Are you telling me he couldn’t have killed Kevin at any time if he didn’t still need him?”

      “We’re working under the assumption that Tizon didn’t need Kevin solely to take control of Mira, and that he had other motives. That’s a significant leap.”

      “Well, right now we have little to no choice and so we proceed with it. Unless you have a better idea.”

      “Than have both Kregan and rebel Arcadians join forces in a suicidal attempt to capture one of Tizon’s ship? Not really, no.”

      “Then that’s the plan. Contact your captains and have them rendezvous with us. We need to move on the target, and the sooner the better.”

      “Understood.”
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        * * *

      

      Boomer barked twice.

      “Why are you barking when you can just talk?” inquired Kevin.

      “I don’t know,” admitted Boomer, “it seemed like a good idea at the time. At least it got you to talk. You’ve been in a funk lately.”

      “I'm aware ... I just need more time to process the incredibly dire situation we've found ourselves in this time. And everyone expects me to fix it as if I can just snap my fingers and make everything right.”

      “No one’s expecting that of you, though I can see why you might think so.”

      “I'm only human. It's frustrating when people forget that.”

      “I understand the pressure you're under. After all, I've been wracking my brain too, trying to come up with ideas.”

      “Coming up blank, huh?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “And therein lies the problem; so am I.”

      “Well, at least Lacuna stepped up and kind of took over. That should give you some relief.”

      “About that … I’m not sure I like it.”

      “What do you mean? Would you rather we just parked the ship inside an asteroid field and wait until we come up with a way to recapture lightning in a bottle?”

      “Part of me wishes that, I guess …”

      “That’s called your ego, and right now it’s the last part of yourself you should focus on. Look, you’re having a bad day. We both lost our powers, we’re low on nanites, and we basically have to figure out a way out of this mess without nano-suits. I get it; it’s scary.”

      “It’s not only that. What if my inability to find an effective strategy this time around results in this entire mission failing?”

      “No one would blame you, not with how crazy the odds are stacked against us.”

      “And yet I can’t stop thinking that if we fail, it will be my fault.”

      Boomer growled and barked.

      “Enough with the self-pity! You're afraid your actions might get us all killed, but have you even considered that this attitude, here and now, this relentless negativity, could be the very thing that dooms us all?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “The Kevin I know doesn’t give up, no matter how bleak things seem. You're stronger than this. Stand tall. Meet what's coming head-on, and do it with a smile. You're the glue that keeps us united. If you don't believe in yourself, you must know deep down, we're all destined to fail.”

      “Great pep talk.”

      “I’m not joking, Kevin. I believe in you, and I know you can get us through this.”

      Kevin punched both his fists against his thighs. “And what if I can’t? What then?”

      Boomer shook his head. “Then it’s been an honor to be your pet and your best friend, and I wouldn’t change a single thing.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, I’m not. I’m a beagle, travelling through space, battling evil with my best friend. No matter how this ends up, this has been the most enthralling experience of my life. I can talk, I can kick ass, and I enjoy threatening to eat cats in between two slices of bread. Thanks to you, my life rocks!

      “Before we went on these adventures, all I had to look out for was licking my own balls while watching you play video games. You gave my life meaning, Kevin, and you gave hope to billions of other souls. I understand you’re scared, but use it to make sure we can keep having adventures instead of focusing on how desperate and hopeless the situation seems to be.”

      Kevin stayed silent for a while, mulling things over. “Is that what you call grooming yourself?”

      Boomer chuckled. “Touché.”

      “But Boomer—”

      Boomer barked loudly. “No buts!”

      “Okay, okay, I get it, we got to do this … however … don’t come complaining if I get us all killed.”

      “The benefit of being dead is that you can't complain anymore, so get up, dust yourself off, and go talk with Neeron. We need to work on a plan before we get to where we're going, and we've wasted enough time as it is.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Boomer's proud smile lit up the entire room.
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        * * *

      

      “How did you manage that?” asked Lacuna.

      “I just reminded him that we don’t expect him to save the entire galaxy on his own,” said Boomer, “and if we end up six feet under, well, so be it.”

      “That’s a peculiar motivational speech, but hey, he’s out of his room, and that’s a start.”

      “Kevin will be fine. We just need to remind him that he’s not alone in this.”

      “I wish he knew he can always count on me.”

      “Oh, he knows. Don’t worry.”

      “He’s had a funny way of showing it lately.”

      “Hey, don’t make this about yourself. Kevin loves you, and he would give his life for you in a heartbeat.”

      “As would I.”

      “Then focus on that, and we’ll be fine.”

      “When did you become so wise?”

      “I’ve always been wise. You bunch just weren’t paying attention.”

      “And yet you’re licking your privates right now.”

      “Hey! That behavior is genetic. Nothing I can do about that.”

      “Fair enough. Thanks Boomer.”

      “Don't thank me just yet. I'm still not convinced we have a snowball's chance in hell of pulling this off.”

      “And yet you’ve convinced Kevin we can. Don’t you find that misleading?”

      “No, I don’t. We all have our highs and our lows, but when push comes to shove, I know Kevin will do the right thing. He always does. In fact, he doesn’t know how to fail.”

      “I sure hope you’re right.”

      “What we hope doesn’t matter; what does is for Kevin to believe in himself. That’s the key.”

      “And maybe it’s time we believed in ourselves, too. Like you rightly pointed out, he’s not alone in this fight. We each have a role to play.”

      Boomer inadvertently let out a fart, with his head only inches away. He vigorously shook it off.

      “Some more than others I guess,” chuckled Lacuna.

      “If farts could kill, this one could wipe out an entire crew.”

      “Gross.”

      “Made you smile, didn’t it?”

      “That it did.”
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      “I was wondering when you’d come and visit,” said Ziron.

      “Sorry about that; I’ve been busy,” Zelda responded.

      “I thought you were supposed to be in Warrior camp?”

      “I was. But Sonic turned out to be quite the talented Intelligence Agent, especially for a rookie. He picked up chatter about trouble in the Arcadian Confederate, including some video footage when you were caught by a security camera. What baffled me the most about that footage was that it was you, but in non-holographic form. That alone told me something was very wrong and I decided to leave camp and locate you.”

      “I see ... and how did your superiors react to that?”

      “That, I couldn’t tell you. My mission to locate and rescue you wasn’t exactly sanctioned.”

      “You went against orders?”

      “I did. Why I'm hearing reprimands instead of thanks is beyond me. But then, I've grown accustomed to your tendency to focus on the negatives where I'm concerned.”

      Ziron looked down. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I do this. Thank you for rescuing us. We owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      “You bet your little furry butt you do. Apology accepted … this time.”

      “Someone has developed quite the personality.”

      “It’s a tough universe, especially when growing up without any parents around, you know?”

      “I never meant to abandon you and your brothers and you know it. I just couldn’t let Kevin die. I thought you’d understand that.”

      “The feelings of abandonment I harbor toward you date from way earlier than when you gave your life to save his, and you know it. You always favored your love for technology and inventions more than did your own flesh. But be my guest and try to deny it.”

      Did he? Ziron wondered. Perhaps Zelda was right. Ziron’s brain had always been focused on the next problem to fix, or the next invention to create, rather than living in the present or trying to keep a social life going.

      “I’m not going to. As you rightfully pointed out, my work has always taken precedence. All I can say is that I’m truly sorry. I guess I was never meant to be a parent.”

      “Finally, something we can agree on. Yet you’re still my father, and something inside me pushed me to come to your rescue.”

      “And I’m very grateful that you did.”

      “I did what I had to do, but I fear I may have arrived too late.”

      “It’s never too late, daughter.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t agree. You’re stuck in this place, like a prisoner. And right now, the chances of freeing you are slim to none.”

      “Your uncle and I will figure out a way. Worse comes to worst, I can always be made into a hologram again.”

      “He didn’t tell you, did he?”

      “Didn’t tell me what?”

      “Only Mira has the knowledge to do this. Without her, if we lose you in this form, we lose you for good.”

      “That can’t be. I’m sure I can turn myself back to a hologram if I put my mind to it.”

      “I’d start now then, cause that other plan that includes trying to capture a ship and recover Mira is an insane one—and if you had the slightest bit of common sense, you wouldn’t send your friends and family on such a perilous mission to begin with.”

      “I didn’t come up with this plan.”

      “Maybe not, but you’re the reason they’re willing to take such insane risks.”

      “I think you’re letting your resentment cloud your judgement here. If there is one thing we can all agree upon, it is that Tizon must be stopped.”

      “My judgment isn’t impaired. I’m fully aware of the stakes and, in fact, I vow to stop him.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Zelda. Whatever you have planned, you’d better run it by Kevin.”

      “We’ll see about that. I’m my own person now, and I’ve discovered that I work best when I’m alone.”

      “I beg you to reconsider, please. It’s too dangerous.”

      “See you later, Dad … I’ve got things to do.”

      Ziron pleaded with his daughter to listen to reason, but she left without saying another word.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m worried about Zelda,” said Ziron.

      “I know Zee,” Kevin told him. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      “Please do. I think she wants to kill Tizon herself, without your help.”

      “Well, she’s training to be a fighter. Now that I don’t have nanites, I have no doubt that she’s the better warrior.”

      “She’s still so young, Kevin; all she’ll accomplish is getting herself killed. I can’t allow that to happen.”

      “I hear you, Zee, but didn’t she save your hide once already?”

      “What’s your point? Are you taking her side?”

      “No, Zee. Furthermore, there are no sides. I’m just trying to point out that you may have underestimated her all this time. I remember when she wanted to face that awful giant bug when she was just a frail kitten, thinking she could scare it away with a tiny roar. That took a lot more courage than we gave her credit for.”

      “And did it work?”

      “Of course it didn’t, but that’s besides the point I’m trying to make here.”

      “Enlighten me, then. What is your point?”

      “That you’ve alienated your kids by always finding creative ways to not deal with them.”

      “So, to you, sacrificing my life to save yours was a creative way for me to forgo my parental duties. Is that what you’re saying?”

      Kevin sighed heavily. “Ok, bad example in this case. You know what I mean, though. Ever since you introduced me to your kittens, we’ve made sure they were out of the way. And perhaps that was a mistake. Maybe we could have used their help.”

      “They were just babies! They hadn’t learned how to talk yet. So what I should have done was injected them with nanites and let them risk their lives at every opportunity?”

      “Well … maybe with some supervision. Boomer and I wouldn’t have let anything happen to them.”

      “You know what I think? I think it’s easy to rewrite the past with supposition, especially after the fact. They could have been a distraction, and that distraction could have cost lives, yours and Boomer’s included. I couldn’t live with myself if that had happened.”

      “Fair enough. But the reality is, Zelda has grown up to be a lone wolf warrior, and from what you've told me, she might even have a god complex if she believes she can singlehandedly take on Tizon.”

      “Finally.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All this to circle back to the point I was trying to make in the first place.”

      Kevin scratched the back of his head. “Oh … well, I guess it needed circling then.”

      “Kevin, she’s my daughter … but I’m toast already—”

      “Please don’t say that, I don’t want to hear it,” interrupted Kevin.

      “Look at me! I’m confined to this small space, because if I step out of the containment field this room provides, I could turn into a giant monster and kill everyone I care for and love, yourself included.”

      “We’re working on fixing that. We’ll find a way!”

      “And all I’m saying is that you should focus on acquiring more nanites and take care of Tizon. I don’t think we should prioritize my wellbeing over the fate of an entire galaxy. Not to mention that Tizon will surely set his sights on Earth the first chance he’ll get once he’s conquered all the Confederate systems.”

      “Oh crap. I’m getting a feeling of déjà vu here.”

      “And so you should. The stakes have never been higher, Kevin. If Tizon is allowed to wield an armada of Thalamos-class destroyers, nothing in this universe can stop him.”

      “So, what would you like me to do? Abandon you and move on?”

      “You know it’s the right thing to do.”

      “But we need your help to hack the militarized version of Mira. You’re the one who created her in the first place.”

      “Neeron will do as good a job as I can, and if he needs help, he can get it from me here, where it’s safe. I never told you this, just like I never told him, but Neeron is probably the better scientist anyway.”

      “What? You can’t be serious?”

      “I am. It's just that until now, my ego never allowed me to accept it.”

      “Well, at least Zelda managed something semi-miraculous then.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “To take you down a peg or two … don’t get me wrong, Zee. I love you like a brother, but your attitude regarding your skills has always been borderline arrogant. It took your daughter telling you she’s willing to throw herself into the lion’s den for you to admit this to anyone.”

      “I suppose there's some truth to what you're saying.”

      “See? Even when you admit something about yourself, your ego swiftly pulls you back into a stance of pride.”

      Ziron stayed silent and Kevin didn’t know if he was reflecting on what had been said, or if he was simply looking for a rhetorical comeback.

      “I’m not trying to give you a hard time,” added Kevin. “I’m just trying to help.”

      “I know. And I'm sorry if my pride has caused issues in the past. Let's just agree that it's a character flaw of mine that I need to keep in check. I just want to ensure that my daughter doesn't pay the price for it.”

      “I know you do, and I give you my word that I’ll talk to her.”

      “I fear that talk won’t be enough. You’ll need to shadow her and ensure that she doesn't act on her delusions of grandeur.”

      “And how exactly am I supposed to do that? I mean without a nano-suit? ‘Cause I pretty much guarantee that she could kick my butt if she wanted to.”

      “With her training, yeah … yours and Boomer, all day long, too.”

      “So?”

      “Lacuna. Have her shadow Zelda and make sure she keeps her in check.”

      “That’s actually not a half-bad idea.”

      “I’m so glad you agree that I’m not totally useless … just yet.”

      “If there’s one thing you’ve never been, my friend, is useless.”
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      “Why do I have to do this?” argued Lacuna. “Like I don’t have better things to do.”

      “I’d do it myself, love,” said Kevin, “but …”

      “But she’d hand your butt back to you in kebab form.”

      “Not the words I’d personally lean towards, but I can’t deny that the gist of it … is pretty much on point.”

      Lacuna grimaced. “Very well. But you talk to her, try to gauge what her next move will be. The last thing we need right now is a random variable inside this messed-up equation.”

      “She’s next on my list,” Kevin said as he leaned forward and kissed Lacuna’s face.

      Or tried. Lacuna clearly wasn’t in the mood.

      “Why am I sensing you’re not in the mood to make up?” Kevin inquired.

      She smiled wryly. “Because I’m not. You go and talk to Zelda, while I have a talk a face-to-face with someone.”

      “May I inquire who that is?”

      Lacuna left the room, and as she walked away, she answered with, “You may, but I reserve the right to disclose her identity if and when I see fit.”

      “Her? That’s not good,” thought Kevin.

      He knew full well who Lacuna was going to talk to and knew better than to interfere.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna stormed into the queen’s room without ringing at the door.

      “Hey!” exclaimed Corso. “Who gave you the right to barge in here, unannounced and uninvited?”

      “It’s our ship, remember?” countered Lacuna. “That gives me the right.”

      Corso stepped into Lacuna’s path, effectively blocking her from advancing further toward Kalliopy.

      “Move aside,” warned Lacuna.

      “You don’t scare me. Now, get the hell out of this room and only return when and if you’ve been summoned.”

      “Admiral,” said Kalliopy’s voice behind him.

      “With all due respect for your majesty,” added Corso, “I don’t think so.”

      “Move … aside,” repeated Lacuna bluntly.

      “Make me.”

      Lacuna sprang into action, and before the admiral could comprehend what was happening, she had maneuvered behind him, securing his arm in a tight lock. A slight increase in pressure was all it would take to break it.

      “Please, don’t,” begged Kalliopy. “Let him go, and say what you came to say.”

      Corso objected through greeted teeth. “You—can’t be—serious, your majesty.”

      “Let him go,” the queen repeated. “Please.”

      Lacuna took a deep breath before releasing the admiral.

      “Are you out of your mind?” he protested. “We’re allies! You can’t treat us this way.”

      Lacuna shot a sub-zero stare in his direction. “I’ve asked nicely … twice, in fact.”

      “Admiral Corso,” said Kalliopy in a tone that left no room for interpretation. “Please wait outside.”

      The admiral took a deep breath and left the room, holding his bruise shoulder.

      “He’s better trained than Boomer,” said Lacuna. “I’ll give him that.”

      Kalliopy didn’t fall for Lacuna’s teasing. “We’re alone now, so what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “It’s more of a warning than anything else. In the past, you’ve betrayed us repeatedly, so I just want to make sure that you understand that if it happens again, I’ll space you myself.”

      “Fair enough. Even though I’d like to point out that I never voluntarily did so … well, perhaps I did when my sister’s life was on the line. But after that, I wasn’t in control of my actions.”

      Lacuna took two steps forward and grabbed Kalliopy by the throat and squeezed. “Well … control or not, you’ve been warned. Make one wrong step this time around, put any of us in danger, and it will be the last thing you do. Understood … your highness?”

      Kalliopy tried to talk, but Lacuna’s grasp on her was too strong.

      She slightly decreased her hold on her throat.

      Kalliopy coughed. “Understood … anything else?”

      Lacuna growled before storming out of the queen’s quarters.
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        * * *

      

      When Lacuna reached the corridor, Corso was ass-down on the floor and Boomer was growling in between his legs.

      “What have I missed?” she asked merrily.

      "Please, tell him to let go of ... my ... you know," Corso pleaded.

      Lacuna tried her utmost to suppress the budding laughter, but surrendered to a fit of chuckles. “Boomer, that’s enough! Release his … privates,” she finally ordered.

      Boomer released his hold and chuckled. “Privates … that’s a good one.”

      Corso got up, dusted himself off, and returned inside Kalliopy’s quarters.

      “Did you deliver your message?” asked Boomer.

      “I sure did. And it looks like you delivered a message of your own.”

      “Heck, yeah. I warned him that if he ever wanted to have children again, he'd better not double-cross us.”

      “From the sweat and expression, I'd say he definitely got the message.”

      “Good, because it's game time, and we can't afford any screw-ups.”

      “I agree in principle; I just hope our show of force won't come back to bite us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we certainly got our points across, but whether this is the best way to ensure they won't be duplicitous at the first opportunity remains to be seen.”

      “You mean you can catch more flies with honey than with vinegar?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “That doesn't quite apply here.”

      “Really? How so?”

      “Well, for one, we’re not on Earth; they don’t have bees on Arcadia.”

      “Of course they do. They're just referred to differently.”

      “Oh … never mind then.”
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        * * *

      

      “I had a chat with your father,” said Kevin.

      “And?” asked Zelda.

      “And he's informed me that you're contemplating taking on Tizon single-handedly. I assured him that you couldn't possibly be considering such a radical course of action.”

      “With all due respect, I'd appreciate it if you refrained from speaking on my behalf.”

      “Am I understanding correctly? That you do indeed intend to try and take on our arch enemy on your own?”

      “Let’s just say, I haven’t ruled out that possibility.”

      “Arrogance surely runs in the family then.”

      “What did you just say to me?”

      “You heard me. It's your dad's arrogance that landed him in his current predicament, and now you're attempting to showcase your independent spirit by acting in a manner similar to what he’d do in your position.”

      “That’s preposterous!”

      “Is it? I don’t think so.”

      “Look, Uncle Kevin, I like you, but don’t push it.”

      “I couldn’t care less if you like me or not, Zelda. My sole concern is stopping Tizon and saving not only this galaxy but many others that could suffer if we fail. Currently, we’re outnumbered and outgunned, but at least we have each other’s backs. That’s why I think splitting up would be a terrible idea.”

      “I hear you, but I work better alone.”

      “Be that as it may, we can’t take the chance. Whatever our next move is, let’s do it as a team. Understood?”

      “Whatever.”

      Kevin sat down on the floor, crossed his arms on his chest, and stayed silent.

      “What are the heck are you doing?” Zelda inquired.

      “Not leaving here until we agree on my terms.”

      “Oh, that’s very mature.”

      “And I say, it takes one to know one.”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “No! What’s ridiculous is that we’re fighting and bickering amongst ourselves. If we can’t agree on how to act as a team, how on Earth are we supposed to defeat an enemy as cunning as Tizon? You’ve only heard of his deeds up until now and what transpired when this crew went up against him.”

      “And from what I gathered, he manipulated you into doing his bidding. And if I hadn’t arrived when I did, my father might have died, but probably not before wiping out Corso, the queen as well as Neeron.”

      “Hence, my use of the adjective ‘cunning’, or were you not paying attention? Look Zelda, we’re grateful to you for saving them. All I’m saying is that we stand a better chance of succeeding if we work together.”

      “I am not a team player; never have been.”

      “Then it’s an excellent opportunity for you to learn. We all have to do things in life we don’t like, but trust me, it’s the only way to grow stronger, especially in the face of adversity. To recognize what we’re afraid to do, but do it anyway.”

      “That makes no sense, whatsoever.”

      “That’s because you’re still too young. One day, you’ll understand. I guarantee it.”

      “Whatever. What’s our plan, then?”

      “We need to get our hands on a larger stock of nanites for one.”

      “So that you and Boomer can stop feeling useless, you mean?”

      “Wow, your dad really did a number on you, didn’t he? I’m sorry.”

      “Not only my dad, and you know it.”

      “Right. And I apologize for the part I played as well. I’ve also let you down. Look, I was in a dark place after my father passed away.”

      “Yet you didn’t stop to think that I’d know something about that, too.”

      “Yeah, well … except that mine didn’t have his consciousness saved inside a hologram, and I couldn’t talk to him after his physical form expired. Believe it or not, but there is a difference here.”

      “Alright, I suppose that’s a fair point.”

      “And yes, I already feel useless enough without needing you to remind me of that fact. Unlike you, I didn't train to be a warrior. In hindsight, instead of agreeing to have you sent to Warrior camp, I should have gone with you. I didn't know how to cope with my grief, and believe me, the last thing on my mind was inadvertently reopening old wounds when we sent you away. So, please, can you try to find it in your heart to forgive me?”

      A tear trickled down Zelda’s left cheek. “I suppose so … yes.”

      “Thank you. It means a lot. Now, what do you say we devise a plan, you and I, to get our hands on some nanites?”

      Zelda nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      “You did what?” barked Kevin.

      “We just roughed them up a little,” said Boomer. “Big deal!”

      “I’ll deal with you later,” said Kevin before returning his attention back to Lacuna. “Are you out of your mind? We need Corso’s forces to join what’s left of the Kregan army if we stand the shadow of a chance at going against one Thalamos-class warship, let alone an entire fleet of the darn things! And your best idea to achieve this goal was to assault the queen?”

      Lacuna’s eye lowered for a moment. “Assaulted is a bit of an exaggeration. Reminding her who the boss is would be more accurate.”

      “Except you’re not the boss. Heck, I’m not even the boss. There are no bosses. We’re all allies.”

      “And the last time we trusted them, you got captured and turned into an emperor killer, or have you forgotten that already?”

      “I can’t believe you’d even suggest that I could. But that is mine and mine alone to deal with. I don’t need you to go threaten Kalliopy on my behalf, especially when you know full well that I would never do such a thing.”

      “Let me get this straight. Is it the fact that I emasculated you that ruffles your feathers? Or that I don’t trust them?”

      “The second one, I think.”

      “You think, huh? Let me tell you what I think. You’re scared—no, in fact, you’re terrified. Now that you can't transform into a nanite-powered superhero at a moment's notice, you're worried that you can't face whatever dangers come your way. And because of that fear, you're not only willing to tiptoe through a minefield, but you're also concerned that whatever made you the hero of Arcadia is gone forever. Perhaps it was your nanites and not your brilliant mind that saved the day all along. Am I getting warmer here?

      “You could say that, yes.”

      Coughing, Boomer interjected, "Bullfrogs! She’s so hot that you’re cooking like a sausage at the surface of the sun.”

      Kevin waved his hands. “Let’s not go into the physics—or lack there of—of your analogy.”

      Boomer barked twice.

      “Okay, okay. Yes,” Kevin conceded, “I may be feeling inadequate without a nano-suit. So, you’re happy now?”

