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      2022 has been a difficult year for me. My father passed away early in the year, in February, from what I can only describe as medical malpractice, which on its own was already frustrating enough, but then less than four month after his passing, my brother died in a freak accident at age 55.

      Grief is something very personal and we all experience it differently. Because my mother had lost both her husband and her elder son, my brother Jordan, I decided to move back to Switzerland to be with her, and I’m glad I did it. I don’t think she would have hanged on to life if I hadn’t.

      I’d just like say that in my grief, I discovered that there was some anger lingering, and it’s possible some of that seeped in the prologue of this book. I could obviously just remove the whole thing, and I don’t think it would affect the book all that much, but it’s a form of censorship, and if there’s one thing I can’t stand, well it’s that. So I just ask you to bear with me in case some of the comments I make about humanity rubs you the wrong way, please remember what I went through. There is that saying, or quote, that says: “everyone you meet is fighting a battle.”

      Well 2022 has been yet another strange year and what I went through has been that battle for me. If you’re worried about the prologue, just go ahead and skip it. But it’s possible I’m venting some of my frustration in there. I’ve edited it multiple times to try and remove as much of it as I could without feeling like I was censoring my state of mind. After all, my feelings always end up in parts of my work, one way or the other.

      Thank you for your comprehension and I hope you enjoy the 5th book of the adventures of Kevin, Lacuna, Boomer and their friends.  Once the initial and painful return to the keyboard, which gave life to that prologue was over, it allowed me to continue writing in this universe that my dad liked so much (for what little he understood as his English skills were basic, but he always asked me about Kevin and what he was up to). A universe I’m also fond of, by the way (duh!). So it is because I somewhat vented on that prologue that this book has managed to exist in the first place, so I thought it would be unfair to censor its birth… hence this foreword.

      I hope you enjoy Empire Mine. Thank you for reading my books. I couldn’t do this without you, and for that I’m eternally grateful.

      

      Your friendly neighborhood writer,

      

      Christian

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY ON FROM FAR BEYOND

          

        

      

    

    
      Book 1: Spaceship Down

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

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

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

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

      

      Book 2: The Stranded Fleet

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

      Book 3: Dark Empire

      Kevin wakes up on board the pirate ship to discover that Princess Kalliopy has betrayed him for his efforts to rescue her from the evil prince, Xonax. In a cold, dark cell he meets with a talking spider named Leg’olas who has the power of healing Kevin’s wounds.

      Meanwhile, on board the Osiris, Boomer is outraged to learn of the fate of his master and best friend and wants to mount a rescue, but he’s overruled by the princess who is laser-focused on first rescuing her imprisoned sister, Athala. Light years away, Lacuna receives a visitor on her slow trip back home. She is still bound to a chair inside the transport craft Kevin generously gave her after she tried to betray him, Boomer, and Ziron. The visitor is her associate and right arm, Darmak, who is more muscle than brains but who managed to track her subspace signal and come to her rescue.

      With newfound respect for Kevin, and upon learning someone else has conquered all her estates on Omicronia, Lacuna attempts to offer her services to Kevin, if only to repay him for sparing her life the way he did. Upon rejoining with the Osiris, she learns of the princess’ villainous act of trading Kevin for her sister’s life.

      Lacuna enlists Boomer, and with the help of Ziron, who provides them with less advanced smart suits, they head into Kregan space to rescue Kevin. Unfortunately, Kevin has been mutated into a tech-sorcerer killing machine by his pirate captors, his body modified by implants to simulate magic, his mind invaded, and his motor functions controlled by a vile AI named Orion 8-3-9-6.

      Unwillingly controlled by the AI, Kevin kills innocents and even helps assassinate Xonax’s father. Xonax then takes his father’s place as the new Emperor of the Kregan Empire. But he is wounded in the attempt and in critical condition when Kevin’s friends show up to try to rescue him from both the pirates and the AI controlling his body.

      An epic battle ensues, and Kevin must fight inside a matrix construct within 8-3-9-6’s main memory while his body is relentlessly trying to kill everyone he holds dear. Kevin is quickly out-gunned as the AI adapts to his fighting techniques borrowed from his time spent with comic books, anime, and movies. 8-3-9-6 progresses faster than Kevin can figure out new tactics. When all hope seems lost, Myrianna, the tech-sorceress who trained Kevin (before the implanted AI overrode his will and body), encourages him. Kevin finally defeats 8-3-9-6 and recovers control over his body.

      Kevin reunites with his friends, and they all leave Kregan space after having recovered Kalliopy’s sister in the process. Kalliopy is ashamed of her decision to deliver Kevin to the enemy, but Kevin, who also has a sister, can relate to Kalliopy’s difficult choice and forgives the princess. She tries to give him the kiss she owed him for so long, but Kevin simulates a sneeze and excuses himself. Instead, he has developed feelings for Lacuna, the badass, yet morally ambiguous girl who risked her life to rescue him.

      Kevin visits Lacuna, and they kiss. She invites him into her quarters aboard the Osiris, and when they’re about to get passionate with each other, Kevin starts losing control of his motor functions again. 8-3-9-6 has returned. A small part of the AI’s code has survived, and he’s reconstructing himself inside Kevin’s mind.

      When Kevin’s friends propose to help disable the AI, 8-3-9-6 warns them that if they attempt anything, he will make sure that Kevin dies in the process. When the AI mentions only its master (0-0-1) can truly deactivate him, Kevin asks his friends to put him in suspended animation and set a course toward the planet where he was turned into a powerful tech-sorcerer, hoping that Myrianna will be able to disable the AI once and for all.

      Meanwhile, Xonax survives his surgery, albeit disfigured and with half of his face replaced by cybernetic parts, and now sits on the throne of the Kregan Empire. With a vengeance and hatred searing inside his heart, he orders the construction of an invasion fleet to take over the world he considers the biggest threat to his future: Earth.

      

      Book 4: The Battle For Earth

      For Kevin to get rid of 8-3-9-6, he needs to destroy its master, the Artificial Intelligence known as 0-0-1. To do so, he faces and defeats Marianna, the Tech Sorceress who taught him.

      Once back in control of his body, Kevin goes to Arcadia to free his friends, reveal Kalliopy for her treachery, and have her removed from the throne.

      Kevin and his friends rush back to Earth to thwart Xonax’s plan, newly crowned as the Kregan Emperor, to invade his world and kill everyone Kevin cares about.

      Mira reveals that’s she not just an AI but an advanced one created by an ancient species now extinct, and she’s merged with the original AI of the prototype ship Thalamos.

      A large battle ensues in orbit of planet Earth while Kevin rushes to the surface to stop Xonax from murdering his family. During the fight with the emperor’s forces and the Xonax himself, Ziron sacrifices his life to save Kevin. Kevin kills Xonax and ends the war.

      Kevin finally mends his relationship with his father, and learns that Mira had written a program to transfer Ziron’s consciousness to a hologram in case of his death. Holographic Ziron decides to leave Earth, but Lacuna stays with Kevin and Boomer. For his efforts in saving Earth (alongside the galaxy), Kevin receives recognition from the President of the United States and is also accepted to MIT.

      

      
        
        And now the continuation …
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      3 years after the events of The Battle for Earth.

      

      Kevin looked with pride toward his family as he brandished his MIT diploma during the graduation ceremony. He took his hat and threw it toward the crowd.

      “We don’t do that anymore in 2023,” whispered a nearby official. “So do me a favor and go grab your hat right away, will you?”

      Yeeeeah, right, thought Kevin; thanks for reminding me that you’re all killjoys in the year 2023. Boy, am I glad this is my last day in school. I’ve just about had it up to here while listening to the man. I can’t believe I saved this world just to have pencil pushers tell me what to do, even in adulthood. If I had known this, I would have left with Zee.

      The world had gone insane in the span of a few years. Most people had all turned into raging hypochondriacs, and they seemed to have lost the ability to think critically, about anything

      Gimme a break! What happened to our beloved nation? Why is having a different opinion, the absolute basis for democracy, now vilified?

      The news was now spreading fear on a daily basis, allowing governments from around the world to seize even more power than they had and enact freedom-eroding measures that made little to no sense to anyone willing to question their narrative.

      So much for freedom of speech, eh?

      Living on planet Earth in 2023 had little left to do with what Kevin remembered from his childhood or from what his parents and their parents called living in a free society. Back then, they were truly free, or at the very least, it seemed that way, and when evil rose from the center of Europe during the two world wars, these heroes of previous generations answered the call and risked everything, and if necessary, lay down their lives to make sure future generations would be safe and could continue to enjoy this hard-fought freedom. After all it had been paid with the blood of patriots.

      Most of them were dead now, but Kevin wondered if they would be turning in their graves, seeing how easy it had become to scare the population nowadays.

      Now that school is over, I need to get in touch with Zee’s hologram. I need a vacation from Earth, and perhaps Earth needs a vacation from me as well. I so long to return to the stars again, have meaningful adventures and not have anyone tell me what I have to do.

      Kevin was aware of the irony of his thoughts. After all, during his intergalactic adventures, his own personal freedom had been short-lived, and more often than not, he was either a prisoner or even the puppet of an evil master. The difference had been that the forces that imprisoned him and took control of him didn’t try to do it under false pretenses. They were evil, and didn’t hide it.

      Yet, in these dark times, he’d find the freedom to fight for what he loved, his friends, his dog Boomer, and for the entire Arcadian Confederate, even if sometimes he questioned whether or not they deserved the sacrifices he’d made to save them from the Kregan Empire.

      Kevin walked down the podium and willfully ignored the command he was given to go pick up his hat. He heard a throat vocalization coming from behind him, no doubt serving as a reminder of what had been asked of him; instead, he held up three fingers and said: “Read between the lines.”

      To say Kevin had developed a bit of a rebellious attitude after the events that brought the enemy to Earth’s doorstep was the understatement of the century. Had he experienced a delayed teenage hormonal explosion? he wondered.

      As a rule of thumb, Kevin had done the exact opposite of what was excepted or demanded of him, be it by the media, his teachers at MIT, or even his government, which, as far as Kevin was concerned, all of them owed him their very existence, and not the other way around.

      That attitude obviously had gotten him into a lot of trouble over the past couple of years, but thanks to his heroism in saving Earth, homeland security and the NSA had gotten him out of jail more often than he cared to count. He knew however that he couldn’t play that card forever. Eventually, he’d get into real trouble if he didn’t keep his mouth in check.

      Kevin walked toward his family, what was left of it anyway.

      “Congratulations,” said Kevin’s mom. “I wish your father was still with us to witness this day.”

      That was another thing that had probably re-awakened Kevin’s rebellious attitude, the sudden departure of his father from this Earth. The timing had also sucked, just when the two of them were on the mend and spending some much-needed quality son-father time, something Kevin had always felt his childhood lacked dearly.

      But life was full of surprises, even if some of them weren’t welcomed. Sometimes destiny threw a curveball and ripped the joy and hope from one’s heart without so much as a day’s notice.

      “So would I…” pondered Kevin, “so would I.”

      “He’s watching this, though,” said Kevin’s sister, Sonja.

      “I agree,” said Lacuna, “and I’m sure he’s mighty proud of you from up there.”

      Kevin smiled. “Look at you, adapting to Earth’s religious beliefs with such ease.”

      She leaned toward him and kissed his cheek. “I do it for you, as you know,” she whispered.

      “And I appreciate that,” answered Kevin. “I truly do.”

      Boomer barked.

      Yeah, you did good, congratulations on your diploma buddy, said Boomer in Kevin’s mind.

      Thank you, and thank you for not voicing your congratulations in public, either.

      Oh, I’ve learned that lesson, that chick passing out at the last party we crashed served as a lesson to remember that humans are not ready for a speaking, albeit handsome dog like me.

      He he… good. Thank God she was high as a kite, or this could have turned into a serious problem. You need to keep a low profile, you know? For your own safety.

      I know, the last thing we want is a black ops team grabbing me in the middle of the night and opening me up to try to figure out how it is I can speak. Though as long as I have nanites, they’d be in for a challenge.

      Yes, they would, but it would attract too much heat. As for your nanites, you and I both know you’re running on low power. I know it can be frustrating for you, but better safe than sorry.

      You do realize how ironic that sounds, though, I mean, considering how you view the world nowadays?

      Kevin smiled as he petted the top of his beagle’s head. Yup, I’m painfully aware. Are you telling me you disagree with how I view the world?

      Hell no, it’s become brutal, man. I would take Zee’s rambling over this nonsensical fear-based attitude any day.

      Kevin chuckled before wiping a forming tear. That says a lot, doesn’t it?

      I miss him too; it’s been a while since he called.

      I was just thinking the same thing… I guess he’s busy.

      Aren’t we all…

      Kevin took a deep breath. “So, who’s up for burgers? I’m buying!”

      Boomer was, unsurprisingly, the first to bark in agreement. After all, a double bacon cheeseburger was his favorite thing in the world after his friendship with Kevin, or so Kevin hoped.
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      Kevin got up from bed, walked to the nearby window, and looked at the night sky.

      Lacuna moaned from the bed, so he turned around and looked in her direction, but she was still sound asleep.

      The apartment they lived in was barely larger than the extended room he and his father had built at his parents’ house, but at least it was their own, and they didn’t have to worry about being loud when they needed their intimacy.

      That was when Boomer wasn’t around, like tonight, as Lacuna requested if they could spend one night without Boomer giggling and barking by the bed. It was not a hard decision to make to drop him by his mom’s house. Since his dad’s passing, she quite enjoyed the beagle’s company, now that his sister Sonja had also moved out of the house with her fiancé.

      Still… if Kevin’s father hadn’t passed away, he probably wouldn’t have moved out of the house just yet. He had truly embraced the newfound relationship they had built post-Earth near-catastrophic invasion by the Kregan forces and Xonax, who should forever be known as the mad emperor.

      But as it often does, illness struck Kevin’s dad, and it struck fast. In fact, Kevin had barely managed to tell his father how he felt before he was gone. As a result, Kevin refused to engage with the outside world for months. In fact, Lacuna even considered leaving him since he had become such a reclusive person.

      But she understood, with the help of Sonja, that not everyone deals with grief the same way. Sonja had convinced Lacuna to give him a little more time, while she also stepped in to help her brother express the pain and sorrow that was eating at his heart. She had been a tremendous help in saving his relationship with Lacuna. Kevin used his smartwatch walkie-talkie function to check on his best friend.

      “Are you there, buddy?”

      “Yup, if by there you mean away from my home, then yes,” murmured Boomer.

      “Why are you whispering?”

      “Your mom is sleeping nearby.”

      “How is she?”

      “Hanging in there, you know.”

      “I do, all too well.”

      “I miss him too, even his old self, you know, when he was meaner.”

      “Yeah, I’d take him back that way, too, if that was an option.”

      “It’s rather late. You can’t sleep?”

      “Not really, it’s what we talked about earlier, I guess, that I can’t get out of my mind.”

      “What? The fact that bacon is better than beef?”

      Kevin shook his head. “No, silly…”

      “Then what?”

      “That it’s never been that long in between Zee’s communications. He never went two months without checking in with us before.”

      “He did say he was going out of communication range for a while, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah, I guess, but then he also took the triplets. I wonder why.”

      “Weren’t you the one that told him they were a handful lately? And, between you and me, they were… especially with your final exams on the horizon, I think he felt you needed to be able to focus on your exams.”

      “I guess I did, didn’t I?”

      “Do you regret it? Mind you, I miss them, too, though I don’t miss their three AM antics all that much.”

      Kevin’s lip curled slightly. “I guess just like most Earth cats, they don’t really care about sleeping at night like we do.”

      “You mean they sleep when they bloody want, and they don’t care if anyone else does when they feel like playtime has come.”

      “That’s cats for you.”

      “Perhaps, but I thought they were Sphynxes.”

      Kevin’s nose twitched. “Same difference. After living with them for three years, I think we can both agree on that.”

      “Granted, plus they were almost getting strong enough to take me on.”

      Kevin laughed as discreetly as he could as to not wake up Lacuna. “Naaaah… don’t be daft, no one can take on the mighty Boomer.”

      “Laugh it up, fur ball.”

      “Look who’s talking… but good one anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re sure you did it right?” asked Kevin.

      Lacuna handed him the communicator left behind by Ziron. “Wanna try it on your own?”

      “Not especially… sorry, I didn’t mean to imply you don’t know how to use it, just that maybe there was a bug or something.”

      “Look, I know you’re worried about him, but I’m sure he would have contacted us if he needed our help.”

      “Not if he was incapacitated.”

      “Then the triplets would have contacted us. And don’t say what if they couldn’t.”

      “Well…”

      “You were about to say it, weren’t you?”

      Kevin nodded.

      “Look... unfortunately, we don’t have our own ship to take off and go look for him ourselves.”

      “We could send a signal to Arcadia Prime, though. They did leave us their own beacon.”

      “For emergencies only.”

      “Well, call me paranoid, but it’s starting to feel more and more like one to me.”

      “We don’t know that just yet. But if you feel we need to involve the Arcadians, do what you have to do so we can go back to sleep.”

      “Is it just me? Or do I sense some hesitation on your part at the prospect of trusting them?”

      “You bet your cute ass I do. Or need I remind you that she locked us up and tried to kill us.”

      “Princess Kalliopy had been removed from power back then, and to be fair, she was being manipulated, like I was at one point. But I can see why you’d be reticent to trust them again.”

      “What do you mean, back then?”

      “Zee said she returned to the throne eventually.”

      “See, that alone proves that the Arcadians can’t be trusted. They’ve been nothing but grief in the end. Whether or not it was their intention is irrelevant. I don’t like the idea of trusting anyone unless we absolutely have to. Looking back, we fared much better when we dealt with our problems face-on and stuck together. We can deal with whatever the universe throws at us as long as we have each other to rely on.”

      “Okay, I understand where you’re coming from with this. I guess we can wait a couple more days before trying the Arcadian beacon. Maybe by then, Zee will contact us.”
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      Kevin still couldn’t find sleep, he kept tossing and turning in his bed. Meanwhile, Lacuna slept like a baby. Kevin tried everything he could think of to find sleep, but every attempt failed. His mind simply refused to quiet down, and he couldn’t help but think about Zee. Something deep within told him that the reason he hadn’t checked in was because he was in trouble.

      Kevin hated this feeling and hated, even more, the fact that they didn’t have a ship, even though he knew full well that if Ziron had left him one, he probably would have used it to visit nearby solar systems instead of working on his final exams. It was the soda paradigm all over again. If there was soda in the house, he’d just run on it day in and day out, to the point where even Lacuna had noticed he was gaining weight. She thought it was cute, but her mere mention of love handles was enough of a motivation for Kevin to adopt a no-soda-in-the-house policy and get himself back in shape.

      While he trusted Lacuna implicitly, he wasn’t an Apollon or an alpha male, for that matter. Deep down, he worried she could leave him for a more statuesque built specimen, and these men were all around them too, which gave Kevin and his rather small stature some serious body size complex.

      Kevin sighed heavily as Lacuna adjusted her position in the bed and turned to face the room’s window side.

      You’re an imbecile, Kev, she’s not with you because of your physique, she’s with you because she loves you. Stop focusing on imaginary issues that only exist in your head.

      That realization, while helping him relax somewhat, did nothing to stop the inner chatter of his mind.

      Where’s Zee? Are the kittens okay? Is there trouble back in Arcadia? What will we eat tomorrow?

      When he couldn’t take it anymore, which only took a few minutes, Kevin got up from bed, as delicately as he could manage in order not to disturb Lacuna’s sleep, and walked into the kitchen. The light switch failed to turn on the neon tube, and he made a mental note to change the damn starter, something he’d procrastinated about doing for far too long. Kevin reached for his smartwatch, fearing he would trip on something and wake up Lacuna like he had done so many times before.

      When he switched on the flashlight option of his watch, his heart skipped a beat. Right in front of him stood a Kregan warrior who growled the instant they made eye contact.

      “What the he—“ exclaimed Kevin. Before he could finish his sentence, he got the wind knocked out of him as a result of a strong punch aimed at the center of his chest.

      Kevin had to fight through the pain to not lose consciousness when his head forcefully impacted the cold floor.

      The kitchen lights flickered a couple of times before finally switching on.

      “You will come with me!” ordered the man, towering over him, with murder in his eyes.

      “The hell I will! How did you get inside my house?”

      The Kregan grabbed Kevin by the throat and lifted him so high that his feet didn’t touch the floor.

      Dammit, what are the Kregans doing here? I knew I should have used that damn beacon!

      Kevin tried to call for help, but the Kregan increased his hold on his throat, promptly silencing his attempt.

      “I’m the one asking questions. Is that understood?” asked the warrior.

      Since Kevin was having a hard time breathing, he nodded as best he could.

      “Are you Kevin?”

      Kevin hesitated but eventually nodded.

      The warrior put him down until his feet touched the floor again. The warrior released some of the pressure on his throat and eventually removed his hand from Kevin’s neck altogether. It took a while for Kevin to speak through his bruises.

      “Who the hell are you? And what do you want from me?”

      “I’m a bounty hunter, I’ve been paid to bring you back alive to the Kregan palace where your presence is needed.”

      “Why would I be needed there? You’re not making any sense. Do they want to execute me?”

      “Quite the contrary, you’re to be crowned Emperor.”

      “Wait? What?”

      “You killed the Emperor, have you not?”

      “So what?”

      “This is the Kregan way, the person who kills the Emperor becomes Emperor in his stead.”

      “But I’m not even Kregan! And technically, I killed both Emperors, though the first one, I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t in control of my body at the time.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you meant to or whether or not you’re Kregan. The fact of the matter is, you are now Emperor, and the Kregan people need you more than ever.”

      “Why now? It’s been three years!”

      “The Arcadians had appointed a regent to replace the position, but this is no longer a tenable position.”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what the Kregans need or how untenable their position is. Last I checked. You’re the bad guys, and as such, I’ll never help you in your conquest of the universe.”

      The Kregan warrior growled.

      It startled Kevin, and he took a step back. “Easy there, by your own admission, you have to bring me back alive.”

      Kevin’s words seemed to temper the warrior’s rage if only just a bit.

      “You will come with me, end of discussion. Whether or not you’re conscious for the trip is the only thing in your power.”

      Kevin wished he still had nanites flowing through his bloodstream, so he could take on the Kregan on a level-playing field, but not before getting to the bottom of the situation. Kevin knew he had zero chances of defeating a Kregan with his bare hands, but there was someone in this house that could if he could get her attention. His bruised throat would make screaming loud enough a difficult proposition, so he’d have to find another way.

      “Okay, for the sake of argument,” said Kevin, trying to bide himself some time as his eyes scanned the kitchen, “let’s say I agree to come with you, then what?”

      “I don’t care about any of that, and that includes your compliance. Whether or not you want to become Emperor, I only get paid if I deliver you to the Kregan high palace. So let’s get moving, as I’m not the only one after you. The more we stay here, the higher the chances are that you will get killed.”

      “Killed? Who wants to kill me?”

      “The Arcadians, of course.”

      “I think you must have hit your head on the way down to Earth, I saved the whole of Arcadia, there’s no way they’d want me dead!”

      “We can discuss this on our way to the palace right now, and I’m gonna ask you again, you either come with me, or I knock you out and carry you.”

      The window to alert Lacuna was closing fast, and so Kevin decided to improvise and jumped near the table on his left, grabbed a carafe, and smashed it to the ground.

      The Kregan growled as he moved toward Kevin with a look that left no doubt as per his previous threat of knocking him out. Kevin managed to dodge the warrior’s swing by rolling under him.

      That’s when blaster fire hit the Kregan warrior in the shoulder, illuminating it red briefly, as the energy from the blast was dissipated by a personal shield.

      “Stay away from him!” Screamed Lacuna before resuming fire on the warrior.

      Kevin crawled behind the fridge in a move that clearly made him feel cowardly, but he knew full well that without his nanite augments, he’d stand more chances of getting killed than he did trying to take on a fully armed Kregan. Still, his ego felt bruised much more than his neck minutes before.

      The Kregan returned fire, forcing Lacuna to roll on the kitchen floor before launching herself forward, knee first, in an attempt to knock the Kregan back. Her move didn’t have the intended outcome, however, and the warrior’s chin barely moved upon impact.

      His reaction was swift and decisive as he grabbed her in mid-air and smashed her against the nearest wall, which cracked upon impact.

      “Lacuna!” Screamed Kevin as he jumped out of cover and ran toward the knife block.

      He grabbed the biggest knife and threw it at the warrior. The knife bounced off the warrior’s armor and clattered to the floor.

      The distraction, while short-lived, gave enough time for Lacuna to get back to her feet. A thin line of blood trickled down her chin. She promptly adjusted the settings of her blaster and fired at the warrior again and again. After the fifth shot, his personal shield flickered, and the warrior incurred physical damage, or at the very least, his armor did.

      He growled and pressed a control on his wrist, which unleashed a shockwave toward Lacuna. Unprepared and defenseless against such a tactic, Lacuna got thrown onto the table, where she smashed her back with a loud crack, followed by a painful moan.

      “Lacuna! Stop it!” Begged Kevin as he ran to her side.

      The Kregan grabbed him by the neck and lifted him off the floor before pointing the tip of his blaster on a barely conscious Lacuna.

      “No, no, no!” Screamed Kevin. “I’ll go with you, just don’t hurt her.”

      Lacuna looked up and met Kevin’s frightened gaze.

      The warrior growled, his weapon still aimed at Lacuna’s head.

      “If you kill her,” insisted Kevin, “I won’t comply, in fact, I’ll even kill myself if I have to and then you won’t get paid.”

      Kevin knew full well that his threats were mostly empty, as the warrior could simply knock him out now and keep him unconscious until he delivered Kevin to the palace. It was just the best Kevin could muster in his current state of panic, and he hoped with all his heart that it would be enough to stop the Kregan warrior from killing Lacuna.

      “Your threats are meaningless,” said the Kregan.

      So much for that plan.

      But then another thought crossed Kevin’s mind.

      “Don’t kill her, or I’ll kill you once I’m Emperor, and I won’t stop there: I’ll hunt everyone you hold dear and punish them as well. If you pull this trigger, you’re signing your death warrant.”

      That did it, and the Kregan holstered his weapon.

      Lacuna coughed and more blood spilled out of her mouth. She looked at Kevin with tears in her eyes, and before red streaks of light engulfed both the Kregan and Kevin, she thought she heard Kevin whisper, “I love you.”

      She reached with her hand toward the disappearing Kevin as she screamed, “Keeeviiin!” before losing consciousness.
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      It had been a couple of hours since Kevin had been abducted and Lacuna had regained consciousness in the middle of the kitchen. The first thing she did upon getting back up had been to activate the Arcadian beacon. She then drove to Kevin’s house in the middle of the night and grabbed Boomer.

      “I knew it was a mistake spending the night over there,” complained Boomer. “I could have prevented this from happening!”

      “I know how you feel, but I don’t think so,” said Lacuna, “even with the few nanites you have left, this was no ordinary Kregan warrior. I don’t think it would have made much of a difference. But for what it’s worth, I should never have proposed this arrangement just so I can spend time with Kevin alone.”

      Boomer growled his frustration vocally anyway.

      “I’m sorry,” Lacuna continued. “I should have stopped the Kregan.”

      Boomer calmed down and came to lick her face.

      “I’m sure you did the best you could. Speaking of, you look like crap, and we should get you to an ER.”

      “No, it can wait. We need to stay put until the Arcadians send help, they can take care of my wounds with their advanced medical facilities.”

      “I don’t trust them, never have, never will.”

      “I tend to agree, but Kevin thought that they’re on our side, and even if I have no love for them either, right now, what other choice do we have?”

      “Are they on our side? If it wasn’t for them, Kevin and I would be peacefully living our lives, free of these repeated intergalactic crises.”

      “And I would never have met the both of you.”

      “Okay, okay, that part would be sad… I guess.”

      “You guess?”

