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Chapter one


“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

The words were accompanied by the harsh screech of an alert, like an alarm clock from hell itself, the noise driving itself through my skull like a serrated railway spike.

I was dimly aware that the alarm and the warning had been repeating for some time, but this was the first time I’d been conscious enough to pay attention.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

The voice was as soulless and metallic as the alert, and through my closed eyelids, I could sense an irregular strobing as if the lights were uncertain.

“What the hell?” I muttered out loud. My throat was so dry I barely managed the croak, and the air I was breathing tasted thick and stale.

I realized that I hadn’t yet opened my eyes and promptly did so, only to flinch at the sudden glare. I’d caught the full force of a strobe right to the face, and it was like having a camera flash go off at just the wrong time.

“Fuck,” I managed, the word coming out slightly clearer than before.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

“Keep your damn warning,” I muttered. “I’ve got it already,” I said.

But in truth, I hadn’t ‘got it’ at all. Yes, I’d heard the warning, and that ongoing alert was still driving itself into my skull. But I had no real clue yet what was happening.

All I knew was that I had awakened into some sort of chaos, and that, strangely, I seemed to be standing upright. Beyond that, and the fact that all these warnings were swiftly giving me one hell of a headache, I knew next to nothing.

In fact, it was worse than that. I realized abruptly I couldn’t remember a thing beyond these first couple of moments.

I didn’t know where I was. How I’d got here. Or even my own name.

“What the hell?” I said to myself. Then I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter,” I muttered. “Deal with the threat first,” I said.

With that thought in mind, I forced my eyes open again but brought up a hand to shield myself from the worst of the strobing. And I realized things were even worse than they initially seemed.

My arm – the one I’d moved to shield my eyes — was coated in some sort of slime. In fact, I was covered in that same goop from head to toe. It was holding me in place, a thick, gelatinous substance that I didn’t want to know what it actually was.

It was the type of thing that would make slurping noises if you tried to move within it.

And that’s what I was going to have to do.

That goo was largely holding me in place within a cylindrical container. Like a coffin made of steel, but with a window so I could see out.

Or, more likely, so that others could see in.

The front of the chamber, the door or lid, was open a little, and now that I was thinking about it, I could sense the gelatinous substance seeping out, slipping slowly away.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

Worse than that, I was naked, and I could feel the slimy stuff covering every inch of my body.

“Gross,” I managed.

But even that wasn’t the worst of it. My eyes were beginning to adjust to the lighting. In between the flashes and the strobing effect, there was a dull, flickering light that was nevertheless plenty bright enough for me to see.

Through the window of my metal cylinder, I could see what might once have been a clean, white room filled with the paraphernalia of science.

But that cleanliness was little more than a memory.

The room was a mess, with white desks toppled over, papers and various lab equipment on the floor. To the left, I could see where a double set of doors had been ripped off the hinges, and gas cylinders of various types lay at different angles.

The room was round, and I could see four other cylinders much like my own, one of which had been knocked over. The walls behind the cylinders were covered in pipes and hoses that might once have been neatly arranged but which now were a mess, as well as a myriad of different wires, gauges, and sensors.

I had no clue what had been going on in this room. I still couldn’t remember a thing, but in my mind, it had ‘mad scientist’ written all over it.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

Even that wasn’t the worst of it all.

Among the chaos, there were corpses on the ground. Three of them at least, lying motionless, dressed in what looked like medical scrubs and covered in blood.

One of them, a middle-aged man wearing glasses, had managed to get to a wall and sat as if he was merely resting.

But his whole left arm was missing, and even in the gloomy light, through the window of my cylinder, his expression was gray and lifeless.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

All this I’d taken in within just a couple of seconds. Long enough for the warning to repeat once more.

My first instinct was to push my way out of the chamber and try to figure out what was going on, but that warning gave me pause.

I didn’t know who I was, or anything useful that would help me figure out what was going on. But I did know that sometimes a moment or two spent in contemplation can save a lot of grief in the future.

In this case, I was more than pleased to have taken that time.

Because I could also see the cause of the carnage still right there in the lab.

Perhaps this was what the warning message was talking about. Or perhaps not. I didn’t know either way.

What I did know was that there was some sort of hideous monster, a stocky, powerful hellhound looking beast the size of a hippo munching contentedly on one of the corpses.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked out loud. Of course, the only answer was the ongoing alarm and the intermittent verbal warning.

All at once, I recognized two things. The first was that my face was starting to itch. Clearly, I had been covered from head to foot in this gelatinous goo, and the remnants were starting to dry out.

The second was that it smelled vaguely disgusting. Like Indian food that had been left out for a fortnight. I wrinkled my nose and wondered why it had taken until now for me to recognize the pervasive stench of the place. All I could think of was that maybe I hadn’t woken up all at once.

Then I dismissed the itch and the smell and made a few quick calculations.

The creature was clearly dangerous. Despite my stay in the chamber, however long it had been, I felt surprisingly strong and ready for action. But that thing must have weighed four times what I did, and it clearly wasn’t friendly.

My choices were clear.

I could keep hiding in my metal pod and wait for it to depart.

I could make use of the fact that it wasn’t looking my way and sneak out of the lab, hoping that the noisome stench of the slime wouldn’t attract its attention.

Or I could try to fight.

Of the three options, I was leaning heavily towards number two, but maybe with a variation. There were a number of potential weapons on the floor, including a couple of pipes that would serve as a club. There was also a fire extinguisher, remarkably still attached to the wall, right next to an actual fireman’s ax in a glass case.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen such an item. Couldn’t remember much of anything, in truth. But I amended my plan just a little.

I intended to escape from this ruined room as quickly as I could. But just in case that thing chose to come after me, I would take the ax with me as well.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

The creature was fully engaged in gorging itself and didn’t react to the repeated warning. I took that as a sign, and pushed the lid of my cylinder further open.

The gelatinous goo sagged, not quite flowing away from me. It still covered my legs and halfway up my torso.

While I knew it would give if I struggled against it, I also knew that it might take a few moments for me to get free.

I kept a close watch on the creature and waded forward, listening to the squelching sound as I forced my way free.

Still, the creature munched away at its meal, grunting like a pig, loudly enough to be heard between the cries of the alarm.

For a single heartbeat, I stood there, naked apart from the remnants of goo stuck to my skin. Then I hurried to the wall where the fireman’s ax waited, marveling at the strength within me.

I had no idea how long I had been out of commission. But those cylinders, to me anyway, looked a lot like cryo chambers, so for all I knew I might have been out of action for years.

Yet I felt like I was in superb physical shape. Like I could compete in the Olympics, in any sport, and come out on top.

I felt like if I wanted to, I could leap high into the air, and in fact, it was almost an effort not to do so.

I found myself looking down at my body, and while I couldn’t remember, I was pretty sure I hadn’t looked like this in the past.

My arms, chest, legs, all of me was covered in hard slabs of muscle. I felt light yet solid, and if I wanted to punch through a brick wall or two, I had no doubt at all I could do so.

Almost, I thought about turning back to the creature and seeing if I could take it on barehanded.

But common sense got the better of me.

I knew there was a risk that shattering the glass case to get the ax might draw the creature’s attention.

But having a weapon — any weapon — seemed like the right option given the creature chowing down not far away.

So I waited for the warning to start to repeat —

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

— and used the cover of the sound to shatter the glass with my elbow, a quick, sharp hit that worked as intended.

Then I reached through, grabbed the ax, and checked the creature one more time before making my way out the door.

At least, that’s what I’d planned in my head. In reality, I didn’t get any further than checking the creature one final time.

Because despite my efforts, the shattering glass had indeed caught its attention.

The foul beast had turned away from its breakfast and was glaring at me from across the room.

I could almost sense its malignancy in the way it was growling deep in its throat, like an angry, oversized wolf. Its eyes were red and seemed to swell with madness, and I knew that I had just become its next target.

“Ah, shit,” I muttered.

One look at this creature and I knew that it would prove quicker than me. So I had only one option. I took a firm grip on my ax, planted my feet, and growled right back at it.

“Okay, you demonic-looking monster. Let’s see what you’ve got!”

I thought the creature was going to charge me. I thought I was going to have to do my best to bury my ax in its head.

But just as the foul creature with its blood-dripping maw gathered itself, a hint of movement caught its attention.

It spun around again and growled at one of the other cylinders, the second one from the end.

My first thought was that I had a chance to escape, and I couldn’t stifle the sense of relief. It didn’t matter how strong I was feeling. There was power in the creature’s jaws, in the way I could see its muscles ripple beneath its skin.

I would have to be insane to want to go up against such a beast, even with my fireman’s ax.

And yet…

I shook my head even as I battled a laugh. I didn’t know who I was. Maybe I was a little insane.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

There was one other thing that kept me from fleeing. The movement the creature had seen.

The front part of the cylinder had shifted, just a little.

I wasn’t the only one to wake up within the metal containers. There was someone else.

Even as I watched, the cylinder opened fully, revealing a woman inside.

Just as I’d done, she was holding a hand up to her eyes, to protect them from the glaring light. I was as far away from her as it was possible to get and still be in the same room, yet even so, I could tell she was beautiful. Stunning, in fact.

And just as naked as I was, although still covered in that rancid-smelling goo.

She was also completely defenseless against the creature stalking toward her.


Chapter two


“Hey!” I bellowed as loud as I could. “Yeah, you! I don’t know what the fuck you are, but how about you leave her alone!”

It was enough to draw the monster’s attention back to me.

I felt myself gritting my teeth even as the realities of what I’d done started to sink in.

“Okay, so that worked. Now what?” I muttered to myself.

“Warning!“ the warning began once again.

“Oh, shut up!” I said.

Of course, the electronic voice ignored me. “Containment zone breach. Warning!”

I had taken two steps toward the monster, but not by conscious choice. I’d just done it, in much the same way that I’d called out to distract it from the woman in the cylinder. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that she had long, purple-colored hair, although much of that was plastered against her skin, courtesy of the goo.

She had clearly seen what was happening, and just as clearly hadn’t yet realized she was naked. She brought her hand up to her mouth, her expression one of shock.

“Stay back!” I cried out. “I’ve got this!”

I marveled at the confidence in my own voice, but didn’t marvel for long. The monster had made up its mind. This time, when its muscles started to bunch, there was no mistaking its intent.

It hurled itself toward me with all the speed and momentum of a freight train, and it was all I could do to fling myself to one side.

I hit the floor among a pile of rubble, next to one of the corpses, and sprang up again, aware that the monster had changed its trajectory mid-charge and grazed me as it had passed.

I now had two parallel cuts on my upper thigh, and was inordinately pleased I’d turned my hip away as it went past.

At the same time, I understood that its bulk might just be a disadvantage. It couldn’t stop quickly, instead crashing into the wall where I’d plucked my ax.

I felt my grin turn feral, and it was my turn to pounce. Even as the monster shook itself and started to turn, I was there, using my ax like a lumberjack, swinging at the monster’s hindquarters.

I felt a deep sense of satisfaction as the sharp end bit through flesh and connected with bone.

The monster shrieked and spun quickly about, lashing out with its powerful forearms, and that’s when I learned that it sported a set of claws that would put any known predator to shame.

And it was quicker than me.

I tried to fling myself backward, out of its reach, and nearly succeeded. But I picked up a gash on my shoulder that stung like a bee.

I also landed ass first on a twisted piece of metal, and decided that fighting while naked wasn’t high up on my list of things I enjoyed.

I cursed under my breath and once more regained my feet, and saw that the monster had taken the time to check out its own wound.

But if I had any thought that it might give up in disgust, then that thought quickly faded.

“Warning! Containment zone breach. Warning!”

It glared at me and let out a howl of monstrous rage before attacking again.

This time, I tried a new tactic. Instead of using the blade, I turned my ax so that the spike was in play, and swung at the monster’s head with all of my strength.

I should never have been able to do it. I should never have had the coordination. Not at the speed the monster was moving.

But my spike punctured the monster’s skull right at the top of its head, exactly where I had aimed.

I didn’t have time to congratulate myself on my efforts. There was still several hundred pounds of flesh charging my way, and momentum alone would have killed me if I’d stood in place.

So I jumped. Not left, right, or even backwards. I jumped straight into the air, in a way that should have been impossible, dragging my ax up and away at the same time.

I’d like to say I landed gracefully on my feet as the monster passed by beneath me, but that wasn’t the case. Perhaps I should have just left my ax embedded in its skull. If I had, then maybe the monster wouldn’t have spun me about in mid-air.

I landed hard on my back, half on the corpse of whoever was there on the floor, half on shattered pieces of equipment.

For half a heartbeat, I couldn’t move. Couldn’t even breathe. I had been slammed down flat with some force, and if the monster had returned to me then, there would have been nothing I could have done about it. Maybe I could have flailed about feebly with my gore-covered ax.

But the monster took the time to cry out again, this time its anger mixed with recognizable pain, and I found myself shaking my head.

“Why don’t you just die already?” I muttered, and realized that I could breathe once again. Maybe the thing’s brain wasn’t exactly where I’d thought it would be, or maybe a serious brain injury just wasn’t that big a deal to such a monster.

Once more, I regained my feet, but this time, I was slower, much more clumsy in my efforts. But I still managed well enough, and if I was bruised and battered, at least it didn’t feel like anything was broken.

Once more, I turned to face my attacker, aware that more of the cylinder doors had opened behind it. I would have liked to at least check out who or what was emerging, but I still had a job to do.

I faced my opponent with my ax still gripped in my hands, and saw the same expression of anger and hate in its eyes as I felt within me.

“Come on!” I said, aware that the monster seemed to have slowed down considerably. I figured a fireman’s ax spike to the brain would do that to anyone. “Let’s finish this!” I growled.

Clearly, the monster wasn’t yet done. As if agreeing with me, it shook its head, gave a snort, and once again launched itself in my direction.

This time, it was slower.

This time, I was able to take two steps to the side. I’d learned my lesson about standing in front of it and didn’t want to try that option again.

This time, the monster was slow to correct, and it seemed like I had all the time in the world to swing my ax again.

It would have been poetic if I’d been able to chop the monster’s head clean off. But this was a thick-necked sort of beast, as wide around as an oak barrel. And my ax just didn’t have the size to do it.

But I’d given it a decent swing, and whatever this monster was, it was built close enough to other animals. In fact, it was much like a bulldog, on a much larger scale. Or a buffalo, perhaps.

It had a spine, and that spine was what I had aimed for.

My blade once again sank deep into its flesh, and this time, it caught bone.

Given the effort I put into my swing, I wouldn’t have been surprised if I cleaved that spinal column in half. But even if I just knocked it out of alignment, breaking the spinal cord, that was enough.

The monster collapsed even as it passed by, wrenching my ax from my grip.

For a moment, I feared I would have to look around for another weapon, but the monster showed no sign of getting up.

It drew in a deep, shuddering breath and exhaled. Then it was still.

I realized I was breathing hard as well. My heart was pounding in my chest. I should have been frightened, but instead, I was exhilarated.

I had taken on the monster one-on-one, and survived!

More than that, I had beaten it soundly.

All that remained to do now was check it, just to make sure, and find a way to turn off that god-awful alarm!

“Bravo!” came a feminine voice from the cylinders behind me. “That was amazing!”

I turned around to find not one, but four different women, all of them completely naked other than a thin layer of slime, looking at me.

One was tall and muscular. She was staring at me with an expression of uncertainty, her hands casually protecting her modesty. Next to her was a small blonde woman who was grinning broadly. She was clearly the one who had called out, and she followed it up by applauding energetically, her nakedness of no apparent concern. Then there was the beautiful purple-haired woman, whose focus was partly on me, and partly on the fourth of their number, a slim, pale redhead whom she was helping out of a pod.

Despite the coating of slime, I could already see that the redhead sported a number of tattoos.

I took a single step toward them, but the muscular woman immediately stepped back, and the purple-haired woman shot me a warning look. Only the blonde seemed unconcerned.

It was her taller companion who spoke. “Who are you?” she demanded. “What’s going on? What is this place?”

I deliberately held myself back. I was very much aware that even though I was as naked as they were, my nakedness could be construed as a threat, while theirs was more likely to be a vulnerability.

So I made myself as non threatening as possible.

“Warning!“ said the metallic voice. “Containment area –”

And then, for no reason I could make out, the warning descended into static and then stopped altogether. The associated alarm did the same thing, but the flickering lights seemed to become even more unsteady. It was as if something in the electrical system had finally given out.

The purple-haired woman reflected my words precisely.

“Thank fuck for that,” she said clearly. Then she glared at me again, as if it was all my fault.

I decided to interpret her look as a reflection of the big woman’s question.

“You know as much as I do,” I said. “I woke up just before you did. Look, you can still see remnants of that slimy crap on me as well.”

I might have said more, but the redhead was starting to panic. She had only just completely emerged from her cylinder.

“What is this place? What’s happening? Who are you people?” she said, her voice high-pitched and full of fear. “Why can’t I remember anything?” she asked, the last question almost a wail.


Chapter three


The purple-haired woman hadn’t let her go. She held the redhead close and made noises of comfort. “It’s all right. I don’t remember anything either. But we’ll figure it out.”

That caught the big woman’s attention. “You can’t remember anything either?”

“Not even my own name,” said the purple-haired woman.

“What about you?” the big woman asked, directing her question at the blonde.

The small woman didn’t lose her smile. “Nope. Not a thing,” she said. She hadn’t taken her eyes off me for a moment.

“How can you be so calm?” the redhead demanded.

At this, the blonde just offered a shrug. “I’m sure our memories will come back at some stage,” she said blithely. “In the meantime, we get to admire this walking Adonis,” she said.

I was at once impressed by her ability to shrug off whatever situation we had found ourselves in, at the same time as thinking that maybe the time wasn’t quite right for a casual quip.

Then again, I wasn’t exactly avoiding the sights on display either. In fact, I was very much enjoying the view.

To my surprise, the purple-haired woman managed a laugh at the blonde’s comment. She flicked a quick glance my way even as she continued to support the redhead.

“What about it, Adonis? Do you remember anything?”

I shook my head. “Beyond waking up to this mess, nothing.”

“What is happening?” the redhead demanded.

The purple-haired woman tried to calm her down, but I took the question as my cue.

“That’s a good question. It’s one I’m going to find an answer to. But first, maybe we should look for some clothes.”

At this, there was a general murmur of agreement, although the blonde did voice a certain disapproval. Clearly, she had little in the way of any modesty issues. She was still looking straight at me, her petite perfection on full display, her hands casually to her sides.

“Well, I don’t exactly feel like wandering around wherever this is in the nude,” the bigger woman said. She hadn’t moved her hands. One hand covered between her legs, while the other hid her breasts, and she was doing a disappointingly decent job of keeping herself hidden. She was muscular and athletic, but not out of proportion, and I very much would have liked to see more. But she had raised a good point.

“The options in that case are limited, from what I can see,” I gestured to the corpses on the ground.

My meaning was clear, even to the redhead, who seemed to have calmed down a little.

“I’m not wearing the clothes of a corpse!” she said, sounding shocked.

She wasn’t the only one to object.

“You might be okay with wearing second-hand scrubs covered in blood and gore, but I’d prefer to go naked,” the purple-haired woman said, her eyes flashing with a combination of anger and distaste.

I was getting the impression that she was fiery by nature. But she did have a point. I wasn’t exactly keen on climbing into defiled scrubs either.

“Maybe there’s another option,” I said. The woman looked at me with a curious expression, and I continued. “Well, people don’t wear scrubs to and from work, do they? They put them on when they arrive. Which means that there’s probably a locker room of some sort around here.”

It made sense to me, and to the women as well, although the redhead spoke up again.

“Why are they wearing scrubs anyway? What is it about this place that requires it?”

It was a good question, but none of us had an answer. At the same time, in my mind, it all added up. The scrubs, the cylinders in which we had awoken, even the door. Yes, it had been blown off its hinges, but even in the dim light, I could see that it was no flimsy structure. Instead, it had weight behind it. It was thick and substantial, with rubber seals and a keypad to allow entry.

Whatever these people had been doing here — doing to us — they clearly didn’t want it getting out of the room.

And yet, the monster had made a way through.

“I’m going to go look for some clothes,” I said. “You can join me or not, your choice. But maybe I can find someone who can tell me what’s going on in the process.”

It turned out that the diminutive blonde was the only one brave enough to go with me. Or maybe she was just a natural-born extrovert.

“Sure,” she said. “Let’s go.”

The others all stayed behind, with the redhead suggesting that maybe there was some clue to what happened in the wreckage of the lab.

The blonde and I made our way to the exit, and she wasn’t shy at all about looking me up and down. “You know, if it weren’t for that layer of drying goop on you, you’d make a damn fine poster to look at.”

I returned her admiring look with one of my own. “Same back at you,” I said. But I deliberately looked away before my body could betray my interest in the most obvious way. Now was not the time.

The blonde woman chuckled as if she understood my reaction all too well. “Thank you,” she said. Then, “Okay, Zeus, which way?”

She seemed to have a knack for conferring nicknames. But in truth, it didn’t much matter which way we chose. Without knowing the layout, each direction was as good as any other.

We wandered the halls for no more than a small number of minutes and learned that the room we had woken up in was part of a complex.

“It’s like a rabbit warren,” the blonde woman observed at one point. And she was right. There were a multitude of labs of different types, most of them in ruins and with corpses scattered about, most of them incomplete.

“Do you think that one monster you killed did all this?” the blonde woman mused.

It was a good question. And in truth, I didn’t think so. I hefted my ax and kept a sharp eye in the dim, flickering light.

I’d already figured out that the blonde woman was full of conversation. It seemed she couldn’t help but ask questions.

Sometimes, she repeated those that we’d already failed to answer. “What happened here?” “Where were we?” Things like that.

For these questions, it was clear that she didn’t really expect an answer. But there was one where she did.

“Strange,” she said. “I don’t remember anything about my life. Well, before a few minutes ago, anyway. But I have to say, somehow I feel stronger than I should be. Like I could run a mile at full tilt and not worry about it. You know?”

“I think they did something to us,” I said as we turned another corner.

“Well, whatever it was, I’m okay with it,” she said.

I nodded, but didn’t have much more to say. And besides, we had found what we were looking for, at least for the time being.

“Locker room,” I said out loud, reading the sign above the door.

“Awesome! I’ll go tell the others!”

The locker room included both toilets and showers as well, although when I tried the latter, I found that there was no water. But there was a stack of towels on a shelf, ready and waiting, and I used one of them to rid myself of the sticky goo that still clung to my body.

I dabbed gently around the various scrapes I’d picked up during my fight with the monster, but in truth, both the cuts on my thigh and the one on my shoulder didn’t seem as bad as I’d first thought they might.

Already, they’d stopped bleeding, and instead of pain, all I felt was a little numbness combined with an itch.

Not bad at all, considering.

While the blonde woman — Pixie? I wondered, before dismissing it as a nickname. Sparkles? — was away, I used the spiky end of my ax on the lockers, aiming for the locks themselves, and by the time Sparkles — yeah, that one fit — returned with the others, I had most of them open.

The purple-haired woman didn’t hesitate. “Towels!” she said, and made a beeline for the pile.

The big, muscular woman — muscles? That didn’t seem right for such a beautiful woman, regardless of how well-built she might be — was still trying hard to protect her modesty. She’d seen right past the towels to the showers.

“Screw the towels,” she said. “I want to get clean!”

“Sorry, the showers don’t work,” I said. “I tried them before.”

Both the muscular woman and Sparkles made noises of disappointment, but the purple-haired woman was already next to the stack of towels.

“These will help,” she said, and began passing them out to both Sparkles and the tall woman.

I noticed that the redhead had held back. She was clasping a file of some sort against her, effectively hiding her top half from view, while completely ignoring the fact that there was a patch of delicate red hair between her legs completely visible.

“Do you think we should be doing this?” she asked.

I looked a question at her, and her eyes flicked down for a moment. She blushed as red as her hair and tore her gaze away.

“Sorry,” she said. She blushed even harder and tried to get herself back on track. “These lockers belong to people. Is it right to just rummage through them?”

At this, Sparkles barked a laugh. “Would you rather stay naked?” the blonde woman asked. Then she made a point of leering at the redhead. “Not that that would be a bad thing,” she added. “You look like you’re built for the catwalk.”

Sparkles was right. The redhead — Red — was tall and slim, and beautiful in the way that catwalk models often were. The only thing that didn’t match that image were her tattoos, a Celtic symbol on her hip, and another, matching but different, on each shoulder. I figured that Red had either Irish or Scottish blood in her somewhere.

“Well, no,” she began, answering Sparkles’ first question. “I don’t want to stay naked.” But it was clear that she still had some doubts.

I strove to put those doubts to rest. “Red,” I began. “You don’t mind if I call you that, do you?”

“It’s as good a name as any,” she replied.

I nodded. “Look at where we are. This lab complex. These lockers have to belong to the workers here. And what do we know about them?”

It took her a moment to understand. Perhaps she had been unwilling to face the truth of what had happened. But it was the purple-haired woman who put it into words.

“They’re all dead,” she said.

I nodded. “They’re all dead. Which means they don’t have any use for their stuff anymore.” I tried out a gentle smile. “Whereas we do.”

The redheaded woman nodded. She drew a deep breath.

“You’re right,” she said. Then she turned to the purple-haired woman, whom I was trying very hard not to stare at. All four of the women were different physical types. Sparkles was small and perfect. Red, tall, slim, and beautiful. The muscular woman — well, she was strong, powerfully athletic and attractive, surprisingly feminine with it.

But the purple-haired woman?

She was physical perfection. Not overly tall, not overly short, not overly muscular, yet she was fit, toned, and sported an hourglass figure designed to drive men insane.

Nor was she as modest as the muscular woman. She was toweling herself clean without much regard to anyone’s presence, and a large part of my animal brain wanted me to reach out and caress the pert nipples on display.

When I first saw her emerge from the cylinder, I hadn’t been able to tell if the carpet matched the purple of the drapes, but now that she was closer, I could see that there was no carpet at all.

It was a little difficult to keep my mind on the task at hand.

“I’m pretty sure our need for whatever’s in these lockers is greater than theirs,” I said.


Chapter four


We were all able to find something to wear, even if it wasn’t always to each of our tastes.

I found a pair of pants that were about the right size, and a T-shirt and jacket to match. I figured that somewhere, there was a large guy who wouldn’t be needing them anymore.

There was even a pair of worn boots that fit, and I realized that all of the corpses we’d seen so far had been wearing the same sort of light canvas sneakers on their feet.

Red chose a flowery blouse that was a couple of sizes too big for her, but she made it work, and matched it with a flowing skirt. It made her look as if she was on the way to Woodstock, or maybe a protest against eating meat, and I wondered if it was a reflection of who she had been before she had lost her memories.

Sparkles found a hot pink dress that looked as if it had been made for her, and the tall, muscular woman picked out a T-shirt advertising some heavy metal band I’d never heard of, and a pair of baggy overall type things.

Sparkles eyed her speculatively.

“Which team do you play for, exactly?” she asked brightly.

The bigger woman looked at her. “What do you mean?”

“The overalls,” Sparkles said. “And your haircut, shaved on one side like that. What would you do if you found an earring in the shape of an ax?”

I understood what Sparkles was saying, and so did most of the others. Red, however, wasn’t paying attention.

To my surprise, the muscular woman actually blushed.

“I don’t…” She hesitated. She was clearly taking the question seriously. “I don’t remember who I might have been before. But I guess I must have been married at some point.”

She held up her left hand, and while she wasn’t wearing a ring, there was a distinctive mark on her ring finger that suggested she had done so regularly.

Sparkles was grinning broadly. “You know that doesn’t answer the question,” she said. “Lesbians can get married just like anyone else.”

The muscular woman – I was starting to think of her as Modesty — nodded. She was still blushing, more delicately than Red seemed to do, but she wasn’t backing away from the question.

“I don’t think I’m gay,” she said.

“Why not?” Sparkles asked, and I had to admit, I was interested in the answer as well.

“I…” she began, then shot a look my way. It didn’t seem to be a conscious gesture. She just did it.

Sparkles caught the meaning without any problems. She burst out laughing.

“You were ogling Zeus!” she said, and while Modesty didn’t respond directly, her blush deepened, and that was answer enough.

Sparkles kept laughing for a few moments more, then let the bigger woman off the hook. “And fair enough too. I mean, have you seen how he’s built?

I was right there among them, getting into my clothes as they spoke. Yet Sparkles didn’t seem to care. She just mimed fanning herself as if she had become overheated.

“We all noticed,” the purple-haired woman said in response. But there was an accusation in her words more than anything else, although I didn’t quite understand why.

That spectacular beauty had found herself a torn pair of jeans, a shirt, and a jacket. She seemed to be the most practical of the four women. But she hadn’t stopped there, foraging about until she had found a gold necklace, a pair of hoop earrings, and a ring that was too big for her fingers, so she slipped it over her thumb. She also collected half a dozen different bangles, which she slipped over her wrist.

She saw that Sparkles and Red were watching her.

“What?” the purple-haired woman asked. “Turns out, I like shiny things.”

Sparkles nodded, her eyes shining. “I’m going to call you Hoops,” she said.

The purple-haired woman didn’t object, so that was her new name as well.

The women all chose shoes that fit them, with Sparkles having the greatest choice. She narrowed it down to a sparkly pair of high-heeled sandals and a more serious-looking dark pair of business shoes with a three-inch heel before settling on the latter.

I thought we were done, but that’s when Hoops picked up a handbag and started to go through it. This time, it wasn’t Red who said anything, but Modesty.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked, and everybody understood what she meant.

The purple-haired woman nodded.