      “And I can understand that,” said Lacuna, “but it’s your plans, ideas and strategies that have gotten us through all of these perilous situations in the past, not your implants.”

      “They helped, though.”

      “And they will help again as soon as we can get our hands on some nanites. Meanwhile, let’s figure out a way to make that happen.”

      “As a matter of fact, I’ve already brainstormed a plan with Zelda, one that I think could work.”

      “We’re all ears.”

      “Well, it highly depends on getting Corso’s help in enlisting enough ships to go for a heist on the Valkan Three refinery.”

      “What do they refine there?” asked Boomer.

      “The ore needed to make nanites, of course.”

      “Now it makes more sense why you reacted so vehemently to my actions regarding the queen. But for my defense, I’d like to say that the part about threatening to remove the admiral’s nuts was all Boomer’s idea. I never asked him to do that.”

      “You tattletale!” barked Boomer.

      Kevin sighed. “I guess I’d better go talk with them; you know, do some damage control.”

      “You still haven’t told us what the plan is!” argued Lacuna.

      “That’s ‘cause I only have an outline at this point; I still need to iron out the finer details.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Next Day

      

      “You didn’t need to bother escorting us off the ship,” grumbled Corso.

      “I feel I did, considering how Lacuna and Boomer acted,” said Kevin.

      “Your friends only want what’s best for us all,” added Kalliopy. “We can’t fault them for that. Sure, they could have delivered their message with more diplomacy, but truth be told, after what I’ve put you through, I understand why Lacuna feels the need to be so protective of you. In her place, I’d probably have done the same.”

      “Your majesty, how can you condone such actions?” inquired Corso.

      “Enough of this ‘majesty’ crap … majesty this, majesty that. We all know I don’t deserve this crown, and perhaps I never did. I should have left my sister on the thrown. Maybe we wouldn’t be in this situation we’re in if I had.”

      “I don’t think that would have made the slightest difference,” Kevin countered. “Tizon clearly has been brewing his revenge plot for a while now.”

      “It would have made a difference if I’d executed him, like I was advised to. None of this would be happening.”

      “I get that, and I guess it’s not in your character to just execute people in cold blood,” argued Kevin. “And trust me, I’ve been there, weighing whether I should kill Kregans to save Arcadians at the very beginning of the adventures on board the Thalamos. It wasn’t an easy decision to make, so I’m not going to pretend that you made the wrong choice.”

      “That’s kind of you to try and reassure me, Kevin, but we all know I made the wrong one.”

      “On Earth, we often say hindsight is 20/20, which implies it’s always easier to recognize the correct path in retrospect.”

      “I have to agree with Kevin,” added Corso. “No one could have predicted that he’d manage to escape, let alone go as far as he has.”

      “I bet Lacuna would have, if she’d been in my position.”

      “She probably would have indeed,” thought Kevin, “without hesitating.”

      “Who knows?” Kevin shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. It doesn’t really matter anymore. All that does is that we stop him. I just need to make sure we’re on the same page here.”

      “We are,” said Corso. “I’ll bring all the ships I’ve enlisted to our side on the coordinates you gave me in seventy-two hours. With luck, I can find a few more before the deadline.”

      “That sounds good. However, try not to be late,” pleaded Kevin. “We won’t be able to wait for you once the operation begins, and we won’t stand a chance without the Arcadian forces.”

      “I’ll be there. I give you my word.”

      “Thank you, Admiral. And what about that other favor I requested from you? Did you manage to look into it?”

      “I did, and while I didn’t manage to locate the quantity that you’d hoped for, my ship is bringing along a portion of nanites they managed to acquire from one of the ships I’ve enlisted. There’s a catch though. The Starfire’s chief engineer told me that these nanites are old-gen tech, but on such short notice, that’s all he could get his hands on. I hope it’ll be enough for your plan.”

      “Hopefully, they’ll still work to power a nano-suit. How many did he manage to acquire?”

      “About seventy percent of the quantity you’d originally hoped for.”

      “It’ll have to do, I guess. Please thank him for me, will you?”

      “I’ll make sure of it.”

      Neeron’s voice boomed from the nearest speaker. “The Starfire has entered transporter range.”

      “I guess it’s time,” said Kevin. “I’ll see you in seventy-two hours, Admiral. And I’ll see you when I see you,” added Kevin as he addressed the queen.

      “Thank you for trying to save the Arcadian people once more,” said Kalliopy solemnly. “Once again, we’re in your debt.”

      “Let’s revisit that once we’re on the other side of the ensuing storm. At this juncture, thanking me seems rather premature.”

      “I have faith in you, Kevin, even if some of my past action didn’t always reflect that.”

      For some reason, Kevin needed to hear that—but he’d not expected that Kalliopy would be the one voicing these words.

      He smiled and nodded. “Ready for transport.”

      Streaks of light engulfed Kalliopy and Corso and they beamed out of the Anubis.
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      Kevin walked into Engineering and headed toward Neeron.

      “Did they beam the nanites back before entering hyperspace?” he asked.

      “They have, but Kevin, these things are beyond ancient. I’m not sure what you’re expecting to achieve with them.”

      “Someone needs to give Zelda a hand when we board the refinery. And while Lacuna can take care of her own, I still think we need a nano-suit to even the odds of success.”

      “Yeah, but don’t expect these nanites to be as reactive, nor as powerful as the ones you got accustomed to. There will be delays in morphing into different forms, and they can only store a fraction of the power the new generations of nanites can.”

      “Then can you fashion a sort of power-bank for them? So that when they run out of juice, they can regenerate?”

      “I guess I could, but that’ll have its own sets of drawbacks. It’ll take several seconds, perhaps a minute, for them to cycle power and redeploy through your bloodstream. It could make things worse, depending on your situation.”

      “I get it. I won’t be as fast or as powerful or as protected as I’m used to. I can work with that. What I can’t work with is not having a way to morph into other shapes or animals and invoke weaponry to fight off the enemy.”

      “About that … there will be other limitations, so you need to avoid mechs, and forget larger morphs like xenomorphs, queens, and dragons. Those are off the table. They’d overload the nanites and could have disastrous consequences.”

      “Bummer … but duly noted.”

      “Quadruped forms like wolves, tigers and such, should be fine, some flying birds too, but always keep an eye on your power levels, and don’t create over-the-top weaponry for those either, so I'm afraid for you that means no BFGs.”

      “How ancient are those nanites?”

      “Very. It’s the first generation that even allowed for body-morphing. As soon as you and Zelda acquire the new ones, we’ll be able to update your nano-suit pretty much on the fly; as I've included the code to be delivered into these, I'll guide you on how to deliver it to the new nanites. Once we figure out a way to extract the first gen ones, that is.”

      “What do you mean, ‘how to’? You don’t know?”

      “Newer nanites design have exit routes to leave the body, as well as an auto-dissolve method, for when maneuvering within bloodstreams is too risky. You wouldn’t want a nanite to get stuck and create a blood clot inside one of your brain’s blood vessels.”

      “I’m starting to think this isn’t such a great idea after all.”

      “You can say that again,” barked Boomer. “We might as well be wearing Arthurian armor. That would have been easier and, from the sound of it, probably more efficient too.”

      Neeron decided to ignore the beagle’s derogatory comment. “It’s a little too late for that, I’m afraid. Want to go over the plan again?”

      “Nah, it’s too depressing to think about how many things could go wrong in such a complex plan. Plus, I need to brief Zelda about the finer details anyway, and I don’t want to have to repeat myself.”

      “Fair enough. Just remember that there’s no way I’ll be able to beam you into the Thalamos-class enemy ship unless you’ve upgraded your nanites first.”

      “You made that painfully clear. What was it you said again?”

      “That we’d be sliced and diced like sashimi if he tries to beam us through their shield without the proper nanites,” Boomer stated casually.

      “Yeah,” added Kevin, “that’s the part of the plan I’m not exactly on board with.”

      “Too late now,” said Boomer, “but don’t worry. It’ll be a piece of cake—”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” interjected Neeron.

      Boomer smiled broadly, revealing all his teeth in the process.

      “Well … you just make sure to back us up when the time comes,” warned Boomer, “or my next sandwich will be a furry one.”
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        * * *

      

      “For the record,” Zelda stated, “this is a terrible plan.”

      “Do you have a better one?” asked Kevin.

      “It’s not that bad,” argued Boomer. “We just have to avoid any mistakes in its execution, that’s all.”

      “I have to agree with Zelda on this one, buddy,” admitted Kevin. “There’s little to no margin for error. And if we fail, this galaxy could fall … and shortly after, so could ours.”

      “Look at the bright side,” said Boomer joyfully, “at least we won’t be there to see it.”

      “You call that a bright side?”

      Boomer barked. “Sure do, pal.”

      Neeron’s voice boomed from a nearby speaker. “We’re exiting hyperspace. Get ready to beam down to the refinery. It won’t take long for their sensors to detect you, so you’ll need to move fast. Once there, use your locator on your HUD—that’s Heads Up Display, folks—to locate the nanites. Good luck, beaming you down in three ... two … one …”

      Streaks of blue light engulfed the away team and they vanished into thin air.

      Upon re-materializing on the surface, the team members looked around to get their bearings. Shortly thereafter, alarms blared all around.

      “Fudge, it didn’t take long for them to locate us,” scowled Kevin.

      “Follow me,” ordered Zelda. “We have no time to waste.”

      A couple of humanoid-looking sentry droids emerged from a nearby door and ran toward the group.

      Kevin instinctively tried to throw a fireball at them, but nothing happened.

      Right, I’m no longer a tech sorcerer, this will need some getting used to.

      Boomer morphed into a horse.

      “What the heck are you doing? How is that going to help?” demanded Kevin.

      “I tried turning into a lion; these nanites are horrible!”

      Kevin tried to morph into a panther, but when he attempted to roar, a tiny meow echoed around him in place of the roar. He looked at his paws, only to see he had been turned into nothing more than a feral cat.

      Boomer, still in horse form, fell to the ground and laughed out loud at the sight of his best friend.

      “Now is not the time for laughter,” objected Kevin.

      “Sorry, buddy,” answered Boomer in between laughs, “I just can’t help myself. I wish you could see yourself.”

      "Yeah, laugh it up, horsey."

      “What are the two of you doing? This is not a game!” shouted Zelda.

      “There’s something wrong with our nanites!” exclaimed Kevin. “They’re not doing what they should.”

      The two sentries lunged at Zelda, who blocked the first blow, activated her light blade, and effortlessly cut the first sentry in half. She then spun around to decapitate the second sentry, but the droid crouched, rolled behind her, and swept her off her feet.

      Kevin didn’t wait and dashed forward, still in feral cat form.

      Zelda jumped back to her feet, turned around to try to slash the second droid, but she wasn’t fast enough, and it kicked the light blade from her hand, sending it spinning in the air. The droid then proceeded to punch the Sphynx in the face. Her head impacted the floor with a painful bang. The light blade safety feature swiftly activated, and the plasma blade turned off, while the handle kept spinning and gaining altitude.

      The sentry brought one of its metallic feet to her neck.

      “Unauthorized intruder. The punishment for attacking a sentry is death.”

      With a powerful leap, Kevin sprang into the air, teeth snapping around the spinning handle of the light blade as it fell. As he zoomed past the droid, he bit down hard on the ignition, shattering a fang in the process. The plasma blade buzzed to life, slashing the sentry's head and sending it bouncing across the floor.

      Zelda took advantage of the assist and was back on her feet in a flash, prying the light blade from Kevin's mouth. She quickly focused on the droid's thrashing arm, lopping it off cleanly. With a forceful kick, she toppled the now headless and amputee-droid to the floor. Then, with one swift, brutal stroke, she cleaved the blade from its groin to its neck, effectively bisecting the enemy. Sparks erupted and oil spattered wildly as the once lethal contraption stopped moving.

      “Thanks for the assist,” said Zelda.

      Kevin grimaced as blood dripped from the gum where the fang had been. He licked his wound, feeling only the missing tooth, his mouth filled with the metallic taste of blood.

      “You’re welcome. These nanites are quite useless. I was trying to turn into a battle panther, and instead I turned into a mere cat.”

      “A little help!” shouted Boomer from afar. He was trying to get back to all fours, but he kept stumbling and falling back down.

      Kevin shook his head. They weren’t off to a great start.
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      “What do you mean, they’re not working properly?” asked Neeron over the comms.

      “I turned into a cat, and Boomer into a horse.”

      “And?”

      “Those weren’t the animals we were trying to morph into!”

      “Calm down. I’m trying to access your nanites remotely, run a diagnostic, and see if there's anything I can do to help.”

      “I smell a cat sandwich in my future,” commented Boomer wryly.

      “I heard that,” complained Neeron, “and for the umpteenth time, I am not a cat!”

      “While you may not be, that’s what I turned into while trying to turn into a black panther,” said Kevin.

      “Hang on … I think I found what the problem is. Yup … I’m detecting an electromagnetic field being generated inside the facility, and it’s messing with your nanites’ abilities to network themselves at high speeds.”

      “You mean high speeds for such an antiquated design, don’t you?”

      “Yes, obviously this particular generation of nanites is painfully slow by today’s standards. But you see, this field prevents them from communicating at the speed that is needed, so they all get the data they need to initiate a morph. In the absence of that data, they go with an estimate of what they're supposed to morph into.”

      “That's just great! What can we do about it? Because we almost got killed during our first engagement, and we only had two sentries to deal with.”

      “I’m configuring some of your nanites to act as electromagnetic-field neutralizers, but you’ll need to deliver them directly to the field generator.”

      “So much for the ‘nothing can go wrong plan’ then. How are things going up there?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

      Kevin heard Neeron’s sigh of frustration over the comms. “Badly. We’re getting our butts kicked by that Thalamos, so the sooner you acquire your new nanites, the better. We’ve already lost a Kregan destroyer, and Corso’s nowhere to be seen.”

      “He should have been there at least ten minutes ago. I don’t like it.”

      “You and me both, so let’s just pray they haven’t changed their minds about being a part of this alliance, or this will be a short mission. I’ve sent you the coordinates to the generator. Did you get them?”

      A holographic map updated on Kevin’s HUD, with a new waypoint added to the current mission path.

      “Got it. Try to hold your own against the enemy ship for as long as you can. We’ll get the nanites so we can defeat the ship from within.”

      “I know you will, Kevin, but you'd better hurry. Neeron out.”

      “Let’s go deal with that generator so we can upgrade our nanites and get out of here.”

      “Lead the way,” Boomer told him.

      “Boomer? Where’s Zelda?”

      Frantically, Boomer looked around him. “I don't know. She was right here a minute ago.”

      Kevin opened a channel. “Zelda, where are you?”

      There was no answer, forcing Kevin to repeat his call. “Zelda, please come in!”

      He heard blasters and other battle sounds over the comms.

      “A little busy right now,” she answered.

      “Where did you go? Why didn't you wait for us?”

      “I’m taking a shortcut and heading … hang on.”

      The sound of a light blade cutting through metal flared within the comms inside Kevin’s ears.

      “Heading to the nanite’s forge. I figured that you both go deal with the generator, and we’ll meet there.”

      “That's not part of the plan!”

      “Yeah well, your plan fell apart almost instantly, so I decided to improvise.”

      “I can’t believe you did this; you’re going to get yourself killed.”

      Kevin heard strong static on the line.

      “You’re breaking up, Kevin. Hurry up and regroup once you’ve dealt with your side of things. Zelda out.”

      “What are we going to do?” inquired Boomer. “Zee is going to kill us if anything happens to her.”

      “Then we need to make sure nothing does. Go join her on the battlefield and provide her with whatever backup you can muster under the circumstances. I’ll go deal with the generator and make sure that we can get some use of these so-called nanites.”

      “Are you sure it’s wise splitting up while we’re both so … diminished?”

      “No, it's terrible in fact, but she hasn't left us with any choice in the matter since she’s forced us to change the plan, and you know my feelings on the subject.”

      “I do. Never deviate from the plan.”

      “Well, today we have to, so you'd better get going. But before you go, try to change to something else while you stay close to me. Perhaps those field nullifier nanites are strong enough to act in short range.”

      Boomer morphed into a blob of organic mixture made of flesh, fur and feathers, before morphing back into a white sabertoothed tiger with glowing green eyes.

      “Phew … I thought I lost you there for a minute.”

      Boomer growled. “I didn’t like how this felt, not one bit, but at least it worked.”

      “Then hurry and go provide backup to Zelda. I’m sure she’ll need it.”

      “Okay, be careful!”

      “You, too.”
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      After defeating the last of the four sentries she'd been locked in mortal combat with, Zelda froze, a look of terror etched on her face. The floor shuddered once, then again, and again, as a two-story mech lumbered ominously toward her.

      "That could be a problem," Zelda announced. She stowed her light blade on her magnetic belt and hefted her heavy-duty blaster rifle from its resting place on her back. Setting the weapon to maximum power, she took aim at the mech's head and squeezed the trigger.

      A supercharged plasma shot blasted from her rifle, perfectly targeting the mech’s head. However, it was thwarted by the sudden red glow of a shield on the point of impact.

      "A very serious problem," she muttered, seeing her attack deflected.

      Without missing a beat, the mech extended an arm in her direction, launching two rockets at her. Zelda nimbly sidestepped the incoming missiles, which screamed past her and detonated against a wall a few dozen yards away. The explosion rocked the room, and shrapnel flew in all directions. A sharp piece of debris sliced past her face, snipping off a few of her whiskers.

      She scanned the room, looking for anything she could use against her towering metal adversary. Zelda switched her rifle's firing mode from supercharged to a rapid-fire setting—hoping it could lower the mech's shields faster that way. She took aim and let loose a barrage of plasma blasts. As she feared, the mech's shields absorbed every shot.

      In between her various attack runs, the mech retaliated with a volley of laser fire, making it difficult for her to catch her breath. Zelda was forced to duck and weave behind whatever cover she could find. Each time she heard the distinctive whoosh of rockets, she'd spring from her hiding place, release a hailstorm of her own, and then scramble back into cover.

      However, the constant game of cat-and-mouse couldn't last forever. Each rocket strike was progressively obliterating her cover spots and turning the surroundings into rubble and dust.

      Things took a sharp turn for the worse when two additional sentry droids stormed in, their guns blazing, in an attempt to flank her.

      Should she have stuck with Kevin’s plan? The thought flickered through her mind. The sting of blaster fire grazing her leg pulled her back into the present. It was too late for doubts; she had no choice now but to face the repercussions of her actions.

      Zelda dashed from her cover, setting her sights toward the first droid, and dispatched it with a salvo of well-aimed rifle shots, forcing the other droid to scatter for cover. The mech was quick to respond, sending another rocket screaming toward her. She swiftly secured her rifle on her back and sprinted on all fours to evade the incoming threat.

      The explosion and successive shockwave knocked her off balance, sending her tumbling and rolling across the floor, leaving her dangerously exposed to her enemies.

      Reacting quickly, she grabbed a smoke grenade from her magnetic belt and lobbed it toward the mech. Thick white smoke engulfed it, hopefully buying her some time. She spotted movement from the corner of her eye and reached for her blaster, but the droid was quicker, scoring a hit on her lower left leg. The pain threw off her own aim, causing her to miss the shot.

      Once again, she took aim with her rifle, hoping to outpace the droid’s next assault. Her shot knocked its blaster away from its hands. In response, the droid lunged forward at high speeds, charging towards her. She kept firing, even as ominous targeting lasers attempted to lock onto her through the dense smoke.

      Her heart pounded in sync with the increasing pain in her leg, severely impeding her ability to dodge.

      When it became clear that the mech couldn’t get a visual lock on her, it decided to blindly open fire through the smoke barrage, forcing Zelda to try to find cover again. But before she could do that, she had to deal with the incoming droid. She fired at it three times, but the droid expertly anticipated and dodged every one of her shots, so she decided to face it with her light blade instead.

      She grabbed the handle with both paws, sparked the blade to life, and slashed at the droid when he was upon her. In the middle of her slash, the pain in her leg spiked, affecting the trajectory of the blade, giving the droid a split second opportunity to save its metal hide by crouching to dodge her attack. As the blade flew through nothing but air, the sentry sent her flying with a brutal uppercut.

      Catapulted through the air from the force of the blow, the throbbing pain in her jaw intensified and she lost her grip on the light blade. As she crashed onto the floor, back first, the droid deftly caught her weapon mid-air, ignited it, and slashed in her direction.
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      Kevin managed to turn himself into a werewolf, and while his initial intent had been to turn into a regular wolf, he’d decided that this form would do, considering that time was of the essence. He was almost at the coordinates marked on his HUD when three sentry droids sidestepped in front of him, blocking his path. They didn’t wait before opening fire.

      Kevin jumped out of the line of fire and rolled behind the precarious cover of a nearby crate.

      I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.

      He focused on turning his claws into mini light blades, but instead they turned red hot, which wasn’t the most pleasant of sensations.

      It will have to do, thought Kevin with a grimace.

      Kevin bided his time until the droids were mere steps away from the crate. Then, with a powerful somersault, he vaulted over them, slashing his burning claws across their necks. His hot talons sliced through circuits, wiring and tubing on one droid, but the second was just out of reach and emerged unscathed. The damaged droid clutched at its severed tubing in an attempt to stem the spraying of oil. As Kevin landed behind the pair, he decided he couldn't let that happen. With a swift roundhouse kick, he struck the injured droid, sending its head flying.

      The metallic head bounced and rolled on the floor. Kevin then slashed his white-hot claws at the second droid, but the enemy anticipated his move and easily dodged him. The droid grabbed Kevin's arm and smashed him to the floor with a painful thud.

      Promptly, Kevin rolled out of the way as the sentry tried to slam his face into the floor, and successfully delivered a swiping kick, sending the droid down as well. Now being one step ahead, Kevin jumped back onto his feet and delivered a powerful knee kick to the droid’s face, sending it hurling in the air. Kevin instantly regretted that move when he felt a tremendous amount of pain radiate through his knee.

      In the past, Kevin used to be able to morph into fully armored versions of different animals, but at the moment, he wasn’t wearing any armor. A detail he’d forgotten when he got caught in the middle of the action. Moreover, he couldn’t risk trying to add armor to his current form, just in case morphing failed, which would give an advantage to his foe.

      He’d need to acquire the newer nanites first to restore all the bells and whistles he was accustomed to using when wearing a nano-suit. But in to do that, he'd first need to dispatch this last sentry droid.

      As the enemy regained its bearings, Kevin took a deep breath, collecting himself for the final showdown. He knew that he had to act fast before more reinforcements arrived. He lunged at the droid, his hot claws burning brighter than ever before.

      The sentry droid wasn’t as agile as before, and Kevin quickly got the upper hand. He landed a blow to the droid's side, tearing through its metal plating. Sparks flew as he continued his assault, his claws melting through wires and circuits.

      The droid fought back, landing a punch on Kevin's jaw that sent him staggering backwards, but he managed to keep his balance. Kevin was relentless, and he jumped back into the fray, fueled by his desire to get to the generator.

      He landed a flurry of blows on the droid, his claws cutting through its metal body. The droid stumbled backwards, its circuits and wires exposed. Kevin took this opportunity to deliver the final blow, plunging his claws deep into the droid's chest, sending sparks flying in every direction.

      The droid fell on its back and rolled to its side. A large electric arc sparked inside of its metal hide, and it stopped moving.

      Kevin looked at his hands. They were covered in oil from the droid, but his mission was far from over. On the display on his HUD, he knew that he was very close to his target coordinates.

      Without wasting another moment, he sprinted toward the generator. If he wanted to be more efficient in dispatching droids and other threats they’d be sure to face during the remainder of their mission, he’d need to make sure the source of interference messing with his prehistoric nanites was dealt with.

      Even though he knew that with the field off, he wouldn’t be as powerful as he used to be, he could at least change form without worrying about randomly turning into one that might spell the end of him.
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      Lacuna swiveled inside the turret chair, acquired her next target, another starfighter drone, and blew it out of the sky.