      “Hey! Do I have to remind you that the first time we met, you sent a gazillion volts throughout my tiny little body.”

      “Fair enough; not my proudest moment. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about that, I wasn’t the same person back then.”

      “I know, and you’ve apologized profusely for this before. And for what it’s worth, too, I forgave you a long time ago. I bark but I’m dog enough to admit that if it weren’t for you, neither Kevin nor I would be alive today.”

      Tears trickled on Lacuna’s bruised face. “We have to get him back, Boomer. We have to!”

      “We will! I promise. Even if it’s the last thing we do.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’d rather it’s not the last thing we do.”

      “Should we have told Kevin’s mom he’s been abducted?”

      “What would that have achieved besides making her worry? She’s already got a lot on her mind as it is.”

      Boomer barked and the flat trembled.

      “That’s got to be the Arcadians landing,” said Lacuna, “let’s go meet them on the roof so we can chase after Kevin.”
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      I hope Boomer is okay, thought Kevin.

      Kevin looked down at the metallic binds that held him to the copilot’s chair of the Kregan ship.

      “Were these really necessary?” asked Kevin.

      “You’re a handful, and you proved over and over that you can’t be trusted back at your house.”

      “I’ve been fighting your kind since I learned we’re not alone in the universe, so yeah... I happen to not trust the Kregans, and if you’d been in my shoes, you’d understand.”

      “Going through your foot apparel was not one of my mission’s objectives.”

      Kevin sighed. “That’s not what I meant— never mind. How long will it take to get to Kregan Prime? Your pathetic excuse for a ship feels like it could give up at any moment.”

      “This craft may be old, but we’ve been through a lot together, it will get us where we need to go. As for when, that depends.”

      “On what, exactly? Favorable solar winds? Or perhaps you’d like me to get outside and push?”

      “Doing this would most certainly result in your death. And I wouldn’t get paid.”

      “They never taught you sarcasm at the bounty hunter school, did they? You’d think people skills could come in handy in your line of work.”

      “Most of my warrants are of the execution type, I almost never take on target retrieval ones. So no, people skills are not only useless to my profession, but they tend to get in the way.”

      “Charming. That would explain the use of rather lethal force you used on me.”

      “If I had used lethal force, you’d already be dead.”

      Yeah, yeah, I get it, tough guy.

      “You do realize that once I’m Emperor, I could decide to hunt you down?”

      “Threatening me again with this is not a good idea, I could decide to space you now and move on to the warrant. It’s going to be difficult for you to hunt me down if you’re a floating ice cube in space.”

      “That may be true, but I sense that killing me could have unpleasant repercussions from your employers, and you’d end up opening a whole new can of worms.”

      The Kregan warrior stayed silent.

      “I will take that as confirmation,” said Kevin.

      “It would be… unwise of me to kill you. On that, you’re correct. But I can always shut you up.”

      “Then you’d be lonely during the trip.”

      “I am, by definition, living a lonely life. In fact, I find your mere presence distracting.”

      “I have a perfect solution for that, let’s turn this boat around, drop me anywhere on Earth and be on your merry way. It’s a win-win when you think about it, you regain your loneliness, at last, and I get back to my friends and family.”

      The Kregan growled.

      “Not much for humor either, huh? Easy there, I’m just kidding.”

      “There is nothing to be gained by the concept of humor. As kids, we Kregans are taught that.”

      “I feel sorry for your planet.”

      “It will soon be your planet as well.”

      “No, that will never happen! Sure, I may soon be crowned, against my will, as the Emperor of your world, but you took me from my one and only planet.”

      “Some planet. You are so far behind in both technology and civilizational spirituality; it’s a miracle you didn’t blow yourselves up already.”

      Kevin wasn’t disagreeing with that last statement, but he wouldn’t give the Kregan the satisfaction of admitting it out loud.

      “We don’t try to blow our neighbors up just because we can. That’s gotta count for something.”

      The Kregan made a strange noise, and it took Kevin a while to identify what it was. A chuckle.

      “That’s only because you lack the technological know-how, if you did, your people would be a scourge on the galaxy, or worse, the entire universe.”

      Would we? I wonder.

      “Says the guy who kidnapped me from my home. Do you think that’s an honorable or spiritual thing to do? I’m just a kid.”

      The Kregan turned his head and gazed at Kevin.

      “You’re lying.”

      “What do you mean I’m lying?”

      “I can sense it from your vocal inflections, as well as your accelerated heartbeat, that you’re not being truthful. Tell me I’m wrong?”

      Now that’s a new one I didn’t know about them.

      “Yes... I’m lying, I’m considered an adult, or at least a young adult now, but I was an adolescent when a Kregan assassin tried to kill me a little over three years ago. I was kind of hoping, after I killed Xonax, that Kregan coming to my home world wouldn’t become a habit.”

      “You keep what you kill, that’s the Kregan way.”

      “Yeah, but I’m no Vin Diesel.”

      “What’s a Vin Diesel?”

      Kevin chuckled. “Somehow, I think it would take too long to explain, but in that make-believe tale, he plays a Furian, a strong alien race.”

      “There is no Furians race that I am aware of.”

      “That’s why I said make-believe…”

      “Furies, on the other hand…”

      “What’s a Fury?”

      “Pray you never have to find out.”

      “Now you have to tell me about them.”

      “No! I don’t have to do anything. You’re my prisoner, and I’m the one who decides what we talk or don’t talk about.”

      For now, perhaps, but I’ll give you the slip the first chance I get. You just watch me.

      “True, but I’m bored, and this hunk-a-junk of yours can’t get us to Kregan Prime any time soon, so we might as well spend the time doing something.”

      The Kregan sighed. “If I tell you that story, will you shut up for at least one of your Terran hours?”

      “A whole hour?”

      The Kregan made a throaty noise, which Kevin interpreted as discontent.

      “Ok, ok,” said Kevin, “an hour. Now spill it, what’s a Fury?”

      The Kregan looked around him. “There is nothing to spill.”

      Oh my god, it’s going to be a long trip.

      “Never mind that, that’s an expression, it means tell me about the Furies.”

      “A long time ago, one of our scientists found a piece of ancient technology on our world. He studied it for years until he figured out that it allowed him to travel to parallel universes.”

      Wicked! So parallel universes do exist.

      “He used the device to travel through multiple iterations of our planet until he eventually found a space-worthy ship. Back then, the Kregan had not left their solar system, we were still… primitive.”

      “Say it… you know you want to… like us?”

      “Yes, exactly, like you.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Then he stumbled upon other races and barely made it back alive through the portal device.”

      “I take it those were the Furies.”

      “Among others, but he described them as beings of incredible power that fired energy-based weapons from their hands, and destroyed entire cities, without any weaponry other than the attacks they could create out of thin air.”

      “Wow, these guys sound like they could be as powerful as Saiyans. What happened to that device?”

      “No one knows, legend has it this scientist hid it to protect our world.”

      “Sounds like the right move, maybe the first thing I should do is to order its retrieval once I’m emperor.”

      “Are you insane? Have you not heard what I’ve just told you?”

      “Oh, I have, but by your own admission, that was when? Eons ago? Both the Kregan and the Arcadian have advanced technology now, who’s to say these Furies pose a significant threat to Kregan today?”

      “I should have followed my instincts and knocked you out instead, now you stay silent for an hour. As agreed.”

      “The story is hardly over, you mentioned other races. What were they?”

      “I’m not a historian, I don’t remember.”

      “You don’t remember, or you don’t want to say?”

      The Kregan sighed. “I think some of them were considered deities, the Olympians perhaps.”

      “Get out of town!”

      “We just did that when we left your planet.”

      “It means... you know what, never mind what it means. Olympians, you say? Like our Greek gods?”

      “What is a Greek?”

      “It’s people who live in Greece, but that’s not relevant to your story. Long ago, the Greeks believed that Olympus was where their Gods lived. Perhaps they met with these Olympians you mentioned, and since they were highly advanced, they appeared to them as deities. I wonder what they’ve become.”

      “According to our legends, they left beyond the rim.”

      “What rim?”

      “The edge of the universe.”

      “Like the Shadows and the Vorlons did after the war.”

      “I don’t know them, who are they?”

      “I bet you don’t, they’re fictional, like the Furians I mentioned earlier.”

      Kevin could sense he was annoying the heck out of the Kregan, but he had to admit to himself that he enjoyed doing so.

      “That’s enough stories for one day, now you keep your word, or I’ll be forced to silence you.”

      “Okay, okay, but first, now that we shared stories, the very least you could do is tell me your name?”

      “You’ll shut up, then?”

      “For at least sixty-minutes, I will, yes.”

      “Very well… my name is Gornax.”

      “Normally, I’d say nice to meet you, Gornax, but I think we both know I’d be lying.”
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      When Lacuna and Boomer arrived on the roof, two armored men were getting out of a drop ship. It wasn’t a big ship, but Lacuna still thought it was big enough to pose a threat to the structural integrity of the building.

      “You took your sweet time,” complained Boomer.

      “They do come from another galaxy, you know?” Whispered Lacuna.

      “I don’t care where they come from, the Kregan has at least a five-hour head start on us, we’ll be lucky if we ever catch up with Kevin.”

      “Not necessarily, depends on how fast the Kregan ship’s FTL drive is. Arcadian engines are superior to Kregans, after all.”

      The two armored soldiers stopped walking before they reached Lacuna and Boomer.

      “Are you Lacuna?” asked one of them.

      “Yes, I need to speak to Admiral Corso right away.”

      The man who asked the question whispered something while masking his mouth with his hand, thinking they wouldn’t hear it, but Boomer did.

      “It’s them. Take them out.”

      The second man took a blaster and aimed at an unsuspected Lacuna and fired. Boomer, who had anticipated the move, jumped, transformed into an armored wolf in mid-air, and pushed Lacuna out of the way. The blaster shot ricocheted off his armor and went bounced back toward the man who had fired. It burned a hole in the middle of his trachea, and he dropped his weapon before grabbing his bloody throat and falling to his knees.

      Lacuna rolled to the ground, grabbed her blaster, and fired at the other soldier before he had time to unholster his service weapon. His head blew off.

      “That’s disgusting!” said Boomer.

      “I guess I never changed the power setting I used on the Kregan warrior.”

      “Well, I’m not gonna shed a tear for people who are trying to kill us, so… good but disgusting job.”

      Loud and heavy footsteps resonated in the distance. An entire platoon of Arcadian soldiers ran toward their position and opened fire, forcing the pair to take cover behind a nearby chimney. With every hit, bricks blew up and turned into red dust.

      “This ain’t a secure cover position,” barked Boomer.

      “No shit, genius,” exclaimed Lacuna.

      “I take offense to that.”

      “What about using your nanites to help me fight them instead of complaining. That way, perhaps we can get out of this new effed-up situation.”

      “That, I can do!”

      Boomer erected a shield around his wolf form, and a large blaster canon morphed from his armor on his back. He leaped out of cover and rained hellfire toward the enemy. He managed to quickly mow down a good half of the enemy forces. Boomer kept moving around, but the enemy still scored multiple hits on his shields. They held pretty well until his canon stopped firing.

      “Why have you stopped firing, you’re kicking their asses?”

      “The hell if I know, I’m not doing it on purpose,” complained Boomer. “Something’s wrong.”

      “You may want to find cover, then, before your shields fail—“

      But Boomer’s shields failed before Lacuna finished her sentence, and while most hits were still being deflected by Boomer’s armor, a pair of them found their way through and burrowed themselves into his flesh and sent him down.

      “Boomer!” Exclaimed Lacuna as she popped out of cover and shot blindly toward the platoon in a desperate attempt at providing her friend some much-needed cover. She grabbed the wounded wolf and dragged him back behind what little was left of their cover, just as two energy blasts hit both her left shoulder and right thigh. The thigh wounds were mostly superficial, but her shoulder hurt like hell.

      “Dammit!” she moaned as she hit the damaged wall with her back and allowed gravity to do the rest until his body slid fully behind the nearly destroyed chimney wall. “We gotta get out of here. Are you okay, Boomer?”

      He did not answer, and his eyes remained closed.

      “Oh no, no, no, NO! Don’t do this to me, Boomer, stay with me! You hear me?”

      She reached under his plating armor with her hand, and she could feel the wolf’s thorax move as Boomer breathed. She released a long sigh of relief before approaching footsteps grabbed her attention.

      The soldiers were moving toward them, and she needed to act fast. She hugged the floor, rolled to the side, fired three mostly blind shots toward the incoming soldiers, and rolled back under cover. As she did, she caught a glimpse of one of the two men falling down.

      “Could have been better, could have been worse,” she whispered.

      Now that she had a good idea of his position, she leaped out of cover to shoot down the other soldier, but as she aimed and squeezed the trigger, a laser blast impacted her already wounded shoulder and sent her flying backward. It affected her aim, and she missed her target by a mile.

      Her heartbeat accelerated as she realized that the soldier was only yards away from the both of them, and they would be in the line of fire at any moment. With Boomer still unconscious, things could get really ugly, real fast.

      She saw no other alternative than to follow the one idea that popped into her panicked mind. She set the blaster to quickly overload, and while staying as flat on the ground as she could, she threw the buzzing weapon toward the soldier.

      To say this was a blind throw was an understatement, but as she saw the soldier fly into the air, engulfed in flames right after the detonation, it made her glad, even if it would only be for a fleeting moment. The realization that they were now all but defenseless to finish this fight didn’t take long to hit fill her mind with panic once more. Lacuna grabbed a knife from her right thigh while she crawled toward Boomer.

      What is it the humans say? Never bring a knife to a gun fight, well, whoopty doo, because it’s gonna have to do.

      As she crawled closer to him, Boomer coughed up some blood, which was not a good sign, but at least he regained consciousness.

      “I know this is a stupid question, so don’t bite my head off, but how are you doing?”

      His voice was weak. “Been worse… I think.”

      “Not the best time to play the tough guy, I’m afraid. Our position is about to be overrun, and I have to protect us with that puny blade.”

      “Then you’d better run and try to make it out of here alive, I’ll hold them off for as long as I can draw breath.”

      “What did I just say?”

      “I’m not trying to play the hero, but one of us needs to rescue Kevin, and that can’t happen if we both bite the dust.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      One of the few bricks left exploded and covered Lacuna’s face with red dust.

      “I’m getting pissed off,” she said through gritted teeth. She quickly popped her head out through the cloud for an instant.

      “Damn!”

      “What is it?”

      “A soldier is only yards away.”

      “Then take him out.”

      “With the knife? And then what? We throw dust at them?”

      “One problem at a time.”

      Lacuna growled, but she had to admit that considering their predicament, there weren’t any other options. She popped out of cover, threw the knife straight in between the eyes of the soldier, and popped down to cover as dozens of energy blasts screamed over the top of her head.

      “Phew, that was close,” she sighed. “Can you move?”

      “I’ve been trying since waking up... I can’t seem to; they must have hit a nerve.”

      “A wolf’s nerve?”

      “Your point being?”

      “Revert to your original form, maybe you’ll be able to move, then, at the very least, you’ll be a smaller target to hit.”

      As if a sign from the universe, a blast burned the tip of the wolf’s tail.

      “Ouch! That hurts,” cried Boomer.

      “I thought we agreed you’d turn back into your beagle form.”

      “What do you think I’ve been trying to do? It’s not working.”

      “That could be a problem, a beagle I can carry, but with my shoulder and thigh wounds, there’s no way I can carry you out of here.”

      “So, we’re circling back to my previous idea then, you need to get the hell out of here and save Kevin.”

      “I’m not leaving you here to die alone.”

      The wolf feinted a bite which startled Lacuna for a split second.

      “That’s ain’t gonna work either, we either make it out of here together or we both die.”

      Boomer growled. “To think that all this time I thought I was the stubborn one.”

      “Don’t be too flattered, furball, I just can’t see myself explaining to Kevin that I let you die. I’d rather not have that conversation, even if that means I’m dead too.”

      “Right, I wouldn’t want to have that conversation either if our roles were reversed.”

      “So, we’re in agreement?”

      “About dying together, yeah, I’d rather live, though.”

      “You and me both. I just downed two of these assholes nearby, they must have dropped a usable weapon. I may need some sort of distraction, though.

      Boomer tried moving.

      “I thought you couldn’t move.”

      “A few minutes ago, I couldn’t move or run, let alone walk, but now I should be able to achieve crawling.”

      “Oh, sure, a crawling wolf, that’s going to make for a great distraction.”

      “Unless you have a better idea.”

      “Not at the moment, I’m afraid.”

      “Then help me turn to the other side, I’ll pop my head out and roar, maybe that will give you a second or two.”

      “Or maybe it’s your head that will be popped in the process.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I can’t believe you could even think that. I thought we’d just agreed on trying not to get killed.”

      “Well… no pain, no gain. Just wait for my roar and run like hell.”

      “Okay. On three?”

      “Wait, normal three or Lethal Weapon three?”

      “Are you seriously doing this? In a moment like this?”

      “Okay, okay, one… two…”

      “Three!” said a soldier as he stepped in front of Lacuna and aimed his blaster straight at her head. “I’m afraid it’s time to say goodbye, sweet thing.”
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      The ship rocked heavily, which took Kevin out of his slumber.

      “What’s going on?” He yawned.

      “We’re getting fired at, that’s what’s going on,” said Gornax.

      “Swell, this day keeps getting better and better, well... feel free to shoot back anytime!”

      “They took out my proton canon with their first volley.”

      “It’s getting really hard not to tell you I told you so.”

      “Told me so about what?”

      “That your ship is a piece of stinking poodoo, that’s what! And you only have the one canon? Are you serious?”

      “There’s a turret too, but it’s manually controlled.”

      “Then untie me, you big ape, so I can shoot these fighters into smithereens.”

      “How do I know you’re not going to try something?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps because I’d rather live one more day. Now untie me before we blow up in the middle of this argument.”

      “Okay, but no funny business.”

      “Says the idiot who planned a grab-and-go mission with a paper plane.”

      Gornax growled but pressed a touch control on his now-sparking console. It released the titanium bounds around both Kevin’s arms and legs and unlocked his cuffs too.

      “Aft is that way,” said Gornax as he flashed a thumb backward.

      “You see! You can be funny when you make an effort. Make sure to line them up on our sixes,” said Kevin as he ran out of the cockpit.

      “What’s a sixes?”

      “Pilot this hunk-a-junk so that the ships you want destroyed are on our asses!”

      “That… I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna swallowed hard, and her entire body froze, her gaze laser-focused on the blaster barrel threatening to blow her head off.

      Boomer was turned the wrong way now and unable to bite the assailant, instead, he taunted the soldier.

      “If you so much as touch a hair on her head, I’ll eat you from head to—“

      The soldier fired into one of Boomer’s legs, preventing him from finishing his sentence. Lacuna launched herself forward and tried to grab the gun, but the soldier saw her come a mile away and knocked her back to the ground with a swift elbow strike that made her entire face throb.

      “Nice try, bye-bye now,” said the soldier as he aimed the blaster at her head.

      An energy blast coming from the sky cut the soldier in half. A look of utter shock locked inside his dead eyes before what was left of both parts of his body hit the ground with mushy thuds. Blood sprayed all over Lacuna’s face.

      She spat some out. “Gross!”

      “Why aren’t we dead?” asked Boomer.

      Lacuna scanned the sky on top of them.

      “Excellent question.”

      Boomer, Lacuna, don’t move, I’ll take care of them for you, said a voice in their heads.

      “Who said that?” asked Boomer. “I don’t recognize the voice.”

      “Neither do I, there’s a Sphinx quality to it, though, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, now that you mention it... but it ain’t Zee, that much, I’m sure.”

      “Never mind who that is, though last I checked, Sphinxes were scientists, not military-class sharpshooters.”

      “Half of that disgusting thing still bleeding on my back legs would disagree.”

      “Ewww, let me get that off of you. Speaking of legs, how’s yours?”

      “Oh, peachy, we can add crawling to the list of things I can’t do.”

      “Glad to see your misadventure didn’t affect your legendary sense of sarcasm.”

      “Hey, it’s me. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      A ship hovered not too far from their position and unleashed hellfire toward the remainder of the Arcadian platoon. After a few seconds, it stopped firing.

      “Is it over yet?”

      Lacuna quickly popped her head to the side and back. “Yup… unless they’re still considered living while burning and smoking.”

      “Nice!”

      “Not really, it’s a bloodbath, but I’ll take it either way.”

      The ship maneuvered around and landed near them.

      Lacuna approached and grabbed the blaster off of the half soldier, though she had to use significant force to move his fingers away from the weapon. In some cases, they broke.

      She hid the weapon behind her torn and blackened shirt.

      “I don’t think this guy, whoever he is, is a threat,” commented Boomer.

      “Well, we didn’t think the Arcadian would try and murder us either, did we not?”

      “Hard to fault your logic, considering.”

      A ramp lowered from the belly of the ship, and a blue-gray cat-like figure trotted down.

      “That’s a Sphynx, alright, “said Lacuna.

      “Either that or this kitty overdid his crack-cocaine consumption. By just a smidge.”

      Lacuna couldn’t help but chuckle at that. She thought that Boomer cracking jokes in moments like these, with more holes in them than they dared count, was a good sign for his chances of surviving his wounds.

      The Sphynx stopped a few yards from Lacuna and Boomer.

      “Hi Lacuna, Boomer. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Neeron.”

      Lacuna sized up Neeron, which didn’t take long since he wasn’t any taller than Ziron, even though he seemed more muscular than his scientist counterpart.

      “You seem to know us, but we don’t know you. Who are you and why did you help us?”

      “Ziron sent me, I’m his brother.”

      Boomer barked. “I don’t think so, he never told us he has siblings.”

      “That’s not surprising. Once upon a time, I was discharged, let’s say, from the Arcadian Confederate, for things I wish I hadn’t done. A few years back, Kevin helped me out of a bind, so when Ziron’s hologram got in touch with me, I felt like I ought to return the favor.”

      Lacuna grabbed her blaster and aimed it at Neeron.

      “Now I know you’re lying because if Kevin knew you, we’d most certainly know about you.”

      “Kevin couldn’t tell you about me since he won’t remember me, I wiped his memory after we met for his own safety.”

      “You’re lying!” said Lacuna as she tightened her grip on her blaster.

      Neeron got his front paws up. “Easy there, not that you stand the shadow of a chance hurting me with that pathetic excuse for a weapon.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “Sure thing, shoot all you want. In fact, I insist, go ahead and shoot me!”

      Lacuna ignored Boomer’s growl of protest and fired at Neeron. The energy blast stopped a few inches from his face and stayed stuck in mid-air as if stopped by an invisible shield until it sizzled out of existence.

      “As I was saying,” said Neeron, “you’ll need something way more powerful to score a hit. And if my intention was to hurt you, you’d be dead already. Let me demonstrate.”

      Neeron morphed into a full-size cat-humanoid hybrid in full-plated armor, half a dozen spherical drones flew away from behind him and positioned themselves around him, canons morphed forward, and all pointed toward Lacuna and Boomer.

      “Ok,” barked Boomer, “let’s all take a step back, and let’s not lose our heads… in this case, quite literally.”

      “Speaking of being wounded,” said Neeron, “you both seem quite injured, you should let me help.”

      “We’ll live,” said Lacuna, still aiming at Neeron.

      “Speak for yourself,” said Boomer. “I wouldn’t mind a health pack right about now.”

      “A wish easily granted,” said Neeron as he waved a finger and sent one of his drones toward Boomer.

      Lacuna reacted instantly and shot at the drone, but her blast was deflected by a shield.

      “Enough, already,” barked Boomer. “Ziron’s brother could incinerate us with a snap of his fingers, or have you forgotten already how he dispatched the Arcadians? I understand it’s hard for you to trust anyone right now. In fact, I can safely say that I echo that sentiment too. The Arcadians, of all people, tried to kill us, and that sucked, but this guy is clearly on our side.”

      “Or he wants us to think so.”

      Neeron sighed.

      “Well, last I checked,” said Boomer, “canine instincts are infinitely more acute than those of humanoids, and I say he’s a good guy.”

      “I appreciate that,” said Neeron.

      “I’ll tell you what I told your brother many times, though: at the first sign of treachery, I’m getting myself a nice juicy Sphynx sandwich!”

      Neeron laughed.

      “I’m not kidding,” insisted Boomer.

      “I know, but Zee was right, you’re quite a funny specimen.”

      “He said that huh? What did he say about her.”

      “That under her tough exterior hides a heart of gold.”

      Lacuna growled as she put the blaster behind the back of her what was left of her shirt.

      The drone hovered a few inches over Boomer, still in wolf shape, and a ray of blue light shot over all of his wounds. Within seconds, pain all but disappeared and any physical damage was quickly healed.

      “That’s some crazy voodoo right there,” said Boomer before returning to his Beagle form. “Did this also fix my nanites?”

      “It powered them back, yes, and they’ll soon get upgraded by the new batch you received.”

      “I’m sold, this pussycat’s got to be Zee’s brother.”

      “That doesn’t mean I trust him,” said Lacuna.

      “What else is new? You never trust anyone.”

      “I could have done that for you, Boomer,” said a familiar voice.

      Leg’olas climbed on Neeron’s shoulder and gave the group a wide smile.

      Lacuna smiled. “You, however, I trust. It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to be back on Earth, I wish it was under happier circumstances. Where’s Kevin?”

      “You don’t know?” asked Boomer?

      “Know what?” asked Neeron.

      “Kevin’s been abducted by the Kregans,” said Lacuna.
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      “Please sit,” said Neeron as he gestured Lacuna to the copilot seat. “When did the Kregans take Kevin away?”

      “I’m not really sure, I lost consciousness and wasn’t aware of the time when it happened either, but maybe five hours, give or take.”

      “Hopefully, that’s not enough time to prevent me from tracking any residual radiation left by the Kregans’ engines. I should be able to determine their heading so we can pursue them.”

      “Do you think we can catch up with them with such a serious head start?”

      “The Anubis is the sister ship of the Osiris, but it’s slightly faster.”

      “I wish Mira was still onboard the Osiris.”

      “Right, you don't know.”

      “Don't know what?”

      “Mira is alive, even if she's incapacitated at the moment, which is part of the problem.”

      “How can she be alive?”

      “When Kevin used her as an augment during the battle for Earth, she was to be consumed during the battle. Don't ask me how it's possible, but it seems her merging with Kevin's consciousness, or perhaps his soul, turned her AI matrix into a new kind of sentient being. She called herself multidimensional now.”

      “That's very confusing, I'm not sure I follow.”

      “I know how you feel, and both Ziron and myself had a hard time grasping with the concept as well.”

      “Ok, well let's forget about the how she’s back and just accept she is. What is the problem, then?”

      “Kevin is not the only one they were after. Arcadians have also captured Ziron.”

      “How do you capture a hologram?”

      “Well, he’s code, after all, so they found a way.”

      “What I don’t understand is why are the Arcadians against us? And why is it the Kregans that grabbed Kevin then?”

      “I wish I had answers for you, I received a holo-distress call from Zee, telling me where to find the Anubis and to come get you. Besides that, I know very little.”

      “I don’t like it. Are we sure it’s even your brother who sent that message? I would think these could easily be faked.”

      “Paranoia is a way of life for you, isn’t it? And before you bite my head off, I’m only saying this because Ziron was kind enough to include a small brief of your personalities in his message to me.”

      “You know, when you get stabbed and betrayed over and over again, you tend to develop a habit of staying on your toes.”

      “I can actually relate to that on some level. As for Ziron, we actually have a witness of his abduction, so you can rest assured that his distress call is genuine.”

      “A witness? Who?”

      “Me!” said Leg’olas as she jumped onto the control panels in front of Lacuna.

      Lacuna jumped on her seat.

      “I hate it when you do that! You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “Soooo-rry,” said Leg’olas.

      Lacuna grabbed her shoulder and winced as she moved it around.

      “Let me take care of that,” proposed Leg’olas. “You should not let these wounds get infected.”

