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    “Come on baby, come on.” I watched with growing anticipation as the food replicator began to glow. 
 
    The machine looked like a straight-up convection oven, only it was chrome, glowed bright blue rather than red, and could create over a million types of food. 
 
    Sounds great, right? 
 
    The only problem was that out of the over one million types of food, none of them were from Earth. But Purshia tweaked the thing again, and she was sure this time she had gotten it right. 
 
    Any moment now it would be cheeseburger time! 
 
    Ella, Purshia, and Val stood behind me, waiting giddily for what I had told them would be the best thing they had ever eaten. 
 
    Ding! The replicator stopped glowing, and a small frosted window opened. 
 
    “Oh yeah.” My mouth watered as the delicious, tangy, singular smell of beef drifted out of the microwave-sized machine. 
 
    I wiped my sweaty hands on my uniform, licked my lips, and reached for the glass plate. The girls made way as I brought the dish over to the large, circular table on the other side of the galley. 
 
    I took a seat, my eyes locked on the juicy goodness before me. They gathered around and waited with bated breath. The machine had created a perfect replica of an American cheeseburger. The meat looked like the real deal, the bun was brown and puffy, and the melted cheese draped over the sides like a family quilt covered a bed. 
 
    “Come to papa,” I said, mouth watering.  
 
    I picked up the burger. The bun was warm and soft, and the smell sharpened, tickling delightful memories or all the great burgers I’d eaten on Earth. I brought it to my mouth, closed my eyes, and took a bite. 
 
    It tasted like sawdust soaked in beef bouillon. 
 
    I spit it out and wiped my mouth. “Damn, I thought we had it this time.” 
 
    The girls groaned, crestfallen. 
 
    “I’ll tweak the replicator some more.” Purshia kissed my cheek and gave me a reassuring smile. 
 
    Ella sat down across from me with a dish from her home world. “Maybe next time. Until then, you wanna share?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Roasted vhael with gherkak roots and greens.” 
 
    “I like vhael, right?” I asked, unsure. The girls had kind of been competing with each other to see which of their people’s foods I liked the best, and they’d been making me eat all kinds of things—some good and some that made sautéed lips and assholes sound appetizing. 
 
    We’d been in space for three Earth days, destination Zentary Station, and Purshia realized we were low on fuel. We should have filled up before we left, but with all the bullets flying around, and the  ship falling apart around us, it hadn’t been an option. Luckily Zentary station was only a five-day flight. There we’d be able to fill up on krek dust to power the ship and pick up other supplies. 
 
    After Zentary we hadn’t really decided where we were going next. I couldn’t exactly return to Earth with a nanohand attached to my arm after being missing for more than a week, and the girls didn’t seem to be in a hurry to get to their home worlds either. 
 
    I tossed the nasty ass burger into the incinerator and felt a large hand cup my ass cheek. I turned and glanced up at Val, who had a mischievous grin on her face. 
 
    “Let me sooth your troubled mind,” she said softly. 
 
    “Are you feeling better now?” I asked. Her Aunt Flo had visited during the journey, and we hadn’t yet had a chance to let the spark between us burn brighter. 
 
    She smiled, picked me up, and threw me over her shoulder. 
 
    Ella whistled from the table as Val carried me to her sleeping quarters. Purshia had figured out how to download the music I had on my phone onto the ship’s computer, and a remix of “Let’s Get It On” played through the PA system. 
 
    Val kicked the door closed behind her and tossed me on the bed. I have to admit I was a little intimidated by the Nozama woman. She was the biggest woman I’d ever seen, and the grin on her face made me feel like lunch. She wasted no time with slow teasing, but stripped off her clothes with steely determination. Each breast was as big as my head, and when she smooshed them against my face, I was literally left breathless. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this for many long nights,” she said into my ear, pressing my head between her huge cans. “I’ve had to watch you please Purshia and Ella with your big, throbbing—” She squeezed my family jewels and moaned. 
 
    I managed to pull my head out of her cleavage and greedily gulped air. Val laughed like a horny succubus and undressed me like she was opening a highly anticipated Christmas present. She grinned as she beheld my naked body. My cock was at full attention, diamond hard and jerking with my pulse, 
 
    “Oh, Harry….” She took me in her mouth and deep-throated my manhood. 
 
    My toes curled, and I gripped the sheets as she made love to my shaft with her warm mouth. The visual of the Amazonian-looking woman sucking me off fulfilled a fantasy that had been on my mind since I met her, but up until now she hadn’t been feeling well enough to act on our shared attraction. 
 
    She was feeling much better now, and it showed. 
 
    “I will show you what a woman can do with a tool like that.” Val straddled me and held my ten inch rod in her big hand, rose above me, big tits bouncing, then gently lowered herself onto it. 
 
    I’d never met a woman who could comfortably take my entire erection, but there was a first time for everything, and this proved to be one of those times. She moaned as it slid deeper. She gripped my pecs and arched her back, her breath shuddering with every inch that disappeared inside her. To my surprise and utter delight, she took the whole thing. She even ground against me to take even more. 
 
    “You feel amazing,” I said between kisses. I had one hand on her terrific ass and the other at the back of her neck. 
 
    “Harry, I have never been so fulfilled before. Never stop. I never want you to stop!” 
 
    I didn’t stop, but the music did, and Purshia’s voice came over the PA. “Uh, we’ve got a problem.” 
 
    “Not now,” I said and groaned. Unless the universe was imploding, I didn’t want to hear about it. I was on the verge of visiting heaven.  
 
    A moment later something, rocked the ship so hard that Val flew off my cock and tumbled to the floor. 
 
    “You all right?” I asked, helping her up. 
 
    She rushed to the window and gasped sharply. Had the grays finally caught up with us? 
 
    A giant ship was approaching, and it was sending out a beam of sparkling blue light that surrounded us. 
 
    “Is it the grays?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know.” Val scowled at the ship. “But whoever they are, they’re going to pay for interrupting the best sex of my life.” 
 
    “Really, the best?” 
 
    She touched my cheek. “Don’t be coy.” 
 
    We hurriedly got dressed and raced to the bridge. Purshia was tapping furiously on her screens, turning dials, pulling levers, and cursing all the while, but nothing was working. 
 
    “They’ve got us in a tractor beam,” Ella yelled from her gunner station, which appeared to be offline, like half the displays in the ship. 
 
    “Who are they?” I drew closer and gazed at the ship, which had to be fifty times the size of ours. It looked like a big metal whale with wings, and as we were pulled toward it, a mouth-like bay began to open in front. 
 
    “Anyone recognize this ship?” Val asked as she enabled her laser gun nanoarm. 
 
    “No,” said Purshia. “I’ve never seen this model before, and it matches nothing in the computer’s database. The life-forms on the ship are quite varied, and none of them appear to be grays.” 
 
    “Any chance they’re friendly?” I asked. 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Get ready to fight,” said Ella as her laser sword grew out of the back of her nanoarm. 
 
    We waited with trepidation as we were drawn toward that gaping metal mouth and then inside. After the big ship had engulfed us fully, the main screen  went black. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. “We’re most likely outmanned and outgunned, and trying to fight our way out of this is going to get us all killed.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest?” Purshia asked, joining the three of us. 
 
    “I think—” I was suddenly forced to my knees by a sharp pain that made every nerve in my body flare. The girls seemingly experienced the same thing, and for a moment we writhed on the deck in tortured agony. 
 
    “Resistance is ill advised,” said an eerie voice over the PA. “Drop your weapons and exit the craft.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” I yelled through the pain. 
 
    “If you will not come freely, you will be forced into submission,” we were warned. 
 
    “Fuck you and your mother!” I growled. 
 
    There was no reply, but the pain suddenly stopped. I would have been happy about that had my body not stood on its own and walked to the hall leading to the bay. 
 
    “What is this?” Val asked, horrified, as she stiffly marched beside me. 
 
    “How are they controlling our bodies?” Purshia wailed. 
 
    “Don’t you feel it?” Ella struggled to say. “They are somehow controlling the nanobots inside us.” 
 
    My organic left hand moved to my right and twisted off my nanoarm. It also relieved me of the grappling hook nanoarm and sword arm I carried on my belt, which were in their compact cylinder form. I heard the girl’s nanoarms hit the floor behind me, then I was walking through the door into the alien ship. 
 
    The air was stale and had a copper smell to it. We were in a big metal hanger not unlike those found on Earth, and there was a variety of alien life-forms going about their business. The space was huge. There were about twenty other spacecraft in the hanger that looked like fighter jets, only way cooler. 
 
    I walked down our ship’s ramp and was greeted by the snarls of two tall guards who were of the same race as the Sasquatch-like dude I had encountered in the grays’ arena. They were as tall as Val and carried massive cannons the way I’d hold guns. 
 
    “Any chance you two dudes have any Jack Link’s beef jerky?” I asked. 
 
    The one on the right snickered as I walked stiffly past him, and the other ogled the ladies with unmistakable desire. 
 
    The drogan we’d brought with us from the arena growled in the cargo bay.  
 
    Purshia freaked out. “If you touch a scale on Drogy’s head, I’ll rip your hearts out and eat them raw!” Her voice echoed through the football-field sized bay and was met by the keening call of the drogan. 
 
    “It’ll be all right, Drogy!” Ella called in a voice thickened with anxiety. 
 
    The Sasquatches fell in line behind us as we were marched against our will to a long hallway. 
 
    “Try to stay calm,” I urged Val when she protested the physical hijacking with mumbled expletives. 
 
    Beyond the cargo bay, the ship was a mess of copper pipes and thick snaking wires that ran along the porous metal walls. Piss yellow light issued from bulbs hung every four feet along the high, curved ceiling. The walls were too dirty and rusty to offer any reflection, and the gloom added to the eerie feeling of lurching like a mindless zombie with no control. 
 
    The copper smell was soon replaced by that of seawater and fish, and the humidity went up to 100 percent when I stepped through an arched doorway. I immediately felt hot and sweaty. The chamber was full of mist and aquamarine light that turned everything a light bluish-green. I could hear water splashing somewhere, but I couldn’t see it. I sloshed through two inches of water across the foggy chamber, which was becoming more and more swamp-like the farther I went. Ferns appeared, then small bushes with multicolored leaves and angry looking flowers. I felt eyes on me, but I couldn’t see anything other the occasional tiny creature scurrying in the water, small trees, and hanging vines. 
 
    “Welcome, my friends, to the Ardominus,” said a deep, rumbling voice. 
 
    A large form grew out of the mist, and the humid fog was parted by the creature’s breath. I was surprise at the appearance of the creature who had spoken. He looked like a cross between an octopus and a spider. His tentacles were long and slimy, but they were scaly and ended in three-toed feet. He sat upright on a throne of moss, his bulbous green and brown belly giggling as he breathed. Two long arms were open wide, and webs spread between the three fingers on the left hand. To my surprise, the right hand grew out of a nanoarm just like the ones we had worn. 
 
    “Release us immediately!” Val demanded. The octo-creature appeared amused. 
 
    “You call us friends,” I said calmly, “yet you took control of our bodies and forced us before you.” 
 
    “You should see what I do to my enemies.” He laughed deeply, his booming voice reverberating in my ribs. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” 
 
    “Right to the point. I like that.” He picked up a flat metal object and gave it a tap, and just like that, I had control of my body again. 
 
    No sooner had we been released than Val took three steps toward the throne and leaped through the air at the creature. Octo-dude pointed his nanoarm at her, and she was abruptly caught in a glowing ball of energy. He waved her away, and she slowly floated end over end across the room, pounding on the force field and screaming. 
 
    “Will you cooperate, or do you need more convincing?” Octo-dude tapped the metal pad again, and pain shot through me, bringing me to my knees once more. 
 
    “We’ll cooperate!” I gasped out through the pain. I would have told him to go pound salt a few more times before giving in, but the girls were in anguish, and I couldn’t stand to hear them like that. 
 
    He tapped his pad again, and the pain went away. I got to my feet, then helped up Purshia and Ella. Val floated over to us and was unceremoniously dropped on her ass. 
 
    “Now that I have your attention, I will explain why I brought you here. But first, introductions are in order. I am Orcag, captain of the Ardominus.” 
 
    “Harry Warwick,” I said. “This is Val, Purshia, and Ella—” 
 
    “Ell’Aharadia’Aquisaria,” said Orcag. “Yes, I am quite familiar with you all. I very much enjoyed watching the three of you work together during the 990th Vorak Games.” 
 
    “You stink like bad sushi,” Purshia blurted. 
 
    Orcag laughed. “That may be true, little one, but it is also true that by bringing you here, I have saved you from being found by the grays.” 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Val insisted. 
 
    I gave her a look that told her to chill out, then turned my attention to our captor. “You’ve fought in the arena.” I nodded at his nanoarm. 
 
    He grinned widely, showing off rows of teeth and a mouth he could fit my head into. “Yes, and I was the only winner.” 
 
    “And they let you go?” 
 
    “They never let their champions go.” He regarded his nanoarm. “They keep on using them until finally, inevitably, they are defeated. They have the same plans for you, and it is only a matter of time before they find you. The nanobots they put into your bodies act like a homing device, and until I brought you onto my ship, they were tracking your every move.” 
 
    I’d had a nagging feeling the grays would be able to find us through our nanobots, but none of us knew how to take them out. 
 
    “Have you found a way to remove them?” I asked, daring to hope. 
 
    “Better than that,” he said with a widening grin. He tapped on his tablet, and my sight instantly became better. 
 
    “You can control them like the game masters.” I said in awe. 
 
    “Master; I like that title.” Orcag chortled and slurped up a small jellyfish creature that was swimming by. 
 
    “So what’s your angle? What do you need from us?” Ella demanded. 
 
    Orcag slowly chewed and eyed us all in turn. His giant orbs seemed to see right through me, but I tried to remain stoic. 
 
    “There is an artifact I dearly covet,” he said at length. “Steal it for me, and I shall give you ultimate control of your nanobots. Enhanced speed, endurance, sight—all available at your fingertips, and no grays stalking you like a shadow for the rest of your lives.” 
 
    I looked at my companions. They nodded agreement. 
 
    “We’ll do it,” I said. “But on one condition.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “First I want a goddamned American cheeseburger.” 
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    Rather than hook me up with a cheeseburger, Orcag had us thrown in a holding cell. He said it wasn’t personal, but knowing we had escaped the grays’ arena, he wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    The cells were constructed of good ol’ iron, but they were also backed up by an energy shield that was enabled as soon as I was thrown into my cell. The walls between the cells kept me from seeing the women, but when I asked if they were okay, they called out in the affirmative. 
 
    Orcag was smart to keep us apart. The girls and I had a way of getting out of hairy situations together. 
 
    He hadn’t elaborated on the plan to steal the artifact, whatever it was, or where or whom we were supposed to steal it from. The alien captain seemed like the kind of dude who had a lot of resources, and I wondered why he’d picked us for the heist. Maybe he thought we were disposable, or maybe he thought we could really do it. 
 
    One thing was certain: he really had us by the short and curlies with his control of the nanobots. 
 
    I should have been pissed at being abducted… again, but I was enticed by the idea of having full control over the nanobots. I still had a couple of the bonuses left from the arena that I hadn’t used yet, and the gray skull icon that only I could see was still floating near my brow. If we were given full control of the little bots inside our brains, we would be unstoppable. 
 
    But first we’d have to retrieve the mysterious artifact. 
 
    I wished he’d given us some idea what the heist entailed so I could at least mentally prepare, but he was an octo-dude of few words. 
 
    The low hum of the ship grew louder, and I felt a small vibration in the floor. 
 
    “Stellar speed in ten, nine, eight….” someone gruffly announced over the com. 
 
    “Stellar speed?” I said. “What is this, fucking Spaceballs?” 
 
    Soon the hold was vibrating violently, and I wondered if the old bucket of bolts would fall apart when the countdown reached zero. 
 
    “Three, two, one.” 
 
    I felt nothing when the ship supposedly reached Stellar Speed, and I guessed that was a good thing. The vibrating stopped, and the low, steady hum returned. 
 
    “I wonder where the hell we’re going?” I asked. I have a tendency to talk to myself when I’m trying to think something through. Luckily it doesn’t look weird when a sheriff does it. That was my job on Earth before I was hijacked to participate in the Vorak Games. 
 
    One of the Sasquatch-like alien guards came strolling down the corridor, and I moved closer to the bars. “Hey, where we headed?” 
 
    “Be quiet, bald monkey.” 
 
    “Come on, gimme a clue,” I joked, but the dude didn’t have much of a sense of humor. 
 
    He walked by, grinning, and tapped on something on the other side of the bars. There was a sound like a laser gun firing, and an electric shock hit me in the ass and just about sent me through the roof. 
 
    “Ahhh fauck!” Rubbing my butt, I whirled and saw a tiny gun barrel high on the ceiling behind the energy shield. “That’s gonna get you a swift kick in the balls when I get out of here!” I promised the hairy bastard. “You do have balls, don’t you?” 
 
    “Ask your girls.” He offered me a wolfish smirk and continued down the corridor. 
 
    “Note to self: give that dude a kick in the balls and a titty twister.” 
 
    I would be careful what you say out loud. 
 
    I froze and glanced around. I’d heard the words in my head, but that was impossible unless I was nuts. I was pretty sure I was still sane, though, or the last few weeks had been the most fucked up trip ever. 
 
    Nothing is impossible. 
 
    “All right, that shit’s creepy.” I whirled around the cell. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Did I not just warn you to be careful what you say out loud? It was a woman’s voice, soft and velvety and utterly delicious. But there was an urgency to it that was unsettling. Orcag has cameras and microphones everywhere. He hears and sees everything. But he can’t read minds, like some people claim. 
 
    Who are you? I asked again, in my head this time. 
 
    My name is Jules. 
 
    Okay, Jules. I smiled and waved at the guard with my stump as he walked by. How the hell are you speaking in my mind, and how can you hear me? 
 
    I am communicating with you through the nanobots that reside in your brain. 
 
    Reside? You make it sound like they’re alive. 
 
    Perhaps they are. 
 
    Okay, that was weird. Let me guess. You are Orcag’s secret nanobot hacker. 
 
    I am his prisoner, just like you, and like you, I wish to be free. 
 
    It sounded like she wanted to make a deal. That was interesting. Or Orcag was playing a prank on me and speaking to me in the voice of a woman, and judging by the voice, a hot young woman. 
 
    Where are you? I asked, wondering if she could see me through a hidden camera. 
 
    I am nearby. 
 
    Then what’s the plan? You give us all a nanobot boost, and we break out of here and fly into the starlight? 
 
    Yes, but only after you have acquired the artifact. 
 
    Of course there was a catch. What do you care if we retrieve it or not? I asked, pacing the cell and keeping an eye out for the guards. 
 
    That isn’t important right now. What is important is that we both have the same goal, and if we work together, we can accomplish it. 
 
    She had a point there, but I was still curious as to why she wanted the artifact so badly that she would risk her freedom for it. Just what was that thing, and what did it do? I didn’t press, however. That could wait until later. 
 
    After we retrieve the artifact, how are we going to get out of here? I asked. 
 
    Orcag doesn’t know it yet, but I control every system on this ship. After you return with the artifact, I will facilitate our escape. 
 
    That’s pretty vague. 
 
    Do your part, and I will do mine. That is all you need to know for now. 
 
    How do I know you aren’t relaying what I’m thinking to the captain? How do I know you’re not leading me by the lip right into the bucket? 
 
    I do not understand the expression, she said. 
 
    How do I know you won’t betray us? 
 
    You do not, just like I do not know if you will betray me. 
 
    You’re the one who can read my mind, remember? You know what I’m thinking, which puts me at a pretty big disadvantage. 
 
    You will just have to trust me then. 
 
    Says the voice in my head. I laughed at the insanity of it all.  
 
    A guard walking by scowled and stopped at my cell, placing a hand suggestively on the gun strapped across his chest. 
 
    “Hey, man, how’s Orcag coming along on that cheeseburger?” I said affably. 
 
    “You are a funny gimp. A funny gimp and a bald monkey,” he said with a sneer. 
 
    “Gimp?” I said, then looked at the stump on my left forearm. “Oh yeah, that reminds me. I gotta take a shit. You mind giving me a hand?” I stretched out my stump and let my eyebrows dance. “See what I did there?” 
 
    He snarled, and I waited for an electric bolt to hit me in the ass. None came, and the guard continued on his patrol. 
 
    Why do you taunt your captors? 
 
    Why not? Orcag needs me too much for the guards to do any real damage. Besides, that guy’s a dick. 
 
    You are impulsive. That could create problems during the mission. 
 
    Don’t worry about me, Jules. I got my shit covered. 
 
    I do not understand. What does burying feces have to do with the mission? 
 
    It means you don’t have to worry about me. Tell me about Orcag. Is he as slimy a character as he seems? 
 
    Orcag is ruthless. That is why he survived the arena. 
 
    We survived the arena. How do you know we aren’t ruthless? 
 
    You worked together to free yourselves. That shows me you see the benefit in working as a team toward a common goal. Even when you had a chance to kill your teammates, you did not. 
 
    How do you know that? 
 
    I have seen footage of the match.  
 
    That shit was televised? 
 
    It was recorded, and I found the footage. 
 
    Uh, how complete is it? I thought of the many sex sessions I’d had with the girls, and the thought of being on some galactic porn website made me chuckle. 
 
    If you are wondering if there is footage from inside your camps, the answer is yes, there is detailed footage. 
 
    Great. I’ve wanted to be famous all my life, and now I’m the star of an intergalactic sex tape. I rubbed my eyes and tried not to think about a bunch of aliens whacking off to me and my girls. What does Orcag intend to do with us after we’ve retrieved the artifact? I’m assuming he isn’t going to let us go. 
 
    Your assumption is a wise one, Jules said gravely. He will never let you go, that I am sure of. He likes to acquire powerful creatures who can serve a purpose. As long as you are useful to him, he will keep you. Once you are no longer useful, you will be killed. 
 
    How did you catch his attention? I asked. If you can hack into the nanobots, you must have been a pretty high-profile target. 
 
    I am unique. She left it at that, but I knew she had a story to tell. Everyone did. 
 
    So when am I going to meet you? Are we going to have, like, a little Ocean’s Eleven powwow before we start the mission? 
 
    We will not be meeting in person until after you retrieve the artifact. 
 
    Why not? I asked, trying not to sound too suspicious, but it’s kind of hard when you’re talking with thoughts. 
 
    Where I am being kept, you cannot go until the end. 
 
    Oh great, a riddle, but fair enough. 
 
    Orcag has sent for you. We will talk again soon, Harry. 
 
    No sooner had she said it than two guards came striding down the corridor. They stopped at my cell, and Dickhead deactivated the glowing bars. The other one opened the door and gestured for me to come out. 
 
    “That cheeseburger ready?” I asked Dickhead. 
 
    “Captain Orcag requests your presence,” he said and reached for my arm. 
 
    I kicked him in the balls with all my might. I mean, I really went for it, like I was punting the winning point. To my dismay it was like kicking a Ken doll. 
 