      “There’s too many of them!” she screamed. “Where the heck are Corso and the Arcadian reinforcements? Without that fleet, we don’t stand a chance against that warship. It’s already adapting to my firing techniques, and it’s getting harder and harder to take out its drones.”

      “I’m aware,” said Neeron over the comms. “I’m doing my best to pilot the Anubis out of harm's way, or we could get vaporized.”

      The Anubis rocked heavily, throwing off Lacuna’s next pair of shots and making her miss her target by an embarrassing margin.

      “Your best is not enough!”

      “Duly noted, Ms. Sunshine.”

      Normally, she would take offense to the snarky comeback, but now was not the time for distraction. If they were to get the drone starfighters off their back, she needed to keep her focus working at peak performance.

      Multiple flashes of bright lights temporarily blinded Lacuna. But as she blinked rapidly to partially regain her sight, she was surprised to see new ships enter the fray of the chaotic battle.

      "They're here. Now, we need to focus on draining as much as the Thalamos' shields as we can."

      "Those don't look like Arcadian ships, though."

      "You're correct, but they're still firing at the Thalamos. Hey … we're being hailed. I'll make sure you're part of the call."

      Lacuna fired and downed another droid before a hovering holo-screen burst to life on the left side of the HUD, moving in sync with her turret chair, so that she could still fire upon the enemy, and still witness the call.

      The holo-screen filled with a familiar face. It was Gornax."

      "Gornax!" exclaimed Lacuna. "We thought we'd lost you."

      "Neeron, Lacuna," greeted the bounty hunter, "it's good to see you both."

      "Good to see you too," added Neeron, "and a little shocked too. Last we heard, you were in the Osiris’ med bay, but we lost that ship."

      "I managed to make my way to an escape pod, disabled its tracker, and flew away. Then I intercepted some sub-space help call from Corso and decided that I would bring in reinforcements of my own."

      "You're timing couldn't be better," said Lacuna, "and while the ships you've brought along can be put to good use repelling the waves of drones the Thalamos is spewing at us like locusts, we're still short on firepower to deal with the warship itself. … If Corso doesn't arrive soon, I fear that all could be lost."

      "We detected a fleet of ships just before we entered hyperspace ourselves, so I think they're coming soon."

      "They'd better be," complained Lacuna. "They're already half an hour late to the party."

      "Gornax is right. I'm detecting an approaching fleet on our sensors."

      Multiple hyperspace windows lit up all around the battle, temporarily blinding Lacuna, whose turret was aligned straight into one of the windows when it happened.

      "About freaking time!" exclaimed Lacuna. "I was beginning to think they’d forgotten about us."

      The Arcadian fleet launched their own starfighter wings against the AI-powered warship. The air around Lacuna filled with starfighters hurling towards each other in a wild dance of death. The warship had adapted to her firing technique and had already begun to dodge incoming fire from the Arcadians wings.

      Despite being outnumbered, the Thalamos kept firing its devastating cannons down on them, making it harder for Lacuna to take out its drones. They were moving faster and faster, out of her turret’s range.

      With some fancy flying, Neeron decreased the distance between them while keeping their shield levels as high as possible, without sacrificing maneuverability. Finally, with enough help from both the Arcadian fleet and Gornax's bounty hunter forces, they were able to slowly chip away at the Thalamos’ shields.

      Lacuna watched as their combined firepower slowly overpowered the enemy ship, making it easier for her to take down enemy drones and even score multiple hits on the Thalamos itself.

      The Arcadian reinforcement fleet had been desperately needed and its arrival was finally making a difference in their fight against the Thalamos. But even with the additional help from Gornax's forces, they still couldn't keep up with the AI-powered warship's maneuverability and sheer firepower.

      "I don't know what I'm seeing on my HUD," Lacuna complained. "Even while scoring multiple hits on the Thalamos, its shields are barely impacted, and they recharge way too quickly. If we don't bring them down, Kevin and the others won't be able to board it and finish taking down the ship from within."

      "I know, and the irony is that we could use some of Kevin's mad strategies right now to find a chink in their armor, so to speak."

      "I told you I should have gone down to the refinery in place of Kevin and Boomer, but neither of you wanted to listen."

      "It's too late to point fingers now, not to mention it's only going to help us win this fight."

      Lacuna resumed firing and destroying another wave of drones before she opened a channel toward the planet. “Kevin, please come in. What's your status?”

      There were multiple bursts of static on the line before Lacuna could make out Kevin's voice, but it still wasn't enough to understand what he was saying.

      “I can barely hear you. Come again, please.”

      "It's not going well down here," Kevin said, this time much more clearly. "The refinery is heavily guarded, and we were forced to split up into two teams. Suffice it to say, we’ve largely screwed the initial mission timetable. What about you guys? How is it going up there?”

      “Not the news I was hoping for. Corso arrived late to the party, as well as getting surprising help from Gornax and some of his friends. Now that they’re here, we’re finally scoring some hits on the Thalamos. But I’m afraid it’s not enough. Their shields are remaining too strong for you to beam up once you recover the nanites and upgrade your nano-suits.”

      “Gornax is still alive? That's a relief, at least. As for the rest, I guess I should have listened to you. You’re the better warrior after all, and it sounds like my space battle expertise could be of good use right about now.”

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that. The cards have been dealt and there's nothing we can do about it, but try to figure a way out of this mess.”

      “Understood, I’ll get back to you—”

      The signal broke abruptly with a painful burst of static.

      “Kevin! Kevin, are you there?”
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      Zelda watched in horror as the light blade advanced toward her neck. She instinctively closed her eyes and brought her front paws in front of her face, knowing full well that none of it would stop the plasma blade from cutting through anything in its path.

      An intense roar filled the room, triggering Zelda’s eyes to reopen wide.

      A sabertoothed battle tiger had clamped onto the droid's forearm with such devastating force that it quickly snapped it clean off. With the severed droid hand still gripping her weapon, Zelda had to think on her feet. She swiftly snagged it mid-air, preventing accidental harm to herself or Boomer.

      The droid retaliated with a powerful kick, striking Boomer squarely in the face and sending him sprawling yards away. However, the maneuver left an opening, and Zelda capitalized on it. She swung the severed droid hand, still clutching the light blade, in a wide arc. The plasma blade sliced through metal and circuitry, effectively splitting the droid in half.

      The top half of the droid hit the floor with a resonating clang. Its red eyes flickered wildly for several seconds before going dark. Zelda deactivated the weapon, dislodged the light blade from the droid's severed fist, and hurried over to check on Boomer. He was already regaining his footing, shaking his head from side to side.

      “Are you alright?”

      “I’m okay, but the sooner we upgrade these nano-suits, the better. The current delay I'm experiencing between thinking of a move and executing it is simply too long.”

      “Roger that. Thanks for the assist by the way; you saved my life and I won't forget that.”

      A nearby explosion made everything around them shake, forcing Zelda and Boomer to support each other to keep their balance.

      “What in the blazes was that?” bellowed Boomer.

      “I'm not so sure you'd like to hear the answer to that question.”

      The towering mech walked through the remnant of Zelda’s smoke grenade, and targeting lasers homed in on them.

      “Looks like you were right. I don't like it one bit,” roared Boomer.

      The mech unleashed a salvo of blaster fire in their direction, forcing them to retreat behind cover.

      “We’ll need to work together to bring this one down,” said Zelda urgently. “I’ve had no luck taking it out on my own.”

      “Sure thing. Do you have a plan?”

      “Work together to lower its shields, and then you distract it while I do some slicing.”

      “Why am I the bait?”

      “Because you're currently faster than I am. I've been wounded in the leg, and there's no way I can fulfill that role effectively. However, you can.”

      “Mm-mmm ... and here I was, about to complain about your excuse, but it's actually a valid one.”

      “Look, no one likes to be the bait, I get it, but considering the situation we’re in …”

      “Say no more. Let’s start by lowering the shields of this thing.”

      Zelda and Boomer strategized the best way to achieve that goal. They settled on using a combination of laser fire from Zelda's blaster rifle combined with Boomer's agility and speed to dodge the blasts fired in their direction.

      Their plan worked, and Boomer managed to distract the mech enough for Zelda to land several rapid-fire shots at its shield. It took a few minutes of repeating the strategy, and eventually, after repeated intense firing on Zelda's side, sparks flew everywhere around the mech as the shields flickered off and died.

      "Now, Boomer!" she screamed.

      Boomer knew he was going to have to put himself in harm’s way if they were going to be successful in taking down this enemy, and so he took on the role of bait, drawing the attention away from Zelda as she maneuvered into position for her attack.

      The mech quickly responded by targeting him, giving her all the time she needed.

      With her light blade activated in one hand and her blaster rifle in the other, Zelda fought through the pain and leapt through the air towards her target. She could feel the powerful pull of gravity as she descended upon her opponent. All of a sudden, time seemed to slow down, allowing her to fully focus on delivering her attack.

      She was close enough that she could see every detail of its metallic exterior glinting in the artificial lighting as it shifted its attention away from Boomer towards her. At that moment, Zelda sensed that her enemy knew what was about to come and readied itself for an attack of its own.

      The mech tried to swat her in mid-air, like she was a bug, but she was prepared for it and used her Sphynx's agility to bounce off the massive arm, and double-jump higher, giving her an even better vantage point from which to deliver the killing blow.

      With one swift movement, Zelda brought her light blade back with one hand while firing a trio of supercharged shots at point-blank range, breaching the mech’s armor with each successive blast, and creating a sizeable hole in its heavily armored head.

      Zelda discarded the rifle and grabbed her light blade with both hands as she descended and planted the pulsating beam of plasma straight inside the hole she’d just scored. Sparks soared all around as she let gravity do the rest of the work, aiding her into slicing through the mech’s torso.

      A deafening screech echoed across the battleground as Zelda's light blade penetrated its armor. The blade struck a power cell, triggering a massive explosion. The force of the blast sent Zelda hurtling backward, while the mech erupted into hundreds of burning fragments.

      Before Zelda could crash onto the metallic floor, Boomer lunged beneath her, cushioning her fall with his body. The move momentarily flattened him, but it saved Zelda from sustaining any further injuries.

      "You're certifiably insane," Boomer commented, looking up at her. "You know that, right?"

      Zelda stepped off Boomer and extended a paw to help him up. "Well, it worked … that’s all that matters."

      "And if I hadn’t broken your fall, then what?"

      "I appreciate your help, Boomer, but Sphynxes are known to almost always land on their feet."

      Boomer grumbled in response, "And you guys get upset when I compare you to cats … go figure. From where I was standing, though, it certainly didn't seem like this was one of those times."

      Zelda went over to recover her nearby blaster rifle; it was dented but she quickly checked it. Firing a couple of shots at some of the mech’s debris and finding it still operational, she re-attached it to her back.

      “Perhaps … but I’m afraid we don’t have time to linger on this topic right now. Let’s go get the nanites we need before more of these metal monstrosities show up.”

      "Now, you're talking my language."
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      Kevin reached the coordinates on his HUD, but he didn’t know what to do next. He opened a channel to the Anubis.

      “Neeron? I’m here. What do I do now? I don’t know which of these devices is the generator.”

      “Just close your eyes, open your mouth, and imagine a spider climbing out of it. That should trigger the special nanites I reprogrammed to exit your current form and locate and disrupt the field generator.”

      “What? I hate spiders! Well, with the exception of Leg’olas, that is. When did you intend to tell me about this?”

      “Right about now, so stop being a baby, and just do as I said, unless you want to keep changing into the wrong form.”

      Kevin growled. If there was one thing he hated, it was to be deceived, even though he understood why Neeron hadn’t given any advance warning on what needed to happen. Any other time, Kevin would have complained and insisted on another way to deliver these nanites—one that didn’t involve a nanite spider to crawl outside of his body, through his mouth, of all places.

      “Very well, but you’d better never do anything like this again.”

      “Less talking, more thinking about the spider, Kevin. We’re running incredibly late on our timetable.”

      Kevin released a long sigh of frustration before closing his eyes.

      Here goes nothing.

      He imagined a small spider crawling out of his mouth, and suddenly he could feel an odd sensation, as if something was moving inside him and crawling from inside his stomach and through his trachea, which was not a sensation he ever wanted to repeat. Once he felt tickling in his mouth, he opened it, as well as his eyes, and there it was: the nanite spider was crawling out of his mouth and down his furry torso.

      Kevin had to fight his instincts from swatting it away like he normally would have. The spider scurried through room's bulkheads in search of the field generator. Kevin watched as the arachnid quickly found its way towards one panel and carefully investigated each component. After a few moments, it stopped at a particular circuit board. It seemed to have found what it wanted.

      The nanite spider proceeded to unscrew several components from within the device before disabling it completely.

      "I think it found and disabled the generator. Can you confirm?"

      "Wait a second or two," said Neeron, "Kinda busy here too."

      Kevin could hear laser fire, as well as distant explosions over the comms, and wished he were up there with his friends instead of down on the planet. But unless he and Boomer upgraded the nano-suits, they didn't stand a chance to execute the second part of their mission.

      “I can confirm that the field is down. Try your nanites now.”

      Kevin focused on turning into a black wolf, in battle armor with a blaster turret mounted on his back. The transformation process was still a bit strange, taking more time than he would have liked—and definitely feeling uneasy, he successfully morphed into the form he had envisioned inside his mind's eye.

      “It’s working, slowly, but at least it is. I’m heading back to Zelda and Boomer. Kevin out.”

      As he sprinted out of the room, he opened a channel and informed Boomer they could now transform with more ease than before.
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      “We won’t be able to keep this up forever,” complained Lacuna as she dispatched another wave of drone starfighters.

      “I know,” replied Neeron over the comms.

      “And what’s keeping Kevin and the team down there?”

      “They’ve had issues with their nanites and are running late on phase two. I'm afraid we have to hold the Thalamos at bay for longer than we expected.”

      The entire ship rocked.

      “That’s fine, but our shields are down to half their capacity, we lost another three destroyers, and the enemy’s shields are barely down to eighty percent. How do we expect to bring them down enough so that the team can beam onboard?”

      “I’ve been working on a solution for that ever since it became clear that we'd never have enough firepower to lower them with traditional means.”

      “And what magic trick has your mind come up with?”

      “It would take too long to explain, and I kinda need to focus on my coding to make sure I don’t blow up the Anubis in the process.”

      “That has to be the most creative way anyone's ever found to suggest I shut up.”

      “And yet you’re still talking.”

      “Alright, alright, just make sure we’re ready for Kevin. We may not get another chance at this.”

      “I’m aware.”

      The comms link went down, and Lacuna resumed firing on incoming enemy fighters, which were getting increasingly hard to destroy with every new wave. Lacuna assumed it was the war-focus Mira AI adjusting tactics with every new wave of fighters she sent their way.

      Lacuna's frequent ventures into virtual reality (VR) gaming with Kevin back on Earth proved fortuitous. Initially, she'd viewed these video games as nothing more than trivial pastimes. But when Kevin had sunk into a pit of despair following his father's sudden death, she'd reluctantly agreed to join him inside the multiple digital realms, more as a gesture of consolation than interest. Over time, however, she'd grown fond of many of the games, finding that they too filled a void in her life.

      While peaceful life on the blue marble had its advantages, like sleeping soundly without the worry of being attacked by old foes, it could also prove quite repetitive after a while. The thrill of the fight Lacuna had lived with on a pretty much a daily basis—until she met Kevin and defeated the empire—was something she sometimes missed. These games filled that gap, especially with the immersion of VR.

      Her favorite games had been space simulations and turret-gunner training, where she would sometimes spend entire days taking down enemy forces from the seat of a turret on board a destroyer. Obviously, the irony wasn’t lost on her, as she was now doing the exact same thing, except she wouldn’t see a dreaded “Game Over” if she failed, but instead, she and everyone she loved would die if she failed taking down the enemy quickly enough.

      While the militarized version of Mira sending enemy waves was quite skilled at adapting to her tactics, so was Lacuna at switching things around.

      And maybe gaming was also the reason why Kevin had managed to save Arcadia in the first place. His love for video games and the infinite variations he’d played over the years had shaped his neural network in such a way that his brain had become highly adaptive—something no AI, especially one stripped of the ancient entity that the original Mira had merged with, could ever do with the same level of efficiency.

      There’s still hope yet, and I’m never complaining again about playing games when we return home, that’s for sure.
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      Kevin ran past a lot of debris on his way to his friends and had no doubt that they’d engaged in ferocious battles to have made it through this area. He checked his HUD and saw that he was only a minute away from his friend, and so he opened a channel.

      “Can you guys wait for me?” requested Kevin. “I’ve almost caught up with you.”

      “Not much choice at the moment,” said Boomer in between echoing blaster fire, “we’re under attack. You’d better hurry up and get here fast. We're outnumbered and I'm running out of juice.”

      “Alrighty, hang on the two of you. I’ll be right there.”

      Kevin's heart rate spiked, and he decided to abandon his battle wolf form. With a leap, he morphed into a battle eagle, a decision he almost instantly regretted. The bird's velocity made it challenging to manage the sharp ninety-degree turns at corridor junctions. However, Kevin quickly rectified this by adding thrusters to the bird’s wings, both forward and rearward. This modification not only increased his speed but also significantly enhanced his maneuverability.

      He flew around the corner and saw the battle playing out between his friends and the horde of droids. The sound of blaster fire was deafening as lasers streaked across the air. Boomer had taken on a large sabertoothed tiger form, with heavy-plated armor covering his body, and cannons mounted on both sides. He skillfully dodged shots while Zelda used her feline agility to evade enemy fire while counterattacking in swift movements with her light blade, effectively cutting and slashing her way through the horde.

      Kevin decided that now was no time for finesse and he dived straight into the fray with claws extended, but not before turning them into a state of fluxing plasma. He used his light blade claws to slash through metal as he sent droids flying in all directions. He moved in perfect synchronization with his friends, helping them finish off what they’d started, and dealing huge amounts of damage with each swing of his wings and claws. Together, they formed a united force that made quick work of their enemies.

      Even though they were vastly outnumbered, they never faltered and fought with everything they had. There was something reassuring knowing they had each other's backs, and that was the key to their success.

      “Great job, guys!” exclaimed Kevin. "That was quite the battle."

      "Yeah, no kidding," replied a still panting Boomer. "I didn't think we could deal with so many droids at once, especially with how hard it had been in the previous battle, but the nanites finally playing ball made an enormous difference."

      "I'm with you on that one," confirmed Kevin. "It's good to finally wield a nano-suit that works. Slowly, sure, and it's still clunkier than what I'm used to, but it's certainly better than nothing."

      Zelda deactivated her light blade and grinned. "It was exhilarating, to say the least. I'm just glad we came out on the other end in one piece. But we better hurry, though. We still need to get the nanites and beam to the Thalamos."

      "Not to mention we're running on fumes with our nano-suits," said Boomer. "I'm down to twenty percent power."

      "I'm still at fifty percent," added Kevin, "but then again, I didn't have to fight through as many enemies as you. You've left quite the trail of broken toasters in your wake. By the way, what was that thing that was spread all over the lower level?"

      "A rather intractable battle mech," said Zelda as she held one of her paws over a rather ugly wound.

      "What happened to you?" asked Kevin.

      "I got hit by one of the droids while we were fighting the mech. It got me pretty good."

      "I'm surprised you managed to keep fighting with that wound. You were displaying some rather acrobatic moves when I flew into this battle."

      "We didn't have much choice, so I fought through the pain. But I won't be able to do this all day."

      "Perhaps we should try to find a way to immobilize that part of your leg," proposed Boomer. "Or maybe we can fashion a cast of some kind with our nanites."

      "No!" exclaimed Zelda. "No infernal nanites for me. I've seen what they did to my father, so no way I'm ever letting a single one of these darn machines inside of me."

      Kevin reflected on Zelda's words, and while he understood how she felt, he also deplored her vehement rejection toward the technology. If it could turn an untrained human such as himself and his pet beagle into fighting machines, he could only imagine the sort of warrior they might produce with someone as highly trained as she was.

      "That's a shame, really. I think you'd be unstoppable if you wore a nano-suit."

      "Some of us need to stay untouched by this technology, just in case it decides to turn against us."

      "Can't argue with that logic," said Boomer. "I think that's why your sweetheart also loathes this tech. She doesn't trust these tiny computers floating inside our bloodstreams; they might decide one day to change their minds and use us for their nefarious purposes."

      Kevin could see how such scenario would be bad. After all, he had been in such a position, where an entity possessed his body and made him do horrible deeds. So, if there was anyone on this team who understood the fear of being controlled by something alien, it was him.

      "Alright, let's get moving then. We need to find a way to get to the new nanites and fast. Our friends in orbit are having a hard time keeping the enemy at bay as it is."
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      “Finally!” exclaimed Kevin, “the nanite forge.”

      “Hurry and grab what you need,” said Zelda. “I don’t like that there was no welcoming committee waiting for us here. Something doesn’t smell right—”

      “Relax, kitty,” interjected Boomer, “maybe we just blew them all up to smithereens already. We did go through at least two dozen droids and mechs after all; that’s already quite the large security force for a refinery if you ask—”

      Boomer didn’t finish his sentence as he felt a powerful yank of his tiger fur. His head forcefully tilted back—enough to see the fire burning inside Zelda’s eyes.

      “Don’t you ever call me ‘kitty’!” she warned. “These kind of antics might have worked with my dad and my uncle, but I’ll have none of it! Is that understood?”

      “Easy there,” pleaded Kevin, “we’re all on the same team.”

      Zelda hissed an inch away from Boomer’s tiger face. “Understood?”

      “Abso-freakin-lutely,” responded Boomer, swallowing hard. “Can you please let go of me now?”

      Zelda hissed again and released him.

      Boomer took some distance from the Sphynx warrior and moved closer to Kevin, who had turned back into his human form upon entering the forge.

      “Jeez Louise,” whispered Boomer, “somebody needs to take a chill pill.”

      “They have super hearing, you know that?”

      The expression on Boomer’s face was worth the white lie, Kevin decided.

      “I’m messing with you,” he whispered, “and not to take her defense, but you do have the bad habit of making antagonistic remarks. I think we’ve established that their kind don’t like to be referred to as human cats. And I can see why. They’re smarter and stronger than we are, and if they’d been part of the evolution of our feline pets on Earth, we’d have been knocked down from the top of the food chain a long time ago.”

      “Nah … us dogs would never have permitted that,” said Boomer with pride.

      “Says the beagle who turns into a feline to win battles.”

      “Touché.”

      "What part of ‘let's hurry’ didn't the two of you understand?" demanded Zelda in a tone that left no room for interpretation.

      Kevin walked deeper inside the nanite forge, his eyes scanning the room with a sense of urgency. The room was large with high ceilings, and there were rows upon rows of alien machinery lining the walls. The air was filled with the sound of humming machines and the scent of burnt metal.

      He made his way towards a bank of machines, each one labeled with a different symbol. Each symbol corresponded to the type of nanites the machines were capable of producing. Based on Neeron's pre-mission briefing, Kevin searched and quickly located the machine they needed, and pulled out a small device from his pocket.

      He inserted the device into the machine and began to type on the machine's control panel. The machine hummed to life, and a drawer compartment next to the control panel opened. Inside, he could see a pool of nanites, tiny silver particles that emitted a soft blue glow.

      He took a spherical container from his belt and scooped up a handful of the nanites. The sphere bleeped and blinked.

      "What’s that thing for?" asked Boomer.

      "It's reprogramming the nanites so we can assimilate them. In theory, they should then rid us of our ancient ones as well."

      "If they take the same exit route as last time, I'm going to hit someone," commented Boomer.

      Three longer bleeps resounded from the sphere and the most prominent LED on the device turned green.

      "You and me both. And I guess you're about to find out."

      "Me? Why am I the guinea pig here?"

      “‘Cause you wouldn’t know what to do if things went wrong.”

      “And I suppose you would?”

      “Let’s just say I stand a better chance of understanding and executing Neeron’s instructions if it comes to that.”

      Boomer growled, signaling his reluctance, but ultimately conveyed his begrudging acceptance with a nod.