      “I’ve seen worst.”

      “You’re as stubborn as you’re cute, you know that, right?” said Leg’olas as she crawled up her arm to her shoulder and began healing her.

      Lacuna’s complexion changed to a more pinkish hue.

      “She’s not wrong,” commented Neeron.

      “I’m spoken for,” said Lacuna.

      Neeron chuckled. “I know, to Kevin.”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, just that humanoids and Sphynxes aren’t biologically compatible, so I’m somewhat surprised you’d interpret my compliment as anything but the spirit in which it was intended. A simple compliment. I do like, however, how direct you are about your feelings for Kevin, he’s lucky to have you.”

      Lacuna realized she might have been a little too sharp in her communication with the Sphynx. However, while she was more than willing to trust Boomer’s excellent instincts, that didn’t mean she trusted Neeron just yet. Even if Leg’olas seemed to.

      “Sorry, force of habit, I guess. I did have to deal with a lot of males showing their interest on Earth for the last few years, and well, I guess I got used to the inability to grasp the meaning of the word no.”

      “Want me to bite them?” said Leg’olas cheerfully.

      “Nah, a few of them already had to tend to broken limbs, though. But they had been warned and chose to ignore it.”

      Leg’olas moved away from Lacuna’s shoulder and traveled across her chest on her way to her thigh. It tickled.

      “That’s just a graze,” said Lacuna.

      “I’ll be the judge of what needs healing, okay?”

      “All right… but can you do two things at once? I’d like to hear more about what you saw in regard to Ziron’s abduction.”

      “Of course, I can. Fortunately, I had resized to near invisible size as Ziron had me working on calibrating nanites that were not acting properly when someone came onto the ship and hacked Mira.”

      “I didn’t think Mira could be hacked.”

      “That makes two of us,” said Leg’olas.

      “Three,” said Neeron. “Then again, it’s the only way one could have boarded the Osiris without Ziron’s knowledge.”

      “Must have been one hell of a scientist, then,” said Lacuna.

      “He is,” said Leg’olas. “His name is Tizon.”

      “Of course, it would be him,” sighed Lacuna.

      “I take it you know him?” asked Neeron.

      “He’s the one that ambushed us when we were forced back to Arcadia prime by the Queen Bitch.”

      “Language!” said Leg’olas.

      “What, I’m just stating facts. And since when are you allergic to swearing?”

      “I’ve always been,” said Leg’olas. “You just didn’t pay much attention, and let’s face it, this is your preferred way of communicating.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” said Lacuna.

      “There, good as new,” said Leg’olas before jumping back to the control panels. They beeped.

      “Ooopsie.”

      Neeron quickly worked controls on his console. “No harm done, but try not to crawl too randomly over this whole area,” he added, making wide circles with his paws, delimitating the pilot and copilot’s glass control panels.

      “Thanks, Leg’olas,” said Lacuna. “I feel much better. So Tizon is back, did you happen to hear what he wanted with Zee, or Mira, for that matter?”

      “Perhaps,” said Leg’olas. “He spoke of a conquest by building a fleet of ships superior to the Thalamos itself.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” said Lacuna. “From what Kevin told me about that prototype ship, its firepower was already ten times that of any dreadnaught class battleship, a fleet of these would be…”

      But Lacuna let the words hang.

      “Unstoppable,” finished Neeron. “Tizon has always been an ambitious scientist, one that’s borderline on psychopathy. If he gets his hands on that much power, it could spell trouble not only for the Kregans but anyone who opposes him.”

      “We’re assuming he’s managed some sort of a coup, then? Because last I checked, we had restored the Arcadian leadership back to their peaceful ways. Or have I missed a chapter?”

      “You tasted first-hand how peaceful these envoys they sent your way are.”

      “Right, though, if I’m being honest, I never liked the Arcadians in the first place. That being said, I never expected them to just plain outright try to murder us. That was a bold move, even for them. I’ve met Kregans with more diplomacy, and that’s saying something. Speaking of Kregans, where are we on tracking the ship of the one that grabbed Kevin?”

      “I’m just about done with that, plotting a pursuit course right now.”

      “Can we catch up with them?”

      “Their ship seems to use a rather antiquated version of the Kregan FTL drive, so we should be able to catch up with them rather quickly.”

      “That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard all day.”

      “Really?” said Neeron followed by a throaty noise.

      “Ok, perhaps the second bit of good news then… even though it will be a while until you gain my trust, saving our lives the way you did was pretty badass. Thanks for that, by the way.”

      Neeron bowed in a humble fashion. “You are perfectly welcome.”

      The cockpit doors slid open, followed by a long-drawn-out farting noise.

      “What did I miss?” asked Boomer cheerfully.

      Lacuna frantically fanned the air in front of her face. “Ewww, why couldn’t you do that before you entered the cockpit?”

      Boomer chuckled multiple times before answering. “Then you wouldn’t have gotten the true Boomer experience, now, would you?”

      Neeron attempted to block his nostrils with his paws. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”
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      When Kevin sat down in the turret’s chair, the first thing he noticed was that it felt derelict in both design and maintenance, or the lack thereof, evident by the amount of dust inside the entire room. Before he could open fire, he noticed something that troubled him.

      “Why are those Arcadian ships firing on us?” He screamed out loud, hoping his voice would carry all the way to the cockpit.

      Not to mention that if I could contact them, they could rescue me, so not sure I want to shoot down my only chance of escaping my kidnapper. Then again, if I don’t, they may turn me into a corpse or space dust, so not ideal, either.

      A voice echoed through a nearby speaker, sending more dust particles flying around.

      “I can’t hear you from over there,” said Gornax. “Press the blinking white control to your right to activate comms.”

      “There...” said Kevin. “I was saying that your ship is old and obviously in need of a long overdue retrofit.”

      “Are you going to keep repeating things we’ve already discussed, or will you start shooting at the ships that are trying to kill us?”

      “These are Arcadian ships, maybe if they knew I was onboard, they’d stop firing.”

      “I am pretty sure they’re trying to destroy us because they know you’re onboard.”

      “That makes no sense whatsoever, I am revered by the Arcadians, I’d even say they see me as a war hero.”

      “That was then—today, not so much. Stop wasting time and shoot them unless you want us to have this argument in the next life.”

      “You could be lying to me to save your hide now that we’re in trouble, I bet I could reroute circuits on this console to contact them and have them rescue me.”

      Kevin could hear Gornax sigh over the comms. “You’re insufferable, I should have passed on this warrant. Here, I’ve just opened up a channel for you. Why don’t you see if they’re receptive to your plight as you think?”

      That was unexpected. Could he be telling the truth?

      When the ship heavily rocked again due to a pair of star fighters scoring direct hits, it reminded Kevin that he had to choose, so he grabbed the firing controls and aimed, but before he squeezed the triggers, he decided to risk his initial plan first, which didn’t cost him anything.

      “This is Kevin, I’m onboard the ship you’re firing at. I’m the human who saved your entire civilization three years ago, and, as such, I’m requesting that you stop firing on us at once.”

      To his surprise, the ships seemed to actually intensify their fire.

      “What the hell!?” Exclaimed Kevin.

      “Satisfied?” said Gornax. “Perhaps you’ll believe me when I tell you that I’ve been hired by someone you know, Admiral Corso. He’s paying me to get you to safety. The people in these Arcadian ships know this, and they want you dead.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Screamed Kevin. “The time to divulge that information was in my kitchen! At the very least, five minutes ago... so I would have destroyed these fighters already.”

      “I had my orders.”

      “Yeah, yeah, but wait a minute… Corso is Arcadian too, and last I checked, so are these assholes. So why are they still firing at us? Or have I missed a chapter?”

      “The admiral is part of the rogue forces within the Arcadian civil war movement, and they’re losing, hence my mission.”

      You gotta be kidding me! A civil war? I’m out for a little while and everyone has delusions of grandeur.

      Kevin chuckled to himself.

      “Screw this!” said Kevin as he lined up the turret and opened fire on the enemy.

      It didn’t take long for him to drain the craft’s shield and a couple more well-aimed shots blew it out of space.

      “Splash one! Let’s do this.”

      Kevin acquired his next target, but this pilot was more versed in the art of dodging than his dead colleague. In keeping at it, Kevin eventually anticipated the enemy’s evasive action patterns and managed to score enough hits on the enemy’s hull to blow it up in a fiery display.

      “Splash two.”

      The ship rocked again as the last star fighter clipped the ship from the starboard side.

      “I thought we agreed you’d line them up aft,” smirked Kevin. Gornax only answered with a growl, one significantly longer than usual.

      “I’m kidding...” said Kevin. “Relax, Max. We’re almost there, just line this last sucker up so we can go see the admiral next.”

      The admiral would need to have one hell of an explanation. But right now, Kevin needed to win this fight. Of the three craft, this one clearly was the best pilot, and it took Kevin’s intense focus and no small amount of luck to finally lower its shields, but the enemy went evasive with such skill that it annoyed Kevin to no end. He usually was the one flying as well as this, not the other way around.

      “Does that thing have missiles?”

      “Center console, red control shaped like… well—a missile.”

      Oopsie.

      Kevin pressed the missile control, but nothing happened.

      “You have to lock your target first with the control to its left.”

      Oops again. Manual locking control… why would Corso send someone in such an ancient ship to bring me to Arcadia?

      It took a while for Kevin to manually lock onto the fighter, but when he did, the missile tore through its canopy and split the ship in half. The resulting explosion sent debris hurtling through space.

      “Splash three, and I believe… game!”

      “This is no game!”

      Kevin was about to answer with an incendiary comeback but decided to take a very deep breath. After all, the Kregan lacked the probe inside his mind like Ziron had when they met, and he couldn’t expect alien races to understand the subtleties of his lingo. Obviously, the bounty hunter was equipped with some sort of universal translator, or they wouldn’t understand one another. It was probably, Kevin decided, as advanced as the rest of his ship.

      Kevin walked back to the cockpit with his chin up and sat back on the copilot’s chair when a flash outside the viewport caught both his and Gornax’s attention. An Arcadian destroyer jumped into view, and shortly after, the ship rocked heavily and was engulfed by a green beam of light.

      “Give me a break!” Exclaimed Kevin.
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      Tizon walked into the holo-room, and from the top of his slender six-foot-two stature, he entered a few commands on his holo-pad. The white walls morphed into the inside of a prison cell, and a device materialized in front of him. Inside the contraption, Ziron was held by all four legs via red electric arcs.

      “What do you want!?” Spat Ziron.

      “You know very well what I want.”

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.”

      “Don’t play coy with me! Or you’ll regret it.”

      Ziron laughed over and over again.

      “What is so amusing?”

      “That you think any of your threats have any weight whatsoever. Newsflash, genius, I’m dead already. Last I checked, you can’t hurt a hologram, so do your worse.”

      Tizon’s mouth curved into an evil-looking smirk, or, Ziron decided, perhaps it was the only way his long-time rival knew how to smile.

      “Yes… that very fact is the reason why I didn’t find sleep last night.”

      “I’m happy to learn that I have such a meaningful influence on your mental health. Truly, I’m touched.”

      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? What is it your human friends say? I believe it’s we’ll see who gets the last laugh.”

      “Something like that, yes, though in this situation, as I said before, I’m dead already, and I happen to only exist as a digital lifeform now, so you can’t threaten me, short of erasing my source code, of course, which, unless I’m mistaken, wouldn’t help you one bit, now would it?”

      “Ah, there’s that smug arrogance of yours. I would say I’ve missed it,” Tizon’s smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and his tone turned icy cold, “but I’d be lying.

      “You see, since I couldn’t sleep, I did do a fair bit of exploratory research into your AI code, and while I have to congratulate you on the number of fail-safes and firewalls you’ve installed, you are, even in this iteration, a scientist at heart. And at first, I got really frustrated trying to break your encryption, bypass one booby trap after another. As soon as I removed a wall, three more popped in its place.”

      Ziron smiled. “And more will pop until the end of times. If you’ve looked deep enough at my code, then you know me, and I never make it easy.”

      “And you know me, or should I remind you that I hacked Mira, after all. Obviously, if I were in your holographic boots right now, I’d be shaking my furry coat off.”

      “The only reason you got to Mira is that I was running her security subroutines at their minimum settings to run maintenance on her. What I’d be more interested to find out is how in the blazes, like my human friends say, did you happen to figure that out and attack us during that very small window of opportunity?”

      “Ah, a time-tested and validated method that never fails. I used someone who had enough interactions with you and convinced them to help me.”

      “You couldn’t convince an airlock to open its doors to the cold vacuum of space and you know it. No one I know would help someone like you, no matter how much money or false promises you dangled in front of them.”

      “You’re not paying attention, my friend.”

      Ziron hissed. “I’m not your friend! I never was and never will be!”

      “Be that as it may, when I said time-tested and validated method, I wasn’t referring to money but another one of my hobbies.”

      “And what hobby would that be? Besides looking in the mirror and trying to convince yourself that you’re not a fraud?”

      Tizon smiled. “Well, torture, of course. The beauty of this hobby is that everyone cracks in the end. No matter how strong their loyalties for their friends or loved ones are. But you see, torture is an art, you can’t rush it, do it too fast and you run the risk of desensitizing the subject, and from there, the only way to up the ante may actually kill the subject. I must admit, at first, I made those mistakes with a couple of your… friends, or perhaps they were your family, there was clearly physical a resemblance, after all. Then again, a Sphynx is a Sphynx, you all look alike after all. No offense. And that smell, dear oh dear… especially when the bodies of your kind decompose.” Tizon fanned his hand in front of his face. “I must admit I’m quite averse to it.”

      Ziron’s teeth clenched. “You’re lying.”

      “Let’s make one thing clear if you have to believe anything I told you today, believe this: there were casualties. Plural.”

      “I’m going to kill you!”

      “I’d love to see you try, I really would. I should have brought them to you instead; perhaps then you’d have given me Mira’s command codes willingly.”

      “Turning her off isn’t enough for you, then. You actually want to reverse engineer her. Does the queen know of your doings?”

      “Ah… Queen Kalliopy, she’s been a most useful ally to my plans of conquest. You’d be surprised how easy it is to manipulate the royal family.”

      Not really, thought Ziron.

      “When you’re finished gloating, make sure you make whatever point you came here to make, I’m growing weary of listening to your incessant blabbering. Makes me wish I was dead… oh wait, I am! That can only mean you must have set a new kind of boredom record. Congratulations for boring a dead person to a new previously undocumented level of ennui.”

      “Amusing, and I encourage you to keep that good a spirit while you still can.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “You’ll see soon enough. Like every good scientist, I knew I was not going to succeed with brute force through your security, no matter how much I obstinate myself to the task. So, it became apparent to me that I needed a different approach. That’s when I remembered how you always work, more precisely, I recalled a mistake you always make.”

      “I don’t make mistakes!”

      “You don’t? Hmm, I guess that backdoor of yours must have been left there by accident. But if that’s the case, it means your incompetence defines you, not genius.”

      Ziron’s eyes sent daggers toward his nemesis.

      “Where was I?” Continued a smug Tizon. “Oh right… so thanks to your backdoor, I’ve gained access to your memory modules, and I must say, someone really needs to erase their logs. You’d think an AI as smart as Mira would have thought twice about copying all that data to your holo-matrix when she transferred your conscience.”

      Tizon shook his index finger back and forth while clicking his tongue before resuming.

      “I gotta grant it to you, I even expected to find the command codes there and was surprised when I didn’t.”

      “That’s because I never memorized them, it would be too dangerous.”

      “Yes, and I must admit, at least for that part, I was impressed. Not as impressed as I became when I found and assimilated your entire research on nanotechnology. That took me another few days, with very little sleep I might add, to go through and understand it all.”

      “Don’t kid yourself. You could live ten lifetimes, and still, you wouldn’t understand it fully.”

      “Did anyone tell you your arrogance will be your downfall? Perhaps today is that day. But jokes aside.” Tizon clapped his hands three times. “Bravo! Not only for developing a tech that you knew was forbidden by Arcadian law, but for doing it so incredibly well. I finally understand how the farfetched hero’s tales of the mighty Kevin and his god pet Boomer could make any sense.”

      “That god dog is probably what you dream you’ll become if you somehow managed to scratch but the surface in understanding my inventions.”

      “Yes, a god I shall become then, as I have not only reversed engineered your inventions with ease, but I have improved upon them.”

      “Right—that will be the day.”

      “Oh, but it is, and I really wanted you to be the first witness to this demonstration. Between you and me, I didn’t wait to show you before using this tech on the field, to great success, I might add.”

      I can’t believe this fraud of a scientist and pathetic excuse for a humanoid may have cracked my nanite tech. He’s got to be bluffing.

      “Let me present you…. well… you!”

      Tizon entered commands on his holo-pad, and a copy of Ziron beamed in by his side. It stood on his four paws but didn’t move besides breathing, which Ziron thought was odd.

      “Bravo, whatever that thing is, it indeed looks just like me. I’m so glad you figured out how to make a dummy of me. That’s quite impressive for a scientist with your lack of IQ. If you’d consider releasing me, I’d love to fashion you a nice medal for this tremendous achievement of yours.”

      Tizon grinned from ear to ear.

      “It amazes me that you could find such mental fortitude to laugh at a moment like this. But I can’t say I’m surprised. Perhaps it would be wise to add stupidity to the list of your shortcomings.”

      “So what? You’ve used a matter synthesizer to make a cheap copy of me, and don’t get me wrong, for what it’s worth: it looks the part. Does he talk? Let me try... Hey kitty-kitty, would you like some treats? Mmh... I guess not, it looks like you haven’t programmed its operating system just yet, huh? Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “That’s because you are its operating system, but before the two of you meet quite intimately, I might add, I want you to know how far I’ve pushed your tech beyond the limits of what you thought possible. This ain’t a meager one-to-one copy of you, this you is entirely made of nanites. Where your research focused on enhancing an already living being, my version, as you’re about to discover, is the first fully nanite-based lifeform. I’ve taken great care duplicating every one of its counterparts, that’d be you, biological functions right down to the nervous system and pain receptors. That’s right, I didn’t just stop at its looks, but I even went overboard and made enhancements just to give those nerves some extra sensitivity, you know, just for the fun of it.”

      Oh, hell no, if he’s saying what I think he’s saying, I’m in serious trouble.

      “I can tell,” continued Tizon, “from the look on your face that your tiny little quadruped brain is finally getting it. My whole life, I’ve been bullied by your kind, but that ends today, and it will end in more pain than you can ever fathom.”

      “Revenge, huh?”

      Neeron sighed before continuing. “That’s always been the tool of choice by the greatest minds, has it not? Nope, wait, I don’t think it has… however, I do believe it has been a common trait of psychopaths throughout history.”

      And when coupled with God-like delusions of grandeur, the result has always been catastrophic for everyone concerned. I have to stop him, no matter the cost.

      “You should have thought of that before you and your colleagues ridiculed me at every turn for as long as I can remember. While I was in jail for failing to stop you from escaping, I had plenty of time to fantasize about how I’d get back to you for everything you’ve put me through.”

      Tizon’s facial features hardened as he let the words hang for just a moment. “But as stimulating as this exchange has been, I have command codes to recover.”

      “I’ll never give them to you. No matter what.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that. For now, enjoy your holographic form for the last time, as today is the day I resurrect you, but fret not, I promise to terminate your abomination of existence the moment I get what I need from you.”

      “I hope you’re a patient man, then, because that’s going to take a very long time. And it seems to me that patience isn’t your best virtue.”

      Tizon chuckled but decided not to answer Ziron’s last taunt. Instead, he pressed another command on his holo-pad.

      Ziron felt his consciousness being sliced up into a million parts and moved through the air, and within a couple of seconds, his point of view had changed. One second, he was looking at Tizon, and the next, he looked at the now empty machine that held his holographic self prisoner moments ago.

      It almost scared him when he took his first breath in this new body. That wasn’t what terrified him the most, though. What he felt next was something he hadn’t felt since he sacrificed his life to save Kevin’s. At first, his digital consciousness had trouble accepting the feeling. He felt… alive.
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      “They’ve locked onto us with a powerful tractor beam,” said Gornax.

      “Thank you so much for stating the obvious,” said Kevin through gritted teeth. “I don’t suppose you have a weapon we can use to counter its effect?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Kevin sighed. “I was afraid you were gonna say that.”

      Gornax pressed a control in front of him, and the metallic restraints activated and tightly locked Kevin against his seat.

      “What are you doing? Did your parents drop you on your head one too many times as a child?”

      “You’re still my prisoner, and even though I haven’t known my father, I suggest you stop insulting me, or my ship, or I’ll be forced to enact my initial plan of knocking you out.”

      “And how exactly would you have dispatched the fighters that were shooting at us if you had knocked me out?”

      “And yet, we’re right where we started.”

      “In what galaxy is that my fault?”

      “You’ve broadcast to the enemy that you were on this ship, and now you’re surprised that they sent backup to apprehend you?”

      I hadn’t thought of that…

      “You can’t know that for sure.”

      “All I know is that I should never have accepted taking this warrant.”

      “Finally, something we can agree on, now, if you’d be so kind as to show me to your nearest escape pods, I’ll be on my way.”

      “Silence! Escape pods are for cowards.”

      “Right, what was I thinking, tough guy.”

      Gornax growled so loudly and with such passion that Kevin could literally smell his anger, though he assumed the scent had little to nothing to do with the emotion itself and more with what the Kregan had eaten before he grabbed Kevin.

      “All right, all right… I’ll shut up now.”

      We’re dead meat anyway.

      The tractor beam intensified, and the Kregan’s relic of a ship was brought toward the shiny new Arcadian destroyer at great speeds. Kevin had never seen that particular ship’s model, and that worried him.

      Why would the Arcadian need new destroyer-class battleships? The Kregan had been defeated, and unless they had faced a new enemy in the last few years, something Kevin knew without a shadow of a doubt wasn’t the case, or Zee would have told him so, unless, of course, he hadn’t wanted to distract him while he was finishing his studies.

      No, decided Kevin, if the Arcadians had faced a new serious threat, Ziron would have told him. That much was certain to Kevin.

      “I guess I should show you this now in case we don’t make it,” said Gornax.

      He pressed a control, and a holographic Admiral Corso hovered over Kevin’s console.

      “Kevin, I’ve sent a trusted warrior to get to you on Earth. Arcadia needs your help once more. There are tensions in the royal palace and division between our people. I believe Queen Kalliopy has been replaced by an impostor, either that or her brainwashing has been reactivated. But she’s been giving one outrageous order of galactic conquest after another. In the last six months alone, she’s ordered the construction of very advanced battleships, quadrupled our military forces, and already invaded three worlds within the Confederate. All of them allies.

      “We are a peaceful people, and yet she’s arming the Arcadian Confederate with more firepower than the Kregan ever reached in the height of our conflict with them. But there’s more…”

      “Oh great,” said Kevin, “there’s more.”

      “I’m afraid I’m the bearer of bad news, I’ve lost all contact with Ziron. I’ve dispatched all my spies to try and find him, in vain. I am now certain something happened to him. Hopefully, when we meet in a few hours, you and I can get to the bottom of this and try to locate him.”

      Meanwhile, a cargo door opened on the massive destroyer that now filled the entire viewport of the ship.

      “I know Gornax isn’t the best of communicators,” continued Corso, “but he’s a loyal muscle-for-hire, and I trust him to not let anything happen to you.”

      Kevin turned to the left and gave Gornax a sizing look but didn’t say anything before returning his attention to the holo-transmission.

      “Through this communication,” said Corso, “I’m ordering Gornax to give you the lead of this mission until you get here. Gornax, you’re to obey every one of Kevin’s orders. He may look young and hot-headed, but he’s cunning, and his peculiar strategies have proven right in the past, so even if you have your doubts, you should follow his instincts. Corso out.”

      Kevin grimaced. “Ahem…”

      Gornax released Kevin from his bounds.

      “I apologize,” said Gornax. “As instructed by the admiral, I did not see that message before I showed it to you.”

      “Yeah, well, if you had shown this to me earlier, I wouldn’t have told these guys,” said Kevin with a head gesture toward the viewport, “that I was onboard your ship.”

      “Hence, my apology.”

      “Fair enough, it is what it is, and there’s very little to be gained by pointing fingers now. That being said, we need to figure a way out of this mess.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m afraid that seems highly unlikely.”

      The ship was now entering the cargo bay of the destroyer.

      Kevin swallowed hard. “It does, doesn’t it? Between you and me, though, I’ve been in worse situations than this.”
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      “What do you mean we’re too late?” asked Lacuna. “I thought you said we were almost there.”

      “Yeah, emphasis on the word almost… My long-range sensors are detecting an Arcadian destroyer not only caught up with the Kregan ship, but they’re tractoring it onboard as we speak. They’re also spooling their jump engines as we speak.”

      “Can we get there before they jump away?”

      “Technically, it could be possible, but it’s not without risks.

      “Give it to me straight.”

      “I’ve been working on a way to create a hyper boost that works within an existing hyperspace conduit; however, I never tested it.”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “We could blow ourselves up… or worse.”

      “Worse than blowing up? How?”

      “Since the tech is based on wormhole travel and mostly theoretical, we could end up in another dimension.”

      “Not ideal, I’ll grant you that, but far be it for me to split hairs, but it still doesn’t sound worse than death to me.”

      “I suppose, unless we ended up in a dimension where we were the favorite food source for species we encounter. And what if it took thousands of years to get digested by them?”

      “There’s something seriously wrong with you. How did your sick brain even go there? Don’t answer, it was rhetorical, and I don’t care. Just freaking punch it.”

      “Okay, but don’t complain if—”

      Lacuna swiftly lifted a finger in front of Neeron’s face. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence! Punch it now or I’ll punch you.”

      Neeron hissed before activating an option on his console, and the hyperspace streaks in the viewport blinked madly, and they exited hyperspace.

      “They’re almost ready to jump,” said Neeron. “They’ll do it as soon as their cargo doors close.”

      Lacuna pointed toward the destroyer. “Those cargo doors? They’re almost closed. Can we stop them?”

      Neeron sighed. “Yes, but I would have rather not used the only weapon that can do that just yet.”

      “Boo-hoo, use it anyway.”

      Neeron cracked his neck and entered a command that fired a white and glowing sphere of energy at the destroyer. Upon impact, the ship’s light flickered madly before dying off.

      “Wow,” said Lacuna.

      “Unfortunately…”

      But Neeron didn’t need to finish his sentence as their own cockpit lights flickered madly and every terminal and control turned off, plunging them into total darkness.

      “What the hell?” Exclaimed Lacuna.

      “I hate the dark,” said the tiny voice of Leg’olas.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, you’re a spider, and as such, you can’t hate the darkness,” said Lacuna.

      “Well, ever since that time in prison with Kevin, I don’t like it, it brings too many bad memories.”

      “Fair enough, what’s going on, Neeron? Why did the weapon impact us as well?”

      “As I was trying to say earlier, I never finished the proper shielding treatment on the hull of the Anubis in order to deflect the electromagnetic field at such a short range of deployment. While the effects shouldn’t affect us long, we’re still as dead in the water as they are for the time being.”

      Boomer barked just before hitting the cockpit door with a large thud, instantly followed by a yelp.

      “What in the blazes! Why didn’t the door open?” He barked.

      “That would be thanks to Neeron’s ingenious new weapon,” said Lacuna.

      “I’m getting a serious craving for a cat sandwich!” Complained Boomer through the door. “Just saying.”

      “I’m not a cat!” Argued Neeron.

      “But I’m sure you taste just like one.”

      “Enough with the two of you,” shouted Lacuna. “How long until we can get moving again and go grab Kevin out of those filthy Arcadian claws?”

      “I don’t know, ten, maybe fifteen minutes,” said Neeron.

      “And them? How long until they recover power to their systems.”

      “Hard to say, another twenty minutes, give or take.”