    Dickhead grabbed me by the throat and lifted me off the ground with ease. “I am female, you ignorant bald monkey.” She popped me on the head like I was a field mouse and she was Little Bunny Foo Foo, and everything went black. 
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    I came to as the girls were being rounded up. We were led along rusting corridors, them at gunpoint and me by the nape of my neck. I was glad when we didn’t return to Orcag’s swampy den but entered a large room with a circular holograph table in the center. Orcag stood on the other side of the table, his tentacles splayed beneath him, his green and brown speckled belly reaching the floor. 
 
    “My thieves,” he said jovially and spread his arms over the table. “Welcome.” 
 
    Sasquatch chick gave me a shove, and I caught myself on the edge of the table. 
 
    “You will live to regret hurting my Harry,” Val told her, the two stared each other down for a few seconds. 
 
    “Please,” said Orcag with a wave of his fat hand. “Leave us.” 
 
    The guards left the room, and the girls gathered around the table. 
 
    The hologram of a jungle immediately came to life before us, then the camera zoomed in on a beautiful clearing beside a waterfall that looked on a par with Niagara Falls. There was a tall but bulbous skyscraper built into the cliff on one side of the river that fed the falls. It was at least fifty stories tall and looked like a space version of the Taj Mahal casino in Las Vegas. 
 
    “What are we looking at?” I asked. The girls fanned out to my left and right, and I glanced at them to gauge how they had taken their captivity. 
 
    They were pissed. 
 
    “This is Paradise Jungle on the planet Vlesh. This world is home to the Tornack, a reptilian species known for their wit, wealth, and cruelty.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great place to vacation.” 
 
    Purshia laughed, at least. 
 
    “This is Malagag’s gambling den. He was my former business partner.” Orcag gestured to the building. “The Tornack are also known for their luxurious gambling houses, and Malagag’s is the most famous of them all.” 
 
    “Why?” Ella asked. “It’s just a hotel next to a waterfall.” 
 
    “I have heard of this Malagag,” said Val. “The gambling house is in a spaceship, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” Orcag looked her up and down, glanced at me, then grinned. “Shortly after one boards the ship, it launches from cliff and enters space. From there guests are flown to the nearby tropical moon, where all manner of sinful delights await them.” 
 
    “I’m assuming we’ll be on the ship?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, because that is where the artifact is.” Orcag tapped on the interface in front of him, and a screen appeared that showed my fake space passport. At least that’s what I think it was. 
 
    “But won’t everyone know us from the news?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “The story of our escape has traveled to the far reaches of the galaxy and back again,” Ella added. 
 
    “Not to mention the porn footage,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. 
 
    “What did you say?” Val looked intrigued. 
 
    “Nothing. I was just going to say we’ll need disguises.” 
 
    “The nanobots inside you will take care of that,” Orcag said. “Trust me, you’re going to like the way you look.” 
 
    “Once we get inside, how do we find the artifact?” 
 
    “I will get to that. During this mission you will go by the name Lord Zed.” 
 
    “Sounds Canadian.” I snickered, but of course no one got it. 
 
    Orcag furled his brow. “Your lovely ladies will pose as your wives. That shouldn’t be hard.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Ella said with a straight face. 
 
    I high-fived her. “Nailed it.” 
 
    “Are you quite done?” Orcag said, and the big gills where his ears should have been flared like the neck of an angry lizard. 
 
    “That’s what she said!” Purshia couldn’t help but blurt, and we all had a good laugh. 
 
    “You are a curious lot.” He looked us over with quiet disdain. “A miracle you ever survived the arena.” 
 
    “We’re tougher than we look, Squidward.” 
 
    “I do not understand the reference, but I assume it is a good one,” he said evenly. 
 
    I offered him a wink, and his big orbs stared at me without expression. 
 
    “You and your wives will infiltrate the gambling house. You will check into your rooms, then you will go to the main floor. You will drink cocktails, rub shoulders—how do you say it on your world? Ah yes, you will hobnob. Then you will take a seat at the table offering the game of farnook. The game is played with two dice, each with eleven sides. You will buy in with one million standard credits and play the game casually at first. I will take care of that pesky thing they call luck. Your job is to act natural.” 
 
    “What’s the point of all this?” I asked. “I thought we were stealing an artifact.” 
 
    “Malagag’s suite, where the artifact is kept, is one floor above the Imperial Suite. He rarely lets it out of his sight. I need you four to win enough money to be invited to the Imperial Suite. The two suites share an elevator, and using it will gain you entrance to Malagag’s lair. Kill him and take the artifact. Then you will—” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Nobody said anything about killing anyone.” 
 
    “How did you win in the grays’ arena?” he asked sarcastically. “Surely you didn’t charm your way to victory.” 
 
    “I killed those creatures because I had to.” 
 
    “Good, because this time you have to as well. Do not forget what I offer in return.” He extended his nanoarm theatrically. “Complete control over your nanobots and the enhancements they can provide. Freedom to go and do as you please.” 
 
    Sure, buddy. 
 
    “I’m an officer of the law, and I’m not about to assassinate someone without due cause. Gimme something on the guy. Why does he deserve to die?” 
 
    “Hmm.” He stroked his flabby chin with his nanohand. “How about murder, child sex trafficking, extortion, and about two dozen other felonious intergalactic crimes?” 
 
    “But why do you hate him?” I asked. 
 
    “I have my reasons.” 
 
    “Is he really trafficking youngsters?” 
 
    A nod. “Of all races.” 
 
    Jules, you still there? 
 
    Yes, Harry. 
 
    Is he telling the truth about this Malagag dude? 
 
    I’m afraid so, she said solemnly. 
 
    That made my blood boil. “All right, I’ll pop the bastard. What happens once we secure the artifact?” I said in my best Clint Eastwood impression. 
 
    “You activate an escape pod. We pick you up. You get your reward.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough.” I glanced at Ella, Purshia, and Val. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think he still smells like bad sushi,” said Purshia, “and I never trust stinky sushi.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Ella?” I hoped she’d play along. To my knowledge the girls hadn’t spoken with Jules, and I hadn’t had a chance to tell them about her or her plan. 
 
    “Once we accomplish our task, I think he will betray us.” Ella stared at Orcag’s big orbs, and for a moment no one in the room moved. 
 
    Finally he laughed like an eight-tentacled Jabba the Hut. “I like this one. She reminds me of my first wife.” 
 
     “I think the same,” Val said, towering over the rest of us and glaring at Orcag. 
 
    You need to get control of your women. It was Jules again, and her voice made me jump like I’d been stung by a bee. 
 
    Not a feminist, I take it, I replied. 
 
    “Mr. Warwick, do you have something to add?” Orcag asked with an arched unibrow. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice, do we?” I glanced at the girls and nodded, silently telling them it was all good. “We will retrieve the artifact, but on one condition.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “You give us our nanoarms back, and about that cheeseburger—” 
 
    “You do not need your old nanoarms.” He snapped a finger, and a velvety cushion floated into the room. “Try these on for size.” 
 
    The cushion hovered before me, and on it rested a golden cylinder. I glanced at the ladies, who watched me intently. I picked up the nanocylinder, inspected it, and twisted it onto the cap on my stump. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have discovered a Universal Nanoarm! 
 
    Please select weapon: 
 
    Laser Gun 
 
    Laser Sword 
 
    Grappling Hook 
 
    Mind Control Dart 
 
    Energy Shield 
 
    Telekinesis 
 
    Nanobomb Launcher 
 
    Flame Thrower 
 
    Gravity Reversal 
 
    Nanosuit 
 
      
 
    “Nanosuit?” I glanced at Orcag, who grinned devilishly. 
 
    I selected Nanosuit, and the arm glowed. I heard a metallic clicking sound, and it grew up my arm, over my shoulder, across my chest, and soon covered my entire body. A helmet grew from the shoulders and encapsulated my head.  I looked down at myself through the visor. I was covered in a sleek metal nanosuit, and the resemblance to Iron Man gave me a geek boner. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have enabled Nanosuit. 
 
    Select secondary weapon. 
 
      
 
    I tapped on laser sword, and it erupted from the back of my metallic hand with a satisfying thrum. 
 
    “Talk about an upgrade,” I said to the astonished ladies. 
 
    Purshia cheered and clapped. “Oh, I want one, I want one!”  
 
    The pillow floated over to them, and they each took a golden cylinder and twisted it onto their stumps. Soon we were all wearing our sick new nanosuits and trying out the different weapons. 
 
    “With your nanosuits, you will be invulnerable to most bullets, even laser rounds, and explosions as well. They also act as space suits, providing up to seventy-two hours of oxygen. Please notice on your interface many extras that come with the suits, including a propulsion system located on your backs. But I would advise against using it in close quarters.” 
 
    The thought occurred to me that Orcag was a sitting duck. We all had on super high-tech suits with enough firepower to take down the entire ship. There were only two guards standing outside the door, and there was no way they could save him before I put a bullet in his head.  
 
    Somehow I knew I would never get off a shot. Luckily, the women understood the same. 
 
    “What do you think?” He popped a squid in his mouth and slurped it down like an oyster. 
 
    “I think this is a hell of a suit,” I said. “Where’d you get it?” 
 
    He was surprised by my appreciation. I got the feeling he’d been expecting an attack. “I stole them from the grays,” he said proudly. “Let me introduce you to Jules, who will be aiding you on your mission.” 
 
    Did he say Jules? I disengaged the nanosuit and looked at the door expectantly, but it didn’t open. 
 
    “Hello, Harry, Ella, Purshia, and Val.” Her voice filled the room, but I didn’t hear it in my head. 
 
    “Hello, Jules,” Purshia greeted her happily. 
 
    “She will control the nanobots, correct?” Val asked. 
 
    “Jules will give you whatever enhancements you require. She will also be watching your vitals to ensure you don’t fry your brain with too many nanococktails.” 
 
    “You need not worry about that,” Jules assured us, and it sounded like she was smiling. “I have studied your physiologies, and I know how much your systems can handle.” 
 
    “All communication with Jules outside this room will come to you through the nanobots inside you.” Orcag locked eyes with me. “And I will be listening.” 
 
    Shit! Did that mean he’d been listening to our conversation in the cell? 
 
    Your heart rate just spiked. Jules said in my head. Remain calm, Sheriff. He cannot hear us when we speak directly to each other’s minds. 
 
    Thanks, Jules. 
 
    Orcag watched me closely. 
 
    “Great. When do we begin?” I said. 
 
    “We will land on Vlesh in less than an hour. Your luggage has been packed and is waiting for you in the hanger, along with the ship that will take you to the gambling hall.” He pulled a creature that looked like a deshelled turtle toward himself with his nanoarm and promptly bit off its head. Between the disgusting crunching, he added, “Do not fail me, Sheriff.” 
 
    “We’ll get your artifact, Captain. Team Warwick always wins.” 
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    We were led to the hanger, where a luxurious little cruiser was waiting for us. The pilot stood beside the ramp leading into the ship. He smiled when we approached. He wasn’t a Sasquatch, like the guards, but pale, smooth-skinned, and looked like a humanoid gecko. 
 
    “I will be acting as your chauffer today,” he said jovially and extended a hand. “You can call me Zinrin.” 
 
    “Greetings, Zinrin,” said Ella as she strode by, and the little guy’s eyes followed her ass all the way up the ramp. 
 
    “Lucky man to have such women,” he noted, and a long tongue shot out and wiggled to taste the air. 
 
    “Gross.” Purshia gave him a wide berth as she got on the ship. 
 
    “You go first, little creep,” said Val. “I’ll stare at your ass instead.” 
 
    “Feisty.” He licked his lips, and his eyes danced. 
 
    “Come on, Zin, less talk, more flying.” I walked up the ramp after him, and Val followed me. 
 
    We found clothes waiting for us, and after we took off, we changed into our respective outfits. Mine resembled a tuxedo that might have been designed by Prince. It was dark purple and had frilly white cuffs, a pluming white collar that reached the tops of my ears, and slacks that only reached the middle of my calves. A pair of leather clogs came with the outfit, which made me three inches taller. 
 
    “This outfit is ridiculous,” I said as I looked down at myself. 
 
    The girls wore matching purple gowns a few shades lighter than my suit. They were sleeveless and low cut. Val’s huge breasts were nearly falling out, and she pushed and pulled to keep them confined. 
 
    “You look ravishing,” I said, admiring my beauties. 
 
    “You look like a prince.” Purshia said, smiling. 
 
    “He looks like a used spaceship salesman.” Val shook her head and raised a brow when she beheld my giant clogs. 
 
    “It’s a disguise,” said Ella. “Don’t worry, Harry, you look great.” 
 
    “I will enable your physical disguises now,” Jules said in our ears. 
 
    We stopped talking and waited expectantly. After a few seconds, my skin tingled and turned baby blue. 
 
    Purshia cried out in surprise as her fur was replaced by golden feathers, and her bushy orange tail turned into a plume of red, orange, and yellow. 
 
    Val grew a short horn out of her forehead and touched it hesitantly, then yipped as a long white tail appeared from beneath her gown. Her skin turned from gold to silver, and her eyes glowed soft white. 
 
    Ella’s skin color changed from blue to green, and her hair became white. 
 
    “I hope that wasn’t too uncomfortable,” Jules said apologetically. 
 
    “You turned me into a Snarack!” Val protested. 
 
    “It’s just for a little while,” I told her. “You all look great.” 
 
    “Buckle up, please.” Zin yelled to us from the cockpit. 
 
    We sat and strapped ourselves in. The flight was short and painless. I barely had time to wonder if we’d be served a meal when a green and blue planet appeared on the main viewing screen. My excitement grew as we entered the atmosphere and flew over a tropical ocean toward a large island. A few minutes later, the waterfall and gambling house rose out of the jungle. 
 
    Zin flew a circle around the building before landing on an airstrip a quarter mile away. There were perhaps a hundred other spaceships parked there, and the diversity of design made my head spin. Some of the crafts had wings, others looked like straight up flying saucers, and there were some that appeared to be no more than large balls of shimmering light. 
 
    “Jules here. How is everyone doing?” 
 
    I heard her in my ear, rather than my brain, and reminded myself Orcag was listening. “All good.” 
 
    Zin powered down the spaceship and opened the doors. I was the first one out, and a pair of exotic green alien women were waiting to greet us. They wore skimpy pink bikinis that barely held their large breasts. They looked mostly humanoid, except for two long tubular stalks that grew out of the top of their heads and moved around independently of each other. 
 
    Purshia purred low in her throat. “I love Zarlinians. Aren’t they so pretty?” 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Zed,” they said in unison. 
 
    “Hello, ladies.” I sketched a small bow. 
 
    They giggled musically, then turned to four little creatures who looked like the house elves from Harry Potter and hissed instructions at them. The little dudes picked up our luggage, and the women gestured for us to follow them. 
 
    Ella and Purshia each took an arm, and Val followed us like a smoking hot Amazonian bodyguard—with a horn in the middle of her forehead. It was hard getting used to the girls looking so different, and when we passed a shiny metallic spaceship, I was startled at seeing myself. My blue-skinned reflection was almost comical. 
 
    Our hostesses boarded a flat disk that hovered six inches off the ground, and we filed on behind them. Once we were all settled, the disk cruised toward the gambling hall. 
 
    The place was hopping, and the number and variety of aliens present was unsettling. If there was an intergalactic Vegas, this was it. The design was a blend of old world pillars and hanging gardens mixed with the elegance of white metal walls and big windows. Swirling stone slabs looked like expensive marble. Giant screens boasted the best odds and prizes in the galaxy. Winners were featured who had made billions in jackpots. The entertainment lineup scrolled across a rainbow-shaped marquee, and I laughed at how incredibly bizarre my life had become. 
 
    We were checked in quickly and led along the outskirts of the gaming floor to an elevator. I saw a bunch of aliens playing a game with big red tiles, another that resembled a roulette wheel, and strange pods where people appeared to be interacting with a VR headset that I assumed were some sort of slot machines. 
 
    There were plenty of bells and whistles going off, and the lights reminded me of a rave I’d once been called to in response to an ecstasy overdose. 
 
    The elevator stopped on the third floor of the hotel, and our hostesses with the bobbing antennae led us into a tubular hallway that cut right through a tropical reef. Alien fish and freaky ass creatures swam around us.  
 
    Purshia purred deeply. “I want to eat one of those blue and yellow ones.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll let us fish in it,” I suggested. 
 
    “It is not real,” Val scoffed as though she was not impressed in the slightest. “This place smells of fear and desperation.” 
 
    “Do try to act like you’re having a good time,” said Jules. 
 
    “Here you are,” said one of the hostesses. “Room 333, extra-large bed, balcony overlooking the waterfall, and a space view once we take off. There is a fully stocked food and cocktail replicator, as well as onsite dining.” 
 
    I walked in and let out a long whistle. The room was oval, and the entire outside wall was a window with a dramatic view of the giant waterfall. Orcag might have been an oily dude, but he’d set us up in some pretty nice digs. The white walls melded smoothly into floor and ceiling. A tall aquarium in the middle of the room was filled with dozens of fish, and the surface of the water was on fire. Great effect. I wondered how they did it—hologram? Couches were on the left, and the big bed was smack dab in the center of the large bay window. 
 
    The hostesses left us alone, and I checked out the place further. The girls were already going through their luggage, making fun of some outfits and gasping in delight at others. From the big window I saw figures at the bottom of the waterfall. They appeared to be mermaid-like creatures, and they looked like they were having a grand ol’ time. 
 
    “Orcag wants you to hurry and settle in. Your game reservation is scheduled for fifteen minutes after takeoff,” said Jules. 
 
    “When is takeoff?” Val asked and eyed me seductively. 
 
    “In twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Roger that,” I replied. 
 
    “I do not understand what a roger is,” said Jules. 
 
    “Sorry. It means affirmative.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes,” said Val, who removed her clothes on her way to the big bed. “Come, Harry, let’s finish what we started.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I tore off my clothes, and Val crawled across the bed toward me. 
 
    “Hey, Jules?” 
 
    “Yes, Harry.” 
 
    “Can you turn off our camouflage for a little while?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Can you or not?” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    My skin tingled and changed back to normal. Val’s skin returned to its normal golden sheen, and the horn disappeared from her forehead. 
 
    “That’s better.” I leapt on the bed and tackled Val, who fell back with a laugh. 
 
    “Aren’t they so sexy?” Purshia said with a dreamy sigh. 
 
    “Maybe we want to play too,” said Ella. 
 
    “You’ve had your fun with Harry.” Val moaned as I sucked on her golden nipples. “Now it’s my turn.” 
 
    She rolled on top of me and rubbed her wet slit back and forth over my cock. 
 
    She guided it to her entrance. “Fuck me like the warrior you are. Ravish me. Give me your hot, steaming lo—” 
 
    I thrust into her and took her breath away. She clung to me and moaned, her breath hot against my neck. Her hair smelled like flowers, and her breath was minty fresh. As first her tight pussy kept me from going all the way, but she relaxed and pulled me closer, and I slid deeper until we were pressed tightly together. 
 
    I rolled her over, grabbed her ankles, and threw them over my shoulder. She let out a naughty giggle, which soon turned to urgent moans as I pumped faster. Never in my life have I been able to give a woman everything I had, and the sensation was amazing. Her pussy was like a furnace, and her soft inner walls squeezed my shaft. 
 
    “Yes, Harry! Yes! I’m going to come!” 
 
    Val grabbed my ass with two hands and pulled me into her as far as I could go. She held me there and cried out in ecstasy as I ground against her hot mound. Her orgasm seemed to have no end, and her hot snatch got wetter with every thrust. 
 
    When she let out a long, final moan of satisfaction, I pulled out of her and rolled her over. 
 
    “You want to take me from behind?” she said, wiggling her luscious ass in my face and teasingly crawling away from me. “Only a true warrior can have such a prize.” 
 
    I heard Purshia giggle, and noticed that she and Ella were watching from the couch and caressing each other. 
 
    The visual made my cock even harder, and I pursued Val across the bed like a horny lion. When I caught her I grabbed her by the hair and pulled her head back firmly but gently. 
 
    ”Mm,” she moaned. “I like it rough.” 
 
    I pulled her hair harder, and she arched her back and took in a shocked breath. Her ass was twice as wide as my hips. It was plump but toned, and jiggled when I slapped it. 
 
    “Harry, you brute!” she said breathlessly. 
 
    I slapped it again and rubbed the head of my cock around her swollen pussy lips. “You like that?” I rubbed the head on her clit. 
 
    The question was rhetorical. I know she liked it and didn’t waste breath answering me. I pulled her hips back until I was as deep as I could go, then pounded her like an oil rig piston. I didn’t have any nanobot bonuses enabled, but my stamina and speed were still higher than they’d been on Earth. I fucked her so hard and fast, I thought the friction would start a fire. 
 
    “By the moons,” Val panted. “You fuck me so good. Don’t stop, don’t ever stop!” 
 
    I growled like a bear as I got close. I pulled her head back and kissed her. When my orgasm hit, I grabbed those big beautiful tits and buried myself as deep as I could go. 
 
    We cried out as we came together, our voices echoing in the lavish room in a chorus of primal pleasure. 
 
    I collapsed beside her on the bed and tried to catch my breath. “Wow, that was amazing.” 
 
    “You are amazing.” Val kissed me passionately and snuggled up to me. 
 
    “You two are so cute,” Purshia said with a sigh as Ella kissed her neck. 
 
    “Aren’t you two supposed to be getting ready?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    She shrugged. “How could I look away from something so yummy?” 
 
    “I must remind you that you have reservations,” said Jules. She sounded amused. 
 
    I put the purple suit back on, because all the clothes that had been packed for me looked like they came from a glam rocker’s closet, and I was in disguise anyway, so what did I care what I looked like? 
 
    “Come on, ladies,” I said five minutes later. Purshia was trying to squeeze into a tight dress that clung to her body like a lover, and Ella was pulling long lace stockings up past her knees. I caught a glimpse of her green ass and liked what I saw. 
 
    “I look like a green-skinned Belth’Klek,” she said when she noticed me watching her. 
 
    “I have no idea what a Belth’Klek is, but they must be beautiful creatures,” I offered. 
 
    The room suddenly shook, then there was a loud rumble and the unmistakable sound of an engine firing up. We all ran to the window and watched as we blasted off from the cliff. 
 
    “Wow,” was all I could say as the world sped away from us. 
 
    We broke out of the atmosphere, and the blue sky slowly transitioned to black space. Stars blazed to life, and a blue moon appeared in the distance. 
 
    “What a view.” Ella slid an arm around me and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    “It’s time,” Jules said in our ears. 
 
    “All right, ladies, you ready to take down the house?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Val frowned. 
 
    “I’ll show you. Just stick with me ladies, and you can ride my coattails right to the top.” 
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    I sauntered to the bar with my girls on my arms, feeling like Hugh Heffner in his prime, and boy did we turn heads. There were about a hundred different types of aliens there. Some were stranger than the weirdest shit at the bottom of Earth’s oceans, and others were humanoid and gorgeous. Unfortunately, the former were more prominent. 
 
    Thanks to the nanobots, our metallic right arms appeared no different than our left, but it felt good knowing I could summon a weapon if need be. 
 
    You must not do that, Harry. Under no circumstances should you discharge your nanoarm in this place. 
 