“I’ve woken up in a strange place with nothing. No memory of who I am. No money. No clothes. I don’t know about you, but I have no intention of facing the world that way. As Zeus here said, it’s not like the owners are going to kick up a fuss, is it?”

She continued with what she was doing, collecting as much cash as she could find and stowing it away in her pockets. Sparkles seemed to think that was a good idea and joined in, but the others did not. I held back as well, but for my own reasons.

By then, we’d been awake for perhaps half an hour. I’d fought and killed a monster, and while the lights were no longer strobing, they hadn’t exactly returned to full strength. Combine that with the mess and the corpses, and I was starting to think there was something seriously wrong going on.

Modesty seemed to be on the same wavelength. “Nobody has turned up to check on the people here,” she said, out of nowhere.

Sparkles and Hoops kept at it for some moments. They might have worked their way through every one of the lockers, stuffing their loot in their pockets — or, in Sparkles’ case, in a small backpack she had found.

But before they were halfway done, I heard a noise that sent a chill up my spine.

Nor was I the only one to hear it.

“What was that?” asked Red, her voice a whisper of fear.

“Sounds like another one of those monsters,” Sparkles said.

I agreed. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of here before it comes closer.”

The mood in the locker room had changed. Where before there had been an almost relaxed atmosphere as the women and I were finally able to get dressed, now there was a strong flavor of fear in the air.

Everyone had seen the carnage the first hellhound monster had wrought. None of us, not even me, wanted to face another.

Well, maybe just a little bit. The fight had brought out something primal in me, a desire for blood. Maybe I’d always had that in me. Maybe it was new. I didn’t know either way.

But that wasn’t enough of an excuse to put us all in danger. I’d rested my ax against the lower shelves of the lockers, but I wasn’t the only one with a weapon. Sparkles had brought along a length of pipe, and Modesty had one as well.

I hadn’t exactly been cataloging the contents of the lockers, but I hadn’t seen any sign of a more traditional weapon.

The purple-haired woman’s eyes proved sharper. She snaked a hand into one of the lockers that she had already investigated and emerged with a small black cylinder.

She saw me looking. “Mace,” she said by way of explanation.

I nodded in approval, and then we were on our way, with Red collecting not a weapon, but the thick file she had brought with her.

A quick glance along the corridor showed no evidence of any monsters, and I wanted to keep it that way.

“I saw a lift sign somewhere,” Sparkles said, her demeanor uncharacteristically serious.

“Lift?” asked Red.

“Yeah. There’s no windows. We’re underground, right?” Sparkles said.

There was a general agreement. I hadn’t even thought about it, but I’d been acting as if we were below ground just the same.

I remembered where the lift sign was. “This way,” I said.

The five of us moved quickly along the dim hallway, while at the same time keeping an eye out for trouble. I realized my senses were heightened like never before. I could see clearly despite the gloom, but I could also hear every movement the group of us made: the sound of fabric gliding over fabric, light, quick footfalls, and even the sound of the women breathing.

I was trying to keep an ear open for the monster that had cried out before, and every now and again, I heard something.

A deep grunt, like that an oversized bulldog might give if it was doing anything strenuous. The sound of something heavy moving closer.

But it wasn’t just my sense of sight and sound that seemed to be sharper. My sense of smell was as well. It was like that sense had been dialed up to eleven. I could still detect a hint of the lingering odor of the gelatinous goo we had all climbed out of. But as well as that, I caught the natural scents of each of the women, a much more pleasant odor, albeit overlaid with the tang of fear.

Beyond that, there was a lingering stench of blood and death, and somehow, the random destruction had a smell as well.

But there was something else that I’d been aware of for some time now, but hadn’t consciously acknowledged.

It was a staleness, a foulness. A stench of wrongness that had emanated from the monster I’d killed.

That stench had been with me ever since I had emerged from the cylinder, ebbing and flowing depending on how close I was to the monster.

Now, it seemed to be growing stronger again.

“It’s getting closer,” I said. “And there might be more than one.”

The others accepted my word without comment, although Hoops muttered a curse under her breath.

But we were already there. We’d reached a tall set of glass doors, through which we could clearly see a single elevator in an alcove all by itself.

In normal days, no doubt the glass doors would have slid open automatically. But no longer. We had to push our way through, letting them swing closed behind us, and Sparkles jammed her finger on the lift button.

Nothing happened.

“It’s not working,” said Red, the fear clear in her voice.

“Of course not,” Hoops snorted.

“What do we do?” Red asked.

“Are there no stairs?” asked Modesty.

Hoops gave a snort. “That would make it too easy, now wouldn’t it?” she responded.

I’d been watching through the glass doors and saw the first of the hellhounds arrive. It was a little smaller than the first one, but still reeked of power and malignancy, and this time, it wasn’t alone.

A second hellhound monster followed closely behind, and I knew we were in trouble.

“Force it open,” I said. “Do it quickly.”

There was one thing in our favor. On the side of the glass doors were a pair of steel handles, metal bars designed to allow people to grab them and pull.

I quickly slid the handle of my ax through those handles, effectively making it impossible for the doors to open.

But I knew that would only work as long as the doors themselves held, and while they looked tough, they were nothing but glass.

The hellhounds had seen us. One of them responded with a deep-throated growl that sounded like a challenge, and they charged toward us.

I stood my ground, resting my weight against the glass door, keeping one hand on the handle of my ax.

“Hurry,” I said.


Chapter five


The first of the monsters slammed into the glass door as if it was trying to charge through it to get to me. I felt the glass shudder against my shoulder, felt the door move, driving me back at the same time, but only until it reached the limit imposed by my ax locking the handles.

Such was the impact that I thought the door might have shattered if I hadn’t been there. I gritted my teeth as the monster snarled and growled inches away from me. It stood up on its hind legs and scrabbled at the glass like any dog wanting to get in, and then its companion joined in.

These monsters weren’t clever. They weren’t using all of their weight against the glass doors. But even so, the pressure was enormous. I leaned my full weight against the glass, one foot stuck out behind me, and did my best to keep them both back.

Even so, I knew it was a losing battle. These growling, slavering beasts had weight behind them, and power as well, and even as I strove against them, I could see the glass starting to flex.

It was thick, heavy glass, and I would have happily jumped up and down on it and expected it to hold.

But glass is brittle, and could only flex so much. All these monsters needed to do was act in concert, leaning their weight away from where I was, and they would be through.

“Hurry!” I grated again. I knew I was fighting a losing battle, but even so, I felt a certain elation.

Just like last time, I started to grin. There was something in me, something that actively enjoyed challenges like this, and I very much wanted to lay about me with my ax. The challenge of facing these monsters, going against one was like a call to my soul, and if it weren’t for the women behind me, I might have unhooked my ax just to see what would happen.

But it wasn’t just me I had to worry about. Even though we’d only just met — as far as I knew — I had to worry about the women as well. And besides, this less direct challenge also had its appeal. How long could I keep these monsters at bay? How long could I hold the doors against them?

I was grinning like a madman even as the first of the monsters took a step back before hurling itself at me again.

The impact was jarring. I felt it through my flesh and my bones, but again, it had made the same mistake.

If it had flung itself at the other door, it likely would have broken through.

But I was supporting the glass door with my own strength, and that was enough.

Again, the glass held, and the monster snarled and snapped at my head, barely inches away, spilling gobs of saliva on the clear surface.

“Ow, fuck it!” someone said.

I risked a quick glance and saw that the women were making progress. They’d pried the door to the lift open to more than a foot. Yet the mechanism seemed powerful. It didn’t want to let them in.

Hoops saw me looking, and I knew it was her who had cursed. She was holding her hand as if assessing the damage.

Yet the expression she wore wasn’t one of pain so much but irritation.

“I broke a nail,” she explained.

Then she turned back to the others, and added her strength to their efforts, two women on each side. Even Red had joined in, the slim woman sharing the left side with Sparkles, while the other two focused on the right.

“Red, squeeze through!” I called out, and that was enough. The slim woman was able to slip through to the other side, at the same time as the others kept the door open.

The monster on the other side of the glass crashed into it once more. Again, my weight on my side proved the difference. Again, the monster leaned its weight on the door and snarled as it tried to use its claws to dig its way through.

I held fast, straining with all of my strength to keep the door closed, aware that the handle of my ax just wasn’t up to the task.

I heard the sounds of effort and movement from the women behind me, and knew that they were all squeezing through one by one. I thought we had a chance to get away clean.

But that was when the other monster reared back and aimed for the part of the door I had been hoping they would continue to ignore.

That second monster threw its weight at the other side, well away from me. I couldn’t move to defend that side of the glass without abandoning the side I was on.

It all happened in slow motion.

I watched the glass flex further than it had flexed before. For the briefest of moments, the monster let up, as if it was going to back off.

Instead, it just sort of bounced, slamming its full weight on the door a second time.

That bounce seemed to add to the pressure rather than taking it away.

The door shattered into a thousand different shards.

The monster fell through, landing on all four legs beside me, and at least one of the women started screaming.

Without the other side of the door, my ax was no longer taking any of the weight of the first monster. I was pushed backward, and all of a sudden, both hellhound monsters were in the alcove with me.

“Zeus!” someone shouted. I figured it must have been Sparkles.

Somehow, I’d already untangled my ax from the door, and held it ready to go in both hands. I was grinning like a madman, my feet set even as I prepared to swing.

But I still managed to find the time to glance back at the lift.

The girls had been clever about it. They’d opened the door far enough to jam one of their metal pipes in it. The door was open and waiting, even though all four women were now in the lift.

“Hurry!” shouted someone else, Red, I thought, judging by the amount of fear in the word.

I was no more than eight feet away, and knew I could cover that distance in less than a second.

The only problem was that the two monsters were just as close, and would get there before me.

So I did the only thing I could.

I swung my ax and charged, roaring at the top of my lungs as if I was the monster instead of these two brutes. And perhaps my unexpected ferocity combined with my bellow proved the difference. The nearest monster hesitated, and was rewarded for its efforts with the spike of my ax crashing through its jaw.

It let out a whimper very much like that of a wounded dog, but I was already moving.

I launched myself past the wounded monster and swung wildly at its companion, only for it to duck back at the last instant.

My swing hit nothing but air, but that was good enough. I’d created just enough distance.

I hauled myself through the gap the girls had created and wrenched the pipe free as I passed.

Just as I’d been hoping, the lift doors slammed shut, but not quite quickly enough.

The second monster was faster. It managed to get a paw through before the door shut, and even though those doors seemed to hurt it, it snarled and scrabbled, trying to get through.

At least two of the women started screaming again, but not Modesty. She hammered at the monster with her own makeshift club, and I was a fraction of a second behind her.

This time, I used the blade of my ax, but again, the monster was just too big. Too muscular. Instead of severing the paw completely, I just opened a wound.

Even so, it was enough. The monster gave a high-pitched yowl and pulled back, allowing the doors to finish closing.

For a moment, there was silence. It was pitch black as well, with no light at all seeping in. I couldn’t see a thing despite my eyesight being better than it should have been.

Into the silence, Sparkles asked a question. “Now what do we do?”


Chapter six


Almost as if to answer the question, the monsters outside the lift roared and attacked the door. The sound was like nothing I’d ever heard — or at least not that I could remember. It was like the monsters were throwing their full weight at the lift doors and trying to batter their way through rather than seeking to slide them open.

The whole lift shuddered and shook with each impact, and several of the girls either shrieked or whimpered in fear.

I gripped my fireman’s ax and made ready to move should there be even a hint of give, but the sounds from without quickly turned from animalistic rage through to frustration.

“I don’t think they can get in,” said Modesty from somewhere close by to my shoulder.

I thought she was right. I relaxed a little even as the banging and crashing continued, and then answered Sparkles’ question.

“Don’t these lifts usually have an access panel to the shaft?” I wondered out loud. Even as the lift shook again, I looked up, but there wasn’t enough light to see. “Or is that just some Hollywood invention?” I finished.

“No, I think that’s real,” said someone, I thought it was Hoops.

“But how do we know this?” Red asked, her voice still filled with fear. I thought she might be trying to distract herself from the banging. “I mean, we can’t even remember our own names. How do we still know about access panels in lifts?”

It was a good question, and I was starting to have my suspicions. But as yet, with no actual proof, I didn’t think it was the right time to share.

I did, however, find myself grinning in the dark. Being stuck in a lift must have been high on the list of nightmare scenarios for a number of people. At the same time, for me, it was just about the opposite.

I was stuck in a lift, that much was true, but I had four very attractive companions with me, and if it weren’t for the obvious realities of trying to stay alive, it would almost be a dream.

The only downside – aside from the dark and the whole monster situation — was that the women were no longer naked.

“Zeus,” Hoops said, using the name Sparkles had given me. “While I may be grateful for your efforts standing up to the monsters, that doesn’t give you any right to fondle my ass. Please remove your hand.”

The purple-haired woman had so far come across as fierce and capable, but also a little fiery. I could hear the controlled offense in her tone.

“It’s not me,” I said. “I’m over here.”

I could tell just by the sound of her voice that Hoops was tucked away in the far corner, and Sparkles chose that moment to giggle.

“I admit it! It was me!“ she said. “I just wanted to see what you’d do.”

I could almost sense the purple-haired woman’s disapproval. “Same goes for you,” she said. “Zeus, I apologize.”

But I was still grinning in the dark. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. At the same time, I was aware that Sparkles’ antics had distracted the others from the ongoing banging, and that was a good thing.

“Heads up,” I said. “I can’t see shit, so I’m going to do this the old-fashioned way. Brute force and hope.”

I sensed the others shifting away from me as much as they could, and raised my ax over my head. I didn’t swing so much as pressed the spiky end of the ax against the plastic paneling. It came apart easily enough, with shards dropping down all around me.

“Cover yourselves,” I said, and scraped the plastic away as much as I could.

Then I reached up through the hole I’d made. I was easily tall enough. I could feel the layer of steel, and tried to slide it every which way, but it was stuck fast.

“If this is some sort of access hatch, it’s screwed in place or something. I’m going to have to hack my way through.”

“Do it,” said Sparkles, and the others murmured their agreement.

I used the spiky end of my ax again, swinging it just hard enough to punch a hole in the metal. Then I gave a tug.

Metal twisted.

“I can see,” someone, I think it was Hoops, said.

I could as well. Opening the top of the lift let in just enough light that I could make out different shades of gray.

The monsters outside seemed to be giving up. The banging was less frequent, as if one of them had already limped off to nurse its wounds.

I reached up with the ax again, and carefully used it to twist more of the sheet-metal out of the way. Then I looked to the others.

“Who is first?” I asked.

At this, Red made a disappointed noise. “I should have picked something more practical to wear,” she said.

“I’ll go first,” said Hoops.

But when I placed my ax against the wall and cupped my hands, ready to give her a boost, she shook her head.

“I want to try something,” she said.

With that, she positioned herself under the hole I had made.

While Modesty and Red were both fairly tall, Sparkles was short, and Hoops was no more than average height.

Yet the purple-haired woman didn’t hesitate. I stepped out of the way, and she leapt into the air, catching the edge of the hole easily.

With the grace of a gymnast, she hauled herself up and through.

It was an impressive display, and it wasn’t just me who thought so.

“Wow,” Sparkles said. “Are you some sort of athlete?”

“I don’t know,” Hoops replied from above. “I don’t think so. But ever since I climbed out of that cylinder thing, I’ve been feeling surprisingly strong and capable.”

There were more murmurs of agreement all around, as if the others felt the same way.

“Come on up,” Hoops continued. “There’s dirt and grease everywhere, but I can see the next set of doors. If we can get up to them and get them open, we might be able to get out of here.”

The rest of us didn’t need any further encouragement. Modesty was next, and she used the same self-sufficient technique Hoops had chosen. I threw her makeshift club, and Sparkles’ as well, up through the hole to her, and handed my ax up as well.

Then it was Red’s turn. She turned toward me, and I could see the uncertainty on her face even in the low light.

“Can you help me?” she asked.

“Do you not feel as strong as the others?” I responded.

“Oh, I do. It’s just that…” She caught her bottom lip in her teeth for a moment, a gesture of uncertainty. “Of course, I don’t remember. I just can’t shake the feeling that I’m naturally clumsy. I mean, maybe I’m not any more. But even though I feel physically strong, the idea of climbing up all by myself…”

She trailed off. But she didn’t really need to continue. I was already nodding.

“Hand me that file,” I said, and she did as I asked. I reached up and handed it through the hole, and somebody took it. Then I once again cradled my fingers, crouching low enough for her to use my hands as a step.

She got the idea easily enough, and clambered awkwardly up, using her hands on my shoulders to steady herself. I stood straighter, and Red was able to transfer her grip from my shoulders to the edge of the hole. From there, Modesty grabbed her, and Red let out a stifled squeal as the muscular woman pulled her up and through, her skirt wrapping itself around her legs as she went.

Then it was just me and Sparkles.

The diminutive woman favored me with a broad grin that seemed to light up the gloom just a little.

“You have another act of chivalry in you, big boy?” she asked.

Her positive humor was contagious. I returned her grin with interest. “You don’t want to see if you can do it all by yourself?” I asked.

She shrugged nonchalantly. “I probably could. But where would the fun be in that?” she asked.

I laughed out loud and offered her the same leg up I’d offered Red. Sparkles stepped into my hands with more confidence than the taller woman had done, and used my shoulders for support as well, but paused before straightening.

“No peeking,” she quipped, and then she was up, caught by the woman up top and pulled into the air.

Despite what she’d said, I watched her all the way. The dress she had chosen was short, reaching no more than halfway down her thighs, and I knew that while we had a reasonable choice of outerwear, underwear was a different story.

Naturally, the workers would have kept those on under their scrubs, and in truth, the idea of wearing someone else’s boxers just didn’t appeal.

So I was rewarded for my efforts with a brief glimpse of heaven, and then I hauled myself up and through as well.

It was easy. Far easier than it should have been.

“I don’t know what they did to us in there,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure I wasn’t this strong before.”

With the monsters all but having stopped banging against the lift doors below, I looked about in the gloom and saw that getting up into the elevator shaft was the easy part.

“Shit,” I muttered out loud.

The girls were in agreement.

As Hoops had said, we could all see the next set of lift doors above us. It was an obvious way out.

Trouble was it was a good fifteen feet above our heads.


Chapter seven


There was, however, a narrow steel ladder that ran up the wall all in the corner.

“It looks like getting up there won’t be a problem,” I said.

“Yeah, but it took all four of us to lift the doors open,” Hoops said.

“But we didn’t have Zeus with us for that,” Sparkles responded. “Did you get a look at his muscles? He’s a walking steroid injection!”

It seemed that the blonde woman had a knack for saying just the right thing to lighten the mood.

“Either way, standing here talking isn’t going to help. Let’s get up there and see what we can do.”

“It will be good to get out of this hell and back to some sort of normality,” Red added.

Privately, I wasn’t so sure that’s what was going to happen. What sort of ‘normality’ would allow a lab complex to descend into such chaos? There were monsters roaming around looking for people to kill!

And even then, the five of us had been woken up in some sort of cryo chambers. Clearly, we’d been experimented on. What sort of greeting were we realistically going to get?

Ruthlessly, I pushed all those questions to one side. There wasn’t any point in dwelling on them yet. Not when the answers would soon reveal themselves anyway.

The pants I’d taken from the locker had come with a wide leather belt. I slipped the handle of my ax through a loop so that it dangled at my side, freeing up both of my hands.

Then I climbed the narrow ladder to the next set of doors, with Modesty coming up behind me.

Those double doors seemed to be a fairly standard size. My arms were long enough to easily reach where they joined in the middle, even as I clung to the ladder with one hand. But there was an immediate problem, one that Modesty put into words.

“There’s nowhere to really grip,” she said. “It was the same with the other one. It’s why Hoops broke her nail.”

I gave a grunt of acknowledgement, but I was far from defeated. “I guess we’ll just have to be creative,” I said.

With that, I awkwardly drew out my ax, and used the spike end once again, one-handed.

I dug the spike right in the joint, and that gave me all the leverage I needed.

It was awkward and cramped, but I was still able to use much of my strength to good advantage.

All by myself, I managed to slide the doors open to maybe a six inch gap.

It was surprisingly difficult. Even after having seen the girls struggle.

“Why the fuck are these so heavy?” I muttered even as Modesty added her strength to mine, gripping the door near the bottom.

“Security?” she supplied between clenched teeth, and I accepted her answer.

Between the two of us, we managed to get the door open, but that’s when we ran into a problem.

“I’ll hold it,” I grunted. “Can you get your piece of pipe wedged in again?”

She made an affirmative noise, but didn’t let go right away. Unlike me, she hadn’t brought her makeshift weapon and all-purpose tool with her. She had to wait for Sparkles and Hoops to pass it up.

But as soon as they got it to her, she quickly let go, and I found myself holding on against an impossible weight. Whoever designed these things really didn’t want people to be able to wrench them open by sheer force of will.

Yet I seemed to be up to the task. The muscles in my arms, chest and back were like iron, and I really couldn’t believe I’d always been this strong. It was like what Red had said. She couldn’t remember her past, but still somehow knew she’d been clumsy.

I didn’t think I’d been a weakling, exactly, but this… It was like I could leap tall buildings in a single bound.

“Got it,” Modesty said as she slotted her length of pipe into place.

I found myself grinning again. “Excellent,” I said. “I guess it’s time to see what’s out there on this level.”

I was at the top of the ladder, so it was me who stepped through the wedged open lift doors.

I did it awkwardly, taking my ax with me, the awkwardness way less important than safety.

As soon as my feet touched the floor, I quickly looked around, holding my ax like a threat.

“What the hell? I murmured.

This level was just as ruined as the one we’d come from, if not even more so.

But there didn’t seem to be any immediate threat, so I turned back to help Modesty out of the lift shaft, and then the others, one at a time. Red was last up, and still clutched the file to her chest as if it was important.

“What happened here?” Hoops breathed as she turned about in a circle, taking it all in.

“I don’t know,” Sparkles replied. “But it’s different from down below, somehow. Isn’t it?” she asked.

“The destruction is older,” I said. “See the layers of dust? The carnage down below – the bodies were fresh. It’s like whatever happened here — it was months ago. Years even.”

“It’s like the monsters only found a way down there today,” Modesty said.

I nodded.

“Well, so much for finding someone and asking what happened,” Sparkles said, her tone considerably more glum than usual.

“It’s just this building though, right?” Red asked, her voice quivering at the end. “There will still be someone who knows what happened, right?”

I could see that my own concerns were starting to spread. Red was looking for comfort, but no one was able to provide it.

“Only one way to find out,” I said.

With that, I led the way into the lift alcove and into what had once been a grand entrance, the foyer of a corporate entity, but which had clearly seen better days.

As well as the dust, everything was ruined. Part of the ceiling had collapsed, and somehow, a large, abstract sculpture on a substantial base had been tipped over and broken.

“Was there some sort of earthquake?” Modesty asked, but again, no one had any real answers.

We picked our way through the mess as a group. Clearly, every one of us wanted to stick together, a safety in numbers type of thing.

I noticed I was gripping the shaft of my ax tightly, more tightly than the situation really demanded. Out of the corners of my eyes, I saw both Sparkles and Modesty doing the same, the latter having retrieved her makeshift club once we had all climbed out onto this floor.

But if there were other monsters like those we had encountered below, then those monsters stayed hidden.

We made it all the way to the front door without any issues.

In the lab complex below, everything had been made of glass and steel. Despite the ruin, it had seemed to be a modern construction.

Up here was different. Here, it was a mixture of stonework and wood, and that included the main entrance.

A pair of large wooden doors prevented us from reaching outside, and a simple shove was enough to show us all that they were firmly locked.

I could conceivably have hacked my way through with my ax, but there was another option.

As well as the solid main doors, there was also a revolving door, also made of wood, off to the side.

This revolving door wasn’t locked, and we used it to finally make our way outside.

As soon as we were there, each of us stopped and just stared.

“What. The. Fuck?” Sparkles said, and I agreed with the sentiment one hundred percent.

We were looking at a post-apocalyptic cityscape.

In every direction, there was ruin and destruction just like within the building we had left, but on a far greater scale.

The buildings all around us were broken and in extreme disrepair. One had actually partially toppled, held up only by its neighbors.

The streets in between were littered with debris. Burned out cars and other vehicles, trash scattered around, broken things in every direction.

There were patches of green where ivy and other climbing plants had gotten out of control, but otherwise it was a mixture of browns, blacks, and beiges.

“It looks like a war zone,” Hoops murmured, and she was right.

Even the weather was playing its part. A bitter wind was blowing through the streets, and the sky was heavy with a layer of ugly clouds that didn’t look natural.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” Red was saying. It was clear that she was on the verge of panic, but this time, Hoops was suffering her own existential crisis, and couldn’t spare the energy required to comfort the redheaded woman.

“Are we being punked?” she demanded of everyone and no one. “Is this some sort of elaborate joke, with us at the center?

“Those monsters didn’t look like a joke,” I replied, before I could stop myself.

“Oh God, oh God,” Red added. She dropped the file she’d been holding for so long, and I read for the first time the words printed on the front.

Project Resurgence, it said.

It meant nothing to me, and at that moment, was far less important than Red’s reaction. Instinctively, I moved toward her.

As far as I knew, we were essentially strangers. I was tall and no doubt looked intimidating. In normal circumstances, I would have hesitated before offering her comfort.

But in the short time we had been together, we’d already been through a lot. I had shown myself to be capable, and had, I thought, built up a fair amount of trust.

Red accepted my embrace, and in fact melted against me, bursting into tears against my chest.

“It’s okay,” I said, doing my best to soothe her. “It’s okay.”

“It is not okay,“ Hoops responded. “Have you looked at this shit? It’s like the whole world has gone to hell! Where is everybody? What happened here?”

I knew that the purple-haired woman’s words weren’t really directed at me, and just kept holding Red, allowing her to have her moment.

She was slim and felt good in my arms, and I briefly remembered how she’d looked before we had found our clothes.

Like the rest of us, she hadn’t been able to towel the goo completely from her hair. A hint of the odor of that substance still lingered, but that didn’t prevent me from holding her tight.

Yet I couldn’t just stand there, trying to keep the redhead from falling apart. As well as the destruction, as well as the chaos all around us, there was something else that the others had failed to notice.

At least, until Modesty pointed it out.

“Do you see what I see?” she asked, her voice filled with disbelief.


Chapter eight


Sparkles clearly hadn’t seen what had caught Modesty’s eye, and while she expressed it differently, she was as rattled as Red.

“Where is everyone?” she said. Then, before anyone could stop her, she stepped a little away from the group. “Hello!” she called out into the street. “Is anyone there?”

“Shush!” Hoops said. The beautiful, purple-haired woman stepped toward the diminutive blonde with a look of real fear on her face.

I was still holding Red, but loosened my embrace. I wanted to stop Sparkles from making any more noise, but it was already too late.

Sparkles rounded on Hoops.

“Why should I?” she demanded. “Do you know what’s happening here? Maybe there’s someone out there who can help us.” Without transition, she turned back to face the city in general. “Hello! Anybody?”

Modesty and I stepped toward the smaller woman at the same time, but I was half a pace further away. Modesty got there first, and to my surprise, she actually stepped in behind her and placed a hand over Sparkles’ mouth.

“Quiet,” the muscular woman hissed.

Sparkles was clearly shocked by the bigger woman’s move. She started to struggle, but Modesty hadn’t finished. She wasn’t trying to hurt the smaller woman. Just trying to get her to see.

“Look at the buildings. Can you not see?”

Sparkles wasn’t having any of it. She shook herself enough to break free of Modesty’s hand.

“See what?” she demanded.

“The monsters,” I said quietly.

My tone was enough to gain Sparkles’ attention.

“Monsters? What monsters?” she asked, but this time, instinctively, she kept her voice down low.

“Look,” I said, pointing toward one of the buildings.

The monsters weren’t easy to see. They were a mottled gray and black color, and that helped them blend in with the ruined buildings.

The first one I’d seen was hanging from a crevice about halfway up the seven or eight story building. It looked like nothing so much as an oversized, powerful sloth, with elongated arms that allowed it to climb with ease.

But growing from its back were a number of tendrils that seemed to wave in the air.

Just like the hellhound monsters we had faced in the lab complex, there was something sinister about them, the palpable evil that made my skin crawl.

Nor was it the only one. In the brief time we’d been standing there, I picked out two more, both of which had turned their hideous heads our way in response to Sparkles’ call.

“And there,” Modesty said.

She’d stepped away from Sparkles as soon as it became clear that the smaller woman got the message. She was pointing to a buildup of rubble adjoining a ruined, burnt out van, and at first, I couldn’t see what she was indicating.

But then it moved, an amorphous shape like a giant amoeba, almost translucent in the gloomy, overcast light. It was the biggest monster I’d seen so far, and I figured that Modesty’s eyes were sharper than mine. If the thing hadn’t moved, I would never have seen it.

“And there, in the sky,” Red said. She had largely regained control of herself, and had already bent down to retrieve her file. But there were still significant amounts of fear in her voice.

I looked where she was pointing and saw a pair of large creatures winging their way between buildings.

“They’re not birds,” I muttered.

Just like the other monsters, these things seemed to radiate evil. And they were enormous. Fully as big as the hellhounds, with a wingspan to match, and even as we watched, one of them let out a shriek that sounded like metal being torn, and I felt a tingle of fear at the base of my spine.

It was clear that the flying monsters had seen us. They were angling their wings with deliberate intent, and heading our way.

“Shit,” said Sparkles. “Shit, shit, shit. I’m sorry.”

“Be sorry later,” I said. “Right now, I think we should head back inside.”

I didn’t need to tell anyone twice. As one, five of us turned and stepped back toward the building entrance. But before we could make use of the revolving door again, Hoops held out her arms and brought us up short.