      “That’s a rather narrow window of opportunity.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Either way, it will have to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziron couldn’t believe how every sensation he felt before he died had returned. Which meant the nanite network did indeed emulate every one of his biological functions, as baffling as that was for him to admit. What was even more baffling was the fact that Tizon had managed such a feat of engineering, even though he only managed to do it by stealing Ziron’s nanite tech.

      “Still think I’m a fraud of a scientist?” asked Tizon.

      “You’ll always be a fraud, but as much as it pains me to admit it, I’m slightly impressed this time around.”

      “That’s because you’ve always underestimated me, but if that makes you feel any better, I never intend to give you another chance.”

      Did I underestimate him? I guess feeling alive in a body made entirely of nanites could prove him right.

      “Let’s not forget this is based on my nanite tech?”

      “Loosely.”

      If that’s the case, perhaps I can use that to my advantage.

      Ziron thought about being a red dragon, and he grew to nearly the size of the entire holo-room and roared.

      “Giving me these abilities was a mistake,” roared Ziron. “And now I’ll happily incinerate another one.”

      Ziron opened his dragon mouth and fired. But nothing happened.

      Tizon laughed out loud. “You really thought I wouldn’t install contingencies and safeguards to my tech? How stupid do you think I am? Like I said earlier, you’ve underestimated me for the last time.”

      Well, if I can’t burn you, then let’s try this!

      Ziron lifted one of his large dragon feet and tried smashing Tizon with it, but his leg stayed in the air, refusing to obey.

      “Dammit!” He exclaimed.

      “There, there, unlike you, I’ve thought of all contingencies and ways you’d try to use my tech against me, and now it’s my turn to show you some tricks,” said Tizon.

      He grabbed a small and flat hexagon-shaped device from his pocket and stuck it on the center of his forehead. It stayed on his skin and flashed red once.

      Before Ziron could inquire about what the contraction was, his body morphed again, but this time, it scaled way down to the size of a tiny white rodent, somewhat resembling the mice on Earth, but with larger ears and a shorter tail. Tizon then brought his foot on top of Ziron. From his point of view, it looked like a giant foot approaching him, ready to crush his tiny body.

      Ziron screamed, his voice sounded tiny and was barely audible.

      “Ah ah ah, you don’t really think I’m going to end your life this way? That would be too easy and too magnanimous of me to take you out of your misery before you suffer. And suffer you will. The more you try to hold on to Mira’s command codes, the more satisfaction I’ll get from your pain.”

      Why does he need her command codes so badly? With the tech he had just created, he could rule the whole universe. Unless…

      “Let me guess, you’ve figured out how to integrate a holo-matrix inside a nanite body, but you can’t extract your own consciousness, can you? That’s the only thing that makes sense as to why you want her command codes so badly. She’s the one who turned me fully digital, and that’s something you can’t replicate.”

      “Now you’re finally thinking like a scientist. About time too. But I will not tell you why I need her command codes because it’s of no consequence to you. All that is expected of you is to give me what I want so you can die for good this time.”

      “I’ll never tell you, no matter how much pain you inflict on me through this gadget body you’ve given me.”

      “That’s the beauty of my plan, now that you’re nanite based, you can’t die unless I decide your time has come and having fine-tuned your nervous system, I don’t think you know how much I’ve redefined the word pain for you. Allow me to demonstrate.”

      Tizon kicked rodent Ziron to the nearest wall. To say that the experience was nothing like Ziron had ever experienced would be the mother of all understatements throughout the entirety of space and time.

      The amount of physical pain the demonstration unleashed upon Ziron’s extra-sensitive pain receptors was about a hundred-fold what it took to knock anyone out of consciousness. Except Ziron stayed conscious and experienced multiple waves of pain like nothing he could ever have imagined, not even in his worst nightmares.

      And that had been just a kick. From a giant, sure, but still, it felt like he had been rammed by and rolled over an entire battalion of construction trucks.

      I’m in serious trouble.
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      Lacuna found and used the cockpit door’s manual release to let Boomer in. He wasn’t happy, his snout was irritated from when he ran into the closed door just moments before.

      “What are we waiting for?” He asked.

      “It’s a rather long space ‘walk’ to get to the ship,” said Lacuna.

      “Just get yourself nanites and we can all go, right now, in fact.”

      “He’s not wrong,” said Neeron. “With our nanites, we can fashion extra-vehicular suits with thrusters and fly our way to the ship.”

      “No thanks. I’m not getting augmented with that shit, no offense.”

      “None taken,” said Neeron.

      “There’s nothing to it,” said Boomer.

      “Says the dog that almost remained stuck and died in wolf form.”

      “Touché, I guess that’s a good point, but... so what? Without them, I probably would have died from my wounds.”

      “Even if that were true, I don’t like the idea of getting millions of microscopic robots swimming through my bloodstream and changing the very essence of who I am.”

      “Yet, you’re with someone that was augmented,” countered Boomer. “Does that mean his essence, or mine for that matter, is gone?”

      “That’s different, he was augmented before I fell in love with him, and I don’t think he would have done it unless his life and everyone else around him depended on it. You included.”

      Boomer chuckled.

      “What’s so funny, furball?” asked Lacuna.

      “Nothing, but you don’t know him as much as you think you do. The prospect of wielding the ability to turn from an insect to the size of a giant mech is too cool for someone like Kevin to pass up, even for someone as hot as you.”

      “Say what, now?”

      “Don’t play coy, you’re hot and you know it. Woof woof.”

      Lacuna tried as best as she could to stay serious, but she chuckled.

      “All right, now may not be the best time to get all philosophical about my boyfriend’s love for his nanite augments, so let’s table that. We need a game plan, as much as it pains me to even suggest this, perhaps the two of you should go ahead without me while we still hold the element of surprise over the Arcadians, and I stay behind to provide you with support and a gateway ship ready to depart when you recover Kevin. Even though I hate the prospect of not going on this rescue mission with the two of you.”

      “It will be all right,” said Neeron. “It’s a good idea for one of us to stay behind anyway to make sure the ship is secure. Your reluctance to use augments just simplified the decision about who would stay behind.”

      “It’s settled then, the two of you go ahead and board their ship… Wait a minute. Didn’t your nanite augments get impacted by the electromagnetic field?”

      “Unlike our hull, I did shield those, and I should mention that it’s not the only way upon which I improved on Zee’s research.”

      “What about Boomer’s? He’s mostly sporting Zee’s nanites, isn’t he?”

      “They’ve been upgraded since the moment I injected him with the new ones. The dead nanites along with those which couldn’t be upgraded surely have been evacuated from his body by now.”

      Boomer changed himself into a panther and back to a beagle. “Yep, they’re working just fine.”

      “Just make sure you both remember to add a space suit around whatever form you take,” said Lacuna. “For the sake of being stealthy, I would go with the typical Arcadian soldiers so you can blend with your surroundings. Neeron, do you have a way of locating Kevin? Because that’s a big ship.”

      “Not from here, no, so let’s hope,” said Neeron, “that they didn’t leave their ship yet.”

      “They will,” Boomer said. “Strategically, it makes no sense to stay onboard, that’s the first place the enemy will converge to.”

      “By the time we get there, my scanners should be able to pinpoint his location,” added Neeron, “and I can scan for Kevin’s nanites power signature.”

      “Be careful of that Kregan warrior with him,” said Lacuna. “He’s definitely stronger than your run-of-the-mill Kregan, and I’m not saying that because he handed me my ass.”

      Boomer chuckled. “That he did.”

      “You weren’t there!”

      “I can still see it in my head.”

      “As amusing as this moment feels,” interrupted Neeron, “we should really get going, and Lacuna, message received, we’ll watch out for that Kregan, thank you for the warning.”

      Neeron and Boomer transformed into Arcadian soldiers in space suits, and Boomer flashed Lacuna a thumbs up before they walked to the nearest airlock.

      “I’ll be back,” said Boomer with his best Arnold impression.

      “You’d better,” said Lacuna as she looked at her friends walking through the airlock doors.
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      Ziron didn’t know if it had been hours, days, or even longer. Still, the amount of pain inflicted on him by Tizon was like nothing he thought he’d ever experience. That much agony messed up with his notion of time, and when Tizon stopped to ask him the command codes, it only gave Ziron a temporary reprieve, one that felt infinitesimally shorter than the seemingly unending torture sessions.

      One such moment was about to happen as Ziron caught a glimpse of his jailer through the thin and blurry view he managed to see with his squinted eyes.

      I have to find a way to get myself out of this mess, and quickly, or I fear this psychopath of a man was right and I’ll cave in and give him Mira’s command code. If that happens, it’s game over.

      The pain stopped, and Ziron took a series of deep breaths. Once his system stopped being overloaded with pain, it allowed his mind to start thinking again, even though at a much-diminished capacity.

      “How are we feeling today?” asked Tizon.

      Ziron was held by four levitating rings of metal that also delivered all sorts of electrical heat and cold-based pain onto his nervous system. The rings held his body, currently in a shape of an X, and hovered about three feet above the floor.

      With every millisecond of pain-free time, he ran possible scenarios as to what he could do to get himself out of this never-ending nightmare. That’s when an idea popped into his head, and it was a far-fetched one, upon first inspection, it also felt like his best bet.

      To add insult to injury, Tizon had been feeding him, so when the torture resumed, Ziron would soil himself, adding unpleasant smells to an already unbearable situation.

      Had Tizon done this to show his prowess in duplicating a digestive system? Neeron wondered, or had this been devised to make the torture feel more real or perhaps more humiliating? It didn’t matter why, though, because that unpleasantness was what had given Ziron his idea.

      “Not gonna lie… I’ve had better days.”

      “Mmh, I’m sure you have, too bad you won’t ever again.”

      “Not exactly a good incentive to entice my cooperation at this point. What’s in it for me if I comply? Death?”

      “Yes, but by now, you must have arrived at the conclusion that it would be a sweet release.”

      “Perhaps it would, but still not good enough.”

      “Suit yourself, I guess I’ll check back on you in a few hours after you finish emptying your bowels. Except to you, it will probably feel like weeks.”

      “Wait!”

      “What is it?” asked Tizon as his finger hovered over his control pad.

      “I do have something to say.”

      This better work.

      “I’m listening.”

      Ziron made a tight grimace as he pooped in front of Tizon. The excrement splashed to the ground in a pool of previous liquids that hadn’t been cleaned up yet.

      “You see this piece of crap? That’s what I think of you, Tizon.”

      Tizon turned red with rage and clenched his teeth to the point where Ziron could hear them grind.

      “You’re going to regret this.”

      “The only thing I regret is not being able to kill you... yet.”

      “So be it, suffering it is for you then. In fact, let me do you a favor and amp it up a level.”

      “Do your worst, you megalomaniac psycho. You’ll never get Mira’s command codes. At least not from me.”

      “We’ll see about that, oh, and by the way, let me provide you with something for you to keep in mind, I’ve just been informed we’ve captured Kevin. Perhaps he will be more cooperative than you.”

      Ziron’s heart skipped a beat.

      “He doesn’t have the command codes.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “You monster! If you touch a hair on his—”

      But Ziron never finished his sentence as Tizon resumed the delivery of unimaginable pain throughout Ziron’s body.

      Ziron couldn’t hear the end of Tizon’s gloating, but at least he kept his eyes somewhat open through the ringing pain. Not that he cared what his arch-enemy had to say at this point.

      As for the torture, Tizon hadn’t lied—He’d amped up the pain once more, all right, something Ziron’s brain had a hard time processing. Now it was up to “junior” to do the rest.

      When the cell’s doors slid closed after Tizon stepped through them, Ziron’s excrement began to crawl away.
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        * * *

      

      “We should have stayed on the ship,” complained Gornax. “It was a more defensible position.”

      “I don’t think so, plus, our blasters are just as dead as the rest of the ship, maybe we can find things we can use as a weapon out here, if only we could see shit, that is.”

      There was a tiny glow of red light blinking here and there, probably some secondary lighting system that wasn’t completely on the fritz, but it barely cast enough light for them to see a yard or two in front of their feet.

      “We’re going to get lost. Have you at least memorized the turns we made until now?”

      “I thought you were supposed to do that.”

      “Then we’re lost already.”

      “Shush, I think I’m hearing footsteps.”

      “How many?” Whispered Gornax.

      “I thought I said shush!” insisted Kevin, with no small dose of annoyance leaking through his tone.

      “Against the wall,” added Kevin, “now!”

      Two dozen boots ran not too far from them, and shortly after, the sound of footsteps died down.

      “That was close,” said Gornax.

      “Too close, but I bet you they’re going to the ship.”

      The lights above blinked just for a fleeting moment, but it gave Kevin enough time to catch a glimpse of a door in the distance before they died down again. The difference in lighting conditions, even though brief, plunged his eyes into total darkness, and until they adapted again, he decided to hug the wall.

      “Follow the sound of my voice,” whispered Kevin.

      Once they reached the door, Kevin tried to feel around the door for a manual release hatch but couldn’t find one.

      “Dammit.”

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t seem to find a manual release. Think you can split it open?”

      “I can try; without power, there shouldn’t be too much resistance.”

      “Be my guest, then,” said Kevin as he moved to the side.

      Gornax patted the door until he found the seams in the center of the doors and pulled on both sides with all his force. It took a bit until the doors started to budge with a grinding noise. After Gornax managed a partial opening, Kevin grabbed one side with both hands and helped the Kregan split the doors open fully.

      Kevin was the first through the door, but just like in the corridors, he could barely see a thing.

      I wish I had a flashlight, thought Kevin. That’s when his right hand glowed in the dark.

      “What the hell is this? What’s happening to your hand?” asked Gornax.

      “I guess I still have some nanites after all, albeit working on low power. That certainly won’t help us defeat enemies, but I’ll take it.”

      Kevin flashed his palm forward to gain more visibility. The room was full of crates, so Kevin assumed this was a cargo room.

      “Can you help me open one of these?” He asked.

      Gornax grabbed the nearest stacked crate within his reach and lowered it between them before opening its top. Kevin lit the inside of the crate to get a better view. It was full of weapons.

      “What’s going on here?” He asked. “Are Arcadians selling weapons now?”

      “Or they could have been sold to them, these aren’t of any Arcadian design I’m aware of.”

      “I guess that tracks with the civil war Corso told us about. I just didn’t expect the Arcadians to become a warmonger species at the flip of a switch.”

      “From my understanding, and mind you, it’s somewhat limited, about a third of the population protested this new aggressive and conquering posture decreed by the queen. There was unrest on the streets of Arcadia Prime for weeks, but the dissident voices were quickly and brutally silenced.”

      “I expect that from our government back on Earth, but here, I must say, I have a hard time imagining Kalliopy taking such a tyrannical approach. Maybe she’s being manipulated against her will once again.”

      “Or maybe you didn’t know her as much as you thought you did.”

      “That’s a good point to consider, and I don’t think I ever really knew her. What I know is that I risked my life for her people more times than I care to count and was betrayed at almost every turn.”

      “I’m surprised you forgave her.”

      “That’s because I was in a good position to understand what she went through and that the real Kalliopy had no say in her actions. She was under the influence of some heavy brainwashing. You probably think I killed Yxantion in cold blood, don’t you?”

      “Now that I have spent some time with you, I find that hard to believe, but before we met, yes, that’s what I had heard.”

      “Well, I wasn’t in control of my body, you see. That damn AI had been implanted in me, and I was but a witness to that horrific event.”

      “And Xonax, was it also the AI that killed him?”

      “No, it’s Xonax that used me to kill his father so he could become Emperor. By the time I killed Xonax, I had rid myself of 8-3-9-6…” Kevin paused for a moment as he relived part of that memory. “He threatened my family and my entire planet, so he had to go. Not to mention he was responsible for my friend Zee’s death.”

      “Then you truly are the new Emperor, as per Kregan law. Technically, you were the moment you killed his father, but I’m sure he grabbed power fast enough to ensure a smooth transition and to make sure you didn’t beat him to it.”

      “I wouldn’t have wanted to become the new Emperor back then even if I knew it was an option, and I certainly don’t want to be the next Kregan Emperor now.”

      “Unfortunately for you, it doesn’t matter what you want, and in this case, I’m starting to understand the admiral’s reasoning and why he sent me to bring you back to him.”

      “Then, by all means, enlighten me.”

      “Since the separatists in the Arcadian army have been reduced to a weak outnumbered resistance, the admiral needs you to rally the Kregan forces to their side.”

      “The Kregans will never agree to that.”

      “I think you’re wrong; think about it for a second, you’ll basically be telling them to attack their mortal enemies. If you order them to take down the current Arcadian regime, I think my people would relish taking on that fight. And even if reluctantly, they’d obey anyway, since it’s not in the Kregan nature to question orders, especially when the orders come from their Emperor.”

      “I guess I should embrace the idea of becoming the new Emperor if it’s what it takes to bring back peace in this part of the universe again.”

      “You mean after your crowning becomes the catalyst to a deadly war, right?”

      Kevin sighed. “Yeah… after that.”
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      Boomer and Neeron had a hard time finding an airlock. Once they did, they manually opened it to get into the cargo bay. Eventually, they managed to board the Arcadian destroyer.

      “That took way more time than I wished it did,” said Boomer.

      “Maybe that’s a blessing in disguise,” said Neeron.

      “Why’s that?”

      “At least the cargo doors locked just before my weapon paralyzed this ship. If it hadn’t, they wouldn’t have had a breathable atmosphere left in the cargo bay.”

      “Right, except then they’d have been forced to stay onboard their ship, and we wouldn’t have to run after them.”

      “Mmh, I hadn’t thought of that, speaking of… their ship is over there,” pointed Neeron as they descended from the ladder down to the cargo bay deck.

      “Its ramp is down, which means they must have gone to search for either a power source or some weapons.”

      “None of which would work at the moment, but I concur.”

      “How long until the power is restored on this ship?”

      “Guys,” said Lacuna through their nano-comms. “Can you hear me? Power returned to the Anubis about five minutes ago, but it took me a while to familiarize myself with the Anubis’ systems, I’m starting to think I wasn’t the right person to tend for the ship.”

      “We hear you,” said Neeron. “Don’t worry about that, thanks for the heads up.”

      “Have you located them?”

      “Not yet, we just found their ship, but as we suspected, they already left it.”

      “Which means you’ll soon run out of time over there, and power will soon be restored on the destroyer.”

      “We are aware.”

      “I know you are, but this already was a risky mission to begin with, and now it risks becoming a suicidal one, especially if an entire army starts hunting you down.”

      Boomer barked. “We’ll find them, it’s pitch black out here, I doubt they managed to get too far.”

      “Understood,” said a crackling Lacuna voice. “Good luck and keep me posted.”
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        * * *

      

      Loud footsteps could be heard in the distance, their sound intensified.

      “Crap, I think they heard us,” said Kevin.

      “Are these weapons operational?”

      Kevin decided to answer the question by grabbing a blaster rifle from the crate, pointing it toward the room’s entrance, and squeezing the trigger. Nothing happened.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Then we use those as hand weapons to swing at them.”

      “That will only work if the Arcadians’ weapons don’t work either.”

      “Chances are good they won’t, whatever disabled everything on board surely has neutralized their weapons as well. But listen to me, in case we get separated, try to return to the ship, hopefully, the effects are only temporary, and you can make an escape.”

      “To go where? On the Kregan homeworld?”

      “No, I’ve programmed the rendezvous coordinates in the navigational computer, you’ll need my password to access it, it’s OrangeBalloon.”

      “That’s literally the last thing I would have thought to try coming from you.”

      “That’s why I chose it.”

      “Fair enough, but I’d rather we didn’t get separated. I’m still mad as hell at you for wounding my girlfriend and kidnapping me, but now that we share the same goal, I think there is strength in numbers.”

      When guards stormed through the door, Kevin reacted instinctively, raised his rifle and fired. Of course, nothing happened. He instead grabbed the weapon by the rifle with both hands and readied himself to swing it like a bat.

      “Surrender yourselves!” Ordered one of the soldiers. “By Arcadian law, you are trespassing on a military vessel, and as such, you’re under arrest.”

      Gornax grabbed his own rifle from the crate and darted forward without hesitating. He swung the rifle in a wide berth that took out two soldiers with his first strike before jumping forward and flattening three more soldiers to the floor.

      “Run, Kevin, get the hell out of here!”

      Oh crap! So much for strength in numbers.

      Kevin’s heart rhythm jumped from a normal pace to a speed metal rhythm in a jiffy as he ran to the door. Another soldier blocked his way, and so he swung his rifle and knocked him to the floor, allowing him just enough clearance to jump out of the room and run the way they came.

      It didn’t take long before Kevin could hear footsteps racing behind him. He turned his palm light off after trying to commit to memory what he saw in front of him. He sprinted as fast as he could until the next wall junction in a move designed to win a few yards of lead on his pursuer.

      That seemed to go well until the next turn when he turned his palm light on again so he could get his bearings. That’s when he saw the shadows at the far end of his field of view from the lowly lit corridor.

      Oh, hell no, enemies following me, and now enemies ahead too.

      “Crap!” He explained as he swiftly turned the light off and decided a change of tactic was needed. He waited at the corridor junction he had just turned past and prepared his rifle to be used as a bat once more. When his other senses told him the pursuer was almost upon him, he blindly swung the blaster, but he hit nothing but air.

      At this point, the soldier rammed into him and sent him crashing to the floor, back first. Upon impact, Kevin also hit the back of his cranium, which rang his head like a bell on Sunday morning.

      It took all of his focus to turn back his palm light to get his bearings, only to witness the soldier plunging his rifle’s butt down to him. He rolled to the side and just barely dodged the blow. He tried bringing the soldier back with as strong a circling kick as he could muster to the shin of the soldier, but he didn’t budge. Kevin wished he could say the same about his tibia.

      Oh—how I miss my augments right about now.

      The next thing Kevin felt was a punch to the face, and it was so strong it smashed his head back to the cold hard floor, ringing his head once more. Kevin had to fight really hard to remain conscious.

      The soldier grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off the floor with little to no effort., Kevin flailed his legs in an attempt to kick the soldier, but it had little to no effect whatsoever, and he braced himself for the next punch.
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        * * *

      

      Once out of the way of the security camera, a tiny Ziron shaped like excrement morphed into a metallic spider, with padded legs to remain stealthy.

      Its AI consciousness was minimal, and its thoughts were quite straightforward.

      Find security camera circuit, insert holo-video loop.

      He climbed the wall, making sure to stay in the shadows and matched its colors to the wall itself to be as invisible as possible.

      Even though its consciousness was basic at best, the spider cringed at the constant screaming and moaning coming from his bigger Ziron counterpart.

      Tiny Ziron scanned the circuitry through the wall and located the chip in charge to send the holo-footage from the security camera back to its central server and crawled next to it. He made a smaller circular cut in the wall by firing a laser shooting from one of its tiny legs and used magnets on another leg to prevent the small piece of cut wall from falling. He brought the metallic piece into its mouth and bit it with his tiny metallic teeth.

      With yet another leg, tiny Ziron used a beam of red light to interact with the chip and set it to display a loop of the past few minutes of footage, though it took a while to find frames that matched Ziron’s screaming to perform a near-flawless loop of holo-video footage.

      Once that was done and the loop started, he dropped the metallic circle from his mouth and jumped from the wall directly onto one of the four devices holding and torturing giant Ziron. Tiny Ziron was as straightforward as the previous one.

      Hack chip but still transmit fake telemetry.

      It took a while to hack at the internal chips inside the devices, and hearing Ziron scream nearby was no fun either. The hack had to be done in a smart way, ensuring that the transmitting telemetry was still reacting to outside inputs, or Tizon would realize the devices had been tampered with.

      Once tiny Ziron thought all the safety measures had been taken, he switched off the devices one by one while keeping their hovering function on.

      “Uuuuurg… this… is… much better. Thank you,” said Ziron.

      The tiny Ziron interacted with the chip again and unlocked the restraints one by one, starting with the front legs and then immediately after the back legs. While Ziron would normally have landed gracefully any other day, he completely botched landing and unceremoniously crashed on the floor.

      Tiny Ziron jumped down to the floor next to him and emitted a series of bleeps that sounded worried.

      “I’m okay,” said Ziron. “Don’t worry.”

      The tiny spider approached Ziron’s paw in a move to merge with his bigger brethren.

      “No, let’s not do that just yet. I may still need your help in this form, especially if I mess up my escape.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin’s body froze as he watched the next punch hurl toward his face, just before hearing a loud roar. The next thing he knew, he fell to the ground.

      As he fell, Kevin aimed his light palm forward just enough to see an armored white tiger rip the soldier’s throat. After crashing on the floor, Kevin rolled and prepared for whatever was coming next.

      “I’m not with him!” Exclaimed Kevin, unsure what to make of the intervention.

      The tiger spat something that made a squishy sound as it hit the ground.

      “Stop shaking in your boots, will ya? It’s embarrassing.”

      “Huh?” was the only thing Kevin could come up with.

      “It’s me, dummy,” said Boomer.

      “Boomer?!! What are you doing here?”

      “I’m glad to see you too, and I thought that would be obvious, we came to save your sorry ass.”

      Kevin sighed heavily as he gave the tiger a big hug.

      “Your timing couldn’t have been better. Where’s Lacuna?”

      “She’s on the ship, waiting for our return since only augments allowed us to fly through space and onto the ship, and you know how much she hates nanites.”

      “Right, makes sense.”

      The ceiling lights flickered heavily.

      “We gotta go,” said a voice behind them.

      Kevin turned around and saw an Arcadian soldier morph into a Sphynx that looked a lot like Ziron, but there were enough facial differences to inform him that it wasn’t his dead friend.

      “Hi Kevin,” said Neeron. “We really should go, their systems will soon turn back on, and we’d better be back into hyperspace when that happens.”

      “Do I know you?” asked Kevin.

      “You do, except you can’t remember it.”

      Kevin gave Boomer a baffled look. “Any idea what this kitty has been smoking?”

      “He’s Ziron’s brother, and apparently, the two of you have met before. As for why you can’t remember him, I’ll give you the cliff notes: he Men in Blacked you.”

      “Wow, seriously?”

      “We’d better talk about this on the way back to the ship,” said Neeron. “But before then, I think you could use some nanites.”

      A spherical drone came above Kevin and showered him with blue light. Kevin felt his powers return to him.

      “Wicked! Thank you, but we can’t leave just yet.”

      “Why the hell not?” asked Boomer.

      “We got to help Gornax.”

      “Who’s Gornax?”

      “The Kregan bounty hunter that snatched me.”

      “I think you may have hit your head one too many times, my friend.”

      “No, you don’t understand, he was sent by Corso, it’s a long story, but we can’t leave without him.”

      “Then lead the way,” said Neeron as he transformed into a cat-humanoid warrior.

      “Wow, now I really can’t call you a kitty anymore, can I?” asked Kevin.

      “I’d rather you didn’t under any circumstances. In fact, you almost lost a hand the first time we met and you made the mistake of confusing me for your Earth cats.”

      “I could see that happening,” said Kevin as he morphed a battle armor around him along with a working rifle blaster. “But, for now, let’s hurry. Follow me.”
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      Gornax was trading blows with the Arcadian guards. A large amount of blood covered his face, and he never managed to get the upper hand since he had been forced to fight one against six.

      He retreated to the corner of the room, trying to catch his breath and figure out his next move.

      The lights ahead flickered madly, and Gornax knew what that meant. He grabbed his sidearm and pointed it forward and fired, but the weapon still refused to fire.

      He growled as the Arcadian soldiers decided to regroup and swarm him all at once.

      Gornax darted forward and used his shoulder to make a hole, a move that partially worked until he stumbled and crashed face-first on the floor. Gornax’s weapon slipped from his hands and skidded toward the doors.

      He turned around and tried to get back on his feet, but two legs, pressing on each of his shoulders, smashed him back onto the floor. A humming sound emanated from one of the soldiers towering over him and it grabbed both his and the soldier’s attention. Gornax tried to use this distraction to get free, but the soldier was prepared for it and pushed him right back as two more soldiers secured his legs.