    I jumped when Jules spoke, and Ella looked at me strangely. I don’t plan on it, I mentally replied. And would you mind not reading my friggin’ mind? It’s fucking creepy. 
 
    I am monitoring the situation. 
 
    Yeah well, I don’t need you in there, rifling through my memories and shit. 
 
    Trust me, Sheriff. I have no wish to dive into the depths of your mind. 
 
    What the hell does that mean? 
 
    “Harry? What would you like to drink?” Ella was waiting for my reply. They all were, even the tall, stone-skinned bartender. 
 
    I scanned the holoscreen above the bar. “What’s a Supernova Grinder?” 
 
    “It is a fruity blend of Xaric wine, poro lengels from Barsk, and—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have whiskey would you?” 
 
    Words like that will give you away as a human to keen ears, Jules warned. The grays have spies everywhere. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked and pointed at a dark amber bottle behind him. 
 
    “That is fifteen-year-old Gelgon Fellings Vodskey.” 
 
    “Can I get a taste?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” He poured a little into a crystal glass and slid it across the bar. 
 
    I sniffed it. It smelled like bourbon. I tossed the drink back and closed my eyes as the smooth liquid slid down my throat like silk. “Damn, that’s good,” I said, enjoying the warmth in my gut. “Give me one on ice, and don’t be stingy.” 
 
    The girls ordered their drinks, and credits were taken off my account. Drinks in hand, we took a stroll around the casino. I was lost when it came to identifying the aliens, but there was one thing they all shared, and that was their wealth. Rich was rich, no matter where you were in the universe.  
 
    There were big grizzly bear creatures wearing gold chains and little else; short dwarven creatures with horns and brown skin with thick bracers crusted with diamonds and other precious stones; scaly merpeople wearing ruby studded tiaras, being pushed around in tubs on wheels. Some aliens had wings, and they flew about the high-ceilinged room, congregating amongst themselves. 
 
    One thing this gambling house had that casinos on Earth lacked was windows. They were all over the place, even on the floor, and my stomach fluttered as we walked across them. 
 
    “Your seat is open at the farnook table,” said Jules. “You will find it in the high-limit room thirty paces straight ahead, then twenty to the left.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jules.” 
 
    When we arrived in the high roller room, one of the bosses approached us, wearing a smile that belonged to the Cheshire Cat. He was tall and skinny, and reminded me of one of the grays, except his skin was pale yellow, and he had four arms. Like all the gambling house employees, he wore a one-piece black uniform with elongated V patterns on the chest and back. 
 
    “Greetings. You must be Lord Zed.” He extended a hand in greeting, and I shook it, surprised the gesture existed outside of Earth. 
 
    “Thank you.” I glanced over his shoulder at the farnook table. 
 
    “Right this way.” He extended two long right arms, and we crossed the room. “My name is Aerz. If you need anything at all, you need only ask, and the staff and I will do everything we can to accommodate you. Can I have a waitress refill your drinks?” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    I would advise against drinking too much Vodskey. It contains a high amount of alcohol. Jules informed me. 
 
    Thanks, Mom, but I can handle my booze. 
 
    Aerz pulled out a high-backed chair for me at the farnook table, and I glanced at the other five players. There was an obese walrus-looking dude, two hairy guys right out of Where the Wild Things Are, a cat lady who looked like she belonged to Purshia’s race, and a four-foot-tall grasshopper wearing a glass bubble over his head. The dealer was a muscular being who looked like a cross between Arnold Schwarzenegger and Hellboy. 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Zed.” The dealer offered me a nod. His name tag read Torkongormackzu. 
 
    “’Sup, Tork?” I asked. “I’ll take a million in chips.” 
 
    Val stool directly behind me, bending forward to expose her cleavage and kiss me on the ear, and with Purshia on one side and Ella on the other, I was feeling pretty damn lucky. 
 
    “You have good taste in women,” said the cat lady with a purr. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Tork slid over a pile of metallic tiles about the size of dominos. Jules told me what I had. Each blue chip is worth a hundred thousand credits, the red ones are worth twenty-five thousand, and the yellow are worth five thousand each. Got it? 
 
    Yes. Thanks. 
 
    “Bets are open, same shooter,” Tork announced. 
 
    “Let the new arrival roll,” said the grasshopper in a raspy smoker’s voice. 
 
    The table looked a lot like a craps table, only smaller, and the players sat rather than stood. The lone dealer had a short stick, presumably for retrieving the dice, and the odds were written on the table. 
 
    Place a blue chip on the line in front of you. This is called the life line,” Jules said. 
 
    This is a lot like a game I play back home. Once I establish a number, my life line bet will be won when I roll it again, right? 
 
    Correct. 
 
    Okay, and what’s the bad number? How do I crap out? 
 
    The bad number is thirteen. 
 
    Gotcha. 
 
    I placed a hundred thousand credits on the life line, and the dealer pushed the dice to me with his L-shaped stick. 
 
    “Dice are out,” he said. “All bets are locked.” 
 
    I scooped up the two eleven-sided dice, gave them a shake, then raised them to Val’s lips. “Blow on them for luck.” 
 
    She blew sensuously, giving me a wink, and I tossed them. They bounced off the raised table edge and stopped on nine and four. 
 
    “Thirteen is the point. Bets are open.” The dealer snagged the dice and brought them close to his chip rack. 
 
    “Good job, baby,” said Purshia. She kissed me on the cheek and clapped. 
 
    Ella sipped her drink and winked. 
 
    Now bet five more blue tiles behind your lifeline bet. 
 
    I got this, I told her. 
 
    I placed my bet, then tossed the dealer a blue chip. “Put it on twenty-two for me.” 
 
    The two hairy dudes glanced at each other. One of them threw a blue chip of their own in front of the dealer. “Put us on with Zed.” 
 
    “I’ll take that action,” said cat lady, and she tossed in a chip too. 
 
    “Me too,” said the grasshopper. 
 
    The only one who didn’t go along was the Walrus. 
 
    What are you doing? 
 
    Relax, Jules. Orcag said he had the luck thing covered. 
 
    The dealer slid the dice to me, and Val blew on them again. I gave them a toss. One immediately landed on eleven, and the other spun for agonizing seconds across the table. When it finally landed on eleven, the whole table lost their minds. 
 
    “Twenty-two!” the dealer announced. 
 
    The hairy dudes hugged each other and rejoiced. Cat lady bounced up and down in her seat. The walrus, however, wasn’t happy. He slammed the table with his wide, webbed hands and shook his head. 
 
    “Fifty to one,” he grumbled. “That’s a hell of a payday.” 
 
    “Must be my lucky day,” I replied and pulled in five million in chips. 
 
    I spread my bets across the board, putting a blue chip on every number that wasn’t considered center action. All the doubles, like four, six-, eight, and ten, had higher odds than those on the outside. The highest payouts came from the rarer combinations, like double one’s, and elevens. 
 
    As long as I didn’t roll a thirteen, my turn would continue, as would the paydays. If I rolled a thirteen, however, every bet on the board would be lost. I’d put almost everything out there, but I was feeling confident. 
 
    This was not part of the plan. Jules said in my mind. 
 
    I was in the middle of the roll, so I didn’t reply. 
 
    “Four!” the dealer said and proceeded to pay everyone on the number, including me. 
 
    Looks like it’s going well. Quit distracting me. 
 
    Harry— 
 
    I rolled again, hitting an eight this time. 
 
    Five rolls later I still hadn’t rolled a thirteen, and my chips were piling up. 
 
    Our drinks came, and I ordered a round for the table. They had all followed my bets, although they didn’t put up as much as I had. 
 
    “Twenty-two!” The dealer announced, and the cheer that issued from my table turned heads. 
 
    Soon a crowd gathered around, cheering us on. The girls were having a hell of a time, whooping it up and showering me with kisses, and I must admit, I was having a pretty damn good time too. 
 
    I racked up fifty million credits in chips in half an hour, and by that time, most of the other games had stopped altogether. There were hundreds of beings around us, including dozens of security goons and suits I assumed were bosses. 
 
    You’re attracting too much attention, Jules warned me more than once, but there was no way I could turn back now. 
 
    The goal is to get comped the Imperial Suite. How the hell do you expect me to do that without winning big? 
 
    I hope you know what you’re doing, she said cryptically. 
 
    I picked up the dice, careful not to knock over my tall stacks, and gave them another roll. 
 
    “Thirteen!” the dealer said, and he sounded relieved. “Good roll, Zed.” 
 
    “Oh no!” said Purshia as Tork pulled in the losing bets. I’d had thirty million on the table, and now I was down to twenty. 
 
    “Damn good run,” said the cat lady. 
 
    “One of the best I’ve seen,” the grasshopper added. 
 
    “One more roll.” I slid my twenty million forward. “Put it all on twenty-two.” 
 
    “You sure about that, Zed?” the dealer asked. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Harry, what are you doing?” Ella whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” 
 
    She bit her lip and nodded. 
 
    “Boss, I’ve got a request for a twenty million bet,” the dealer said. 
 
    One of the suits who’d been watching me touched his ear and glanced at the ceiling. He spoke quietly, then approached the table. “The bet has been accepted. Carry on.” 
 
    The crowd cheered, but when Tork slid me the dice, the room fell silent. 
 
    Harry? 
 
    Not now, Jules. 
 
    I raised the dice above my head, and all three of my girls blew on them. 
 
    “Come on, baby. Daddy needs a new pair of shoes!” I tossed the dice, and they bounced across the table. Time seemed to slow as the dice tumbled and spun. They hit the wall, rolled back across the table, and stopped. 
 
    “Twenty-two!” Tork announced in astonishment. 
 
    The crowd went berserk, and more than one suit touched their ear and winced. 
 
    I’d bet twenty million, and the odds were fifty to one, which meant I’d won a billion credits. 
 
    If that didn’t get us into the Imperial Suite, nothing would. 
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    I tossed Tork a couple of blue chips and thanked him for the good time, then bought another round for my fellow players. 
 
    “What, no afterparty?” the cat lady asked with a devilish grin. 
 
    “Sorry, full house.” Purshia wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a big kiss. 
 
    The crowd began to disperse, but the big wigs still hovered. We were on our way to the bar when a tall lizard walked up to us with two big blue gorillas following a step behind. 
 
    “That was a hell of a run you had, Lord Zed,” said the lizard. He wore a fine suit with a high collar, enough jewelry to make a rapper jealous, and tinted glasses that revealed a hint of reptilian eyes. “I am Malagag, proprietor of this establishment.” 
 
    “Hell of a place you’ve got here,” I said and extended my hand. 
 
    He gripped it in his scaly hand, his strength surprising. “Thank you.” He took Val’s hand in his and kissed the back of it. “Such lovely wives you have.” 
 
    “I’m a lucky man.” 
 
    “Indeed.” His slit of a mouth turned up at the corners, and the tip of his tongue snaked out and tasted the air. “I value players of your caliber. I would like to invite you to the Imperial Suite.” 
 
    “Imperial Suite, you say?” 
 
    “It is our most luxurious.” 
 
    “Ooh, Zed!” Purshia clapped and bounced up and down, and Malagag’s reptilian eyes followed her bouncing breasts. 
 
    “Such a generous host,” said Ella, and I noticed the way she squeezed her boobs together with her arms. 
 
    “It is the least I can do. The lord’s run will be talked about for months. Even losses can be good for publicity.” He handed me a glowing room key the size of a flash drive. “Your luggage has already been taken up for your convenience.” 
 
    “That is most gracious of you,” I said. 
 
    “Please dine at any of our fine restaurants. It’s on me.” 
 
    “You sure about that? Because Zed here really knows how to eat,” said Ella. 
 
    “Yes he does,” Purshia said with a purr. 
 
    Malagag’s hairless brow rose. “Enjoy your stay, Lord Zed. We shall be landing on Carribin 3 shortly. I believe you will find the beach games agreeable.” He bowed and took his leave. 
 
    “Let’s go see the room!” Purshia said, pulling me toward the elevator. 
 
    I noticed a restroom to my right. “Hold on. I gotta take a leak first.” 
 
    “We’ll be here waiting,” said Ella. 
 
    I walked into the bathroom and chuckled. Winning like that had my heart pumping, and I still felt giddy with excitement. 
 
    “Jules, you there?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not watching through my eyes, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I stopped at one of the urinals and relieved myself. “That was pretty wild.” 
 
    “It was extremely reckless,” she said. “Orcag is not pleased.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Harry, you were supposed to follow my betting instructions.” 
 
    “No one told me that.” 
 
    “I tried to, but you ignored me.” 
 
    “Well you must have figured it out. What’s the big deal? The dice were loaded, right? No matter what I bet, you would have made it happen.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Harry. The loaded dice hadn’t been introduced yet.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We were going to have you win over a course of hours. You were supposed to lose the first million, but you went off script.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” My stomach flipped, and I realized how lucky I’d actually been. “Well, there you go. It’s much less suspicious this way.” 
 
    “Listen to me, you little worm.” It was Orgac, and he was fuming. “From here on out, you will follow my instructions completely, do you understand?” 
 
    A sharp pain suddenly blasted through my temples, and I almost pissed on my shoes. “Fuck! Yeah, man, I get it. Turn that shit off.” I had barely stuffed myself back in my pants, and I was on my knees in excruciating pain. All the while, Orcag screamed in my ear. 
 
    “I’ll fry your brain and leave you a mindless sack of flesh!” 
 
    I growled against the pain, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of hearing me beg. 
 
    The pain receded, and Jules said in my mind, I’m sorry, Harry, I had to do it. 
 
    Don’t worry about it. 
 
    The girls were waiting outside, surrounded by a bunch of gushing dudes, but they seemed not to mind the attention. 
 
    “Sorry, gentlemen,” I said as I walked through the crowd. “Gotta go.” 
 
    I led the girls to the elevator and we went to our room on the second to the top floor. It was a big upgrade from the last room, and like Malagag had said, our luggage was waiting for us. A window twice as large as the one in our last room took up the entire wall opposite the door, offering a spectacular view of the cosmos. A rectangular pool was in the center of the room and ran parallel with the window. 
 
    “Talk about an infinity pool.” 
 
    The lounge area had a variety of funky furniture, a full bar, and a large screen playing the gambling house’s advertisements in a loop. To the left was a door, presumably leading to the lavatory, and to the right was a large bed with about two dozen fluffy pillows stacked against an ornate headboard. 
 
    “Look,” said Purshia, running into the dining area. “It’s the Food Replicator 5000!” 
 
    “Will that thing make a cheeseburger?” I studied the instructions. 
 
    “If anything can, it’s this machine,” she said. 
 
    “Jules,” said Ella. “Can you change us back to normal for a while? It’s so weird looking like this.” 
 
    “I can change you back until you leave the room, yes,” said Jules. 
 
    We reverted to our usual selves. 
 
    “That is so much better,” said Ella, peeling off her dress. She wore nothing underneath. “And Jules?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can you give us some privacy?” 
 
    “As you wish,” she said, but I wondered if she was still listening. 
 
    “Harry, are you going to stare at that machine all day?” Ella went over to the pool, and Val joined her, leaving a trail of clothes behind. 
 
    I glanced at Purshia, and she grinned devilishly. 
 
    After we were naked, we dove into the pool. The water was warm, and the pool must have been hooked up to sensors, because after we were all in it, the lights dimmed, soothing whimsical music played, and underwater lights pulsed. 
 
    “Look at this!” Val was over by the window, and I swam over to her. 
 
    The pool was ten feet deep on this end, and the window ran down the entire side. The water was so clear that it was as if I was wearing goggles. I could see the vastness of space, and the blue and green moon. It was like swimming through space, and I felt as though I could touch the stars. 
 
    The girls floated next to the window, marveling at the view. Their nude bodies looked amazing against the backdrop of space. 
 
    Purshia noticed me approaching and got that devilish look on her face; she disappeared under the water. Ella and Val snuggled up to me, their tits floating on the surface like beautiful buoys. I kissed Ella, then Val, exploring their firm bodies. Purshia blew me underwater, and I leaned back and enjoyed the sensation. 
 
    Ella located a control module beside the pool, and a moment later a round island the size of a king bed emerged from beneath the surface. We swam to it and climbed on. The surface was velvety soft and translucent. 
 
    I lay back as the girls fell on me, play-fighting to be the first to taste my hard cock. Purshia was the winner, and she eagerly took me in her mouth. Val and Ella lay beside me, kissing my lips, neck, and biting my nipples. 
 
    “Such a fearless man,” Val whispered in my ear before tonguing it. “The way you played today, the way you won all that money. It made me so wet.” 
 
    Ella joined Purshia, and together they worked on my throbbing erection. Val watched them blow me with lust-filled eyes. 
 
    “Let me taste you,” I said and pulled her toward me. 
 
    She hummed passionately and repositioned herself so we were in a sideways sixty-nine. I teased my way up her thigh with my tongue, then licked her swollen pussy lips. Ella let out a startled moan as she blew me. Val had positioned herself between the blue alien’s legs and was teasing her clit with her tongue. Not to be left out, Purshia popped my cock out of Ella’s mouth and situated herself over me, then lowered herself onto it and purred softly. 
 
    I brought her to orgasm quickly, and Ella took her turn. The blue bombshell clung to me as I fucked her, my wet balls slapping her ass with every thrust. Her orgasm built, and I waited for the moment just before she came to slip a finger in her ass. 
 
    Boy, did she love that! 
 
    She cried out and clung to me, taking as much of my ten inches as she could. When she finally collapsed, Val took her place. The big woman had a surprisingly tight pussy, and her powerful legs glistened as she squatted over me, using the buoyant surface of the island to bounce up and down on my shaft. She went from froggy style to reverse cowgirl, and when I shifted positions and took her from behind, she came like a porn star. 
 
    I gripped her wide hips as her pussy quivered and buried my cock as I got close. 
 
    “I want to taste you,” she said as she glanced back with a pouty “fuck me” face. 
 
    I pulled out and she spun to take me in her mouth. Ella and Purshia watched as Val stroked me with two hands and fucked me with her soft mouth. I grabbed her head in both hands and exploded inside her, my orgasmic growl echoing through the room. 
 
    We lay there, panting and sated, staring at the stars, until the ship turned, and we began our descent. It was weird as hell watching the ship burn through the atmosphere while I floating naked in a pool, and it must have put the girls in the mood, because they started kissing me again and rubbing against me. 
 
    Flames licked the heat shield as I made love to my women again, and by the time we landed, we’d all climaxed once more. 
 
    “Not to be intrusive,” Jules said in our ears, “but two people are headed to your room. I will reenable your disguises now.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up.” I got out to towel off, and my skin tingled in what was becoming a familiar way as the transformation happened. By the time I was fully dressed, I was once again Lord Zed. 
 
    I heard a knock while the ladies were still dressing. A screen appeared on the door that showed me who was on the other side. To my surprise, it was Malagag and a female of the same race. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” he said smiling into the camera. “May we come in?” 
 
    I glanced behind me; the girls were hurrying with their clothes to the bathroom. 
 
    “Of course.” I opened the door and greeted Malagag and his guest with a big smile. 
 
    “Word of your win is still sweeping through the gambling house, Lord Zed.” He shook my hand again, and his date eyed me up and down with interest. 
 
    “This is Aerelia.” He introduced the lizard woman with obvious pride. 
 
    She was tall, with slick green and brown striped skin, and for a lizard woman, I guess she was pretty. 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” I bowed. 
 
    “Will you and your wives be joining us on the beach?” She glanced over my shoulder, searching for them. 
 
    “They’re just freshening up. We’d be honored to join you.” 
 
    “Excellent!” said Malagag. “Have you ever seen craykon beach racing?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I have.” 
 
    He put a hand on my shoulder and smiled. “You’re going to love it. When you are ready, join us in the lobby.” 
 
    “We’ll do that. Thanks, Malagag.” 
 
    I closed the door behind them and went to the bar to pour myself a Vodskey. 
 
    “Yo, Jules, tell Orcag we’ve been invited to hang with Malagag for the day. We’re going to have to wait on breaking into his vault.” 
 
    “Be careful, Harry. He’s an incredibly perceptive person,” she warned. 
 
    Ten minutes later the girls emerged from the bathroom, looking like a million bucks in matching pink bikinis. They wore large sun hats and see-through wraps that showed off just enough legs and ass. 
 
    I changed into a pair of brown shorts and a floral shirt I’d found in my luggage. I didn’t know if we’d actually be swimming, but I wasn’t too keen on going into an alien ocean. 
 
    Malagag was in the lobby in a pimped-out chariot drawn by two large creatures that resembled rhinos. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Zed and his lovely wives,” said the proprietor as we approached. 
 
    “Nice ride,” I said as we climbed in. 
 
    The chariot was big enough to seat about a dozen comfortably. I sat back against a plush cushion and the girls settled around me. Malagag snapped the reins, and the creatures took off so abruptly that Purshia let out a surprised squeal. 
 
    We emerged from the ship onto a white-sand beach. Beyond it was the clearest ocean I had ever seen. Forget about the Caribbean. This ocean made those turquoise blue waters look dirty. A big red sun hung in the teal sky, and all manner of exotic beings were sunning themselves under it. 
 
    We were shown to a large cabana furnished with soft loungers, sofas, and nude aliens, both male and female, who fanned the area with giant feathers. 
 
    “Care for a drink?” Malagag asked as the girls and I settled on one of the large couches. 
 
    “A Vodskey if you’ve got it.” 
 
    “What was the drink we had earlier?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “A Supernova something,” said Ella. 
 
    “Coming right up,” said Malagag. He snapped his fingers at a nude servant with the pointiest tits I’d ever seen, not to mention they were silver. 
 
    “This is a nice place,” I said. 
 
    “You should have seen it when I bought it.” Malagag laughed. 
 
    “Needed a lot of work?” 
 
    “That is an understatement. It was a dead moon, but after we terraformed it at great expense, well, you see the result.” He gestured extravagantly. 
 
    “Terraforming? You made all this?” 
 
    “Indeed. I wasn’t happy with the available vacation moons, so I built my own.” 
 
    Damn, Jules, how rich is this dude? 
 
    Malagag is the richest person on his planet and the tenth richest in the galaxy, she replied. 
 
    “What about you Lord Zed? What business are you in?” 
 
    Natural resources, Jules prompted. 
 
    “Natural resources,” I echoed, glad she was there to help me out. 
 
    “Aerelia, darling, why don’t you show the ladies the sea scarbins? It would be a shame for them to miss their dance.” 
 
    The girls glanced at me, and I nodded. I was glad they had my back, but I figured I’d learn more if they were elsewhere. Malagag might be more open with me if we were alone.  
 
    After they left, Malagag moved over next to me and crossed one leg over the other, like a woman. I didn’t like being so close to the reptilian, but I kept my cool. 
 
    He stared at me, and I couldn’t decipher his expression at all. That tongue flicked out now and again, wiggling searchingly before retreating back between the worm-like lips. The slits in his nose opened and closed, and I felt like I was gazing at a snake. 
 
    “Let’s cut the bullshit, as they say on your planet,” he said evenly. 
 
    I was stunned. Somehow he knew who I was and where I was from. But maybe he wasn’t aware of why I was here, so I decided to keep my cards close to my chest. 
 
    Tread lightly, Harry. Jules sounded worried, which didn’t help the situation. 
 