“Shit,” she said, borrowing Sparkles’ phrase.

“Those overgrown dog monster things,” she said. “They followed us somehow.”

We could all see what she was talking about. The two hellhound monsters, one with a bloody gash from my ax on its paw, were glaring at us through the revolving door. Clearly, they hadn’t yet worked out how that door operated, but the fact that they were even there suggested it was just a matter of time.

“What now?” Modesty asked, voicing the only relevant question.

We didn’t have any other options. “We run,” I said.

At first, our little group splintered, with Hoops and Sparkles heading in one direction and Modesty and Red in another. I cursed under my breath.

“Stick together!” I shouted.

I was thinking about if we had to fight. We would stand a greater chance together then separately. Nor did I want to have to go looking for stragglers once this was over and done.

Fortunately, either instinct or understanding took over, and the two groups merged back into one, with me trailing behind in defense.

As well as the two flying monsters, at least one of the sloth creatures had decided to join in the fun. It had dropped to the ground and was galloping our way, its long front legs making it look ungainly even as it ate up the distance.

“Where to?” asked Hoops, who had taken the lead.

I couldn’t help but admire the grace with which she was moving, and in fact with which all of them were able to attain. I couldn’t remember if I’d been a runner or not, and knew that the women didn’t know either. And we had just emerged from what felt like an extended stay in those gel filled medical pods.

Our muscles should have been atrophied. Yet each of us moved with the speed of Olympic athletes.

Even Red, who still clutched that file to her breast, as if it was some sort of a shield against the reality we had found ourselves in.

“The alley on your left!” I shouted.

Hoops darted in, with the rest of us following, and I could only hope that it was too tight a corner for the winged monsters.

A quick glance behind showed that it wasn’t. The nearest of the two was just about upon us, and I saw it more clearly than I wanted to.

In my mind, the closest approximation was some sort of griffin. A four-legged beast with wings and the head of a bird of prey.

But that’s where the resemblance ended. In my mind, the griffin’s wings were feathered, not torn and leathery like those of a malignant bat. The creature’s body was dark and rancid, very much like that of the hellhounds, and the beak was more like a serrated maw set under angry red eyes filled with hate.

The nearest was no more than ten feet away from me, and was swooping with all four clawed feet raised and ready to clutch at its prey.

That prey being me.

I didn’t have time to think. Didn’t have time to so much as plan my response. I just acted.

I jagged quickly to the left, but my intention was not just to get out of the way. Doing so would have left my companions at this monster’s mercy, and that wasn’t the plan.

Instead, I used a random chunk of debris as a launching pad, and hurled myself up and over, leaping high into the air and back into the monster’s path.

I let out a wordless cry of rage and swung my ax for all it was worth, bringing it down at the joint between its wing and its back.

The monster gave a cry of rage and pain, and somehow, I managed to land on my feet and keep running even as the foul creature tumbled the rest of the way to the ground.

I saw that Modesty had half turned with her pipe club in hand. She’d seen what I’d done and was looking at me with an expression akin to amazement.

I gave her a grin and shouted, “Keep going!”

I knew there was another winged monster behind us, as well as at least one of those oversized sloth creatures that moved very much faster than the animal it resembled.

But five paces later, we were able to at least slow down a little. The sloth monster had attacked the downed griffin, and its companion had turned to join in the fight. Somehow, one of the hellhound beasts had caught up as well, and there was a huge, violent free-for-all in progress.

“They’re ripping each other apart,” Sparkles said, a look of pure shock and revulsion on her face.

“They are. Let’s get out of here. See if we can find someplace safe.” I said.


Chapter nine


There was an instinctive drive to put as much space between us and the monsters as possible. At the same time, it was clear that those monsters we saw first were just the tip of the iceberg. The further we moved into the city, the more different types of foul creatures we saw.

The smallest of them was about the size of a large dog, a bit bigger than a Labrador. It had a ridge of foul flesh running the length of its spine, and a whipcord tail that it thrashed left and right.

Modesty was able to discourage it with a swing of her club, and we continued.

The biggest was a true monster. As big as a bus, it was a hairy, shambling giant made of tusks and spines.

We gave that one a wide berth.

Twice more, we stumbled upon malevolent creatures that wanted to kill us, but only once did I have to use my ax to discourage a monster with prejudice.

We tried to stick to the shadows, and eventually found somewhere to rest.

It was a broken café with part of the roof caved in. Yet the door was still functional, once we moved a chunk of debris out of the way, and there were a couple of seated booths that were still in usable condition.

The girls and I checked to make sure there were no hidden monsters waiting to pounce, then barred the door from the inside.

Only when we were certain that we would be okay did we then settle into one of the booths.

I could have squeezed in with Sparkles and Red on one side, but instead picked up an overturned chair, dusted it off, and sat at the end. I didn’t like having my back to the world, but figured that anything approaching wouldn’t make enough noise to be warning enough.

I looked around at the women and saw that they had all accumulated a layer of dust, and a few rips to their clothing as well, but they were essentially okay.

That said, their expressions ranged from uncertainty to worry, and as soon as we were settled, Sparkles asked the question on everyone’s mind.

“Right,” she said. “It looks like we are safe for the moment. So what in God’s name is going on?”

The first time that question had been asked, none of us had been able to supply a real answer. But this time, Red placed the file she’d been carrying with her on the table.

“I think this might have some answers,” she said.

“What is it?” Sparkles asked. She started to reach for it, but Red hadn’t taken her hands away.

“It’s a file I picked up from the lab. When you and… I’m sorry, I don’t know what to call you,” Red said, looking at me.

I shrugged. “Sparkles has been calling me Zeus,” I said. “Unless you can think of something better, I’m okay with that.”

To my surprise, Sparkles was grinning at me. “Sparkles?” she asked.

I smiled back. “It seemed to fit at the time,” I said.

Sparkles nodded. “Okay, perhaps we should figure out what to call each other before we go any further. I’m Sparkles, this is Zeus, and I called you Hoops,” Sparkles said, gesturing toward the beautiful purple-haired woman.

But she shook her head. “Violet,” she said.

We all looked at her. “Is that your name?” Modesty asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe. But I couldn’t say for certain. All I know is that it’s better than Hoops – and it kinda suits,” she said, reaching for her hair.

I found myself nodding. “Violet,” I repeated. “Works for me.”

Then I turned to the redhead. “I’ve been thinking of you as Red,” I said.

The slim redhead started to blush for some reason. She bobbed her head up and down. “Red will do for now,” she said, and we turned our attention to the muscular woman.

I figured that modesty probably wasn’t the best name for anyone. “What about you? Do you have a preference?” I asked.

She thought about it. “Honestly, I just don’t know.”

“You look like an Angela to me,” Sparkles said.

“Or an Olivia,” Violet chimed in.

The big woman looked uncertain. “Serena,” she blurted. “I like Serena.”

I nodded. It was a better name than Modesty. “Serena, Sparkles, Violet, and Red. And until I can think of something better, I’ll be Zeus.”

Everyone seemed happy with that, and it was Serena who redirected the conversation back to where it had begun.

“Red,” she said. “Tell us about the file.”

Red nodded. “As I was saying, I picked it up when Sparkles and Zeus were away looking for clothes. Serena and Violet and me — we were exploring the lab, to see what we could find. I tried to get one of the computers working, but that was a dead end. But then I found this in a drawer.”

“Project Resurrection,” Serena read.

Red nodded. “I didn’t have a lot of time to look at it, but it seemed important. I didn’t want to leave it behind.”

With that, she opened the file and showed us what little she had already seen.

“The introduction talks about using a blend of nanites and other technologies to create a sort of enhanced humanity.”

Violet didn’t catch on immediately. “So?” she asked.

“It’s about us,” I said. “Isn’t it?”

Red nodded. “I think so. It talks about testing volunteers to see if they were compatible with the technology. It talks about cryo chambers, like those things we climbed out of. It talks about increased fitness and strength, among other things.”

“Does it mention us by name?” Sparkles asked.

Red shook her head. “Not that I saw. But I’ve only had time for a quick flick through. Here, have a look for yourself.”

She pushed the file over to where Sparkles was sitting, and the blonde woman started to leaf through it. But the pages weren’t bound together with anything more than a small clip at the top left corner. After a couple of moments, she undid the clip, allowing the rest of us to look at different sections at the same time.

All of us were silent for a while as we absorbed what information we could.

“It says it was a super soldier program,” Serena said thoughtfully. She looked around the table. “Do any of you feel like soldiers?”

Sparkles and Red were quick to shake their heads, but I was less certain, and Violet hesitated as well.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe?”

It was Sparkles who voiced the next point of interest.

“It says here that for the procedures to take, we had to be kept on ice for more than a year.” She looked around. “Had we been in those tubes for that long?” she asked.

But none of us could answer that question. We simply didn’t know.

A short time later, Violet found a potential answer to the question about our mutual amnesia.

“Look at this,” she said. “It’s talking about pain management. They used memory inhibitors not so that we wouldn’t feel the pain, but so we wouldn’t remember it.” She looked at us around the table. “Do you think that’s why we can’t remember our history?”

“You think the memory inhibitors went too far?” I asked.

“No, hang on,” Violet said. “Look, this bit is talking about restoring our memories once the procedures are done.”

At this, Sparkles barked out a laugh. “Well, that didn’t happen, did it?” she said.

“No, it didn’t,” Serena said.

I was thinking about the implications. “Those hellhounds, the monster’s we faced in the lab complex,” I said. “I’m thinking they interrupted the work being done on us. I think their presence was what led to us waking up before the procedures were finished.”

I could see the others acknowledging the truth of my words, at least to themselves. But Sparkles wasn’t satisfied. She frowned as she asked another question.

“But what does that mean?” she asked.

I shrugged. “As far as their procedures go, I don’t know. But they must have gotten close to finishing what they began. I mean, look at us. Look at what we’ve been able to do.”

At this, Sparkles grinned at me again. “Yeah,” she agreed. “We all saw what you can do, at any rate,” she said with a lustful grin. “Very impressive.”

“But it’s more than that as well,” I said. I appreciated her admiration but had noticed something I didn’t yet think they were aware of. “That first hellhound – well, I didn’t walk away from the fight uninjured. I picked up a few cuts and bruises in the process.”

I figured a demonstration was in order. “Look,” I said.

With that, I pushed my shirt and jacket off my shoulder as much as I could, to show them one of my cuts.

“That looks like it’s partially healed already,” Violet said. The purple-haired woman was sitting closest to me on that side.

I nodded. “It feels like it, too. And even when I got it, it was less painful than it should have been.”

Red was nodding. “It makes sense. From what I’ve been able to read. Enhanced healing is something the nano systems have been programmed to do. That, and keeping us all in top physical shape.”

“And the pain thing?” I asked.

“I’m not an expert,” Red said. “But that looks like it could be the result of something else. Apparently, there is a device they inserted in our pain centers.”

“Wait, they put something in our brains?” Violet asked, clearly unhappy with that piece of news.

“Looks like it,” Red said.

“Do we think that all this,” she gestured broadly, indicating the general room and the monsters as well. “Do you think it all happened while we were being experimented on?” she asked.

There was something about the way she said, ‘experimented on’ that suggested she found the whole concept vaguely abhorrent.

“Or do you think they did it because of everything else going on?”

“What, you mean as a way to combat the monsters?” Red asked.

Serena nodded.

“Maybe the latter?” I suggested. “I mean, think about the name Project Resurgence. And then there’s this: would you have agreed to such an extended procedure if there wasn’t a good reason?”

Most of the women seemed to like my assessment, but Red was different. “I might have done,” she said.

She looked around and blushed again when she saw everyone was looking at her. She shrugged her shoulders.

“I just get the idea that I’ve always been clumsy,” she said. “Not very coordinated. Who wouldn’t want a chance to suddenly become more physically capable?”

We hadn’t gone through the file in detail, but we’d all picked up enough for the time being. I looked at the four women seated around the booth. All of them beautiful, despite the conditions we found ourselves in, and all very different.

“So, we’ve learned a bit about what happened to us. The question is, what do we do next? Where do we go from here?”

They all spoke at once.

“Find a way to get our memories back,” Serena said.

“Figure out what happened to this place,” Red responded.

“Look for other survivors,” Violet said.

“Find something to eat,” Sparkles suggested.

When the others all looked at her, the blonde woman just grinned. “What? I’m hungry. By the looks of this file, it might have been literally months since any of us last ate anything. After all this running about, I’m starving. So sue me.”


Chapter ten


The girls started to argue, with each of them thinking that their own suggestion should take priority. It quickly grew to the point where Violet smacked the palm of her hand onto the table.

“We don’t have to stick together, you know,” she said, her eyes full of fire.

That generated another round of bickering among them. I listened for a moment before raising my hands in a gesture not of surrender, but asking for silence.

It had been a stressful day, and maybe everyone was a little on edge. But they did calm down at my request.

“Let’s start with what we know,” I suggested. “One. The city is in ruins. It looks like it has been like this for some time. Agreed?”

They all nodded.

“Two. There are monsters about. These monsters are dangerous, and it seems that they like killing people.”

Again, the women all nodded.

“Three. We don’t know if there’s anyone other than ourselves left alive in this city. Nor do we know what might be going on in other locations. Basically, there’s a lot we don’t know.”

For the third time, the women all nodded. I knew, as far as lists of things we knew went, it wasn’t very expansive, and one of the things listed was that we didn’t know much. But even so, I felt it was enough to start drawing conclusions.

“If we hope to survive long enough to do anything, it looks like we’re going to have to rely on ourselves. Does anyone disagree so far?”

This time, because of the way I’d phrased it, they all shook their heads.

“Okay. So. Let’s talk about survival. First, does anyone disagree that there is safety in numbers?”

Serena, Red, and Sparkles all shook their heads, but Violet didn’t seem to want to catch anyone’s eyes.

It was becoming clear that she was an independent sort, strong and capable in her own way. Even if she didn’t have any memories from her earlier life, she had that mindset.

“Violet, could you have fought your way past the hellhound monster in the lab all by yourself? Could you have opened the lift doors without the help of the others? And did you think to take the file with you, the way Red did?”

It was clear she didn’t want to admit it, but in the end, she had no choice.

“Fine. There is safety in numbers.” She glared at me. “If it weren’t for you in particular, there’s a good chance I’d already be dead.”

“Okay, then,” I said, accepting her words without further comment. “So, at least that’s decided. We stick together. Agreed?”

This time, they all nodded. Including Violet.

“Next, we need to talk about our priorities. Yes, information is important. We need to find out what happened, whether it’s just here or global, or something in between. But more important than that has to be our basic survival. Does anyone disagree with that?”

I knew that I’d made it difficult for them to disagree.

“What’s the point of finding out what happened if we’re already dead?” Red asked.

“Exactly,” I said.

I looked around the table again, and saw that the argument was effectively over. Violet still looked surly, but Serena was looking around as if she was regretting having been drawn into the argument in the first place. Red looked a little sheepish, and Sparkles was grinning at me, her eyes seeming to smolder.

It seemed that she was a creature of appetites, and I had no doubt at all that she had me in her sights.

But for the moment, I had other things on my mind. “So, survival. What does that mean to you?”

“Food!” Sparkles said immediately. Clearly, she felt a little vindicated by what I’d said.

“And water,” Red added.

“Shelter,” Serena said.

“Protection,” Violet added.

“Exactly. And in truth, I have to admit, I’m feeling hungry myself,” I said. “It really does feel like I haven’t eaten in months.”

“I could eat,” Serena admitted, and the others both nodded.

“Okay, so how is this? We stay out of sight as best as we can, and forage for something to eat and drink. We seem to be in what used to be a pedestrian mall. Maybe that’s a good place to start. See if we can find a corner shop or market, and go from there.”

It seemed like a decent plan, but I wanted to allow for other possibilities as well.

“But keep a lookout, for more than just the monsters. See if you can find anything that would make for better weapons than what we have. And if you see any old newspapers or anything that might help explain what happened, all the better.”

As the five of us made ready to leave, I heard Sparkles curse quietly under her breath.

“What is it?” I asked her, and she shot me her usual grin.

“Nothing,” she said. She gestured to the small backpack she had been carrying. “I was just thinking about all that cash Violet and me swiped from the lockers. Fat lot of good that’ll do us in this world.”

I understood what she was saying. “You never know,” I said.

“Yeah, sometimes you do,” she responded.

It was still overcast and bitter outside, but I judged it to be no later than about noon. Plenty of time for us to find something to eat.

I kept my ax at the ready, and saw with approval that Serena and Sparkles were doing the same with their makeshift clubs. Violet had her canister of mace at the ready, but Red didn’t have anything she could use as a weapon at all.

She had gathered her file back together, but was no longer carrying it herself. Sparkles had emptied some of the cash from her backpack, and offered to carry it instead.

My first thought for scavenging had been the café itself, but the kitchen area was cut off by the collapse, and there wasn’t an easy way through.

So instead, we made our way back outside, keeping our eyes peeled for danger, and scurried quickly from place to place, keeping to the shadows all the while.

It wasn’t straightforward. Several times we pressed ourselves against the walls of a building to avoid being seen by a monster. Once, we had to run, and once, we had to fight. But the monster we fought was small, with more aggression than any actual threat, and this time, it was Serena who dispatched it with a solid hit of her club to the head.

“Yuck,” she said, looking at the blood that had spattered and making an expression of distaste. Yet I was pleased to see that she hadn’t held back when it counted, and the enhancements Red’s document talked about had been obvious.

Serena had used a combination of speed and strength to good advantage, and I didn’t know if a normal person without the enhancements we’d been given could have matched what she did.

I thought that as time passed, as the minutes and hours ticked by, we were all starting to get used to the differences.

Even Red, who had shown greater hesitancy than the others. In a surprisingly short time, she was picking her way through the rubble with confidence and ease.

But try as we might, we weren’t able to find anything useful.

It wasn’t that we couldn’t find the right sort of store. In less than an hour, we found several, including two different corner stores, another café, and a small supermarket. One of the corner stores was completely inaccessible, with tons of rock having all but trashed it completely.

But the others were in better states of repair, even if they were a long way from perfect.

“Looks like we’re not the first to try scavenging here,” Violet said, her voice filled with a mixture of disappointment and disgust.

She was right. The supermarket shelves had been picked clean, and there wasn’t much left anywhere else either.

“Not even the vending machines. I would have thought there might be something in the vending machines,” Serena said. “A bottle of water, maybe.”

“A few cans in the store somewhere,” Red added.

“Chocolate,” Sparkles said. She looked around at the others. “I thought the stores would have chocolate at the counter.” She clarified.

Yet there was nothing. Even at the back of the café, it had been picked clean. There wasn’t even anything in behind the counter at the corner store.

There were, however, still a few newspapers lying about, but they proved less useful than I’d hoped.

Red read out the latest headlines.

“Solar Flares,” she said. “They were worried about solar flares? How has that got anything to do with the destruction? Or the monsters?”

Not even the date on the papers told us much. Sure, they told us the date the papers had been published, but we had no idea how long ago that might have been.

We had no idea what today’s date might have been.

“The papers look pretty old,” I ventured, but I had no more than that to offer.

The afternoon wasn’t a complete write-off. One of the stores we found was a shoe store.

Much of the inventory was gone or scattered about, and there was a dead tree — this was on a street lined with them – having crashed through the window at some point.

But Sparkles had been regretting her choice of footwear. While Violet, Serena, and even Red had all chosen more practical footwear, Sparkles had gone for business shoes with high heels.

She was able to find a pair of running shoes in her size.

Well, not a pair, exactly. She found two mismatched shoes from different brands that would do the trick.

But after we’d rummaged our way through the small supermarket and come up with nothing, we were starting to get a little disappointed.

“Maybe we should hunt the monsters,” I suggested.

None of the women seemed to like the idea, although Serena did offer a nod.

“It might not be easy, but if we could take down something, we could cook it over an open fire or something. At least we wouldn’t starve if we did that.”

“We don’t even know if their meat would be toxic or not,” Violet responded.

“And what about water?” Red asked. “I’m getting thirsty.”

Both women made good points. As far as water was concerned, we had struck out completely. Not even the taps we’d tried had worked, although in truth, that wasn’t much of a surprise.

We had even found a ruined bar, but inside, there was nothing other than broken bottles, with any liquid long since having evaporated.

“I guess we just have to keep looking,” I said.

For about ten more minutes, we did so. Then Serena, who had proven to be the most observant more than once already, pointed toward a pile of debris on the other side of the road.

“Is that a person?” she asked.


Chapter eleven


Sparkles responded out of instinct alone. Before I or anyone else could stop her, the diminutive blonde woman had already stepped out onto the street. She waved her arms in the air as if there was nothing wrong with attracting attention.

“Hello! Hello!”

It was only then that Violet was able to grab her. The purple-haired woman hauled Sparkles back off the road, almost as if she expected a car or truck to come out of nowhere.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Violet hissed.

At the same time, I gripped my ax more tightly and kept my eyes open.

“What?” Sparkles said, clearly confused.

“Have you really forgotten about the monsters?” Serena asked.

Sparkles had the decency to look ashamed. “Ah, shit. I’ve done it again, haven’t I?” she said. “Sorry, but when I saw the stranger, I got excited.”

The stranger in question had disappeared back into the shadows on the other side of the road. Or perhaps he had been no more than a figment of our collective imagination.

“It’s okay,” I began. “We might have gotten away –”

The rest of my sentence died in my throat before I could voice it. Because it had just become clear that we hadn’t gotten away with Sparkles’ ill-considered shout at all.

A malignant, spider looking thing split the air with a vocal challenge and clattered toward us on far too many legs.

“Shit, sorry,” Sparkles said again.

Violet’s expression said more clearly than words that the blonde woman wasn’t forgiven.

“Safety in numbers, my ass,” she said.

“There is no time for that!” I snapped at them. “We have to run!”

The truth of my statement was apparent in the sheer size of the monster bearing down on us. It was bigger than the hellhounds, bigger even than the sloth monster, and it moved with a hideous speed because of its multiple legs. Even as the girls and I turned away, I knew there was no way we could outrun it.

But that didn’t mean we were done for.

“Find a tight space!” I called to the others. “Somewhere we can fit but it can’t!”

Once again, I held back, presenting myself as a target as the others hurried on. I realized that Serena was doing the same, and this time, I was more than happy for her to do so.

If I did have to fight, her strong arms and her club would be very useful.

“This way!” Violet said ahead, just before she, Sparkles, and Red disappeared into a narrow side street.

But that’s when our lack of knowledge of the city became our undoing.

“It’s a dead end!” Serena shouted as she and I followed them in.

Violet cursed out loud even as I risked a quick glance behind me.

The monster wasn’t yet with us in the alley, but I could sense it behind us. Too close for us to dart back out once again.

I knew without even thinking about it that this monster was more than I could handle.

I’d faced the hellhounds with a certain sense of anticipation and outright glee. But this thing was as big as an elephant, and as quick as the scuttling spider it resembled.

How could I hope to defeat such a beast?

“Hide yourselves!” I shouted. “Wherever you can!”

This dead-end street was as filled with debris as everything else. In particular, there were a couple rusted old cars jammed close to one wall.

“In there,” Red suggested, the terror in her voice just as pronounced as ever before. She and Violet dove into the front seat of one, but that’s where the plan came unstuck.

The back end of that car had been crushed beneath a chunk of masonry that had fallen from the building. The other car – the doors were locked.

“Shit,” Sparkles said, then immediately swung her pipe club at the window. Despite the blonde woman’s enhanced strength, that glass proved surprisingly tough. Had we stumbled across the only car in this post apocalyptic world with reinforced windows?

Either way, the club simply bounced off, leaving nothing more than a chip.

“No time!” I shouted. “Get behind it!”

As Sparkles scramble to do what I said, Serena and I turned to face the monster.

It had entered the dead-end street with us and was only a few away.

Despite everything, I felt myself starting to grin. “Today might be a good day to die,” I said, and prepared to sell myself as dearly as I could.

The first thing the spider monster did was try to skewer me with one of its legs. Somehow, I knew that a normal spider’s legs weren’t honed to a sharpened point, but this monster’s legs were, and I had to throw myself out of the way to avoid a very quick and nasty end. The sharpened leg hit the ground right where I had been standing, digging a six-inch hole in the concrete.

But if my quick avoidance irritated the monster, it didn’t show it. Instead, it just spun about like a top, aiming multiple appendages both my way and toward Serena, a rapid-fire attack that was accompanied by an almost continuous high pitched shrieking.

“Fuck!” I shouted as one of its legs came perilously close. I tried to use my ax in a riposte, but by the time I brought the weapon to bear, the leg I’d been aiming at was already gone.

“Serena! Stay back!” I called out, aware that the athletic, muscular woman was throwing herself left and right much like I was doing.

“And what, let you get killed?” she came back. “Not going to happen!”

I cursed again, but decided I had little choice. I couldn’t split my focus to worry about her as I fought. So I blocked everything — Serena, the other women, even the foul odor the monster exuded — out of my mind.

I tried to relax even as I continued to move, to dodge those flailing appendages. Tried to find a point of balance, a moment of Zen where I could simply react without trying to think, without getting myself all knotted up in the process.

Somehow, I knew that finding my center, finding a state of flow was my only choice.

And, incredibly, it seemed to be working. I’d thought I was grinning as I weaved and dodged, but it turns out I had been grinding my teeth. I felt the tension ease out of my shoulders and neck, and as soon as it did, I was able to move faster.

My grin returned for real this time, and I began to dance with this monster, knowing that any misstep could be my last.

And, incredibly, I found myself falling into a pattern.

Step, step, dive, recover, duck, step, step, dive.

I risked a quick glance and saw that Serena had picked up a wound on her arm, but was otherwise still in the fight. She had a look of glassy determination on her face, and was herself moving with such speed and grace it was almost beyond comprehension.

Step, step, dive, recover, duck, step, step, dive.

I knew then that Serena’s presence was helping. If the monster had been able to concentrate its full attention on me, I might not have been able to match it.

But as it was, she was buying me time. And perhaps taking a few steps out of the monster’s pattern of attack.

As I continued to dance, as I watched the monster closely – and Serena as well – I understood that I had enough time to do more than just step and dive.

I had enough time to counter as well.

Step, step, dive, recover and swing!

I timed it perfectly. I couldn’t match the individual speed of each of the monster’s strikes, but I could anticipate the pattern. And this time, when the next sharpened leg in that pattern appeared, my ax was already there.

I sheared the last section of the monster’s leg clean off.

Inky black dye splayed out in all directions and the monster gave a scream of pain mixed with rage.

All at once, it stopped splitting its attention between me and Serena and focused entirely on me. It became a whirling, spinning, lethal sequence of attacks, and gave me no choice but to alter the steps of my dance. I backed away, using my ax as a shield to block some of the blows I couldn’t cleanly avoid, and I knew that I couldn’t hope to survive against such a frenzy.

If I’d been fighting the monster all by myself, I would have been done. I might have defended a dozen attacks, but not the thirteenth. For fourteenth. Or whatever.

But I wasn’t fighting alone. Serena was with me, and so, to my surprise, was Violet. I hadn’t seen her climb out of the car she’d hidden in for protection, but she was there as well, studying the monster’s movements with fierce concentration.

But it was Serena who made the difference. As soon as the monster turned its attention to me, she strode forward and swung her pipe like a baseball bat, collecting two of its legs at once.

If she’d had an ax, likely she would have sheared through both appendages at the same time. As it was, she managed to buckle one, and might have even done some damage to the other.

Again the monster shrieked, and turned its attention to Serena rather than me.

I had no intention of letting it focus its attack on her, so I charged in right away, swinging my ax for all it was worth.

Another appendage went flying, and if this was a spider, the job would have been nearly done. Four legs either broken or otherwise damaged out of eight would have severely hampered its movements.

But this wasn’t a spider. And it had more than eight legs.

Far as I could tell, it had more than a dozen, although it moved so quickly it was impossible to count.

Once more, the thing rounded on me, and Serena repeated the tactic, taking out one more leg.

But this time, she didn’t move fast enough. The monster swung back toward her, and used one of its damaged legs like a club rather than a spear.

Serena gave a grunt and stumbled, collapsing onto the ground.

The monster pounced, just like a spider might have done in the same circumstances, landing almost on top of the big woman.

I was just a few steps away and was already winding up, getting ready to swing my ax once again, but Violet was closer.

She unleashed with her can of mace, spraying the spider monster straight in the face, preventing it from attacking Serena further.

I had wondered if these monsters would respond to the chemicals in that innocuous looking can the same way people did or not. Turns out, this spider creature was not immune to its effects.

It let out another of its raucous cries of pain, but this time, instead of simply redirecting its attack, it stayed static for a couple of heartbeats as it used a couple of legs to try to clean off the mace.

I took the opportunity, swinging my ax at the joint between leg and body, carving away two legs at once.

The monster wasn’t yet ready to go down. It still had too many functional legs for that. But its former spinning attack no longer seemed to be an option.

That, and the mace still affected it.

It apparently decided that we weren’t worth the effort. With another scream that seemed to be full of hate and pain, it backed away. Then it turned tail and looked to be heading out of the alley completely.

I considered launching myself at it and hacking away at a couple more limbs, out of spite more than anything, and a desire to call this a more decisive win.

But before I did so, someone new entered the game.

Someone with a shotgun.

They unloaded at the monster’s head, and the creature’s high pitched squealing cry was cut off as cleanly as with a knife.

The monster stayed standing for two full heartbeats, then crashed down to the valley floor. The gigantic, mutated spider, as big as an elephant or more, was no longer a threat.

But that didn’t mean we were out of the woods.

“See, Joel?” the newcomer — one of them anyway — said. “I told you there was women with them.”