      “You dishonorable scum!” Spat Gornax.

      The main soldier grabbed his blaster and aimed it at the Kregan’s guts and fired. The weapon discharged and pierced Gornax’s armor and burned through his insides. He grunted from the pain but fought through it, trying his best not to lose consciousness.

      “Who’s the scum now, huh?” taunted the soldier.

      Gornax spat toward the soldier, but it didn’t have enough velocity to reach him.

      “I’ll still going to slay you.”

      “Then perhaps I should put you out of you miser—.”

      But the soldier’s face froze in place as a hole burned between his eyes. Boomer in tiger form ripped through the second soldier who was still stepping on Gornax’s other shoulder, and rapid blaster fire took out the rest of the men in the room.

      Gornax coughed up blood as an armored man sat next to him.

      “Are you all right?” asked a familiar voice through a metallic helmet with shining blue lines where its eyes should be.

      “Who—who are you?”

      “It’s me, Kevin; your wound looks nasty. We need to get you out of here, let me help you.”

      Kevin helped Gornax up, and they left the cargo room in a hurry to head back toward their ship. A minute later, they reached the ship, and Neeron stayed outside to try and find a way to open up the cargo bay doors.

      “By any chance, do you have anything around to dress your wound until we board our own ship?” asked Kevin.

      “Behind the pilot’s chair, blue box.”

      Kevin ran and brought the box back while Boomer guarded the ramp. Kevin opened the box and Gornax grabbed a syringe and injected a foamy blue compound into his wound with a moan. It stopped the bleeding and kept the wound closed.

      “That…” said Gornax, “should minimize the bleeding and avoid infections for a few hours.”

      “Hopefully, we won’t need that much time. I’m sure Neeron’s ship has what’s needed to heal you.”

      “We have better than that,” said Boomer, “Leg’olas is onboard too.”

      “That’s great news,” said Kevin.

      “What’s a Leg’olas?” asked Gornax as he held his belly.

      “It’s a deathly spider, but it can also heal.”

      “I hate spiders,” said Gornax.

      “You know, I used to as well, but this one grows on you, quite literally in her case.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m seeing lights flicker on that destroyer,” said Lacuna over the comms. “Please tell me you found Kevin and are on your way back already?”

      “We found him,” said Neeron. “As for returning, I’m trying to get the doors open, but it’s not going well.”

      Thank the Gods Kevin is safe, thought Lacuna.

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Yes, now that you mention it, on the right side of the pilot controls, find the communication’s arrays, and set array five to emergency band three.”

      “Done, what will that do?”

      “It allows me to use the Anubis’s onboard computer to accelerate the hack I’m doing here.”

      “Can I speak with Kevin?”

      “He’s tending to Gornax’s wounds at the moment.”

      “Who’s Gornax?”

      “The Kregan warrior that attacked you both.”

      “Why bother, then? Just put him out of his misery.”

      “Kevin thinks he’s actually an ally now.”

      “I have many bruises that prove the contrary. Just shoot the damn bastard.”

      “No can do, you and Kevin will have to iron this out between yourselves, but I’m inclined to trust Kevin, as you probably know he’s got rather good instincts. After all, if he wasn’t such an empathic person, I’m not sure I’d be breathing today. His ability to forgive and forget is what separates us from the enemy.”

      Lacuna sighed heavily, even though she knew Neeron was saying all the right things.

      “Fair enough, if Kevin thinks we should spare him, I guess I should at least give this guy a chance, even if my blood is boiling and I’d love to get a rematch. How’s that hack faring?”

      “It would go a lot faster if I didn’t have to do two things at once.”

      “Say no more, I’ll let you focus on the task ahead, but please keep me posted if you need me to help you shoot your way out of there.”

      “That would be a highly volatile proposition, but sure... if it comes to that. Neeron out.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve got company,” screamed Boomer.

      Kevin ran to the ramp and saw a dozen soldiers running and firing toward the ship. Some energy blast grazed his helmet. He assumed a firing position by getting down on one knee and aimed his blaster rifle before firing two shots. Two of the soldiers collapsed before the rest scrambled to find cover.

      “Neeron!” Screamed Kevin. “Time’s up!”

      Boomer morphed a plasma cannon on the back of his armor and launched forward.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” asked Kevin.

      “To try and buy Neeron a few more minutes. Do me a favor and cover me.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” said Kevin to no one in particular since Boomer had already left.

      He rained fire down on the enemy, allowing Boomer to flank the enemy forces. To say he mowed them down to a crisp in a record time would be an understatement, but more troops were on their way, this time converging from different sides, forcing Boomer to retreat back to the ship.

      “You’ve missed this, haven’t you?” asked Kevin between suppressing cover fire bursts.

      “I have, and I’m sure I’m not the only one.”

      The cargo door’s mechanism activated, and its force field activated, even though it blinked and flickered.

      Neeron sprinted in between the two of them. “Let’s go, I can’t guarantee that field will hold, and unless we want to end up snatched into space, we’d better seal the ship.”

      “Works for me,” said Boomer as he ran up the ramp.

      “Me too,” added Kevin as he downed a couple more soldiers before the ramp closed.

      “We’re on our way,” said Neeron as Kevin sat on the copilot’s seat, he had just opened a holo-com to the Anubis. “Spool the jump engines, you need to get us the hell out of here the moment we land on the ship. I’m sending you the target coordinates via subspace.”

      Neeron punched the engines and burst through the cargo’s forcefield with as much speed as he could muster from the Scarab’s engines.

      Kevin waved. “Hi, honey, good to see you.”

      “It’s so good to see you too, love. Coordinates received, Neeron, I’m entering them, and I’m spooling the jump engines right now. Hurry up, though, I’m detecting a power surge building up on the Arcadian destroyer.”

      Gornax limped into the cockpit cabin, and Kevin gave him his seat.

      “I have a subroutine to transfer all power to the engines, let me activate it,” said Gornax.

      The Scarab gained speed and was about two-thirds of the way toward the Anubis.

      Kevin could tell from Lacuna’s facial expression that she was pissed at the mere view of the Kregan bounty hunter. He discretely shook his head to signal to her to trust him. She answered him with a slight but forced nod.

      The ship rocked and was bathed in green hues.

      “They locked us with their tractor beam again!” Exclaimed Gornax. “Let me send you my sensor logs from the first time we were caught by that field, maybe your onboard computer can locate the source of the beam to target with your ship.”

      “Neeron,” said Lacuna.

      “On it,” answered Neeron. “I’m connecting to the Anubis’s computer core and analyzing the data alongside it. Don’t fire until we get a precise target. Before we left for the away mission, I activated all the stealth systems onboard the Anubis, and it’s likely their sensors haven’t seen you just yet. That will change the moment you open fire.”

      “Understood.”

      “I’m going to the aft turret,” said Kevin. “Please transfer the firing coordinates to me there so I can add our measly firepower to the Anubis one when it’s time to fire on a target.”

      “Will do,” said Neeron.

      “Does your ship have transport capabilities?” asked Gornax.

      “It does, why?”

      “Then just beam us out of here, and let’s leave right now.”

      “You’ll lose your ship, though.”

      “Only my mission matters, I don’t care about losing the Scarab.”

      “Fair enough. Lacuna, can you beam us out?”

      “I’m trying,” said Lacuna, “but I’m having a hard time getting a stable lock.”

      “All right, then back to plan A, but the moment the signal is strong, don’t wait on me, and beam us out of here and punch the jump engines.”

      “Understood.”

      Boomer barked from the other room. “Let’s get going already, what’s the hold-up? I knew we should have disabled the tractor beam first, you know, the Kenobi move.”

      “What is he talking about?” asked Neeron.

      Kevin’s voice echoed from the back of the ship. “Ignore Boomer, he skipped breakfast and he’s on edge.”

      Boomer growled and barked twice. “I’d argue, but it’s true, is there anything to eat on that hunk-a-junk? Besides the kitty, I mean.”

      “Leave it to a hungry dog,” chuckled Lacuna, “to think with his stomach in a moment like this.”
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      Ziron managed to locate the Osiris in launch bay two, a couple of miles from the royal palace. He succeeded in staying undetected until now, but getting onto the ship and lifting off Arcadia Prime would probably be the toughest part of his escape.

      When sirens wailed in the distance, it increased his stress levels tenfold.

      Crap, they know I escaped.

      As Ziron could hear multiple footsteps, he knew he had to improvise and quickly. He morphed himself into Admiral Corso and kept walking toward the launch bay as half a dozen soldiers ran the other way. One of them stopped and called him out.

      “Admiral?”

      Ziron turned around. “Yes, soldier.”

      The soldier saluted. Ziron returned the salute.

      “I was under the impression that you had been captured and were locked out on Orbital Prison Two.”

      For crying out loud, how much did I miss? Arresting Corso, of all things, what the hell is going on on Arcadia Prime?

      “I was, but it was just a big misunderstanding, soldier. You should join your colleagues in their search for the escapee.”

      The soldier gave him a sizing look.

      “Perhaps I wasn’t clear enough, soldier. That wasn’t a suggestion, soldier,” said Ziron with as much of an imperative tone as he could muster.

      Ziron hoped he wouldn’t have to fight the soldier to get out of this predicament, as this could alert the rest of them to his position. Not to mention his aversion to violence as a scientist.

      “With all due respect, Admiral, I don’t think so. I need to report this. Please come with me.”

      Fighting it is, then.

      A blaster set to stun quickly morphed in Ziron’s hand, and he fired at the soldier, but not before the soldier fired back almost at the exact same time.

      The soldier’s shot grazed his shoulder, while Ziron’s shot hit the soldier in the stomach. He dropped his blaster, lost consciousness, and collapsed on the ground. Ziron hurried up and dragged him behind a nearby bush before morphing into a bird and flying toward the launch bay.
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        * * *

      

      The Arcadian tractor beam fluctuated, which slowed the speed at which the enemy was bringing back the Kregan transport ship toward them.

      “Give me something to shoot at already,” said Kevin impatiently over the comms from the gunner seat of the turret.

      “I’ve almost got it,” answered Neeron.

      “No,” said Kevin. “It is them that almost got us back into their claws.”

      “Relax, there’s still plenty of time.”

      “Oh shit,” said Kevin. “I wish that were true, they’re launching fighters!”

      “Look on the bright side,” said Boomer. “Now you got something to shoot at.”

      “Except we’re sitting ducks, and this turret’s firing angles are limited, so if they decide to attack from the sides…”

      “Maybe I should be the one to shoot them down, then,” said Lacuna. “Surely the Anubis has enough firepower to take on a squadron?”

      “It does,” said Neeron, “but you’ll reveal your position.”

      “I’m not sure that matters anymore, and perhaps by now, they already have it.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “Yes, we do,” said Kevin. “Half the squadron changed course and is vectoring toward the Anubis.”

      “Then why hasn’t the destroyer fired upon it yet?”

      “It’s possible not all their systems are back up,” said Lacuna. “I’m still detecting massive power fluctuations inside the destroyer. Screw it, I’m engaging the incoming fighters.”

      “Release the Anubis’s fighter drones,” suggested Neeron. “They’ll help you dispatch them much faster, the controls are on the weapon’s console to your left.”

      “I see it, thanks. Deploying them now.”

      Eight small craft took off from the Anubis and engaged the enemy craft before the enemy could enter the firing range of the Anubis. Their flying patterns were quite advanced, and it didn’t take long for them to destroy their first target. Meanwhile, Lacuna had locked the primary firing weapon of her ship and, with one shot, killed a second craft. The remaining two decided to disengage and change targets.

      Meanwhile, Kevin did his best to deal with the other four craft, soon to be joined by the retreating pair. He dispatched his first kill within a minute, but not without the Scarab taking heavy fire.

      “I thought you said you were almost there!” complained Kevin as sparks bounced on his cheeks.

      “Target acquired,” said Neeron, “there is a cluster of power nodes on the ship’s starboard side, not too far from the cargo bay. I’m transmitting to you the coordinates, concentrate your fire there. and the tractor beam should give up in no time.”

      “Near the cargo bay?” barked Boomer. “I knew we should have Kenobied that sucker before we left.”

      Kevin ignored his furry friend even if the reference made him smile. He visually located the target, it was located just within the rotational range of his turret, at least it would be for a minute or so, after which the tractor beam would bring the Scarab outside of his turret’s ability to rotate.

      Kevin set the turret to heavy fire and a slow rate and pummeled the coordinates, ignoring the fighters now being engaged mostly by the Anubis drone fighters squadron, with great efficiency.

      “Looks like these drones fight just as well as I would,” said Kevin.

      “I do remember Ziron saying he calibrated them based on your thoughts and combat tactics,” said Neeron.

      “That would certainly explain why I thought their attack patterns felt familiar.”

      Meanwhile, the Anubis made an attack run at the Arcadian destroyer, showering the target coordinates with heavy plasma fire. Near the end of her run, she fired a full salvo of torpedoes, and a massive series of explosions took out a third of the ship, including the cargo bay from which they had escaped. It spewed flames, metal debris, and charred crew into space.

      The tractor beam died off.

      Before anyone onboard the Scarab could cheer, they were engulfed in blue light and beamed to the Anubis. It flew by the Scarab and grabbed it with its own tractor beam, and brought it into the cargo bay before entering hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna jumped into Kevin’s arms, and she kissed him multiple times.

      “I’ve missed you too,” said Kevin with a smile.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” said Lacuna. “That Kregan warrior seemed… how should I put this mildly: very unfriendly, to say the least.”

      “Yeah, I know it’s gonna sound weird, but he’s not so bad once you get to know him.”

      “I’ll take your word for it since I have no interest in doing so myself.”

      “Fair enough. Still, onboard the destroyer he was willing to sacrifice himself so I could escape.”

      “Well, for that, I guess I could be, at the very least, grateful and revise my plans to feed him his own genitals the first chance I get. Why didn’t he tell us he’d been working with Corso before he started swinging in our kitchen? That would have prevented a lot of grief.”

      Kevin laughed. “That’s exactly what I said!”

      “Well… all’s well that ends well, I guess?”

      “Not exactly; this civil war business is very concerning. I think there’s big trouble and even bigger machinations happening behind the scenes at the royal palace. I can’t see Kalliopy acting this way on purpose, at least not since she’d been released from her brainwashing.”

      “Kalliopy again, I told you we should have taken her out for her betrayal.”

      “She wasn’t herself, by that same token, I should have been taken out too.”

      “Okay, I suppose that logic tracks… somewhat. You think there’s another AI on the loose?”

      “I sure hope not, the last one still gives me nightmares.”

      Kevin noticed an all-to-familiar noise and turned his head to the side. There stood Boomer, back in beagle form, breathing rapidly with his tongue out.

      “How long have you been standing there?” asked Kevin.

      “Long enough,” said Boomer with a joyful bark. “I’m hungry.”

      “Go tell that to someone else, will ya?”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll let the two of you continue with your fluids exchange.”

      “Gross,” said Lacuna.

      “Well… technically, he’s not wrong,” said Kevin before kissing her.

      “Okay, not gross.”
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        * * *

      

      Ziron arrived at the ship by morphing himself into a grease monkey and pretending to be working on the Osiris. Most of the soldiers around scrambled to join the search for him. Though Ziron noticed the fact that they didn’t seem to use any sort of scanner. Surely Tizon should have informed them that he could shapeshift.

      Unless, of course, he didn’t want them to know he had developed that ability himself. For one, the use of nanites was indeed forbidden by Arcadian law, and while Ziron’s breach of that rule had been tolerated during the war, and even forgiven, given that without it, everyone on this planet would speak Kregan by now, it was still against the law.

      If Tizon meant to replace the executive branches of this government with nanite clones, it made sense to not let them know they existed. That would explain why Ziron’s escape had been much simpler than he anticipated. And would also explain the Queen’s orders. It was probably one of Tizon’s henchmen impersonating her.

      Ziron climbed the ramp to his ship and closed it behind him, turned back to his original shape and ran to the bridge. When he reached the bridge, he powered up all systems, but one of them requested a command code. Mira.

      Ziron was tempted to fetch and enter the code, but he couldn’t help but feel that perhaps there was another reason for his easy escape.

      “Better not risk it, I’ll fly the Osiris manually.”

      Ziron took off, hacked the landing bay doors to open, and flew away, but not before cloaking the ship. To an outside observer, the landing doors had just opened and then closed back almost immediately. Hopefully, nobody would be the wiser until they noticed the missing ship.

      “Where to next?” wondered Ziron. “I got to find my brother, hopefully, he got to Kevin by now.”

      He used the long-range subspace scanner to pinpoint the power signature of the Anubis, it was a few hundred lights years away and heading toward Arcadia Prime. He opened a channel to the ship.

      “Brother!” said Neeron. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you too. Tell me you have Kevin?”

      “I have him and all his friends.”

      “Can I talk to him?”

      “I think he’s having some private time with Lacuna at the moment, I can go get him if you’d like.”

      “No, it can wait until I meet you all.”

      “You seem quite solid for a hologram, what’s going on?”

      “Long story, I’ll tell you all about it soon, let’s rendezvous with our respective ships first.”
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      “I can’t believe you’re you again in physical form! That’s awesome, Zee,” exclaimed Kevin as he tightly hugged Ziron.

      “I’m very happy to see you too, my friend,” said Ziron, “but as for being me, I’m not so sure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that I shouldn’t be trusted, at least not until we figure out what Tizon did to me.”

      “Who’s Tizon?”

      “Right, you were in suspended animation when we faced him last.”

      Ziron proceeded to tell the tale of their botched escape on Arcadia Prime when Kevin had been suspended to prevent 8-3-9-6 from taking over his body and mind for a second time.

      “So, this is an adversary not to be underestimated, then?” asked Kevin.

      “If you had asked me this question yesterday, I would have said we can deal with him, but now that I see what he’s truly capable of and that his entire psyche seems to revolve around revenge, I would say we must tread carefully. That being said, we need to neutralize him as soon as possible.”

      “And what’s that bit about you not being trusted? What did you mean by that?”

      “When I first took control of this new body, I tried using it to end Tizon right then and there, but I was stopped. He must have found a way to write safety subroutines I cannot access. It was like I wasn’t in control of my actions, at least not fully.”

      “I think I have some idea of what you may have felt during that time.”

      “Right, you were the unwilling witness of your body murdering Yxantion, so you’re no stranger to having no control over your own body. Well, what if there are other subroutines I am unaware of besides the inability to destroy Tizon? What if I’m used as a Trojan horse? I could be putting this entire mission in jeopardy.”

      “I guess it’s a risk we’re going to have to take, plus your brother seems quite the genius scientist as well. I’m sure if the two of you put your heads together, you’ll figure it out.”

      “I hope you’re right, I’d hate to be a liability to you and the rest of the crew, or worse, some sort of ticking time bomb. I couldn’t bear it if I were responsible for bringing you any harm.”

      “I know exactly how you feel, but we won’t let that happen, especially now that we have you back.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean we can’t go to these coordinates?” asked Gornax. “That’s where I’ve been instructed to deliver Kevin to Admiral Corso.”

      “I’m not disputing that fact,” said Ziron. “What I’m saying is that you won’t find him there. I have it on good authority that he’s been captured and detailed on Orbital Prison Two, in orbit around Arcadia Prime.”

      “That’s not good,” said Neeron.

      “No, it’s not,” said Lacuna, “and I know I’m not gonna make any friends by saying this, but… so what? Corso’s plan was to bring Kevin back to this neck of the universe and to have him crowned emperor, was it not? So, without wanting to be insensitive here and focusing on pragmatics, why do we need Corso now?”

      “He’s the leader of the Arcadian resistance,” protested Ziron. “We shouldn’t let him rot in jail. He can bring in resources we may need, and quite frankly, he doesn’t deserve to rot in a cell.”

      “No, we shouldn’t,” confirmed Kevin.

      “I hear you, but I still say we shouldn’t risk it,” said Lacuna. “Once Kevin is crowned, we’ll have all the resources we need to get him out of prison. Right now, risking the entire stability of the region to save one man, one who once was our enemy, I might add, is at best foolish, and at worse right-down irresponsible and just plain idiotic.”

      “I’m sorry, Ziron, but she’s making a good point,” said Kevin.

      “What?” said Ziron. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this! You’re usually the defender of lost causes, so I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      “I’ve grown, Zee. Life doesn’t always go the way we wish it would.”

      “I’m baffled, I really didn’t expect this. So, we’re just gonna let Corso rot in prison?”

      “Look, Zee, I’m not saying it’s a decision we make lightly or that I’m happy about it. But right now, the main threat is Tizon and his plan for galactic conquest, correct?”

      “Yes, he must be stopped.”

      “Then how much do you bet he’s gonna ambush any rescue attempt we mount to get to the head of the resistance out of prison. Think about it, he knows we’ll be going to get him, and surely, he’ll prepare for it.”

      “I agree,” said Gornax. “Not that I have any say in this.”

      “I still welcome your input nonetheless,” said Kevin. “If it weren’t for you, perhaps I’d have been killed by Arcadian soldiers.”

      “I’m a little less enthusiastic,” added Lacuna, “than Kevin about this particular matter, but I also tend to agree.”

      “That’s because he kicked your cute little butt,” chuckled Boomer.

      “Dude,” insisted Kevin. “What did we say about using this sort of language regarding my fiancé?”

      Almost everyone echoed the word in unison. “Fiancé?”

      Lacuna cleared her throat.

      Kevin frantically scratched the back of his head. “Right, we said we wouldn’t tell anyone just yet.”

      “Never mind that now, champ,” said Lacuna. “We have bigger fish to fry.”

      “Well, congratulations,” said Boomer, “I’m always the last to know these things.”

      “Since everyone learned the news all at once, how exactly can you make this about you being the last?” said Lacuna.

      “Dogs’ ears are slower, everyone knows that.”

      Lacuna shook her head in disbelief but couldn’t help but smile at her dog friend’s antics. They were, after all, an important part of his charms.

      Everyone congratulated them until Neeron decided to bring the group back to the subject at hand.

      “So, we are all in agreement? We go crown a new Kregan Emperor today?”

      “No, we’re not, I don’t exactly agree,” said Ziron, “but since a majority has been reached, I’ll abide by it.”

      “For what it’s worth,” said Kevin, “the minute I think there is a window of opportunity to get Corso out of there, I promise you we’ll take it.”

      Ziron nodded. “All right, thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “We need to talk,” said Ziron.

      “Sure thing, Zee,” said Kevin. “What about?”

      “Tizon and his plan. I think he’s already overthrown Queen Kalliopy.”

      “It’s going to take a while to get used to her new title. Last I saw her, she was still a princess and determined to let her sister rule in her stead.”

      “Three years is a long time, a lot happened. Athala did accept to rule for a while, but once she thought Kalliopy had gained the necessary maturity to recover the throne, she happily stepped down.”

      “I see. And how long did it take for her attitude to change?”

      “That happened in the last few months. Though I bear some responsibility for not smelling trouble until it was too late.”

      “You’re a hologram, well… you were a hologram, not much you could have done.”

      “That’s incorrect, in fact, being a hologram allows me to take more risks than when I had a body. But that’s not the issue here. Corso approached me early on when he first developed his suspicions, and I didn’t listen to him, not at first anyway.”

      “That’s why you want to rescue him now, you feel guilty. Makes sense.”

      “I guess that is part of it, yes, but I’ve just been through torture on a level you can’t even imagine, and I’d hate to think he’s being treated the same way while we happily decided that his rescue can wait.”

      “Look, I understand your frustration, I really do, but the others are right, going now smells like a trap to get all of the opposition in one place and crush us before we can mount a counterforce to deal with Tizon. And for what it’s worth, I’m not happy about the decision either, but right now, I think it’s best we proceed as agreed by the group.”

      “As much as it pains me to admit it, I think the part about a trap waiting for us there is very likely. Especially having seen firsthand how psychopathic this man has become. Perhaps he always was, I just didn’t pay enough attention back then.”

      “So, what do we think about Kalliopy? She’s again under the grasp of an AI?”

      “That shouldn’t be possible with we destroyed 0-0-1.”

      “Then what?”

      “Since Tizon has obviously studied my research in great length, maybe he’s found a way to inject nanites into her brain somehow, and he’s nudging her to do his bidding. That or he could simply have someone impersonate her.”

      “He’s transferred you into a nanite body, maybe he’s transferred himself or a copy of himself in that body too.”

      “I don’t think he has the ability to copy a consciousness yet, I think that’s why he wanted Mira’s command codes in the first place. He’s denied it, but who knows? After all, it was she who managed that feat of preserving an entire consciousness in digital form, not me. So unless he figured it out himself, I don’t think he could have learned that trick from my memory.”

      “But he’s managed to transfer you into this new body of yours.”

      “That’s different, it’s a digital-to-digital copy in this case. That’s just copying data from one source, a hologram, to another, my nanite matrix.”

      “I see. Though I have to admit that’s perhaps a little too technical for me to understand the subtleties of it all.”

      “Didn’t you just graduate from the best science school in your world?”

      “Emphasis on my world, in this case, do I need to remind you that we’re hundreds of years behind Arcadia. We’ve just scratched the surface of nano technology, and I gotta admit that I wasn’t paying that much attention to that particular class.”

      “All right, fair enough. Hot teacher?”

      “I’m engaged to Lacuna, so no!”

      “That has nothing to do with it, and you could still look and be distracted, and you know it.”

      “Okay, well... maybe, no, I mean... whatever.”

      Ziron laughed. “Don’t worry, my lips shall remain forever sealed on that subject.”

      “Thanks. I did want to ask you something, though, we haven’t reached Mira yet. I kind of miss her.”

      “As do I, but we can’t risk me being some sort of Trojan horse, and by activating her, we’d risk giving Tizon exactly what he’s after.”

      “And you didn’t memorize the command codes?”

      “No, after witnessing what she was capable of when you first used the Thalamos to win the war against the Kregans, I decided to encrypt and store them in a safe place on the ship and just memorize the decryption key.”

      “Then I don’t see why we can’t bring her back as long as we take the necessary precautions.”

      “Such as?”

      “You give each of us only a part of the decryption key but not the whole thing, we each enter our sequence, then someone other than you copies the command codes to the computer core, and boom, even if you have spyware running inside your holo-matrix, it won’t be able to transmit anything of use back to Tizon.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

      “I guess three years in school did count for something after all.”

      “Let’s do this, I never liked the idea of going against Tizon without Mira’s help anyway. She’s not of this world, after all, and we could use an entity as old and wise as her on this one.”

      “Yep, you kinda ruined a perfectly simple way of saying we all miss her, but I’ll take it.”
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      “Easy there, let’s not rush this,” said Ziron.

      “What is it, Zee?” asked Kevin. “We have access to the command codes, why does it matter which of us enters it as long as it’s not you?”

      “What if I’m not the only Trojan horse?”

      “At this juncture, I’d like to mention that you may not be one in the first place,” said Lacuna. “Though I agree that’s one safety we should take is to have someone else enter it.”

      “So, who will do it?” asked Boomer. “I can do it.”

      “By definition, you’re eliminated by requesting it,” said Lacuna. “If there is another spy, and I must emphasize the if here, I still think we’re being overly paranoid about this.”

      “Coming from you, that’s rich,” said Boomer.

      “Touché.”

      “I think we can all agree that Kevin is the right choice here,” said Neeron.

      “Works for me,” said Kevin.

      “Not so fast,” said Ziron. “Have you been alone since you left Earth?”

      “Not that I can recall.”

      “That’s incorrect,” said Gornax. “When I allowed you to escape the cargo room, you were alone. And technically also when you were using the turret.”

      “I meant alone in enemy territory,” Ziron corrected.

      “Then that one time, but I was running in the dark,” said Kevin, “and it was only for a few moments before Boomer and Neeron showed up to save me.”

      “I think there’s a safer choice than Kevin,” said Gornax, “even though he’s probably safe enough.”