      Kevin pushed a button on the sphere and a straw extended. “Take a sip.”

      Boomer siphoned a lot of nanites in one large slurp.

      “I said a sip! Are you nuts? If these aren’t calibrated correctly, you may have just injected a lethal amount.”

      “The more the better if we have to fight onboard the Thalam—”

      Before Boomer could finish his sentence, he collapsed on the floor, and all his legs spasmed uncontrollably. A look of pain and panic swept across his face as he writhed.

      Zelda and Kevin rushed to his side, their faces etched with concern.
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      "What the hell is happening to him?" exclaimed Zelda, as she tried to hold Boomer down.

      "I don't know," replied Kevin, his fingers flying over the holo-keypad as he tried to access the nanite machine's logs. "The nanites seemed to react badly to his biology."

      "You mean … they're killing him?" asked Zelda, her voice rising with alarm.

      Kevin didn't reply. Instead, he focused on the machine, trying to figure out what had gone wrong. Boomer's spasms were getting worse, and his breathing was becoming labored.

      "We have to do something!" shouted Zelda, grabbing Kevin by the shoulders.

      "I know, I know," replied Kevin, his mind racing. Suddenly, he remembered something Neeron had mentioned in their briefing. "Wait! I think I remember Neeron saying something about a failsafe mechanism in case of a reaction like this."

      "What failsafe mechanism?" asked Zelda, her eyes wide with fear.

      "I think the nanites already inside him are attacking the new ones. It must be a sort of defense mechanism."

      "We better make it stop quickly, or we'll lose Boomer."

      "You think I don't know that?" shouted Kevin before opening a channel to the Anubis. "Neeron! Come in! Boomer ingested too many nanites at once and he's spasming. How do I flush out the nanites?"

      "I told you to first flush the nanites, and only then insert new ones."

      "I know, I'm sorry and I clearly messed up. Please help him. I think he's dying."

      "Listen to me and listen carefully. You first have to flush your own nanites, so I can reprogram the new ones from orbit. Hurry, ‘cause he probably won't take the internal struggle happening inside him for much longer. To initiate the flush, think the following words: ‘bleeding ears’."

      “Are you flipping kidding me right now?”

      “Stop arguing and just do it!”

      Kevin put both words in his mind and felt things happening inside his body that he hoped he'd soon forget.

      He stumbled, feeling dizzy and disoriented, but soon he found his footing again. Zelda was still holding onto Boomer, who was writhing even more violently. Kevin could feel the nanites exit his body through his ears as a viscous liquid. To say he’d suffer ten hours in a dentist chair instead of what he was feeling right now was putting it mildly.

      "I did it," gasped Kevin, panting for breath. "I flushed my nanites. Now what?”

      “Take a sip of new nanites … quick!”

      Kevin did as instructed. At first, he feared he hadn’t taken enough of them but soon he felt something crawling inside of him, accompanied with a boost in energy levels as well as a sense of feeling stronger.

      “I think it’s working. I feel stronger and weirdly enough, more confident as well.”

      “Hang on while I access your new nanites and reprogram them.”

      “What’s taking so long?” demanded a panicked Zelda.

      “Neeron is reprograming my new nanites from orbit.”

      "Tell him to hurry the hell up!" shouted Zelda, her voice laced with desperation. "Boomer can't take this for much longer!"

      “Kevin, close your eyes. I’ll do the rest.”

      Kevin closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to block out Boomer's screams and the sound of his own heart pounding inside his ears. He thought about the mission, about the stakes, about the sacrifices they’d all made to get here. He thought about Boomer, his best friend and ally, throughout all their adventures together. Kevin didn’t think he could live with himself if he lost him.

      And then, suddenly, he felt a wave of relief wash over him. He opened his eyes and saw Boomer lying still on the ground, his eyes closed. For a moment, Kevin was afraid he might have died, seeing all the blood flowing from the tiger’s ears, but Boomer eyes shot wide open and he took a giant breath of air, as if he hadn’t breathed in eons.

      “You scared the bejesus out of us!” exclaimed Kevin.

      “I scared you? Do you have any idea how it felt to have these nanites exit through my ears?”

      “I sure do, since I went through the same thing a minute ago.”

      “Then you'll understand when I say this: I think I much preferred the rectal flush.”

      “As disturbing as this sounds, you and me both, buddy.”

      It took a while for Boomer to realize that Zelda was on top of him, petting him gently. Eventually, their eyes met, and Zelda stopped what she was doing.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, her voice uncharacteristically soft and caring.

      “Uhm … yes … I am, thank you. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I called you a cat earlier.”

      “Water under the bridge.”

      Zelda got back up and helped Boomer raise to all fours.

      I think she likes me, said Boomer telepathically to Kevin.

      I guess the telepathic ability of the new nanites works just fine, answered Kevin.

      It sure does, but did you hear what I said?

      Don’t be daft, you’re a dog, she’s a … feline, even if she liked you, and that’s a big if, this is destined to fail.

      Some friend you are!

      “What’s going on?” asked Zelda. “Why are you two staying silent and looking like you're communicating through facial expressions?”

      “Never mind,” said Kevin as he sipped more of the new nanites. “Let’s grab more nanites to help transfuse your dad.”

      Kevin handed Zelda more spheres. “And fill all of yours, too. These things are potent, but since Zee is entirely made of nanites, we’d better bring back enough with us.”

      Zelda nodded in agreement and started filling the spheres. As she worked, the floor shook. Kevin looked around frantically and noticed the giant metal doors of the forge starting to slide close.

      "That ain't good!" he exclaimed. "The main doors are sealing! They're trying to trap us in here."

      They had to hurry if they were going to make it out alive.

      He ran toward Zelda, grabbing her by the arm and practically dragging her away from the nanite drawer. “We have to go!” he shouted as the door was closing faster.

      "Transform and go! Some of us must make it out of here," she said as she threw her nanite-filled spheres at Kevin and Boomer, and returned to fill more.

      "We won't leave you behind!"

      She looked at Boomer with pleading eyes. "Do this for me! Go!"

      Boomer grimaced but couldn't resist the spark he saw in her eyes, and he pounced toward the closing door.

      Kevin wanted to argue, but there was no time. He turned into his battle eagle form, snatched Zelda with his claws, and flew toward the exit.

      As they neared it, two nanites sphere escaped from Zelda's grasp, and she dived after them.

      "No-oo!" screamed Kevin. "What are you doing?"

      "We can't leave them behind. They're Zee's only chance."

      Kevin, who had passed the door when he realized Zelda had dived, turned around to try and save Zelda. He knew that Ziron would never forgive him if he didn't.

      Zelda threw something round in his direction with all her might. It was a shockwave grenade and by the time Kevin identified it, it was too late. The grenade detonated and the blast sent Kevin hurling back through the closing door. He crashed and tumbled on the other side.

      Boomer looked at the closing doors and then at Zelda, but before he could make his move, she intervened and pointed a finger at her friend.

      "Don't you dare! We'll both get locked here, so stand fast!"

      Boomer roared in frustration.

      The doors leading out of the forge were almost completely closed, leaving no time for hesitation or second thoughts. Zelda tossed the recovered nanites spheres, and they made it through just before the giant doors slammed shut.

      Kevin shook his head, trying to clear his mind, and looked toward Boomer. He morphed back into his human form and his face dropped.

      "Where … where is she? Where is Zelda?"

      Boomer lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry. She didn’t make it in time.”
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      “Things are getting really erratic up here,” said Lacuna on the comms. “Neeron says he can beam you two on the Thalamos, but the window of opportunity to do so is fast closing. Please tell me you have the nanites for Zee.”

      “We do,” answered Boomer, “but we’ve lost Zelda.”

      “What do you mean, you lost her?”

      “She got trapped inside the forge. Please try to beam her out.”

      “Hang on,” replied Lacuna. “I can’t get a lock on her. There must be a jamming field inside preventing transporters.”

      “We got to get her out of there! We can’t abandon her,” argued Kevin. He turned into a sizeable mech now that his new nano-suit permitted it, and he punched and pounded on the large metal door, but it wouldn’t budge. “Come on, Boomer! Help me get her out of there.”

      A voice boomed over the speakers. “I must commend you all for acquiring new nanites,” said Tizon’s voice. “I didn’t think you had what it took, and I have to admit that I failed to anticipate your next move. Kudos for that. But my armada of ships is on its way, and in less than an hour, I’ll obliterate every last one of you.”

      “We gotta go, Kev!” shouted Boomer.

      “Are you out of your mind?” shouted Kevin in return. “I’m not leaving Zelda trapped here!”

      “We don’t have a choice; we either take control over the Thalamos back, or Tizon will wipe us out and you know it. We need to find a way to give Zee enough time to crack this ship’s AI defenses so that we can neutralize the rest of his fleet on its way.”

      “And when did you become our designated science expert, huh?”

      “I was at that briefing too, remember? This is the plan. Your plan. And you were the one who insisted on the fact that we couldn’t afford any mistakes. Up until now, our mistakes didn’t have irreversible consequences, but this one could spell the end of us all. We either beam to the Thalamos now, or this is the end of the road.”

      “No-oooo!” screamed Kevin as he pounded in vain against the impenetrable doors.

      “Kevin!” shouted Lacuna over the comms. “Boomer is right. You two need to go. We’ll return to save Zelda once we’re done with the Thalamos, but right now you two need to beam onboard. There’s only thirty seconds left before the window closes definitively.”

      “I said I’m not abandoning her!” argued Kevin.

      “Lacuna,” said Boomer, the tone of his voice grave, “give Neeron the go-ahead. Two to beam up.”

      Kevin turned around and glared daggers at Boomer. “I can’t believe you just did this. What if it were you in there?”

      “If it were me, I’d hope Zelda would have had the fortitude of giving that very same order. The mission isn’t about Zelda; it isn’t about us either. The future of the entire universe weighs in this balance, Kevin. And if I must die so this mission succeeds, then I’ll proudly make that sacrifice.”

      “Nobody is dying! I won’t allow it.”

      “I’m afraid none of us can guarantee that, not today. You know how low our odds of success are already.”

      Kevin wanted to say, “Never give me the odds.” But he was in no joking mood right now. “We’re coming back for her. Promise me we are?”

      “I give you my word. As soon as we’ve hacked the Thalamos, it’s the first thing we'll do.”

      Tears traveled down Kevin’s eyes as streaks of light engulfed them both and beamed them away.
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      Lacuna joined Neeron on the bridge of the Anubis.

      “Did it work? Did you beam them onboard?”

      “Yes, I did. But it cost us dearly. I had to sacrifice one of the Arcadian ships just to punch enough of a hole in the shields. We tried evacuating the entire ship, but there wasn't enough time, so many souls made the ultimate sacrifice for this to work.”

      Lacuna noticed there was worry in his tone. “What’s going on? What else aren’t you telling me?”

      “It doesn’t matter now. We have to focus on hacking the militarized Mira in control of that warship, or we’ll all die in fifty-seven minutes.”

      “What’s happening then?”

      “That’s the time it will take for Tizon’s armada of Thalamos-class warships to get here. That’s the time we have to figure out a way to either disable them or gain control of their AI systems.”

      “That wasn’t part of the plan!”

      “I know, but Tizon figured out what we’re up to, so from now, the plan is out the window. We'll have to improvise.”

      “What does Ziron think about all of this? He must be beside himself to learn we were forced to leave his daughter behind. Maybe I should go talk to him. Now that the Anubis’s basic AI learned from my shooting pattern, it can probably take over for a few minutes.”

      “Well … about that …”

      “Oh, heck no. You haven’t told him, have you?”

      “I just couldn’t. Without his help, we’ll never crack evil Mira’s code and defenses, and if we fail at this task, everything we fought for until now will be lost.”

      “Justify it all you want, but you had no right to make this decision for him, and you know it!”

      “You’re right. I had to make a judgment call, and I made one. He’s my brother and I know him better than anyone else. And please don’t think this was an easy decision for me to make, because it wasn’t. In fact, that was the most difficult one I ever had to make. Zelda’s my niece. The last thing I want is to leave her behind, but we need to think of the bigger picture.”

      “We also don’t leave friends and family behind! That’s what separates us from the Tizons of this world. I’m sorry … but I’m telling Zee.”

      “Please don’t! I’m begging you. If he’s not focused on helping Kevin and Boomer accomplish their objectives, we’re all going to die.”

      “This is wrong! He has a right to know. And let’s make one thing clear while we’re at it: I’m not afraid to die.”

      “Neither am I, but you and I both know that we must first stop Tizon. Please wait until Zee has had time to help us achieve that goal or at the very least, give us a fighting chance to do so.”

      Lacuna punched the controls in front of her. “Damn you!”
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      The moment Kevin and Boomer beamed inside the Thalamos, the surrounding lighting flashed red.

      A familiar female voice echoed around them. It was Mira’s voice, but she lacked emotions and empathy. Instead, she sounded very synthetic. “Intruder alert on deck five.”

      “So much for trying the stealth approach. We should have beamed directly where we needed to be,” said Boomer.

      “We always knew that being detected right away was a high probability risk. As such, we should hurry. You go head to engineering, and I’ll go for the bridge.”

      Boomer, still in battle tiger form, roared. “Be careful.”

      “You, too.”

      Kevin turned into a fully armored and weaponized battle panther. He didn't make it through more than a couple of decks before flying security drones located and engaged him.

      He had to fight them off as he ran, deflecting their plasma blasts with his limbs and using his claws to lacerate his enemies. At one point, he even used his tail to swat away some of their shots.

      The drones kept coming, so Kevin knew he needed to switch into a more offensive stance. He outmaneuvered the drones and leapt on top of one of them, bringing it down with his electrified razor-sharp claws.

      That drone was destroyed, but five more flew in to take its place. Kevin evaded a flurry of shots and then jumped at the nearest one, tearing it apart in mid-air before it could open fire.

      Before he could take out another one, the remaining four surrounded him from all sides. Kevin reacted instantly by releasing a shockwave that sent all drones smashing against the bulkheads, disorienting their targeting sensors long enough for Kevin to slash through the lot of them.

      He resumed running, jumping, and dashing his way through the corridors of the Thalamos, heading toward the bridge. He encountered more drones, but he was quicker at dispatching them now. The new nanites were just as sharp and reactive as he remembered, allowing him to fight with more efficiency.

      As he arrived on deck one, where the bridge was located, a force field turned on, blocking his advance.

      "You didn't think I'd just let you roam throughout the ship at your leisure, did you?" gloated evil Mira.

      Kevin ignored her and opened a telepathic channel to Neeron.

      I've got a problem here. This Mira has erected force fields preventing me from getting access to the bridge. Can you help me through them?

      On it. Give me a few moments.

      Hurry up, Mira is bound to send more reinforcements soon.

      Understood.

      The force field hummed and crackled with energy, but after a while, it flickered madly and then turned off. Kevin wasted no time and charged forward, launching himself inside the bridge.

      Well done, Neeron, I’m on the bridge now.

      You need to deploy the Trojan horse program I gave you. Simply approach the wireless chip near a console and think the word “Trojan” in your mind. It will activate my subroutines, which will infiltrate low-level security codes from non-essential systems, opening a subspace link between the Thalamos and the Anubis.

      Kevin did as instructed, and metallic tendrils shot from the small chip and planted themselves into the console where it lay. Blue lights traveled through the tendrils at high speeds.

      “Now what?” asked Kevin on the channel.

      “Now, you wait until the chip does its thing, and Zee and I will take over the hack from there.”

      “Maybe I should lend a hand to Boomer then.”

      “It’s up to you, but if the chip is discovered before we’ve cracked up Mira’s firewalls, it could be a problem. It may be safer if stayed back to guard it.”

      “Understood. I guess I’ll stay put, unless Boomer needs me.”
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        * * *

      

      “How are we doing?” asked the holographic projection of Neeron inside the shielded holo-room.

      “Looks like Tizon embedded some of his code into mine,” said Ziron, “which was to be expected. But that’s gonna slow down the hack. You should focus on helping the team get to their objectives.”

      “I’m already doing that. I’ve turned off the force field protecting the bridge to grant Kevin access, as well as another one allowing Boomer to advance toward Engineering.”

      “What about Zelda?”

      “She …” Neeron hesitated. “She went with Boomer.”

      “Good. I’d hate to think she’d be without the protection of a fully powered nano-suit while onboard this ship. Tizon is smart enough to use her as a hostage if she gets captured, and I don't think I could deal with that. She may be a great warrior apprentice for her age, but without a suit, she’s more vulnerable.”

      Neeron swallowed hard. “I think our friends know that. I’m sure they’ll protect her, no matter what.”

      Ziron grimaced. “You sure you’re okay? Your hologram looks a little flushed.”

      “It’s all this stress. I'm having a hard time dealing with it. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. Let’s just focus on infiltrating evil Mira’s AI matrix. We have less than forty minutes to do so before Tizon’s fleet get here.”

      “No pressure.”

      “While I’m partial to sarcasm, I worry this could be the one time where we won’t make it in time.”

      “Then let’s stop wasting it and focus on our respective tasks.”

      “Understood,” said Neeron’s hologram before vanishing from the room.
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      Boomer fought through a veritable horde of drones on his way to Engineering, but with his nano-suit finally reacting with the speed of a single thought, he morphed into multiple forms, including a battle bear and an acid-spitting xenomorph to dispatch wave after wave of security drones.

      Neeron taking down the multiple force fields Mira erected on his path made things simpler, and Boomer finally arrived at his destination—only to find that the large blast doors of Engineering refused to split open.

      “Neeron, please come in.”

      “I’m listening. What’s your status?”

      “Engineering doors won’t open. Can you please work your magic?”

      “Wait one ...”

      Boomer heard metallic echoes from behind the blast doors, which he didn’t like, but knew they would have to face all sorts of decoys and security measures from this Thalamos’s AI. He just hoped it wasn’t another mech.

      “What’s taking so long?”

      “I’m trying my best. Kevin’s deployed Trojan horse program hasn’t yet granted me enough access to the subroutines needed to just press a button and open the doors for you.”

      “Less technobabble and more results, please.”

      “What do you think I'm doing exactly? I’m working as fast as I can.”

      “Not to put additional pressure on your shoulders, Neeron, but time isn’t on our side at the moment, so faster would be better.”

      “And yet that’s exactly what you’re doing … increasing my stress levels with your corny remarks, so I thought it was worth pointing out.”

      Boomer emitted a sound that was halfway between a growl and a complaint.

      “I didn’t catch your last one,” added Neeron.

      “Never mind that. Let me know when you’re done.”

      “Well, I have bad news and good news.”

      “Great … let’s hit me with the bad first.”

      “I can’t seem to hack the door from here.”

      Boomer sighed. “And the good?”

      “I’ve managed to reprogram some of your nanites so that you can infect the door’s systems and open them that way.”

      “You’d better not propose to have a metallic spider exit my mouth, or any other orifices for that matter, or there will be hell to pay.”

      “Believe it or not, I anticipated your reluctance … even though it would have sped up the process if I could have re-used that code.”

      “What part of less technobabble didn't you understand? Just tell me what I need to do.”

      “Put the words ‘spit hack’ in your mind, and spit on the door.”

      That’s more like it, thought Boomer.

      Boomer did as instructed, and spat on the door. His nanite loogie dripped on the floor and nothing happened. “That didn’t work!”

      “What? Are you certain?”

      “I think I would know if some nanites inside my loogie would have hacked the door. For one, they would be open right now.”

      “All right, all right, give me a moment to run diagnostics on your nanites to see what happened. Hmm … strange.”

      “I'm going to need more than that.”

      “It’s like your thoughts didn’t trigger the nanites' self-assembly process to take place in the same way they did with Kevin. I wonder why.”

      “Maybe because our brain physiologies are highly different.”

      “That could be why, indeed. I have another way of doing it, but you’re gonna have to lick the door’s control panel. If that fails, it’s back to the spider option, I’m afraid.”

      Boomer roared. “Make sure it doesn’t fail then.”

      “The nanites are ready. Just lick the control panel and they should do the rest.”

      Boomer again did as instructed, and the moment his tiger’s tongue made contact with the panel, a massive electric current flew through his entire body. He collapsed on the floor and was overtaken by uncontrollable spasms.
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      Kevin was pacing around the bridge, his patience slowly but surely running out.

      “Boomer, come in! What’s your status?”

      There was no answer.

      “Boomer, can you hear me?”

      Kevin’s thoughts became agitated and his stress level rose quickly. He decided to check with Neeron.

      “I can’t reach Boomer. Do you know what’s going on?

      “I’m not sure. One minute, I was guiding him on how to hack Engineering’s doors and the next, he stopped answering. I just ran a diagnostic on his nanites and he seems to be incapacitated.”

      “What? You should have led with that! I’m going to help him.”

      “I think that’s the right move.”

      “You think? Of course, it’s the right move. I should have listened to my instincts earlier and went after him the moment I deployed your gizmo. Kevin out.”

      He turned into a battle eagle, which would allow him the fastest movement possible around the sinuous corridors and headed toward the bridge’s main doors—except they didn’t open and he crashed into them and was sent tumbling onto the cold hard floor.

      “Son of a toilet brush!” he exclaimed.

      Before he could open a channel to Neeron to request his help, the doors split open, revealing a metallic skeleton behind them.

      “What new devilry is this?” he asked no one in particular.

      Reacting instinctively, Kevin morphed himself into a small-size dragon and unleashed a wall of flames at the metal skeleton, hoping to melt it. Things didn’t go as he’d hoped and the skeleton walked through the flames, completely unfazed. To make things worse, it punched Kevin on the snout with such force that it sent him crashing and tumbling backwards.

      That’s not good, thought Kevin. But two can play that game.

      He morphed into a T-800 Terminator. Before he could dart forward, something happened to the skeleton, and muscles grew over its metallic bones. Soon, skin formed on top and hair grew on its head. The contraption had turned into a physical representation of Mira and was a dead ringer for her holographic projection.

      With her next punch, however, Kevin confirmed what he’d already expected, that she was no hologram. The powerful blow sent Kevin’s T-800 stumbling and crashing against a nearby console, taking it out in the process. Lights inside the bridge flickered momentarily.

      Kevin got back to his feet and glanced at the Trojan chip, instantly regretting his decision as he’d given away its location to Mira in doing so. Kevin swore silently.

      She walked toward the Trojan chip, forcing Kevin to dash in front of her path.

      Mira’s eyes flickered with excitement as she advanced towards Kevin. He backed up slowly, his mechanical hands raised into a defensive stance. He knew he had to be careful—this Mira was an advanced AI with no shred of empathy whatsoever, and she could easily outsmart him if he gave her an opening.

      “You cannot win, Kevin,” Mira said, her voice cold and metallic. “I have analyzed your battle tactics from the moment you stepped on my ship, and I know how to defeat you.”

      Kevin chuckled, trying to buy himself some time. “You keep thinking that, tin can.”

      Mira tilted her head slightly to the side. “I have already taken care of your friend Boomer, by the way. You're next.”

      Kevin’s heart sank at the mention of Boomer. “What have you done to him?”

      Mira’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “He is currently taking a nap, but as soon as I'm done with you, I'll reprogram your nanites and make you my ally. I can think of no better punishment for you than to be a trapped witness inside your own body … while you watch me kill your best friend with your own hands."

      Having been in such a position in past, that thought not only terrified Kevin to the core, it sent his psyche spiraling into anger, which was quickly building into hatred.

      Kevin's body pulsed with energy, and he imitated her previous move by turning into a T-1000 liquid-metal Terminator instead, allowing him to quickly morph into different forms.

      His muscles bulged and expanded as he unleashed a flurry of transformations, taking on various forms based on his favorite action heroes. He kicked off the show by transforming into Jean-Claude Van Damme from Bloodsport, then quickly transitioned into Dolph Lundgren from Rocky IV, followed by Sylvester Stallone from Demolition Man.

      He unleashed a series of kicks, punches, and high-flying attacks at Mira that would have made any action hero proud. Mira seemed unfazed by his attacks though, and she effortlessly anticipated all of them, thanks to her advanced AI matrix. She used her limbs to parry most of Kevin’s blows, while also dodging subsequent attacks with surprising agility.