The man who had spoken was average height and build. He had long, unkempt hair and a face full of matted whiskers. It was clear that it had been a long time since he had seen a bath, but I wasn’t sure that had much to do with the state of the world.

His jacket was a patchwork of leather and denim that really shouldn’t have been seen together.

His companion was older, heavyset, and carried a shotgun just like the first. He — Joel — wore a battered baseball cap and a coat that looked too heavy for the current weather.

Neither of them looked any way, shape, or form trustworthy, but their presence told me one thing.

We weren’t the only people alive in this city. Which meant there must have been a source of food and water.

“So you did, Earl,” Joel said. “But you keep your gun trained on this one. He looks dangerous.”

I hadn’t moved or said anything since the men had appeared, and neither had any of the women. I hoped that Red and Sparkles had the sense to stay hidden, and made sure of my grip on the ax.

It seemed that there was more than one kind of threat in this place.

“What do you want?” I said. I kept my voice neutral, even friendly. Out of the corner of my eye, I was aware of Violet helping Serena back to her feet.

“You keep your trap shut there, now!” Joel said, raising his weapon. But his companion – Earl — gave me the answer.

He grinned through a mouthful of rotten teeth. “We want your women, of course,” he said. “Been a long time since either of us has laid eyes on anything quite so lovely.”

I decided right then and there that I was going to kill them. Not because I had any real claim on Violet, Sparkles, Red, or Serena, but because these two men clearly had only their own interests in mind. The way they spoke, they were already thinking of them as little more than property, and I hated to consider how they might be put to use.

I sensed rather than saw Violet starting to respond, but couldn’t have stopped her even if I wanted to do so.

“What makes you think for a minute that any of us would be interested in either of you?” she demanded.

Earl looked her up and down with an expression of overt lust.

“Your interest ain’t got much to do with it,” he said. “After all, I’m the one with the gun,” he said.

A small sound from where Sparkles and Red were hiding in and behind the cars caught my attention, but I steadfastly refused to look. It sounded like someone was trying to move without making any noise, and I didn’t want to draw Joel’s attention their way. I was also aware of Serena grabbing hold of Violet’s arm in an attempt to get her not to respond.

But neither of the two men noticed any of this. Joel had turned his attention to Earl.

“I thought you said there was a blonde?” he said.

Earl looked at both Serena and Violet, neither of whom could be mistaken for blonde.

“That I did,” he said. He still had his gun at the ready, and looked like he wanted to use it. “What about it, girls? Do you have a friend hidden away somewhere nearby?”

“Why would we tell you even if we do?” Violet said, all attitude and defiance.

He showed his rotten teeth again. “Because if you don’t, I’m going to blow a hole in your boyfriend here,” he said, gesturing at me.

“I thought you said we were going to do that anyway?” Joel said to his friend. “Then just take the women and go.”

I nodded to myself. My instincts about these two were not mistaken.

“You might want to shut your mouth for a bit there,” Earl said, the unkempt man looking back at me and offering a superior sneer.

As the men had been talking, I’d been calculating the distance between me and them. If they had been armed with knives or clubs, I wouldn’t have hesitated. I figured I could cross the distance between them fast enough that they couldn’t react.

But those shotguns of theirs made all the difference.

I knew that I was stronger and faster than normal, and I healed more swiftly as well, but those shotguns – well, they seemed a bit more powerful than they should have been, at least at short range.

All you needed to do was look at the dead spider monster to know that.

Which meant that the very least that I needed was a distraction.

Keeping his gun trained on me as he did, Earl raised his voice.

“Here, Blondie, Blondie! We know you’re around here somewhere! Come out now or I’ll do it. I’ll shoot your boyfriend right in the face — and these guns was built for the monsters!”

He paused for a moment, but there was nothing.

“Guess she doesn’t care for you that much,” he said to me with a sneer. But then he tried again.

“I give you the count of three, then you better be where I can see you, you understand?”

I moved imperceptibly, just enough to position myself a little better. I wasn’t going to just stand there and accept being blasted in half by these men. Instead, I intended to do all I could to survive.

What that meant, exactly, I wasn’t entirely sure.

“One,” Earl said.

“Two.” He settled himself into a firing position, and took careful aim.

I knew he was about to finish this count and open fire, but just before he did, two things happened at once.

“Stop!” said Sparkles. She’d managed to move halfway around the dead-end street, somehow hiding from even my gaze, but not far enough. Clearly, she had intended to get behind these newcomers, but whatever she planned from there would have to remain a mystery.

Immediately, both Joel and Earl’s heads swiveled toward her, and that was all I needed.

In one smooth movement, I drew my ax back and unleashed, hurling it through the air not at Earl, because he was slightly further away, but at his heavyset friend Joel.

At the same time, I let out a battle cry. It wasn’t anything conscious. I just shouted wordlessly at the both of them, trying to create a little uncertainty even as I launched myself in their direction.

At the same time, it seemed that Serena had much the same idea. She hurled her club a fraction of an instant later, as both she and Violet started screaming.

It was all wonderfully chaotic, and I had the satisfaction of watching the sharp end of my ax bury itself in Joel’s face. He went down to his knees and made a small sound with no real meaning.

Then I barreled into Earl, heard his gun go off, and drove him to the ground.


Chapter twelve


Iwas very conscious that the noise we’d made could attract other monsters toward us, and my first instinct was just to kill this guy and get out of there as quickly as possible.

But he was the first living, breathing person we’d met since leaving the lab, and I wanted some answers.

So even as the man gave a grunt as he hit the ground, I’d already grabbed the barrel of his gun and ripped it out of his hands, throwing it toward Serena and the others.

Then I let my own momentum win out, landing on top of him, my elbow pressing into his throat.

He tried to struggle, but I was just too big and too strong. I leaned my weight onto him and growled, “Stop moving or I’ll break your skinny neck!”

It did the trick. Earl didn’t relax exactly, but he did at least stop struggling.

Or at least, he seemed to. But that’s when Violet called out.

“He’s got a knife!”

I ruthlessly jammed my elbow harder into his throat, not caring too much if I killed him or not. With my free hand, I reached around until I caught his wrist, and slammed that against the concrete twice in quick succession, hard enough to do damage.

He managed to make a strangling noise and let the knife go.

By then, Serena had approached close enough to pick up the knife, and I decided I was done fighting with this idiot.

I raised myself up enough to flip him over onto his front, then kneeled on the back of his neck.

“I’ve got some questions,” I grated. “If you want to live, I’d suggest that you answer them.”

He flailed about for a moment or two, then relaxed.

“All right,” he managed, his voice coming out harsher than it had been just a few moments ago. “Get off me and I’ll answer your questions!”

I glanced up at the girls and saw that Violet had picked up the gun. It looked like she knew what she was doing with it, and her expression was flat and dangerous.

“Someone check on Joel,” I said.

It was Sparkles who answered. In the time that I’d taken to subdue Earl, the blonde woman had approached his friend.

She had a look of disgust on her face, but she didn’t hesitate.

“He’s dead,” she said. “Your ax – well, it was a good throw.”

“Get his gun,” I said. “And check him for any other weapons.”

I did the same with Earl, but came up empty.

Sparkles came away not just with Joel’s shotgun, but with a revolver as well, and a handful of extra shells for the shotgun. She moved back to join Serena and Violet, both of whom were gathered around me and Earl, but weren’t standing too close.

Red, as far as I knew, was still hiding in one of the cars.

“I’m going to let you go,” I said to the man under my knee. “You can sit up, but don’t go anywhere, and don’t try anything. If you do, Violet here will end you without hesitation. Do I make myself clear?”

Earl made a whimper that I took as agreement. I locked eyes with Violet for one moment, and she nodded, and that was enough. In one motion, I stood and backed away, joining the others.

Wordlessly, Sparkles handed me the shotgun and extra shells she’d taken from Joel.

Earl continued to lie face down on the broken concrete for a couple of seconds. Then, laboriously, as if he was in pain, he rolled himself over and sat up. He cradled his damaged wrist in a way that suggested it might be broken.

He glared at us through malevolent eyes, then looked over at his friend, who still had my ax sticking out of his face.

That didn’t improve Earl’s attitude even a little.

“What do you want?” he said.

I glanced at the entrance to the dead-end street just to check that there was nothing approaching. Then I asked the most important question.

“What happened here?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” he replied, clearly uncertain.

I gestured all around us. “The destruction. The monsters. Where did they come from? What happened?”

He looked at me as if I was nuts. “What do you think happened? It all turned to shit!”

I studied him closely. “Pretend I’m new here. Pretend none of us know the first thing about any of this. Tell us what happened.”

“Start with the solar flares,” Sparkles said. She was pointing the revolver at Earl as well, and just like with Violet, it seemed that she knew what she was doing.

“Solar flares? What are you talking about?”

I took a deep breath and held it long enough to count to five, then let it out. I turned to Serena, who looked to be perfectly fine despite the injury she’d picked up.

“Can you go and check on Red? There doesn’t seem to be any need for her to hide any more.”

Then I turned back to Earl.

“Just answer the question. Something happened here. It must have been some time ago now. It probably started with the solar flares mentioned in the papers.”

Earl didn’t seem inclined to cooperate. “You broke my wrist,” he whined.

“Yes, and I’m going to break a lot more than that if you don’t start answering our questions. Do I make myself clear?”

I didn’t know if he was naturally unhelpful or just plain stupid. But eventually, he seemed to get the message.

“The solar flares,” he said. “They were years ago.” He frowned. Yeah, I guess they did happen about the same time as everything else.”

“How long ago?” Sparkles blurted. I noticed that Violet hadn’t said a single word since she had picked up the gun. She just stood there, as still as a statue, keeping the barrel trained on Earl’s face.

This time, Earl looked at Sparkles as if she was mad.

“Just answer the question,” I said.

I put enough venom into my words that Earl flinched. But he finally answered.

“Must be going on six years by now,” he said.

Six years. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but six years sounded like a long time.

I didn’t remember much of anything from my old life, but somehow, I knew how the world was supposed to be, and this ruined place wasn’t it. I wondered how I could have no knowledge of the destruction, of the monsters, if it had been around for so long.

The document Red had found mentioned keeping the experimental subjects in cryo sleep for more than a year. But what about the other five?

“Tell us what happened!” I growled.

“Okay, okay. I’ll tell you. Although how you don’t know already…” He trailed off, not finishing the thought. “About six years ago, there was these solar flares. You know that much. They lit up the sky day and night for months, interfering with all sorts of technology. Cars wouldn’t start. TVs and cell phones — they stopped working, or at least they stopped being so reliable. It was a mess, and it got worse, not better. I still don’t get why, but somehow, it led to food shortages. Around the whole world. So people started to riot. They marched in the streets, demanding something be done.”

Earl no longer seemed defiant. It was like the belligerence had gone out of him. He was just telling the story.

“Of course, that didn’t help, and in fact made things worse. The government sent the army in. The people were hungry. Turned into like, open warfare on the streets.”

“Is that what caused all the destruction?” I asked.

The unkempt man shrugged. “Some of it. Most of that happened later.”

“Keep going. What happened next?” I asked.

“Then there was the plague,” Earl continued. He said it casually, as if it was no big thing, and I found myself glancing at Violet and Sparkles just to reassure myself that I’d heard the man right.

“Plague?” I asked.

“Yeah, the plague. Wiped out maybe a quarter of us, and crippled another third. We thought that might help with the food shortages, but somehow, it made it all worse.”

“Is this plague still around?” Sparkles asked. Normally, it was Red who couldn’t keep the fear out of her voice. This time, it was the blonde woman.

“Oh, nah, it’s gone now. That Chimera Corporation company — the vaccine they made at least got that part of it right. The plague is gone.” The man shrugged. “Maybe it still exists in some of those Third World countries, but who cares about that?”

I couldn’t help but look around at the destruction that surrounded us, and wondered what this man thought made this place any better. But I didn’t bother to ask the question.

“And the monsters?” I said.

He looked at me as if I was an idiot. “Don’t you know anything?” he said.

“I told you. Pretend I don’t.”

“Well, it was the vaccine, of course. It done for the plague, but it also done for a bunch of other things. Dogs, snakes, spiders, you name it. It got into their system and caused them to change. And so now we got these monsters to deal with.”

Earl frowned and looked at his wrist for a moment. “You all got any ibuprofen or anything?” he said.

I shook my head. “You say the vaccine that got rid of the plague gave rise to these monsters?” I said.

“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” Earl responded.

“Then what?” I asked.

“Then, nothing. It is what it is. The monsters, well, they done for most of the survivors. They called the army back in, and they put up one hell of a fight. That’s what caused most of this mess. But they all rolled out when it seemed the monsters had won. To take up the fight elsewhere, or so they said at the time.”


Chapter thirteen


“And how long ago was all this?” Sparkles asked. Listening to Earl’s story, her usual cheerful demeanor was nowhere to be seen. But she wasn’t aiming a gun at Earl anymore. Instead, she had her arms up, ready to bring it to bear if she needed.

I noted that Serena and Red had both joined us, but as yet, neither of them had said anything.

“I guess it all happened over the first couple of years. A bunch has changed since then.”

“You’ve been living here for four years? Like this?” I asked.

At this, Earl actually managed a sickly laugh. “I’ve been here my whole life,” he said. “But I get your meaning. Yeah, about that. Four years.”

“How many others have you met?” Sparkles asked.

“Other survivors?” Earl repeated. “A few. There were some decent sized groups still living here after the army rolled back out. They’re mostly gone now. Others that claimed territories in the East and the North. A couple of survivalist types that me and Joel avoid. Mean sons of bitches. Then every now and again someone new will turn up. Like you. But that’s it. Well, if you don’t count them Chimera Corp lot, of course.”

I wanted to follow up about that. To ask him about the Chimera Corp. But Serena spoke first.

“Where do you get your food?” she asked. “And your water?”

Again, the man looked as if he thought we were crazy, this time favoring Serena with his expression.

“I gotta say, it’s been a good long time since I’ve set eyes on anyone pretty as you lot. With the exception of your man here, of course. Though with the questions you’re asking, I don’t see how you’re gonna last long.”

He managed a smile that was at least partially a leer. “Of course, I could help you with that,” he said.

I wanted to step forward and kick him in the head. Instead, I just growled at him.

“Answer the question. Where do you get your food and water?”

He turned back to me and his expression went from a leer to a look of pure hate.

“We forage, of course.”

“There’s nothing left,” Serena said. “The shops are all empty.”

At this, Earl barked a laugh. “You really don’t have a clue, do you?” he said. I took half a step forward, and he flinched away from me.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I already told you. There’s almost no people left here, right? Down from a couple of million. Sure, the shops are all picked clean. They were like that almost since them solar flares happened. Or not long after. People are people, and those that could started hoarding what they had. There’s still food here, if you know where to find it.”

“And where is that?” Serena asked.

I thought I’d already figured it out, but waited for Earl to confirm my suspicions.

“People’s homes, of course. Apartments and the like. I reckon there’s enough still hidden away to last for years.”

I found myself nodding. It made perfect sense, although I had to admit to a certain relief.

Sparkles wasn’t the only one who was hungry. There was a gnawing emptiness within me that was getting harder and harder to ignore.

The girls were apparently equally relieved. More than one of them murmured to themselves as if some of the pressure had just come off.

I still had more questions to ask. “What about other places?” I asked. “Other cities? Are they all like this?”

The man gave another shrug. “More or less, as far as we could find out. There was a guy me and Joel knew had one of them shortwave radios. For some reason, the solar flares didn’t impact that as much. We could hear the occasional chatter from other places, but they’re all much the same. I guess that’s what you get with a global vaccine. Messes things up all over.”

“Okay,” I said. “Last question. Where is your stash?”

At this, Earl grew pale. “My what?” he stammered.

“Your stash. Where you keep your ammunition. Your food. You’re going to take us there, and offer us whatever you have.”

He was already shaking his head. “No. That stuff’s mine and Joel’s. We earned it.”

I grinned at him, but it wasn’t a friendly expression.

“You were going to kill me,” I said. “And I don’t even want to think about what you were planning to do with my friends. To my way of thinking, that means you owe us. So, tell us where your stash is. Either that, or you get to stay here with your friend. Your choice.”

I could see the shock written on Red’s face as I spoke, and knew she didn’t like what I was suggesting. But this was, in my view, a matter of life and death. Maybe we could find our own food and drink, now that we knew better where to look. But where else would we find food, drink, and ammunition for the guns we’d taken all in one handy location?”

Earl gave me another look of pure hatred. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll take you there.”

We allowed Earl to stand, and with the girls watching him, I took a moment to retrieve my ax from his companion’s face.

Yes, I had Joel’s shotgun, but I didn’t know how many shells I still had, or if I could get any more. And my ax had proven useful in so many different ways already. So I was unwilling to leave it behind.

But perhaps I should have chosen a different option. I cleaned the blade as well as I could on Joel’s clothes before slipping the handle back through my belt as I’d done when climbing up the shaft to escape the lab complex.

I was only looking away from the girls for one moment, but that was all it took.

Violet and Serena both started to shout at the same time, while Red made a noise that was part way between a scream and a wail. There was a sound of quick movement, and I spun around to see what had happened.

Somehow, Earl had lunged for Sparkles, and managed to wrap his injured arm around her neck from behind. He was using his good hand to control Sparkles’ gun hand, and while he hadn’t managed to take the revolver from her, he had managed to get it pointed straight up.

He was backing away with a nasty grin on his face.

“Drop your weapons,” he said, his words painted in victory. “I don’t want to have to break this one’s neck, but I will if I have to.”

He flicked a glance my way and said, “Not one step further.”

I stopped.

Serena looked uncertain, but she didn’t have anything other than the knife she’d taken from Earl. Violet didn’t move. She was still sighting along the barrel of her shotgun, and I wondered how the man had managed to even get close to Sparkles without getting shot.

Red had brought a hand up to cover her mouth in an expression of concern.

As for Sparkles herself, she looked more angry than anything else.

Perhaps surprisingly, I wasn’t overly concerned.

I smiled at the man. “You have one chance to let our friend go. If you do, you still might live through this. Otherwise, all bets are off.”

He sneered at me. “I’m warnin’ you,” he began, but I ignored him completely.

“Sparkles, I know this is a shock, but remember what we’ve learned. This man can’t hurt you. But you can hurt him.”

“What are you on about —“ Earl began, but that was as far as he got.

I saw the light of understanding go on in Sparkles’ beautiful blue eyes. Earl had gained the upper hand in part through surprise, and in part because Sparkles hadn’t yet fully come to terms with her new capabilities.

But that all changed at my words.

I could see Earl struggling to control Sparkles’ gun hand, but he wasn’t having much luck. If it had been me, I might have bent my arm and fired, aiming to blow the man’s head off.

But Sparkles wasn’t as ruthless as that. Instead, she reached up with her free hand and grabbed Earl by his damaged wrist. She squeezed and pulled at once, giving Earl no option but to cry out in pain.

The move did the trick. Sparkles ducked under Earl’s arm and spun about, breaking his grip on her other hand at the same time.

But if I thought she would simply step out of the way, I was mistaken. Instead, she raised a leg and kicked him hard enough in the balls that he grunted and doubled over.

Then she took two steps backward.

It had been a solid kick, and I thought that Earl might be down for the count. Maybe she hadn’t connected quite as well as it had appeared. Maybe Earl just didn’t have any balls to worry about. Either way, the pain wasn’t enough to incapacitate him completely. But it was enough to overwhelm his common sense.

Earl let out a wordless cry of anger and hate, and charged toward Sparkles with his hands raised.

“You bitch!” he shouted. “I’ll get you —“

Bang!

It wasn’t Sparkles. Nor was it me, although I had my shotgun raised and aimed.

Instead, it was Violet. She had a no-nonsense look on her face, and she meant business.

The shotgun in her hands had been designed to take down monsters. Earl stood no chance.

She had aimed straight for his face, and that face didn’t exist anymore.

Earl didn’t finish his sentence. His body took one further stumbling step forward before crashing to the ground.

There could be no doubt in anyone’s mind that he was dead.

Red started to wail again, and both Serena and Sparkles stared at the corpse. Violet finally raised her weapon, her expression one of satisfaction more than anything else.

I was only moderately disappointed that we no longer had an easy option for gaining supplies. But in truth, if Violet hadn’t blown Earl’s head off, I would have done so. She just beat me to the punch by a half second or so.

I knew that we had been lucky that all the noise we had made hadn’t drawn other monsters our way so far. But I couldn’t believe our luck would hold for much longer. Especially not with the odor of fresh meat in the air.

That, and I didn’t think it would be a good idea for Red in particular to hang around.

“Come on,” I said to the women. “Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter fourteen


We were in what looked like a business district, full of offices and shops, and occasional monsters. But what Earl had said made sense. We made our cautious way away from that part of the city to a residential area full of apartment buildings – and fewer monsters.

We didn’t have to go very far. Just a few blocks before the nature of the place changed. But as well as keeping an eye out for danger, I watched the women as well.

We’d just been through what should have been a traumatic experience. In fact, the whole day so far had been one traumatic episode after the other, starting from the moment we’d stepped out of the cylinders.

Not only had we fought for our lives against various monsters, but when we finally came across some actual human beings, we’d had to kill them both.

I seemed to be perfectly okay with having thrown my ax at Joel’s face. I couldn’t detect even the slightest hint of guilt in my psyche, and I wondered what that might say about me.

But the women also seemed to be surprisingly resilient. Even Red, who naturally seemed to react more out of fear than the others. She was quiet, focusing on keeping her head down and watching for monsters, but seemed otherwise fine.

And if Violet was suffering any remorse over having turned a man’s head into so much ground meat and bone, she gave no sign of it.

I wondered if this resilience was just who we all were, or if it was the result of the experimentation, but I had no way to know either way.

What I did know was that our greatest collective concern wasn’t the difficulties we had already faced, but was instead our mutual and growing hunger.

“Man, I could kill for a sandwich,” Violet muttered quietly to herself as we stole around a corner.

I chuckled at the comment.

“Apple pie for me,” Sparkles said. Then she grinned. “Seems like I have a sweet tooth.”

“You know what I could really do with?” Red said, adding to the quiet chatter. “A baked potato. You know, with sour cream, melted cheese, bits of bacon and chives. And maybe some canned pineapple to go with it.”

“Pineapple?” Sparkles asked. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, pineapple. Like, I can’t remember having had it before, but I just know it’s delicious. You know?”

Sparkles didn’t look convinced.

“I could do with a steak,” I said. “Fresh off the grill, with maybe Red’s baked potato on the side. Hold the pineapple.”

It seemed I had struck a nerve, with at least Serena. The look on her face was a mixture of bliss and disappointment.

“You guys just have to stop talking like this. I’m so hungry!”

The others all laughed quietly at this, but the way Serena had spoken rang true. I couldn’t remember ever having been as hungry as I felt right then.

Of course, I couldn’t remember anything much at all, but this hunger seemed extreme.

We’d only been walking another minute or so before Red asked a question.

“There aren’t so many monsters around here,” she began, reflecting what I had been thinking for a while. “What exactly are we looking for?”

“An apartment complex where the doors are still intact. Somewhere others haven’t yet been through, human or monster,” I said.

Then I pointed to the apartment complex across the road. Like everywhere else in the city, there was debris scattered about here as well. But apart from a rusted, abandoned truck that was effectively blocking the entrance completely, it seemed maybe a little less ruined than other places.

“Someplace like that, perhaps,” I finished.

Violet glanced at me. “You’re thinking that the truck against the entrance might have kept others out?” she said.

“Maybe.”

“Then let’s see if you’re right.”

By then, it had become second nature to be suspicious. We’d found monsters hiding in some odd locations, including underneath other vehicles. Cautiously, with our weapons drawn, we approached, but found nothing more than a few normal sized spiders and other bugs.

“Okay, so the truck might have prevented others from gaining entry. How does that help us?”

It was obvious what she was saying. The truck was blocking our way as well.

“Maybe we could move it out of the way,” Sparkles suggested.

I grinned at her. “Or maybe we can use it as a ladder to get up to the second floor. Look, there’s a balcony we might just be able to reach. From there, it’ll be easy.”

The others looked where I was indicating, and I could see the understanding.

“Works for me,” Sparkles said.

It was easier than it should have been. As if I had spent my whole life doing parkour, I scrambled up the truck and onto the roof of the cab with little effort, throwing my shotgun and climbing up after. Then I turned to offer the girls a hand, which Sparkles and Red accepted, but the other two just made their own way.

We were still below the balcony we were aiming toward. Fortunately, the façade of the building was made of large slabs of preformed concrete — with a two-inch gap between them.

It wasn’t difficult to jam my toes in one of those gaps, my fingers in another.

I climbed up and across like I was a professional rock climber and jumped down onto the balcony.

With the way that most things in the city were broken, I’d half expected the balcony glass door to have been shattered as well. But to my surprise, it was remarkably whole. Just a crack in one corner.

I peered through just to make sure there were no monsters lying in wait on the living room couch. Satisfied, I turned back to the girls.

“Come on up,” I said.

Again, all of the women proved capable. Even Red, who climbed with Serena beside her, offering encouragement all the way.

In just a couple of minutes, all five of us had reached the balcony.

I knew it was too much to hope for to expect the sliding door to be unlocked. And when I tried it, I found that it wasn’t.

But I barely paused. These sliding doors, unless the owners had installed a deadbolt as well, were held closed by a single, small piece of shaped metal. I gripped the handle tightly and flexed my shoulders.

There was a metallic ping and the door slid free.

“Keep your weapons ready,” I said. “Just in case. And let’s see what we’ve got here.”

We went in and found ourselves in a perfectly ordinary, small apartment that aside from a layer of dust looked to be in good condition. It was the first place we’d seen that showed little sign of destruction. It was neat and orderly, with a few pictures on the walls, and little to suggest that the world had gone to hell.

“Home sweet home,” Sparkles said, reading from a plaque on one of the walls.

“Search the rooms,” I said, leading the way.

There weren’t many. A couple of bedrooms and a bathroom. That was it. And again, we found nothing amiss.

“Even the beds are made,” Serena said.

She was right. To me, given what we had seen getting here, that simple detail made it all seem surreal. Yet there was comfort in it as well.

Maybe the whole world hadn’t gone to hell after all. Maybe it was just most of it.

Once we made sure there were no monsters lurking in the shower, or in behind the TV, Sparkles turned to me.

“Okay, Zeus. What’s the plan of attack?” she asked.

It seemed that she at least was already looking at me as some sort of leader. In truth, if nobody else wanted to put their hand up for that role, I was more than happy to do it. None of the others seemed to object either, not even Violet, who of them all, seemed to be the most independent minded.

“We should make sure there’s nothing nasty lurking in any corners. Go room to room, check them for safety first. Then we can go back through and collect any food items we find. How does that sound?”

Sparkles and Serena didn’t look entirely happy with the idea of postponing a meal any longer than absolutely necessary. But neither of them could argue that my plan wasn’t a good one.

So we did as I suggested, making our way from apartment to apartment, with me using my ax as a universal key.

It turned out that the apartment complex itself was bigger than I’d initially thought. One-bedroom and two-bedroom for the most part, but as we worked our way up the building, using the stairs because with the power out, the lifts weren’t working, we came across larger, three and four bedroomed apartments as well.

These had larger, more well-appointed kitchens, some of them complete with pantries.

And we started to find more items of use.

The canned goods were the first thing that drew our attention. Beans seemed surprisingly popular, but there were also cans of soup, tuna, chicken and spam.

There were also other items on the menu. Rice and pasta of various types. Packets of vacuum-sealed nuts that looked like they would still be okay even though it must have been a considerable time after the best before dates.

There were also some breakfast cereals that we would have to try to see if they were still edible. Cookies in sealed packets. Sachets of food flavorings, including Indian, Chinese, and Thai. Pickles in jars, and more.

We found numerous stashes of bottled water, and even though we were still checking the place for monsters, neither the girls nor I hesitated to break open a bottle or two.

It tasted stale, but we had tried the taps several times by then, and found, to no one’s surprise, that they weren’t working.

“No showers for the time being, I guess,” said Red.

There was one type of item that caused considerable excitement.

“Alcohol!” Sparkles said.

In most apartments, we were able to find something. Beer, spirits, wine – sometimes we found entire liquor cabinets full of the stuff.

“We can open our own bar!” Sparkles said, and while she was the most expressive among us, I could see the agreement in both Serena’s and Violet’s eyes.

Red seemed more nonchalant about the whole idea, and when I asked her about it, she responded.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But I don’t have the same reaction that you all seem to. If I had to guess, I’d say I probably don’t drink much.”

It was tempting to just start gathering food items together right away, but we stuck with our plan, making sure that each floor was clear before moving onto the next.

Finally, we cleared what seemed to be the top floor. But when we returned to the stairway, we saw that there might be one more, the seventh in total.

“Penthouse?” Red asked.

“Let’s see,” I said. “It might just be access to the roof.”

We made our way up the final flight of stairs, and I was pleased to see that I was mistaken.

Red was right. It was the penthouse. And what a penthouse it was.


Chapter fifteen


The stairwell opened into a small entrance area that also included a non-functioning lift. But even that entrance area was impressive, with high ceilings, marbled tiles on the wall and floor, and even a spectacular chandelier in the middle of it.

“Wow,” Sparkles said. “Fancy.”

She kept her voice low, and we all kept our weapons at the ready even though by then, we were pretty sure there were no monsters in the entire building.

We stayed on guard just in case, and made our way through an open plan area with subtle lines of distinction between a large, relaxed living area, a formal dining room and a proper chef’s kitchen complete with an island that was almost as large as some of the bedrooms in the smaller apartments.