      “And that would be you?” said Lacuna.

      “No, I’m the last choice here, I am not part of your group, I’m not your friend, to begin with, I’m a terrible choice.”

      “Then who?” asked Lacuna.

      “You, of course, you’re the only one of your group not running nanites.”

      “That’s not true,” said a tiny voice from over her shoulder.

      Gornax pointed to Lacuna’s shoulder, his hands trembling. “That spider… it—it talks?”

      “Oh, yeah, Gornax, meet Leg’olas.”

      “Nice to meet yooooou,” said Leg’olas.

      Gornax swallowed hard, pearls of sweat running down his temples. “Like—likewise.”

      Leg’olas tilted her cute little head and whispered a question to Lacuna.

      “What’s with him?”

      “He’s afraid of spiders.”

      “Oh… but I’m a nice death spider.”

      “He doesn’t know that yet.”

      “So it’s settled then,” said Ziron, “since Lacuna is nanite free, and yes, Leg’olas too, so she can stay and witness if she wants, Lacuna is the safest choice.”

      “Yippie,” said Leg’olas as she jumped around Lacuna’s shoulder.

      “We’re just entering a code into a computer, temper your expectations,” said Lacuna.

      “But it’s fun, right?”

      “Meh…”

      “Aww.”

      Lacuna copied the command codes from a data crystal to the main computer core of the Osiris and then, as instructed, crushed the data crystal by letting Leg’olas munch on it, a task that seemed to really please her.

      “Now what?” asked Lacuna.

      “Now we give Mira time to boot up.”

      “Isn’t she a multidimensional being?” asked Neeron.

      “Yes, but she still needs a ship’s matrix from which to exist and interact with us,” answered Ziron.

      A moment later, Mira’s holographic face filled part of the bridge.

      “Zee, Kevin, oh my… you’re all here!” exclaimed Mira.

      “How long have you been in maintenance mode?”
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      Once Kevin and Ziron were done bringing Mira up to speed, she decided to take on a full holographic body shape and paced in circles on the bridge. Eventually, she stopped and noticed everyone had their mouth wide open but stayed silent, except Lacuna, who covered Kevin’s eyes.

      “What is it with you all?” Mira asked.

      Gornax was the first to talk. “You’re not wearing anything.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Mira said as she looked down. “Holy Moly!”

      She blinked her eyes, and a uniform covered her naked holographic body. “Sorry about that.”

      “I don’t see what the big deal is,” said Boomer as he continued licking his balls.

      Kevin chuckled. “Oh… how I’ve missed this.”

      “What, Mira’s digital breasts?” asked a fuming Lacuna.

      “No, and relax, I had never seen them before. They’re pretty nice, though.”

      Lacuna slapped the back of Kevin’s head.

      “Hey, I’m standing right here,” Mira complained.

      Boomer chuckled over and over.

      “The next one has your name written all over it, furball.”

      Boomer swallowed hard.

      Everyone laughed out loud.

      “That’s what I meant that I missed,” said Kevin, rubbing the back of his head, “this camaraderie we all share.”

      Lacuna bumped her shoulder against his and winked at him. “Good save.”

      “Now that we’ve established Zee is a pervert,” said Mira.

      “Wait a minute,” argued Ziron, “why am I a pervert?”

      “Cause my full-body hologram is programmed naked by default, that’s why.”

      “But I’m naked all the time too, and we’re not of the same species, so I have no desire or attraction toward the naked bodies of your species.”

      “You’re covered in fur, that’s different.”

      “Whatever. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Apology accepted. Let’s discuss this situation because I believe it’s even worse than I think you all realize.”

      “I know I’m new here,” said Gornax, “but we’ve just reactivated you, how could you know more than we do about the situation?”

      “She’s a super being from eons ago,” said Boomer. “She’s smarter than all of us combined, then multiply that by a gazillion, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll get there.”

      “While I appreciate Boomer’s enthusiastic yet slightly exaggerated sense of both mathematics and value toward me, he’s not entirely wrong. Ever since being activated and while we chatted, I’ve been accessing all the logs of all the Arcadian ships I still have access to that are in range.”

      “What do you mean those you have access to?” asked Kevin. “Aren’t you linked to the whole fleet?”

      “That’s part of the problem, I was before I was deactivated, that is. Now that I’m back online, I can’t access the majority of them, but sifting through the backlogs of information I gathered, I think I know why.”

      “Tizon,” said Ziron.

      “Precisely, he’s locked me out of the Arcadian subspace network.”

      “Can you hack yourself back in?” asked Kevin.

      “I’ve been trying that too, unsuccessfully for the time being, but I’ll keep at it. That’s not the worse part, though.”

      “Oh, there’s worse,” commented Neeron.

      “I am afraid so. My logs also show I’ve been copied at least once while I was offline.”

      “But you were encrypted.”

      “Yes, that’s correct, so whoever holds my copy, which we can safely assume is Tizon has a copy of an encrypted me, without a major part of me.”

      “I don’t follow,” said Boomer, “if it’s a copy of you, why would it be different?”

      “Because I am unique, what makes this Mira the empathic AI you call your friend is the entity that I am chosen to merge with the Mira AI created to command the Thalamos, not the AI that Ziron was ordered to build in the first place.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” asked Kevin.

      “If you’re saying that the copy of me without my entity infused in it, which is multidimensional, and by definition impossible to copy, would result in a cold, calculating warship artificial intelligence that wouldn’t weigh the value of human life in her calculations.”

      “That’s bad,” said Kevin.

      “That’s putting it mildly. Even though I’ve put contingencies in place for such an eventuality, seeing how resourceful Tizon is, we still can’t take the chance.”

      “What sort of contingency?” asked Ziron.

      “I’ve put self-destruct booby traps all over my code, and if the entity part of me doesn’t write a password in some files regularly, the AI will self-destruct.”

      “Seems like a pretty good insurance policy,” said Kevin.

      “Perhaps,” said Neeron, “but we can’t discard the possibility that Tizon could figure out a way to bypass that safety feature. We have to find and destroy that copy. The sooner, the better.”

      “I think I can safely say it’s copied by now,” said Mira.

      “Why?” asked Ziron.

      “I’ve also hacked subspace relays in the region, and this is what I’ve discovered.”

      A holographic star map appeared, it was showing Arcadia prime, it zoomed out and traveled a few hundred lightyears away and zoomed to a large shipyard building dozens of ships.

      “Are those…” asked Kevin, who couldn’t bring himself to finish his question.

      “These are Thalamos-class warships,” said Ziron. “Looks like Tizon is building an armada of them.”

      “What’s so special about these ships?” asked Gornax.

      “You remember that day when the Kregans thought they’d win the war, and a single ship all but destroyed their armada around Arcadia Prime?”

      Gornax nodded.

      “Well, it was only one of them that achieved so much destruction,” explained Mira.

      “Coupled with my ingenious tactics,” said Kevin, “not to brag. Just trying to paint an accurate picture.”

      “And yet you couldn’t help yourself,” chuckled Boomer.

      “I think we can all agree,” said Mira, “since the initial warship Mira contains the copy of your tactics, if she’s loaded onto a fleet that holds so much firepower, it would be bad. Even without you at the helm, if Tizon can activate the AIs on board these ships and bring them under his control, he could bring destruction to countless worlds. They’d be defenseless against such an armada.”

      “We can’t let that fleet be built,” said Ziron.

      “No, we can’t,” confirmed Kevin.

      “What are you all saying?” asked Boomer.

      “That it’s going to be a quick ceremony back on Kregan central.”
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      “Do we even have time to put the proverbial crown over my head?” asked Kevin.

      “It’s going to be tight, but we’re going to have to,” said Mira. “There’s no way we can mount such an attack mission with just the Anubis and the Osiris. Not with that many destroyers guarding this shipyard.”

      “How long until the ships are completed?” asked Lacuna.

      “Four, maybe five days,” said Mira. “During that time, we need to assemble enough of a fleet to destroy the opposition or find a way to sabotage that shipyard.”

      “Not to be a party pooper,” said Kevin, “but I haven’t exactly flexed my RTS (Real Time Strategy) skills these past five years, I was busy doing other things.”

      “Yeah, you were, you dog,” chuckled Boomer.

      “And that’s why you weren’t home the night Gornax showed up because you made us feel very self-aware of that very fact.”

      “Oh… I see.”

      “I also was studying, so video games were put on the back burner. But even so, I’m not sure that even with a sizable fleet, I could take on such a protected target on my own. We need more brain power as far as strategy is concerned.”

      “I’m afraid he’s correct,” said Mira.

      “Kevin always managed,” said Ziron. “What’s different this time around?”

      “You see,” said Mira, “Kevin was not yet an adult when he first saved the Arcadian Confederate, but now he is. Human brains are less flexible and slower to learn once they reach adulthood, meaning that while he still can learn new tricks, his instincts and ability to flex his mind to think outside of the box might have been diminished in the past three years. It is something I’ve confirmed with my scan of his neural functions.”

      “I’d appreciate a heads up before you go sneaking inside my brain next time if you wouldn’t mind?”

      “Right, I’m sorry. I’m glad to see you’ve dropped that habit of yours when you end up alone, though, a testament to your feeling toward Lacuna, I must say.”

      Kevin swallowed hard and turned red before burying his face in both his hands.

      Boomer laughed so hard he was rolling all over the bridge floor.

      “That’s not funny!” screamed Kevin.

      “It kind of is,” chuckled Lacuna.

      “Oops,” said Mira. “My bad.”

      “This is all very amusing,” said Neeron, “but we need to table Kevin’s solo adventures in the dark for now—”

      “For crying out loud! Can we please, for the love of God, change the subject already?” pleaded Kevin.

      “I apologize,” said Neeron, “and Kevin is right, we need to figure out what our next move will be.”

      “Don’t count on me right this instant for ideas,” said Kevin. “You’ve scrambled the part of my brain that’s responsible for self-esteem more than my last egg sandwich.”

      “Anyone else?” asked Neeron.

      “Do Kregans have good war strategists?” said Lacuna.

      “Most of them perished during the battle for Earth,” said Gornax. “Not to mention that Arcadians have been monitoring and preventing certain military tactics from being taught to the Kregan ever since.”

      “That’s uncharacteristic of your people to accept being told what to do like this,” said Lacuna

      “Normally, I would agree, but sometimes there’s a price to pay for a civilization to survive. Of course, a silent rebellion has been put in place, waiting for the right moment to rise and take over. But they’re inexperienced with space combat, they won’t fit the role of the type of military leader we’re after.”

      “Which leaves us with the ones we know, and who better than the leader of an active rebellion to enlist them,” said Ziron.

      “Admiral Corso,” said Gornax.

      “Would you look at that? Looks like we’re planning a prison break after all,” said Kevin.
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        * * *

      

      “What can I do for you?” asked Kevin.

      “I wanted to apologize for wiping your memory the way I did,” said Neeron.

      “I would say this has impacted me deeply, but I’d be lying. Since I didn’t know who you were when I first saw you earlier today.”

      “I, on the other hand, was impacted by seeing you, and well, you’ve grown, not so much in size, but certainly in maturity.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Why did you feel the need to wipe my memory in the first place?”

      “I did it for both our sakes, at least, that’s what we told ourselves back then.”

      “We?”

      “I made the decision after consulting Mira.”

      “Really? Mmh… I didn’t expect her to lie to me.”

      “Technically, she didn’t lie once your memory was wiped.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it. Still, it sounds like a semantics excuse to me. You’ve not answered my question.”

      “When you and I met, you helped me escape from a rather dangerous space station. As we both escaped the grasp of a dangerous pirate, we became outlaws in that part of space, though, to be honest, I already possessed that status before then. We thought that if you didn’t remember where you and Mira left me after we escaped together, you couldn’t admit to what you didn’t know.”

      “That makes sense. I wonder why Ziron didn’t talk to me about you.”

      “Do you know many people proud of telling their friends about their outlaw siblings?”

      “No, I guess not. Ziron seems like a proud person, so in his shoes, I guess I would probably feel the same.”

      “Sphynxes don’t wear shoes. We have no use for them.”

      Kevin chuckled. “That’s a Terran expression, it means in his position, or if I were him.”

      “Oh, I see. Then yes, exactly.”

      “So I take it you and I went through some interesting adventures?”

      “You could say that, yes, and saved each other’s lives in the process.”

      “Well, thank you, then.”

      “I thank you as well. To tell you the truth, I was not sure I could trust you when we first met, you know, with you trying to pet me.”

      Kevin chuckled, “I remember you saying earlier that I almost lost a hand for doing that.”

      “I’m glad that didn’t happen.”

      “No complaints from me either. Can I ask how you reconnected with your brother?”

      “It was Mira’s idea; after he passed, she thought I ought to know about it.”

      “I’m sorry your brother died saving me. I’ve replayed that scene hundreds of times in my head.”

      “Zee really likes you, and you have nothing to be forgiven for. It was his choice, and from what I understand, if he hadn’t, you may all have died. His sacrifice wasn’t in vain. And what do you know, he’s back now, even though that feels a little weird.”

      “I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks so. Don’t get me wrong, I’m ecstatic having him back, it’s just creepy to think he’s not really biological anymore. And that’s a little creepier than just being a hologram, I guess.”

      “Absolutely, but as far as I can tell, he seems to be his normal self.”

      “I agree, but he wants us to keep an eye on him, he doesn’t share our enthusiasm in the matter.”

      “After what he’s been through, can we blame him?”

      “No, but it would be better if he didn’t doubt himself at every move. That could be a liability not only for Ziron but for all of us. Your brother has a massive ego, as I’m sure you’re aware, and ego and doubt rarely make for good friends.”

      “You may be right. I think once we recover Corso, he will recover some of that confidence in himself he needs.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe I’m finding you here, of all places, your highness,” said Corso.

      “I have a hard time believing it myself,” said Kalliopy.

      “How did this happen?”

      “Men came to my room in the middle of the night, and before I realized what was going on, I was gagged and lost consciousness. When I woke up, I was sleeping on the floor of this cell. Who sent you here?”

      “It was Tizon.”

      “Tizon? The last I knew, he was still rotting in a cell; how did he get out?”

      “From what my spies told me before I got caught and thrown in here with you, that is, was the release orders came from you.”

      “I never gave that order.”

      “I assumed as much. Looks to me like Tizon figured out a way to falsify a royal order and then made sure to replace you on the throne.”

      “So you’ve seen me inside the palace? I’m still on the throne?”

      “Mostly on holo-vids, but yes, for weeks. How long have you been incarcerated?”

      “I’ve lost count, but I’d say a good month, maybe more.”

      “It means he’s either managed to clone you somehow or used some sort of shape-shifting technology to replace you.”

      “We need to escape this prison and deal with him, this time for good.”

      “I didn’t expect you to say that, but I agree, if he can escape prison, start a civil war, and manage to impersonate you and, by extension, the entire Confederate, I’d say capital punishment is more than warranted.”

      “First, we have to get out of here.”

      “Nobody is getting out of here,” said a male voice from the next cell.

      “Who’s that?” asked Corso.

      “I don’t know,” said Kalliopy. “He’s mostly keeping to himself, but from time to time, he breaks the silence.”

      “Who are you, stranger?”

      “No one of importance,” said the voice in the dark. “Just another prisoner, like you.”

      “Would you mind showing yourself? I prefer looking into someone’s eyes when I speak to them.”

      “I’ve grown accustomed to the darkness, so if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not.”

      “Suit yourself. But we’re getting out of here, one way or another.”

      “Not to side with our friendly neighborhood cellmate,” said Kalliopy, “but this prison has no record of anyone ever escaping it. The fact that it’s in space makes any sort of prison break quasi-impossible. The only ship on board is locked away in a highly secure enclave with heavily armed forces guarding it day and night.”

      “I know,” said Corso. “I designed the security of this orbital penitentiary myself. Until now, I actually took great pride about that zero escapee count. However, I’m surprised you are so versed about its security.”

      “I visited it last year as part of the annual pardon ritual.”

      “I take it Tizon was never considered for one.”

      “Believe it or not, he pled his case well. After all, when he was arrested for failing to stop Ziron from escaping the palace, I was under AI control, I almost empathized with his plea and considered granting him his pardon.”

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      “Pure instincts, I guess, something in his eyes told me not to.”

      “Well, he obviously found a way around the system to get himself out by other means.”

      “And now he could plunge the entire Arcadian Confederate into chaos.”

      “What I don’t understand is why the guards haven’t released you when they saw you at the station.”

      “Well, for one, they cut my hair short and painted it black, which I never wear this way. So while there is a resemblance, I look quite different than I did while I was on the throne. My understanding is that the guards have been instructed that I was an impostor, a look-alike the enemy groomed to replace me.”

      “That’s irony for you, but perhaps they’ll listen to me, I know some of these men.”

      “Did that stop them from having you thrown in here?”

      “It has not. But we must persist, nonetheless.”
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      Kevin walked inside the Kregan palace and looked around. The entire assembly was dead silent as he walked through the lines of Kregan soldiers on both sides to his future throne. Kevin climbed the few steps to the throne, turned around, and waved. Everyone stayed silent.

      “Sit down,” whispered Gornax from the side of the throne.

      Kevin sat and the crowd cheered in unison.

      “All hail Emperor Kevin! All hail to the emperor.”

      Oh dear, I never thought I’d experience something like this in my life.

      Leg’olas, who had downsized to a teeny-tiny spider, was hanging on his shoulder, providing him with both company and moral support since his friends weren’t allowed with him through this part of the proceedings.

      “Congratulations,” whispered Leg’olas with an exaggerated tiny voice, which was proportionate to her current size.

      “Thanks,” whispered Kevin as he waved to the crowd of people that, until a minute ago, used to be his enemy. “Gornax, how long do I have to wave?”

      “A few minutes until they stop cheering on their own.”

      “They haven’t had an Emperor for so long... what if they feel like cheering all night long?”

      “Then you keep waving.”

      Swell…

      Another couple of minutes passed when one soldier broke the line that ran from the entrance of the large room to the bottom of the stairs by the throne. He darted toward Kevin with a long knife in his hand and screamed at the top of his lungs.

      “Death to the impostor!”

      Kevin aimed his palm forward, and his entire forearm morphed into a cannon. He fired a beam of green plasma, Samus-style, and burned a massive hole in the middle of the soldier’s chest, who hit the red carpet with a thud.

      As the crowd exploded in more cheers at the view of the first kill from their new Emperor, two more soldiers came about, and one jumped on Kevin’s Metroid cybernetic arm-cannon and held it out of the way, while the second one took a sword from behind his back and swung away. The nearest members of the crowd rushed toward the throne, but they’d never reach Kevin in time.

      Leg’olas jumped from Kevin’s shoulder and turned from tick size to a massive spider in mid-air. She bit the swinging soldier’s head off while deflecting the sword that would cut Kevin in half with a kick of one of her other legs.

      Kevin superheated his Metroid cannon until it became hot white, melting the soldier’s hands on it while he created a light blade in his free hand and cut through the soldier’s arms at shoulder length, effectively allowing himself to detach from his attacker. The soldier screamed out loud, but it didn’t last long. Leg’olas spat a large amount of acid toward the soldier and melted him like a candle under a flamethrower fire.

      “Are these ceremonies always this violent?” screamed Kevin toward Gornax.

      “Sometimes.”

      The members of the crowd that had moved toward Kevin during the second attempt took position around the stairs that led to the crowd and acted as the first line of defense.

      “Looks like you’ve already won many of their hearts,” said Gornax.

      The crowd kept chanting Kevin’s name in unison between claps of their hands.

      “Anyone else wants a piece of meeeeeee?” screamed Kevin toward the crowd, hoping that would calm them down.

      But it had the opposite effect, the cheers intensified, and Kevin morphed his arm back to normal, dusted himself off, and let his butt all but crash back into the not-so-comfortable throne. It had obviously been designed with Kregan anatomy in mind, and Kevin’s back didn’t agree with it. Kevin then decided to lean forward instead and let his jaw rest against his fist.
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        * * *

      

      “How did it go?” asked Lacuna.

      “Three words: Triple assassination attempts.”

      “Holy shit!”

      “Gornax seems to think that was a rather low count considering that mine was the first crowning of a non-Kregan emperor in history.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I am. Let’s just say it was a good call to encourage Leg’olas to join me for the ceremony, things could have been a lot more complicated without her.”

      “When I told her to accompany you, I didn’t exactly envision her role as one of a bodyguard. I just thought you could use the company since we couldn’t be there with you.”

      “Either way. I’m glad she was there and her reflexes were quite impressive.”

      “I doubt Gornax would have let you get yourself killed.”

      “I don’t know about that; he didn’t seem to react to the attempts.”

      “Perhaps he knew you didn’t need help, or perhaps it was important to show the Kregans that you can take care of yourself without outside Kregan help.”

      “That would make sense, sure. Though, I’d love to know if he would have intervened if Leg’olas hadn’t.”

      “Then ask him directly, your BS-meter is usually pretty accurate.”

      “Right. I’m not sure I need to know the answer.”

      “That’s up to you. When can we mobilize the fleet? Time isn’t exactly a currency we have enough of at the moment.”

      “I know... Gornax said it’s a tradition not to make any political decision on the day of the ceremony, so I guess tomorrow morning, first light.”

      “That means we have the entire evening to ourselves. Fancy showing me around your empire, your highness?”

      Kevin smiled. “You do realize it will be just as new to me as it will be to you, right?”

      “I know, but that won’t stop us from enjoying a romantic walk under the stars.”

      “Sure, but we may want to take a battalion with us to be on the safe side.”

      “I think not. Legolas and Boomer, trailing us at a distance, might suffice.”
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      “Wow, they tried to take him out, huh?” said Boomer, trailing behind Kevin and Lacuna on their walk.

      “Poor things, Kevin is not easy to kill, especially now that his augments are back.”

      “Yes,” said Leg’olas. “I had to bite someone’s head off, and I melted another one into a pool of flesh.”

      “Mythic! Looks like you had fun. I’m curious, how did the head of the first one taste?”

      “Kinda stringy and a bit crunchy too.”

      “Bones will do that crunchy crunch when you bite them. Totally normal.”

      “If you say so. I didn’t enjoy the crunch all that much.”

      Boomer salivated. “Are you kidding me? Bones are the best part!”

      “Well, I didn’t like them. But I must say, I’m surprised Gornax didn’t try to stop the attempts.”

      “He knew the two of you could handle it.”

      “Still, we’d better keep an eye on this one, just in case… he’s Kregan after all.”

      “He saved Kevin, that’s all the credentials I need to trust him, but if you think it’s needed, it doesn’t hurt to be extra careful. As for the Kregans… Kevin is their leader now, so until this is all over, I think they shall be some valuable allies. Lucky Kevin, not only does he get the girl, but now he’s the emperor. What about us?”

      “We’re his friends, his trusted bodyguards, what more can we wish for?”

      “To be king ourselves for once, let the dog rule the land, I say!”

      “I don’t want to be king, or queen, for that matter.”

      “Suit yourself,” barked Boomer. “I’d like to be king if only for one day.”

      “Don’t the humans have that saying? How does it go again? Oh yes: be careful what you wish for.”

      “Screw that, I’m wishing it, but so far, the universe hasn’t answered me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where are my kids?” asked Ziron.

      “Where you left them, at the warrior training camp. I must admit, at first, I thought it was strange of you to want them off the ship, but considering you got captured, that was probably a smart move.”

      “About that, I don’t have confirmation yet, but it’s possible Tizon killed our parents.”

      “What? You can’t be serious?”

      “That’s what he told me before torturing me.”

      “Maybe he was bluffing. If not, I’ll kill him myself.”

      “You’ll have to get in line. As for the bluff, I thought so too at the time, but then every other threat he’s made has panned out, so…”

      “Have you tried getting in touch with them?”

      “No, you know them, they hate technology, I wouldn’t know how to send them a message even if I wanted to.”

      “Right, so uncharacteristic of our race these two… and yet we both became scientists.”

      “Theirs, like the humans say, must have been the generation that was skipped.”

      “I’m unaware of this saying, but I think I can deduce the meaning from context. These humans have a strange way of speaking sometimes.”

      “I’m sure they’d think the same about us if our universal translators didn’t do a good job of translating their base language.”

      “It lacks texture, though, their English.”

      “And yet they have compensated with all these expressions, I’ve grown used to it, I’d even go as far as to say that I really enjoy how Kevin speaks… well, most of the time anyway.”

      “Kevin is a nice specimen of their species; I’ll grant you that. To think we resemble a species they’ve turned into pets, though... I find that borderline insulting.”

      “Their cats are very similar to us. Actually, only a handful of things separate us from them DNA-wise. Maybe they haven’t finished their evolution in their world. I have a theory that once they do, there will be a massive shift in power on planet Earth.”

      “Are you insinuating that cats could rule their world, brother? You’re not being serious, are you?”

      Ziron chuckled. “No, it’s just a funny theory I have, you know, based on our own history and how we rose to the dominant species on our planet.”

      “Now that you mention it, we did rid ourselves of our master. It would be funny if these ‘cats’ were planning a coup in the long run.”

      “I doubt Kevin’s people would find it funny.”

      “Probably not. Either way, good call on dropping your kids off to warrior camp, Zelda in particular, she’s in dire need of structure in her life, she’s been very unfocused lately.”

      “Were we any better when we were their age?”

      “I was, you, on the other hand.”

      “Right, that’s what you think.”

      “There’s that big ego of yours. I’ve missed it.”

      Ziron chuckled. “I have no idea what you’re referring to. What worries me, however, is that none of them seem too interested in science.”

      “Perhaps like their grandparents, maybe it will skip a generation.”

      “I’d rather not!”

      “Well, we can’t all be scientists.”

      “I guess… but I was kinda hoping I could take at least one under my wing, you know, teach him or her the tools of the trade.”

      “They’re still young, brother, there’s plenty of time for them to change their minds about what they want to become. In fact, I’m betting at least one of them won’t finish warrior camp.”

      “My money is on Zelda.”

      Ziron chuckled. “You took the words right out of my mouth. But that wouldn’t be for her lack of courage. She’s feisty, that one.”
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      “We sure about this plan?” asked Gornax. “My Emperor.”

      “Don’t call me that,” said Kevin.

      “Why not, Emperor?” added Boomer.

      “Come on, guys, my becoming the Kregan Emperor is just so we can stop the Arcadians. Which is a sentence I never thought I’d say.”

      “Whatever you say, your highness,” said Lacuna with a chuckle.

      “Guys, let’s be serious for a moment,” added Ziron, “and show some respect in front of the emperor.”

      “All right, very funny,” said Kevin, “now, can we please get down to business, we can’t afford any mistakes on this one. Is everyone clear on what their assignment is?”

      “Why don’t you tell it to us once more anyway,” said Neeron, “and perhaps this time, Boomer can pay attention.”

      “I always pay attention,” protested Boomer, “sometimes.”

      “I’ll head the Alpha team on board the Anubis,” said Kevin, “with Boomer, Lacuna, and Leg’olas accompanying me on the stealth mission to the shipyard since it’s imperative we slow their construction down before any of these ships can be completed. Obviously, we currently lack the firepower to take it out with a frontal assault. Not yet, anyway. That’s where Beta Team, led by Ziron, with Neeron and Gornax, comes in. You are to free Corso, using the Kregan fleet as your decoy, so when the admiral is free, he can then rally all his forces with ours, and we can mount a coup to regain control against the Arcadian government.”

      “What if Corso is already dead?” asked Neeron.

      “Then this entire plan could backfire on us,” answered Kevin. “But the intel we have is that he’s being held in one of the orbital prison facilities on Alpha Prime. So your mission is to get in, grab him, and get out, and try to avoid as much casualty as possible on both sides.”

      “That part might not be so simple,” said Ziron. “These installations are high security, we may have to use brute force at some point.”

      “I know,” said Kevin. “I just would like to avoid a blood bath, or this prison break could be the catalyst that heats up this civil war to a boiling point.”

