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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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            ONE HOUR EARLIER - ON BOARD THE OSIRIS

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      “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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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.”
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      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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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

        (for now…)
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