Everything about the place, from the exquisite lounge suite and fancy rugs on the floor suggested not just wealth, but taste as well, and I saw Serena reach out to touch a gilded cushion as we made our way through to the bedrooms.

There were six of them, all of them suggesting luxury in different ways, every one of them coming with its own ensuite bathroom.

And if that wasn’t enough, there were two further sitting rooms, one with a giant flatscreen TV covering most of the wall, a library, an outdoor grill on the balcony, and a poolroom complete with a covered pool.

“Smells bad,” Sparkles said, wrinkling her nose.

I nodded. “The water has been sitting here for years,” I agreed. “I hate to think what it looks like under the cover.”

Sparkles wasn’t the only one making a face. Red was as well. “It’s probably full of slime and algae,” she said.

“Pity,” Serena added. “I could have done with a swim.”

At this, Sparkles laughed. “Yeah, a swim would be nice. Or at least a shower. I’ve still got the smell of that cylinder goop in my hair.”

There was a round of agreement.

Violet turned toward me. “So, are you satisfied? Are we safe in this building?”

I was already nodding. “For the time being. It looks like the monsters have left this place alone.”

“Then how did the people die?” Serena asked.

During our inspection, we’d come across a number of dead people. Some were sprawled out on the floor, while others were resting on their beds or sofas, or sitting on what might have been their favorite chairs.

The bodies had been in advanced stages of decomposition, but I hadn’t seen any signs of them having been treated as lunch by a monster.

It was Red who answered. “That guy, Earl or whatever he was called. He mentioned a plague before the monsters turned up. Maybe that’s what got them.”

“It wasn’t hunger,” Violet added. “Despite the food shortages he talked about. These people, most of them anyway, had stocked up.”

That seemed to be the general consensus.

“Does that mean we finally get to eat?” Sparkles asked.

Her tone was full of humor, but there was serious intent behind it as well. Nor could I blame her. By then, I was well beyond hungry.

“Yes, we get to eat. Now that we know the building is clear, how about we claim this penthouse as our own. I’ll see if I can get either the stove or the grill working, if you all would like to round up some of the food we have found.”

The women were already nodding, but I added a cautionary note. “Stick together, or maybe go in pairs. Just because we’ve seen nothing dangerous so far doesn’t mean that will change.”

“Yes Sir, Zeus Sir!” Sparkles said, but she was beaming as she did so. She turned to the others. “Who’s with me?” she said

Sparkles, Serena, and Red all left together, but to my surprise, Violet elected to remain behind.

“You don’t want to help the others forage for food?” I asked when the two of us were alone.

The beautiful, levelheaded woman gave a casual shrug. “I’m sure they’ll be fine on their own,” she said.

I smiled at her. “Then what? I’m guessing you’re not staying here with me because of my sparkling wit?”

So far, Sparkles had been overtly flirtatious, and I figured that Serena was more interested in me than she wanted to be. Red was, by her own admission, a little clumsy and awkward, and timid as well, and she probably didn’t realize that she was beautiful with it. I’d seen her glance my way a time or two when she thought I wasn’t looking.

But Violet? The only vibe I got from her was one of suspicion.

A more timid personality might have backed away from the question, but Violet didn’t even flinch.

“I want to know your intentions,” she said.

I studied her closer and closer. “You want to know if you can trust me,” I said, correcting her. “Because I’m a man, and the four of you are beautiful women.”

She nodded. “Almost. But it’s more than that. This world is dangerous. We know this already. I don’t want to be worrying about you when I should be worrying about huge spider monsters and flying creatures the size of a car.”

I started to say something, but Violet raised her hand to stop me. So I waited for her to continue.

“I feel like I normally wouldn’t care either way. I would just leave you all to your own devices and go my own way, trusting myself to keep me alive.”

She looked away for a moment and frowned as if to herself. “I feel like I could do it. I feel like I was capable before, but I’m so much stronger and more capable now.”

Then she looked back up at me. “But you. It’s like you were born for all this. I swear, I’ve seen you when you fight. You seem to be really enjoying yourself – and you’re good at it. Much better than you should be. Then there’s your instincts about what we should do — they just seem right. The others have already fallen into the habit of looking to you for direction.”

She offered a grin that had little to do with humor. “Sparkles called you Zeus within the first hour of knowing you. It suits you.”

Everything Violet said was true, but none of it sounded bad, at least to my ears.

“And?” I said.

“And that makes you dangerous.” I didn’t say anything to this. Just waited for her to continue. “If I’m going to follow you as well, I need to know that you’re on my side.”

I thought about what the fierce, levelheaded woman had said. I knew she was right. I knew that I wouldn’t easily have accepted someone else being in charge without giving much the same speech. But I wasn’t entirely sure what I could say to defend myself.

“I’m not forcing anyone to stay,” I began.

“That’s not what I mean,” she said. “I want to stay. As you said, there’s safety in numbers, and with all that has happened, that safety is important. But I need to know your intentions. I need to know that staying with you is the smart choice.”

I nodded and tried to give her the best answer.

“I can’t give you stories of my past life that might reassure you. I can’t remember anything from before. So for all I know, I might have been a bad guy. Untrustworthy and violent. But I don’t think I was. It just doesn’t ring true. Although you are right. I have found myself enjoying the battles. Hurling my ax at Joel – I’d do that again in an instant, if I needed to. Just as I expect you wouldn’t hesitate to shoot another Earl in the face.”

At this, Violet gave a slow nod.

“But as far as you girls are concerned –”

“Women,” Violet corrected.

I grinned. “As far as you women are concerned, my instinct seems to be mostly one of protection.”

At this, Violet gave a snort of disbelief. “Protection? You’re saying you don’t have any other motivation at all?”

I grinned more broadly. “I never said it was my only motivation,” I said. “I’ve already said the four of you are beautiful. And I’m aware of the implications. One man and four beautiful women. But I’m not an animal. Should anything happen, it would be by mutual consent.”

“You wouldn’t try to force or coerce us in some way?” Violet challenged.

“How about this. You keep your shotgun handy. And if you see something you don’t like, use it.”

Violet held my eye for long moments. Again, she gave a slow nod.

“So, have I convinced you to trust me?” I asked.

“Maybe. For the time being at least.”

“Then how about you and I take a look at the stove, and see if we can get it to work?”

The first step was to simply try it. It was gas, and hooked up to the mains, so after five or six years, I didn’t have much hope.

I tried it anyway, with a packet of matches I’d found in the pantry at the ready, because I knew that there was no hope that an electric spark would still be functional.

But it didn’t matter what knobs and dials we fiddled with, the sound of gas flowing remained elusive.

“So much for the easy option,” I said out loud.

“What about the outside grill? Violet suggested.

I’d always thought that might have been a more likely option, but it turned out that this one, on the penthouse balcony, had been hooked up to the gas mains as well. It also failed to start.

“So what now? Do we just light a fire, like we’re living in some pre-industrial age?”

“More like post industrial,” I said. “But all is not lost. We saw several other grills on some of the balconies. I can’t imagine they’re all mains connected.”

“Which means they might still have gas bottles,” Violet finished.

“Exactly. Shall we go take a look?”

It didn’t take much to convince her. Violet and I headed downstairs to where I remembered seeing the grills.

The first one was a bust. It was indeed one of those designed to work with a gas bottle rather than the mains, but there was no gas bottle in sight.

The second was everything we could have asked for and more. It was a full-sized grill, almost too big for the balcony it was on, complete with multiple burners of different types, as well as a cover designed to turn the whole thing into an oven. In short, it was equivalent to a full kitchen, but without the cupboards and bench space.

And it came with not one gas cylinder, but two, connected in unison, with a gauge that said they were eighty five percent full.

“It looks like we have a winner,” I said.

I tested it anyway, opening the valve and turning on one of the burners. Again, this grill came with a sparker, but whatever powered that spark was no longer functional. So I lit it with a match, and in moments, we were rewarded with a steady blue flame.

Satisfied with that success, I turned the burner off to avoid wasting gas and turned to Violet.

“I’m thinking we should cook here,” I said. “At least for today. If we stay here longer, I might figure out a way to reconnect the gas stove upstairs to these bottles.”

There wasn’t anything more to do beyond letting the others know what we’d decided, so went back up to the penthouse to await their arrival. When they did finally turn up, perhaps twenty minutes later, I saw that they had done more than just retrieve some of the food.

They’d done that, of course, having filled up three different duffel bags they had found from somewhere with more cans, packets and bottles than I had expected.

But they had also taken the opportunity to change their clothes as well.


Chapter sixteen


Sparkles had swapped her short pink dress for a low-cut red number, and accessorized with golden earrings and a necklace to match. Red stayed with her vaguely hippy look, with a green and brown evening dress cinched at her delicate waist by a wide leather belt. But it was Serena who stole the show.

Before, she’d worn a T-shirt and overalls, a choice that had led Sparkles to question her sexual orientation.

But Serena was tall and muscular. She’d said there was little choice for her in the lockers. It seemed she had found more of a selection in the wardrobes of these apartments.

She wore a stunning black dress that seemed to fit her perfectly. With her physique, she looked like a pro female wrestler done up for a night on the town, it was all I could do to keep my jaw from dropping wide open.

“You look beautiful,” I said. “All of you. Just amazing.”

Red blushed openly and looked away, but Serena looked quietly pleased at the compliment. Sparkles gave us all a brilliant smile.

“You think so?” she asked, and twirled about, showing her smaller frame off. “It’s not as practical as jeans and a T-shirt, but we should be safe here for the time being, right? We thought it might be fun to get dressed up for dinner.”

“I do like it,” I said, reconfirming my earlier sentiment. “Very much.”

I included all three of them in my response, and everyone seemed happy.

Except for Violet, who was pouting a little.

“You didn’t say you were going clothes shopping,” she said.

Sparkles laughed. “More like clothes foraging,” she said. Then she sobered. “But we can go back if you like. At this one apartment there were wardrobes just full of this kind of thing.”

Violet actually seemed to be considering doing so, at least until I cleared my throat.

“I thought you said you were hungry,” I said.

Again, Sparkles laughed. “We are. Starving, actually. But, you know. Clothes!”

“I wonder if they have handbags?” Violet said, a little wistfully.

“They do!” Sparkles said with altogether too much excitement in her voice. “There’s a whole shelf of them! Right next to the shoes!”

I hadn’t really looked at the girls’ feet until then, but when I did, I saw that all of them had swapped what they had been wearing before for delicate sandal-looking things that had probably cost a small fortune before the world had broken.

I stifled a groan, but even so, Serena still noticed.

“Perhaps we can all go back again later. For right now — well, just look at Zeus’s expression.”

They all did so, and as one, they burst out laughing. Even Red, who seemed vaguely embarrassed to do so.

To my immense relief, Violet relented. “Okay. Food first. Then maybe you girls can help me pick out something pretty later on.”

It was agreed, and as soon as we explained that we’d found a functional grill in one of the apartments on the floor below, the five of us headed back to the stairs, with me and Serena sharing the duffel bags between us, with our weapons included for good measure.

When we reached the apartment with the functional grill, we unloaded the duffel bags onto the kitchen table.

To my surprise, it was Serena who then took charge. The observant but normally quiet woman began by making suggestions.

“Let’s see what the people here had in terms of pots and pans,” she said. Then, “Someone should maybe dig out plates and cutlery. It shouldn’t be too bad, if it’s been mostly stacked away in a cupboard. Hopefully a wipe down with a wet paper towel will be all that they need.”

The suggestions became more authoritative very quickly.

“Someone take charge of the drinks. There should be glasses somewhere.”

Nobody seemed to object, and in fact both Violet and Sparkles seemed more than happy for someone else to take the lead. Red was just doing her best to help, and even managed that in an awkward yet somehow endearing way.

As for me, I decided to mostly just stay out of the way..

“I’m afraid this isn’t going to be fancy,” Serena said. She glanced my way. “And anyone hoping for a steak – well, that’s going to have to wait until we are able to go hunting or something. But there’s plenty here to keep us from going hungry.”

The muscular woman bustled about, placing pots on the different burners. Clearly, the grill was designed for a different sort of cooking, involving sausages, steaks, and different meats on skewers. But heat was heat, and I doubted very much if anyone was going to complain.

Sparkles was bringing some clean glasses out onto the balcony. There was a selection of outdoor furniture there, and she wiped away the layer of debris from a low table before setting the glasses down.

“What do we all want for drinks?” she asked. “We have beer, a couple of different wines which I’m hoping will still be okay, and a small selection of spirits.”

“Beer,” I responded automatically, while Serena and Red both asked for wine, with Red sounding uncertain.

Violet was different.

“It’s strange,” she said. “This memory thing that they did to us. I can’t remember ever having drunk the stuff, yet somehow I still know what I like and don’t like. I’ll have a bourbon if there’s any of that in the bottles you collected.”

“Coming right up,” Sparkles said.

While Sparkles was sorting out the drinks, Red was studying Serena, who had started to hum as she worked at the pots.

“You seem to know what you’re doing,” the slim redhead said.

Serena looked surprised. Then she thought about it for a moment.

“It’s like what Violet just said about her drink. I don’t have any concrete memories of my life before. But I know that this,” she gestured at the bubbling pots, “makes me happy.”

Then she smiled. “Of course, that doesn’t necessarily mean I know what I’m doing.”

“Looks like you know what you’re doing to me,” I said.

The muscular woman shrugged her shoulders.

“This is mostly just heating things up. There were several tins of soup that I thought might be a good start. And pasta lasts forever. Combine that with a jar of tomato purée, a few herbs and spices and other things, and a dusting of Parmesan which seems to have survived remarkably well, and it should all make for a decent meal.”

I had to smile at the powerful looking woman. Clearly, she did know what she was doing.

As for me, I was already starting to salivate, and my stomach was making noises.

I could barely wait for the meal to be ready.

Sparkles handed me my beer not in a can, but in a glass. Despite my trepidations, it looked perfectly fine, with the normal amount of bubbles and no unpleasant odor.

I took a tentative sip and found it no different from a million other beers I couldn’t remember drinking but probably had.

“How is it?” Sparkles asked.

“Perfect. Well, as perfect as a warm beer can be.”

“Good,” she said. “I checked it first. That’s why I poured it into a glass. The first one I tried…” She manufactured a shudder. “Poured it straight down the sink,” she finished.

The girls’ drinks proved to be good as well, which was only a little surprising. Sparkles had chosen wines with the dates they were produced stamped on them, indicating that they were expected to last.

Despite the day’s troubles, it was already looking to be a pleasant evening.

And that impression grew even stronger when Serena spoke.

“Soup’s up,” she said. “It’s a minestrone type of thing with pasta, vegetables, and meat.” She caught my eye.

“That’s as close as we could get to your steak,” she said. “You might like to add a sprinkle of Parmesan, and maybe a little salt to taste. But I have to say, for soup that’s been in a can for half a dozen years, and is long past its expiration date, it could be worse.”

We all gathered the plates and formed a relatively orderly line for Serena to serve.

She was generous about it, scooping two full ladles into each bowl, and we quickly found places to sit on the balcony itself, overlooking a small part of the ruined city.

I was so hungry by then that I could have chewed an old boot and believed it to be the tastiest meal ever. But this was legitimately very good.

Nor was I the only one who thought so. Red, Violet, and Sparkles all voiced their appreciation as they dug in, and I did likewise.

“This is amazing,” I said. “How did you get it like this?”

The muscular woman seemed very pleased with herself. “I just added a few spices for taste,” she said.

“Well, that’s decided,” Sparkles said. “Serena is the official cook from now on.”

It was clear she wasn’t entirely serious. It was a compliment more than anything else, a reality that everyone understood.

But Violet latched onto it anyway.

“So that’s what we are doing?” she asked. “We’re in this together? As a group?”

The seriousness of her question was out of keeping with everything else. For a moment, everyone stopped eating.

“I thought that was decided already?” Red asked. “Didn’t Zeus say something about safety in numbers?”

Violet nodded. “He did. But that was just about looking for food. I’m talking about something more permanent. Like, is this it? Is it us against this apocalyptic world full of monsters? Not to mention the other survivors we’ve met. Is that what we’re doing here?” she asked.

The others all looked thoughtful, but I couldn’t resist shoveling more soup into my mouth. It was hot, thick, and hearty, and just what my starving body had been hoping for.

I had my own thoughts about what Violet was asking, but wanted to hear what the others thought first.

“Well, doesn’t it still hold true?” Red asked. “The safety in numbers thing?”

I could see both Serena and Sparkles nod at this, and even Violet agreed. “It does,” she said.

Sparkles cast me an almost predatory look. “And I don’t know about you,” she said to the others. “But I fully intend to stick with Zeus here for as long as I can. Not only has he proved quite capable in the last few hours, but for my money, he’s not bad to look at either.”

At this, Red blushed again, and the look on Serena’s face suggested she agreed. But Sparkles clearly wasn’t one to leave things unsaid. “I’m quite looking forward to trying him out,” she added.

Red stifled a self-conscious giggle, and Serena suddenly became very interested in her soup. But Violet just nodded her head.

“That’s what I’m talking about. What if you aren’t the only one who wants to ‘try him out’?” she asked.

Sparkles wasn’t fazed. She smiled brilliantly and toyed with a lock of her blonde hair.

“I’m open to sharing,” she said, matter-of-factly.

At this, Red nearly choked on her wine. She’d made the mistake of taking a sip, perhaps in an attempt to cover her embarrassment at the conversation. Clearly, Sparkles’ statement had caught her by surprise.

Serena’s response was different. She looked between me and Sparkles with a contemplative expression on her face.

Violet studied Sparkles for a moment, then nodded.

“Maybe that’s how it would have to be,” she murmured.

I decided that it was time for me to say something.

“You all don’t think it’s necessary to ask me what I think?” I said.

I wasn’t really upset or anything. I was just making a point.

Of course, Sparkles waved it away.

“We already know what you think,“ she said breezily. “Your interest was clear from the moment we stepped out of our cylinders.”

She looked at me and ran her tongue over her beautiful, full lips. “When we were all naked,” she said succinctly.

I had no real option. All I could do was laugh.

Then I changed the topic of conversation.

“That may be true, but maybe it’s a bit early to decide our whole futures. After all, we’ve been in this post-apocalyptic world for less than a day. So how about we play it by ear and see how things go for a while before making any more permanent decisions?”

It seemed like a logical approach to me, and most of the girls seemed to agree. But Sparkles was still looking at me with obvious interest in her eyes.

“I’ve already made my decision,” she said. “Made it the moment I first saw you. Remember? You were naked as well.”


Chapter seventeen


Iremembered. Although in truth, I had been a bit distracted at the time.

For myself, the soup was enough to take the edge off the hunger we all felt. But that didn’t mean Serena’s efforts weren’t appreciated.

They absolutely were, with the five of us shoveling it in like there was no tomorrow. Sure, the ingredients were all past their use by date. We all knew that. But we couldn’t tell by the taste, and in truth, it wasn’t like we had a great deal of choice.

We couldn’t exactly call for takeout or anything.

The only comment anyone made during the whole meal that could have been interpreted as negative came from Serena herself.

“This would go so well with a side of hot buttered toast,” she said.

The others made noises of appreciation at the thought, but Red took it further.

“We could make our own bread, couldn’t we?” she asked. “We’ve got flour and water. Do you think we could find some yeast that’s still viable?”

“What about butter?” Violet asked.

Red frowned. “Do you need butter to make bread?” she asked.

The girls argued about that a little, until Serena said, “Even if we do, we could probably use oil instead. Surely we could find some of that that’s still okay? Or will vegetable oils have gone rancid by now?”

This generated another round of discussions, with the only real outcome being an acknowledgement that we really didn’t know much about what we were up against. And it was Red who put that into words very nicely.

“Where is Google when you need it?” she asked, and the rest of us responded with laughter.

There wasn’t much else we could do or say about it.

My second beer went down as well as the first, and I was working on my third when Serena spoke up again.

“For dessert, it seems like we have a choice between six-year-old cookies or some tinned fruit. Or both, if you’d like.”

I opted for the fruit, and so did enough of the others that we ended up putting three cans together and making a fruit salad, which we shared out between us.

Sparkles took one bite out of a chocolate chip cookie, made a face, and set it aside.

“No good?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “I’ve had better,” she said. Then she grinned once again. “Maybe I haven’t. I can’t remember either way.”

By then, it was starting to get dark, and none of us had thought to look for anything that could be used as a source of light. But Serena remembered having seen a small number of candles in the pantry, and in just a couple of minutes, we had lit enough of them to still be able to see.

There was a bit of a breeze, but the balcony provided enough protection that the candles flickered a little but didn’t go out.

The five of us looked out to the city cloaked in unnatural darkness.

“This is real, isn’t it?” Red said into the candlelight. The mood wasn’t grim, but it was quiet, as if the alcohol had made us all contemplative.

At the same time, there was a sense of belonging as well. A sense of trust and companionship, which in truth, wasn’t surprising given what we had already faced together.

“This is really happening, isn’t it?” the redheaded woman continued.

“It is,” I acknowledged.

“I wonder if there are others out there,” Red asked, sounding a little wistful.

Violet made a rude noise. “Of course there are,” she said. “You heard what that asshole said. There are groups of survivors dotted throughout the city.”

She wasn’t being rude to Red, not exactly. But she had a blunt, direct way of speaking that could have been interpreted as such, if you didn’t know her.

Sparkles nodded. She was on, as far as I knew, her fourth or fifth glass of wine. Sometime during the evening, she had decided that my lap looked more comfortable than any of the available chairs, and had plonked herself in it without any hesitation, wriggling her butt against me in a way that had nothing at all to do with finding a comfortable spot.

She took another sip of her drink and grinned at me before planting a quick kiss on my lips.

But instead of taking it any further than that, she promptly turned her attention back to the conversation at hand.

“There’s also the scientists,” the blonde woman added. “You know, the people who work for Chimera Corp. If they’re not dead, already,” she said.

I knew what she was talking about. The way Earl had spoken, he seemed to think of the Chimera Corp people as a special case, not included with everyone else. But from our perspective, it was all much the same.

“Maybe that should be one of our goals,” I said. “Beyond just staying alive. Maybe we should go looking for others.”

My comment wasn’t met with immediate, universal approval. Maybe our earlier experience with Joel and Earl had something to do with that. Either way, the women were silent for a moment, entertaining their own thoughts more than anything else.

Then Serena said, “What’s that noise?”


Chapter eighteen


Almost before Serena had finished speaking, I heard it too. The sound of leathery wings fluttering in the darkness.

“Fuck,” I said.

Violet made a groaning noise, and Red just had time to speak.

“I thought we were safe here!”

None of us knew what the leathery wings belonged to, but this monster-filled world had already taught us what to expect.

With no consideration for Sparkles whatsoever, I lurched from my seat, dumping her onto the balcony floor with a yelp.

“Sorry,” I muttered, and reached for my ax.

I had already gotten into a habit of keeping it tucked in my belt, almost like a sword from a different age. When I’d sat down, I’d removed it and leaned it against the side of the chair.

It was in my hands in an instant, and I didn’t give the leathery winged things the chance to prove its hostility.

I just swung as the monster came toward us, my ax burying itself at the joint between wing and shoulder.

The monster gave a shriek, and for a brief moment, it was stuck on my ax. I noted that this was the smallest of the monsters we’d yet faced, being no bigger than the chair I’d so recently been sitting on.

I gave the ax a shake and the monster came free, tumbling down to the ground.

“Was that some sort of mutated bat thing?” Red asked, her voice once again filled with fear.

“Looked like it, “ I agreed.

For a moment, we all simply stood, each of us peering into the gloom of the night. While it was a dark, moonless night, I could still see more clearly than I should have been able to, no doubt because of my enhancements.

Sparkles picked herself up off the floor and straightened her dress. She seemed perfectly at ease with the unceremonious way I had treated her.

“At least this one wasn’t too hard to deal with,” she said.

It was the wrong thing to say. Almost as soon as her words were done, we all heard it. More leathery wings, this time coming from multiple directions at once.

Violet stifled a groan. “You couldn’t just leave it alone, could you?” she said to Sparkles. “You had to say something, didn’t you?”

I stood ready, very aware that while we’d brought the shotguns and other weapons along with us, they were all mostly inside, resting on the kitchen table beside the foraged food items.

I was the only one with anything immediately handy.

“Get inside!” I shouted.

At once, the women did as I’d said, all four of them moving quickly. I had intended to join them and slam the glass door behind me with the hope that these monsters wouldn’t be able to get in. But before I could move, I found myself surrounded by multiple monsters, and they were no longer silent.

At the sight of me, they started squawking like a flock of angry seagulls, and almost as one, they began their attack.

Despite the dimness, I was able to see them clearly. They really did resemble oversized bats, with largely spherical bodies supported by new leathery wings longer than my arms. But their faces resembled demons more than anything else, with crazy red eyes, mouths full of fangs, and multiple horns protruding in random directions.

I’d taken the first of them out preemptively, but the new wave wasted no time in proving to me that I had made the right decision.

Even as I swung my ax left and right, they lunged toward me with their claws and their fangs. I hacked and slashed, wasting no time on finesse, and opened my mouth to respond to their cries with a shout of my own.

Again and again, my blade bit into flesh or clove through leathery wings, as I stood and hewed at them like a lumberjack seeking to topple a stand of saplings.

Once again, it was like I was operating on the instincts of a gladiator from times long forgotten. The muscles in my arms, shoulders, and back worked in perfect unison, and I delivered death to all comers with a song of joy in my heart.

In a matter of seconds, my deadly blade tore through half a dozen wind monsters, cleaving them left and right, and a pile of broken bodies began to grow at my feet.

And then someone else joined the party.

Bang!

At the sound of the shotgun going off, it seemed that the attacking bat monsters hesitated for a couple of heartbeats.

Despite the adrenaline surging through my veins, causing my heart to pound in my chest, and despite the primal urge to keep fighting, I recognized the opportunity for what it was.

Fighting these monsters wasn’t the goal. Staying alive, keeping the women alive too, that was by far more important.

So even though it went against my instincts, I used the bat monsters’ hesitation to join the others in the apartment proper, and slam closed the sliding glass door behind me.

Almost at once, the monsters started to fling themselves at the glass.

“Will it hold?” Serena asked, but nobody knew the answer to that question.

We stood watch, with Red visibly flinching whenever a foul, furry body hit the glass.

“Where did they come from?” Sparkles asked.

“Who cares?” Violet responded. She was still holding the shotgun. It was she who had fired it, creating the opportunity for me to get inside.

“No, I mean why did they attack all of a sudden? Like, they left us alone while we ate and drank. It was almost like we could pretend things were normal. But then, out of nowhere, these things turn up.”

She flinched as the glass survived a particularly hard hit from a bat monster.

It was a good question. “Maybe these ones only come out at night,” I suggested.

“The candles!” Red said. “I think that’s what drew them,” she added.

It made sense, assuming that these bat creatures didn’t rely on echolocation like the less loathsome creatures they resembled.

But at the same time, that couldn’t be the whole story. Otherwise, why would the bat monsters be trying to break through the glass to get us? Clearly, these were yet more human-killing machines, and the candles were just a signal that we were there.

Another loud crash against the window, and this time, the glass cracked, but didn’t shatter completely.

“Let’s grab our stuff and get out of here.”

The girls didn’t need to be told twice. Even Red reacted swiftly, doing her share to gather food items back into the duffel bags.

In moments, we were ready to go, but even that wasn’t quick enough.

One more hit and the glass door finally shattered, spilling the bat monsters into the room.

Immediately, Violet raised her shotgun.

“No!” I said. “Save your ammo!”

I was already swinging my ax to provide cover for the girls to retreat. Violet got the message and picked up one of the duffle bags as I hacked and slashed at the furry invaders. The girls made their way out of the apartment into the hallway, with me blocking the monsters, and then it was just me and them, all alone.

I gave one more shout of defiance and hacked another foul beast from the air before slipping through, closing the door behind me.

I was panting with effort, but at the same time, I’d never felt quite so alive.

But this was one of the doors we’d broken to gain entry, and I had to hold it closed against the monsters within.

“Everyone okay?” I asked, and there was a chorus of positive responses.

It was even darker in the hallway than it had been when we had cleared the apartment. Then, we had left a few apartment doors open to allow at least some light to filter through. But now, on a cloudy night, there was almost no light to filter from anywhere.

Yet somehow, I was still able to see. Not in full color, nor as clearly as during the day, but enough.

I could see the faces of the others in a sort of greyscale, and watched as they looked about, clearly as able to see me as I could see them.

“Do you think the experiments…” Red began but that was as far as she got.

“Probably,” I said. “Now, I don’t want to hold this door closed against the bat things forever. Anybody have any clever ideas how to secure it?”

The only part of the door that was broken was the lock. But that was enough. We could all hear them still crashing about inside the apartment. Maybe the monsters would never be able to figure out how a door handle worked, but I wasn’t about to risk it.

The last thing we needed was to have a bunch of hell bats flapping about in the complex hallways.

If the door had opened outwards toward us, it would have been a fairly simple job to find something to lean up against it. But this door opened inward, and that meant we had to be a little more clever.

“What about the vending machine?” Serena suggested. She gestured toward the item in question, a full-size vending machine taller than me.

“What about it?” I said, with my hand still on the door handle.

“We could block the doorway with it,” Sparkles suggested, but she didn’t sound convinced.

“That won’t stop them opening the door. And maybe they will be able to push their way through,” I said.

But Serena was shaking her head.

“No, that’s not what I meant.”

I looked at her, and she explained. “Look, these straps on the duffel bags. We can join them together. They should be long enough to reach around the vending machine.”

I saw where she was going. “And tie the ends to the door handle?” I asked, and she nodded.