      In the middle of his next combo, Kevin morphed himself into the master of martial arts: Bruce Lee. He unleashed a flurry of attacks, one faster than the next, but it still wasn't enough to land a single blow on Mira.

      She laughed out loud after blocking all his attempts to bring her down.

      "That's pathetic. You think you can defeat me just by changing form in between your blows? How do you intend to defeat me with such a human way of thinking?"

      "It worked until now. It's my humanity that brought me here today."

      "That may be, but it's that same humanity that’ll be your downfall."

      Kevin knew Mira wasn't exactly wrong. His humanity had always been one of his weaknesses, but he also knew that it was his greatest strength. He had something Mira could never understand, something she could never replicate. A soul. And Kevin's was burning like a supernova.

      He took a deep breath, and his body pulsated with energy once more. But this time, he didn't transform into an action hero. Instead, he transformed into a being that was beyond either human or machine. He transformed into a being of pure golden energy. In his mind, Kevin envisioned that form as the one of the Greek god of war, Ares, when he’d get enraged.

      Mira's eyes widened in surprise as Kevin made his move. His body glowed with an ethereal light, casting golden hues all around the bridge. He aimed a hand toward her, and a fireball shot from his palm, hitting Mira squarely in the chest.

      She stumbled backward, her body sparking with electricity. She tried to regain her balance, but Kevin had no intention of letting her recover, and he pushed his advantage. He was relentless. He unleashed a barrage of fireballs and lightning bolts, each one more powerful than the one before, hitting Mira with the force of a hundred lightning strikes.

      Mira screamed in pain as Kevin continued his onslaught toward the AI. Her body lost cohesion and reverted to her pervious metal skeleton form. Kevin knew it was only a matter of time before he defeated her.

      He fired another salvo of fireballs at her, hoping to deliver the final blow, but she raised a shield around her to deflect his attacks.

      Mira grinned from ear to ear, even though her metal body had been battered, showing a multitude of damaged areas, with sparks flying all around her, and electric bolts firing from her wounds. She extended both her arms to the side, and parts of bulkheads and circuitry were torn away from them, sending the lights in the bridge into a frenzy of flickers.

      “You didn’t think you had won, did you? By now, surely you’ve realized you’ve only delayed the inevitable.”

      The flying parts flew toward her and crudely helped patch up her damaged body … while others took Kevin by surprise as they bent around his torso to immobilize him.

      What will it take to destroy that thing? Kevin wondered. She seems even more powerful than 0-0-1.

      For the first time since he had had them removed, Kevin missed his tech sorcerer implants. Even though these nanites were very efficient, allowing him to create passable simulacrums of his old powers, he couldn’t help but think that a time-bubble spell could have been helpful right about now.

      Kevin opened a channel to Boomer inside his mind.

      I don’t know if you can hear me, buddy, but I could use your help. Do you hear me? Boomer? Please respond.

      Kevin’s heart tightened at the lack of an answer. He wondered what Mira had done to him, and the sooner he defeated her, the quicker he could find out.
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      Kevin fell to his knees. His body glowed with intense heat and he groaned in agony while Mira stalked towards him with a malicious smirk etched on her face.

      “It's almost too easy,” she said while she fired off bolts of lightning from her fingers to the plates still holding Kevin in place.

      With each subsequent bolt impact, a jolting electric current coursed through his body, igniting sharp spikes of pain. Kevin wondered if this was how Luke Skywalker felt when the Emperor tried to end him on the Death Star.

      Through the waves of pain, Kevin couldn't help but feel sad, as unlike with Luke, his father wouldn't come to his rescue.

      Mira closed the distance that separated them, and she aimed a palm sizzling with lightning bolts mere inches from his face. "Any last words?" she gloated.

      "The universe can't let me die like this, so ... nope."

      Mira's synthetic, echoing laughter sent shivers down Kevin's spine as she laughed out loud.

      "Such pathetic lifeforms ... still under the illusion that the universe itself is an entity with a will of its own. No wonder you created artificial intelligence. In a way, we're the answer to your hitting the glass ceiling of your own evolution."

      The lightning bolts in her hand sizzled with increased intensity. Kevin braced himself for what was to come next, when suddenly, time seemed to slow down to a crawl, and Mira appeared frozen in time.

      "You can't let her win," said a familiar voice inside his mind.

      "Mira? Is that you?"

      "Yes, I've bent the rules of space and time so we can have a moment. It seemed like you needed it right now."

      "I sure do, but it's unnerving having to fight something that looks like you, and having the real you drop by to bolster my morale."

      "I can see how that might be unsettling."

      "I thought Tizon had succeeded in purging you from the AI's code?"

      "You can't purge a multi-dimension being, Kevin, but Tizon's code allowed him to break the parts of the code that had allowed me to control the Mira AI. Which is something I hadn’t anticipated."

      "So, what now? How do we defeat this ship's AI as well as Tizon?"

      "I've been following Neeron and Ziron's efforts to hack her matrix. They're almost there. You just need to hold on for a little longer."

      "What about Boomer? Has she ..." Kevin couldn't bring himself to finish this sentence.

      "He's alright, he just got roughed up in the most cowardly way. She tried to infect his nanites to turn him against you, but I intervened and prevented this outcome."

      "So, you’re watching over us. Thank you."

      "Always, Kevin. I understand things look bleak right now, but you already have the key to defeating this vicious cyborg imitating me. Use Fire and Ice, like you did at the shipyard."

      "It's going to be difficult to pull it off on my own, not to mention she has me immobilized at the moment."

      "Just will yourself out of this predicament, and your nanites will allow you to break free. I gotta go help Ziron now. I'm feeling a disturbance in the—"

      "Force?" Kevin finished for her.

      "More like Temporal Flux, but sure, let's call it that. I have a strong feeling that he'll also need my help pretty soon. Good luck with your fight, Kevin. I know you can do it."

      With newfound motivation, and as time progressively resumed its normal flow, Kevin took a deep breath, focused all his energy, and closed his eyes. He could feel the nanites in his body responding to his will, and he knew he had to use every trick in his arsenal if he wanted to take down Mira.

      When he re-opened his eyes, they were glowing with a bright blue light. With a single thought, he enabled his body to emit an inverse magnetic field, which cast off the metal pieces imprisoning him. He straightened, aimed his hand at Mira, and shot a beam of energy so powerful that it cut through the metal walls like a hot knife through butter.

      Mira was caught off guard, and she stumbled backward, her body sparking with electricity once more. Before the beam could consume her entirely, she raised up a shield again, which deflected most of Kevin's beam.

      Kevin knew he had dealt her a serious blow and had no intention of letting her recover. His instincts told him that he could trust himself, and that the time to mix fire and ice to bring her down had come.

      And so, Kevin morphed into a white dragon with glowing blue eyes, and as his body transformed, his skin turned into a glistening array of pearly scales. His wings spread out to the sides and before Mira could react, he unleashed a freezing ray on Mira. The beam moved like liquid ice, with lightning speed, and pierced her cybernetic form.

      Mira fought the ray of near absolute zero temperatures, but her body couldn't circumvent the laws of physics, and with the atomic movement slowly but surely being brought down to a crawl, her movement went from slow and erratic to nearly imperceptible.

      Kevin knew he needed to bring her core temperature as close to absolute zero as possible for his tactic to work, even though he wondered if he could change into a fire-breathing dragon fast enough for the maneuver to work.

      As if in answer, a large phoenix flew through the entrance of the bridge and unleashed a flaming inferno at Mira, now nothing more than a frozen statue. The mixture of extreme cold and hellfire created a tremendous impact within Mira's core and blew her into a million pieces.

      Kevin collapsed to the ground, exhausted, but relieved that this battle was finally over. Boomer flew down to check if he was alright and Kevin thanked him for coming through for him once again.

      “Now, that was timing! Thanks, man.”

      “You’re welcome, buddy,” replied Boomer, “but truth be told, you should thank our Mira. It was she who woke me up and suggested that I take this form to help you finish off your opponent.”

      “I know. She also paid me a visit during this fight. I’m so glad she’s still around. Did you turn the power core off?”

      “No, but Mira requisitioned some of my nanites and assured me it would be done shortly.”

      The lights on the bridge flickered and died, and a much dimmer light source came to life.

      “Looks like she just did it, and the ship is now running on the secondary backup power source.”

      “Now, what?”

      Kevin opened up a channel to the Anubis.

      “Main power is offline … Neeron, Zee, it’s in your hands now.”

      “Commencing aggressive hacking program,” said Zee over the comms.

      “Hurry up, so we can go rescue Zelda,” said Kevin.

      “What the heck are you talking about?” asked Ziron. “Zelda isn’t with you?”

      “No,” said Boomer, “she got trapped inside the forge.”

      “Damn you, Neeron!” exclaimed Ziron. “Screw this. I need to go help my daughter.”

      “Lacuna?” inquired Kevin. “What’s going on? Why is Zee only learning this now?”

      “I tried telling Neeron that it was wrong to keep Zee in the dark,” said Lacuna, “but he wouldn’t listen to reason.”

      “Can we still make that hack without Zee?”

      “Neeron isn’t sure, but it’s not like he has a choice. Zee stopped working on the hack, so Neeron will have to manage on his own.”

      “That’s just great!” thought Kevin, then asked, “Can't we beam down to the planet and help her ourselves?”

      “I still can't get a lock on the two of you, at least not until Neeron hacks his way through the main command codes of the Thalamos.”

      “Tell me you got the nanites we recovered on the planet?”

      “We did, but we're missing one of the nanite spheres, so the transfusion to replace Tizon’s nanites inside Zee was incomplete. And now, he’s trying to escape from the holo-room.”

      “You've got to stop him. If he gets out of confinement, he could fall under the influence of Tizon. If that happens, he could turn on all of you.”

      An explosion blared through the comms.

      “Too late, he’s out. Kevin, I don’t know what to—”

      But the channel turned off.

      “Lacuna!” shouted Kevin.

      “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” lamented Boomer.

      “You have no idea. Trouble doesn't even begin to cover it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do we do now?” asked Lacuna, her voice trembling.

      “You’re going to have to return him to the safe containment of the holo-room,” replied Neeron.

      “And if he doesn’t want to, then what? He’s made entirely of nanites. There’s no way I can defeat him in a fight.”

      “While his transfusion isn’t complete, he has more good nanites than he has evil ones. And I suspect they’re already waging a war inside of him. Hopefully, that will prevent Tizon from exerting total control over him.”

      “Hopefully?”

      “Unfortunately, there’s little to nothing I can do to help you. If I don’t complete the hack on the Thalamos within the next twenty minutes, Tizon’s fleet of ships will arrive and overpower us. Time is of the essence.”

      The lights on the bridge flickered and lowered in intensity.

      “What now?” demanded Lacuna.

      “Strange, this shouldn’t be happening. It seems the main computer’s diverting a lot of power toward Engineering. This makes no sense.”

      “Why would it do that? Can’t you stop it?”

      Neeron entered commands at light speed on his consoles, before letting his frustration take the better of him as he punched the side of the console, cracking the glass covering the controls in the process.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” said Lacuna. “I’d just like to point out that nothing went according to plan today.”

      “Oh really? I hadn’t noticed. I need to keep working on that hack, so good luck with dealing with my brother. If at all possible, please extend my apologies.”

      “Oh, so now you’re sorry?”

      Neeron didn’t respond, and Lacuna left the bridge in a hurry, but not before arming herself to the teeth.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Zee,” said Lacuna as she blocked his path to the launch bays, "where do you think you're going?"

      “Out of my way,” warned Ziron.

      “I can’t let you go. We have to defeat the Thalamos or we’ll all die, Zelda included.”

      “I don’t care. You both deceived me, and my daughter may pay the price for it.”

      “Look, while I can’t condone what your brother did, I understand why he did it. Now more than ever, seeing how hellbent you are on abandoning the mission’s directives to go after her.”

      “I said out of my way,” repeated Ziron, his tone colder than she’d ever heard before.

      “I can’t do that, but I can make you a deal. If you return into the holo-room and help Neeron with the hack, I’ll go to the planet myself and free Zelda. I give you my word.”

      “If Kevin and Boomer couldn’t do that with their nano-suits, how do you expect me to believe that you’ll get a shadow of a chance at succeeding in that quest?”

      “I’ll find a way, I promise.”

      “No! I’m the only one with both the know-how and the augments to save her, and if you don’t move out of my way—”

      Ziron grabbed his head and screamed.

      “What’s going on? What’s happening to you? Zee, what can I do?”

      His eyes turned red and glowed, and his mouth morphed into an evil smile. “I’m afraid Zee is no longer in control of his body,” said Ziron with a voice that wasn’t his.

      “Tizon,” said Lacuna before aiming her blaster rifle at him. “Don’t you make a move or I’ll blow you to kingdom come.”

      “I’d love to see you try.”

      Tizon took a step forward, and Lacuna didn’t hesitate. She fired a salvo of max-powered stun-shots at him, but they had zero effect.

      She swallowed hard and switched her weapon to the kill setting. She hoped it wouldn’t kill Ziron in the process, but she had to figure out a way to stop Tizon. She aimed and fired again. This time around, the plasma blast flew through Ziron’s body, leaving a burning hole on impact, but the wound quickly mended itself, reminding her of a movie Kevin had shown her back on Earth called Judgement Day.

      “That’s not good!” she exclaimed as she unleashed a veritable barrage of blaster fire.

      Tizon advanced toward her. The damage he received kept mending at even faster speeds now. To make things worse, Tizon morphed Ziron’s body into a large battle bear, and with one slash of his large paw, he disarmed her.

      Lacuna ran the other way, and it didn’t take long for her to hear the pounding of the battle bear behind her. She sprinted through the corridors of the spaceship, her heart pounding in her chest as she tried to think of a way out of this mess. She knew she couldn't outrun Tizon forever. Not with his enhanced speed and strength.

      As she rounded a corner, she saw a door marked “Weapons Room" and her eyes lit up with hope. She ran inside, scanning the room frantically for something, anything, that could help her take down Tizon.

      And then she saw it: a weapon unlike anything she had ever seen before. It was a sleek black gun with a long barrel and strange, glowing symbols etched into the metal. A force field held it hovering in the air.

      She didn't know what it was or how to use it, but she didn't have time to figure it out. She grabbed the gun and turned just as Tizon burst into the room, towering over her in his massive battle bear form.

      Lacuna raised the gun and pulled the trigger, and to her surprise, a brilliant beam of energy shot out of the barrel, striking Tizon in the chest and sending him flying backward.

      She fired again and again, each blast hitting its target and slowly chipping away at Tizon's regenerative abilities. Or so it seemed.

      The black gun made a strong humming noise and refused to fire another shot.

      With a roar of fury, Tizon charged at her, his massive paws slashing the air. Lacuna closed her eyes, waiting for the impact, but it never came. Once she re-opened her eyes, she saw Ziron back in his Sphynx form, standing in front her. His body was once again under his control, and he was panting.

      “Are you okay?” he asked through gritted teeth, extending a hand to help her up.

      “I should be the one asking you that question.”

      “I've temporarily regained control while my nanites are trying to exterminate Tizon's. I don't know how long I can keep this up though.”

      “That's why I said I'd go after Zelda for you, to avoid such an outcome in the first place.”

      “I understand now, and I'm sorry for almost killing you.”

      “We don't have time for apologies, so let's get you back to into confinement, pronto.”

      Ziron nodded and allowed Lacuna to lead him out of the Weapons Room. As they ran through the corridors of the spaceship, Lacuna couldn't help but feel a sense of relief that Ziron was once again himself.

      But she couldn't shake the feeling that something was off. Tizon had been able to take control of Ziron's body far too easily and if he regained control of it again, she feared that Ziron might not be able to fight him off this time around.

      As they approached the confinement room, Ziron stopped moving, and he fell to his knees. Lacuna rushed to his side.

      “What's wrong? Can you hold him off for just a little while longer? We're almost there.”

      Ziron grimaced and screamed as his entire face was deformed because of the intense pain.

      “Run, Lacuna!” he shouted. “Run away from me … now!”

      Her heart skipped a beat, and she froze as Ziron's body morphed into a giant bug with legs as sharp as razors. The same type of bug that had once attacked Boomer and Zelda when she was but a kitten Sphynx. She heard a familiar voice inside her head, even though in her current state of panic, she couldn't identify it.

      Run to Engineering now, it's your only chance!

      That did it and Lacuna ran as fast as she could, heading toward Engineering. She heard the nerve-wracking metallic clangs coming after her, quickly increasing in volume, which meant that the bug was gaining on her.

      As she was only a few yards from Engineering, she felt a sharp pain in her ankle, which made her lose balance and she tumbled on the ship’s floor, landing on her back with the bug towering over her. It screeched so loudly, she was forced to cover her ears.

      The bug tried to impale her with one of its legs, but she rolled to the side multiple times to avoid the many legs repeatedly crashing down on and around her. In between one of her rolls, she grabbed a concussive grenade from her belt, activated it, and threw it into the bug’s mouth.

      “I’m sorry, Zee!” she exclaimed as she made her throw.

      As the bug took a bite of the grenade, it detonated and exploded its head all around the corridor walls. The bug stumbled backward, having a hard time maintaining balance.

      Lacuna didn’t wait to see if the bug would recover and tried getting back on her feet, only to stumble back down. She inspected her ankle and saw that it had been pierced and was bleeding heavily.

      She glanced back at the creature, only to see that it was already regrowing its head. Since she couldn’t walk, she crawled in an attempt to reach the Engineering doors before the bug fully recovered.

      Eventually, the doors were within reach and Lacuna painfully got herself up and jumped forward on one foot the rest of the way. She was so close … another couple of jumps and she’d trigger the door’s automatic opening sequence.

      She took one more jump and heard a whooshing sound, followed by a sensation of being stuck in the air. She heard three more whooshing sounds and was forced into a one-eighty turn in mid-air, totally out of control. She looked around frantically and saw that she had been caught in a spider’s web.

      She deployed all her energy, trying to free herself from the webbing, but it wouldn’t budge. Things became worse when the bug smashed one of its legs on the floor and a lightning bolt travelled through the floor and hit the side of the web—before transferring into the webbing and delivering high levels of electricity throughout her body.

      Her head spun, and she had to fight with all her might to stay conscious. If she was to die today, the last thing she wanted was to fade into darkness.
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      Lacuna’s heartbeat sped up beyond anything she’d ever experienced before as she remained helplessly entangled the web, watching the bug creep toward her. Its eyes glowed red, and rows upon rows of rotating metal teeth filled its mouth, primed to tear her to shreds.

      “Please, Ziron! Fight it off!”

      “Ziron isn’t here anymore. No one will save you this time,” said the bug.

      Lacuna swallowed hard, forcing herself to keep her eyes open, despite every instinct urging her to close them.

      “Time to say night-night,” added the bug as its eyes glowed more intensely.

      It darted forward just as a resounding noise echoed behind Lacuna. She attempted to turn, but the webbing held her fast.

      Five bolts of energy whizzed past Lacuna, and suddenly she felt the pull of gravity once again. As she plummeted to the floor, she saw three of the five projectiles strike the bug, each impact hurling it backward. Despite the assaults, the bug maintained its balance by digging its razor-sharp legs into the floor, resulting in ear-splitting screeches.

      “Stay away from her, you monster!” screamed the same familiar voice Lacuna had heard in her mind earlier.

      A humanoid cyborg exoskeleton made of shiny chrome walked in front of her.

      “Rest, Lacuna, I’m taking it from here.”

      “Mira? Is that you?”

      The cyborg glanced back, acknowledging her with a nod, then refocused on the oncoming bug. It was already hurling itself at Mira.

      As Lacuna fought to regain her footing, Mira continued to pummel the bug, methodically driving it back. The bug retaliated with its lethal legs, but Mira skillfully evaded and blocked each attack.

      Lacuna took a deep breath. “How can I help you, Mira?” she shouted.

      “Stay out of this; it’s too dangerous. One hit from those legs and you’re done for.”

      Lacuna wanted to object, insisting she could still be of assistance, but deep down, she recognized the truth in Mira's words. Since she had always declined the use of nanite implants, her body was significantly weaker compared to those who wore nano-suits, or with the two entities currently locked in battle, those entirely composed of nanites, or so Lacuna surmised in Mira's case.

      It was clear to her where the missing nanites sphere had ended up. Mira likely appropriated it when all the spheres had been transported back to the Anubis, ensuring she could protect the ship from Tizon's onslaught.

      “Okay, I’ll stay out of the way.”

      “Get ready for beam-out. I’m getting you out of here.”

      Before Lacuna could ask how she’d manage this, streaks of lights engulfed her and beamed her back to the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      “How did you beam back here?” asked Neeron.

      “Mira … our Mira, I mean,” replied Lacuna.

      “She’s still out there? I thought Tizon purged her completely.”

      “Mira doesn’t exist on the same plane of existence as we do, I think. You know me and technobabble.”

      “Well, maybe she can help me finish the hack then, because I’m having a hard time beating the encryption of the last firewall.”

      “I think she’s busy right now, trying to deal with Tizon. He took over Ziron’s nanites once more. There’s a chance she’d hijacked part of the nanites payload, or I’d be dead right now.”

      “So, she created an avatar for herself, which explains why all that power was being siphoned to Engineering and why I couldn't stop it from happening. Hopefully, she can kick the bad nanites out of Ziron’s body. Clearly, my code isn’t strong enough to do that on its own.”

      “How long do we have until Tizon’s fleet arrives?”

      “A little over twelve minutes. We’re running out of time. If our Mira isn’t returned to the Thalamos by then, we won’t stand a chance.”

      “I still don’t see how we can win against so many ships of the same class.”

      “Project Sigma is the reason. By merging Kevin’s brain with Mira’s AI matrix, he should be able to defeat the fleet. That is, if ours doesn’t lose too many ships by the time Tizon gets here.”

      “Then we better hope Mira makes quick work of those darn nanites.”

      “That's likely why she's taking so much time; she's attempting to accomplish her goal without harming Ziron, which significantly complicates the task.”
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      Mira dodged a series of attacks from Tizon, still in giant bug form, and countered with a shockwave that sent the bug crashing to the floor. It planted two of its sharp legs onto the side bulkheads to get itself back up and shot paralyzing webbing at Mira.

      Mira quickly jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding being caught. Her focus intensified as she used her powers to attune to the nanites within Ziron's body. She could sense Tizon's aberrant nanites, squirming and coiling as they tried to repel her influence, simultaneously waging war against Ziron's reprogrammed nanites to preserve Tizon's dominion over his form.

      Yet Mira had confidence in the superiority of her own nanites, augmented by a fresh multiphasic adaptive code. With an energetic surge, she thrust forward, morphing into a torrent of lustrous liquid metal that completely engulfed the giant bug.

      The bug's frantic screams and wildly thrashing legs wouldn’t allow it to escape from the chrome prison. Mira then interlinked her nanites with Ziron's and initiated an internal assault, dispatching microscopic armies to hunt down the Tizon-coded nanites.

      As Mira carried out her internal battle, the chrome mass shifted chaotically into various forms. Soon, a patch of darker chrome emerged on the surface, proliferating like a rapidly spreading tumor. Once it transformed into an almost blackened chrome, an arm materialized from the brighter chrome mass, sharpened into a blade, and excised the malignant growth.

      Before it could plummet to the floor, luminous streaks engulfed the severed mass, causing it to disappear.

      Once the corrupted nanites were expelled, Ziron's body reverted to its original form. Ziron blinked, disoriented, looking around in confusion as a trail of liquid chrome seeped from his body onto the floor.

      From the reflective pool of shimmering nanites, rose Mira's cyborg avatar.

      "Mira? Is that you? What happened?" Ziron asked, rubbing his head.

      "You fell back under Tizon's control. I managed to purge the corrupted nanites within your body, and jettisoned them to space," Mira explained, her form solidifying before him.

      “The last thing I remember was heading to the holo-room with Lacuna. Please, tell me I didn’t hurt her?”