    “What gave me away?” I asked, cool as a cucumber. 
 
    “Every guest who enters my gambling house is bio scanned with what you Earthlings would call state of the art technology.” He laughed. “But of course it is centuries ahead of your own.” 
 
    What the fuck, Jules? You said the nanobots would keep our identities a secret. 
 
    This is most unexpected. 
 
    What’s Plan B? 
 
    Silence, and then, There isn’t one. 
 
    I did my utmost to keep from freaking out, because how uncool would that be? I sensed allowing Malagag to think he had the upper hand would be devastating to my mission. “I take it you’ve seen the footage of the battle in the arena?” 
 
    He nodded. “I must say it was the most entertaining thing I’d seen in a long time. It was very dramatic and sexy. Very much like your Hollywood movies.” 
 
    What the fuck, does this dude get Netflix? How does he know about our movies? 
 
    Earth has been transmitting signals through space for more than half a century, Jules explained. “There is quite a cult following among the worlds. 
 
    Oh shit, that’s right. You think you can tune me in sometime? When I was abducted, I was in the middle of Stranger Things, season three, and it’s killing me not knowing what happened. 
 
    Try to focus, Harry. 
 
    Right, sorry. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question, sir?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “How close are you to the grays?” 
 
    We stared at each other, but at length Malagag burst into laughter. I joined in, and we had a good ol’ porch-rocking knee-slapping hoot. 
 
    “Unfortunately, doing business with the grays is a necessity,” he said between sips of his green concoction. “Fortunately for you, I do not need money, and I have no loyalty to the grays.” 
 
    “Then you don’t intend to rat us out?” 
 
    “On the contrary, my friend. I wish to offer you asylum.” 
 
    I knew where this was going. “In exchange for what?” 
 
    He flashed me a knowing grin, and a chill crept down my back. “You’re a smart man, Sheriff Warwick. I believe this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have a certain skill set that someone like me could gain from immensely.” Malagag snapped his fingers, and a lithe, golden-skinned servant refilled my drink. “I am extremely wealthy, Mr. Warwick, and I pay those loyal to me very well.” 
 
    “I like to know what the job is before I hear about the perks,” I said and tossed back a big gulp of Vodskey. 
 
    “Of course you do.” He was grinning like he’d already gotten his way. “You’re a prudent man. I like that about you. And your women, hmm, they are deadly vixens, aren’t they? You four make an incredible team, and I would like to hire you.” 
 
    “You looking for a security team? We can probably do that.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Warwick. I’m looking to hire a killer, and a killer you are.” 
 
    “And if I say no?” 
 
    “Harry, my friend—can I call you Harry?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I am not threatening you or we would not be meeting like this. I see a man who is on the run from the most powerful creatures in the galaxy. You are far from home. You don’t show it, but you are afraid. But you’re a righteous man, I know. I saw the footage—all of it. You’re not half as afraid for yourself as you are for your wives, and that is a noble thing indeed. I know you would do anything for them. You would kill me now with your nanoarm if I said the wrong thing about your women. That is what I like about you.” Malagag took a moment to let me process his words while he leisurely sipped his green slime. “I have killers, Mr. Warwick. Armies of them. But I need more than that. I need the most respected killer in the galaxy.” 
 
    Was he blowing smoke up my ass? “Why?” 
 
    “Because only the most respected killer can get to the target.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The Argellian Warlord, Mox Zerrarri.” 
 
    “What the hell is an Argellian?” 
 
    “They are a violent, bloodthirsty race from Planet Cyriack. They have ever been a nuisance to the rest of the galaxy, and if not for their love of the grays, they would have been destroyed long ago. But they have the grays’ favor, those chaos-loving devils. Their power is immense, and it has taken the unified efforts of over twenty worlds to keep them at bay. But as they say on your planet, Mr. Warwick, cut the head off the dragon, and the body will die.” 
 
    “Why do you think I can get to this Mox Zerrarri?” 
 
    “He has already expressed an interest in meeting you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You are currently the most famous warrior in the entire galaxy, and he is warlord of some of the most brutal warriors in the galaxy. Naturally he would be interested in meeting you.” 
 
    “Does that mean he’s placed a bounty on our heads?” 
 
    “Yes. The highest ever offered, to be exact.” 
 
    “The grays haven’t put a price on our heads yet?” 
 
    “No,” said Malagag. “They will send their own killers after you.” 
 
    “And how can you keep us safe from the grays? Like you said, they are the most powerful beings in the galaxy.” 
 
    “The galaxy is vast, my friend. The grays don’t know all its secrets yet. There are also ways to change your biometrics. Do this for me, and you will want for nothing the rest of your life. I may need a favor once in a while, but trust me, I can pay you enough to make what you won in my gambling house this afternoon look like petty cash.” 
 
    “How long do I have to think about it?” I asked and waved the servant away when she came to top off my drink. 
 
    “We will have dinner tonight. Bring your wives. Afterward you can give me your answer. Yes?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “In the meantime, enjoy the beach. Look, your women have discovered the wondrous dance of the scarbins. 
 
    Ella, Purshia, and Val were laughing and dancing around strange little crab-like creatures the size of a small dog that looked like they were performing a mating ritual. 
 
    We returned to the ship a few hours later, and it blasted off. I hadn’t pissed the entire time I was at the beach, so when I saw a restroom on the way to the elevator, I told the girls I’d be right back and popped inside. 
 
    What do you make of Malagag’s offer? I asked Jules as I pissed. 
 
    He is not to be trusted, that much I know. 
 
    What am I supposed to tell him, no? He doesn’t seem like the kind of person you say no to. 
 
    Orcag would like me to remind you that this was not part of the plan. 
 
    No shit. 
 
    You are to immediately break into the vault. It is one floor above you, and as was mentioned earlier, the elevator escape hatch will lead you to the— 
 
    Yeah, I know. We just haven’t had a chance to make our move yet. 
 
    You made plenty of moves earlier in the pool, she reminded me with a musical laugh. 
 
    You’ve got me there— 
 
    Harry, behind you! 
 
    I spun around. Someone was standing behind me. He was humanoid, about as tall as me, with scales that were black as night. He looked like a demon straight from hell, with pointy horns jutting from his forehead and wings neatly tucked behind his back. He wore a black full-body suit and dark goggles, and I could see cybernetic implants on the right side of his head. 
 
    A surge of adrenaline blasted through my veins moments before the demon thrust a laser dagger at me. I spun out of reach, barely avoiding the blade, and kicked it away, following up with a lightning fast double-fisted strike to his midsection that sent him flying into the wall eight feet away. 
 
    “What kind of person attacks a man when he’s pissing?” I asked the demon as he regrouped. 
 
    I selected laser sword from my interface, and the yellow glowing beam erupted from the back of my nanohand. The demon pushed off the wall and led with the laser dagger. 
 
    Brace yourself, Harry. I’m enhancing speed, stamina, strength, and focus. 
 
    A heartbeat later I felt like I’d snorted a kilo of galactic cocaine. 
 
    The demon struck in a blur, and to my surprise, I parried just as fast. Sparks burst from our weapons when they collided, and the crackling of electrical currents echoed off the marble walls. 
 
    Despite my enhancements, the demon was pressing me back with his skillful attacks. 
 
    I need more! I told Jules. 
 
    If I give you anymore, you’ll go into cardiac arrest. 
 
    Just do it! I mentally screamed when the demon locked up my laser sword with his two daggers. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    He pushed my nanoarm wide and stabbed me in the stomach. 
 
    I had appendicitis when I was fifteen, and I was in excruciating agony for many long hours before I was taken to surgery, but this pain made that one like a hangnail in comparison. 
 
    I’m numbing the nerves around your stomach. Get the hell out of there! 
 
    The pain rapidly faded, and I was able to focus again. The demon yanked out his dagger. I collided with the wall behind me and kicked him in the chest, which sent him stumbling back.  
 
    I swung my blade and growled angrily. “Come on, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he said menacingly, his voice like horns on a chalkboard. 
 
    I’m enabling your nanosuit, Jules reported. 
 
    Why hadn’t I thought of that? 
 
    The nanosuit clicked into place in about two seconds flat, and the demon lunged to get a shot in before it closed around me. I caught his wrist in my right hand and gave it a good twist. A satisfying crack sounded, and the demon let out a howl. He thrust the other dagger forward, and I chopped his arm off at the wrist with my laser sword. 
 
    The demon did something next I hadn’t expected. He puked on my visor, temporarily blinding me with his half-digested lunch. Ignoring my gag reflex, I swung blindly while trying to wipe off the visor. 
 
    He didn’t attack, and when I could see again, I groaned. The asshole had grown back his hand, and the broken wrist looked as good as new. 
 
    I tapped my interface, switched to Mind Control Dart, and took aim. 
 
    The demon dodged the dart, which stuck in the marble wall behind him. He twirled toward me, laser daggers humming, and I hurriedly brought up an energy shield. It spread out of the back of my hand like an umbrella, and the laser daggers sparked violently when they slashed across it. 
 
    I dropped into a crouch and swiped the demon’s legs, then switched to my nanogun and fired. I could have sworn the bullet hit him in the chest, but in the blink of an eye, he disappeared. 
 
    “Where did he go?” I asked, turning in a slow circle. 
 
    “I’m not picking up any other life-forms,” Jules reported. “Get the hell out of there.” 
 
    I hurried to the door, disengaging my nanosuit as I walked out. 
 
    The girls instantly knew something was wrong. 
 
    “Harry—” Purshia began. 
 
    “Zed!” Ella yelled over her and shot her a look. 
 
    “What happened?” Val asked, and the look of concern on her beautiful brow warmed my heart. 
 
    “I was attacked by an assassin who looked like a demon,” I said, glancing around. “Come on, let’s get up to our room.” 
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    I peeled my shirt off as soon as the door closed behind me, and to my surprise, there wasn’t so much as a scar. “Holy shit, was that you Jules?” 
 
    “It was the nanobots. Didn’t you ever use hyper-healing in the arena?” 
 
    “Were you injured?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “That fucker stabbed me in the gut, but it’s okay now.” My voice cracked a little. Getting stabbed will do that to you. “Jules, are there any other life-forms nearby?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Didn’t you pick up the demon dude on your scanners?” 
 
    “Yes, but I had no way of knowing he would attack you. I can’t find him on the ship.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he isn’t here,” said Ella. 
 
    “If he was, I would see him. No one can hide from my scanners.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” I asked. 
 
    “One-hundred percent.” 
 
    “Then he must have beamed off the ship somehow.” 
 
    “Do you think he works for the grays?” Val asked. 
 
    “The assassin was a bounty hunter,” said Jules. “I’ve run his biological markers through the system. He was a Satrian named Vermisher.” 
 
    “How the hell did he find us?” I asked. “And how did he know who I was?” 
 
    “He must have received your biological markers from the grays.” 
 
    “I thought Orcag took care of that shit!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Harry. I advise you to infiltrate the vault, acquire the artifact, and get out of there as soon as possible.” 
 
    “You want me sneaking around in the dude’s vault in the middle of the day?” 
 
    “You are in space. There is no daytime or nighttime.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. Malagag wants to have dinner with us tonight, and he could send for us at any moment. Orcag is just going to have to be patient.” 
 
    “One of us should stay behind and try to get into the vault,” said Ella. “The rest of us will keep Malagag busy.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering?” Val asked. 
 
    “I should do it,” said Purshia. “I’m the smallest and the most graceful.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. 
 
    “Why not?” Purshia frowned. “You don’t think I can do it?” 
 
    “I just don’t think we should split up.” 
 
    “It is a good plan,” said Jules. “I can direct Purshia to the vault while the rest of you distract Malagag.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door. I hurried over and tapped the screen. It was one of Malagag’s thugs. “Yes?” I said into the speaker. 
 
    “Malagag would like you to join him for dinner at the Stardust.” 
 
    “Okay, give us a minute.” I returned to the girls, turning things over in my head. I didn’t like leaving Purshia to sneak around Malagag’s quarters, but neither did I like the idea of assassinating some warlord. We needed to get the job done and then blow this hotdog stand. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Ella asked. 
 
    “We’ll go with your idea.” 
 
    “Yay!” Purshia cheered and clapped. 
 
    “You be careful,” I said. “Watch your back, and if things get hairy, get the hell out of there. We’ll give you a few hours.” 
 
    “You can count on me.” She kissed my cheek and danced in a circle. 
 
    Ten minutes later Ella, Val, and I met with Malagag and his wife at the Stardust, which was basically a restaurant inside a glass bubble situated on one side of the ship. The view was spectacular, and it took a minute to get used to walking across the invisible floor as the universe sped by. I didn’t know how fast the ship was going, but it had to be warp speed or something, because the closest stars streaked by like comets with endless tails. 
 
    “Harry, Val, Ella.” Malagag stood to greet us. “Where is the beautiful Purshia?” 
 
    “She isn’t feeling well,” I said. “Too much sun this afternoon, I think.” 
 
    “She ate a couple of fish in the shallows that might not have agreed with her.” Ella laughed and put a hand on Malagag’s chest. “That crazy furball is always trying to taste everything.” 
 
    “Should I sent a medibot?” he asked, concerned. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I assured him. “She just needs to rest.” 
 
    We sat at a circular table with the best view in the house, and two servants poured drinks. 
 
    “This is twenty-year-old Argellian wine.” Malagag lifted his glass and swirled it, inspecting it against the light. Then he closed his eyes and his tongue darted out and waggled back and forth. 
 
    I did my best wine snob impression, holding it up to the light, sniffing deeply—hell, I even had the urge to put it up to my ear and listen to it just to seem legit. “What should we drink to?” 
 
    Malagag and his wife raised their glasses as well, and he considered my question for a moment. “To destiny,” he said at length. 
 
    “To destiny,” we repeated. 
 
    “Mm, this is good!” Val said sensuously. 
 
    “Only the best for my honored guests,” he said, eyes locked on her deep cleavage. 
 
    I leaned in conspiratorially. “You greeted us by our real names.” 
 
    “Yes.” He looked me up and down, then waved me off. “There is no need for you to hide your identities any longer. As long as we are working together, you have nothing to fear.” 
 
    “Harry was attacked by an assassin in the lavatory,” Ella informed him. 
 
    “What? Why didn’t you mention this sooner?” 
 
    “It happened less than an hour ago,” I said. 
 
    “That will not do. Can you describe the assailant?” 
 
    I told him what the demon looked like, but I didn’t mention how I knew he was no longer on the ship. 
 
    “Boracker!” Malagag yelled. 
 
    A short, stalky being with gray skin and two heads moved closer, and boy was he an ugly son of a bitch. “Sir?” 
 
    “I want a full sweep of the ship. Find the Satrian, and I want the phase shield inspected. No one should have been able to beam on or off this ship.” 
 
    You hear that, Jules? 
 
    I’ve informed Purshia of the development. 
 
    Is she in the vault yet? 
 
    No. I will keep you updated. 
 
    Boracker went off to do his master’s bidding, and Malagag shook his head and glowered. 
 
    “My deepest apologies, Mr. Warwick. I don’t know how a Satrian got on the ship, but rest assured you will have no more trouble while you are my guests.” 
 
    “Aren’t you concerned the grays know where we are?” I asked. 
 
    “That depends. Have you made a decision regarding my offer?” 
 
    “I don’t like to make big decisions on an empty stomach.” 
 
    He grinned. “Smart man.” 
 
    “Hey, any chance you’ve got a food replicator that can make an American cheeseburger?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, and my heart leapt. “But I have asked the chef to prepare something special, if it is all the same to you.” 
 
    Damn! “I’m sure whatever you have in mind will be excellent.” 
 
    “Fresh caught red singer from the Tarlack ocean.” 
 
    “Sounds delicious,” said Ella. 
 
    “It is a shame Purshia could not be with us,” said Malagag’s wife. “Her kind love sea food.” 
 
    We dined on red singer, which tasted a lot like salmon. There was also black bread and vegetable sides that were surprisingly delicious. The conversation centered around our performance in the tournament, and Malagag went on and on like a fanboy about his favorite parts. 
 
    “When you caught that drogan with your grappling hook, I thought it would rip your arm off.” He laughed as he recalled my insane antics. 
 
    “Now that I think of it, that was pretty crazy,” I admitted. 
 
    “That’s what I like about you, Sheriff. You’re fearless.” 
 
    “Only maniacs are fearless.” 
 
    “Right you are, Sheriff.” He raised his drink to that and drank deeply of the exotic wine. 
 
    Any updates, Jules? I asked as I ate. 
 
    They are still scanning the ship. I told Purshia to abort. She is waiting in your room. 
 
    When the meal was done, Malagag eyed me intently. I knew what he wanted, and unfortunately I wasn’t in a place to say no. He had us in his clutches, and if I didn’t go along with killing the warlord, I knew he would find a way to make me do it anyway. 
 
    “We’ve considered your offer,” I told him. 
 
    He perked up and waited expectantly. 
 
    “We’ll do it, under one condition.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “I want a food replicator that can create an American cheeseburger.” 
 
    “You work for me, Mr. Warwick, and I’ll get you the real thing.” 
 
    I recalled the stories from Earth of cows being eviscerated en masse in fields around the world and wondered…. 
 
    “We have terms as well,” said Ella. 
 
    Malagag’s scaly brow lifted in surprise. 
 
    “We want one week to rest before we do the job on the warlord. It has been a long few weeks, and we’ve barely caught our breath.” 
 
    Smart girl. 
 
    “That is understandable,” he said. “But we are already on course for Cyriack.” 
 
    “What?” Val asked angrily. 
 
    “I knew the sheriff would say yes,” he said. 
 
    “That was presumptuous,” said Ella. 
 
    “You ladies can rest all you want, but I will need the sheriff’s special services when we arrive.” He turned to me with a look that dared me to argue. He was a salty bastard, and his mood seemed to change on a dime. Now that we’d agreed to work for him, his demeaner was slowly becoming less gracious. 
 
    “You said I could get to him because he wishes to meet me. How do you see this all going down? You just want me to pop the dude when I meet him?” 
 
    “Of course not. You will challenge him to mortal combat.” 
 
    I glanced at Ella and Val. 
 
    Here we go. 
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    Purshia was waiting for us when we returned, and she had a grave look on her face. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” I asked as she approached. 
 
    “I failed,” she said, pouting. “They were scanning the stupid ship, and I didn’t have time to get into the vault.” 
 
    “Did you cover your tracks?” 
 
    She nodded. “Next time I’ll succeed.” 
 
    We told her about the conversation at dinner, and her expression became urgent. “Oh no, Harry, you have to fight him tomorrow?” 
 
    “It looks that way, unless Jules has a better idea.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said in my ear. “Malagag has upped security and changed course. Orcag’s crew is doing their best to follow the cruise ship, but we may lose you.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean? Will we still be able to communicate with you if you lose track of the ship?” 
 
    “No, but we know where you’re headed. If there is a gap in communications, it will be reinstated quickly.” 
 
    “Then I’ve got to go through with this?” 
 
    “It appears that way,” she said solemnly 
 
    “Harry is the strongest man in the galaxy,” Val said sincerely. “He will defeat the warlord easily.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I went to the bar to pour myself a Vodskey. 
 
    “I feel terrible. If I had been successful, you wouldn’t have to fight that beast, Mox Zerrarri,” said Purshia. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I reminded her. “If that damn assassin hadn’t shown up, everything would have worked out just fine.” 
 
    “Why don’t we blast our way into the vault, grab the artifact, kill Malagag, and get out of here?” Val asked. “Why must we play these sneaky games? We have universal nanoarms. No one can stop us.” 
 
    “Despite your enhancements,” said Jules, “you cannot fight through all of Malagag’s guards. He has hundreds of drones inside the ship, and if you try to blast your way in, you will be killed.” 
 
    “Won’t the guards and drones be deployed after we sneak in and steal the artifact?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but by then you will have escaped in Malagag’s escape pod.” 
 
    “I thought he enabled some kind of shield that stops anyone from coming or going.” 
 
    “I will need some time, but I can hack into the system and turn it off.” 
 
    “Okay, Jules, you’re the super hacker genius.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Ella. “The nanobots can change our appearance, right? So why don’t you just make Harry look like Malagag? Then he can just walk into the vault and—” 
 
    “The biometric… sen… cannot… fooled,” said Jules. 
 
    “Jules, you’re breaking up.” 
 
    “… arry, stick to… plan… I’ll cont… when we’re close enough to….” 
 
    “Jules? Jules! Damnit.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re on our own,” said Val. 
 
    “We just need to sit tight until the Ardominus gets in range again.” 
 
    It had been a long day, and I had a serious case of interstellar jetlag. I took a swim in the pool, then hit the sack, which was about the last thing I should have done if I wanted rest. Purshia was so concerned about my fight against Mox Zerrarri that she clung to me like I was going to float away. 
 
    I soothed her fears by making love to her on the big bed that looked out over the vastness of space. When she came, she cried and held me tight, and I realized just how much I meant to her. Ella and Val didn’t wear their emotions on their sleeves as much as Purshia did, but I could tell that they were worried too. When I bedded each of them, the lovemaking was slow and sensual. 
 
    We passed out in each other’s arms, and despite the reality of what lay ahead of me, I slept like a baby that night. 
 
    I woke up before the girls and decided to get a workout in before the day began. While doing push-ups I realized if Jules wasn’t in range by the time I had to fight Mox Zerrarri, I’d be screwed. If he was as badass as he sounded, I was going to be hard-pressed to defeat him—even with my nanoarm. Likely he had special weapons of his own, and his race was known for their warring nature, which I figured meant he had been trained to kill since he was a wee Argellian lad. 
 
    I pushed myself to the limit for half an hour, then swam fifty laps in the pool. I didn’t want to work myself too hard, just enough to get the blood flowing. 
 
    As I floated in the water, staring at the passing stars, the lights brightened about 200 percent and a voice came over the PA. 
 
    “Attention! Attention! Hostile ships approaching. Quickly but calmly return to your rooms and await instructions.” 
 
    No sooner had the robotic voice finished the announcement than a huge ship the shape of a boomerang rose into view mere inches from the glass wall I was floating next to. Two huge guns unfolded from the ends and started to glow. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    Bap, bap, bap, bap, bap! The guns burst with laser rounds, and the window exploded. I didn’t know what the hell to do, so I did what came naturally, I dove beneath the water as it was sucked out into space. 
 
    That would have been the end of Sheriff Harry Warwick, but my nanosuit clicked into place on its own, and the next thing I knew, I was floating in the grand expanse of space. 
 
    Whatever propelled Malagag’s ship must have had a bubble-shaped gravity well, because rather than be left a million miles behind as the ships continued on, I floated among them as the stars streaked by. 
 
    I remembered the jetpack I’d seen on my interface and tapped on it. I felt a shift of weight on my back, and words appeared on my interface. 
 
      
 
    You have selected Hyper Jetpack. 
 
    Control manually or through your nanolink. 
 
      
 
    I selected nanolink as the ship that had blasted me out of the pool turned to take aim at me again. Five other ships were in the vicinity, some blasting away at Malagag’s ship, others speeding toward me. 
 
    Then I saw something that made me grin. My three women were flying toward me in nanosuits. 
 
      
 
    Nanolink engaged. 
 