I grinned at the muscular woman in the dark. She was quieter than some of the others, but there seemed to be a surprising amount going on in her head.

“It’ll stop them opening the door completely,” Sparkles said, catching on.

“Works for me,” I added. “Who wants to hold onto this handle, and who wants to help me bring the vending machine over here?” I asked.

In the end, it was Red who held the door closed, while Serena, Violet, and Sparkles all tried to lend a hand with the vending machine.

But whatever it was that the scientists had pumped into us, it made moving the vending machine — which still contained a selection of snacks in plastic wrappers — much easier than it should have been.

Between the two of us, Serena and I were easily able to lift it completely off the ground and carry it the short distance to where Red was waiting. Violet took the cord out of the wall, and that left Sparkles with nothing to do.

She grinned in the darkness. “I guess I’m supervising,” she said.

“You can connect the straps from the bags,” I suggested, and she went to do exactly that.

It proved a little fiddly to tie the end of the straps to the door handle with the vending machine in place, but Red, with her long, slim arms, was able to manage. When she was done, we stood back and looked at our handiwork.

“So that’s it?” Sparkles asked. “They’re not going to get through?

“I’d put money on it,” I said. “If money meant anything any more. But maybe we should avoid lighting candles where these creatures can see from the outside,” I said. “Other than that, I think we should be fine.”

I heard no disagreements. “So, back to the penthouse?” Sparkles suggested.

“I’m happy with the penthouse, if you are.”

I’d responded to Sparkles’ words, but broadened my response to include everyone.

When no one disagreed, we made our way back to the stairs.

Once we reached the penthouse, we blocked the door as well, sliding a heavy sofa in front of it.

This time, it was easier.

But I was looking at the apartment with new eyes.

“Lots of windows,” I muttered out loud.

As usual, Serena was on my wavelength. “Perhaps this isn’t the most defensible place to stay,” she said.

“It doesn’t mean we have to move, does it?” Red asked, and it was very clear from her tone that she wasn’t keen on doing so.

I thought about it. “It looks like this building went largely undisturbed until these bat monsters turned up. Maybe it was the light from the candles that brought them to us. Or maybe it was that we were talking on the balcony. Either way, it’s a good bet that it was our presence that attracted them.”

“So,” Serena said. “No candles, and no talking on the balcony. Got it,” she said.

“And maybe draw the curtains and blinds as well, just to make sure,” Violet added.

She was right. It was a good idea.

“Tomorrow we’ll look for somewhere the bit more defensible. Fewer windows. Maybe even something underground. But if we don’t do anything to attract any more attention our way, we should be safe for the night.”

I knew I was making assumptions, but I didn’t have any better answers.

“No light and no noise. I guess the only option is to go to bed,” Serena said.

There was a murmur of general approval, but Sparkles grinned at me into the darkness.

“Well, I guess I can try to be quiet,” she said. “But I’m not making any promises,” she said.

It was very clear what she meant, and I fully intended to give her exactly what she had been hinting at ever since the day had begun.

There was just one more thing to say. “There are plenty of bedrooms. Pick whatever one you like, but keep a weapon close by just in case,” I said.

Then I turned to Sparkles and offered her my elbow, which she latched onto without hesitation.

“Shall we?” I asked.

“Absolutely!” she responded.


Chapter nineteen


Sparkles practically dragged me down the hall toward the bedrooms we’d all seen before when checking the penthouse for monsters.

She chose the one at the very end, which was probably the master, although at least two other rooms were also large enough to be considered suites and came with their own ensuite bathrooms as well.

I knew from our first look around that the furnishings in here were as luxurious as anything I’d seen, with the magnificent four-poster bed in the middle sporting coverings in red and gold, and covered in a multitude of cushions and pillows.

In the dark, all I could see were different shades of gray, but that was more than enough. As soon as we had closed the door behind us, I turned to the beautiful blonde on my arm, picked her up and slung her over my shoulder.

She let out a delighted squeal and laughed even as she kicked her legs in the air in mock protest.

“Oh my,” she said. “You really are a take charge kind of guy, aren’t you?” she said, her voice full of approval.

I just chuckled as I carried her over to the bed.

I paused for a moment to put my ax down and peeled the cover, removing with it the layer of dust that had built up over the years.

Someone — presumably Sparkles — had opened one of the windows, and the whole place smelled nowhere near as musty as it had earlier on.

Not that I cared very much about that. It had been a long day, full of challenges the likes of which I could never have imagined. I was thinking of Sparkles as my reward for having made it through in one piece, and I wouldn’t have been put off even if the room had smelled like a trashcan.

When the cover was gone, I dumped Sparkles unceremoniously on the bed, eliciting another squeal in the process, and climbed on top of her, resting my weight on my elbows as I leaned down for a kiss.

Sparkles responded with unabashed enthusiasm, wrapping her arms around the back of my neck and using her tongue to taste mine, teasing and testing in the most enjoyable way.

Despite everything we had been through, there was a freshness about her, and I was reminded of crisp apples fresh in from the harvest.

The beautiful blonde wriggled about beneath me in a way that had little to do with comfort, pressing her body against mine in a clear effort to get closer.

Then she broke away.

“Mmmm,” she murmured. “Me likey,” she said.

Then she reached up and playfully bit me on the chin. “But there is one thing I don’t like so much,” she said.

I levered myself off her little and waited.

She grinned at me. “Maybe you didn’t notice, but that last fight against the bat monsters. You’ve got a little red on you.”

She wrinkled her nose as she said it, and I figured that while I might have been down to fuck in a trashcan if necessary, Sparkles was a bit more discerning.

I moved further off her. “We don’t exactly have the option of having a shower,” I said.

She was still smiling. “Maybe not. But there are still a couple of options. Come on, get off me, you big brute. At least for a moment,” she said, her tone still playful.

I did as she asked, and she stood up off the bed before making her way around the other side. I noticed that there was a towel on the bedside cabinet, as well as a plastic bottle of water.

“Something I prepared earlier,” she said, before returning back to me and sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Take off your clothes,” she said, grinning broadly.

I hesitated for just a moment.

“Surely you’re not shy, are you?” she asked. “Remember, I’ve seen you naked before.”

She had a point, and in truth, I hadn’t exactly been intending to keep my clothes on for much longer anyway. So I stripped off my shirt and pants, folding both roughly, and leaving them on a chair that might well have been positioned next to the bed for that very purpose.

Sparkles spent long moments just admiring me in the dark, and it was clear that she could see at least as well as I could. She drew a deep breath and made an appreciative expression.

“Even better than I remembered,” she said. She looked like she wanted to fling herself on me, and drag me back down to the bed, but she had more self-control than that.

Instead, she poured some of the water from the bottle onto the towel and proceeded, very gently, almost tenderly, to clean all of the dirt and blood I’d gained during the day’s activities from me.

She began with my face and neck, moving down to my shoulders, and then along my arms.

She was gentle, almost sensual in an odd sort of way, and paused here and there in her efforts.

All the while, she made small noises of approval, as if I was some sort of sculpture she was studying, comparing me to an abstract concept of perfection and not finding me wanting.

She paused where the hellhound monster had wounded my shoulder.

“This looks almost healed,” she said in wonder. Then she frowned as she touched near my injuries not with her wet towel, but with the tips of her fingers. “This is where the monster got you, isn’t it?” she asked.

“It is,” I said.

Even though there should have been nothing sexual about what Sparkles was doing, there was a surprising amount of tension in the room. I felt it, and so, clearly, did she. Even the gentle touch of her fingertips seemed to create sparks between us.

“There were bruises as well,” I said, my voice sounding a little thicker than normal even to me. “I feel like they’re mostly already gone,” I breathed.

“Amazing,” she said, her towel largely forgotten as she traced the skin all down my side to my hip.

“I wonder if we all heal like that, or if it’s just you?” she breathed.

It was all I could do to just stand there and let her do as she wished. She hadn’t finished her efforts with her towel as yet, having completely forgotten my legs, but that’s not where her attention seemed to be.

I felt myself begin to respond to her close presence, her gentle ministrations, in that time honored way men have always responded to beautiful women.

“You can see in the dark,” I said. “And you’ve said it yourself. You are stronger than you expected to be when you woke up. Quicker as well.” I paused. “More beautiful,” I said.

At this, the blonde woman laughed.

“Maybe I’ve always been this beautiful,” she said.

“Not possible,” I responded.

By then, Sparkles had indeed started to work on my legs with her towel, but her free hand had found another focus. Almost as if by chance alone, she had wrapped her fingers around the length of me, and was beginning to caress.

Very quickly, she brought me to full attention.

“Bigger than I expected, too,” she said, her voice sounding more breathy than usual.

“As far as I know,” I said, striving for a casual tone, “that hasn’t changed.”

Sparkles grinned up at me even as she clutched me tighter, and moved her hand back and forth, not yet with full intent, but almost as if she was just trying it out.

“But how would you know?” she asked, teasingly.

“I guess I wouldn’t,” I acknowledged.

To my frustration, the beautiful blonde woman paused for a moment.

“It is a little disconcerting not remembering anything,” she said. “But maybe it’s a blessing as well.”

“In what way?” I asked her even though all I really wanted was for her to resume what she had been doing.

She smiled at me. “We get to make a bunch of new memories,” she said. “A whole new list of firsts.”

With that, she leaned forward, kissed the tip of me, then took me into her mouth.

She was careful not to use any teeth, and it felt so good I almost lost control right then and there.

But I gritted my teeth and uttered an involuntary groan, and that was all the encouragement Sparkles needed. She wrapped both of her hands around my shaft and went to work, treating me like a particularly tasty lollipop, using her tongue and lips for all she was worth.

I stood there, enjoying every moment, my dick as hard as steel. Without conscious choice, I started to sway back and forth in time with her ministrations, and she made small noises of pleasure in the back of her throat.

I was very aware of every sensation, not just the grip of her hand and the wet warmth of her mouth, but the feel of the air on my skin, the close presence of Sparkles, and the thickening musk of desire in the air.

I had no idea how long it had been since I’d last enjoyed such sensations, but at that moment, I didn’t care. All that mattered was that right then, Sparkles was giving me the absolute best blow job I could remember, and it was all I could do to enjoy the delirious pleasure of it all.

For long minutes, the beautiful blonde woman licked and sucked, her left hand moving at one point to play with my balls before disappearing completely.

I’d had my eyes closed to better focus on every sensation, but at that point I had to open them to look.

Sparkles was still wearing that elegant red dress she’d found from somewhere, although in the darkness I could see only gray. She’d hiked the dress up around her hips so she could pleasure herself at the same time.

She was clearly enjoying herself, uttering small moans around me and shifting, almost writhing as she sat on the edge of the bed.

And the sight of what she was doing only raised my own excitement to a whole new level.

At the same time, there was something very much amiss, and it didn’t take more than a moment to figure it out.

I was standing there in the dark, without a single stitch of clothing to cover me, but Sparkles was still fully dressed.

It was an imbalance that I couldn’t let stand.

So I reached for her, pulling away at the same time, and tugged at her dress.

She got the message and raised her arms, smiling at me all the while, and two seconds later she was as naked as she had been the first time I had seen her.

I took a moment to admire her. Just stood there and looked, taking in her firm, athletic perfection. She wasn’t the most well-endowed of the women — Violet had that covered, or maybe Serena – but she was perfectly in proportion, and beautifully formed.

“Like what you see?” Sparkles asked, with the confidence of someone who knew she was beautiful.

“Absolutely,” I said. Then I reached for her, picking her up for the second time, and following her back on the bed.

It seemed that I had a physical style, one that Sparkles seemed to enjoy. She laughed as she went tumbling, and then I let out a growl as I clambered back on top, mirroring the position we had been in at the start.

“My turn,” I said. And without further warning, I made my way down her body, kissing and tasting as I went, until I came to the pot of honey at her center.

She raised her hips up to meet me, and I kissed and licked her sensitive bud before dropping a little lower and playing with her lips with my tongue. It seemed that Sparkles wasn’t into showing the same restraint that I’d exhibited with her before. She wrapped her fingers in my hair and pulled me firmly into position, grinding herself against my face.

I was happy to take the direction. I had my hands under her, and squeezed the flesh of her butt even as I penetrated her with my tongue, flicking it in and out, using her grip and my own to our mutual advantage.

Sparkles seemed to lose control of herself. She was grinding against me for all she was worth.

“Oh God,” she moaned. “Yes, like that! Do it like that.”

Encouraged, I kept going, enjoying the way the blonde woman rose against me even as my erection was being uselessly jammed between me and the sheets.

I continued to play with her for several minutes anyway, responding to her apparent desires, quickly bringing her to climax.

“Oh God! Yes!” she exclaimed, clearly trying to keep her voice quiet even though she couldn’t stifle herself completely. Her hands gripped my hair so tightly I feared she might pull it out by its roots, and the muscles of her thighs contracted around my head.

“Oh God! Oh God! I’m coming!”

I grinned even as I kept working my tongue, focusing most of my attention on her clit, and kept at it for a few moments more.

Sparkles made a strangling noise, like she was trying to hold in a groan of pure ecstasy, and it felt like she was trying to squeeze my head with her legs.

For a moment, everything clenched all around me, and she raised her top half off the bed. Her strangled cry became increasingly desperate, as if she was straining, then all at once, she gasped, clenched all over again, then started to pant as she relaxed, lying back on the bedding.

And still I kept going, just to make sure, and felt the muscles of her thighs shudder around me. For long moments, she lay there, a sheen of sweat forming on her skin, and then she used her hands to gently pull me back up to face her.

Even in the dark, I could see that her usual grin had taken on a more relaxed, satisfied look.

She breathed deep once more, then said, “Pretty damn good for a starter. But how about we move on to the main course?”

Once again, Sparkles wrapped her arms around my neck, this time, she wrapped her legs around my hips as well, still allowing me enough room to make a few necessary adjustments.

I was all lined up ready to go, my senses heightened as if I was a teenager and this was my first time.

Yet I still retained enough presence of mind to pause when every nerve fiber I had within me was aching to make that quintessential, primal connection.

“Um,” I began. “Maybe there’s something we should discuss first.”

At this, Sparkles burst out into a peal of laughter. She seemed to relax beneath me, but didn’t take her arms or legs away.

I waited patiently for her laughter to fade, and when it finally did, she spoke.

“Well, aren’t you the perfect gentleman,” she said.

She reached down and grabbed me with one hand, and rubbed the tip of my dick against her sodden folds.

“I want you inside me,” she said. “And I want it now!”

So saying, she tightened the muscles of her legs, clearly trying to take matters into her own hands. So to speak.

But I resisted. I didn’t pull away exactly, but I did use my strength to rise up just enough.

Her perpetual grin turned into a pout.

“Seriously,” I said. “We should talk about this.”

Sparkles relented.

“You’re talking about babies, am I right?” she asked, and I nodded.

She still didn’t let me go, but did bring the other hand back up to my neck. Her grin came back readily enough.

“What, are you saying you don’t want to have kids?” she asked, her voice taking on a teasing quality.

“I never said that,” I responded with a grin of my own. “I just said we should talk about it.”

It was Sparkles’ turn to nod, though she did rub her body up against mine from underneath at the same time.

“Okay. Seriously though, I’m pretty sure it isn’t an issue. I don’t remember, so it’s not like I’m a hundred percent, but I have the strongest feeling … well, what did Red’s document say? We’re all part of some sort of super soldier program? So think of it like this. Would you want your experimental super soldiers falling pregnant randomly? Or would you put measures in place to prevent it?”

It was a good point. But it wasn’t exactly proof positive either way.

“Maybe we should see if we can find something that might help,” I said. “Surely at least one of the former occupants of this apartment kept condoms in their bedside cabinet,” I said.

“They’d be expired by now, wouldn’t they?” Sparkles asked. “And besides. Look at the world around us. There’s hardly any people left, by the looks of things. Maybe it’s up to us to repopulate the whole world.”

Again, she wriggled her delightful body against mine. “The sooner we get started, the better, right?” she asked.

I was almost sure she was teasing me again.

Before I could clarify either way, she sobered a little.

“Seriously, I’m more than happy to take the risk. If you are.”

I had to admit, her arguments were persuasive. But she still wasn’t yet done.

“And besides, we’ve only been dealing with all this for less than a day, and look at how many times we have almost been killed. For all we know, we might be dead the day after tomorrow. Do you really want to miss out on all this? Because I know I don’t.”

It was another persuasive argument, and this time, I was satisfied.

With a sound that was a mixture between a laugh and a primeval grunt, I hesitated no longer, burying myself in one sure, smooth motion in her feminine glory.

Sparkles made a surprised sound and for a moment I worried that I might have hurt her. But then she chuckled deep in her throat.

“That’s more like it,” she said, her voice thick with rekindled desire. She started to move beneath me. “You are the big boy, aren’t you?” she asked. “Go gentle, at least to begin with. Let me get used to you first.”


Chapter twenty


Idid as Sparkles suggested, easing gently out before returning just as gently to my favorite place.

“Oh, oh, oh,” Sparkles said. But she nodded for me to continue nevertheless.

A few seconds later, she was starting to relax.

A few seconds more and she was more than just relaxed. Instead, she became an active participant again, grinding herself against me in time with my thrusts.

I began to increase my pace, incrementally abandoning my façade of civilization, beginning with a growl that started in the back of my throat.

Even as all Sparkles’ breath began to turn into a pant, she laughed at my growling.

“You’re quite the beast, aren’t you?” she said, her voice next to breathless.

By then, I’d all but lost my powers of speech, so I gave her an affirmative grunt and kept going.

For her part, when she began to lose her control, she nevertheless retained her verbal ability.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yeah, like that. Yes. God yes,” and more, her tone breathy and unfocused, and I was almost sure she wouldn’t have remembered saying a thing if I asked her later on.

At the same time, she started to use her fingernails, digging them into the flesh at my shoulders and neck, subconsciously adding a hint of pain to balance the pleasure.

I kept pounding away, marveling at the blonde woman’s resilience, at her tight, slick witness and enthusiastic response. I could have flipped her over and taken her doggy style, or rolled onto my back to let her ride me for a while, but in truth, the feral, primal part of me that lurked in the depths of my psyche was enjoying Sparkles’ complete submission and didn’t want to change.

Nor was there anything in my more civilized mind that felt any need to change things either.

So I rode her like the beast she had named me, increasing my pace all the while, enjoying every small noise and movement Sparkles made.

For how long we kept at it, I couldn’t say. All I knew was that it wasn’t just me reaching for a crescendo. It was Sparkles as well, her first climax clearly not preventing her from reaching those heights a second time in quick succession.

I felt her arms and legs tense around me. Felt her fingernails dig into my flesh hard enough to draw blood. Once again, she clenched all her muscles, strangling a gasp as she had done before, squeezing me for all she was worth. For one heartbeat, two, and half a beat more, the two of us were frozen in place, held in stasis, our worlds both lining up in preparation.

Then Sparkles let out a gasp, and started to shudder.

That was enough to push me over the edge. I strangled a grunt and unleashed, spilling my seed into her depths, grinding myself against her with all of my strength.

The first wave was a doozy. It was quickly followed up by a sequence of others, with both of us holding on to one another as our bodies fulfilled the promises they had made to each other at the start.

Again and again, I bucked and thrashed, with Sparkles holding on for dear life. Throughout it all, I felt a moment of calm, and knew that even though the world had turned to shit, this joining with Sparkles, this oasis of pleasure was right, and could somehow balance out the worst of it.

Then Sparkles shuddered once more beneath me and started to relax, and I began to breathe once again.

For long moments after, we stayed as we were, with me buried as deep inside her as I could go, much of my weight on my elbows as my heartbeat slowed down from three hundred beats per minute to something more normal.

Finally, with a sigh, I knew it was time to roll off her.

I did so, and spent a few seconds getting my breath back as I looked at the ceiling.

Sparkles took her time as well, but still was the first to speak.

“Well,” she said. “That was literally the greatest sex I can remember,” she said.

I couldn’t help it. It was legitimately funny, so I burst out laughing.

But the blonde woman hadn’t finished. “But I have to say, I’m going to need that towel,” she said.

It had been a long and eventful day, but it seemed that Sparkles wasn’t quite ready to just go to sleep. Instead, she snuggled herself against me in the dark.

She held up a hand and turned it this way and that.

“I can see pretty clearly even in the dark. I wonder what other changes they made to us that we haven’t figured out yet?” she mused.

I was comfortable and relaxed, and more than happy to just chat for a while.

“Well, there is the accelerated healing, and this night vision thing. What more do you want?” I asked.

Sparkles chuckled at the question. “Oh, I don’t know. Would invisibility be out of the question?”

The suggestion surprised me.

“You want to be invisible? I would have thought you might have wanted to fly or something, if we’re talking about actual superpowers.”

“Oh, that would be fun too. I was just thinking that with all these monsters around, well, I wouldn’t mind if they weren’t able to see me.”

She made a small movement against me that I interpreted as a shrug.

“And maybe I won’t always want to be the talkative, outgoing one all the time.”

“Really?” I said.

The blonde woman seemed unusually introspective. “Sure. Sometimes… Well, I just think it would be easier if I was like Serena. You know, the strong, quiet type. Or Violet. She’s got that no bullshit thing about her, you know? Like, she’s probably the toughest one of us all, including you.”

I could see what Sparkles was talking about.

“Well, isn’t this your chance to be who you want?” I said. “I mean, without the memories – doesn’t that give us the chance to start afresh?”

I sensed the blonde woman grin against me, even though the way we were lying, with her head on my chest, I couldn’t see her face.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” she said. “And yet, somehow I know I’ve always been like this. Lively and talkative, without anything hidden.”

“We all use what we’ve got,” I said.

I was absently playing with her hair, and found that I was liking this more contemplative side of Sparkles as well. It was good to see a different dimension to her that was perhaps unexpected.

“We do,” she acknowledged. “The question is, will it be enough? We’ve all seen the monsters. We all know that you have what it takes to survive. But what about me?“ Sparkles asked.

It had taken a while, but I sensed that this was the source of Sparkles’ introspection. A deep-seated uncertainty about her own future.

I could have given her a flippant response, or just offered some random reassurance. Instead, I gave the question due consideration.

“I think you have more than held your own,” I said.

I intended to continue, but Sparkles jumped in. “I just hid when those monsters chased us into the dead-end street. While you and the others turned to fight, I just hid in the car.”

“Red hid with you,” I reminded her.

“She did. But it was her who had the presence of mind to bring the document with us. The one that told us what this was all about. She thinks of herself as clumsy, but she’s clever.”

I thought about what she was saying.

“Is that why you’re with me? Is that why you took me to bed?”

Sparkles was quick. She understood what I was asking.

“You think that I screwed your brains out to ensure I had your protection? Is that what you mean?”

“Something like that,” I admitted.

She was quiet for a moment.

“Maybe a little,” she admitted. “I guess I do feel a bit vulnerable in this crazy monster filled apocalyptic world we’ve found ourselves in. So yeah, maybe.”

I felt her grin against me again. “But mostly it was because you looked so good fighting that hellhound monster at the start. You know, with all your muscles and everything on display.”

It was a good answer, and I chuckled appreciatively.

Then I had another go at answering her question.

“If we’re part of some super soldier program designed to help combat these monsters, doesn’t it stand to reason that there was a selection process of some kind?” I asked.

Sparkles paused for a moment, before nodding.

“Doesn’t that mean that who you are was considered valuable enough by the scientists who did all those for them to select you?”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that,” she said.

“And even if that wasn’t the case,” I said. “I think you are valuable. You stood up to those men when it counted. You were the first to help me explore the lab complex even though you didn’t have any clothes at the time either. And even without that, you just being you is good for morale.”

The blonde woman seemed to be satisfied with my answer. She snuggled in closer against me, and seemed happier than she had been in her contemplative state.

If she had been a cat, I swear she would have been purring.

“Good answer,” she said. “You do know how to make a girl feel good about herself. I think I will keep you.”

It seemed that she was finished talking, and was settling in to go to sleep. I closed my eyes in the dark, and relaxed into the bedding.

Just before I began to drift off for real, a noise jolted me back to full wakefulness.

My first thought was that it was another monster attack, and I found myself reaching for the weapons I’d placed next to the bedside cabinet.

But it wasn’t another monster attack.

Instead, it was the sound of somebody knocking on the bedroom door.


Chapter twenty-one


“What the hell?” I muttered, mostly to myself.

Sparkles was more direct. “Who is it?” she called out into the darkness.

The knocker took that as permission to enter, and the door opened.

“Red?” I said.

I could see the slim woman clearly, standing hesitantly just inside the door. She’d found a full-length nightie from somewhere, and had replaced the dress she had been wearing earlier with it.

The fabric wasn’t exactly see-through, at least in the darkness, yet somehow it contrived to highlight Red’s beautiful, catwalk model shape rather than hide it.

“I’m sorry,” she began hesitantly. “It’s just that … I picked out a room and tried to sleep. I really did. But I kept thinking about the monsters. The hellhounds. The sloth thing. The gigantic spider thing. Even the bat monsters that interrupted our time on the balcony. And even though I know it’s just my imagination, every little noise I could hear — I couldn’t help but think it was something else coming to get us.”

I leapt to a conclusion. “We’re finished making unexpected noises…” I began, not quite able to keep the grin from my face.

“Oh. Oh, no,” Red said. “That’s not the noises I meant. I mean, I could hear that as well…”

With the world having no colors other than shades of gray, I couldn’t see for sure, but would have put good money on Red blushing brightly as she spoke.

“I actually found that comforting. Familiar, in a way. It was the other noises. The sounds of the apartment building shifting. Things like that.”

She hesitated again, falling silent.

“Red,” I said gently. “If you’re not here to talk about the noise the two of us were making, then why?”

I left the question hanging. Once again, I could sense Sparkles grinning in the dark beside me. It seemed she was enjoying the slightly awkward situation, with Red standing there, clearly wanting to ask something but unsure if she should.

“I know I shouldn’t ask,” Red said. “I mean, I know it’s not right. That it goes against expectations, you know? But I figure, as long as civilization has collapsed, there isn’t really any society any more. Which means we can make up our own rules. Does that make sense?”

To me, it sounded as if she was stalling.

“Red?” I said.

The adorable, beautiful, slightly awkward woman continued.

“Maybe I should have asked one of the others,” she said. “Yes, that’s what I should have done. Sorry to bother you. I’ll be going now. Please forget that you ever saw me.”

She turned and would have exited the room again if I’d let her. If she did that, I would never have known what had brought her to us – or at least, I would never have confirmed it, because I did have my suspicions.

“Red, it’s okay,” I said, very aware that Sparkles was trying not to laugh beside me. “Why don’t you tell us what brought you here?” I said.

My words stopped her from leaving, but she still seemed uncertain. In the dark, I saw her look from me to Sparkles.

The diminutive blonde clearly saw that as well.

“Ask,” she said. “We won’t bite. Well, not unless you want us to,” she said.

It was enough to give Red the courage she needed.

“I want to stay here with you,” she blurted. “So I can feel safe,” she said.

This time, she was blushing so furiously that I could see it. The gray of her skin actually changed to a deeper shade.

“You want to stay here with us?” I asked.

Now that she’d got it out, she didn’t back down. She nodded.

“If that’s okay,” she said.

“There is only one bed here,” I said carefully.

“I know,” Red said. “If that’s not okay, I completely understand. I just … I just thought I’d ask.”

“You do realize we’re naked under here,” said Sparkles, her voice full of laughter.

“I do,” Red said.

“Um,” I began. “What would your expectations be if we said yes?” I asked.

Red didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands. She seemed to be caught between leaving them dangling at her sides and bringing them up to cover her mouth. In the end, she did neither. But it looked like she wanted to do both at once.

“Oh. Oh!” she said. “No, nothing like that. I’m just hoping to get some sleep. And I thought with you — with both of you here as well, I might have a better chance at that.”

There was a moment of silence. I figured I would wait for Sparkles to respond first. Which she did.

“Well, I hope you don’t expect us to go looking for something to wear,” she said. “I’m quite comfortable as I am.”

This time, Red didn’t hesitate for a moment.

“I’m okay with that,” she said.

Sparkles turned to me in the darkness. “What do you think?” she asked me.

I kept my response neutral. “It’s a big bed. There’s plenty of room.”

At this, Sparkles laughed out loud. “So there is,” she agreed.

She turned to Red, who was still standing awkwardly close to the door. “Well, come on, then. Although you might want to look out for the towel.”

It was all the encouragement Red needed. She burst into a brilliant smile.

“Thank you,” she said. She moved around to Sparkles’ side of the bed, where there was more room, and climbed in quickly, as if she was afraid one or the other of us might change our minds. She settled down quickly, and I could sense the relief coming from her.

“I might snuggle you,” Sparkles said, and I detected her usual note of teasing in her words.

But Red wasn’t fazed. “I… I think I might like that,” she said.

Again, Sparkles let out a laugh. But when that laughter faded, it seemed clear that the two women were settling down to sleep.

I lay there for a few moments more, with the two women beside me, reflecting once more that it had been a long, eventful day.

Some time later, I dreamed that I was being fondled by a beautiful woman. Even in my dream, I found myself becoming aroused. It was a pleasant dream, and I was happy to let it continue. I was on my back, nice and relaxed, and in my dream, I felt someone clamber on top of me, straddling my hips and rubbing me against her wet center.

Except it wasn’t a dream. It was real. There was someone straddling my hips, and she was very definitely moving me against herself in a familiar way.

I opened my eyes and stared into the dark.

“Sparkles?” I said, looking up at the stunning, naked blonde woman.

“Shhh,” she whispered. “You’ll wake her.” Then she let out a stifled giggle, raised herself up just enough, and settled herself down with me now inside her.