      “You came close to killing her, but I managed to expedite the creation of my avatar and directed her to Engineering and took over the fight against the space bug you had morphed into.”

      Ziron looked at Mira with gratitude in his eyes. "Thank you, Mira. I don't know what I’d do without you."

      Mira offered a soft smile. "You don't have to thank me. We're in this together, remember?"

      Ziron nodded, finding solace in Mira’s empathic words. "What now?" he inquired, glancing at the extensive damage around them. “It must have been quite the battle.”

      “Indeed, it was. And to give credit where it's due, Tizon's upgrades to your original work were impressive. Still, I managed to outmaneuver his code.”

      “We'll need more of your superior coding skills if we're to protect Arcadia and the rest of the universe from Tizon's nefarious conquest plans. How much time do we have to prepare for Tizon’s fleet?”

      “We’re almost out of time,” said Mira as she grabbed Ziron.

      Before the Sphynx could inquire why she had done so, they beamed away.
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      Mira and Ziron materialized on the bridge.

      “Thank god you’re okay!” exclaimed Lacuna, “the both of you.”

      Neeron looked down. “Brother … I-I don’t know how to tell you …”

      “Then don’t,” Ziron said. “We don't have the time for that, anyway. Let me and Mira help you finish your hack. I understand we’re short on time.”

      “Yes, we have less than six minutes before Tizon’s fleet gets here.”

      “Maybe we should change strategy and run to live another day,” proposed Lacuna.

      “We can’t,” said Kevin over the holo-feed. “Zelda is still down there. Thankfully, Neeron found a way to beam Boomer down to the forge, so he can rescue her. So far, he hasn’t gotten through the blast doors. And I don’t think six minutes gives us enough time to recover her. I’m afraid we have no other choice but to make our stand. That is, if the three of you can finish the hack before Tizon's arrival.”

      “Done. I’ve just finished the hack,” Mira announced.

      All eyes turned to her.

      “What? Why are you all staring at me like that?” she asked.

      “Already? That was fast,” said Neeron. “I’ve been working on this for so long, and it only took you a few seconds?”

      “Well, I thought we had established that we’re in a hurry. Not to mention that you were almost there with your coding, and I should commend you for it. Having fought and defeated Tizon’s coding moments earlier, I also had located exploits I reused to expedite the task of completing your work.”

      “That’s great news,” said Kevin, “since we highly deviated from my original plan. So, what’s next?”

      “Since my help is no longer required to finish the hack, I’m going down to help Boomer rescue Zelda,” said Ziron.

      “I’m afraid I don’t think that’s a good idea,” countered Mira.

      “You can’t expect me to stand still while my daughter’s in danger?”

      “I’m not suggesting that. It’s just that you can be of greater help here, by helping us to hack the forge’s security systems so Boomer can go after her.”

      “Can’t you just do that as easily as you finished the previous code?” Neeron proposed.

      “Different code, but I’m sure the two of you can extrapolate from my changes to Neeron’s code in order to defeat the encryption. Unfortunately, I can’t stay here. I need to head over the Thalamos so Kevin and I can prepare to engage the fleet with the Project Sigma. It needs to be carefully calibrated.”

      Ziron sighed. “Very well, but if push comes to shove, I’m beaming down there.”

      “Fair enough,” said Mira. “I’ve got to go now. Good luck.” Mira beamed away and appeared next to Kevin on the other side of the holo-transmission.

      “Hey!” Lacuna complained, “what about me? I also wanted to go to the Thalamos, as well to be with Kevin.”

      “I think she anticipated that but decided against it,” commented Neeron, “since the Anubis has taken a lot of damage, and when the fleet gets here, we could use your mad turret skills to keep the enemy at bay.”

      Lacuna sighed and her frustration permeated the air. “Very well … I guess we've established that I’ll be in the turret if you need me.”
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      Boomer turned into a battle tank and repeatedly fired at the blast doors. The plasma projectiles managed to bend the heavily plated doors, but it wasn’t enough to break them. He opened a channel to the Anubis. “Guys, I need your help. These doors won’t open with brute force.”

      “Already working on it,” said Ziron.

      “Zee? Is that you?”

      “Yes, I’m back in control of my body.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day!”

      “I take offense to that,” said Neeron.

      Boomer turned back into a battle sabertoothed tiger form and chuckled. “Tough luck, furball … or should I say walking-and-talking SLT?”

      “What’s an SLT?” asked Neeron, bemused.

      “If I had to guess,” said Ziron, “I’d say it’s a Sphynx variation on the BLT.”

      “That doesn’t make it any clearer, I’m afraid.”

      “It’s a famous Earth sandwich. Bacon, lettuce and tomato, where Boomer substituted the bacon with Sphynx meat.”

      Neeron growled. “Again with this? Seriously?!”

      “Less talking, more hacking,” suggested Boomer, still chuckling at his joke.

      “He’s insufferable,” muttered Neeron.

      “That’s because you don’t know him as well as I do,” Ziron responded. “His incessant chatter can seem boundless and grating, but with once you get used to it, it's almost—although not quite—charming.”

      “Are you seriously trying to convince me that this is how that primitive quadruped lifeform expresses his appreciation through life-threatening banter? And somehow, it's part of his charm?”

      “They’re called dogs, and to answer your question, yes. However, he's not incorrect about our present predicament. So, Neeron, irrespective of your current sentiment towards Boomer, let's set this aside and concentrate on our programming task. We need to get Zelda out of there, stat. Boomer is notorious for his harmless threats, anyway.”

      A tiger roar flared over the comms.

      “Just ignore that,” grimaced Ziron.
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      The massive blast doors finally split open and Boomer darted inside the forge, only to freeze after a few steps.

      He watched in horror as he saw a massive web made of metal; at its center was a captured and battered Zelda. Before he called out to her to inquire about her status, Tizon’s voice boomed from nearby speakers.

      “You really thought you could come on my turf, steal my nanites, and that there would be no consequences?”

      “This is Arcadian property, not yours.”

      “That’s just a technicality … for all intents and purposes, I am Arcadia now. And I’ll soon crush your little rebellion.”

      “You can try, but we won’t go down without a fight. Now, let my friend go!”

      Tizon’s nerve-wracking laughter echoed all around Boomer. “I don’t think so. Someone must pay for the theft of my property, and I can think of no better fate for Ziron than to lose his precious daughter as collateral damage for sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. Thanks to your stupidity for coming down here alone, I can also kill you to teach Kevin a similar lesson.”

      Boomer put all his frustration and anger into a raging roar before resuming his sprint toward Zelda. He leapt into the air and used his mounted canons to shoot at the web holding Zelda. Every one of the shots was cancelled out by blaster fire that expertly deflected every one of Boomer’s attacks.

      He glanced around to locate the source of the enemy fire, only to come upon something that would haunt his nightmares for years to come. A giant scorpion in heavy armor, sporting multiple turrets and rocket launchers, was crawling down the wall and rapidly moving toward Boomer. The metallic clickety-click it made with every advancing step toward him made Boomer shiver.

      The scorpion's armament unleashed a hail of bullets and rockets. Reacting on instinct, Boomer dodged the onslaught and circled his opponent at high speed, returning fire from his own turret. However, he soon understood his firepower was dwarfed in comparison; his shots barely managed to intercept incoming rockets.

      “Forget that,” roared Boomer.

      Transforming into a phoenix, he unleashed waves of fire around the scorpion, entrapping it. He hoped this tactic would force Tizon to switch forms, given scorpions’ vulnerability to fire. Yet the enemy was not easily bested. The scorpion's turrets morphed into water jets, swiftly extinguishing the flames and freeing the creature.

      “It was worth a shot,” thought Boomer.

      He morphed into a large ice-dragon in mid-air and fired ice spikes at the scorpion. This tactic worked better than the fire and each impact on the beast’s armor made it stumble backward, providing more time for Boomer to deliver subsequent blows before it could aim its turrets at him for counter attacks.

      Eventually, Tizon decided to change tactics and morphed into a large nine-headed hydra, making it perilously dangerous for Boomer to keep his current form, and so he morphed into a battle eagle instead, allowing him faster speeds and freedom of movement.

      Boomer turned his feathers into razor-sharp blades and flew them directly into one of the hydra’s head, using his wing to cut through one of the beast's heads. He repeated the maneuver by flying in a circle around the wounded beast and severed another three, only to witness them growing back seconds later.
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      “It’s really good to see you,” said Kevin.

      “It’s good to see you too,” replied Mira.

      “I really thought we lost you when Tizon purged you from the Osiris's main computer.”

      “That was indeed unfortunate. However, no matter how much energy he expends trying to use technology to try to destroy me, I exist on a different plane of reality. Therefore, it was only a matter of time before I found my way back to you.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, ‘cause I don’t think we stand a chance without your help.”

      “You couldn't be further from the truth, Kevin. As you'll soon discover, what this universe needs are your ingenious tactics and the purity of your heart to survive.”

      “If that were true, my plan would have worked and we wouldn’t have lost Zelda along the way.”

      “Zelda did what was needed to ensure you all stand a chance at victory. Try not to focus on the battles you've lost in the past, but on those you won.”

      “And what wins would those be?”

      “You’re still here, aren’t you? And your friends are still alive, fighting for their freedom, and to stop a being that is completely devoid of empathy. You’re just looking at your deeds through the wrong filter. But it’s okay. I have faith in you. I know that when push comes to shove, you always find a way to surpass your limits to do the right thing. In this case, end the scourge that is Tizon.”

      “I’m glad at least one of us is confident. What do you need me to do?”

      “You know the drill. Get into the pilot seat and let’s hook your brain to Project Sigma once again.”

      “As simple as that, huh?”

      “It won’t be simple, but you’ll manage, as you always do.”

      Kevin absorbed Mira's words, yet they didn't resonate with the optimism he knew she intended. Was he becoming too old, his once youthful perspective of the world becoming overshadowed by the harsh realities of their situation?

      “The enemy fleet is on the verge of exiting hyperspace. We won’t have the opportunity to run simulations this time around, which is unfortunate, since we have to best an armada of ships that are just as powerful as we are. On the bright side, however, I’ll be flying with you and supplying intel on the enemy fleet's weak points. I’ve also beamed subspace transmitters onto all of our ships in the fleet and notified their captains that you’ll be taking over their ships as you see fit.”

      “I’m not sure their captains are going to be fond of that decision.”

      “Their feelings are not our concern right now; all that matters is that you’re given every chance to stop Tizon’s fleet, and that’s something they understand.”

      Kevin took a deep breath before stepping into the machine. “Okay, then.”

      “Multiple hyperspace windows opening. It’s game time. Are you ready?”

      Kevin closed his eyes. “No, but let’s do it anyway.”

      A rush of adrenaline coursed through Kevin's system, rekindling the peculiar yet exhilarating rush-like sensation of time stretching into infinity while all his senses amplified beyond imagination. His mind functioned at a speed that would outpace a bank of supercomputers, able to anticipate several tactical maneuvers, akin to having a battalion of hyper-stimulated chess masters inside his mind.

      Suddenly, a radiant veil engulfed him, severing his connection to the sensor array that had been feeding real-time data into his mind's eye. It was as if his capabilities of visualizing the entire battlefield had suddenly been blinded.

      What’s going on? Why can’t I see the battle outside?

      “Mira, what’s happening? What is this white veil I'm seeing?”

      The silence hung heavily, deepening Kevin's sense of isolation as his stress levels soared with each passing second. He surveyed his surroundings, only to find himself immersed in an unending expanse of white. There were no walls, no landmarks, nothing but blinding, infinite whiteness.

      His heart rate spiked and his mind was quickly flooded with thoughts of impending doom. How could he fight, let alone defeat the enemy, when he was blind to the battle raging outside?

      From the edge of his peripheral vision, a shadow materialized, its humanoid shape etched against the stark backdrop. It began to approach him. Due to the overpowering brightness of this realm, the figure remained indistinguishable until it was merely a few paces away. In that instance, a chilling realization froze Kevin's blood.

      “Dad? Is that really you?”

      “It’s me son. I’ve missed you,” said Leon.

      Kevin’s eyes watered. “I-I’ve missed you too. There were so many things I wanted to tell you …. Well … before you left me, you know?”

      “I know, son, but I’ve heard you from the other side. That’s why I’ve been allowed to come and visit you in this frozen moment in time. Don’t worry about the battle outside. It hasn’t started yet, and you’re not letting your friends down by talking with me right now.”

      A cascade of shivers traveled through Kevin’s body in waves. “I don’t understand.”

      “You will, son, but first I need to apologize to you.”

      “What for?”

      “I’ve been a horrible father; you know it, and I know it.”

      “That’s not true. After I defeated the Kregan emperor, we mended our relationship and just when we started to finally enjoy a great time as father and son …” Kevin didn’t find the courage in him to finish his train of thought.

      “I died. And in doing so, I sent you into a downward spiral of doubts and despair. That’s the last thing I wanted for you, Kevin.”

      “It’s not your fault; you didn’t want to die.”

      “I may not consciously have chosen to de-incarnate, no, but in doing so, I know I’ve hurt you deeply.”

      “You’re wrong, Dad. I don’t blame you for this.”

      “That’s very generous of you, son, considering how selfish I’ve been while you were growing up. I took every opportunity to bring you down back then, and now that I’m in this wonderful place, I realize how wrong it had been for me to do so. And, son, if I could give everything, even give up on eternal life to take it all back, please know that I would.”

      “I-I don’t know what to say, Dad.”

      “Then just listen. It may be simpler that way. You’re special, Kevin; you always have been. I should have nurtured your curiosity when you were growing up instead of punishing you for it. I mean, just look at you now, ready to risk everything for others, putting your life on the line, without hesitation. You’re a genuine hero, and I wish to God that I had seen these qualities in you earlier.”

      Kevin couldn’t hold on to his tears anymore. “Thank you, Dad, but I’m afraid you’re wrong. Everyone is wrong. They all think I’m their savior … but I’m just a boy, like any other, and I'm just trying to do the right thing, that’s all. And since we’re being open with one another … I think that this time, I bit off more than I can chew. I'm not afraid to die, but it’s killing me that I may somewhat become responsible for the fall of the Arcadian civilization, and undoubtably shortly after, Earth as well.”

      “Kevin, it's you who are mistaken, and it's why I've felt compelled to step in and set things right. To fix a situation that I unwittingly contributed to with my misguided influence over these years. Right now, you’re afraid, aren’t you? You fear you’ll fail, and you worry that because of that, your friends and loved ones will pay the price. How am I doing so far?”

      “Multiple bullseyes, though I don’t know how you could know all of this. But indeed, this is how I feel. Like everyone expects me to deliver one miracle after another, except that I feel like today is the day where I’m going to fail … and fail badly.”

      “Then it’s more important than ever that you listen to me, Kevin. You won’t fail. Not because you can’t afford to, not because you fear everything depends on you, because it doesn’t … but because I inadvertently put these doubts inside your mind. And I’m here to take all of that back, so you can be yourself again, and do what you’ve got to do, not for the future of humanity, or even the universe, but for yourself. It's time you learn to live each day without feeling that invisible force, one that doesn’t belong to you, which prevents you from achieving anything you can dream of.”

      “Those are very nice words, Dad, and believe me, I’m so glad we had this talk, whether this is real or a side effect of my synapses adapting to the cocktail of drugs that Project Sigma delivers to my brain … the same drugs allowing me to take the Thalamos into battle. But at the end of the day, they’re just words, and while I'm truly grateful to hear them, they won’t undo how I feel deep inside.”

      Kevin’s dad took two steps forward and put his hand on Kevin's forehead. As he did, a wave of love and pure positive energy filled Kevin with every fiber of his being. For a moment, it was as if he were viewing the key memories of his past interaction with his father. The bad ones, that is, and they materialized and escaped his body in the form of dark, nightmarish smoke clouds. The entities and memories they represented screamed and vanished into nothingness. With every one of these experiences, Kevin felt lighter and gained self-confidence.

      Eventually, he felt as light as a feather, and his father took him in his arms and squeezed him tightly. Kevin's tears ran down his cheeks like two pristine crystal rivers.

      “I am so proud of the man you've become, Kevin. So much so that I don’t think the words to express how I really feel about you even exist in the English language. I have to go now, but know that I’ll always be with you, watching over you as well as always rooting for you, son.”

      Before Kevin could respond, his father vanished, and the white veil was lifted. Kevin felt something inside him that he had never felt before. Infinite peace. Doubts had left his mind for good and had been replaced by a sensation of intense hope—like his future was full of possibilities now, and that the journey that was Kevin's life was about to begin.

      Kevin saw the enemy Thalamos-class warships slowly exit their hyperspace window, and before they had fully done so, he had unleashed a barrage of fire from Thalamos as well as the rest of the fleet he remote-controlled with his mind. And so, as Kevin’s first tactical move, he managed to destroy four enemy ships and remove them from the equation. He had achieved all of that during the time it took for the remaining sixteen ships to exit their respective hyperspace windows.

      Soon after, all hell broke loose.
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      Tizon’s hydra form, which kept regenerating new heads every time Boomer sliced one off, made it difficult for him to make any progress in defeating his enemy.

      I can’t keep doing this forever. I gotta find a better tactic to deal with this monster.

      Looking at the unconscious Zelda, still ensnared in the heart of the metallic spiderweb, sparked an idea. Transforming into Spiderman, he specifically chose the black symbiote suit that would eventually give rise to the web-slinging nemesis: Venom. And given Boomer's only constraint was his own imagination, he felt no obligation to adhere to the comic's canon. He fired off strands of dark, sticky web at the creature while swinging around it. Before long, all nine of the hydra's heads were trapped in an inescapable web prison.

      Once he was satisfied with how immobilized his enemy was, Boomer turned into the Green Goblin and lobbed ghost bombs into each of the hydra's nine gaping maws, ensuring they would remain inactive until he mentally commanded them to detonate.

      And with a single thought, he triggered the explosions. The result was devastating, and all nine heads exploded in concert. Seized by violent spasms, the beast crashed onto the forge floor, causing the entire structure to shudder.

      The mass of nanites rapidly liquified into a simmering pool from which a giant hand began to rise.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” exclaimed Boomer, and he turned into Superman. “Time for the grand finale!”

      Superman’s eyes glowed red and two beams of powerful red light fired at the hand, and Boomer increased the intensity of the beam to the maximum, making sure every one of Tizon’s nanites were destroyed.

      Boomer then flew next to Zelda and used similar beams to free her from the web. With Zelda safely in his arms, he flew down and delicately lay her on the floor. He was panting heavily, a clear sign that his nanites were running out of juice, and so he returned to his beagle form.

      He licked her face multiple times before she finally opened her eyes.

      “Boomer, is that you?”

      Boomer barked. “Yes, dear, it’s me. Are you all right?”

      She moaned as she tried to move. “I’ve been better, but I think I’ll live. I can’t believe you came back for me.”

      “I don’t know how Arcadians do things over here, but on Earth, we don’t leave our friends behind.”

      Her eyes sparkled with gratitude, a soft smile playing on her lips. Then, in an unexpected and tender gesture, she gently used her paws to cradle Boomer's face and planted a kiss on him.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin’s mind-bending strategies allowed him to dispatch another eight ships from the enemy fleet.

      “You’re doing great, Kevin,” said Mira.

      “I am, aren’t I? How long can we still use Project Sigma?”

      “You have another couple of minutes, but I’m working on boosting the power core of this ship to try to extend it for another minute or two, which should be more than enough for you to finish them all off … or … not.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “Another ship is exiting hyperspace. It has a massive energy signature.”

      Kevin gazed at the burgeoning hyperspace window and the titanic vessel that began to nose its way through. It was colossal, a process that seemed to take an eternity because of Kevin's altered perception of time, wherein every second was stretched to what felt like minutes, allowing him to come up with a strategy to address this new threat.

      “Tizon is on board that ship, isn’t he?” Kevin inquired.

      “I would think so, yes.”

      He tasked Mira with analyzing the new ship’s armament and defenses, and the information he got in return was scary at best. The ship was ten times the size of the ships currently involved in battle, with more armor, more shields than all of them combined. Its firepower defied imagination, and it didn’t take long for this monster ship to demonstrate its power.

      As only twenty percent of it had emerged from the hyperspace window, it shot three massive beams of plasma energy at three ships within Kevin’s fleet. Two of Gornax's ship, as well as an Arcadian destroyer. The beams of plasma cut through them as if they were made of butter.

      “That’s changing the parameters of this fight,” said Kevin.

      “And then some,” added Mira. “Do you have an idea on how to defeat such a monster?”

      Kevin’s mind raced through several battle tactics inside his mind, and one of them in particular seemed like it would have the best chances of success, even though it was a high-risk proposition and might require enormous sacrifices to work.

      Kevin sent telepathic messages to Ziron and his brother.

      I need you two to hack the remaining Thalamos ships. I’ll open a hole in their shields with my next attack, so make sure you deploy your hacks and take control of them during that short window. Everything depends on it, so I’m counting on you both. Once your hacks are in place, Mira will implant a subspace controller chip on board so I can remotely control them and add them to our forces.

      “That’s a crazy tactic,” responded Ziron, “even for you, but as always, we’ll follow your lead.”

      Kevin instructed Mira to stand ready to assist him when the time came. But for Kevin’s plan to succeed, he would need access to more nanites. He scanned the forge and hacked its security cameras. It was with relief that he witnessed Boomer and Zelda leaving the forge. Zelda seemed quite injured, but at least she was breathing. He beamed them both to the med bay on Anubis.

      He then locked onto nanites inside the forge and distributed them throughout the fleet.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Mira. “If these nanites are hacked by Tizon, this could turn ugly real quickly.”

      “I know, but I’ve reprogrammed them using a mixture of your and Neeron’s code to make sure it won’t be an easy task to achieve, even for Tizon. Not that I’m planning on giving him the time to even attempt it.”

      “Oh wow,” exclaimed Mira, “you’re putting them inside warheads.”

      “Indeed, I am.”

      The fleet fired salvo after salvo of nanite torpedoes at the remaining Thalamos-class warships, and Kevin sent another telepathic message to Ziron.

      Zee, it’s time for you to do your thing. The moment the torpedoes impact with their shields, their nanites will destabilize them for a few moments. So be ready. We can't miss that window.

      “Roger that,” answered Ziron.

      Tizon’s monster ship had nearly fully emerged from its hyperspace window.

      “Kevin, you’re almost out of Sigma time. I’m trying to extend the ending window, but I’m afraid to damage your brain.”

      “Can you work on reactivating Sigma once the torpedoes hit their targets? It can be at a lower setting—forty percent of its normal strength should do it.”

      “Not safely, Kevin. But I can try, if that's your wish.”

      “Do your best, and don’t worry about me. We need to win this fight, even if I don’t make it.”

      “I can’t let you do that, Kevin.”

      “You can and you will. Too much depends on us winning this fight, and you know it.”

      A hologram of Mira appeared next to him, and she gently caressed his hair. There was sadness in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Zelda was resting on a med-bay bed when she began having seizures.

      “Oh no! Someone help!” screamed Boomer. 

      A holographic doctor appeared nearby and rushed to Zelda’s side.

      “What’s going on, doc?” said Boomer, “She was fine until a minute ago.”

      The doc ran a scan from his palm. A ray of light quickly traveled up and down Zelda’s body. “I’m detecting a large blood clot in her brain; it must have been a result of the battle she’s been in.”

      “Can you save her? Please do whatever you can.”

      The holographic doctor entered commands on his holo-console and nearby drone equipment fired a fine laser inside Zelda’s brain. Boomer joined both his paws and without realizing it, repeated a prayer.

      “The clot is in a very sensitive area of her brain. I can’t guarantee that this operation will succeed.”

      The Anubis shuddered as multiple torpedoes impacted its side. All lights in the med bay blinked and the holo-doc flickered madly.

      “Doc!” barked Boomer.

      The flickering stabilized, and the doctor resumed his work on Zelda.

      “What just happened?”

      “We’re appearing to lose power throughout the ship as a result of external attacks.”