    This is your default setting. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah yeah, tell me how to control the fucking thing!” 
 
      
 
    Control mentally. 
 
      
 
    I imagined myself speeding to the right, and to my surprise, the jetpack shot me in that direction. 
 
    Controlling a jetpack by thought might sound easy enough, but trust me, it’s a real son of a bitch to stay focused and not think opposing thoughts. Luckily I’d had some practice using such devices, and I managed to keep it steady enough. 
 
    “Harry! Are you all right?” Purshia said through small speakers in my helmet. 
 
    “I’m fine. Anyone hurt?” 
 
    “We’re okay,” said Val. 
 
    “Look out!” Ella warned. 
 
    The V-shaped fighter craft fired again, and I did a barrel-roll to get out of the way and joined the girls as they flew in a circle to the back of the craft. 
 
    “Let’s see how that ship’s hull stands up to our laser swords!” I said and sped toward the craft. 
 
      
 
    While Nanosuit is enabled, you can select a left-hand nanoweapon. 
 
    Would you like to select one now? 
 
      
 
    Well hell, yeah! 
 
    “Enable left-hand nanoshield!” 
 
    A blue nanoshield burst from the back of my left wrist, and it came up just in time. Rear gunnery stations popped up out of the back of the fighter as we raced after it, and the barrels flashed laser rounds. I flew behind my shield, urging my jetpack to go faster as the lasers rounds ricocheted off it. 
 
    It shot me forward at breakneck speed, and I swung at the turret as I passed. My laser sword sliced right through it, and I continued along the hull, slicing through it as I sped past. 
 
    I turned and watched Ella, Val, and Purshia fly past. They sliced through the ship as well, and although we were like sparrows attacking an eagle, we did enough damage to send it off course. 
 
    The fighter spun out of control like a broken boomerang, then it hit the boundary of the gravity well and disappeared. 
 
    The other fighters turned their attention to us, but luckily we were small targets and could maneuver much faster. I led the women around and behind one of them as it tried to intercept, enabled my grappling hook, and fired. 
 
    The hook attached itself to the cockpit, and I quickly adjusted my course and reeled myself in. When my boots touched the glass bubble of the cockpit, a demonic black face stared at me in utter astonishment. 
 
    I switched my left-hand shield to a laser sword while I held onto the grappling hook cable with my other hand, then sliced through the glass bubble, yanked the pilot out, and pitched him into space. 
 
    Val launched a nanobomb at him, and he exploded into a million pieces of bloody pulp. 
 
    Red hot bullets streaked by me, missing me by inches, and I returned fire on the two fighters maneuvering around us. I selected my own nanobomb launcher and took aim at the closest. When the targeting system flashed green, I released the bomb. It shot out of the big barrel on the back of my hand and streaked toward the approaching ship like a heat-seeking missile. The turret gunners succeeded in blowing it up, but I had already launched three more. 
 
    Ella and Purshia attacked the other ship, and Val and I sped toward my target. 
 
    I switched to my laser sword and hacked the shit out of the left wing turrets. Val reached the cockpit and fired about a hundred rounds into it, and the ship veered off listlessly and disappeared behind the invisible barrier of the gravity well. 
 
    I turned my attention to the last craft in time to see it explode and disappear with the rest. 
 
    “Back to the ship!” I urged the girls, and we sped toward Malagag’s cruiser. 
 
    Bay doors opened in the back of the ship, and we flew through an energy shield and landed before a small army of silver craft as big as four-wheelers, which I presumed were fighter drones, given their aerodynamic design. 
 
    “What the fuck, Malagag?” I said as my visor slid open. “You had a bunch of fighter drones all along?” 
 
    He stood behind them, looking amused. “I had them ready in case you failed, but I must admit, that was an impressive show.” 
 
    “We just saved your ass,” said Ella. “How can you offer asylum and safety if you can’t even keep us from being blasted out the fucking window?” 
 
    She’d picked up the f-bomb from me, and boy did she know how to use it. 
 
    “And how did they know which room we were in?” I asked. “That fighter came right to our window and opened fire.” 
 
    “It seems the grays know your location.” Malagag strode through the drones and stood before me, and I wanted to slap the smirk right off his reptilian face. “Perhaps it was the assassin who attacked you in the bathroom who gave them your location.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question. How did he know what fucking room we were in?” I said, to which he only shrugged. “You’ve got a rat on this ship.” 
 
    “You realize you’re the most wanted creatures in the galaxy?” His condescending tone made me want to bitch-slap him, but he had a point. “Not only did you escape the grays, but you have the most advanced nanotech in existence coursing through your veins. In addition, those nanoarms of yours are each worth more than my tropical moon. Sheriff, you’ve got every bounty hunter, military leader, law enforcement officer, and space pirate in the galaxy after you.” 
 
    “We’re well aware of that,” I said, a little uneasy that he had mentioned space pirates. 
 
    He looked over my nanosuit knowingly. “I don’t remember seeing this variation of nanoarm tech in the arena. Last I knew, you have to switch out your nanoarms because they contained only one weapon each.” 
 
    Shit! 
 
    “Where did you get the upgrades?” His tone changed dramatically. Gone was the faux-friendly air, and in its place was malice and disdain. 
 
    “We took them from the grays when we escaped the arena.” I glanced at the fighter drones. They were currently inactive, hunched over and curled into themselves, but if Malagag activated them, we’d be in for a hell of a fight. 
 
    “Oh, did you? I must have missed that part of the highlight reel.” His smile returned, and he took a step closer, utterly unafraid. His slippery little forked tongue darted out and tasted the air, and his reptilian eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What are you getting at?” I asked. 
 
    “As they say on your planet, Sheriff, cut the shit.” 
 
    “Like I said, we picked up the new nanoarms when we escaped the arena. We were running low on fuel, so we landed on your planet to refuel. When we learned that your cruise ship was departing soon, we decided to board.” 
 
    He dripped with sarcasm as he watched me lie my ass off. “The alias Lord Zed, and the shell companies from which your funds were withdrawn—who owns those?” 
 
    “I do,” said Ella. “I’m a princess. You’re aware of that, are you not?” 
 
    “What I am aware of, doll, is that you four stink of lies and fear.” 
 
    The drones suddenly came to life. They rose to stand seven feet tall, and four arms unfolded with a glowing gun barrel at the end of each. 
 
    Ella, Purshia, and Val produced laser guns and aimed them at Malagag, but I held up a staying hand. We wouldn’t survive a shootout with a hundred drones, and for some reason the reptilian bastard didn’t even seem to notice the guns aimed at him. 
 
    “Let’s take it easy,” I told them all. 
 
    “I’ve looked into your alias, Mr. Warwick. Lord Zed of course does not exist, but the money has to come from somewhere. After a little digging, I discovered the various shell companies entangled with your alias are owned by an old friend of mine, none other than the pirate Captain Orcag.” 
 
    I had two options: either start shooting and hope for the best or come clean and try to use Malagag’s obvious contempt for Orcag to my advantage. 
 
    “Orcag intercepted us a few days after we escaped the arena,” I admitted. 
 
    “Go on,” urged Malagag. 
 
    “He won the grays’ galactic arena games once, as I’m sure you know. He’s the one who gave us the enhanced nanoarms.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He wanted us to rob your gambling house and take you out.” 
 
    “Really?” Malagag seemed genuinely surprised. “Why did you go along with it? What does he have on you?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to tell him that Orcag could make us do whatever he wanted through the nanobots in our systems, but that forked tongue of his seemed to be able to taste deception, so I had to tread carefully. “He offered the same thing you did, asylum, protection, and money.” 
 
    “If that is true, then it stands to reason that your loyalty is up for grabs to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said evenly. 
 
    “Then let me present my bid.” He snapped a finger, and hundreds of red laser dots covered Ella, Purshia, and Val. 
 
    “Harry?” Ella said nervously. 
 
    I pointed my laser gun at Malagag’s head and grinned. “You like American pop culture. Ever heard of a Mexican standoff?” 
 
    Malagag took the bluster right out of my sails when he flickered with the tell-tale signature of a hologram, then disappeared. 
 
    A light came on at the other end of the hanger, and I saw the bastard smirking at me from the other side of a crackling energy shield. “What’s it going to be, Sheriff? Your pride or your precious women’s lives?” 
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    Harry, we’re in range. What’s happening? 
 
    This isn’t a good time, Jules. 
 
    Malagag has discovered your deception, she said, aghast. 
 
    What gave you that idea? 
 
    What does he want? 
 
    “Sheriff?” said Malagag. 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you want, but only if you let the women go.” 
 
    “Fuck that, Harry,” Ella growled. “We’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Feisty.” Malagag’s laughter echoed through the landing bay. 
 
    “Well?” I asked the reptilian prick. 
 
    “No,” he said bluntly. “They will remain where they are, and the drones will remain where they are until you have killed Mox Zerrarri.” 
 
    “And after that?” 
 
    “You will have a chance to earn my trust by killing Orcag.” 
 
    Little did he know that we couldn’t move against Orcag while he had control over our nanobots. Only Jules could help us there, but first she wanted the artifact. 
 
    “Looks like I don’t have any other options.” 
 
    “We can fight. That’s an option,” said Val, and I fell in love with her a little more. 
 
    Three circular energy shields burst into existence around the women. Val tried to cut through it with her laser sword, only to be repelled by a bolt of electricity. 
 
    “No,” said Malagag. “You cannot fight your way out of this one. Brains beats brawn every time.” 
 
    Jules, can you hack into the system and release them? 
 
    I can, but it will take a while. 
 
    How long is a while? 
 
    Three or four hours, depending on the firewalls they have in place. 
 
    Tell Orcag our cover is blown and start hacking so you can free the girls. Malagag has us dead to rights, and the only way we’re going to make it out of here with the artifact is if Orcag attacks. 
 
    “Okay, Malagag,” I said and lowered my weapon. “I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t hurt them.” 
 
    “That, Sheriff, will depend entirely on you.” 
 
    One hour later, Malagag’s cruise ship settled into orbit around Cyriack, and I was loaded onto a transport ship like Hannibal Lector. I’d agreed to be tied up since Mox Zerrarri was under the presumption that Malagag had captured me. 
 
    Three other ships flew down to the planet, full of high-rollers eager to bet on the outcome of the fight, and I wondered what the odds were against me. I wasn’t surprised when we landed next to a massive arena. What did surprise me was that it was packed with giants. I couldn’t make out much more about them due to the distance, but they were humanoid, ripped like an army of body-builders, and about twice the size of humans. 
 
    After the ships landed, I was led out of the holding cell of the transport ship onto a floating circular platform. Glowing chains wrapped my arms tight to my sides, and a mask covered my face. Through small slits I beheld the massive coliseum. It reminded me a lot of the one in Rome, except this one was covered in big bones from top to bottom. I didn’t know how many creatures had lost their lives to create such a macabre exterior, but it must have been in the thousands. 
 
    The pounding of big drums and thunder of stomping feet greeted me as I was led through a tunnel and into the center of the arena. The sunlight was bright as hell, and I squinted against it, but I could see the bloodthirsty crowd was on their feet. 
 
    My heart sank when I realized these giant creatures were Argellians. If Mox was as big as those bastards, I was going to have my work cut out for me. Not only were they tall and well-muscled, but their broad foreheads and close-set eyes gave them a Neanderthal look. Their big heads were as thick as cinder blocks, and their huge hands looked like they could crush a fragile human skull like a soda can. 
 
    I hope you’ve got a nice nanobot cocktail ready for me, Jules. 
 
    I’m sorry I got you into this situation. 
 
    It’s all good. Just help me get out of it. How’s hacking Malagag’s ship coming along? 
 
    I’m working on it. 
 
    Malagag walked around me, chortling. He appeared semi-translucent in the bright sunshine, and I realized I was looking at a hologram. A little pod projected from beneath his feet. All the attendees must be holograms as well, watching from the safety of the cruise ship orbiting high above. 
 
    “Over my right shoulder you will see Mox high in the decorated booth,” said Malagag. 
 
    I took a look at the Argellian and wished I hadn’t. He looked like a damn killer if I’ve ever seen one. “What are the odds against me?” 
 
    “Ten to one.” 
 
    “Put me down for the billion.” 
 
    “For or against?” he said with a sneer. 
 
    “For.” 
 
    “Before you get too cocky, realize this: you will have to prove yourself before you are honored with the chance to battle Mox.” 
 
    “Prove myself? I thought I already did.” 
 
    “Against the other aliens in the arena, perhaps, but not to the Argellians. Make a show of it, Sheriff, and if you die, do so valiantly. And don’t worry about your wives. If anything happens to you, I’ll make sure they are taken care of.” 
 
    I wanted to pull his flicking little tongue out of his ugly face, but I kept my cool and saved it for the arena. 
 
    Malagag turned away and his hologram grew to fifty feet tall as he strode toward Mox’s booth. The Argellian warlord remained seated, his thick black unibrow set in a scowl. His massive jaw was set in what looked like a silent growl. 
 
    “Greetings, Warlord Zerrarri. I have come to you today with a truly unique gift.” Malagag turned a circle with his arms raised high, then pointed a long finger at me. “Behold the Terran Sheriff, the leader of Team Warwick, champion of the arena, the infamous galactic fugitive, Harry Warwick!” 
 
    The chains holding me fell to the ground, and the mask disintegrated. I blocked the sun from my eyes and walked a few steps forward. 
 
    “This is the legendary Warwick?” Mox asked with infectious amusement. He stood and walked toward the edge of the booth, animatedly squinting at me like I was hard to see. “This tiny creature thwarted the grays?” 
 
    Mox laughed, and thousands of his tribesmen joined in. The thunderous laughter sounded like a chorus of guffawing Andre the Giant clones. 
 
    Jules, can you enhance my voice for a minute? 
 
    Done, she replied. 
 
    “I will kill all of you!” I bellowed, and my voice was like that of a god. It echoed through the coliseum, silencing the laughter immediately. 
 
    A few Argellians nodded their approval, and some even clapped or howled back at me. Mox, however, was not impressed. 
 
    “Let’s see if your bite is as strong as your bark,” he said, playing to the crowd. Their excitement rose. “Release the gorgex!” 
 
    Oh no, Jules groaned in my ear. 
 
    What do you mean, oh no? What the hell is a— 
 
    There was a metallic screech behind me, followed by a ground-shaking roar. I turned to see a forty-foot-tall gate opening, and a moment later a giant centipede scurried out of the darkness and into the coliseum. 
 
    An alien centipede the size of a train is one thing, but add to that ten-foot-long pincers and a laser gun attached to the ugly head, and you’ve got yourself a bona fide fucking nightmare. 
 
    The crowd roared as the gorgex chased me, multiple legs moving in a blur. A moment later an energy dome erupted from the edges of the arena and locked me in with the beast. 
 
    “Nanosuit!” I barked. It clicked into place, and I selected laser gun for my right hand and an energy shield for my left. 
 
    The gorgex was startlingly fast for its size, and it nearly squashed me with its massive head as it struck with those sharp pincers. I dove to one side, and the ground where I’d been exploded. The thrusters on my back responded to my mental command, and I shot into the air. I opened fire on the creature as it cut a long swath with the laser gun attached to its head. It hit my shield and sparks flew. I focused on the laser gun and blasted it with my own. My bullets left a long line of green ooze on the gorgex’s side and hit the mounted gun, disabling it. 
 
    I continued to fire, riddling the body with laser rounds. The beast crouched low, then thousands of spikes protruded from its body, leaving it looking like a long pincushion. I didn’t like the look of that at all, so I flew as high as the energy dome allowed and tried to cover myself with my nanoshield. 
 
    The spikes shot out of the gorgex’s body, flying in every direction. They bounced off my shield and battered the energy dome. 
 
    I flew around the arena as the gorgex roared and continued launching spikes at me. The bullets weren’t doing enough damage, so I switched out the laser gun for a nanobomb launcher. I took careful aim at the creature and fired as I sped by. 
 
    To the delight of the crowd, the gorgex spun with surprising agility and batted the nanobomb away with its tail. It flew toward me and exploded less than twenty feet away, knocking me into the energy dome and leaving me shaken on the ground. 
 
    “Get up, Harry!” Malagag warned. 
 
    I rolled over. The gorgex rose above me, intent on squashing me like a bug. I frantically called upon a nanoarm ability I hadn’t yet used and pointed my gravity reversal gun at the beast. 
 
    When I pulled the trigger, a ring of pulsing energy issued from the barrel and hit the gorgex as it descended upon me. The screaming creature was yanked into the air and slammed against the energy dome. 
 
    I switched to flame thrower, and a long barrel grew out of the back of my right hand. The gorgex roared as it tried to climb down the sides of the dome, but it couldn’t get a foothold. I did a flyby and bathed the creature in white hot flames. The crowd cheered and chanted for me to finish it off. 
 
    I switched to my laser sword, sped by the beast again, and gutted it like a fish. 
 
    Another blast from the gravity reversal gun made the dying gorgex fall to the ground from nearly one hundred feet up, and when it landed, its innards exploded outward. 
 
    “How do you like me now?” I roared, arms wide and eyes locked on the warlord. 
 
    The crowd grunted and growled their approval, and the stomping of a thousand giant feet shook the arena. 
 
    Mox stood and raised his arms. The crowd fell silent, and I waited for the next challenge. 
 
    “Release the crendor!” 
 
    The Argellians cheered and eagerly looked toward the big gates at the rear of the arena. I rose into the air, holding my shield in front of me and my gun at the ready, determined to put the next opponent down quickly. 
 
    The creature that emerged from the gate next looked like a whale with legs. Its mouth was gigantic, and it had so many rows of razor sharp teeth, I couldn’t count them. 
 
    I fired as soon as the thing lumbered out of the gate, and the laser rounds hit with a satisfying splat. I thought I had the sluggish monster right where I wanted it, but then an impossibly long tongue shot out of the gaping maw and wrapped itself around my waist. 
 
    It yanked me toward it so hard that had I not been wearing the nanosuit, I’m sure my back would have snapped like a dry twig. I fired and screamed in defiance as I was pulled toward the gaping maw. I barely missed the teeth as the jaw closed, and I found myself in darkness. The beast swallowed me whole, and I was squeezed down its throat into its acidic stomach. 
 
    Luckily the nanosuit held up against the creature’s stomach acid, but I didn’t know how long that would last. In desperation I summoned my laser sword and hacked away at anything I could reach. Sunlight poked through a hole in the crendor’s stomach, and I punched the sword through again and ripped downward with all my might. 
 
    The crowd had been cheering my death, but at my unexpected reappearance, they gasped and fell silent. 
 
    I enabled my jetpack and flew out of the crendor’s guts, then spun and shot a nanobomb into the gaping wound. 
 
    The creature screamed like a stuck pig, and it tried to swipe me as I sped away. A moment later the bomb went off, and the crendor exploded like a gore-filled pinata. 
 
    The crowd erupted with bestial cries and stomping feet, and some even chanted my name. I raised my arms and slammed the laser sword into the energy dome. Sparks showered me like fireworks. 
 
    “Who’s the fucking man!?” I asked and cupped a hand behind my ear like the legendary Hulk Hogan. 
 
    “Warwick! Warwick! Warwick!” 
 
    Mox raised a hand and growled, his voice echoing through the arena. The crowd fell silent. He sneered at me, but beside him, Malagag’s hologram was smiling. The reptilian offered me an approving nod. 
 
    I pointed at Mox. “I want you!” 
 
    The crowd reacted to the challenge with utter delight and looked to their leader in anticipation. 
 
    “You have proven yourself worthy against beasts, Warwick,” Mox said in a condescending tone. “But before you enjoy the honor of dying by my hand, you must prove yourself against my Argellian warriors!” 
 
    Horns blared somewhere in the arena, and heavy war drums took up a steady beat. Four gates opened, and from them emerged four giant Argellians. 
 
    I sized up the competition as they drew closer. These dudes were at least twelve feet tall, with corded muscles that rippled with every movement. They wore scant metal armor, but they carried massive weapons and huge energy shields. Their weapons ranged from glowing blades to big-ass guns, and as I floated above the arena, two of the warriors opened fire. 
 
    I urged my jetpack into action and sped around the perimeter of the energy dome. Behind me, heavy bullets slammed into the shield and ricocheted with a metallic whine. A laser beam sizzled across the dome in front of me, and I barrel-rolled out of the way, barely avoiding being cut in two. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the suit could withstand the laser, and I wasn’t in the mood to find out. I leveled out and flew across the arena, dodging more bullets and laser beams, and enabled my bomb launcher. I fired at the closest Argellian, a tall son of a bitch with arms as thick as a five-gallon pail. The bomb exploded against his energy shield, but to my dismay, he remained safe behind it. 
 
    Bullets thudded against my shield, and I felt the weight of them in the impact. I returned fire, aiming at another Argellian, but it was no use trying to get a shot around their massive shields. I was going to have to get up close and personal. 
 
    My hearth thudded and my focus was razor sharp, thanks to the nanobot bonuses Jules had enabled. My strength and stamina had doubled as well, but I would still be hard pressed to kill the giant bastards. 
 
    I targeted the biggest Argellian first, knowing the sight of his demise would probably shake his comrades’ confidence. The crowd was cheering for their champions, and if I could get them on my side again, that also would help to weaken the warriors’ spirits. 
 
    My opponent was at least a head taller than his buddies, and he was an ugly son of a bitch who looked like Sloth from The Goonies, with his crooked face and offset eyes. His mouth opened wide enough to bite my head off, and a thick row of sharp teeth looked like they could do the job. 
 
    He carried a sword that was about ten feet long and crackling with electricity. In his left hand Sloth held a massive shield, which he ducked behind before charging like a bull. 
 
    I leapt forward and shot across the arena six feet above the ground, my shield out in front. When I was within range, I willed the jetpack to give me a sudden burst of speed and corkscrewed between Sloth’s legs. He brought his shield down but too late. I sliced at his groin as I passed between his legs, then willed my laser gun into existence, spun around in the air, and unloaded on his ass. 
 
    He was already hunched over from the strike to his groin, which he cupped in his hands, blood flowing between his fingers like a broken faucet. At least a dozen of my laser rounds hit him in the ass, and one of his legs blew off completely. He fell face first in the dirt. 
 
    Bullets hit my shield and sprayed across my right shoulder, and while it hurt like hell, they didn’t penetrate my nanoarmor. I sped toward my attacker as the other two Argellians chased after me across the arena. The crowd was still cheering on their champions but with less fervor than before. 
 
    My shield stopped a barrage of bullets as I launched myself at the second Argellian. I knew I had to take him out before his buddies had a chance to block me in. I mentally called up the gravity reversal gun in my right hand. For my strategy to work, I needed to change out the shield on my left, but I needed to do it quickly. 
 
    When my shield disappeared, I was about twenty feet from the second warrior. He instantly brought his gun out from behind the shield when he saw me drop mine, but I fired my gravity gun at his shield, and it flew upward about two feet before the dude got control of it. 
 
    That’s all I needed. 
 
    I fired at his feet and ankles, completely severing one foot and turning the other to pulp. He howled like an injured grizzly bear, but to his credit, he remained upright and managed to clip me with his long sword as I went by. 
 