I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation even as my hands moved automatically to her hips.

But then I recovered myself.

“Are you sure this is wise?” I asked.

“I couldn’t help myself,” she said. “With Red in the bed with us, it just seemed too much of an opportunity.”

She kept her voice low, and I couldn’t tell if she was an exhibitionist or just enjoyed the thrill of doing something a little taboo. Either way, she wasn’t done speaking.

“Now shush or you’ll wake her.”

I shushed, and Sparkles started to move.

This time, she was on top. This time, she set the pace. I was just along for the ride, so I relaxed, lay back, and enjoyed the view, aware that even though she was trying not to create a disturbance, Sparkles and I nevertheless did set up a rhythm.

I kept half an ear out for any change from Red. Any suggestion that we might have woken her up.

But her breathing remained steady and regular even as Sparkles gripped my shoulders and focused more on what she was doing, grinding against me with increasing determination.

She didn’t increase her pace, and kept her movements constrained. Yet there was a growing intensity to what she was doing that couldn’t be denied, and sooner than I expected, she clenched everything and held her breath to stop herself from crying out.

The intensity of her efforts was enough to push me over the edge as well, and again, we clung tightly to one another, to the point where I was sure I would have visible welts on my shoulders.

Then, with a single ragged breath, Sparkles collapsed on top of me. She spent a minute or two regaining her breath, then chuckled quietly to herself.

Throughout it all, Red had been silent. She’d never once changed the way she had been breathing, and it seemed like Sparkles and I had gotten away with it all.

But several minutes after Sparkles had finally rolled off me and back to her place in the middle, I caught a small noise from Red.

I couldn’t be completely sure.

I might have imagined it.

But if I’d had to bet my life on what it was, I would have sworn it was a happy, satisfied sigh, as if somehow Red was completely satisfied with the world and everything in it.

***

I expected to be woken at some point during the night by some new crisis or other. Giant winged monsters attacking us from above. A gigantic crocodile climbing the side of the building. A humongous, King Kong type of ape tearing the roof off.

But the rest of the night passed in peace, with the only thing I was aware of to break the silence being the occasional light snore from Sparkles.

When next I woke, there was daylight streaming in from between the curtains, and Red was sitting up in the bed beside me, looking down at me with an uncertain expression, her lower lip caught in her teeth.

“Good morning,” I said.

The beautiful redhead was still wearing the nightie she had put on the night before. In the daylight, it seemed even less substantial than it appeared when she had asked to stay.

It was thin to the point of being diaphanous, and it didn’t leave much to the imagination. I could see right through it, to the glorious pale and tattooed perfection beneath.

Red gave a small flinch at my greeting as blushed in an adorable way. She looked away from my naked chest to my face, and ventured a shy smile.

“Good morning,” she managed. Then, “Thank you for letting me stay last night. You and Sparkles, I mean.”

I nodded, stretched some of the kinks in my back, and looked around. “Did you sleep well in the end?” I asked.

“I did,” she said. “Being here with you,” she began, then she laughed once again.

She looked away, then continued, but I got the impression she had changed what she was going to say. “It was nice to know that there was someone else there.”

I studied the redheaded woman for a moment. I was very aware that if the covers were to shift just a little, she might get more than she bargained for, and I wondered how this oddly shy but curious woman would respond to that. The way she’d been studying me when I woke suggested a real interest on her part, but there was just as clearly some hesitation within her as well.

There was also the question of how Sparkles might respond.

She’d said she was open to sharing, but the proof of that was yet to be tested.

On the other hand, it wasn’t like we were in some sort of committed relationship after having known each other for no more than a day.

I couldn’t ignore the blonde woman’s absence.

“Where is Sparkles?” I asked.

Red’s blush faded away as swiftly as it had appeared. She seemed more than happy to focus on someone else other than me.

“Oh, she said she was hungry. So she went to find the others, to see what they might be planning for breakfast.” Red thought about it for a moment, then corrected herself. “Mostly Serena, I guess. She seemed to enjoy cooking last night.”

“That she did,” I said.

As soon as Red had said the word ‘hungry,’ it was like she activated something within me. My whole system woke up all at once, and I realized I was hungry as well.

Starving, even. As hungry as I had been before we’d eaten the night before, in fact.

My stomach started to gurgle, and Red noticed. This seemed to amuse her. She gave a delicate laugh, but colored a little at the same time.

It seemed that Red would blush for practically any reason.

“Are you not as well?” I asked.

“Oh, I am! Starving, but Sparkles suggested I should wait here with you until you woke up,” she said, sounding slightly confused.

“Did she?” I asked.

“She did. And the way she said it … I admit, there seemed to be something I don’t understand. She said it with a knowing look, as if there was more to what she said. But I’m not really sure…” She let her sentence fade away.

I looked at her closely. She was beautiful, that much was clear. Maybe in her mid-twenties. Sparkles had said Red was smart, and I believed that without any problems.

But sometimes being smart in one way didn’t transfer to others.

Was Red truly this innocent?

The contented sigh she’d voiced – or that I had imagined – after Sparkles and I’d had sex beside her suggested that she wasn’t.

And yet … I might have said more. Might have sought to clarify a few things and maybe even seen where the morning might take us, but before I could do so, the bedroom door opened and Sparkles came in with a broad grin on her face.

“Ha! Caught you!” she said.

Then she reconsidered. “Or maybe I didn’t.” She sounded distinctly disappointed. “Should I go away again for a bit?” Her grin turned into something more wicked. “Or would you like me to join in? Get this party started?”

She was wearing another short dress, this one a blue color to match her eyes, and she reached up behind her as if she intended to do the zip right then and there.

But Red took the opportunity to jump off the bed.

“There you are!” she said. “Zeus and I were just talking about you. And how hungry we were. Did you find Serena and Violet? Have they figured out what to do about breakfast?”

Sparkles lowered her hand from her zip. Her smile faded a little. She glanced at me and raised one eyebrow.

“This nut might be tougher to crack than I thought,” she said.

Then she turned to Red. “Yes indeed,” she said. “Serena wasn’t keen to return to the apartment we used yesterday. But it wasn’t hard to find another one with a grill and a functional gas bottle. They wheeled it inside this time, to avoid attracting any undue attention, and somehow, Serena figured out how to make pancakes.”

“Ooh, pancakes!” Red said, her eyes wide with surprise.

For my part, I was already starting to salivate.

Sparkles nodded. Yet she looked a little disappointed.

“Maybe that should be a priority,“ she said. “Maybe you two should get dressed, and then we can go join the others.”


Chapter twenty-two


Iwasn’t entirely happy with any of us wandering through the apartment building alone, and said as much to Sparkles when Red went back to her room to get dressed.

At first, the blonde woman tried to play my concerns off as not a big deal, but I pressed it, and she relented.

“Okay,” she said. “I get it. I guess this can’t all be fun and games, can it?” she asked.

Clearly, one of the ways of dealing with the situation we were in was pretending that everything was fine, at least for a little while. But she was happy enough to wait for me and Red to get dressed before heading back down again.

Unlike the girls, I hadn’t spent any time rifling through wardrobes, but didn’t want to have to resort to my earlier attire. As Sparkles had pointed out before, my shirt and pants were a little bit worse for wear, both of them showing evidence of earlier battles.

Fortunately, whoever had owned this penthouse apartment had been close to my size. I could have dressed in a suit and tie and it would have been tight across the shoulders, and loose in the gut, but otherwise not that bad.

Instead, I chose a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt that looked brand new, in part because they fit me better, and in part because they were the more practical choice.

And besides, I didn’t expect to have too many business meetings to attend.

Red had opted for a change of pace. She still showed a preference for a flowery blouse, but this time she paired it with a pair of jeans and a short, tan jacket that went well with her hair.

Sparkles clearly approved of the redhead’s choice.

“Nice,” she said. “I have to say, I’m liking the clothing options we have available to us all here. It’s like an endless buffet of clothes, and not even blowing the credit card to get them!”

Then she turned to me. “But seriously, joggers? Is that the best you can do?”

“What? I’m happy with them,” I said.

Once again, Sparkles raised an eyebrow. But when it was clear I had no intention of getting changed again, she gave in.

“Call it a work in progress,” she said. “Come on. Pancakes are waiting!”

Together, we headed down to the floor below, with me bringing both my shotgun and fireman’s ax along.

I was happy to see that Sparkles wasn’t completely oblivious to the need to focus on safety. She’d brought her backpack with her, and I figured from the weight within it that she had stashed the handgun we’d taken off Earl and Joel.

She slung it onto her back, and the three of us made our way to the apartment where the other two were waiting.

This apartment was smaller than the one we’d found yesterday, but the important thing was the grill. And as Sparkles had said, between the two of them, Violet and Serena had brought the grill in through the sliding glass doors and set it up in the small living room. They had both chosen to wear more practical clothing this morning.

It was cozy, but not uncomfortably so, and by the time Sparkles, Red, and I got there, the entire place had filled up with the most enticing aromas.

Mostly, it was the smell of freshly cooked pancakes hot off the grill. But there was another aroma with it, pungent and familiar, and incredibly welcome.

“Is that coffee?” I said as soon as I walked in, with Red and Sparkles beside me.

Violet and Serena were both there. They turned toward us as one, with the tall woman offering a broad grin of acknowledgement. But Violet had her usual barbs out on display.

“Good morning to you as well,” she said.

I grinned at her. “Good morning,” I said, acknowledging her correction. Then I waited as patiently as I could as the woman completed the social niceties before Serena responded to the initial question.

“Yes, it’s coffee. It might be a bit on the stale side, and if you want milk, it has to be powdered. But yes, we have coffee.”

Sparkles was already at the table where Violet and Serena had set everything up.

“How do you like it?” she asked.

“Black,” I said. “No sugar. Strong enough to eat the spoon.”

Red was a step behind me. “Full of milk and three sugars,” she said. Then she frowned in puzzlement. “How can we know this?” she asked. “I mean, it’s not like we actually remember, is it? And yet, I know for a fact that if I had the choice, I’d ask for a cappuccino with buckets of foam, and I wouldn’t complain if you managed a little artwork on top.”

The question had been asked before, none of us had any answers.

So Sparkles addressed the other part of her comment.

“Sorry, a cup of coffee with milk is about the best we can do at the moment. Although I do like a caramel latte myself.”

The other two already had their drinks, so Sparkles just made one for me, Red, and herself. Then it was time for the main course.

Serena flipped another perfectly formed pancake out onto a growing stack on a plate.

I took a sip of coffee, and while I could indeed taste the stale-ness, I wasn’t going to complain. For us to be able to have coffee at all given the state of the city was, in my view, something approaching a miracle. And for there to be pancakes as well – it was almost beyond belief.

It was Red who asked how they did it.

“The recipe isn’t difficult,” Serena responded, and I could hear the pride in her words. “It’s just flour, eggs, baking powder, milk, sugar, and a little salt to taste.”

“Yes,” Red said. “But where did you find eggs? And the butter for the pan?”

Serena was nodding. “It wasn’t actually that hard,” she said. “I used the same powdered milk as in your coffee, and there’s powdered eggs as well. Something in the back of my mind says that you can actually use blood as an egg substitute if you’re desperate, but I don’t think we’re quite there yet.”

At this, Red made a face, and while I tended to agree, it was indeed interesting the things that we did know, even if we didn’t remember our own names.

“The baking powder was the hardest. The first batch I tried – well, baking powder goes off if it’s left for too long. But we were able to find some that was still sealed in its packet. That turned out fine.”

She turned to Sparkles. “As for the butter, I just used some oil. Even after so long, it hasn’t all gone rancid. It’s not quite the same in terms of flavor, but this is good enough.”

She thought about it for a moment. “I’ve even been thinking about making some bread, if I can figure out how to cook it properly.”

The others, including me, all made appreciative noises, as Serena added another pancake to the stack.

“Looks like we have enough to get started,” she said. “Take what you want. There’s more coming. And we found a selection of toppings, including an unopened bottle of maple syrup, for anyone who wants to go the traditional route!”

We talked of inconsequential things while we ate, and Serena kept turning out pancakes until we all had our fill.

As we were finishing off the meal, Red started to laugh. The rest of us turned her way, and she explained.

“I was just thinking that I hope it’s not always going to be like this.”

When it was clear that nobody yet knew what she was talking about, she gestured toward the empty plates on the table.

“The hunger,” she said. “I mean, surely we can’t always have eaten like this before, have we? The changes that have been made to us – are we going to have to stuff ourselves three times a day from now on if we don’t want to spend our days feeling famished?”

“Three?” Sparkles said. “I’m thinking more like six,” she added.

The others all laughed, but there was a lot of truth in her statement. I was good to go at that moment, but knew it wouldn’t be long before I started getting hungry again.

And that, I figured, might not be an advantage in the world we had found ourselves in.

Violet, though, seemed interested in a different line of questions. She had been looking at me, Sparkles, and Red throughout breakfast, and now she finally spoke.

“I’m more interested in something more immediate,” she said. She fixed both Sparkles and Red with a hard look. “Did you both have your way with him last night or was it just Sparkles?” she asked.

Immediately, Red turned bright red and looked away. Sparkles laughed out loud at the question, and even Serena seemed a little taken aback.

“Violet,” she began, but the purple-haired woman shook her head.

“No, I want to know. I mean, it’s us against the rest of the world, isn’t it? This little group, at least until we know for sure what’s out there, if there is still some form of civilization. That means our actions – they have consequences. Right? If there’s a subgroup already starting to form, where you and I are excluded, doesn’t it make sense for us to at least know about it?”

It wasn’t the first time the purple-haired woman had voiced such concerns. This time, her argument had made an impact, and I didn’t want it to go any further.

“There is no subgroup forming,” I said. “We’re all in this together.”

“Are we?” Violet asked, right from the start, I’d thought of her as being fierce, but it seemed there was another way to describe her. She was naturally combative.

But that didn’t necessarily mean she was wrong.

“Tell me you didn’t screw both of them last night,” Violet said.

“As it happens, I didn’t –” I began. But Sparkles was quicker.

“He certainly screwed me!” she exclaimed, still beaming broadly. “But it seems that he was the perfect gentleman with Red, here. Even after I gave them some time to themselves.”

Red was still blushing furiously, while Serena was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher. She sat back and nodded to herself as if she had been proven right.

Sparkles hadn’t finished. “That doesn’t mean there’s some subgroup forming. It’s not like we’ve gotten married or anything, is it?” she said.

“As far as I’m concerned, what I said before is true,” I said. “We’re all in this together. We’ll have a better chance of survival as a group.”

Violet wasn’t convinced.

“What if there comes a choice between saving Sparkles and saving me?” Violet asked. “Would you choose the difficult, argumentative one?” she asked, clearly referring to herself. “Or the one you’ve slept with?”

I looked at her levelly. “First of all, with the enhancements that have been made, I would be more than surprised if either of you couldn’t save yourselves,” I said. “And secondly, it wouldn’t be a choice. I’d save both of you.”

“Good answer,” Serena said.

Violet was faltering. She clearly liked my answer as well. But Sparkles gave it an extra push.

“If it worries you that much, why don’t you give him a try yourself? Hell, why don’t you give me a try? I’m up for it.“ She grinned knowingly. “Anything to keep the group together.”

At this, Serena seemed puzzled. “You … I thought you and Zeus were already a couple?”

“Didn’t you believe me when I said I was happy to share?” Sparkles asked.

It was clear that Serena at least hadn’t taken her at her word.

The diminutive blonde woman sighed, and took a moment to grow serious.

“Maybe you all haven’t noticed, but the world we grew up in doesn’t exist anymore. Sure, we can’t remember our past lives here, but all of us recognize that things are different from how they should be. So why not go with it? Why not make our own rules? And if that means all of us piling in on top of Zeus all at once, why shouldn’t we?”

It was similar to what she’d said to me the night before, and it seemed to get at least some of the women thinking.

Serena in particular looked thoughtful. She was looking at me with interest, not for the first time.


Chapter twenty-three


Sparkles turned to me. “That is, if that’s something you’re happy with,” she added.

As far as I knew, I had been just an ordinary guy, with ordinary relationship habits before going into the experiment cylinder. But that didn’t mean I had to remain that way now. Sparkles’ arguments were working on me just as they were working on the others.

I looked at each of the women in turn. “To me, you are all equally beautiful, and attractive. I would be more than happy to accept any or all of you in my bed. But that doesn’t mean your place in this group would change in any way if you chose not to, and I’m not going to put pressure on any of you either way.” I paused for a moment. “How many times do I have to say it? We are in this together.”

There was a moment of silence as everyone considered my words, and those of Sparkles. It was clear that we’d put Violet’s concerns to rest, at least for the time being.

Then Red spoke up. “Wait, you mean you left early so Zeus and I could have sex?” she said.

Sparkles didn’t answer directly. She burst out laughing instead.

It was enough to get Violet to finally relax. The combative woman actually joined in the laughter, as did Serena. Red looked acutely embarrassed, then it seemed she decided to just go with it, and started laughing as well.

Finally, the laughter faded enough for Serena to change the topic of conversation.

“So, now what? What’s on the agenda for today?”

“We could find a way to get our memories back,” Red suggested. It wasn’t the first time this had been mentioned. Sparkles had seemed perfectly happy to not have any memories of her old life to worry about, but the others, especially Serena, seemed more interested.

From my perspective, I was ambivalent. Did we really need to know in detail what we had lost?

Violet made a rude noise. “At this point, I would settle for having a functional shower,” she said.

Serena turned to her. “We could string up a bottle of water or something as a temporary solution,” she suggested, but Red had a better idea.

“How about a watering can? Surely there has to be one of those around here somewhere.”

“I don’t want a cold shower,” Violet objected.

There was an easy answer to that as well, but Serena beat me to it. “We could heat up some water on the grill,” she said. “It wouldn’t be perfect, but it would be better than nothing.”

At the very least, it would be better than cleaning ourselves with a damp towel, although my recent experience with that hadn’t been bad at all.

The girls began to get excited about the idea, and I didn’t want to dampen their enthusiasm. At the same time, I didn’t want them to get too far ahead of themselves.

I held up my hands to get their attention. “I think we’re forgetting something,” I said. At once, some of the excitement drained away. Yet all four of them focused their attention on what I had to say.

“Last night, we were attacked by a group of bat monsters,” I reminded them. “I don’t know how many there were, but I think it might have been about fifty or so. In comparison to the other monsters we’ve faced so far, they weren’t very big or powerful. Yet they still managed to break through the windows, and might have made it through the door as well if we hadn’t found a way to block it.”

As I spoke, I saw the understanding in Serena’s eyes, and Violet began to curse under her breath. There was a certain acceptance in Sparkles’ expression, but Red looked confused.

“We beat them,” she said. “Well, it was Zeus, mostly. And Violet, with her shotgun. But we beat them. Right?”

I looked at her and knew that she probably did understand. She just didn’t want to accept it.

So I spoke gently.

“What would have happened if it had been something more dangerous? A pack of those other flying monsters, for example. Or the giant sloth things? Or any of the hundred different monsters just as dangerous that we haven’t seen yet?”

She didn’t want to accept defeat. “Well, we would have beaten them too. We’ve got guns. We could do it.”

Serena took over. “I think what Zeus is saying is that we’ve been lucky so far. Our activities drew those monsters toward us. How long will it be before we have to fight something else? How long can we keep fighting against them?”

I nodded, but she hadn’t quite captured everything I wanted them to understand.

“Serena is right. But it’s more than that as well. This place has been good to us. I have to admit, when we were looking to forage from the stores, I was beginning to worry that we wouldn’t find anything useful. But this place, while it has been a gift, I don’t think it’s enough.”

The look Red gave me was almost pleading. “But I like it here,” she said.

“I do too,” I admitted. “But it’s not safe enough. And then there are questions about long-term survivability as well. Ideally, we’d have an ongoing source of fresh water and a supply of fresh meat somehow as well. As well as the ability to grow vegetables and fruit.”

I shrugged. “That’s if we’re ready to think about the long-term. But even if we do want to spend a bit more time trying to figure this out, to get our memories back, to begin with. Even then, this place is simply not cut out for it. It can’t protect us.”

Red looked from me to Violet, to Serena, then Sparkles, then back to me. What she saw on everyone’s faces seemed to convince her. She deflated a little, and let out a deep sigh.

“Okay,” she said grudgingly. “So I guess we’re looking for someplace safer. Is that right?” she asked.

I nodded. “One of the first things I looked for in the penthouse was some sort of panic button. You know, something that would lower metal shielding over the windows or something. Even if it didn’t work without electricity, I figured we could make it work somehow. And from there, I was thinking that we could set something up to catch any rainwater that came our way. It still wouldn’t be ideal. But for a temporary location, it would be a good start.”

“So is that what we’re looking for?” Serena asked. “The former home of the paranoid millionaire or drug lord or something?”

I nodded. “Or someplace built like a bunker. Someplace with concrete walls thick enough to keep any of these monsters out. And big enough to keep us comfortable if we have to wait something out. But even then, I’d prefer a more active defense.”

“So would I,” Violet agreed.

I had absolutely killed the mood. What had just a few minutes earlier been an enjoyable breakfast had become something considerably more grim.

But it had to happen, or at least that’s what I told myself. This world was dangerous, and it didn’t seem at this stage that any true civilization had survived.

For the time being, we had to take the reality we found ourselves in seriously if we wanted to survive.

“Okay,” Red said, agreeing for all of us. “We have to do this. Even I can see that. Where do we start?” she asked.

I was about to answer, but once more, Serena held up her hand as if listening for something. Clearly, she had the sharpest ears among us, and I was already anticipating — and dreading, almost — what she would say next.

She didn’t disappoint. “Did anyone else hear that?” she asked.

It was clear that the others had also gotten used to Serena acting as a monster early warning system.

“Fuck,” Violet said.

“Really? Is there something about to attack us again?” Sparkles said.

“But – but we haven’t been making any noise. The windows are closed. How did it, whatever it is, find us?” asked Red.

It was a good question, but Serena was shaking her head. “I don’t think it’s another monster attack,” Serena said. “Not this time.”

Before any of us could ask what she meant, the answer became clear.

“Hello!” came a distant voice. “Hello in there!”

The girls all looked to one another.

“It’s a human!” Red exclaimed, sounding excited.

“Doesn’t mean he’s friendly,” Violet warned. “Remember what happened last time.”

The memory of that was still clear in everyone’s minds. Red’s excitement faded away in an instant, to be replaced with a sort of glum wariness.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“We know you’re in there!” came the distant shout again, muffled by the windows. “Hello!” he repeated.

“We could just ignore him and hope he goes away.” Violet suggested.

“What if he’s friendly?” Sparkles said.

Violet gave a dismissive snort. “What if he’s not?”

“We should at least see what he wants,” Serena suggested.

I was standing closest to the window. I looked out through it, but with the balcony, I couldn’t see all the way to the ground. I’d need to go out on the balcony itself to do that.

“Hello! I don’t want to stand out here all day! Not when there are monsters about!” the man called.

I looked at the others. “He’s right,” I said. “About the monsters, I mean. The longer he stays there, the more chance we have of something unfriendly coming to investigate.”

“So you’re going to see what he wants?” Sparkles asked, and I nodded.

Serena was shaking her head, looking concerned.

“I don’t like it,” she said. “How did he find us?”

“That’s something I’d like to find out,” I responded.

“Hello!” came the voice from outside.

Decision made, I moved to where I’d left my overpowered shotgun resting against the wall and picked it up. Seeing no real choice in the matter, I moved back to the sliding door and spoke to the others.

“Stay out of sight,” I said. “There’s no point in giving this man more information about us than absolutely necessary.”

I could see that Violet and Serena didn’t like it, but I held each of their gazes until they nodded. Then I crouched low and slipped the glass sliding door aside just enough and slipped through.

The balcony balustrade was solid, made of concrete, with a painted metal bar at the top that to me didn’t seem to serve any real purpose. Staying low, I poked my head up just high enough that I could see the man calling out down below.

We were six stories up, one below the penthouse. I knew at that distance, my shotgun wasn’t the best weapon in the world. If I had to fire at him, I would be lucky to scare him, let alone do any real damage.

Nevertheless, I sighted down along the barrel and studied the man for a moment.

He was of medium height and build, and wearing a thick jacket as if it was considerably colder than it actually was, together with an old, ratty baseball cap. His hair and beard were both long and unkempt, and as far as I could make out, if he was carrying a weapon, then that weapon was hidden.

He wasn’t, however, down on the broken street all by himself. He had a companion with him. A dog, although at this distance, that dog could have been just another monster.

It was huge. The size of a wolfhound at least, the thick and muscular beast held in check by a leash.

Perhaps that was how the man had known we were there. Perhaps his monstrous pet had sniffed us out.

I decided to dispense with the formalities of a polite civilization and got straight down to business.

“What do you want?” I called down to him, shouting to make sure he could hear me.

“Ha! I knew you were in there!” he said, bringing his attention briefly to the balcony where I was hiding. Then he turned to the monster at his feet. “Looks like we found them after all,” he said, ruffling between the dog’s ears. “Who is a good girl, then? I’ll give you a treat when we get back home.”

He seemed in no hurry at all to respond to my question, so I spoke up again.

“I have a gun pointed at your head,” I shouted. “Answer my question! Who are you, and what do you want?”

The man straightened, apparently unconcerned by my threat.

“No need for the hostilities,” he said. “There will be time enough for that later. My name is Peter Mac, and like you, I’m just a humble survivor doing the best that I can in these dangerous times. And I’m here to invite you and your group to come on down and say hello. It’ll be easier if you do, and who knows? I might even let some of you live. The pretty ones, at any rate.”

I had multiple warning bells going off inside me. This man had just delivered a serious threat, and he knew more about us than he should.

“Are you threatening me?” I called down to him. “Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t blow you away where you stand!”

I admit it. I didn’t like being threatened. At the same time, I was starting to wonder if everyone we were destined to meet in this post-apocalyptic nightmare of a world was going to threaten us.

“You could try,” the man said, still appearing unconcerned. “But you asked for one reason why not. I’ll give you two. The first is that it looks like you’re pointing my brother’s old shotgun at me. That thing packs a punch, but at this distance, you’d be lucky to hit the ground with it.”

I had enough time to reflect on what the man had said, ‘my brother’s shotgun’ and wondered if he meant Earl or Joel, before he continued.

“The second reason is that you keep making the same mistake.”

“And what mistake is that?” I grated.

“You keep assuming that the men you see are the only ones in the immediate area. You made that assumption with Earl and Joel, which meant their backup was able to give me a full report on what happened. And you’re making the same mistake now.”

Almost as soon as he finished speaking, he made a casual gesture with his right hand. It was just enough to give me a warning, and I reacted out of pure instinct.

I didn’t bother to fire at him. All that would have accomplished would have been a waste of ammunition. Instead, I dropped down behind the balustrade.

Bang! Crack!

I didn’t see where the shooter was, but at a guess, he must have been in one of the buildings on the other side of the road, positioned about the same level as me. And he didn’t have a shotgun.

He, whoever it was, had a high-powered rifle of some sort, a much better weapon for a sniper to use.

As quickly as I could, I scrambled back into the apartment, to the tune of Peter Mac down below laughing as if to some kind of joke.


Chapter twenty-four


As I slid the glass door shut behind me, the hidden sniper unleashed a barrage of fire.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

Perhaps half a dozen shots one after the other, the slugs pounding into the concrete, with at least one coming through the glass door I’d just slid shut, not shattering it completely, but leaving a small round hole just above head height.

“Get down!” I shouted, and to my relief, the girls all immediately reacted, showing their speed and dexterity.

Half a dozen more shots rang out, and then there was silence.

Well, except for the sound of the man laughing down below.

But even that didn’t last long. Once again, the man outside started shouting, projecting his voice so that we could hear.

“Are you all still alive?” he called out. “Don’t worry, you won’t be for much longer. Although my offer still stands. The women will all be fine if they decide to come out. There is a lack of your kind in this world of ours, and those we have – well, many of them aren’t exactly fit to be cover models. So come on down and I’ll let you live. As for the man with you, well, let’s put it this way. I didn’t like my brother very much. He was a liar and a thief, and there were times when I would have happily gutted him myself. But my brother he was, and now he is dead. And that means someone has got to pay.”

“What the fuck?” Violet was saying. “This guy’s nuts.”

Serena had moved through the main room of the apartment to collect the other shotgun, staying low at the same time. Red looked as scared as she ever had. She was shaking in fear, while Sparkles was doing her best to calm her down.

The blonde woman still had enough presence of mind to shoot me a question.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Get away from the windows!” I said. “That’ll do for a start!”

I started to move, to match my words to action, keeping low all the while.

“No takers?” the man on the ground shouted up to us. “That’s a shame. I guess we’ll have to come in and get you instead. Don’t go anywhere, if you don’t mind. Even if you get past my sniper, which I very much doubt you will be able to, we’ll just find you again. I’ll be seeing you!”

The five of us gathered in the apartment kitchen next to the interior door, and I risked a look through the sliding glass door to the balcony. Across the road, there were several buildings as tall as this one or taller, although most were in a more dilapidated state.

The sniper could have been anywhere.

“It sounds like he’s leaving,” Serena said, her voice vaguely puzzled. “Why would he do that?”

To me, the answer was obvious. “To get more firepower,” I said. “I think he was just trying to confirm where we are. Now that he knows that, he’ll come back with more help.” As I spoke, I reached out to the door handle and opened the door.

Somehow, the sniper must have seen the movement. Or maybe it was no more than chance. He let off a single shot that came through the window, but as far as I could make out, it didn’t get near us.

“Go!” I said. “Into the hallway! Keep low!”

Violet and Serena didn’t need to be told twice. They were perhaps the bravest. Violet was gone almost before I’d finished speaking, with Serena just behind her.