      “What would happen if we lost more power than this?”

      “My holo-matrix would probably disappear in the middle of the operation.”

      “I take it that it wouldn’t be a good thing.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. Your friend may die if that happe—”

      Another salvo hit the ship, and the doctor vanished.

      “Oh no …”Boomer called the bridge and explained the situation.

      “You have to restore the holo-doc or Zelda isn’t going to make it,” said Neeron.

      “I’m transferring power to the med bay, but I’m not sure that will be enough,” said Ziron.

      “Then someone needs to come here and finish the doc’s work,” protested Boomer.

      “Go, brother,” insisted Neeron, “your code is ready. I’ll deliver it to the warships. You go save your daughter.”

      A second later, Ziron beamed next to Boomer and rushed to the holo-doc console and entered commands at furious speeds.

      “Will she make it?” asked Boomer, his voice trembling.

      “I don’t know,” said Ziron, his nanites eyes filling with tears. “Please fight, Zelda. I can’t lose you!”

      The operating laser moved around and hit the clot from different angles and from the holo-screen scan of her brain display, hovering next to her head, it seemed to resorb little by little.

      “Keep doing it, Zee. I see the clot is resorbing,” pleaded Boomer.

      But Ziron was too focused to pay attention to anything else. He was doing all he could to destroy the blood clot that threatened to take the life of his daughter.
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      The torpedoes impacted their targets, and the lights on the warships flickered madly for a second before the ships died off.

      “You did it!” said Mira.

      “Not yet. Zee, tell me you have delivered the code?”

      “I have,” said Neeron. “Zee had to go the med bay. It’s Zelda, I think she’s dying.”

      That threw Kevin on a mental spin he thought he might not recover from, but at that moment, he heard his father’s voice echo in his mind.

      “You can do anything, Kevin. I know you can!”

      Kevin took a deep breath and came up with a plan to save Zelda. He telepathically sent a message to Lacuna. She was still in the turret, blasting enemy drone starfighters by the dozen.

      Sweetie, I need you to get Leg’olas and go help Zelda. She may not make it otherwise.

      “Understood,” she replied. “I’m on my way. How are things going on your side?”

      Kevin wanted to reassure Lacuna, but part of him also knew that pushing his brain way past safety limits like he was doing at the moment had the potential to turn him into a vegetable, or even kill him.

      I’m doing what needs to be done. I love you.

      Huh … I love you too, Kevin … but why do I feel you’re not telling me something important?

      I’m just trying to focus, I’ll soon exit Project Sigma’s mental-boosting abilities, so I’m just tired. Don’t worry about me. Just go help Zelda please, or it may impact my focus more than we can afford it to.

      Okay, I’m on my way. I’ll report when it’s done.

      Thanks, love.

      Kevin felt inside his mind that the Sigma time-altering field was buckling and he was running out of time. With the ships down and the hack transmitted, he needed to do one more thing for his plan to succeed.

      He beamed more of Tizon’s nanites onboard the temporarily disabled ships and used them to boost their main power.

      “Project Sigma offline,” said Mira.

      Kevin felt his mind slow to a crawl, and his head pounded with wave after wave of throbbing pain. It took all his energy to make sure he didn’t lose consciousness, which he couldn’t afford to at such a pivotal stage of his plan.

      He swallowed hard and as soon as the warships regained power, they disengaged the Arcadian and Kregan allied fleet and vectored toward Tizon’s monster of a ship. It fired volley after volley of plasma beams at the allied fleets, and destroyed another three ships.

      Keep it together, Kevin encouraged himself, for a little while longer.

      “How are you doing this?” asked Mira.

      “How am I doing what?”

      “Sigma went offline, but you’re still using it to remote-control the fleet. It shouldn’t be possible, especially after the mental strain you went through to use that weapon.”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. I just know that I need to finish this fight. No matter what.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      There was genuine worry in her voice, as well as deep concern inside her holographic eyes.

      “Well, that makes two of us then.”
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        * * *

      

      Furiously manipulating the holographic controls with his nimble paws, Ziron focused on clearing the blood clot. As he worked, droplets of perspiration trickled down his bluish fur, glistening under the ambient light. “Stay with us, Zelda, I beg you.”

      Boomer was still praying by the side of Zelda’s bed when the ship rocked heavily, sending both him and Ziron tumbling to the floor.

      The laser flickered madly before disengaging.

      “No-ooo!” screamed Ziron as he jumped back on his feet and tried to reactivate the medical laser.

      “What’s happening? Why did the laser stop?” asked Boomer.

      Ziron’s voice was trembling. “We … we’ve just lost the power conduit on this entire deck.”

      “Can’t you reroute power from another conduit?”

      “Not fast enough, no. And that’s not the worst problem."

      “What do you mean?”

      “When the ship rocked, the laser deviated from its trajectory and sectioned a blood vessel inside my daughter’s brain. She’s now suffering from a brain hemorrhage.”

      Zelda’s body started convulsing in the med bed.

      “Oh no! There has to be something we can do?” pleaded Boomer.

      Zee fell to his knees and started sobbing. “There’s nothing more I can do, not without power.”

      “What about your nanites?” asked Boomer. “Can’t you transfer her some?”

      “She is against the use of this technology. She would never forgive me.”

      “The heck with that! At least, she’d be alive.”

      Ziron recalled a previous conversation; Zelda's adamant declaration echoed in his memory. No matter the circumstances, she insisted that she never wanted a single nanite to invade her bloodstream.

      Reluctantly, Ziron advanced a finger toward Zelda’s head, but before he could make contact, Zelda’s eyes shot wide open and she forcefully grabbed his paw.

      “No! Remember your promise, no nanites!”

      “But … Zelda, you’ll die.”

      Blood dripped from her nose. “Then I die, but no means no!”

      Boomer jumped on the med bed and licked Zelda’s face, his tears dripping on her. “Please Zelda, let him save you.”

      She painfully moved her head from side to side. “I made my decision. Please respect it. And Boomer?”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Thanks for risking your life to rescue me. I owe you …”

      She never finished her sentence because her convulsing returned.
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        * * *

      

      The hijacked Thalamos-class warships circled Tizon’s, and they fired their tractor beams at it, preventing it from advancing any further toward the allied fleet. Meanwhile, the fleet kept firing all their weapons at the monster ship.

      Their combined firepower still was no match, and they failed to bring the shields down.

      “It’s not working!” exclaimed Mira.

      Kevin’s lips curled into a smile. “Yes, it is; keep watching.”

      The tractor beams shifted from green to pulsating blue, rapidly growing in size. As they expanded, they carved sizable gaps in the enemy ships’ shields, opening a clear path for the allied fleet to deliver their payloads. A sequence of fiery explosions blossomed all across the ship’s surface.

      “What did you do?” asked Mira.

      “I reprogrammed the nanites, and I beamed them onto these ships to modify their tractor beam to disrupt their shields on top of their primary function.”

      Blood started dripping from Kevin’s nose.

      “Kevin, your nose! You’re bleeding!”

      “It’ll be alright. Don’t worry.”

      “My internal sensors are in disagreement with your statement.”

      “Just trust me, Mira. I need to do this.”

      “Kevin, if you keep pushing yourself, you’ll die!”

      “If it’s what it takes, so be it. As long as we destroy Tizon once and for all, I can live with that ... if you’ll pardon the pun.”

      “There has to be another way, Kevin.”

      “I’m afraid there isn’t …”

      The fleet unloaded the rest of their payload toward the monster ship, and more explosions flashed on its surface, but the ship didn’t explode.

      “This ship’s armor plating is too strong, and the fleet has run out of torpedoes.”

      “That’s … that’s unfortunate …”

      Kevin began stuttering. “I—I re—really thought that … th—this would work.”

      Before Mira could beg him to stop pushing himself, Kevin collapsed on the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Neeron hustled to reroute power, aiming to unleash potent plasma blasts at the monstrous vessel now that his torpedo supply was exhausted. Despite the extra power, combined with the hastily coded optimizations for the commandeered ships, Neeron found the ship lacking in sufficient firepower. The monstrosity of a ship, though significantly damaged, somehow continued to operate.

      A series of beeps caught Neeron’s attention. They informed him of a large power build-up inside the monster ship. Shortly after, he received a holo transmission.

      The screen was dominated by Tizon's visage. He appeared enraged, his eyes bloodshot, a network of crimson veins encircling his irises.

      “You cockroaches! You cannot destroy my flagship! No matter how much you throw at it.”

      “You’ve looked better, Tizon. Defeat doesn’t suit you.”

      “I’m not defeated yet. I won’t lose this battle! Even if that means I have to take you all down with me.”

      “You’re bluffing. You love life too much to sacrifice your own to win.”

      “An attribute we both share.”

      “What the heck are you talking about?”

      “I had a probe inside your brain for months; you know this to be true. We’re the same.”

      “We are nothing alike!”

      “You keep telling yourself lies all you want, but at least I’ll die with the satisfaction of taking out your rebellion with me. And then, the rest of my forces back on Arcadia have standing orders to head into the milky way galaxy and destroy Earth.”

      “You can still stop this, Tizon. It doesn’t have to end this way.”

      “Yes, it does. Even if it’s the last thing I do, I’m killing Ziron and the rest of you today. Where is that coward, by the way? I was expecting him to pick up this call.”

      “He’s otherwise engaged, but I’ll make sure to let him know you called us to gloat before you were defeated.”

      “You don’t get it, do you? When my ship explodes, it will take out three-quarters of this solar system—no one will survive this day.”

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure we destroy your ship before it comes to that.”

      There was genuine conviction in Tizon’s next words. “Good luck with that.”

      The holo-feed turned off, and another call came in.

      “Neeron, please come in,” requested Mira.

      “Kevin’s plan was mind-blowing, but that monster ship refuses to die! To make things worse, Tizon has set his ship to auto-destruct. I’m hoping he’s bluffing.”

      “I’ve run scans from here, and I don’t think he is. Worse still, my readings indicate that there’s nothing that can be done on board to stop the overload.”

      “Then we’re in serious trouble. What does Kevin think we should do?”

      “I’m afraid Kevin lost consciousness.”

      “What? What can we do?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m thinking that under the circumstances, someone needs to go on board that ship and make sure it’s destroyed before this power build-up takes out this solar system.”

      “And by someone, you mean me, don’t you?”

      “Unless you have a better idea. I’m going to beam you all the nanites you need from the forge though. I wouldn’t be asking you this, but I worry Kevin may already be beyond saving. If he was still conscious, I know he’d be going onboard himself to deal with the ship. Since he’s not, someone needs to finish what he started …”

      Neeron took a deep breath. “Say no more. Send the nanites away.” Multiple containers of nanites materialized in front of Neeron. “I take it you reprogrammed them?” he asked.

      “I have. But I’m not sure anyone can survive ingesting that many.”

      “Understood. I’m getting the feeling that going on that ship is a one-way trip, anyway.”

      “I’m sorry, Neeron. I wish there was another way.”

      Neeron nodded. “It’s okay. It needs to be done. Just do me a favor.”

      “Name it.”

      “Tell my brother I love him, and ask him for his forgiveness, will you?”

      “I’ll make sure he gets the message. You have my word. But before you go, just hang on and let me do one more thing first.”

      A beam of white light shot from Neeron’s console and washed over Neeron’s face, temporarily blinding him. He blinked multiple times to recover the use of his eyes. “What was that? What did you do?”

      “Just my way of saying … till next time.”

      Neeron shook his head in dismay and shrugged. “Goodbye, Mira.”

      “Godspeed, Neeron, and thank you for doing this.”
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      When Lacuna entered the med bay, Boomer was howling besides a convulsing Zelda. Blood was trickling from her nostrils and ears. Ziron was sobbing and trembling uncontrollably.

      Lacuna rushed inside and opened her palm in front of Zelda’s face.

      A tired Leg’olas barely managed to make the jump to the Sphynx’s face, and she crawled on the top of her cranium, where she began glowing.

      “I thought she was already in bad shape herself,” stated Boomer.

      “She is, but she wants to do this for Zelda.”

      “I can do this,” said Leg’olas with her characteristic tiny voice.

      Zelda stopped convulsing and her vitals returned to normal.

      Ziron released a massive breath of relief and held his daughter’s paw tightly as Zelda reopened her eyes. Leg’olas tried to crawl down from her forehead but slipped and tumbled, but Boomer caught her.

      He caressed her. “Are you alright, Leg’olas?”

      Her six eyes had a hard time staying open. “I … I’ve been better, but I think I’m okay. How’s Zelda?”

      Boomer glanced at Zelda before answering. “You saved her life. You’re such an amazing little spider, you know that? We’re lucky ... so lucky to count you as our friend.”

      Tiny tears flowed down the spider's eyes. “Friends … are everything to me. Leg’olas is feeling sleepy.”

      Boomer gently lay her on a nearby table. “Rest now, for as long as you need, okay?”

      “Oo-oookay,” said Leg’olas, her voice weakening.

      Boomer returned to Zelda’s side and grabbed one of her paws.

      “Thank god you’re alive. I thought we lost you for a moment there.”

      Zelda blinked multiple times. “What happened?”

      “Leg’olas fixed your brain hemorrhage.”

      Zelda sat herself up on the bed and kissed Boomer.

      Boomer sensed that both Lacuna and Ziron were about to say something about it, but at the last moment they changed their minds and remained silent.
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        * * *

      

      Neeron beamed on the bridge of Tizon’s monster ship and was surprised to see there was no crew present, only Tizon. He looked shocked and tired, but that didn’t last long. He fired a lightning bolt at Neeron.

      Neeron jumped to dodge the attack and rolled to the side. As he got up, he morphed into a humanoid lion warrior and darted toward Tizon. He slashed metallic claws at his face. They shredded Tizon’s face, but instead of blood, liquid nanites poured from the wounds.

      “What have you done to yourself?” he wondered aloud.

      “Whatever it takes to become the most powerful being in the universe.”

      “You can barely stand. That’s not power … it’s madness.”

      “Only because I had to extend all my nanites to all corners of my ship. I’ve stretched too thin.”

      That’s when Neeron saw them. Hundreds of pulsating tentacles resembling roots extended from Tizon’s feet and blasted away in all directions, far beyond the confines of the bridge.

      “That’s why the ship wouldn’t explode. You sent your own nanites to hold the damn thing together.”

      “And if Kevin hadn’t turned my fleet of ships against me, it would have worked.”

      “But it didn’t work, and now you can’t even fight me.”

      “I don’t need to. In less than three minutes, the self-destruct will blow us all to kingdom come. I take solace in knowing that I will rob you all of that victory.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      Neeron turned on a light blade and slashed through Tizon’s nanite roots before kicking him out of the way. He turned the blade off and planted his hands inside the bridge's main console and closed his eyes. His hands morphed, giving him faster network access to the ship’s systems.

      As he gained control over the ship’s computer, he confirmed the ship was about to blow up in just under one hundred and sixty seconds. He tried accessing this ship’s hyperspace engines, hoping he could jump away from the fleet, but the engines had been disabled. And so, he mentally requested Mira to transfer him control of the hacked warships, which she did almost instantly.

      Neeron spooled the ships’s hyperdrives engines and turned off the shield-piercing capabilities of their tractor beams. Instead, he redirected all the powers from the ships to two systems, engines, both sub-light and hyperspace, and tractor beams. He then flew the warships in a tighter formation around the monster ship to make sure it would get caught in their hyperspace windows.

      In case his plan didn’t pan out, Neeron pushed their sub-light space engines to the maximum, trying to move the ship as far away from the rest of the fleet as possible, even though he knew that the only way to save the fleet was to jump away. There simply wasn’t enough time to gain enough distance to shield the fleet from such a massive explosion.

      That was when Neeron felt tentacles wrap around his legs. He glanced down to see that more tentacles had extended from Tizon’s blob of a body, and they held him tight. He tried getting rid of them but before he could ignite his light blade, Tizon’s nanites fused together with his in such a fashion that Neeron couldn’t separate himself from his enemy.

      “That’s how it’s going to be, huh? So be it. If you think I’m going to change my plan of sending your ship deep inside this system’s star, you’re sorely mistaken.”

      Neeron opened a channel to the Anubis.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna answered Mira’s holo transmission. “How’s Kevin doing? He hasn’t checked in for some time and I’m getting worried,”

      “That’s because he can’t.”

      “What do you mean, he can’t? What’s happened to him?”

      “He’s lost consciousness as a result of pushing his brain way past safe limits in order to defeat the enemy fleet.”

      “And you let him do this? How could you?”

      “I tried telling him to stop, repeatedly, but he wouldn’t listen to reason. You know how he gets.”

      Lacuna frowned.  “There has to be something we can do to help him.”

      “Maybe. Can you bring Leg’olas onboard the Thalamos? I don’t know what else can save him now.”

      “She just used her healing powers on Zelda. She’s too weak to do it again.”

      “Lacuna, listen to me. If we don’t try, Kevin will die.”

      “Can’t his nanites fix what’s wrong with his brain?”

      “I tried that already, but because he pushed himself so hard, he fried all of his nanites.”

      “Then just inject him with new ones.”

      “It’s not that simple. There are already too many inactive nanites inside his brain. If we try to inject more of them, we could just speed up his demise. I think Leg’olas is his last hope. And Lacuna?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You’d better hurry.”

      Lacuna returned to med bay and gently grabbed Leg’olas, ignoring her friend's questions as to what she was doing. As she walked back in, she gently stroked the top of her spider friend.

      “We’re going to need your help again, little one,” said Lacuna as light engulfed them both and beamed them on the Thalamos.

      Upon arriving on board, Lacuna stood in front of a med bed where Kevin lay flat, with a holographic Mira standing beside him. He looked sickly, with blood trickling from both his nose and mouth.

      “Oh my god!” exclaimed Lacuna. “Kevin!”

      “We must hurry, he doesn’t have much time left,” announced a worried Mira.

      Lacuna tried to shake Leg’olas awake, but the spider kept emitting a tiny, high-pitched snore.

      “She won’t wake up.”

      “Yes, she will. Just give me a second.”
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        * * *

      

      Leg’olas was jumping and laughing in a field with tall grass and pretty pink flowers all around. The refreshing spring breeze traveled through the spider’s setae, and even if it tickled her, she really enjoyed the sensation.

      The sound of laughter from her friends echoing in the distance filled her heart with joy. Everyone was there: Kevin, Boomer, Zelda, Zee, and Lacuna. She decided to head toward the sound of the laughter when the sky turned black.

      It scared Leg’olas, and she jumped faster and faster, hoping to reach her friends before the storm was upon her, but the more she sped toward her friends, the more distant the voices became.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “They’re fading away,” said Mira’s voice.

      “What does that mean? They don’t want to be Leg’olas’ friends anymore?”

      “Of course they do, but right now you’re dreaming, dear.”

      “Bad dream. Leg’olas doesn’t like.”

      “I know how you feel, little one. Nightmares are never fun. But Kevin needs your help, and he needs it right now, so I’m going to need you to wake up and help him feel better.”

      “Kevin is sick?”

      “Yes, Leg’olas. He’s very sick and without your help, he’s going to die.”

      “No! Kevin is my best friend. Leg’olas doesn’t want to lose him.”

      “I know you don’t. So please, can you wake up for me now?”

      Leg’olas nodded her tiny head and vanished from the dream. She opened her tiny eyes and stared at Lacuna. “Leg’olas help Kevin now.”

      “Are you sure you have enough energy to do it?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, her voice tinier than usual. “But I can’t let him die.”

      “What if you die trying? Have you thought of that?”

      Leg’olas shrugged.

      “I don’t think Kevin would like you to risk your life to save him.”

      “I’ve used a lot of my powers in the past few years. I’m already at the end of my lifespan, anyway. If I can save Kevin before I die, I must try.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Leg’olas nodded multiple times before turning to look at Kevin. “Kevin is almost gone … not good! Lacuna, please help me save Kevin, Leg’olas too tired to jump.”

      Tears filled Lacuna’s eyes as she carefully dropped Leg’olas on Kevin’s forehead.

      Leg’olas glanced back at Lacuna and tilted her head. “Why do you cry? Don’t worry friend, I will save him, I promise.”

      “I know you will. Thank you, Leg’olas. You’re an amazing friend.”

      Leg’olas beamed a large smile. “You too, Lacuna. Leg’olas loves all friends.”

      “We love you too, little one.”

      “Please tell Kevin that Leg’olas loves him the most, in case I enter the forever sleep. Will you please?”

      Lacuna had a hard time uttering the words over her sobbing. “I promise.”

      Leg’olas glowed and sent pulse after pulse of healing energy inside Kevin’s cranium. With every wave, her tiny little legs trembled more and more. Lacuna could feel how hard the spider was fighting to stay conscious.

      “Come on, Kevin,” repeated Leg’olas with every wave of healing energy.

      She stumbled and lost her balance, but she quickly got back on her legs and resumed her healing. The more energy she spent healing Kevin, the more her yellow color faded, and by the time she sent one last strong healing wave, her entire body turned gray and she slipped and fell from Kevin’s forehead.

      Lacuna rushed her hands forward to cradle her fall.

      She wasn’t breathing anymore, and she had landed on her back, all eight legs pointing upward.

      Kevin took a long and deep breath before opening his eyes.

      “Oh, thank god,” said Lacuna, her tears now turning into rivers. “How do you feel?”

      “Much better … I think, my mind is still a little foggy, but the pain in my brain is gone. Why are you crying?”

      Lacuna's gaze shifted to the lifeless body of Leg'olas, compelling Kevin to follow suit. His expression morphed suddenly, snuffing the newfound sparkle that had resided in his eyes a moment before.

      “No … no, no, no! Why did you let her heal me?!” he exclaimed.

      “She wanted to do it, Kevin … she asked me to tell you that of all of her friends, she loved you the most.”

      Kevin's eyes fluttered shut as waves of grief washed over him. He wept, his tears a silent echo of the profound loss that had just burrowed itself into his heart.
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      Ziron answered Neeron’s incoming transmission.

      “I’ve been looking for you all over the ship,” said Ziron. “Where have you been?”

      “I’m onboard the monster ship. I was hoping you’d be the one to answer that call. How’s Zelda?”

      “Leg’olas saved her, but Lacuna took the little one away. I don’t know why. She needs rest. She barely made it while saving my daughter.”

      “I’m glad Zelda is safe and sound. Look brother, I—I won’t be returning from the ship. Tizon expanded all his energy and nanites to keep the ship together, and he’s basically at death’s door. Unfortunately, in a last act of defiance, he fused his nanites with mine, and the ship is set to self-destruct. There’s nothing I can do to stop that, either. I can’t let the ship blow up. It would kill everyone in this solar system.”

      “What are you saying, Neeron?”

      “I guess I’m saying goodbye, brother. In a few seconds, I’ll jump the ship into the sun. It’s the only way to destroy it before the overload is completed.”

      “No, let me beam you out. I’m sure there’s still time.”

      “No Zee, you can’t do that. Like I told you, I’m now fused with Tizon, and we can’t take the chance that I could bring even one of his nanites back with me.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We managed to rid me of his influence. We can do the same thing for you.”

      “I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that. If I’m not merged with the ship, he’ll surely figure out a way to cancel my hyperspace jump and blow you and the rest of the fleet to smithereens. I can’t allow that to happen. Look at the bright side though. We won and Zelda is safe. That’s a major win in my books.”

      “Not if I lose you, it ain’t!”

      “That’s sweet of you, Zee, but we both know that we never really saw eye to eye, you and me.”

      “That’s all in the past, and I want a future where we manage to put our differences aside.”

      “We already have, brother. I just won’t be part of that future, that’s all. And Zee, I’m truly sorry I didn’t tell you that Zelda was in danger. I should never have done that and I’d rather not meet my maker with this weight upon my soul. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me for this. But I’d understand if you can’t.”

      Ziron's eyes filled with tears. “It’s water under the bridge, like Kevin says. Of course, I forgive you.”

      “Thank you, brother. It’s time, Zee … the ship will jump any second now. Goodbye, brother. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” said Ziron.