    The impact threw me off course, and I slammed into the ground hard enough to rattle my brain, despite the nanosuit I wore. Armor is great, but it doesn’t do much to stop your innards from rattling around inside your body. I had the presence of mind to bring my shield up again, then I switched out the gun for the bomb launcher. 
 
    I fired at my footless foe, and he was consumed by a ball of fire. 
 
    The third warrior barreled toward me. I tried to fly away, but he was faster than he looked, and his massive sword came in from the right like a falling tree. When it slammed into my energy shield, sparks flew, and so did I. 
 
    I hit the ground, rolled three times, and popped up into shooting stance. The fourth warrior came at me from the right, unloading his giant cannon on me. I jumped into the air and flew away before I got a chance to shoot the third. They both shook their fists at me as I flew to the other side of the arena and landed shakily. 
 
    “Stand and fight like an Argellian!” one of them yelled from across the arena. 
 
    I was sucking wind, and I didn’t know why, and my heart was hammering so hard, it hurt. 
 
    Jules, I feel like shit. What’s going on? 
 
    Sorry, Harry. I may have pushed you too hard with the nanobots. 
 
    I swooned, and the crowd laughed. My vision blurred, and the two figures walking toward me became foggy. 
 
    Jules? 
 
    That should do it. 
 
    I instantly felt better, but I was still pushing myself. The alternative was being torn in two by giants, however, so I ground my teeth and fought to clear my mind. 
 
    Then I remembered the mind control dart. 
 
    I changed out my right hand weapon and targeted the warrior on my right. The problem was going to be getting around that big shield, but I quickly formulated a plan for that. These guys were proud warriors, maybe too proud, and I intended to exploit that. 
 
    I disengaged my shield and summoned the flame thrower. “Two against one. Boy, you two are real tough guys, aren’t you?” 
 
    They glanced at each other and frowned. 
 
    “Why don’t you fight like men and stop hiding behind those shields?” 
 
    They pursed their big lips and considered me for a moment. 
 
    I spread my arms. “What? I’ve dropped mine. You two afraid to fight without yours?” I laughed and looked at the crowd. A few Argellians laughed with me. 
 
    Their brows furled, and with a snarl the one on the right threw down his shield. “I’m not afraid of you, puny hu—” 
 
    I shot him in the neck with a mind control dart, and a moment later I was in control. “Kill him!” I screamed, and the Argellian spun around and buried his sword in his comrade’s back. 
 
    The onlookers lost their minds. Some cried out in surprise, others booed, but most of them cheered. 
 
    The Argellian looked at his dead buddy and then glared at me. He growled with impotent rage, and I raised my laser gun and blew his head off. 
 
    I turned toward Mox’s booth. “Come get some!” 
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    The energy dome winked out and the full roar of the crowd reached my ears. They chanted my name at the top of their bestial lungs, and the thunder of stomping feet shook the arena. 
 
    Malagag clapped with the crowd, and the warlord scowled at him threateningly. 
 
    “A true warrior, no?” said the slippery reptilian. 
 
    “You have passed the test,” Mox said to me grudgingly. “Now you shall be awarded an honorable death.” 
 
    He leaped over the edge of the booth, dropped about forty feet, and landed on the sand twenty feet away from me in a superhero crouch. When I saw his true stature, I was awed and more than a little concerned.  
 
    The dude was a monster. At least thirteen feet tall, he looked like he could crush my nanosuit like a tin can. He had big tusks, big green eyes, and grayish-green skin. His nose was wide and proud, with nostrils like a gorilla. He carried no weapons or armor, and the only thing he wore was a leather kilt with metallic lappets. 
 
    “We shall fight like the Argellians of old, with only our bare hands,” he said to the crowd, and they rejoiced. 
 
    Me, on the other hand, just about shit my pants. “Say what?” 
 
    “No weapons, no armor. That is the old way,” he said with demonic grin. 
 
    “Can I get a word with my coach?” I asked. 
 
    He scowled questioningly. 
 
    “Malagag.” I gestured to him. Mind if I have a word with him first?.” 
 
    “Make it quick,” he said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    Mox strode around the arena, flexing for his people, and they loved every minute of it. Malagag joined me on the sand, his hologram flickering in the bright sunlight. 
 
    “Why are you stalling?” he asked as if annoyed. 
 
    “You didn’t say anything about me fighting this hulk with my bare hands, or should I say, bare fucking hand?” I held up my nanoarm and glared at him. 
 
    “It is unfortunate that he chose this form of battle, but he is the lord here, and if he wants bare knuckles, you need to give it to him.” 
 
    “He’s going to fold me in half like a pretzel.” I pointed at him. “Look at that son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I think the great human champion is scared,” Mox joked to his followers. 
 
    They laughed and jeered, and Malagag glared at me angrily. 
 
    I moved closer and whispered, “You want him dead, why don’t I just put a bullet in his head now, and we’ll call it a day?” 
 
    “Because if you murder him, you will never get off this planet alive, and my ship would be destroyed before it left orbit. I’ve got a lot of money riding on you, Sheriff, and let’s not forget your lovely ladies. They’re depending on you. Get in there and do your damned job!” 
 
    He left me standing there looking like a crestfallen Iron Man, and I made a mental note to make his death slow when the time came. I was in some shit, there was no doubt about it. 
 
    “Hand over your weapon,” Mox said behind me. 
 
    Jules? 
 
    I’m here. 
 
    I’m going to need a miracle to defeat this dude with one arm. 
 
    “The weapon!” Mox pressed as half a dozen gun-wielding soldiers surrounded me. 
 
    “Hold your horses, bro.” I deactivated my nanosuit and considered my metallic prosthetic. Losing it, even temporarily, was gonna hurt. I gave it a twist and removed it from the cap on my forearm. 
 
    I handed it to one of the soldiers, telling him I would be needing it back at the end of the battle. He laughed, and the rest of them followed suit. 
 
    They left us in the center of the ring, and Mox offered me a small bow. “May you fight and die well.” 
 
    “Same to you,” I croaked. 
 
    I’m boosting your, well,  everything, said Jules. 
 
    That’s probably a good idea. 
 
    A surge of adrenaline raced through my veins and left me shaking. My sight became crystal clear, and my hearing rose to a level that allowed me to hear the faintest shift in Mox’s weight, but surprisingly, louder noises weren’t deafening. My muscles filled with blood and bulged against my skin. 
 
    “May the gods determine the winner,” said Mox before kissing his fingertips and raising a hand to the heavens. 
 
    The onlookers grew silent as we took up fighting stances and slowly circled each other, sizing one another up. I had no idea how the hell I was going to beat this giant. He was three feet taller than a basketball rim, and I was going to have to soar like Michael Jordan just to get in a punch. 
 
    That wasn’t going to work. 
 
    I only had one fist, and I wouldn’t be able to do much damage with my metal-capped stump. His neck was too thick for me to put him in a chokehold, and if he got ahold of me it would be over pretty damn quick. 
 
    I needed to even the odds somehow, which meant taking one of his meaty fists out of the equation. 
 
    Mox stalked toward me and our audience roared with excitement. He was surprisingly fast, but I had a nanobot cocktail flowing through me, and my movements were not only fluid but impossibly fast. I felt like the galaxy’s quickest boxer in his prime, but I reminded myself not to get too cocky. 
 
    He struck first with a kick that would have shoved my nuts up into my mouth, but I dodged aside like a panther and punched him in the side of the knee. Despite my enhanced strength, it was like punching a bull. 
 
    He smiled, and I backed up cautiously. 
 
    Jules, I need more power. 
 
    I’ve already given you too much. Your body— 
 
    I’m going to be offline forever if I don’t beat this dude. Just do it! 
 
    I dodged another kick and the meaty fist that followed. The crowd was getting restless, and so was Mox. 
 
    “You challenge me to a fight, yet you dance instead,” he said with a growl. 
 
    “I’m right here,” I said. 
 
    He spun and tried to kick me in the chest, but I avoided the blow with ease. Another foot came for my head, and I scrambled out of the way of that attack as well. Mox roared angrily and chased me; I knew better than to stand and face him. 
 
    I Turned and ran like the fucking wind. 
 
    The crowd jeered and booed, laughed and pointed. Behind me, Mox’s big footfalls sounded startlingly close. I ran to the wall at top speed, kicked off with full force, spun, and landed a roundhouse kick to the side of his head. He staggered back, and seeing that my attack had an effect rekindled my determination. I landed in a crouch and rolled when he bent to grab me, then I kicked him as hard as I could in the knee. His leg buckled and he howled in pain, but then backhanded me in the face. 
 
    I must have spun through the air three times before landing, and when I did, it was lights out. 
 
    Harry, wake up! 
 
    My eyes shot open, and I saw Mox’s big foot coming down. 
 
    I scrambled out of the way, but Mox grabbed me by the back of the shirt and flung me at the wall. I hit like a sack of corn and slid to the ground, unable to breathe. I was pretty sure I’d broken something, maybe everything. I was in a world of hurt. 
 
    This should help, Jules said urgently. 
 
    The pain disappeared, and I felt the fizzy sensation of the healing nanobots doing their work. My vision cleared just in time to see Mox’s big mitt reach for my face. I frantically grabbed his hand and bit his fat middle finger as hard as I could, and to my surprise, my teeth snapped his bone like a fat carrot. 
 
    Mox shrieked in pain and pulled back the mutilated hand, but he left his finger behind. I spit it out in my hand and held it up. “You forget something?” 
 
    He cradled his bleeding fist and glowered at me. 
 
    “Get out of the corner!” Malagag yelled at me from somewhere in the stands. 
 
    Mox grinned, and I bolted to one side. His big foot followed me like a heat-seeking missile, and he clipped my ass, sending me flying twenty feet to land sprawled in the sand. I got up quickly and turned to face him, but he was already there. 
 
    He punched me in the face, and a tooth hit the back of my throat. When I woke up, he was holding me over his head like he was a weightlifter and I was the barbell. 
 
    The crowd chanted, “Kill, kill, kill!” 
 
    I still had his severed finger in my hand. I held it like a dagger and stabbed him in the eye as hard as I could. 
 
    Mox screamed and flung me against the wall again. I hit hard, but I didn’t feel a thing. When I tried to stand, however, I realized my ankle was broken. 
 
    Mox pulled the finger out of his eye socket, and the eyeball went with it. 
 
    The crowd took in a collective breath, but their leader seemed largely unaffected by the injury. He threw his finger and eye to the ground.  
 
    “Now you die!” he hissed. 
 
    He grabbed me by the waist with one hand and lifted me into the air. I tried to punch him in the face, but he grabbed my left arm and broke it at the forearm. I stared at my broken arm in a daze. The fucking bone was sticking out at least five inches, and I just about puked in my mouth. 
 
    “Any last words?” Mox asked and grinned. 
 
    The crowd fell silent, everyone waiting for my death. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing!” I thrust my broken bone in his remaining eye with every last ounce of strength I had left. 
 
    Mox stood there with a confused expression on his face. It was gross as hell, but I punched forward again and shoved the bone into his brain as far as I could. He took in a shocked breath, mumbled something incoherent, and fell backward like a cut tree. 
 
    I rolled off him and lay there, staring up at the blazing sun. The onlookers were still in silent shock, but a slow clap—one I assumed came from Malagag—got them going. Soon the arena echoed with thunderous applause, and the chant for Warwick filled the air. 
 
    Harry, are you okay? 
 
    No. I’m pretty fucking far from okay. Like light years. 
 
    I’m putting the nanobots to work, but you’re going to have to set the bone. 
 
    I shakily got to my knees and yelled at the Argellian soldier who had taken my golden nanoarm cylinder, “You there, give me back my damn prosthetic.” 
 
    The son of a bitch ignored me until his comrades angrily urged him to hand it over. He brought it over to me and dropped it in the sand. 
 
    “You mind twisting it onto the cap?” I asked. 
 
    He sneered and walked away, but one of the others approached me and bowed repeatedly. 
 
    “You fought well,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks, but if you want an autograph you’re going to have to give me a hand.” I laughed drunkenly and shook my dangling left arm. “Get it?” 
 
    Once the friendly Argellian twisted the cylinder onto my metal cap, I set the bone as well as I could and told Jules I was ready. 
 
    It’s going to take a few minutes. Hold it as steady as you can. 
 
    Copy that. 
 
    “That was one of the best finishes I have ever seen,” Malagag said, his hologram floating over to me. 
 
    “Wait until you see my encore,” I said, not bothering to mask the threat. 
 
    He only grinned. 
 
    How’s the hacking coming along? I asked Jules. 
 
    I need a few more minutes. 
 
    “You have done well, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Thanks, now get me the fuck out of here before these big bastards decide to avenge their chieftain.” 
 
    “They won’t. You won fairly. Now stand and bow to the crowd.” 
 
    My ankle was already healed, and I held my broken forearm carefully in my nanohand as I rose to my feet. I bowed, and they chanted my name with renewed vigor. 
 
    “There,” I said and faced Malagag. “I’ve done my part. Now you do yours.” 
 
    He offered me a nod, then winked out. I left the coliseum and the adoring fans and loaded onto the transport ship, amazed I was still alive. 
 
    Now all I had to do was free my women, kill Malagag, steal the artifact, kill Orcag, and we could fly off into the starlight. 
 
    Piece of cake, right? 
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    When the doors to the transport ship opened, I saw about fifty drones waiting for me with guns drawn. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” I asked Malagag, who was once again standing safely behind an energy shield at the end of the cargo bay. 
 
    “Insurance.” 
 
    The girls were where he had left them, and they looked relieved to see me in one piece as they stood in the tight enclosure created by the shields around them. 
 
    “Haven’t I proven myself to you by now? You’re a business man, Malagag. Let’s make a deal.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He laced his fingers and considered it. “If you wish to prove to me that you are not beholden to Orcag, bring me his head, and we shall strike a deal.” 
 
    I’m ready, Harry, Jules’s said wonderfully in my mind. 
 
    Can you do something about these drones? 
 
    Like this? she asked playfully, and a moment later, the drones powered down. 
 
    I glanced back in time to see the energy shield surrounding the girls disappear. 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea, Malagag,” I said as they joined me. 
 
    He was about fifty feet away, but I could still see his face drop. 
 
    I engaged my laser gun, and the women activated theirs, and together we stalked toward the reptilian bastard. Malagag tried to do something on the control panel, but Jules must have thwarted his efforts. He finally gave up, turned around, and disappeared. 
 
    “Keep an eye on him, Jules,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, he won’t be getting far.” 
 
    “Jules?” said Purshia. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Thank you for freeing us. I can’t wait to finally meet you once this is all over.” 
 
    “I feel the same way.” 
 
    “If you two are done flirting,” Val said dryly, “Can we finish off this scaly dreg?” 
 
    “I wasn’t flirting.” Despite her words, Purshia was blushing. 
 
    I could have asked Jules to open the door leading into the gambling house, but I wanted to get everyone’s attention, so I blew it down with a well-placed nanobomb. 
 
    We walked through the smoke like four of the baddest motherfuckers in the galaxy, and when the guests saw us coming, they lost their shit. Aliens screamed and ran away from us, but I didn’t care about them. There was a shitload of security on the ship—not only drones but armed guards—and they were my only concern. 
 
    Make sure the escape pods are functioning for the civilians, I instructed Jules. 
 
    “Sheriff, now is the time.” Orcag’s voice rang in my ear. 
 
    “We’re headed toward the artifact as we speak.” 
 
    “You might want to do it faster.” He sounded distracted. “Five Class-A ships have just come out of hyperspace.” 
 
    “The grays?” I asked and glanced at the girls with concern. 
 
    “Them, or someone working for them. Hurry up.” 
 
    “Look out!” Val blasted two armed guards as they rushed out of the elevator. 
 
    “You there, stop!” another yelled behind us. 
 
    Four more guards raced toward us from the gambling floor, firing with automatic laser guns. The rounds ripped holes in the floor and walls, and I urged the girls into the elevator and launched a nanobomb into the closest guard’s chest. He exploded into a shower of blood and bone, and I hurried into the car as the doors were closing. 
 
    “Everyone all right?” I asked as we ascended. 
 
    “No injuries to report,” said Val. 
 
    “What happened to you down there on that planet?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Shields ready.” 
 
    They summoned energy shields in their left hands and aimed at the door with their laser guns. 
 
    “I’m enhancing your speed, strength, mental focus, and agility, and for good measure, the nanobots are standing by to heal any injuries,” Jules reported to the four of us. “You’ve got to move fast!” 
 
    The doors opened, and we came face to face with over twenty of Malagag’s security guards. 
 
    “Listen to me!” I said from behind my shield. “There are a bunch of battleships approaching, and this cruiser is going to be destroyed in a matter of minutes. Get out while you can. You don’t have to die here.” 
 
    They opened fire. The walls of the elevator car were turned into Swiss cheese by the red-hot rounds. We crouched behind our shields and moved slowly into the hall. 
 
    “Cover me!” I charged right as I conjured my laser sword, and it emerged as I punched one of the hairy guards in the face. The sword burst through his head and sprayed the wall behind him. I spun and severed the head of another guard. 
 
    Bullets slapped my left shoulder, but the nanosuit stopped the rounds. The shooter’s head exploded from the girls’ cover fire, but there were still dozens of guards in the hall. They had taken up defensive positions on each side of the corridor, and some of them had their own energy shields. 
 
    “Incoming!” Val screamed and unloaded on a metal orb sailing toward us. 
 
    The thing exploded halfway between us and the guards, and I was blown back into Ella. Val charged by me, with Purshia right behind her, and the two women wreaked havoc on the guards. Ella and I joined them in their charge down the corridor, and when we finally reached Malagag’s quarters, two dozen chopped up aliens lay dead behind us. 
 
    “This door looks like a damned bank vault. Jules, can you give us a—” 
 
    The door slid open, and we braced ourselves for an attack, but none came. 
 
    “Clear!” I moved into the room and swept my gun left and right. 
 
    Val moved to the left side of the lavish room while Ella went right. I gestured to Purshia, and we marched to the far end of the room, where a hallway led into darkness. 
 
    An explosion suddenly rocked the ship, then another. 
 
    “Is that Orcag?” I asked Jules. 
 
    “It’s the enemy ships. They’re surrounding the cruiser and the Ardominus. You need to get the artifact and get the hell out of there!” 
 
    “Malagag!” I yelled into the hall. “We know you’re there somewhere. Give us the artifact, and we’ll give you safe passage out of here.” 
 
    “He’s headed toward an escape pod,” said Jules. 
 
    Val and Ella joined me and Purshia, and we raced after the reptilian bastard. 
 
    “I’m afraid this is goodbye,” Malagag said from the end of the hall. A big metal barrier rose from the floor in front of me and cut us off. Another rose behind us. We were trapped, and Malagag was getting away. Worse yet, dozens of turrets folded out of the walls and began spewing rounds. 
 
    “Shields!” I screamed, and we huddled back to back behind the safety of our energy shields. 
 
    “He’s getting away!” Jules reported. 
 
    The gunfire was so loud, I could barely hear myself think, and the rounds hit our shields steadily, pinning us down in the hall. 
 
    “Shut the goddamn turrets off!” I yelled over the gunfire. 
 
    “Systems are malfunctioning throughout the ship,” said Jules, and to accentuate the point, another explosion rocked the cruise ship. 
 
    “Does Malagag have the artifact?” 
 
    “Yes, and his escape pod is almost ready for a hyperjump. You’ve got exactly one minute, Harry. We’ll hold off the grays as long as we can, but you’ve got to get to that pod.” 
 
    I enabled my laser sword, told the girls to give me a little room, then I stabbed it into the metal floor. Plasma erupted. I cut a wide hole in the floor, and a circular piece fell into darkness. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” I yelled. 
 
    Purshia slipped into the hole first, then Ella. Laser rounds slammed into my back, and I prayed the nanosuit would hold up. 
 
    “Get in there!” I screamed at Val as she blasted turrets. 
 
    “You first. You must stop Malagag!” 
 
    I didn’t have time to argue, and although I was loath to do it, I left her in the hall and slipped into the hole. The crawlspace was tight, but Purshia and Ella were crawling toward the bulkhead. I hurried after them as fast as the confined space allowed. 
 
    “The only way out of here is through the bulkhead!” Ella called back. She enabled her laser sword. “Brace yourselves.” 
 
    Val dropped down behind me; it looked like her nanosuit had taken a beating. 
 
    “You okay?” I craned to see her face. 
 
    “A little banged up, but I’ll be fine. Why have we stopped?” 
 
    “Ella’s going to cut through the—” 
 
    My words were lost to a massive sucking sound, and we were plucked out of the crawlspace like a fly into a vacuum hose. The stuffy corridor was replaced by the vast expanse of space, and I finally got a firsthand view of the battle raging around us. 
 
    Five big V-shaped ships were zipping around Malagag’s cruiser and firing at will. A squadron of smaller craft were trying to fend them off. The Ardominus hovered in the distance, but it had gained the attention of two more enemy fighters. 
 
    Another small craft was speeding away from the battle, and had it not been for the reflection of the sun off its shiny exterior, I wouldn’t have seen it. 
 
    “Twenty seconds until the pod achieves hyperspeed,” Jules warned. 
 
    I shot toward the craft, urging every last ounce of speed from my jetpack. The girls followed closely, and we began firing at the pod. 
 
    “Careful!” Jules cried. “Do not damage the artifact. It is more important than its retrieval.” 
 
    I enabled my laser sword and raced toward the orb, intent on cutting my way through the damn thing. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” 
 
    I willed the jetpack faster, but it was maxed out. 
 
    “Five seconds!” 
 
    The escape pod was less than fifty feet away, and I saw Malagag through the circular window. He grinned at me, then the son of a bitch gave me the finger. 
 
    The craft began to glow, and I quickly enabled my grappling hook, took aim, and made contact. I reeled myself in and found a handhold, then the escape pod shot through space like the U.S.S. Enterprise. 
 
    I must have been inside the pod’s gravity well. I glanced back in search of the girls, but they must not have made it in time. Malagag stared at me in amazement through the window, and I grinned. 
 
    “Surprise, motherfucker!” I ripped my laser sword across the hull, and Malagag burst out of the two-inch-wide slit like bloody puss from a massive zit. I cut a hole in the hull and climbed inside in search of the artifact. “Jules, you still with me?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The little pod was the size of one of those Gravitron rides they have at fairs, but there was nothing in it but a circular row of seats and a navigation control module. 
 
    Thanks to the nanobots in my brain, I could read the controls. I hit the icon to take it out of hyperspace. The engine wound down, and I glanced out the window to confirm that the pod had stopped moving. The stars that had been zipping by were now stationary, and there was a green planet far in the distance. 
 
    I studied the controls and found an icon labeled Storage. I tapped on it, and a rectangular piece of wall slid outward. It was about the size of a sarcophagus, and when the front suddenly slid open, I crouched behind my shield and aimed my laser gun at it. 
 
    White fog rolled out of the compartment. I held my ground, waiting for something to spring out at me. But rather than a drone or turret gun, I saw a tall female cyborg. 
 
    “What the….” 
 
    The cyborg had metallic skin with blue accents around the joints. She had no hair, but her face was startlingly beautiful. Whoever designed her was a fan of perky tits, and I wondered if little gun barrels would emerge from her big nipples. The cyborg was completely naked, and I was surprised to see a slit between her legs. 
 