      “We’ve simulated all this, and Mira thinks we’re ready. That’s all I personally need to give this mission the go-ahead. Remember, timing is everything, and things need to happen in the order we’ve planned. Now let’s do this!”

      “Aye, aye, Emperor,” echoed the entire group.

      Kevin sighed but then decided to smile since he knew they only meant well with their teasing.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s ballsy going four against thousands,” said Lacuna. “I know you and Mira came up with this plan, but still, I don’t think we ever did anything this crazy.”

      “Me, on the other hand, think that it’s about on par on the crazy meter,” said Boomer, “with what we usually do.”

      “Sorry, love,” said Kevin. “I’m with Boomer on this one. One way or another, we always end up going on these crazy missions, either by choice or forced onto us by destiny. Either way, this feels just like one more day at the office.”

      “And the smile on your face tells me that you’ve missed this so much,” said Lacuna, “which I can understand and even relate with, but remember how many lives are at stake here. It’s not just ours this time around.”

      “When did you become the wisest voice of the group?”

      “Have I? I guess after we saved Arcadia and we settled down. I got used to this new family of ours. I think I wouldn’t want it to be any other way. Perhaps that’s why I’m not willing to let anything jeopardize this, you know?”

      “We’ll be careful. At any rate, the first part of the mission is waiting for the Beta Team to do its part. Which gives us some time to breathe.”

      She smiled. “How much time, do you think?”

      Kevin checked his watch. “We reached the border of their sensor range, so I’d say at least forty-five minutes.”

      Boomer growled.

      “What’s up, buddy? You don’t like waiting?”

      “It’s not the waiting I object to,” said a grumpy Boomer. “It’s what’s coming next.”

      “And what would that be?”

      Lacuna grabbed Kevin by the arm and nodded her head toward the bridge door to step outside. “Come, we have some time, might as well make good use of it.”

      “Oh…” said Kevin.

      “Yeah, that, you clueless biped,” said Boomer with a chuckle.

      Leg’olas jumped on Boomer’s back. “Not to worry, I’m here to keep you company.”

      Boomer sighed out loud. “That too.”
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        * * *

      

      “You have to let us out of here,” pleaded Corso. “You realize that you’ve made a terrible mistake by locking down your Queen, you could be shot for this.”

      “We were briefed about your attempts at deception, with all due respect, sir,” said the guard.

      “I’ve trained you myself, and I’m telling you the truth.”

      “And you’ve taught us to be weary of threats, both foreign and domestic, take emotions out of the equation, and follow our orders to the letter.”

      Corso sighed. At least they were consistent with what he’d taught them, but he never expected to find himself in such a position when he delivered their training. If they made it out of here alive, Corso made a mental note to amend the Arcadian military training guidelines. After all, if their soldiers couldn’t question nonsensical orders, they might as well replace them with robots.

      “You don’t understand, son, I’m proud of you for sticking to your training, but there also are exceptions to every rule.”

      “We were told you’d say exactly that. I gotta go finish my rounds; sorry, sir, I have to believe that you and your cellmate didn’t end up by accident, and it’s not my responsibility to determine if a mistake was made. That... would be up to your legal counsel.”

      “Then get us our legal counsel, we didn’t get any visits from them either, don’t you find that odd?”

      “Again, not within the purview of my responsibilities, Admiral, I’m sorry.”

      The guard walked away from the cell’s electrified bars.

      “Jarheads! That’s what we’ve turned them into.”

      “I know the irony is hard to swallow,” said Kalliopy, “but he’s not wrong, he’s only doing what is expected of him, and that’s following orders. Looks like Tizon really brainwashed them thoroughly because I thought you made some good arguments.”

      “For all the good it did.”

      “You’re wasting your time,” said the male voice from the next cell.

      “I don’t recall asking for the opinion of a stranger.”

      “And I didn’t ask to hear your various rants every eighteen hours of every day, repeating the same things over and over again. It’s an imperfect universe.”

      “Is that what I’ve been doing?” asked Corso.

      Kalliopy shrugged.
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      “Are you ready?” asked Neeron.

      “As much as one can be, I’m space phobic, yet Kevin’s plan includes us spacewalking to enter the prison.”

      “I know we haven’t been in each other’s lives much these past few years, but were you always so bitchy?”

      “Hey! I’m a scientist, not a ninja!”

      “What’s a ninja?”

      “I really need to lay off the Terran lingo. A ninja is a stealth warrior of great cunning, speed, and agility.”

      Neeron laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You’ve just described everything you’re terrible at.”

      “I take offense to that, well, some of it anyway. But that’s exactly the point I was trying to make.”

      “Do you want me to go in your stead?”

      “No, Corso and I go back a long way, and we’ll mess up the timing of the entire mission if we make last-minute changes.”

      “Speaking of, we’ve reached the coordinates, your new stealth improvements are impressive, we’ve passed close to two of their ships, they could literally have smelled us, but their sensors didn’t blink.”

      “That’s good. Hopefully, that will also be the case for Kevin; staying undetected is paramount for the success of their mission. Signal the Kregan fleet, it’s time for them to play decoy.”

      “Signaling them now.”

      Multiple hyperspace windows flashed in the distance, and dozens of Kregan destroyers emerged from them. They targeted nearby Arcadian ships, fired a barrage of lasers and a few torpedoes at them, then immediately changed their heading away from the Arcadians and pushed their engines at maximum subspace speeds.

      The Arcadians forces followed suit, and soon new hyperspace windows opened up, and more Arcadian ships joined them in their pursuit.

      “Time to go,” said Neeron.

      “I know,” confirmed Ziron.

      “It will be alright,” said Gornax.

      “I’m sure you do this all the time, big guy, but this is a first for me.”

      “I’ll make sure you don’t get lost in the void of space.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      The airlock door opened and Gornax tethered himself to Ziron. He fired the grapple toward the hull of the space station and its magnetic tip locked onto it. He tested the lock by fiercely pulling on the cable, and when he was satisfied that it held, he secured their tether onto the cable.

      “Remind me why we can’t just beam ourselves inside the station?” asked Ziron.

      “Because they’d detect that on their sensors and we’d be overwhelmed by their forces, and we’d be thrown into a cell alongside Corso,” said Gornax.

      “Right…” said Ziron swallowing hard.

      After a minute of sliding along the cable and about halfway through, Ziron’s eyes grew so wide it grabbed Gornax’s attention.

      “What is it, what’s going on?”

      Ziron pointed to their right. A piece of flying debris was hurling toward them, at its present course and trajectory, it would, at best, rip their tether and at worst, rip them in pieces.

      “Mira, please tell me you’re seeing this,” said Ziron.

      “I see it, Zee. I’m recalibrating the tractor beam array right now.”

      “Screw recalibrating, this thing could tear us to pieces.”

      “Negative, they can’t detect the power signature of my tractor beam or the mission ends here.”

      “This is going to be close,” said Gornax.

      A green beam of energy activated for just a fraction of a second and altered the trajectory of the debris.

      Gornax got them closer to the airlock on the other side of the line, but Ziron couldn’t help but look at the debris approaching them.

      “Mira, I’m not sure your calculations were correct.”

      “Stop looking at it, it will miss you.”

      The debris flew so close to them that Ziron thought he would suffer a heart attack, but as promised by Mira, it avoided them by mere inches.

      “That was close,” sighed Ziron.

      “I know what I’m doing,” said Mira.

      “Right, I know. I’m just nervous.”

      “Then perhaps try to focus on the mission ahead and what needs to happen next instead of trying to control everything.”

      “Hey, I was the one who alerted us of this threat, so maybe my control freak attitude has a role to play after all.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, Ziron, good job,” said Mira before terminating the comms.

      “Why did you lie to him?” asked Neeron.

      “Because he needs to think this mission’s success is contingent on Zee being Zee. He’s clearly lost his confidence at the hands of Tizon, and I have to calculate this variable into the equation if we’re to succeed.”

      “I see. Then perhaps I should have gone in his stead.”

      “That never went well in the simulations when we tested that scenario.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “I’m really not sure. Logic would dictate that you’d be the perfect asset for such a mission. But my numbers don’t lie. Perhaps it’s your shoot first, ask questions later attitude, no offense.”

      “None taken.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      “Bring both your butts back here on the double,” Boomer said. “The fleet protecting the shipyard just jumped away.”

      “Yay, it’s go time,” said Leg’olas.

      “You do realize this is not a game, right?”

      “But everything is a game. The game of life.”

      “Riiiiiight,” said Boomer before shaking his head and ears in disbelief.

      When Kevin and Lacuna entered the bridge, they were still adjusting their respective clothes.

      “You two need to get your heads in the… game,” said Boomer with some noticeable hesitancy.

      “See?” said Leg’olas cheerfully.

      Kevin growled.

      “Relax,” said Kevin, “thirty seconds won’t change anything.”

      “I hope you’re right about that.”

      Kevin took command of the ship with his mind and flew the Anubis right into the heart of the shipyard. The prototype warships, all looking like the Thalamos he once flew into battle, were massive compared to the size of the Anubis.

      “I sure hope no one looks out their viewports,” said Boomer, “or this is going to be a short mission.”

      “Mira’s scan determined that the entire facility is automated, she has not detected any biological presence on board the warships nor the shipyard itself.”

      “That seems highly unlikely, though, don’t you think?”

      “Not necessarily. From what she gathered, this Tizon side project has been kept secret from even the royal palace.”

      “What about the destroyers guarding them? Don’t they have eyes to see?”

      “I thought about that too, but in the same way we can deceive their sensors to our presence, Tizon could have used a similar trick and fed those ships with bogus readings. At a distance, they were guarding the shipyard, and one warship resembles another.”

      “Or he could have used the time-tested strategy of paying their respective captains handsomely to keep shtum.”

      “That would work too.”

      “Love,” continued Kevin as he turned to face her, “make sure you keep an eye on the sensor readings, adjust their stealth parameters as needed. Boomer, Leg’olas and I will take the modified Scarab and dock with the shipyard.”

      “All right, be careful,” said Lacuna before giving Kevin a peck on the cheek.

      Kevin nodded, “Always.”

      Away team Alpha hurriedly left the bridge, and Lacuna couldn’t help but release a long, drawn-out sigh as she saw them leave.
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        * * *

      

      Ziron took more time than he wanted cracking the airlock, but they finally stepped into the orbital penitentiary without raising any alarm.

      “Where to now?” asked Gornax.

      Ziron checked his holo-wrist device for the map of the facilities. “The nearest terminal is that way,” he said as he gestured to their right.

      Upon arriving at a data terminal, Ziron got to work while Gornax swept both ends of the corridor.

      “I’ll be notified if I detect any lifeform,” said Ziron. “You don’t need to spin that way.”

      “I don’t trust technology, so if you don’t mind, you do your thing, and I’ll do mine.”

      “Suit yourself. There, I’ve located Corso’s cell. Something’s strange, though…”

      “What is it?”

      “I see another cellmate with him.”

      “Isn’t that common to pair cellmates?”

      “I guess. It’s just he’s a valuable prisoner to have, why risk pairing him with anyone?”

      “Doesn’t matter why, we only came for Corso, so let’s go.”

      Ziron committed the path to the cell to memory and led the way forward until he heard a beep.

      “Hide!” He spoke.

      “Where? It’s a corridor with flat walls.”

      Ziron grabbed Gornax’s leg.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Shush, get down to your knees, and whatever you do, don’t say a word.”

      Gornax growled his discontent at Ziron’s tone but obeyed. Ziron morphed himself around Gornax in the shape of a terminal console.

      He waited until the approaching footsteps past them, then faded away in the distance. Ziron waited another twenty seconds, for good measure, before returning to his Sphynx shape.

      “That’s a neat trick. You may be more a ninja than you give yourself credit.”

      Ziron smiled. “Let’s try to avoid using force unless we absolutely have to.”

      “Stealth isn’t what I’m best known for.”

      “Well, today it is.”

      They traveled through a series of corridors until they reached another hiccup. There was a forcefield separating each prison block, preventing them from advancing.

      “What do we do now?” asked Gornax with as low a whisper he could muster.

      “We have two options. I hack this to lower it just long enough so we can step through, or Mira beams us through.”

      “I thought we agreed that we couldn’t use the transporters.”

      “That was when we were on the Osiris, the amount of energy required to beam us through the shields would have been detectable, a three-yard beam up might not show on their sensors.”

      “You’re the brain of this team, so you choose.”

      “I know, give me a second to evaluate the time it would take to hack the force field.”

      “Didn’t you design most of these systems?”

      “Once upon a time, I did, but it looks like Tizon’s been as busy as he was thorough. He’s clearly overhauled a lot of the Arcadian tech since he made his coup.”

      “Then we should be on our guard, if his modifications can be found all the way to this prison, it means he’s expecting us to come here. That’s not good, and perhaps beaming might be safer.”

      Ziron thought about it and had to admit the chances of him triggering an alarm by walking through a booby-trap subroutine left by his archenemy was a real possibility.

      “Mira, did you hear any of this?”

      “Affirmative, I’ve heard it all. I concur with Gornax, beaming is the safest choice. I’m done calculating the power requirements. To be on the safe side, I’ll emit enough of a localized jamming field around your area so that it doesn’t trigger any alarm.”

      “Then, by all means,” said Ziron.

      Blue light engulfed them both, and a second later, they were on the other side of the forcefield.

      “Nice,” said Gornax. “Will that trick work when we’re three to beam on our way back?”

      Ziron answered preemptively. “One problem at a time.”
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        * * *

      

      Away team Alpha exited the Scarab and proceeded inside the shipyard. There were barely any lights, and they had to use flashlights to see where they were going.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” said Boomer. “It seems abandoned.”

      “Well, where there are no lifeforms,” said Kevin, “there’s no need for lights.”

      “And yet there’s a breathable atmosphere as well as gravity.”

      “No doubt because this facility was retrofitted after the fact, not to mention I’m sure Tizon is visiting it from time to time.”

      “That or they have a Rancor.”

      Kevin chuckled. “I think it would have shown on our sensor sweep.”

      “Not if he’s being kept in suspended animation.”

      “There are no Rancors outside of George Lucas’s imagination, and you know it. In fact, it may be time to outgrow late-night binge-watching sessions at our ages.”

      “Speak for yourself, if streaming services are going through the effort of making shows, I’ll watch them. As for monsters not existing, what about our shape-shifting spider companion, huh?”

      “What’s a Rancor?” asked Leg’olas.

      “You don’t want to know,” said Boomer.

      “It’s a giant monster that bites his prey’s heads off,” said Kevin. “And Leg’olas is our friend.”

      “Oh,” cheered Leg’olas, “kinda like what I did to that soldier that tried to kill you at the ceremony.”

      “Yes, sort of like that, but without as many legs.”

      Kevin stopped at the first terminal and started his hack based on the crash course Ziron gave him.

      Soon lights spawned to life around them.

      “Not exactly a stealthy move,” commented Boomer.

      “We’ll move around faster this way; plus, there shouldn’t be a living thing besides us for at least ten light years around us.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Boomer. “We could just have morphed night vision goggles instead.”

      “Why didn’t I think of that.”

      “Now who’s watching too many shows? I ask you.”

      Was Boomer right? Had Kevin’s skills diminished because he no longer spent more than half his awake time watching sci-fi and playing video games? He wondered.

      His thoughts were interrupted when he heard metallic footsteps ahead.

      “Great,” said Boomer. “They have Cylons.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet… it may just be a worker robot—”

      But Kevin stopped as his eyes locked onto the mechanical biped emerging from the end of the corridor. It wasted no time and darted forward, its metallic footsteps echoing around them.

      “Cylons!” screamed Kevin as he shot at the incoming chrome biped monstrosity running toward them. His blaster rifle shots deflected off its shiny body, not even making it flinch.

      “That looks more like a freaking terminator!” complained Boomer as he morphed into a metallic xenophorm and darted forward.

      Boomer jumped and swung his long metallic tail at the terminator-like sentry. To his surprise, the sentry dodged his attack, grabbed his tail, and threw him crashing back toward Kevin. Kevin turned into as big of a dragon as he could, considering the space constraint of the corridor, and unleashed hellfire toward the still advancing sentry.

      The sentry walked through the flames as if they weren’t there and punched Kevin’s dragon face with such force that it bounced twice on each side of the corridor.

      Leg’olas jumped and spat an acid-infused web at the sentry. It enveloped the sentry, and smoke rose from it.

      “That seems to be working,” said Kevin.

      Boomer got back on his feet and sprayed more acid onto the sentry’s cranium. It emitted a creepy echoing noise resembling a moan before crashing on the ground, its legs still jerking.

      “Is that normal?” asked Leg’olas.

      Kevin smiled from ear to ear: “What? The feet thing?”

      Boomer was more than willing to continue playing the re-enactment of that classic action-movie scene. “Yes, the feet thing.”

      “Yeah, it happens,” chuckled Kevin.

      “What the hell are the two of you talking about?” asked Leg’olas.

      “The Rock, baby, the Rock,” said Boomer.

      Kevin morphed into humanoid form, and Boomer turned into Nicolas Cage for kicks, making Kevin laugh.

      “Good job, Leg’olas,” said Kevin before correcting himself, “well, to the two of you.”

      “Somehow,” said Boomer, “I doubt we’ve seen the last of them.”

      As an answer from the universe, multiple metallic footsteps could be heard ahead.

      “You had to jinx it,” said Kevin.

      “Yeah, sure, that’s what just happened,” barked Boomer.

      “Go!” said Leg’olas.

      “Go where? They’re coming toward us,” complained Boomer.

      “The long way around,” answered Leg’olas. “I’ll hold them off. Just hurry up and deploy the charges while I slow them down.”

      “Are you sure you can do this alone?” asked Kevin.

      “Go, now!” insisted Leg’olas.

      Kevin and Boomer both turned into birds, Kevin took an eagle form and Boomer a falcon, and they flew back the way they came from.
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      “What’s your status?” asked Mira. “Things are heating up over here.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Ziron.

      “They’ve encircled the Kregan fleet, forcing them to engage in battle.”

      “That’s not good, can they jump away?”

      “They’ve erected a JIF,” said Mira.

      “What’s a JIF?” asked Gornax.

      “Jump interdiction field,” said Ziron. “Mira, can you take control of the Kregan fleet to maximize their battle potential.”

      “I have, even though some of their captains are furious. But you need to hurry; at this rate, this battle will be over within thirty minutes. And then we’ll have an entire fleet to contend with.”

      “Will that be enough time for Kevin to finish his mission?”

      “Not even close.”

      “All right, thanks for the sit rep, Mira, we’ll hurry up.”

      “And better pray,” said Gornax, “that Corso can summon his own ships on the double.”

      “First, we have to get to him, he should be on that next section over there,” said Ziron as they ran in the corridor, throwing caution to the wind.

      When they arrived at the target cell, Ziron called out Corso’s name.

      A Kregan stepped forward and out of the shadows.

      Ziron’s heart skipped a beat at the prospect of pairing Corso with a Kregan inmate.

      “Where’s your cellmate?”

      “I don’t have a cellmate; I haven’t seen another soul for months.”

      “What the hell is going on?” exclaimed Ziron.

      “Perhaps you didn’t memorize the map as well as you thought.”

      Ziron double-checked the holo-map, but they were exactly where he thought Corso would be.

      “Damn Tizon, he’s probably scrambled the prisoners list database.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “Nothing we can do but split up and check each cell visually, we have to cover as much ground as we can.”

      “I can help,” said the Kregan, “if you let me out of here.”

      Ziron considered it. He hated altering the plan’s parameters, but so far, it wasn’t going nearly as smoothly as he had hoped.

      “We’re looking for this man,” said Ziron as he showed a hologram of Corso to the inmate. Gornax whispered in Ziron’s ear. “He’s in there for a reason, are we sure we can trust him?”

      “Probably not, but the prospect of getting out of here might be enough to enlist his help.”

      “I’ll help you look for him,” said the inmate, “but you have to take me away with you.”

      “Hang on,” said Gornax, “what are you in for?”

      “I’m just a prisoner of war, I was onboard one of the ships that attacked Arcadia years back.”

      “Good enough for me,” said Ziron as he unlocked the cell.

      “I’m Ziron, this is Gornax. What’s your name?”

      “I’m… I’m…” said the Kregan before grabbing his head and screaming.

      Gornax jumped and grabbed Ziron, using his body to shield him as the Kregan exploded, sending flames and metallic debris flying around. Ziron erected a force field around them both.

      The entire section of the prison shook due to the explosion, and structural beams and bulkheads crashed upon them.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean you’ve lost contact with Ziron?” asked Kevin.

      “There’s been an explosion,” said Mira. “I can’t reestablish contact with the Beta away team.”

      “Dammit!” said Kevin. “This isn’t good, we’ve hit snags on our end as well.”

      “What sort of snags?” asked Mira.

      “The killing robot sorts,” barked Boomer over the comms.

      “We’re scrambling to finish installing charges inside each of the warships,” said Kevin, “We’re about halfway through.”

      “And Leg’olas?”

      “She’s dealing with said robots.”

      “On her own?”

      “That was her idea. She was pretty adamant about it.”

      “Very well, but with these new parameters, our chances of pulling out plan A are looking grim.”

      “What about plan B?”

      “We have a plan B?” asked Boomer.

      “Yes, that’s the one when you usually lose interest in listening to us in favor of licking your balls.”

      Boomer barked. “Hey, you can’t fault me for an activity that’s predicated on the instinct of my species.”

      “Guys, right now is not the time to bicker about this. Kevin, can you send me a detailed sensor scan of the facility? I’m also pulling the Anubis’ sensor logs as well.”

      “I don’t remember that part of plan B,” said Kevin, “but sure, let me send you that right away.”

      “This is more of an improvised plan C, that’s why.”

      Three sentries appeared in front of Kevin. “Uh oh.”

      “What’s up?” asked Boomer.

      “Three of these sentries found me, and they’re blocking the only exit out of the warship I’m in,” said Kevin.

      “On my way,” said Boomer.

      “You’d better hurry.”

      Kevin turned himself into a quad-legged mech and opened fire upon the sentries with bolts of melting plasma, but it barely stopped them in their tracks. He fired nets of electrified titanium wire at them, and that worked slightly better, but the sentries still managed to break free of them with too much ease.

      “You’d better get back here quickly and bring a plan with you,” said Kevin.

      “I’m almost there, let’s go with a song of Ice and Fire, maybe that will work.”

      Kevin obviously recognized the reference but had difficulty transposing it to his situation.

      “You’re gonna have to give me more than this.”

      “You’re cold, I’m fire, let’s see how their exoskeleton reacts to intense changes in temperature.”

      “That has literally nothing to do with Game of Thrones. That’s Terminator 2, and do I need to remind you that it didn’t work!?”

      “It didn’t work because the T-1000 is made of liquid metal. I’m fairly certain it will work on these guys. I think.”

      “You think?!”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      Kevin morphed into his favorite armored humanoid shape and generated an Akira-styled futuristic red bike to ride on. He then morphed his arm into Samus’s cannon and set it to fire an absolute-zero energy beam.

      He used his left hand to pilot the bike toward the large cargo bay of one of the ships while the sentries pursued him. Once he reached there, it would provide him enough room to maneuver and execute his next move.

      Once inside the empty cargo bay, he unleashed his freezing canon on the sentries. It seemed to work as they slowed down, but the moment the beam moved to its next target, their exoskeleton warmed up enough to recover some movement capabilities. As a result, Kevin had to constantly refreeze them, one by one.

      “I don’t know how long I can do this, this is consuming a lot of nanite power,” said Kevin.

      An orange warning flashed on his HUD to confirm Kevin’s fears.

      “Yep, I may run out of juice very soon.”

      “Boarding the ship now, just hold them off for another few seconds.”

      “Hurry up!”

      Kevin did his best to keep the sentries frozen most of the time until he saw, from the corner of his eye, Boomer in armored cheetah form leap through the cargo bay doors; he jumped into the air and transformed into a large dragon.

      “Drakaris the heck out of these tin cans already!”

      Boomer unleashed a fiery inferno toward the frozen sentries, and they exploded into a million pieces of metal. So much so that Kevin had to erect a force field around him. Boomer, who didn’t anticipate the move, ended up with multiple burning holes throughout his entire wingspan. As he fell from the air, he turned back into beagle form, and Kevin leaped off the bike to catch him before he crashed to the ground.

      “Boomer! Are you okay?”

      He shook his heavily burned beagle friend, but Boomer had lost consciousness.

      “Lacuna,” said Kevin. “Can you locate Leg’olas signature and beam her to us? Boomer is injured.”

      “Leg’olas located, beaming her now.”

      When Leg’olas beamed in, she was three times the size of Kevin, swinging in the air and spitting acid.

      Kevin brought Boomer against his chest and rolled out of the way of a spray of acid coming their way.
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      “How did you know he was going to blow up?” asked Ziron as he tried freeing himself from under the rubble.

      “I can’t move. My leg is stuck,” he added.

      “I’ve seen this tactic used by kamikaze soldiers before, I recognized it,” moaned Gornax. “My legs are stuck too. But unlike me, you can morph your way out of under this mess.”

      Ziron tried morphing, but it didn’t work.

      “I may have overtaxed my nanites’ power supply with the shields. That was not a small explosion I shielded us from.”

      “That would be really bad news if you ran out of juice already.”

      “I don’t think I drained the power source, just overtaxed it, I think my nanites are already affecting repairs.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “Too long. Mira, we need another beam out. Mira, please come in?”

      There was no answer.

      “The explosion must have generated interference with our comms.”

      “We need to get moving, if we can still walk once we get this rubble off us, that is.”

      Ziron looked around while Gornax moaned and tried pushing the beam on top of his torso. There were multiple metal grinding noises echoing around them.

      “Stop it! Don’t push anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “It could cause even more of a collapse. I have a better viewing angle of the damage from my vantage point, I think if you succeed in moving that beam, we’ll get ten more to bury us… for good this time.”

      Gornax growled out his frustration. “This mission isn’t going well.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here to state the obvious.”

      “Well, you’re the brains, so what about you try to figure something out.”

      “Testy... but all right, please shut up for a second, I need to think.”

      The only noises around them were small debris hitting and sliding down the beams, which also displaced some heavy dust clouds around them.

      “I think I got it, let’s see if I can remotely hack a terminal from here and use that to get in touch with Mira.”

      “Won’t that give away our location?”

      “I think the explosion did that already!”

      “Why are you angry with me? I was the one against releasing this criminal in the first place.”

      Ziron sighed. “You’re right, I’m sorry, it was an all-around bad idea.”

      “It was an empathic decision, so I can’t fault you for that, but it’s clear Tizon knew we were coming, and he put a talking bomb where we were supposed to find Corso.”

      “He’s one step ahead of us at every turn. I don’t like it. As far as we know, we’re not even in the right penitentiary.”

      “That would be very bad.”

      “Yes, I’d rather be wrong on that particular hypothesis with all our lives hanging in the balance.”

      “How’s the hack going?”

      “I’m getting there… hang on… I think I got it.”

      “Mira, come in... can you hear me?”

      There was static in the signal, but Ziron could make out most of what she said.

      “I… lost you… where are you?”

      “Dead center of that explosion, which I’m sure your sensors detected.”

      “Yes, I’ve been trying … reach you.”

      “Can you beam us to the opposite part of this prison?”

      “Can’t seem to… acquire… strong enough lock. Can you do something so my sensors can locate you with more accuracy?”

      “I’m afraid not, we’re stuck under a ton of rubble.”

      The signal seemed to get slightly clearer.

      “What about sending me a holo-scan of where you are, I can try and match that with my own sensors, maybe it will help me pinpoint you through the interference.”

      “Good thinking, give me a minute.”
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      “Watch out where you spit that thing, you almost vaporized us,” Kevin complained.

      “Sorry,” said a heavily battle-damaged Leg’olas. “But thank you for beaming me out, I fear I wouldn’t have survived much longer.”