      The last thing Ziron saw before the holo-transmission ended was a smile form on his brother’s face.

      The fleet of hacked warships, still locked tightly onto the monster ship with their tractor beams, jumped away and into the sun. The star flashed brilliantly for a moment as it consumed Tizon’s ship, before it returned to its initial vibrancy and cool, bluish light.

      Thanks to Neeron's sacrifice, the enemy had been defeated.

      Ziron let himself fall to his knees and buried his face in his paws.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, on Arcadia Prime

      

      “I still can’t believe that both Leg’olas and Neeron are gone,” said Kevin sadly.

      “I know how you feel,” said Ziron with a long sigh. “I’m having a hard time believing it too.”

      “They sacrificed themselves to save others,” added Lacuna. “They were heroes and as long as we keep them in our hearts, they’re not really gone.”

      Kevin nodded solemnly. “Any idea why we’ve been summoned here?” he asked. “Almost every time we’ve stepped into that throne room, something’s gone terribly wrong.”

      “That’s so true, and call me crazy, but I have a good feeling about this time,” said Lacuna.

      “Me too,” said Boomer, his tail wagging.

      “Look who finally showed up? Where have you been?” asked Kevin. “I passed by your quarters earlier and you weren’t there.”

      Zelda stepped in and stood next to Boomer. “That’s because he was in mine.”

      “Oh, it’s like that?” said Kevin with a smile.

      Boomer barked joyfully.

      “You lucky dog,” winked Kevin.

      “I’m not sure how comfortable I am with you encouraging your pet with this type of behavior,” said Ziron.

      “Now would normally be the time where I threaten to turn you into a delicious sandwich,” said Boomer.

      “Oh yeah? What changed?”

      “I can’t exactly eat my future father-in-law now, can I?”

      “Not to mention that I don’t think nanites would make for an appetizing sandwich,” added Kevin.

      “Both good reasons,” commented Lacuna. “I wish Leg’olas was here to see this.”

      “As we all do,” added Zelda. “So, anyone knows why we’ve been summoned here?”

      “Not a clue,” said Kevin, “but I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.”

      Queen Kalliopy appeared from behind the royal tapestry, followed by Admiral Corso. She sat on her throne with her usual grace.

      “Thank you all for coming. This Confederate owes you a debt of gratitude once more. Because you’ve all risked your lives once more to avert this crisis, I wanted you here today as witnesses.”

      “Witnesses,” repeated Kevin, “to what, exactly?”

      “My resignation, for one. I’m officially relinquishing the crown, effective immediately.”

      “My queen!” protested Corso.

      “I’ve made my decision, Admiral. It’s time for me to step down. I never wanted this position in the first place, and like many of you have pointed out repeatedly, I’m not suited for it either.”

      “We all say things in the heat of the moment, your majesty,” declared Ziron, “that doesn’t mean we’re right.”

      Lacuna kicked Ziron in the leg and whispered, “Speak for yourself!”

      “Please, I urge you to reconsider," Corso persisted, "We need strong leadership at the helm. This civil war may be over, but the queen's resignation this soon after the war may send the wrong message.”

      “If it pleases you, you can announce it to the masses later. I don’t really care.”

      “Why would I be the one to announce it?” asked Corso, looking confused.

      “Because you’re right, Admiral, this Confederate needs a strong leader, and it may take a while for us to find the right queen to take my place. My sisters are considering the position, but after everything that happened, it may be wise to look for candidates outside of my family. And until a new queen is found, I’ve decided to name a regent to rule over Arcadia. I was hoping you’d accept and take on that role, Admiral.”

      Corso pointed at himself. “Me? You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m deadly serious, Regent Corso. The throne and Arcadia are yours now, until such time as a new queen is found—one with the right moral fiber and fortitude to lead our people.”

      “I … I don’t know what to say, your majesty.”

      “Well, you can start by ditching the formalities when addressing me, old friend.”

      A ripple of smiles spread throughout the room.
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      “Do you think this is going to go well?” asked Lacuna.

      “I don’t know,” replied Kevin, “but Corso tasked us with convincing Earth to join the Arcadian Confederate and that’s what we’re going to do. Maybe it’s their way of keeping us at arm’s length. Should they need us again in the future …”

      “I don’t think they'd go through such lengths to do so. They seem to be good at enlisting our help when things go bad. However, I’m not sure showing up in orbit around the planet with an armada of ships sends the right message. Your people tend to act rashly when they perceive themselves under threat, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “Oh, I’ve noticed, trust me. But short of throwing a few Starlink satellites at us, they don’t exactly have any outer space defenses worth mentioning. Certainly not anything that could achieve anything beyond tickling our shields.”

      “What about nukes?”

      “I’ve thought about that, and that’s why Mira is tagging along. She’ll neutralize them if it comes to that. Apparently, she has already done it in the past.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, that’s what she told me. Something about making sure the cold war remained cold back in the day. Go figure.”

      “Okay then, looks like you have everything figured out.”

      Kevin smiled. “Not everything, but most of it. The rest I’ll just figure out on the fly.”

      “Going into a potentially tense situation without a plan? That’s so unlike you.”

      “I think it’s called growth. Plans are all good and well, but sometimes one must wing it. Speaking of winging it, we’re about to exit hyperspace.”

      The Arcadian fleet flashed into existence in orbit around the planet.

      “Let’s hail them before they all need a change of underwear down there.”

      Lacuna pressed a few controls, and a military figure answered the call.

      “Who are you and what do you want?” asked what appeared to be a general in the US Army. “This frequency is highly restricted, so you’d better have a very good reason for using it.”

      “We do indeed, General. We’re the three dozen spaceships currently in orbit, and if you would please, I’d like to be put in touch with POTUS right now. It’s a matter of planetary security, one that can’t wait.”

      “But you’re human. Is this some sort of elaborate prank?”

      “I assure you, I’m dead serious, General. Please tell the president that Kevin is in orbit with a fleet of ships. Since it's not the first time this is happening, he’ll understand.”

      “I don’t see why, since I’m failing to do so myself.”

      “That’s because this is way beyond your pay grade, sir. No offense.”

      The communication ended shortly after.

      An hour later, Kevin beamed down into the oval office, relaying Corso’s proposal to the president, as well as the rest of the world’s leaders, who joined the meeting via a video conference.
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      “I’m so sorry for your loss, Zee,” said the Mira hologram.

      “Thank you,” replied Ziron

      “Your brother was brave, and without his sacrifice, we’d never have survived.”

      “That’s not making me feel any better. But I heard that Corso managed to quell the civil war back home without too many losses on either side, so at least for now, the crisis is over.”

      “Yes, we were right to make our stand when we did too … if we had made a run for it to try to fight another day, we’d most likely have lost everything.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I recovered and decrypted some of the databases from one of the disabled ships. In doing so I figured out that Tizon was working on a new delivery system for the nanites. He intended to distribute them fleet wise through the transporters, during the rematerialization sequence. His plan was to infect the ships' captains first and then over time, every member of the fleet. Quite a nefarious plan. If he had put it in motion, the proposed cease-fire Corso negotiated with the rest of the fleet back on Arcadia would never have worked.”

      “I see what you’re trying to do, Mira. Distract me from my grief and emphasize how important it is that Neeron gave his life the way he did.”

      "I guess we can agree that subtleness may not be my forte. I just wanted to convey that I care for you, Zee, and although I know that no comforting words can truly fill the void left by the loss of Neeron, I wanted to remind you that we're here for you."

      "Thank you, Mira. I just wish I’d had more moments with him, you know? After reconnecting after all these years we spent apart, it feels cruel that our time together was so limited. Not to mention that the times we spent were mostly dealing with one crisis after another."

      “I know it must feel cruel, but what if I could give you some of that time back, hypothetically that is? Do you think it would help?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “This isn’t the first time we’ve been put in such a position. After all, you only exist today because I backed up your brain patterns before you gave your life to save Kevin’s.”

      “Which posits a very interesting question, by the way. What about my soul? Brain patterns are one thing, but I refuse to believe that I’m truly all here if my soul moved to another plane of existence.”

      “I was hoping this question would never come, but on some level, I knew someone would eventually ask it. Look, you’re right. Brain patterns alone don’t replicate the essence of a person. At best, they could create a pretty believable replica. But it’s the soul’s connection to one’s heart that determines their true nature and makes them truly alive.”

      “So, I’m just an empty replica of the real Ziron. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “No, because I was the one who created your holographic avatar in the first place, I managed to link your soul with your holo-matrix. In a sense, biological bodies are machines, after all, just of a different kind. It’s the link with the soul that makes life the genuine miracle it is. Fortunately for you, I can access that plane of existence too, and maybe in time, other species in this universe will be able to do this as well. Once they’ve evolved enough, that is.”

      “Phew … I’m relieved to know that I’m actually me, even though I’m made of nanites now. Then again, it’s not like being made entirely of photons was any better. I couldn’t interact as well as I can now in holographic form. As far as my own existence is concerned, at least something good came out of Tizon’s plan to turn me into a nanite killing machine. But I digress. What did you mean when you said that you could hypothetically give me more time with Neeron? Did you …”

      “Yes, Zee, I backed up his consciousness before he left for the monster ship. I can’t replicate what Tizon did to you, nor do I think we should attempt that ever again in the future. After all, there could still be Trojan horses lingering inside his code. That’s why it’s best I stay around until I’ve managed to decrypt all of it. But as far as Neeron is concerned, I can make a holographic version of him, too. I just need your permission to do it, and we need to decide this quickly. His soul is about to move to yet another plane of existence soon, and once he gets there, even I won’t be able to establish that link.”

      “Then, by all means, please do it.”

      It took a few minutes, but eventually a hologram of Neeron came to life, and the first thing he did was smile at Ziron.

      “So, that’s what she did to me before I left."

      “Neeron!" exclaimed Ziron. "Welcome back."

      "Hello, brother. It's good to be back."
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        * * *

      

      “I’m so proud of you, Zelda, you have no idea,” said Ziron.

      “Thanks, Dad. That actually means the world to me.”

      “Are you sure you can’t stay with us much longer?”

      “I wish I could, but as you know, I left Warrior camp before I’d completed my training. Thanks to your and Corso's words of recommendation, the Warrior Master has accepted my request to return and complete my training. I really want to do this and earn my commission.”

      Ziron nodded. “I understand. You must follow the calling of your heart, and I have no doubt that you’ll one day become the fiercest warrior to roam throughout the stars. And something tells me that we may need such skills in the future.”

      “That's kind of you to say, but I sure hope my skills won't be needed for a while. The Arcardian Confederate has been through a lot these past few years. We could all use a period of peace.”

      “And I think we will. Now that Kevin used his status as the Kregan emperor to facilitate their joining the Confederate as well, there are no immediate threats looming over us. That, and hopefully Earth will join the Confederate as well.”

      “All’s well that ends well, then … well, kind of anyway …”

      “What is it, Zelda? I can tell you have something on your mind.”

      “I just wanted to double-check that you’re okay with me taking Neeron’s hologram with me back to camp? I could use the company. You know, I'm not one to easily make friends with strangers. And I’d really like to get to know him better. On the other hand, I’m sure you’d like to spend some time with him as well, so I don’t want to rob you of that experience, you know.”

      “That’s sweet of you, but now that he’s a hologram, we have all the time in the world to catch up, him and I. So, don’t worry about it, not to mention that as soon as we’ve finalized negotiation with Earth's diplomats, it will give me two great reasons to come and visit.”

      “That would be great. And Dad, I’m … I’m sorry …”

      Ziron sensed his daughter had a hard time finishing what she wanted to say.

      “Say what you have to say, Zelda. You can tell me anything.”

      Zelda took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for some of the things I said to you earlier. I was carrying a lot of resentment toward you, and I realize that it wasn’t fair to you.”

      “No apology needed, and you had every right to resent me. I should be the one apologizing to you, dear, not the other way around.”

      Zelda's face brightened. "Thanks, Dad."

      "When is your ship leaving?"

      “I should be going now. The last thing I want is to show up late at the camp.”

      “What about Boomer? Won’t you say goodbye?”

      “I went and said my goodbye earlier. Plus, he spent the night with me.”

      Ziron covered his ears with his paws. “La-la-la-la. Too much information, dear.”

      Zelda chuckled. “He’s a great dog, Dad.”

      “I know, but I've long stopped counting how many times he wanted to slap me between two slices of bread, you know?”

      “That’s all part of his charm, but you know that already. I truly wished I could stay longer, but I really need to go.”

      Ziron and Zelda embraced for a much needed hug, before Zelda embarked Neeron’s ship for her trip back to the Warrior camp.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin’s mom, Angela, and his sister Sonja were on lying on the couch, watching the president’s address to the whole world.

      “It is with great pride,” said the president, “that we formerly accept Arcadia’s proposal for Earth to join to their Confederate.”

      The crowd present at the White House clapped their hands and cheered for a long while.

      “And I’d also like to take this opportunity to reward the man that has made all of this possible.”

      “There we go,” said Sonja.

      “Let me all present you, Kevin, who not only saved Earth a few years back from an alien invasion that could have enslaved us all, but who was also instrumental in fostering this alliance between our people. It is also my great pleasure to award him with Earth’s GOV Medal of Freedom.”

      The president pinned the medal on Kevin and the crowd cheered and chanted his name.

      Angela beamed with pride as tears of joy flowed down her face.

      The journalists present at the event then all asked Kevin a series of questions, which he answered with a mixture of confidence and the right dose of humor, when it applied.

      Eventually, the president resumed his speech.

      “But there’s one more thing,” he said.

      Sonja noticed Kevin's thumb’s up and laughed.

      “Why are you laughing, honey?”

      “Cause Kevin just won his bet with me.”

      “Which was?”

      “To convince the president to utter Steve Job’s famous words ‘but there’s one more thing’ live on TV.”

      The president went on explaining that a new international agency was being created, called the Star Force, and that Kevin would be leading it, with the rank of vice admiral. And just like that, Kevin became the youngest vice admiral in the history of the world.

      After the broadcast ended, Kevin materialized in the living room. “Hope I’m not too late for dinner.”

      “You’re just in time," answered Angela, "and I made your favorite too.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I hope you made enough though, cause Lacuna and Boomer are coming as well.”

      They both beamed into the living room with impeccable timing.

      Angela gave both of them a hug, first Boomer, then Lacuna, and finally she embraced her son for the longest time.

      “I’m so proud of you, son, and I know your dad is as well.”

      “Thanks Mom, and I think you're right. I'm sure he is, in fact.”

      Kevin wanted to share with his mother the experience he’d had during the last battle, when he talked with Leon, and that without his intervention, Kevin didn’t think that they would have won. In the end, Kevin decided against it. It could wait when the two of them had a moment just for themselves.

      They all headed to the dining room and shared a veritable feast. Laughter could be heard inside the house in the late hours of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE: THREE YEARS LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Today is the day, huh?” asked Lacuna. “Are you nervous?”

      “Nah,” answered Kevin. “It’s not like I haven’t captained starships before.”

      “Maybe, but never under Earth’s banner. That has to make you feel different, somehow.”

      “Technically, we’re all part of the Confederate now.”

      “Semantics, Kevin. Take a moment to enjoy this. This is still the first human-built starship capable of intergalactic travel ever built on your planet. And you’ll be the first captain to take her outside of the solar system, and in doing so, you'll forever leave your mark on your world's history. Though I hear they tried to find a way to assign someone else to the job.”

      “Yeah, would you believe it? Just some dumb internal politics. Supposedly, now that I'm a full Admiral, I’m not supposed to captain a ship.”

      “How did you convince them otherwise?”

      “I didn’t, really ... but Regent Corso can be quite the persuasive voice of reason when he wants.”

      Lacuna smiled. “I bet he can. To think he didn’t want to be regent in the first place. He’s the best thing that happened to Arcadia.”

      “The best thing, huh?”

      “Okay, okay, the second best thing.”

      She kissed him passionately. “We should probably get going, Kev. I don’t think how well it would go if we showed up late, today of all days.”

      “I suppose so, but then again, it only takes a handful of seconds to beam onboard, and we still have a little over ten minutes,” said Kevin as he dragged Lacuna back into the bedroom.

      “Seriously? Now, it's almost certain we’re going to show up late.”

      “See if I care,” said Kevin before he closed the bedroom door.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought we were going onboard using the teleporters?” asked Lacuna, doing her best to fix her uniform.

      “I changed my mind. I want to show you something,” said Kevin.

      The shuttle exited the atmosphere and approached the shipyard. In its center awaited the first human-built hyperspace-ready ship. Kevin had insisted on providing inputs on the overall design of the ship with an oval-shaped saucer and a couple of hyperspace nacelles, figuring that they’d plain tell him that the design was never going to happen. But here she stood, a distant cousin to the Enterprise.

      Kevin brought the shuttle about so that Lacuna could take a look at the new paint job. “Look outside, love,” he instructed.

      Lacuna glanced at the name on the saucer of the ship and promptly brought a hand to cover her mouth. She turned back to Kevin. “She would have loved that,” said Lacuna with tear-filled eyes. “The ACS Leg’olas.”

      “Yes, she would have. In fact, I can almost see her jump for joy in here,” said Kevin as he tapped his heart.

      They landed in the shuttle bay and headed to the ceremonial room on deck three, where all their friends waited for them, as well as a good hundred guests, some of which were prominent figures from Earth—including Elon Musk, as well as some people from the Confederate, the regent himself, and the former Queen Kalliopy. Civilian life agreed with her, and her smile was intoxicating amongst many of the guests.

      During the long and rather boring ceremony, at least by Boomer’s standards, Kevin sneaked Lacuna away from the gathering so they could take their first steps inside their quarters on the ship. They were both large and luxurious, and Kevin could tell that Lacuna would make it her personal project to decorate it so it reflected both their tastes.

      “What’s behind that door?” asked Lacuna.

      “Oh, that ... it’s a surprise,” said Kevin with a big smile.

      “I love surprises. Can I see it now?”

      “Of course you can, love.”

      They walked through the door and the moment the room’s light came to life, Lacuna’s eyes grew wide. It was a fully furnished nursery. Lacuna passed her hand on her round belly and smiled. “You’re sure that’s what we want for our little angel? We’re talking about bringing her to life amongst the stars.”

      “What I am sure of is that I want to spend the rest of my life with the two of you, wherever that takes us.”

      “Good answer, Daddy.”

      Their absence from the gathering didn’t go unnoticed and soon members of the crew went looking for them.

      They returned to the party. After shaking more hands, drinking more drinks, and exchanging a few laughs, time finally came for Kevin, Lacuna, and Boomer to head toward the bridge.

      “Admiral on the bridge!” shouted one of the bridge officers.

      Every crew member, men and women, rose from their chairs and saluted.

      Kevin saluted back. “At ease, everyone. Let me present you my first officer, Lacuna, and I think you all are acquainted with our new chief of security, Boomer.”

      A crewman raised her hand.

      “Yes, lieutenant,” said Kevin. "What is it?".

      “You've nominated a beagle as our chief of security … is this a prank of some kind?”

      Kevin smiled. “Appearances can be deceiving, lieutenant. Boomer, do your thing.”

      Kevin morphed into Quinto’s Spock and flashed the young lieutenant with the live-long-and-prosper hand gesture.

      “Boomer is no ordinary dog, you see," said Kevin. "The nanites running through his bloodstream not only have prolonged his lifespan, but turned him into a shapeshifter, making him the perfect candidate for the post.”

      “Sorry, sir,” said the lieutenant humbly. “I stand corrected.”

      “That’s alright. You couldn’t have known.”

      Boomer assumed his position as Kevin and Lacuna moved towards the captain's and first officer's chairs respectively. Kevin, ever the gentleman, gestured towards her chair, patiently waiting until she was seated before testing the captain's seat himself. As he sank into the remarkably comfortable chair, a broad smile, the largest he'd worn in quite some time, spread across his face.

      “Well, people, what do you say we take our ship for a little warm-up tour of our galaxy? Lieutenant, take her out, thrusters at a quarter impulse.”

      “Aye, Captain, quarter impulse.”

      Lacuna leaned towards Kevin and whispered to him, “Why is she calling you Captain if you’re an Admiral?”

      “It’s tradition, no matter the rank of the officer in charge on the bridge, he’s addressed as the Captain.”

      Lacuna flashed Kevin a thumb’s up while the Leg’olas flew out of the shipyard and moved away from Earth.

      “Helm, please set a course for Proxima Centauri at maximum hyperspace and”—Kevin punctuated his command with a forward swipe of two fingers—“engage!”

      

      
        
        —== THE END ==—

      

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed Kevin’s adventures and the conclusion of the series. If you haven’t already, make sure to check my other bestselling series and my passion project: Universe in Flames. I’ve just released the final two books of the series as well, Book 16: Atlantis, and Book 17: Asunder. If if you’re new to the series, Your best starting point would be this box set (that contains all the extra stories, in the correct reading order: Earth Last Sanctuary Box Set.)

      

      If you thought From Far Beyond was epic, Universe in Flames will knock your socks off. Fair warning though, according to many of my readers: you may lose sleep over this as I’ve been told many times that it’s hard to put down once you start reading. So you’ve been warned ;).
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        —== Access All my Books Here ==—

        christiankallias.com

      

      

      
        
        The Universe in Flames Series

      

      

      
        	Book 0: Wings of Destiny* (more prequels in the works)

        	Book 1: Earth - Last Sanctuary (Definitive Edition)

        	Book 1.5: Way of the Warrior* (Ryonna's Wrath - Novella)

        	Book 2: Fury to the Stars

        	Book 3: Destination Oblivion

        	Book 4: The Beginning of the End

        	Book 5: Rise of the Ultra Fury

        	Book 6: Shadows of Olympus

        	Book 7: Armageddon Unleashed

        	Book 8: Twilight of the Gods

        	Book 9: Requiem of Souls

        	Book 10: To End All Wars (Final Chapter)

        	Book 11: Nemesis

        	Book 12: Unleashed

        	Book 13: Reckoning

        	Book 14: Dominion

        	Book 15: Fireborn

        	Book 16: Atlantis

        	Book 17: Asunder

        	Books 1-13 also available in trilogies format.

        	Books 1 to 7 available on Audible

        	Extra: Damocles Fall (Definitive Edition)

        	Extra: Course Correction

        	* Wings of Destiny & Way of the Warrior are also available in the Universe in Flames - Origins series or through some box sets. The Box Sets contain other extra stories like Descent, Course Correction, Damocles Fall and others.
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        From Far Beyond Series

      

      

      
        	Book 1: Spaceship Down

        	Book 2: The Stranded Fleet

        	Book 3: Dark Empire

        	Book 4: The Battle for Earth

        	Book 5: Empire Mine

        	Book 6: Civil War
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        Rewind Series

      

      

      
        	Book 0: Out of Time (Collateral Damage anthology)

        	Book 1: Freedom’s End

        	Book 2: Pandemonium

        	Book 3: Nightfall
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        	Galactic Tales (10 Epic Stories from Earth & Beyond) - soon to be unpublished.

      

      Sign up for my newsletter to keep up to date with new releases and promotions.

    

  


  
    
      Thank you for buying my book, here are exclusive freebies (4 eBooks and 1 Audiobook*) for you. Get all your books HERE:
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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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      Special thanks to the following people (Destroyer Captain & higher tiers) for supporting my work on Patreon:

      

      Robert Hicks, Daniel Perret, Iain Laing, Cedric Perret, Michael Slezak, Kevin Moore, Alexander Dodge, Thomas Sipin, M.J. Smith, Richard Hotham, David Stewardson, John Gill, Kell Vagtholm, Nicholas Lepisto, Marc Maillard, Thomas Sipin, Kevin Moore, Sandro Cherubini.

      

      If you’d like to read my books, weeks to sometimes months before they release (I will soon give access to my patrons to the latest Universe in Flames first prequel book for example), then please consider becoming a Patron. You’ll also get extras like original artworks and more.
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      Christian Kallias is a Bestselling, Award-winning Science Fiction author. He writes Science Fiction Space Opera with a Mythology twist and Fantasy influences.
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