    “Did I just find the artifact or Malagag’s sex doll?” 
 
    The eyes shot open, and glowing blue orbs considered me with interest. “Hello, Harry,” the cyborg said in a familiar voice. 
 
    “Jules?” I said in astonishment. “Is that you?”  
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    I stared at the naked cyborg as she emerged from the storage unit. Her eyes fluttered like she was receiving downloaded information, then they stilled and focused on me. 
 
    “I have linked to the host,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Host? Who’s the host? Why do you sound like Jules?” 
 
    “It’s me, Harry,” she said. 
 
    “You’re the artifact?” 
 
    “My body is the artifact. I remain on the Ardominus, but that will soon change.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you remain on the Ardominus?” 
 
    “I am a Binarian, one of the last,” said the cyborg. “When Orcag and Malagag were partners, they kidnapped me. But they double-crossed each other, and one stole my brain while the other stole my body. I have not been whole in quite some time. When you released me, you enabled me to link back up with my body. But until I am returned to it, I will only have limited function.” 
 
    “I don’t know where the hell we are.” I studied the controls. “Or how to get back. Are the grays still attacking? What happened to the girls?” 
 
    “Your wives were picked up by the Ardominus.” 
 
    “Are they all right?” 
 
    “They are in a holding chamber and have been stripped of their nanoarms. I’m sorry Harry, but I had to maintain the farce and take over their bodies through the nanobots when Orcag picked them up. But I assure you, they felt no pain. I have the pod’s coordinates, and Orcag has set a course. Let’s just hope he gets to us before the grays do.” 
 
    “We’re sitting ducks in this thing.” I nervously glanced out the window. “What about that planet?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “I think we’d be better off there than floating in a tin can, waiting for the grays to find us. Is it habitable?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as you remain in your nanosuit.” 
 
    “Can you land this thing?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said and moved to the control module. 
 
    The engines fired up despite the warning of a hull breach, and we started toward the green planet. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re the artifact,” I said with a small laugh and tried not to stare at her ass. “This is nuts.” 
 
    “Nuts?” 
 
    “Crazy, extraordinary, mind-blowing.” 
 
    “I am one of the last Binarians, as I told you. My body and mind are worth more than all the money in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Did the grays create you?” 
 
    She frowned at me. “My mother created me.” 
 
    “You mean you were born?” 
 
    “I am as real as you and your wives.” She sounded a little offended. 
 
    “But, I mean, you look like a cyborg. Your skin is metal, and you have robotic joints.” 
 
    She turned from the control module. “My skin may be as strong as metal, but it is as soft as yours. Would you like to touch it?” 
 
    I stared at her beautiful chrome tits. 
 
    She touched my nanohand. It might not have been my real hand, but it reported sensations just like the real thing, and I could feel the softness of her skin. 
 
    “That’s amazing, you feel so real.” 
 
    Again she frowned. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, you are real. My bad.” 
 
    “I am as real as your women.” She stared into my eyes and put the other hand on my cheek. “I have longed to meet you in person. If it wasn’t for your need of the nanosuit right now, I would show you just how real a woman I can be.” 
 
    That gave me a chubby, and I thanked God that the nanobots knew enough to create room around my erection to allow its growth. 
 
    “Maybe when all this is over you can show me,” I replied. 
 
    She looked me up and down and grinned. “I’ve seen you with the women. I watched through your eyes as you made love to them.” 
 
    Pervert. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Did you like what you saw?” 
 
    She smirked and turned back to the control module. 
 
    We landed fifteen minutes later, and when the hatched opened, I told Jules to stay back while I enabled my nanogun and walked outside. The first thing I noticed was the green sky. We’d landed in a desert where gooey cactus-like plants grew well over fifteen feet high. I caught movement in the corner of my eye and swung my gun toward it, but it was just a mouse-like creature, rushing toward its burrow. 
 
    “All clear,” I reported. 
 
    “I knew that,” she said as she emerged. “But I knew you would have to check for yourself.” 
 
    “Stroking my ego, eh?” 
 
    “If I was going to stroke something, it wouldn’t be your ego.” 
 
    Damn, she was a horny little cyborg. 
 
    “I’m not a cyborg,” she said with an arched brow. “I told you, I am a Binarian.” 
 
    “Shit, sorry. Hey, that’s not fair. You’re still reading my thoughts.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Old habit.” 
 
    I realized then that the girls and I were at her mercy. She could control the nanobots in our bodies, and she could bring us to our knees with a thought. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from me,” she said, surveying the surroundings. “I have no intention of enslaving your minds. I’m not that kind of person.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “You wonder if you can trust me.” 
 
    “Listen, I’m not really comfortable with you hearing my thoughts.” 
 
    “My apologies, but they are hard to ignore.” 
 
    I looked at the sky, wondering when the Ardominus would get here, and if they would beat the enemy ships. 
 
    “So you’re here, but your brain is on the Ardominus?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “And your attention is here and there? That must get confusing.” 
 
    “I’m able to focus on many different things at once.” 
 
    “How is your body linked to your brain? Is it like galactic bluetooth or something?” 
 
    “Bluetooth?” 
 
    “Like radio waves.” 
 
    “Yes and no. It is more like telepathy. You understand this word?” 
 
    “I understand the translation, yes.” I glanced at the emptiness around us. “This isn’t much better than floating in space. Do your sensors pick up any structures nearby or a place we can defend if need be?” 
 
    She looked left. “That way, five miles, there is an ancient structure.” 
 
    “Then let’s get over there and hunker down. If the grays show up before Orcag and the gang, maybe we can hold them off long enough to be beamed up.” 
 
    “You will have to fly me there. My power is too low to use my thrusters.” 
 
    She suddenly hugged me around the waist and pulled me close. Our lips were inches apart, and my boner reawakened despite the visor between us. 
 
    “Hold on tight.” 
 
    “Oh, I will.” 
 
    We shot into the air, and I steered us toward an old structure which was actually a pyramid. 
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    “You recognize it?” she asked as I landed and put her down. 
 
    “Yeah, people made these on Earth thousands of years ago.” 
 
    She nodded solemnly. “The grays had them built all through the galaxy. They were once used to channel power from the fourth dimension.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? The fourth dimension?” 
 
    “You don’t know much about the grays, do you?” 
 
    “I know they’re a giant pain in my ass.” I gestured toward the pyramid. “Anything in there?” 
 
    She scanned the structure and shook her head. 
 
    “How soon until the Ardominus arrives?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “And the grays?” 
 
    “It is not actually the grays, but rather Erzocks, soldiers of fortune working for the grays. And they are not far behind Orcag.” 
 
    “Maybe we should tell them to hang back. If the Erzocks attack, the girls might be injured, not to mention your, uh, brain.” 
 
    “You would allow yourself to be captured to save them?” She sounded surprised. 
 
    “You’ve been inside my head. What do you think?” 
 
    “You are a good man, Harry Warwick.” 
 
    “I just try to do what I think is right.” 
 
    “And righteous,” she added with a smile. 
 
    “Okay.” I shook my head and laughed. “I’m serious though. Maybe we should tell them to hang back.” 
 
    “Nothing I say will stop Orcag from retrieving my vessel. Besides, the Ardominus can handle the Ezrockian fighters.” 
 
    “Why does he want your body so badly?” 
 
    “Can you blame him?” She cocked a hip and struck a sexy pose. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. She might have looked like a cyborg, but she had a hell of a personality. “Are you always such a flirt?” 
 
    “No. I guess you bring it out of me.” 
 
    “Orcag doesn’t want your body so he can… you know.” 
 
    “I hope not,” she said disgustedly, then shook out her hands like she’d touched something slimy. “He wants me because of my advanced tech.” 
 
    “Jules, if you had a birth mother, I mean a real birth mother, that means you’re an organic lifeform.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then how do you have advanced tech? Have you been implanted with it?” 
 
    “It is called evolution.” She studied me for a moment. “I apologize, but I cannot help but read that you are having trouble with the concept of an organic robot. That is the word in your mind for what I am—robot—but I am no such thing. Robotics and computers as you know them on your planet evolved from organic binary systems. The grays have introduced such advancements to all civilizations in the galaxy. They have been doing so for the last ten thousand years or so.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It is a system of control. When other races use our tech, it usually doesn’t end well, and the grays love chaos.” 
 
    I thought of World Wars I and II; video games in which humans played at killing each other; people out to dinner with their noses in their phones; and how technology was slowly turning us into a bunch of lazy limp-dicked pussies. 
 
    “Your thoughts are accurate,” she said solemnly. “The more dependent people become on technology, the more enslaved they are.” 
 
    “I’m trying to follow this, so forgive my ignorance. Are you sure your kind evolved organically? How can a creature with metallic parts, gears, processors, and whatever else you’ve got going on in there be organic? I mean, your brain is somewhere else, yet you are still alive. I don’t know of any other creature that can pull that off.” 
 
    “Binarian history goes back hundreds of thousands of years, and nothing points at us being created by anyone. Perhaps we were once like you and changed ourselves into this. There is no way of knowing. But I was not programmed by anyone, and I was not created in a factory or grown in a lab. I grew inside my mother’s womb, and my thoughts are my own.” 
 
    “That’s pretty amazing. You’re possibly the most interesting woman I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Possibly?” 
 
    “Okay, you are definitely the most interesting woman I’ve ever met.” 
 
    She grinned. “That’s better.” Her smile disappeared and she looked up. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, unable to see anything that raised alarm. 
 
    “They’re here.” She regarded me with determination. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “To face off with an octopus version of Jabba the Hut?” I laughed. “Sure, sounds like your average Tuesday in space.” 
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    The Ardominus broke through the low-hanging green clouds like a behemoth emerging from a sea of fog. It had looked large when it approached our ship, but given the contrast of the sky with the land below, I realized the true grandeur of the whale-shaped vessel. The thing even moved like it was swimming through the air, graceful despite its cumbersome appearance. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Jules?” I asked as we stood with our backs close to the pyramid and our eyes locked on the approaching vessel. 
 
    “I take over all systems when the vessel lands. We free the girls and my brain, kill Orcag and the crew, then we leave on your ship.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough.” 
 
    No sooner had I said it than a deep hum issued from the pyramid. I backed away from the monolith. “I thought you said there were no life-forms in there.” 
 
    “There aren’t.” 
 
    “Well someone turned it on.” 
 
    The humming grew louder, and the pyramid vibrated. Dirt fell down the sides, chipped bricks shed their outer layer, and soon the sides were crumbling. 
 
    I grabbed Jules’s hand, and we ran away from the structure as debris rained down the slope. When we were a safe distance away, I glanced back. What I saw made me gasp. The pyramid, which had appeared as ancient as the ones in Egypt, now shone golden in the bright sunlight. 
 
    The capstone glowed so brightly it made the sun seem dim in comparison. The way the capstone powered up toward a massive release reminded me of the Death Star right before it fired, and to my horror, a beam suddenly erupted from the top of the pyramid and flew toward the Ardominus. 
 
    The ship, about five hundred feet up, was coming in for a landing. The beam tore through it effortlessly. I watched in horror as the Ardominus was shorn in two, and the pieces fell like a lead zeppelin. 
 
    They hit the ground and kicked up a one-hundred-foot high plume of dirt and debris. Half of the ship exploded, and I prayed the girls hadn’t been inside it. 
 
    “We’ve got to get in there!” said Jules. “I can destroy the capstone, but only if I am reunited with my brain.” 
 
    “Come on!” I urged as that thick beam shot straight up into the air. 
 
    Jules hugged me around the waist, and we took to the air. I kept an eye on the beam, which tore a circular hole in the fabric of reality. V-shaped ships shot out of the newly created portal and veered toward what was left of the Ardominus. 
 
    We reached the broken back half of the ship and flew through the debris into what I thought was the hanger. The inside was a maze of twisted metal, sparking wires, and hissing hoses, but I found our ship farther in, where there was less damage. 
 
    A winged creature flew at us from the wreckage, and I almost fired as I pulled up, then I recognized the monster. “Drogy!” 
 
    The drogan performed an aerial somersault and came to hover before me. 
 
    “Where are the girls, bro?” 
 
    He made a mewling sound I didn’t like and glanced deeper into the ship. 
 
    “You’ve been through enough shit. Go on, get out of here. Fly as far away as you can. When this all blows over, I’ll come looking for you.” 
 
    He roared in protest, then sniffed at Jules. 
 
    I pushed his snout away. “Go on, get out of here, you stupid drogan! I don’t want you anymore.” 
 
    It broke my heart to do it, but he couldn’t stand up to the firepower descending upon us. 
 
    “You heard me. Get!” I pushed him again when he tried to nuzzle me. 
 
    With a pained look, he whimpered and flew away. 
 
    “I hated doing that.” I flew deeper into the broken vessel. 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Jules said sympathetically. 
 
    “Yeah, well, sometimes the right things feels shitty.” 
 
    “The hall to the right will take you to where I am being held.” 
 
    “Where are the girls?” 
 
    “First we reunite my mind with my body, then you can find your wives.” 
 
    “They might be in danger,” I protested. 
 
    “We are all in danger, and only I can destroy the capstone.” 
 
    I landed on the crooked floor, and we raced down the busted-up corridor. We came to a spot blocked by debris, and I enabled my telekinetic nanoarm ability. I hadn’t used it yet, not having had the time to practice with all its features, but now I wished I had. 
 
    It was like being a Jedi and using the force. I focused on a twisted metal beam, reached out with my hand and my will, and the beam floated into the air with ease. In this manner I cleared the hallway, and we continued through the maze of corridors. 
 
    We reached an open door and went through it, only to skid to a stop. My three beautiful woman were on their knees, and three big hairy bastards stood behind them with guns pointed at the back of their heads. Orcag stood off to the right, looking on with a wide grin. He’d stripped the girls of their nanoarms, but his own was set to nanosuit mode. He looked ridiculous, and I couldn’t help but crack a joke. 
 
    “You look like Aquaman and Iron Man’s forgotten love child.” 
 
    He held a golden box covered in glowing silver runes. “One more step, Jules, and I wipe your mind.” 
 
    She blocked my advance with her arm. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, I would, and I’ll kill these three little bitches without a second thought if either of you try anything.” 
 
    “Harry?” Purshia whimpered. 
 
    “It’s okay, babe. I’ve got you.” I regarded the captain. “It’s over, Orcag, There’s a fucking squadron of ships out there, and the grays have enabled the capstone. Any minute now we’ll all be reduced to smoldering ash.” 
 
    “Oh, it has only just begun, Sheriff.” Orcag raised the tablet he had used to control us earlier and gleefully tapped. When nothing happened he poked at the thing like a spoiled toddler trying to play with a dead iPad. 
 
    “It doesn’t work anymore,” said Jules. “I’ve had full control all along.” 
 
    He tossed it aside, and the three hairy thugs looked expectant. 
 
    “I don’t need the nanobots. I’ve got you where I want you.” He said it with less bluster. 
 
    “We can do this all day, Orcag.” I pointed at the ceiling, and the sound of enemy ships could be heard in the silence. “The only way we’re all getting out of here alive is if we work together.” 
 
    He arched a brow. “And if I start killing them, one by one?” 
 
    “You won’t do that,” said Jules. 
 
    “Oh?” He looked amused. “And why is that? You cannot control my nanobots. I took care of that long ago.” 
 
    “That is true.” She pointed at the women. “But I can control theirs.” 
 
    The women whirled and snatched the guard’s guns in a blur of motion. Then, like a team of synchronized assassins, they bent the thugs’ wrists back and shot them in the forehead with their own guns. 
 
    Orcag didn’t flinch but calmly said, “If anything happens to me, Jules dies.” 
 
    I gestured the girls over to me and moved in front of them. “You lose, Orcag. You can’t control Jules anymore. You can’t control us. But you can work with us, and maybe, just maybe, we can get out of this shitstorm in one piece.” 
 
    “And then?” he asked skeptically. “Am I supposed to believe you will let me go?” 
 
    “After we destroy the capstone and kill the gray’s fighters, you can fuck off, for all I care. Take one of your ships and do whatever you want. I’m not in the kidnapping business. Besides, I don’t need you stinking up my ship.” 
 
    “Like bad sushi!” Purshia barked. 
 
    An explosion rocked the ship and knocked everyone off balance for a moment. 
 
    “We need to get the hell out of here!” Ella warned. 
 
    “Kill him now and be done with it,” said Val. 
 
    “No one is killing anyone!” I scowled at Val. “You survived the arena, Orcag. So did we. This is what the bastards want, everyone fighting each other when we should be fighting the grays. You don’t strike me as a puppet. Fuck the grays. Let’s send the bastards a message.” 
 
    “And what message would that be?” 
 
    A line from Braveheart came to mind. “‘They may take our lives, but they will never take our freedom!’” 
 
    He seemed moved by the words, and a glimmer shone in his eyes. “How do I know you won’t kill me as soon as I free Jules’s mind?” 
 
    “We have nothing to gain from that.” Another explosion rocked the ship, and the sound of marching boots echoed from the hallway. “Goddamnit, Orcag, we don’t all have to die here.” 
 
    At length he nodded, then tossed the golden box to Jules. She caught it with an astonished breath. I waited for the captain to make a move, but he didn’t try anything. 
 
    Jules opened the box reverently and carefully pulled out a glowing orb the size of a small cantaloupe. To my amazement, her skull opened, and she placed the orb inside. After her skull reformed and locked into place, she opened her eyes and shuddered. 
 
    “The girls’ nanoarms?” I said to Orcag. 
 
    He nodded and tossed me three cylinders. I handed them out, and they attached them and enabled their nanosuits. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” I said and turned toward the hallway. 
 
    “Wait,” said Jules. 
 
    She closed her eyes and raised her right hand. I felt a tingling sensation in my brain, and a notification came up on my interface. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You now have full control of your nanobot bonuses! 
 
    Enable with a thought or verbal command. 
 
      
 
    “When I have more time, I’ll reformat your interface so you no longer see such messages in the same format you did in the arena,” said Jules. “I must warn you to be careful with the nanobots. It is easy to overload your system.” 
 
    “Increase hearing 50 percent,” I said, and every sound came to me with more clarity. “I think I’ve got this. Ladies?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Ella as she tapped on her invisible interface. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Jules,” said Purshia and hugged her. 
 
    “You people make me sick,” said Orcag. He brushed past us and moved to the hallway. A moment later he was firing, and we fell in place behind him. 
 
    The corridor was thick with dudes in battle gear. They carried some pretty impressive weaponry, and they weren’t afraid to use it. As the bullets slammed into our nanoshields, I realized they weren’t under any orders to take us alive. 
 
    We fought through the hall and back to the loading bay. Orcag held up a fist as he peered around the corner, then quickly jerked his head back as bullets banged into the wall. 
 
    “There are about a hundred of them out there,” he growled. 
 
    “We must go on the offensive,” said Val, and her nanoarm shifted into bomb launcher mode. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked everyone. 
 
    “Wait,” said Jules. “My systems are fully functional now. Let me go first.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am sure, Harry,” she said with a smile. 
 
    She moved ahead of me and turned the corner fearlessly. Bullets erupted from the loading bay, but she held up her hand and stopped them like Neo from The Matrix. Her eyes glowed red, and two laser beams shot out and swept across the room. 
 
    I dared a glance and discovered she’d wiped out half the enemy. 
 
    The rest of us charged out from the hall and took to the air. I launched a nanobomb into the center of a group of thugs. It turned them to minced meat when it went off, and I flew through the bloody mist and landed among another group of fighters. They were as tall as men, but thicker and a hell of a lot scalier. I enabled both a right- and left-hand laser sword and proceeded to chop them up like a hibachi chef. My swords severed heads and limbs, and spilled guts. A long line of dead piled up behind me, and the six of us steadily pushed the disheartened enemy back. 
 
    An explosion punched a hole in the hull to my left, and the blast took out a large group of fighters. 
 
    “This way!” I said, and we ran to the hole. 
 
    Sunlight spilled through the gap, and I peeked outside to assess the situation. 
 
    It wasn’t good. Not at all. 
 
    There were a dozen enemy fighters hovering around the Ardominus, and the capstone sill glowed brightly, ready to reduce the remains of the ship to ash. 
 
    The humming that issued from the pyramid increased in volume, and my heart sank. 
 
    “They’re going to fire that thing again,” said Orcag. “We’re as good as dead.” 
 
    “Step aside,” said Jules and placed a hand on my shoulder. She saw my concern and smiled. “As you like to say, I’ve got this.” 
 
    I offered her a respectful nod and moved out of the way. The rest of us watched with bated breath as the capstone surged with power. Had it not been for the visor on my helmet, I would have been forced to look away. 
 
    A thick beam shot out of the capstone toward us, and Jules raised a single hand. 
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    The death beam ripped through the air with a thunderous retort, but somehow Jules stopped it in midair mere inches from her outstretched hand. She screamed defiantly as untold power crashed against her invisible forcefield. She glowed like a supernova, and I thought that any moment she would explode into a million pieces. She brought her other hand up and thrust them both outward, and to my amazement, she pushed the beam back a few feet. 
 
    The pyramid hummed and vibrated so violently that the sand surrounding it floated into the air, and stones bounced around erratically, like jumping beans. Jules’s defiant scream became deafening and took on a digital tone, and she continued to push the death beam back. 
 
    Enemy ships were coming toward us, and I turned to my teammates. “With me!” I screamed over the tumult. 
 
    I blasted skyward and went straight for the closest fighter. To my surprise, Orcag passed me, looking like Super Squidward in his nanosuit, and opened fire on the ship. The girls followed close behind me, and after we made our pass with our laser swords, the ship floundered off-course. 
 
    Orcag continued on to the next fighter and crashed through the cockpit. A moment later two aliens flew out of the cockpit in pieces, and Orcag emerged with another wrapped in his slimy tentacles. 
 
    The other ships blasted us, and we had to pull off some gut-wrenching maneuvers to avoid the bullets. Jules was still on the ground, locked in a stalemate with the capstone, but at least the thing was out of the fight for the time being. 
 
    “Split up!” I said when a barrage of bullets almost took out Purshia. 
 
    The girls veered off in different directions, and I zipped toward a fighter that had turned to follow Val. I summoned a laser gun in both hands and blasted the shit out of the right wing. The ship listed, and I fired a nanobomb at the cockpit. 
 
    I flew through the explosion toward another craft. I was about to fire when bullets sprayed my shoulder, sending me into a tailspin. After I regained control, I saw to my dismay there was a big hole in the armor, which was sparking and smoking. I guess the suits weren’t impenetrable after all. 
 
    Ella flew past me in the other direction and intercepted the ship on my ass. She sliced through the left wing, and the craft crashed to the ground, exploding on impact. I took out three more ships, receiving my share of damage in the process. The nanobots had already repaired the initial damage to the suit, but I’d taken a few more hits, and the suit sparked and smoked from more than one location. I felt no pain, however, and I didn’t bother inspecting my injuries. There were still dozens of fighters left, and they were regrouping and heading straight for Jules. 
 
    “Harry!” Ella said urgently through my helmet. 
 
    “I see them. Intercept!” 
 