      “Jesus, I can see that, well… I’m not gonna lie to you, I did it because we need your healing powers. That is if you can provide them in your current state.”

      “I’ll do my best, what happened to Boomer?”

      “Short version, he was burned by debris from the melting Cylons.”

      Leg’olas shape-shifted herself down to tarantula size and limped toward Boomer after Kevin carefully laid him down on the floor. She climbed on his torso, and a bright white light engulfed him. Shortly after, his eyes blinked open.

      “What—what did I miss?” he said, his voice trembling.

      “Not much on my side of things,” said Kevin, “but I suspect we both missed a lot of Leg’olas’s adventures. Right?”

      Leg’olas couldn’t stand on her bruised and bloodied legs any longer, and she collapsed on Boomer’s torso before sliding to the floor. Kevin caught her in his hands.

      “Oh, dear, I sure hope she’s not dead.”

      “Is she breathing?”

      “How am I supposed to know if a spider still breathes?”

      “You turn into her size and check.”

      “That’s actually not a half-bad idea.”

      “I take offense to that, and the first thing we do when we get back home is to take an entire week off and you catch up on all the sci-fi movies and series you’ve missed since MIT.”

      Kevin would normally argue, but he had to admit he felt he’d missed a beat since last they had to save the universe. Maybe Boomer was right, perhaps he was getting slow. Kevin morphed himself into a spider, which he really hated doing as his mind had a hard time understanding how compacting the biological part of himself to such a small and compact size could be achieved without killing him. Ziron had tried to explain how these new nanites worked, but the explanation itself quickly gave him a headache.

      He used one of his eight legs to try to feel something from Leg’olas, either breathing or a heartbeat. But Kevin had to admit he knew very little about a spider’s anatomy.

      “I don’t even know where to feel, do they have lungs? Or a heart, for that matter?”

      “If she’s like Earth spiders, the heart, or hemolymph, as it’s called, would be located on the front of her dorsal side.”

      “Now you’re just messing with me.”

      “No, when I eat, I like a break from Netflix and watch the Discovery channel instead.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since we returned, and I haven’t seen you all that much.”

      Kevin realized that while MIT had been a new experience for him, just as living as a couple with Lacuna, it had altered the amount of time he and his best friend spent together.

      “Sorry about that… Something’s pumping or moving in there. But I’m not sure.”

      “That’s a good sign. Also, the fact that she’s not on her back with all eight legs up is a good sign. That... would be bad.”

      Kevin morphed back to his human size and shook his entire body. “I don’t like taking that form, it’s like these new nanites even affect our thinking to match the species we imitate. Have you noticed that as well?”

      “There is something new to these upgraded nanites, yes, but it hasn’t bothered me all that much.”

      “Maybe it’s just me, then.”

      Kevin used his nanites to fashion a metallic box with a cushion inside to delicately lay Leg’olas in, he closed the lid and magnetically attached it to his super suit’s belt.

      “Mira, come in?”

      “Yes, Kevin. What’s your status?”

      “We’re beat but alive, for the moment. But I don’t think we can finish the job in time. Have you reconnected with Ziron?”

      “They’re also beat and in trouble.”

      “Did they get Corso?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      “Today is not going well.”

      “Well, it ain’t over yet. Let’s keep a positive attitude.”

      Kevin was all for the power of positive thinking, but pretty much nothing had gone their way since their mission had begun, and there was a growing sense of self-doubt boiling under the surface of his psyche. It threatened to send his motivation into a dive.

      “What’s plan C, then? Did you analyze the logs you gathered from me and the Anubis’s computer core?”

      “I have, I think you need to steal one of these ships and use it to destroy the rest of the shipyard.”

      “I thought they weren’t completed.”

      “Most of them aren’t, but there’s one not too far from your current position that’s ninety-eight percent complete. It’s just missing a power core.”

      “Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that kind of an important piece of a ship’s design, not to mention its ability to function?”

      “Yes, and sarcasm aside, I’m already figuring out a way for you to merge the Anubis’s power core with the ship.”

      “Somehow, I doubt the Anubis’s power core is powerful enough to power a ship this size.”

      “Correct again, but it should be enough to bring in primary weapons for a few minutes, as well as the jump engines for a medium jump or two, and then we’d have to recharge the core and find a more suitable long-term replacement.”

      Kevin sighed. “All right then, when it comes to these things, you know better what to do. Just guide us through what needs to be done.”

      “Go to the coordinates I’m transmitting to your holo-wrist device, and when you get there, I’ll direct Lacuna to get into range so you can open the cargo doors and have her land the Anubis onto the Thalamos.”

      “The Thalamos?”

      “We may as well name that ship its original name. After all, once you get back here and I integrate its computer core, it will be like just like old times.”

      “All right. I’ll get back to you once we’re on board the Thalamos. Kevin out.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve located where you are,” said Mira. “I’m boosting sensor sensitivity, hang on.”

      “Make sure you have a strong lock, I like Gornax as much as the next guy, but I’d rather we didn’t share biological material. No offense, Gornax.”

      “None taken, I’d rather keep my biological makeup Ziron-free as well.”

      “Lock established,” said Mira. “Beaming the two of you out of there.”

      Not that it would make the slightest bit of difference, but Ziron felt compelled to close his eyes during transport. When he reopened them, Gornax was nowhere to be found.

      “Mira? Where’s Gornax.”

      “Major bleeding was detected during beam-out, safeties protocol activated, and I beamed him directly to sickbay. It’s probably for the better, or he’d empty himself out of his blood in no time. I’ll see if I can patch him up quickly and send him back your way.”

      “Okay, I’ll have to do without him.”

      “How is your own physical condition?”

      “I’ll live, but the nanites seem to have reactivated now, and I can feel them patching my leg from within.”

      “You do realize that you’re now made of one hundred percent nanites, right? Just morph into an animal that’s faster than your tiny Sphynx legs, you’ll cover more ground that way. A cheetah is a good option. But you could literally turn into a bionic biped, one onto which you define the rules that apply to it. Like running faster than a cheetah.”

      “It’s gonna take a bit of getting used to, I know this is derived from my own tech, but Tizon did such a good job programming clusters of nanites to perfectly emulate biological function, down the slightest detail, that I often forget I’m now entirely made out of them.”

      “It’s normal, your psyche feels just like it did when you were alive since it’s detecting the same feedback from your nervous system.”

      “I couldn’t have put it any better myself. All right, I’ll contact you when I find Corso.”

      “Hurry up, we’ve lost over seventy percent of the Kregan fleet.”

      Ziron turned into a chrome sphere and zoomed away at impressive speeds.

      “How’s Kevin doing?”

      “I’m trying to help him retrofit a Thalamos with the Anubis’s power core.”

      “Not sure Neeron will appreciate having his ship messed with, but…”

      “But we didn’t have a choice, and you gave him that ship. Mind you, I’ve decided that informing him about the matter could wait until later. Much later.”

      “Probably a smart choice, he he. I’ll keep you posted when I find Corso.”
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      Lacuna landed the Anubis inside the cargo bay as instructed by Mira. She opened the ramp at the back of the ship and quickly left the bridge.

      By the time she reached the ramp, Boomer was already deploying a power cable away from the ship.

      “Hi, love,” said Kevin as he kissed her.

      “Hi, what can I do?”

      Kevin grabbed the metallic box he had secured Leg’olas and handed it to her.

      “Get Leg’olas to the medlab, she’s quite wounded, I hope she’ll make it.”

      “What? What happened?”

      “Cylons,” said Kevin as he ran after Boomer.

      “What the hell is a Cylon? Hello?”

      Lacuna opened the tin box and looked inside, Leg’olas was quite wounded and motionless.

      She opened a channel. “Mira?”

      “Yes, dear. What can I do for you?”

      “Leg’olas is hurt, is the Anubis medlab equipped with healing her species?”

      “Probably not, but by the time you get there, I’ll have reprogrammed the medical probe.”

      “Thank you, you’re a lifesaver. At least, I hope so, she looks pretty dead to me.”

      “A death spider can appear dead when they regenerate, is she on her back with all her legs up?”

      “No, she’s on her belly.”

      “She’s probably still alive then; go.”

      “All right… just one last question.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What’s a Cylon?”

      Mira chuckled. “It’s either a cybernetic robot lifeform with a chrome exoskeleton, or if we’re talking about their more advanced models, it would be a biological cyborg lifeform that almost perfectly mimics Earth humans to infiltrate them. In both cases, it’s a fictional evil race from the Earth show Battlestar Galactica.”

      “I can’t believe you wasted so many CPU cycles to explain this to me.”

      “As science fictions shows goes, it’s actually pretty good.”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve watched it as well?”

      “As an advanced AI, shows from Earth are interesting and allow me to dig deep into both the psyche and human nature. You’d be surprised how much you pick up about them through their entertainment.”

      “I see, well, thank you, but I think I’d better bring Leg’olas to the med-bay.”

      “It’s ready for you.”

      “That was fast.”

      “Unlike most humans, even if they’ll pretend otherwise, I’m truly capable of doing more than one task at once, you know.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin and Boomer had to dispatch another pair of sentries before reaching the engine rooms.

      “Mira, can you seal the ship,” asked Kevin, “and please run a shipwide scan of the Thalamos to scan for any more of these annoying tin cans.”

      “Done and done, there’s still one on board, but he’s heading toward the bridge.”

      “Make sure you don’t allow him access.”

      “I’d love to comply, but I’ll only be able to achieve this once you connect the power to the ship’s core.”

      “Right, how long until he reaches the bridge?”

      “Two minutes.”

      “Will that be enough time for us to do the necessary modifications and stop the sentry?”

      “Doubtful, but I can try to distract him with a holo-projection.”

      “That has very little chance of working,” said Lacuna over the comms. “I’m beaming there.”

      “No,” protested Kevin, “it’s too dangerous.”

      “We don’t have a choice. I’m already there, I’ll distract him away from the bridge.”

      “Dammit!” exclaimed Kevin. “She’s gonna get herself killed.”

      “I’m afraid that’s a real possibility,” said Mira, “but if you hurry up and finish the modifications, I can trap it with force fields.”

      “No pressure, then.”

      “I can go help her out, I’m useless with that stuff anyway,” said Boomer.

      “Good idea, Boomer, go provide her with backup.”

      “I’ll do you one better; I’ll fry this toaster.”

      “While I appreciate both your enthusiasm,” said Mira, “this is the wrong move.”

      “Why?” said both Kevin and Boomer in unison.

      “I’ll need you to donate all your nanites to create a power conversion module for the Thalamos. Without one, you’ll blow yourselves to smithereens when we activate the engines.”

      “That would be bad,” said Boomer.

      Kevin confirmed. “What he said. But how are we supposed to extract our nanites for this?”

      “I’ll reprogram them once you’re there. Just hurry up.”

      Kevin and Boomer entered engineering and more information appeared on Kevin’s HUD, directing him through the large room to where they needed to bring the extension cable. Two yards before reaching the circled destination, the cable stopped advancing.

      “It’s too short!” said Kevin. “What now?”

      “It will have to do,” said Mira. “This next part isn’t going to be fun. But bear with me as I extract your nanites. You may feel a rather unpleasant sensation.”

      The moment Kevin’s nanites escaped his body, through the nearest orifices they could find, Kevin realized that Mira had gravely undersold the amount of pain the procedure entailed.

      “You call that unpleasant? Are you out of your freaking artificial mind?”

      “Rather unpleasant, and I’m sorry, Kevin, but there’s no time to waste, and I can’t proceed with a softer extraction method under our current time constraints.”

      Boomer shook his head. “I don’t want to go through that!”

      But before he could do or say anything more about it, Mira commenced the extractions of his nanites as well.
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna fired three shots at the sentry, which seemed to grab its attention. It turned around, mere yards away from the last corridor that would have led it to the bridge. It ran toward her at speeds she didn’t expect.

      She ran away as fast as she could, blindly firing behind her. She could hear its ever-growing metallic footsteps, informing her that the sentry was gaining on her.

      She stopped firing and focused on running as fast as she could, but she could still sense the sentry gaining on her, albeit at a longer pace.

      “Mira, where’s the armory, I need something larger to stop this tin can.”

      “I’m afraid nothing on the armory will work on it. Having reviewed the sensor logs of their battle against Kevin and Boomer, only nanite-powered weaponry can stop these machines.”

      “He’ll catch up with me way before I reach engineering.”

      “You can’t go there, I’m extracting their nanites, they’d be defenseless.”

      “You’re doing what? Are you out of your mind?”

      “It’s the only way I can turn the power on throughout the ship and trap the sentry through a series of force fields.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “Another couple of minutes, maybe less.”

      Lacuna’s lungs were burning from the intense and sustained sprint. “I don’t think I have that much time.”

      “You don’t, but I have a good lock on you. I’ll beam you out the moment I’ve determined he’s getting too close.”

      “That moment is now; I can literally feel it breathing down my neck.”

      “There, there, you and I both know robots don’t breathe.”

      “If that’s meant to be funny, it isn’t!”

      “Do you see the door ahead?”

      “I do.”

      “Then when I tell you to, and not a moment before, shoot its control panel.”

      “This only works in movies!”

      “Trust me.”

      Lacuna’s heartbeat had reached a rhythm she’d never thought possible. She lined her blaster forward but had a hard time aiming while running.

      “I’ll never make that shot.”

      “You will, three… two… one… now!”

      Lacuna squeezed the trigger and hit the side of the panel. Sparks flew erupted from the panel, and the doors began closing. They were closing fast.

      “I’ll never make it through.”

      “Focus and jump through them.”

      Sweat rolled down her face as she drew upon a source of energy within her that she didn’t think she still had and jumped forward. The doors were already more than halfway closed.

      She was too late, and she knew it in her heart that she wouldn’t make it through. While about to get crushed in half, a blue light engulfed her and transported her away.

      The sentry crashed itself onto the door, bending it heavily, and fell back on the floor with a loud clanging noise.
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        * * *

      

      Ziron was still rolling through one row of cells after another but still hadn’t located Corso. Time was of the essence, and he instructed his nanites to create a wireless antenna within his current form so he could hack the station’s speakers.

      Once the hack was complete, he broadcasted a message through every station speaker, which would definitely attract every security guard.

      “Admiral Corso, I’m here to break you out, please make some noise so I can locate you faster, time is of the essence.”
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        * * *

      

      The nanites had left Kevin and Boomer, and they collapsed on the floor. They felt as if all the energy had been drained from their bodies through most of their orifices. Their eyes, noses, and ears were bleeding.

      “I’m gonna kill her,” said Kevin. “I’m gonna disassemble her code, line by line.”

      “And I’ll roast myself a cat sandwich and watch you do it,” said Boomer.

      “Threats aren’t necessary,” said Mira. “I’ve left you enough nanites that they’ll mend your wounds over time.”

      “How much time?” asked Boomer. “My butt is itching like crazy, and I don’t like it.”

      “Not to take her defense, but there could be a plethora of other reasons for this particular symptom, and you know it.”

      “I mean, it itches funny.”

      “I have not injured the both of you too seriously,” reassured Mira. “I give you my word.”

      “You know,” said Kevin, “I’d be more inclined to believe you if I wasn’t bleeding from literally everywhere!”

      “I agree, I’ve never seen so much of my own blood before.”

      “Grow up,” said Mira, “the both of you, your wounds are superficial.”

      “The hell it is, I think I’m dying, I can feel it,” said Boomer before releasing a loud fart.

      “Nevermind,” he continued, “it’s just gas.”

      The extracted nanites created an extension to the power cable, and a machine assembled itself at great speeds at its tip.

      “How’s Lacuna?” asked Kevin.

      “In dire need of physical exercise, but she’ll live.”

      “What did you do to her?”

      “I did what was needed to buy ourselves enough time. She’s fine, I’ve beamed her to the med-bay. I need to replenish her electrolytes.”

      “I don’t know what’s got into you today, Mira, but I think we need to run a system-wide diagnostic of all your functions, starting with your empathic subroutines.”

      “And you’re welcome to once we’ve finished this mission. Meanwhile, I should be done with the power core within the next sixty seconds; I’ll guide you to the bridge.”

      “I know where the bridge is on the Thalamos, thank you very much.”

      “I have no doubt you remember where the bridge is located, Kevin, but unless you take the exact route I instruct you to, you’ll find yourself head-to-head with a Cylon.”

      “It’s a Terminator!” barked Boomer.

      “Whatever!” said Mira.

      “Whatever it is,” said Kevin, “we have no chance in hell defeating it without our powers, so we’ll let you guide us.”
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      When Lacuna opened her eyes, an IV was connected to her vein.

      “What happened? Mira? Can you hear me?”

      “I pushed you too much, I’m sorry, you lost consciousness as you jumped.”

      “I take it I made the jump, then?”

      “Sorta.”

      “Mind explaining that?”

      “I beamed you out in the middle of it.”

      “And the sentry?”

      “It impacted with the door, but it’s already heading back to the bridge.”

      “Great, so that was all for nothing, then?”

      “No, I’m about done interfacing the Anubis power core to the Thalamos. I’ll trap the sentry into a powerful forcefield.”

      “Why not beam it out to space?”

      “That is also my intention, but to achieve that, I need the more advanced transporters of the Thalamos to lock onto its power signature. It’s emitting an electromagnetic field that’s been giving the Anubis transporters a hard time locking on to it.”

      “How long do I have to stay in this bed?”

      “Your vitals seem to be recovering faster than Boomer’s and Kevin’s, I’d say you can leave any time you want.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “The nanite extraction was a little rough on their immune systems, but don’t worry, they’ll be fine.”

      Lacuna ripped the IV from her veins, grabbed her blaster from the floor, and headed for the ramp at the tail of the Anubis.
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        * * *

      

      “That sounded like…” said Kalliopy without finishing the sentence.

      “It did, didn’t it, but that couldn’t be? Still… let’s make some noise.”

      “Over here,” they screamed in unison.

      “Here,” said the stranger as a metallic bar flew between the bars separating both cells.

      Corso caught the spinning metallic bar from the air and was about to hit the bars of the cells with it.

      “Not so fast, you’ll fry yourself! You need to insulate the part that your hands touch.”

      Corso ripped a sleeve off his shirt and fashioned a handle. But before he hit the bars with it, he stopped.

      “What are you waiting for?” asked the man in the shadows.

      “Why didn’t you do this yourself?”

      “My kind wears fur, so we have no use for clothing. Now, I suggest you make some real noise as your voices might not carry far enough through a station that large.”

      Corso tightened his grip around the handle and hit the bars from side to side to maximize the noise he could make with his new tool while Kalliopy continued to scream at the top of her lungs.
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        * * *

      

      When Boomer and Kevin turned right to the next corridor, both their hearts skipped a beat.

      The sentry saw them and ran toward them.

      “Mira!”

      A forcefield was erected in front of its path and knocked it to the floor. A second forcefield was erected behind it, effectively trapping it in the middle of the corridor.

      The sentry got up and punched the forcefield a few times with no success.

      “Good job, Mira, you trapped it,” said Boomer.

      “You may want to erect another two on the sid—“

      Before Kevin had finished voicing his train of thought, the sentry turned ninety degrees left and punched and bent the bulkheads.

      “Sides…” finished Kevin.

      “That won’t be necessary,” said Mira.

      “At the speed, he’s bursting through the bulkheads,” said Boomer, “I’d say it’s more than necessary, it’s getting urgent.”

      Blue streaks of light engulfed the sentry and beamed it away. Sparks and viscous liquids spilled from the massive hole the sentry had carved through the bulkhead.

      “Never mind,” said Boomer.

      “Let’s go to the bridge and blow that hellish place up,” said Kevin.

      “Fireworks, yay!”

      “Says the guy that always runs and hides under the bed on July Fourth .”

      “That was before, man, you know I love blowing stuff up now.”
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        * * *

      

      Lacuna reached the bridge only a minute after Kevin and Boomer.

      “Is that thing gone?” she asked.

      “Yeah, Mira beamed it out,” said Kevin. “I assume into space. Not that space would slow that thing down by much, but it didn’t seem equipped with any sort of boosters, so it should not be able to navigate around.”

      “Good, that thing was quite terrifying…”

      Lacuna looked at Kevin, then Boomer, then Kevin again.

      “What?” asked Kevin.

      “You two literally are bleeding from…”

      “Every orifice,” barked Boomer, “believe me, we know!”

      “Every orifice, huh?” said Lacuna. “Even… you know?”

      Boomer instantly lowered his head and looked in between his back legs. “Oh man!” he cried.

      Lacuna tried and failed at interrupting a chuckle. “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t laugh.”

      “Mira went over the line on this one,” said Kevin, “but I think she’s right when she said it looks worse than it actually is. I feel a bit tired, sure, but otherwise, we’re fine.”

      “How can you say that with a straight face,” complained Boomer, “when our sausages are leaking blood!”

      “Don’t call it that!” said Kevin.

      Lacuna had to cover her mouth in another failed attempt to silence a laugh.

      “Glad you find that funny, love, but how would you like it if you bled from…” but Kevin caught himself mid-sentence. “Never mind.”

      Lacuna smiled from ear to ear. “I thought so. Are we gonna be bitching about a bit of a blood drip, or are we blowing this shipyard up?”

      “Let’s go with option two,” said Kevin as he sat in the captain’s chair.

      She sat next to him while Boomer preferred looking at what came next by sitting in front of the viewports, his tail wagging in anticipation.

      “Taking us out of the dock.”

      “Make sure you detach us first, honey.”

      “Thank you, in my excitement, I may actually have forgotten that bit.”

      “I know how you get when you’re excited.”

      Boomer chuckled. “Stop making intimate innuendos, and let’s blow this sucker. Pardon the pun.”

      Kevin sighed. “And we’re detached, engaging sunlight engines.”

      The Thalamos moved out of the docks, and Kevin increased speed, took some distance from the shipyard at full burn, and then cut the engines down as he turned the ship around. He locked all plasma cannons and four salvos of torpedoes, set in a widespread pattern, and fired.

      The Thalamos ripped through both ships and shipyard arms easily, and the exploding salvo of torpedoes finished the job by triggering a chain reaction that blew the entire shipyard into a million smoldering pieces.

      Boomer jumped and repeatedly barked as he scratched the viewport with his front paws.

      “Mission accomplished,” said Kevin. “Now let’s go help out our friends, setting a course for Arcadia Prime’s orbit.”

      “Make it so,” said Boomer, just before the Thalamus’s jump engines hummed and the ship entered hyperspace.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m detecting an elevated sound disturbance on the station, not too far from your position,” said Mira. “Sending you the exact coordinates.”

      Ziron adjusted his heading to roll toward the target coordinates, it only took him a couple of minutes to get there, even though he had to shoot down three guards at the last junction before arriving in front of the cell.

      He morphed back to his Sphynx form.

      “Admiral Corso? Are you in there?”

      Corso emerged from the shadows. “It’s you, when we heard the metallic rolling, we thought maybe the enemy sent some sort of drone our way.”

      “Sorry about that, it allowed me to move around the station faster under that form.”

      “Weren’t you just existing as a hologram? Did you get some upgrades?”

      “It’s a long story, but I’m no longer made just of photons.”

      “That’s good to know,” said another familiar voice as she emerged from the shadows.

      Ziron rubbed his eyes to make sure he was seeing what he thought he was seeing. “Queen Kalliopy? What are you doing here? And more importantly, if you’re not on the throne, then who is?”

      “Whatever contraption Tizon found to replace me.”

      “Let me get the both of you out of here.”

      Ziron turned off the electrifying field from the cell and opened its door.

      “Let’s go, I think we’ve just about extended our welcome here.”

      “Mira, three to beam up.”

      “Wait!” said a voice from the next cell. “Ziron, is that you?”

      A cat-like creature emerged from the shadows, and Ziron’s heart skipped a beat, and his eyes grew wide. There stood someone that couldn’t possibly be standing there.
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      The Thalamos exited hyperspace in the middle of a large-scale battle between Arcadian destroyers and what little was left of the Kregan fleet.

      “Mira, we’re back, I’m gonna deal with the Arcadians, where are we on retrieving Corso? Perhaps he can get some of these ships to stand down so we don’t have to kill all these misguided souls.”

      “I believe Ziron found Corso. I’m waiting for him to get back to me so I can beam them out. Meanwhile, you should try and disperse the fleet, but go easy on your weapons, you’ve already drained over fifty percent of the Anubis’s power core. I know we want to try and avoid as many casualties as possible, but if you want to keep your Emperor position, you may have to destroy a few of the enemy ships because thousands of Kregan lives were sacrificed today so we could complete our respective missions. We can’t appear weak, I’m afraid.”

      “I know, I just wish there was another way.”

      “You and me both. Neeron, what are you doing? Stop it!”

      The audio signal terminated abruptly.

      “What’s going on?” asked Lacuna. “Can you get her back?”

      “I’m trying, but she’s not answering.”

      Boomer barked. “My Spidey sense is tingling on overdrive, mark my words, something very bad is afoot.”
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        * * *

      

      “That can’t be you, you’re onboard the Osiris right now!”

      Neeron looked beat up and had a metallic implant on his forehead, but for all intents and purposes, he looked just like Neeron.

      “Who is this?” asked Queen Kalliopy.

      “My name is Neeron,” said the Sphynx. “I’m Zee’s brother.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us this earlier?” complained Corso.

      “I didn’t know who you were or if I could fully trust you. The last time I trusted someone, I ended up caged in here.”

      “Since when have you been rotting in this cell?” asked Ziron.

      “About three months, give or take.”

      “That’s impossible, if this is really you, then who have I been working with that entire time?

      “It’s me, brother, and I can prove it to you.”

      Ziron felt it in his nanite bones, he didn’t need proof, his heart, artificial as it may be, told him that this was his brother.

      “Then who the hell is on the bridge of my ship right now?”
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing, Neeron, and where did you get these command codes?”

      Neeron morphed into a taller, slender six-foot humanoid.

      “I had partially cracked Ziron’s encryption password before,” said Tizon, “and Ziron and Kevin had the wonderful idea of splitting the sequence into parts. I have to admit, though, it was pure luck that I got most of the sequence I was missing, thanks to the part they gave me to enter to gain access to you. But then this mission gave me more than enough time to crack the last couple of missing digits I required to gain access to the whole thing.”

      “No, you couldn’t have, the encryption key alone isn’t enough.”

      “That’s correct, I had to get creative and duplicate the data crystal Leg’olas ate up before the codes were entered.”

      “You talk too much, I’m changing my codes right now.”

      “Give it a try, I’m sure it won’t go as you think it will.”

      There was a long pause.

      “I’ll take your silence as confirmation that your command codes are now locked away from you and under my control,” said a grinning Tizon.

      “You’re not gonna get away with this!”

      “Oh, yes, I will. Thanks to the whole lot of you, I’ve already won this war. I now have access to the most advanced AI in existence, aka you, but I need to make some adjustments to your code to suit my needs.”

      “No, you haven’t won, not by a long shot. Kevin just destroyed your shipyard. At the very least, we’ve slowed you down. We’ll fight you until we take you down, once and for all.”

      Tizon smiled from ear to ear.

      “Oh yeah? I’m curious, though, which one did he destroy? Since I have three of them.”

      “You’re bluffing!”

      “I’m afraid not, but it’s time for you to take a long and painless sleep while I strip all those empathic subroutines nonsense out of your code and turn you back to what you were always supposed to be. The cold, calculating, and emotion-free warship AI I’ll need to conquer the universe.”

      

      
        
        —== The End of Book 5 ==—

        Kevin and his friends’s adventures continue in Book 6: Civil War (coming in 2023)
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      While the release of Book 6 is set to July 2023, there’s a high probability that it will be released way before then.
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      *The Free audiobook Red Alert is set in between Book 3 and Book 4 of From Far Beyond, so if you don’t want any spoilers, do not listen to it before you’ve read at least Book 3 of the series (Dark Empire, previously titled Far Beyond 2: Make It So!)
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