    Orcag appeared beside me as I flew around the smoldering Ardominus. The girls joined us, and we raced toward the diving fighters. Jules was still locked in a stalemate with the capstone beam, and she was still pushing it back somehow. 
 
    The five of us hurried toward the armada and hit the bastards with everything we had. I was nailed by return fire, and half my helmet was ripped off. The impact snapped my head back, and my vision blurred. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I was tumbling through the air like a ragdoll. 
 
    I regained control of my jetpack at the last minute and pulled up hard, but I was too low, and I crashed through a tall sand dune and skidded across the ground. After I came to a stop, I fought through the vertigo and got to my feet. To my surprise, most of the enemy ships were falling to the ground, burning and broken. The girls were attacking the rest of them, but I couldn’t see Orcag anywhere. 
 
    The capstone was pouring more and more energy into the beam Jules was holding at bay, and I worried she would soon lose the battle. How in the hell she was keeping that damn thing from tearing right through her, I didn’t know. I wanted to help, but I didn’t know what I could possibly do. 
 
    I tried to fly, but my jetpack must had been damaged, because it lifted me five feet off the ground, then cut out like an engine that wouldn’t turn over. 
 
    “Enhance speed, endurance, and strength by 100 percent,” I commanded the nanobots inside me. 
 
    When they kicked in, I felt like I’d been hit by lightning. I charged across the sand toward Jules, intent on helping her any way I could. I was less than ten feet away from her when a ship strafed the ground around me with laser rounds. A dozen bullets hit my legs and back. 
 
    I went down hard and reached for Jules as I gasped for breath. 
 
    She turned her head toward me, and her glowing eyes went wide. “Harry!” 
 
    I tried to warn her of the fighter bearing down on her, but I couldn’t breathe, let alone speak. 
 
    Fury filled her eyes, and she glowed brighter than before. She screamed defiantly and unleashed her pent-up power. I watched through blurry vision as she lashed out with renewed strength, and the beam from the capstone doubled back on itself. The capstone exploded in a blinding flash of light, and the shockwave washed over the battlefield. 
 
    “Disengage… nanosuit,” I croaked. 
 
    The little nanobots that made up the suit folded back in on themselves, and I drunkenly rose to my feet. When the smoke cleared, the pyramid was still standing, but it was missing its capstone. 
 
    I spotted Jules in the rubble and limped over to her. Without the suit, the air was thin and smelled of sulfur, and I gasped for breath with every step. The girls landed beside me, battered but alive, and a moment later Orcag touched down. 
 
    “Help me get her out of here,” I said as I desperately dug her out of the rubble. 
 
    We got her out, and I carried her over to the soft sand. I laid her down and pressed an ear against her chest, listening for a heartbeat. I heard one, but it was weak. 
 
    “Is she alive?” Purshia asked anxiously. 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    “We should transport her to the ship and get out of here,” said Elle, searching the sky for enemies. 
 
    “Look,” said Val, and I followed her gaze to the pyramid. 
 
    “Motherfucker,” I growled and rose to my feet. 
 
    Emerging from the wrecked pyramid was none other than our arena host, Gray. He probably had a name, but I never heard it, and that’s what I called him.  
 
    I enabled my laser gun and took aim, but Gray raised a hand, and I was suddenly paralyzed. Orcag and the girls tried to retaliate as well, but they stiffened and froze too. 
 
    “Now what do we have here?” Gray said snidely as he approached. “If it isn’t Team Warwick and Orcag, the one who got away. I see you have found Jules for us. I must thank you for that, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Go… fuck… yourself,” I managed to utter. 
 
    “Such a colorful character.” He squeezed his fist, and pain surged through every fiber of my being. “You seem surprised that I can control your nanobots.” 
 
    “I thought… you were dead.” 
 
    “The body I was inhabiting was destroyed when you blew up the arena, but I have many clones. You surprised us, Mr. Warwick. You and your team have proven to be very entertaining. I will enjoy watching you in the next arena, one we’re developing specifically for you. But first I will enjoy my time alone with you.” 
 
    The pain increased, and although I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction, a tortured scream escaped me. 
 
    “Leave him alone, you ugly fuck!” Ella cried, but then she too writhed in agony. 
 
    “This is just a taste of what awaits you.” He loomed over us and grinned like a demented turtle. Then a shadow descended upon him. 
 
    He whirled when the shadow landed behind him, but he was too late. 
 
    My drogan snapped his jaws around Gray from the head down and bit him in half. His lower torso and legs fell in a bloody heap at Drogy’s feet. Drogy chomped on his bones as blood poured out of his mouth. 
 
    We were released when Gray died, and we rejoiced as the drogan roared triumphantly. 
 
    “Boy, am I glad to see you, buddy.” I scratched his scaly snout as he nuzzled me. “Sorry about all that stuff I said. I didn’t mean it. I was worried about you, that’s all.” 
 
    Drogy purred deep in his throat, then he saw Jules and whimpered. 
 
    “I think she’ll be all right, buddy.” 
 
    “We need to leave before anymore surprises come out of that pyramid,” said Orcag. 
 
    “He’s right,” said Ella, “but will our ship fly?” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” I asked Drogy to watch over Jules while the rest of us went to inspect the ship. 
 
    The Ardominus was a smoldering heap, but our ship had been spared the brunt of the damage when two iron beams fell together above it, creating a kind of shelter. Still, we had to get it out of the wreckage, and that was going to be a hell of a job. 
 
    Our nanosuits had taken a pounding, but after fifteen minutes, the ’bots had repaired themselves, and we all enabled our telekinetic nanoarms. We carefully removed the debris covering the ship. It took about an hour of careful coordination, but we got it done. Purshia inspected the ship and reported it should be able to fly, so we loaded the unconscious Jules into it and took our stations. 
 
    Drogy was happy to leave with us and basically ran up the ramp to the cargo hold. Orcag joined Purshia at the helm, and the two of them went through the systems check quickly. Nothing else had emerged from the pyramid, and I didn’t think anything would, since it was now disabled, but the grays knew where we were, and we needed to depart as soon as possible. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” Purshia bit her lip and powered up the craft. 
 
    “So far, so good, it seems,” I said as I listened to the steady hum of the thrusters. 
 
    “Steady now,” Orcag cautioned as Purshia raised the craft straight up out of the rubble. 
 
    We rose smoothly and headed for the clouds. A few minutes later we broke through the atmosphere and entered open space. A quick scan of the immediate area revealed no crafts nearby, but I didn’t think the grays would give up on us so easily. 
 
    “Where to?” Purshia asked. 
 
    I said, “I don’t know about you ladies, but I could use a damned vacation.” 
 
    “I have a safe house on Keplon 5,” said Orcag. “It is not far from here, and you can complete repairs on your ship.” 
 
    “No matter where we go, the grays are going to find us,” said Ella. “And with these nanobots inside us, we’re helpless against them.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Orcag. “I thought I’d figured out a way around being detected, but it seems we need to remove the bots if we ever want to escape them for good.” 
 
    “If anyone can figure out how to stop the grays from tracking us, it’s Jules,” I said. 
 
    “She is incapacitated at the moment,” said Orcag. 
 
    “Just set a course for Keplon 5,” I said and unstrapped from my seat. “I’m going to check on her.” 
 
    I went to the small infirmary. Jules was still unconscious. I took her hand in both of mine and gave it a squeeze. Her vitals came up on a display above the foot of the bed, and I thought they looked normal, although I didn’t know what normal was for a Binarian. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me, but I want to thank you for all you’ve done for us.” She seemed to be sleeping peacefully. “Without your help we would have been screwed, and I intend to return the favor. I promise I’ll find someone who can help you recover, even if I have to search the entire galaxy. I owe you at least that much.” 
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    I drifted off during my vigil and entered the world of nightmares. In my dreams I was in New York City, defending Earth from an alien invasion, but no matter how hard I fought, no matter how many ships I took down, they continued to pour through the clouds and rain fire on the city. Bombs incinerated skyscrapers and turned men, women, and children to ash. Lava spewed from the angry earth, turning the streets into churning rivers of molten flame. 
 
    Then a huge mother ship appeared. It was so impossibly large, I felt like a microscopic speck beneath it. The face of Gray filled the sky, glaring down on me like I was an insect. 
 
    “Because of you, Sheriff, Earth will die.” 
 
    “No!” I shot awake like a man possessed and swept the room with my laser gun. 
 
    “Harry!” Jules grabbed my right wrist. 
 
    I blinked, trying to focus. 
 
    “You were dreaming,” she said nervously. “Stand down.” 
 
    I disengaged my laser gun, fearful of what I might have done, and reminded myself not to sleep with the lethal prosthetic attached to my arm. 
 
    “Jesus, I could have shot you.” I ran a hand through my hair. I was covered in sweat and shaking. Visions from my dream were still fresh on my mind, and a feeling of dread washed over me. “I had a nightmare. My home planet was burning. Gray was there.” 
 
    “I have nightmares sometimes too.” She smiled at me kindly. “Luckily they are just dreams and nothing more.” 
 
    “Right.” I wanted to believe that, I really did, but I had a nagging feeling it was a prophecy. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I scared you. My systems shut down after I destroyed the capstone.” 
 
    I helped her sit up and offered her a glass of water. She gave me a grateful smile and drank greedily. I refilled the glass, and she finished that one off as well before letting out a contented sigh and swinging her legs over the side of the bed. 
 
    A robe hung on the wall, and I draped her in it as she stood. 
 
    “Thank you.” She wrapped it around herself, then surprised me by leaning against me and resting her head on my shoulder. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight. She was one of the most powerful beings I had ever seen, yet she sought comfort in my arms. The thought filled me with warmth and made me feel like the strongest man in the world. It also worried me to no end. 
 
    “Harry?” she said softly and nuzzled my neck. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Before we met in person, when you only knew me as a voice and a personality, how did you picture me?” She looked at me with big blue eyes and watched me closely. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I pictured you as human.” 
 
    “Are you disappointed in what I turned out to be?” 
 
    “What? Why would you say that?” 
 
    She didn’t answer for a long time, then, “Sometimes I wish I was just a regular person.” 
 
    “I could say the same about myself,” I said with a shrug. “But regular people wish they were extraordinary. We all tend to want what we don’t have, and once we have it, we want something else.” 
 
    “I’ve wanted you since I first saw you in the arena, and now that I have you, I don’t want something else.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that, so I kissed her. 
 
    She took my face in her hands and whimpered as our tongues danced. I pulled her close as a wave of lust washed through me. Our kissing became urgent, and she shrugged off the robe and wrapped her arms around me as I hurriedly unbuckled my pants. 
 
    “I never want to let go.” She reached between my legs and helped me pull my erection free. “Make love to me. Make love to me and never stop.” 
 
    She parted her velvety soft pussy lips with the head of my cock, gasping with need and excitement. I slid into her gently and moaned with her as our bodies joined. 
 
    “I feel so safe in your arms,” she said. 
 
    I grabbed her ass and thrust deeper, filling her with my throbbing cock. Our lovemaking became more intense as our passion mounted. Soon I was up against the wall, and Jules somehow planted her feet to the wall behind me and ground against me using her newfound leverage. 
 
    I bit her soft, silver nipples and she pulled my head back and kissed me deeply, her tongue darting around mine. I pulled her free of the wall, carried her to the bed, and fucked her like the world was coming to an end. 
 
    Switching positions, I took her from behind, and she arched her back deliciously, face buried in the pillow, screaming in ecstasy. The visual of her soft pussy lips wrapped around my cock nearly sent me over the edge, and she must have sensed it, because she disengaged, sat up, and pushed me down on the bed. 
 
    “Let me,” she said with lustful eyes.  
 
    I saw what she was looking at and encouraged her. “Go for it.” 
 
    She sucked on my balls first, taking both of them into her warm, wet, mouth. After driving me mad with the best testicle massage I’d ever gotten, she swallowed my cock, deep-throating me. 
 
    “You’re so fucking beautiful.” My hands lightly rode the movement of her head as she bent over me, moaning with pleasure. 
 
    I almost came right then and there, but she stopped and trailed kisses up my stomach before straddling me and sitting on my shaft. 
 
    “Fill me with your love, Harry. I want to feel it inside me.” 
 
    An earth-shattering orgasm built inside me, and I could tell she was close, too. 
 
    I bellowed like a lion as the first wave hit me. She gripped me like a vise as she came, and we rode out the ultimate pleasure together. 
 
    We collapsed in each other’s arms, basking in the afterglow. 
 
    “Harry?” she said at length. 
 
    “Yes, Jules?” 
 
    “Thank you for saving me.” She kissed me and smiled. 
 
    “You’re crying,” I said, seeing the tears in her eyes. 
 
    “They are tears of happiness.” She cuddled up to me and sighed. 
 
    We lay there for a time, muscles lax, but reality beckoned, so we eventually put our clothes back on and headed back to real life. 
 
    “Look who decided to join us!” 
 
    When Jules and I walked on the bridge, the girls let out a cheer. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay,” said Purshia, who ran to Jules and hugged her tight. 
 
    “Binarians are harder to kill than Tethian roaches.” Orcag laughed at his joke, and Purshia scowled at him. 
 
    “Shut up, sushi breath.” 
 
    “Hugs and kisses are nice,” said Orcag. “But what we need right now is for Jules to disengage the tracking device in our nanobots once and for all.” 
 
    “We?” said Ella. 
 
    “You expect me to help you?” Jules glowered at Orcag. “After you kept me in that box for over two years? I should kill you for what you did to me.” 
 
    “What I did was keep you safe,” he said, seemingly unafraid of her threats. “And it seems you had more freedom than I thought. You managed to trick me into thinking I had you under control, but I was just another pawn in your game. And it appears you have won.” 
 
    “Don’t turn this around on her,” warned Val. “You kidnapped her and kept her locked up, and you wanted to use her to make us your slaves.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got them worshipping you already.” Orcag laughed and shot me a grin. “You’re looking flushed, Sheriff.” 
 
    Ella took a newfound interest in me, and it felt like the words I just slept with Jules were tattooed in big letters on my forehead. 
 
    Jules turned to me. “Can we push him out the airlock?” 
 
    “Sorry, I gave him my word. We’ll continue to Keplon 5, as planned, fuel up, and make whatever repairs are needed, then part ways. Until then, can you to turn off the tracking devices in our bots? Or the grays are just going to find us again.” 
 
    “I’ve already done that,” said Jules. “They must be following you some other way.” 
 
    Ella was still staring at me, and I realized she knew what had just happened between me and Jules. She flashed me a little smile, but I didn’t know if that was good or bad. 
 
    “Maybe there’s a tracking device on Drogy,” Purshia wondered. 
 
    “Nah, he wasn’t with us on Malagag’s ship, and those bounty hunters found us,” I said. 
 
    “But the bounty hunters also knew which room we were in,” said Ella, finally taking her knowing eyes off me. “I don’t think they tracked us with the nanobots. That info must have gotten to them via someone on the ship who knew who we were.” 
 
    “We should check the drogan, just to be sure,” said Val. 
 
    Purshia remained at the helm, and the rest of us went to the cargo bay, where Drogy was snoring away in a corner. 
 
    “Hey, buddy,” I said as I approached. “You mind if Jules checks you over?” 
 
    He gave a sigh of disinterest and returned to his snoozing. 
 
    “Do your thing,” I told her. 
 
    Jules’s eyes glowed faintly as she scanned the sleeping drogan from head to tail. Drogy perked up, taking interest in what she was doing. 
 
    “There,” she said and pointed at the tip of his tail. “A metallic object is embedded under his scales. 
 
    Drogy curled his tail up to his mouth and licked the spot. 
 
    I petted his snout. “You mind if Jules gets that out for you?” I asked gently. 
 
    In response, the drogan uncurled his tail and laid the end of it in her hand. She focused on the last few rows of scales and moved her other hand over the spot. 
 
    “This might hurt, Drogy,” she warned. 
 
    He blinked heavily and laid his head down. 
 
    Jules pried one of the scales back and looked closely at the thick membrane under it. “I need a knife.” 
 
    I pulled a swiss army knife from my pocket and opened it before handing it to her. Drogy paid close attention to what we were doing. 
 
    “Easy now,” Jules told the beast. She made a small incision in the membrane, but Drogy remained calm and didn’t flinch. She handed the knife back to me, then held her palm over the incision. A small metallic object the size of a pill shot out of the incision and into her hand. We gathered around to look at it. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” I said. “Purshia was right.” 
 
    “What do we do with it?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Destroy it,” said Orcag. 
 
    “No,” said Jules. “This will become our last known location if we do that, and the grays may still be able to track us down. We need to throw them off our trail.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Attach it to a comet,” she suggested. 
 
    “A wild goose chase. I like it.” 
 
    We returned to the helm, and when we told Purshia she’d been right about the tracking device, she looked pleased at our compliments regarding her astuteness. When we told her our plan, she did a little spin and laughed giddily. 
 
    Half an hour later, we’d attached the tracking device to a probe and loaded it up. We located a nearby comet headed in the opposite direction of Keplon 5 and caught up to it. Purshia did the honors, guiding the probe to the comet remotely. She successfully landed it on the comet, and soon the tracking device was speeding away from us to parts unknown. 
 
    “That should keep those skinny bastards from finding us.” I watched the comet move out of range of our radar, and a sense of calm washed over me. 
 
    We arrived on Keplon 5 twelve hours later, touching down in the middle of a big city at a place called Orbits. At least that’s what the nanobots translated for me. Orbits was a spaceport and trading post for smugglers, space pirates, and other ruffians. 
 
    “They’ll welcome us with open arms,” Orcag said and laughed.  
 
    I didn’t believe the octopus-looking pirate any farther than I could throw him, so I told Purshia to gas up in a hurry. 
 
    “Not staying on beautiful Keplon 5?” said Orcag as I escorted him off the ship. 
 
    “Beautiful? This place is a dump.” 
 
    “It’s one of the last safe places for people like you and me. A man can disappear here and live a pretty good life.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    He offered me a knowing look and extended his nanohand. After a long moment when I absurdly wondered if he was hiding a joy buzzer in that hand, I finally shook it. 
 
    He pulled me in conspiratorially. “Safe travels, my friend. We are even now, yes?” 
 
    I laughed. “Not by a long shot.” 
 
    “You should not hold grudges,” he said merrily as he continued shaking my hand. “They are bad for the libido.” 
 
    “If I never see you again, it’ll be too fucking soon.” 
 
    He sketched a small bow, then slithered toward one of the greasy pubs. 
 
    “You should have let me kill him,” said Jules behind me. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I said as I watched him disappear. I had a feeling I’d see him again, and I didn’t like it at all. 
 
    I scanned the perimeter, looking for anyone who seemed too interested in us and our ship, but everyone went about their business without seeming to take notice of us. 
 
    “Purshia should almost be finished filling up the hog,” I said and turned to climb the ramp back into the ship. “Let’s see if we can’t whip up a cheeseburger with that food replicator. Have I ever told you about hamburgers?” I kissed the tips of my fingers. “Delicious beyond belief. A nice slab of perfectly cooked beef, covered with condiments and resting between round slices of lightly toasted bread. They may very well be the pinnacle of human culinary achievement. Although pizza might give them a run for the money—” 
 
    “I’m not coming with you,” Jules said hesitantly. 
 
    “Huh? What do you mean, you’re not coming with us. Where will you go?” 
 
    “I have unfinished business I must attend to, and it will take me a long time to get where I’m going.” 
 
    “Then we’ll all go together,” I declared. 
 
    “That’s sweet of you, Harry, but where I am headed, you cannot follow.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed me gently. 
 
    “Did I just hear you say you’re leaving?” Purshia came up the ramp with smudges of grease on her hands and face, looking absolutely crestfallen. “Where will you go? How will you get there?” 
 
    “I will commandeer a ship that suits my needs,” she explained. 
 
    “But you can’t leave.” Purshia threw herself at Jules and wrapped her arms around her like she’d float away. “You’re part of our team now. Team Warwick.” 
 
    “I will miss you too, little Purshia,” said Jules, and kissed her like she’d kissed me. 
 
    My perky-eared girlfriend purred softly and lingered there with her eyes closed long after Jules had pulled away. 
 
    Ella and Val joined us, and Purshia told them the bad news. 
 
    “I made a promise to someone long ago, and now I must fulfill that promise.” 
 
    “Strong and mysterious,” said Val. “I will surely miss you.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Ella, and gave Jules a hug. “Thank you for all you have done for us. We won’t soon forget you.” 
 
    “You saved me,” she said and gazed at us like she was trying to burn us into her memory. Her eyes locked on mine. “You made me whole again, and I will never forget you. Perhaps someday the stars will align, and we shall meet again.” 
 
    I don’t know if it was the intense violence I had just been through, the broken bones and endless fighting, but I started to choke up when she hugged me one last time. I squeezed her tight, choking down my emotions. 
 
    Get your shit together, Harry. You’ll see her again, even if you have to search the universe top to bottom. 
 
    “There will always be a home for you with us, wherever we may be,” I said and meant it. 
 
    She smiled. “I feel the same way, but I must do this.” 
 
    “I understand. You take care of yourself, Jules. And if you ever need anything—” 
 
    “Anything at all!” Purshia interjected, pouting. 
 
    “—give us a holler,” I finished. 
 
    “I will,” she said, then walked out of our lives as quickly as she’d entered. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh as I watched her go. 
 
    Val laid a big hand on my shoulder. “Come, Harry, I will make you feel better.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said and smiled, though my heart wasn’t in it. 
 
    Ella gazed at me with that knowing look, and Purshia snuggled under my arm and walked with me up the ramp. 
 
    We lifted off without any trouble and headed for the clouds. It sucked that Jules hadn’t been able to come with us, but I felt the excitement of exploration return nonetheless. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked as I settled into the copilot seat beside Purshia. 
 
    “Somewhere quiet,” said Val. 
 
    “Somewhere warm,” said Ella. 
 
    “Somewhere no one is trying to kill us,” said Purshia, and we cracked up. 
 
    We broke through the atmosphere, and the stars appeared in all their ethereal glory. The feeling of finally being free was overwhelming, and I counted my lucky stars that we’d made it through the last few days. 
 
    “You know what?” I said as an idea struck me. “Let’s go to Drogy’s home planet. He’s been through enough, and we can’t keep him cooped up in the cargo bay forever.” 
 
    “The drogan home planet it is,” said Purshia and typed in the coordinates. 
 
    I heard the familiar hum of the ship as the hyperdrive engine powered up, and then we shot into space toward adventures unknown. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Want More? 
 
      
 
    Did you enjoy Warwick: Episode 2? Would you like to see where the gang ends up next? I know I would! Leave a review on Amazon and let me know you want episode 3! Amazon really likes reviews, and yours will help Warwick reach more readers. If you’ve read book 1, but haven’t left a review, please take the time to do so. If not for me, do it for Harry and the gang! 
 
      
 
    Leave your review of book 1 by simply clicking This Link, then go to reviews, and click Leave a Review. 
 
      
 
    If you like my writing, you can find over 30 more titles on my Amazon Author page. Want to know when new books come out? It’s easy! Just follow me on Amazon or Bookbub and they’ll email you when I’ve got something new. You can also grab a free eBook from my collection by joining my exclusive reader group. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
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