The sniper let off a couple more shots, causing Red to flinch, but he wasn’t, as far as I could see, really aiming at us.

“Now you,” I said to Red.

“Me?”

I nodded. “We’ll be right behind you,” I said.

The redheaded woman didn’t have the same level of bravery as the others. But she had the same physical enhancements as everyone else. She was lithe and quick when she put her mind to it, although that was something she didn’t seem to realize.

“You’ll be fine,” I said. “Go!”

With Sparkles at her side, providing support, Red drew a deep breath. She looked at me and nodded, and then she was gone, with Sparkles half a step behind her.

Then it was my turn. I followed them out as quickly as I could, keeping low and staying out of sight.

Apparently, the sniper could still see us, even this far into the apartment. He’d been waiting for me. He unleashed with another half dozen rounds, one of which caught the doorframe next to my head.

Far too close for comfort.

But I was through as well, completely unscathed, and at least now the sniper didn’t have us in his sights.

It didn’t stop him from firing another barrage of shots, almost randomly, some of which went clean through the walls into the hallway.

“Let’s go!” I called out and picked a direction at random. We kept low and scampered until we were down the other end of the building.

The only way the sniper could get us then would have been by pure chance alone.

The girls and I were puffing as if we had just been out for a jog. It was the adrenaline coursing through our systems, and for me, that adrenaline was making me want to stand and fight.

But in this situation, that was far easier said than done.

I could see fear mixed with anger on the faces of the others, but it was Sparkles who asked the most relevant question. “Now what?” she said.

“We look for a way out,” I said.

“But the sniper…” Red said.

In reality, I would have preferred to go after the sniper and beat him to death with a brick, and then wait for this Peter Mac to come back so I could do the same to him.

But in truth, that sort of revenge carried risks, and in this world, survival was the goal.

So I bit my tongue on my true desires and answered Red’s question.

“The sniper is covering the front side of the building. But there are other sides,” I said.

“Do we need to talk about…” Serena began.

We all looked at her, and the muscular woman made a helpless gesture. “His offer,” she finished.

Sparkles was already shaking her head. “No,” she said.

“Hell no,” said Violet. “I’m not going to be some trophy for Earl’s crazy older brother. Or Joel’s.”

Red looked hopelessly confused. She was wringing her hands. “I don’t want to die,” she said. But then she looked at me. “I want to stay with you.”

There was only one of the women who hadn’t given her opinion. We all looked at Serena, but the big woman just looked relieved.

“Good,” she said. “I was hoping we’d all see it the same way.”

There wasn’t any need for further discussion. The girls by then were used to following my lead and were more than willing to do so again. But as we made our way to the stairs, Violet set up a steady stream of cursing.

“What’s the matter?” Sparkles asked her.

“Nothing,” the fiery purple-haired woman responded.

Sparkles didn’t let up, and in the end, Violet gave a more honest answer.

“It’s just that we’d gathered so much food and drink. It looks like we’re going to have to start all over again.”

“Better to have the option of doing so,” I said as our little group descended the stairs.

It would have been nice if this building had come with a basement, or maybe an underground car park. That would have made escaping from under the sniper’s nose that much simpler. Instead, the stairs just took us to the ground floor and no further.

We had learned on our previous explorations that the ground floor was commercial, with a half empty furniture warehouse taking up the bulk of it. Much of the front was blocked off by the crashed truck outside, and what windows there were didn’t open, nor did I want to draw undue attention our way by trying to smash one.

But the next floor up was apartments all the way, both the front and back sides of the building.

We had already broken into all the apartments on every floor, and I figured if we were going to escape, then that lowest floor of apartments was probably the best option.

“This way,” I said, leading the way to the apartment I judged to be as far from the sniper as possible.

Even so, we were cautious, making our way inside without drawing undue attention our way, and studying the view from within before making any significant moves.

This was the shady side of the building. Again, just like the day before, the weather was overcast and dull. But we could still see the buildings next door very clearly.

“Serena, do you see anything?” I asked the muscular woman. She had consistently shown her senses to be sharper than anyone else’s, including my own.

“No,” she said.

With that reassurance, we made our way further.

Unlike the apartments on the sunny side, this one didn’t have a balcony. But it did have windows that we could open.

Cautiously, trying to look everywhere at once, I opened one of those windows, and when my head didn’t immediately get blown off by a hidden sniper, I looked for our options.

“There’s a fire escape,” I said. “We can reach it from here.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Violet asked.

I realized I had indeed been waiting for something.

“It just feels like we are being watched,” I said.

The girls didn’t need to say anything to that. They knew the risks. Either I could stick my neck out again, and follow it with the rest of my body, or we could all stay and wait for Peter Mac to return.

“I guess there’s only one way to be sure,” I said. I mustered a grin for the girls before turning my attention back to the fire escape.

“Be careful,” Sparkles said. “I’m not done with you yet.”

I thought that was all the encouragement I would be getting, but Violet surprised me. She gave a snort that could have been interpreted as a judgment about Sparkles. But when she spoke, it turned out to be something quite different.

“Hell, if you get us out of here, I might even sleep with you,“ she said.

Despite the tension of the situation, this was enough to encourage Serena to laugh, and even I gave a chuckle.

“Careful,” I said. “I might take you up on that.”

I half expected Violet to back down, to say she wasn’t serious. Instead, she just held my gaze.

“Well, okay,” I said. “I guess I’d best get us out of this.”

But I wasn’t going to put myself at risk unnecessarily. I was standing out of sight, not in front of the window, but to the side, in that space between the window and the corner of the building.

I knew that even though I hadn’t got my head blown off when I stuck it out a few moments earlier, there still might be a sniper out there. If there was, he would be covering the whole side of the building, and I might have been too quick for him to get his bearings.

If so, he would be waiting for me to climb out, to put myself in harm’s way, before firing.

The only thing I had on my side was that he wouldn’t know when I intended to make my move.

Or how fast I could do so.

With that thought in mind, I drew a deep breath. To get to the fire escape, I needed to climb out the window and go left.

So I did, in one smooth, fluid movement that put me right where any sniper would have expected, but then I instantly dropped down as low as I could, onto the fire escape landing.

Bang! Crack!

Shit!

A bullet had buried itself in the concrete just over my head.

Without pausing to think, without acknowledging the shrieks of surprise and fear from the girls inside, I launched myself back through the window without regard for my footing and crashed down onto the floor.

Again the sniper opened up, sending a hail of bullets our way, and the girls instinctively ducked.

At the same time, Sparkles called out over the noise. “Zeus! Are you okay?”

“I’m pissed off, but I’m okay,” I said, then cursed to myself under my breath. “The sniper didn’t have to cover everything,” I said. “He just had to cover the fire escapes.”

Violet wanted to respond with one of the shotguns, but I persuaded her that it wasn’t a good idea. In such a confrontation, the sniper had all the advantages.

Instead, the five of us made our way back into the hallway, ignoring the sound of gunfire as much as we could. But Serena had another observation.

“That asshole, what’s-his-name, he must have brought more than one sniper with him,” she said. “No way the first one changed position that quickly.”

This led to another round of cursing from me, to the point where I was starting to sound a little like Violet.

When the others started to look at me with questions on their faces, I explained.

“Peter Mac – he even implied that’s what he would be doing. He said I had a habit of assuming we were facing only those we could see. I thought he was just talking about the first sniper. Turns out, he had more than that up his sleeve.”

“Tricky bastard,” Violet said.

By then, we were back in the hallway.

“Now what?” Sparkles said, repeating her earlier question.

“Well, it looks like we’re stuck. He’s got the front and back covered. Unless we want to count on the guys with the guns missing, I can’t see any easy way out.”

“He said he was going to see us again soon,” Serena said. “You said that means he’ll come back with reinforcements. So what do we do?” she asked.


Chapter twenty-five


Ithought about our options.

It didn’t look good. We were effectively trapped in this apartment building, at the mercy of this Peter Mac, and that was a situation I very much didn’t like.

But we did have a couple of things in our favor, and after a few moments, I started to grin.

“What is this Peter Mac’s objective?” I asked.

The women were all looking at me, but it was Serena who answered. “He wants us,” she said. “Just like his brother before him.”

I nodded. “He wants to take you alive,” I said. “Which means what, exactly?”

“It means he’s probably not going to come back with some kind of building-demolishing explosives or anything,” Serena said.

I nodded. “What else?” I asked.

“He’s going to try to get inside, like we did,” Violet said, jumping in before Serena could continue. “He’s going to come after us inside the building.”

“I don’t want him to come in the building,” Red said, sounding terrified.

I turned to her. “Neither do I,” I said. “But the point is we know what he – or they – will be doing, and more importantly, we know where they have to be.”

Sparkles had mentioned before that Red was smart, but it was book smarts rather than anything more practical. In the real world, her fear seemed to get in the way.

Nevertheless, she made the connection.

“The stairway!” she said. “The lifts don’t work. They have to come up the stairway!”

I was still grinning. “Exactly.”

“So what do we do?” Violet said. “Do we lie in wait and ambush them? Set up some sort of booby-trap? Or what?”

I would very much have liked to set up a booby-trap or two, but we didn’t have any handy explosive devices or anything else that might prove useful.

But we did have other options.

“I was thinking more in terms of blocking the stairwells with furniture and anything else we can find. And, yes, I was thinking about setting up ambushes, if we can.”

There was something else as well that I hadn’t yet mentioned, but for the time being, I had everyone focused on this and didn’t want to distract them.

But Serena’s thoughts had again mirrored my own.

“What about the fire escape?” she said.

Violet let out a curse, while both Red and Sparkles both looked surprised.

I caught Serena’s eye and gave her a grin.

“I’ve got some ideas,” I said. “But there are a couple of things that need to happen first.”

I didn’t tell them that if those couple of things didn’t happen, we were basically screwed.

“In the meantime, time is ticking, and we’ve got a lot to do. So, while the rest of us are working to block off the stairwell, I need two of you to go through the apartments again, this time looking for weapons. Whatever you can find, but I’m particularly hoping to find a rifle or two so we can even the playing field against those snipers. If you can find one of those, bring it back to me.”

As I said the last, I saw Violet’s eyes start to shine, and the fierce woman bobbed her head.

“What about fire bombs?” Serena asked.

It was a good question. “That might be a good idea. Look for kerosene, lighter fluid, anything like that. Oh, and spirits. A few Molotov cocktails might make all the difference.”

“Gas canisters,” Sparkles said.

I nodded. “If it’s on a balcony, leave it. The snipers will be watching, so stay low, and don’t go near the windows.” I looked to each of them. “Any questions?” I asked.

There were none. “Okay, who wants to hunt for weapons, and who is staying with me to block the stairwell?” I asked.

Sparkles and Red took on the task of hunting for weapons, which left it to me, Serena, and Violet to do the heavy lifting.

It was easier than it should have been. I was maybe three times as strong as a normal man, maybe more, and the girls weren’t much behind me. Picking up sofas, chairs, desks and the like – it was only the awkwardness of the shapes that slowed us down at all.

As such, it wasn’t long before we had a pile of furniture stacked in the stairwell with different pieces, including a mattress, jammed in tightly.

“They’ll still get past this,” Violet said as the three of us admired our work.

I nodded. “But they’ll have to tear it apart to do so,” Serena replied.

“Come on, let’s do the same again the next floor up,” I said.

We did so, jamming so much random stuff into the stairwells that it would have been difficult for anyone to get through, at least in part because they would have to find somewhere to put it all as they dug through it.

In less than twenty minutes, we’d blocked the stairwell in two different places – and Red and Sparkles turned up with the type of thing I’d been hoping they would find. It wasn’t a hunting weapon complete with scope and the ability to take down a target at two hundred yards, which would have been ideal.

It was an M4, complete with an extra magazine, but without a scope. The type of thing a military vet might have brought home with him. Or at least, that’s what my memory-challenged mind suggested it was, although I had no idea how I knew just by looking at it, or if I was right.

But somehow, I understood that it was more accurate than a shotgun, and might just be enough to give our sniper friend second thoughts.

Even better, I’d just stumbled upon something that could serve as the other piece of the puzzle.

“So, who wants to give our sniper something to think about while I deal with the fire escape?” I said.

Violet immediately responded. “I will,” she said, her eyes glittering with a mixture of determination and anticipation.

But the response of the others wasn’t quite so cut and dried.

“What do you mean, deal with the fire escape?” Serena asked.

“We can’t give this Peter Mac an easy option to get into the building, or to move between floors. Which means that fire escape is a weak point. When I looked at it before, when the sniper started shooting at me, I could see that it was just a metal structure bolted onto the concrete. I figure if I can deal with those bolts, a gentle shove is all it would need to destabilize the whole structure.”

“But the sniper —“ Sparkles said.

“That’s what Violet will be helping out with. But as well as that, I’ve been looking for something to use as a shield. Something made of steel that could take the sting out of a bullet. Something more substantial than a fridge door or a desk.”

“What, like a safe door or something?” Serena asked.

I nodded. “That was one thought, yes. But even if we found something like that, we’d still need to take the door off.” I grinned. “Do you remember what was on the wall in the last apartment we were in?” I asked.

The big woman thought about it. “That big sculpture thing?” she said.

I nodded. “It looked pretty substantial, didn’t it? And yet still small enough that I could use it.”

The muscular woman was nodding. “That just might work,” she admitted.

“But why do we need to wreck the fire escape?” asked Red. “If you have a shield and Violet is able to keep the sniper pinned down, can’t we just use it to get out of here?” It was a good question, one that I’d already considered.

“The shield isn’t going to be able to protect us all. And Violet isn’t going to be as effective at keeping the sniper pinned down if she’s trying to climb down a ladder at the same time.”

I looked at the women seriously for a moment. “It’s just too much of a risk.”

“What if I can kill the sniper?” Violet said.

I nodded. “If you can do that, all bets are off. But we already know he’s well hidden. Do you think you can get him?” I asked.

I was acutely aware that I was asking the purple-haired woman if she thought she could kill another human being. At the same time, I knew that she’d done it before, and she hadn’t hesitated.

This time, I could see the doubt in her expression.

I took that as an answer.

“If you get in a lucky shot, all good. But unless that happens, we’re going to have to play it safe.”

Violet nodded. “Okay. What do you want me to do?”

“I’ll start on this level. I want you to go a few levels up, and stay hidden. We don’t know what sort of weapon the sniper has, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s something with a scope. Which means he likely has an advantage in terms of accuracy. So don’t give him a target.”

I grinned at her. “That will be my job. But I don’t want him shooting at me any more than necessary either, so when you see the flash of his muzzle, give him something else to think about.”

Violet nodded, and without another word, took the offered weapon and made her way up the stairs, leaving me with the other three women.

“What about us?” Serena asked.

“For this part, I don’t have anything that I need you to do. Stay out of sight, and try not to get shot.”

It was enough. Sparkles didn’t look happy about it, but this was the best plan I’d been able to come up with, and nobody had any better suggestions.

And time was ticking. We had no idea how long it would be before Peter Mac would return. So I waited just long enough for everyone to acknowledge what I’d said, and then it was time to go. With Serena, Sparkles, and Red all in tow, I turned back to the apartment with the sculpture on the wall and lifted it down.

It was heavy enough to reassure me, and perhaps a bit larger than the shield used by a fictitious superhero in a simpler world that hadn’t succumbed to a monster apocalypse.

The only question was how I was going to hang onto it, and the answer to that became clear as soon as I looked at the back side.

It had been hung on the wall via a leather strap that spanned its entire width. I simply wrapped my forearm through that strap, and while I doubted many medieval knights would have been able to handle it, for me, it was doable.

“Right,” I said. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter twenty-six


When the girls and I reached the apartment next to the fire escape, I paused and waited for a short time to give Violet the opportunity to set herself up.

Sparkles took the opportunity to ask how I intended to deal with the fire escape bolts.

I patted the fireman’s ax still at my side. It was always with me by then, hung through a loop of my belt, just as my shotgun was hung over my shoulders.

“Brute force,” I replied, and she was happy with that.

When I was satisfied Violet would be in place, I made my way over to the window that led to the fire escape, moving cautiously and keeping my makeshift shield in place.

Maybe that shield generated some uncertainty in the mind of the sniper. Or maybe he’d just taken his eyes off the prize for a moment and hadn’t seen me approach.

Either way, he didn’t start to fire until I’d opened the window and hung my shield out in preparation.

Bang! Pink!

The two sounds were almost inseparable, and I knew precisely what had happened. The sniper had fired, scoring a direct hit on my shield.

Behind me, Red made a strangling noise, and Sparkles burst out, “Are you okay?”

At the same time, Violet returned fire from above.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Three shots in quick succession, and a quick glance around the edge of my shield showed that she knew what she was doing. I caught a glimpse of movement in the building opposite and knew that the sniper had ducked away.

I grinned at the woman behind me.

“Never better,” I said. Then I fumbled about with my ax, using it left-handed, and swung the spike at the point on the fire escape where it was bolted to the wall.

Clang!

It was awkward and I couldn’t get the leverage I needed.

The bolt held, and I had to hit it again. Clang! And again. Clang!

At the same time, the sniper clearly decided he was safe enough. He unleashed again, this time sending a bullet into the concrete next to my head.

I did my best to ignore him and kept working on the bolts, certain that Violet would make his life uncomfortable.

Which she dutifully did, concentrating her fire, I hoped, right where it was needed most.

Again, the sniper backed off, at least for a moment, and I was wondering if he was changing positions.

I just hoped Violet had picked a safe spot.

I kept working on the bolt, but it was difficult without the leverage I needed, and I started to swear under my breath.

But then Serena was beside me.

“Give me the shield,” she said.

“What are you doing?” I hissed at her.

It didn’t faze her. “Give me the shield!” she said.

“No! Get out of here! I don’t want you to get shot!”

“What does it matter if you can’t get the job done with the fire escape?” she asked.

I knew when I was beaten. The muscular woman was right. I was trying to do too many things at once, and failing miserably.

With a grimace, I relented, backing away from the window with Serena beside me. I leaned my ax on the floor against the wall and unwrapped my arm from the shield strap.

“Stay close,” I said as I handed it over. The muscular woman gave a single nod and, handling the shield almost as easily as I had done, wrapped it around her forearm. Then the two of us returned to the window, just in time for the sniper to fire again.

Serena flinched, but didn’t back away, and again, Violet returned fire.

I found myself grinning as I took aim at the bolts once again. There was something appealing about Serena taking on the role of protector while standing so close that she and I were touching. I was tall and muscular, and quite able to look after myself, but just at that moment, I was enjoying the role reversal.

I was very much enjoying her close presence at the same time, and I stole a quick glance at her, just to see if the sudden interest I was experiencing might be mutual.

Serena didn’t look at me. To all appearances, she was focusing on the task at hand.

But the slow blush on her cheek and the side of her neck, more delicate than Red’s, betrayed her.

“Will you just get on with it?” she said in a strangled voice, and I knew that she fully understood everything that I was thinking and more.

I chuckled to myself once again and swung my ax.

This time, I was able to get more muscle behind it. This time, my aim was true, and the spike end of my ax went exactly where I had hoped, between the steel plate and the bolts on it and the concrete wall.

The blow itself was enough to deform that plate and bend the bolts, but not quite enough to break the connection completely.

So I hit it again, and once more, and that was enough.

“I’m going to lean out a little further to get the next one,” I said, and Serena nodded. She leaned even closer toward me, almost distracting me with her feminine perfume, and I wrecked the second plate as well.

And that was it. Two little plates with four bolts each, each as thick as my forearm. It seemed so little to hold up the full weight of the fire escape, but at this level at least, that was indeed it.

At the same time, there was still more to do. So I did it.

I brought my ax back inside and wrapped my hands around the metal shaft that formed the backbone of the fire escape, and gave it a shake to test it.

Satisfied that it was possible to do what I intended, I put my back and shoulders into it, heaving on the fire escape with all of my strength.

For a moment, I thought it would resist me. I thought it might prove too much. But then Serena reached over with her free hand.

“Together,” she said, and that was enough. The two of us threw our weight behind our efforts, rocking back and forth to allow momentum to help us as well, and within just a few seconds, the whole bottom section of the fire escape twisted away from the part still connected on top.

With the surprisingly loud sound of twisting metal, the lower part of the fire escape fell away. It was still bolted to the wall on the floor below, so it didn’t come crashing to the ground. But that section of the fire escape was no longer an option for any attacking force.

Almost as if he was angry with what we had done, the sniper took one last chance to unleash, the bullet ricocheting from Serena’s shield without causing any damage.

And then Serena and I were back in the depths of the apartment, laughing together at what we had done.

“That’s one. Now, let’s head up to the next floor and do it all over again.”

We repeated the process on two more levels, blocking the stairwell and ripping the fire escape from the wall between floors, with Violet and Serena both providing protection in very different ways.

As we worked, Sparkles and Red returned to searching the apartments for weapons, but if I was hoping for something more useful than the M4, then I was out of luck.

The two of them found a couple of handguns, and another shotgun complete with extra rounds of ammunition, but either the people who had lived in this building had been largely unwilling to arm themselves, or they had taken their weapons when the apocalypse began.

But there were more defensive options than just guns and ammo.

The girls began hoarding flammable liquids. Lighter fluid, kerosene in plastic bottles, and even bottles of spirits, vodkas, whiskeys, and more. And while neither of the girls went out to the balconies to collect gas cylinders hooked up to grills for fear of the sniper, they did manage to find a couple of smaller butane canisters in pantries, the type of thing that would be used for camp cookers and the type of torch a chef might use to caramelize the sugar on top of a Crème Brûlée.

I could have hoped for a better haul, but we had what we had, and there was no other choice than to make do.

Violet had rejoined us after our last efforts with the fire escape. She, Serena, and I were putting the finishing touches on the last stairway blockade, just a couple of levels down from the penthouse where Sparkles and Red had stashed the supplies, when Serena paused what she was doing.

“Do you hear that?” she said.

“Oh, now what?” Violet said in a tone that suggested she expected trouble. “More monsters?” she asked.

Serena shook her head. “I think it’s that man back again. Peter Mac.”

All three of us paused while Violet and I listened, but I couldn’t hear anything.

“You can hear him?” I asked the muscular woman.

She nodded. “It’s faint. But he’s calling out again.”

I took a moment to admire the stairwell blockage. Anyone trying to come up to meet us would have their work cut out for them, but there were a couple of finishing tweaks I wanted to make.

“He can wait for a minute or so,” I said. With that, I climbed the stairs to the penthouse entrance where Sparkles and Red were adding a last few items to the pile.

I selected a butane canister and a bottle of turpentine from the pile.

Serena and Violet had followed me up. The taller woman looked at me. “You’re going to set fire to something?” she asked.

“The blockage. We’ll see if that discourages them.”

By then, Sparkles and Red had joined us.

“Fire?” Red asked, sounding concerned. “But won’t that put us at risk as well?

“It might,” I conceded. “But the stairwell is concrete. Aside from the blockages we’ve added, there isn’t much for a fire to burn.”

She wasn’t particularly mollified. “But how will we get out?” she asked.

I grinned at her. “We’ll find a way,” I said.

Without further ado, I took my butane canister and bottle of turpentine down to the stairwell blockage two levels below. I jammed the butane deep into the pile, between a couch and an office chair, then emptied the kerosene over it all.

I had no intention of lighting the fire just yet. That would come later. For now, the preparations were done.

I turned back to the girls.

“Right,” I said. “Let’s go see what this asshole has to say,” I said.


Chapter twenty-seven


Iapproached the glass sliding doors to the penthouse balcony with just my ax at my side, my shotgun slung over my shoulder, and my sun sculpture that I used as a shield strapped to my arm.

But the girls had no intention of facing this asshole barehanded. Serena picked a shotgun from the pile, as did Sparkles, while Red chose a couple of handguns.

Violet still had her M4 slung across her back, and I knew she had a spare magazine in one of her pockets. She chose a half full bottle of vodka with a piece of fabric inserted at the top, as well as a box of matches.

I nodded with approval, but still intended to play it safe.

“Remember, the sniper is still out there. Stay back, and don’t give him anything to aim at.”

Violet clearly didn’t like being kept out of the action.

“What about you?” she said.

“I have this,” I said, brandishing my shield. “And I’ll be careful.”

With that, I opened the glass sliding door, and the muffled words of Peter Mac, calling up from below, came clear.

“Hello!” he called, using a tone that suggested he’d been shouting for some time. “I’m getting a little tired of waiting! I know you’re up there. Just as I know you tried to escape, but weren’t successful! I’m not going to wait all day, but wanted to give you one final chance —“

Using my shield, I made my way to the balcony wall and looked down to the ground.

Peter Mac was there, sitting on the back of an old 4x4 with what looked like a large caliber machine gun fixed to the roof. It was the type of weaponry that could cut through a mob of people — or monsters – in moments, leaving nothing other than a bloody mess on the ground.

All by itself, it was an intimidating sight, but it could have been worse. For all I knew, he could have had access to a tank or some sort of missiles.

And besides, the way it was attached, I very much doubted he could have aimed as high as us.

But that wasn’t all. There were perhaps two dozen men with him, all of them armed, all of them looking rough and impatient to get started.

Among the men, there were monsters. Doglike things that reminded me very much of the hellhounds I’d faced when I’d first climbed out of my cryo chamber. These monster dogs weren’t quite that massive, but were massive enough.

Just like the one Peter Mac had brought with them to help sniff us out, they were leashed and clearly under the control of the men.

“Fuck,” I muttered to myself.

“What is it?” asked Sparkles. She and the others were holding back, just as I’d asked.

“They’ve got monsters with them,” I said. “Small ones,” I added.

Ignoring Violet’s immediate cursing, I called down to the asshole on the ground. He’d stopped talking as soon as he’d seen my shield appear over the balcony wall.

“What do you want?” I shouted at him.

At seven stories below, he was too far away for me to truly make out his expressions, but it seemed to me that Peter Mac broke into a broad grin.

“Ah, there you are!” he replied. “Nice shield you’ve got there! Don’t worry, I’ve called my gunmen off, at least for the time being. So we can chat without any distractions.”

I found myself snarling at the man down below. “I don’t believe you!” I said. “And I don’t care either way. Tell me what you want, or stop wasting my time!”

Down below, Peter Mac actually laughed. “Now now,” he said. “No need to be rude about it!”

I was growing tired of his casual, irritating manner. Nor could I see any good coming of this conversation.

But before I could turn away and leave him yapping on to himself, he got to his point.

“I’m just here to reiterate the offer I made before. It still stands. The women among you — I promise that they will not be harmed. Come down now and all will be forgiven!”

I decided to ignore for the moment how difficult it would be for any of us to just ‘come down.’ Instead, I decided to ask a question.

“Out of curiosity, what would happen to them if they did?” I asked.

“Why, they will be treated like the goddesses they are,” Peter Mac said deliberately.

“And how do you treat goddesses?” I asked.

“With the utmost of honor and respect, of course,” Peter Mac said.

At this, one of his men gave an evil laugh, and that was enough to set them all off.

That told me everything I needed to know.

Even so, it wasn’t my decision to make. I turned back to the others, giving them one more chance.

“It’s up to you,” I said. “I can’t imagine life would be much fun for you living with these men. But they outnumber us five to one and are heavily armed. We might not make it through this.”

The girls didn’t even hesitate. Sparkles spoke, talking for all of them.

“We’ve had this discussion before,” she said. “Nothing has changed. We’d rather risk our lot with you than with them.”

“It isn’t even a question,” Serena said, and Red nodded enthusiastically. Even Violet gave a simple nod, and even though things were tense and I didn’t know exactly what the future might hold, I found solace in their belief in me. In their willingness to all trust me with their lives, and to choose me even though they couldn’t tell what might happen next.

I took a moment to just enjoy their acceptance, their trust, and their belief.

Sparkles was grinning at me. “Now how about you turn back around and tell him our decision?” she said. The others voiced their agreement, and I did just that.

I studied Peter Mac and his men for a moment. Then I turned back to Violet.

“That Molotov cocktail you’re holding onto,” I said. “Now might be a good moment to light it, and hand it to me.”

As she was doing so, I started to speak. “We have considered your offer,” I shouted. “And have come up with an answer. It’s unanimous, which might not mean much to you, but it means a lot to me. Listen clearly, because I’m only going to say this once.”

As I spoke, Violet, keeping her head down so that she couldn’t be seen by those below, handed me the burning Molotov cocktail.

“Go Fuck Yourself!” I shouted, as clearly as I could. Then I let the Molotov cocktail fall.

My aim was good. The only thing that stopped me from giving Peter Mac a very bad day was that we were on the seventh floor. Which gave the men below just enough time to react.

Peter Mac let out a curse and leapt from the back of his truck, while many of his men – and their monstrous dogs — did likewise.

The Molotov cocktail shattered on the back of the truck, fire erupted in a sudden explosion, turning a small part of the truck – and part of the pavement as well — into a fireball.

The men and monsters below began shouting and barking, and I feared that the noise they were making would draw other monsters our way.

Then again, maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing. We were under cover, but Peter Mac and his men were not.

They were well armed, however, but even so, I would have paid good money to have watched that particular show. If money was worth anything anymore.

I had to admit, I was satisfied with the results of my efforts, with the only downside being that it looked like everyone down on the road would emerge unscathed.

After a few moments, Peter Mac got his men and monsters back under control.

He turned back to me and yelled up with considerably more venom in his voice than before.

“If that’s the way you want to play, so be it!” he shouted. He turned to his men. “Get in there! Find the women and bring them out! As for the man, I don’t care if you kill him quickly or slowly! I just want to see them dead!”

Then he turned and looked to the building where the sniper had been hiding.

“Take your shot!” he shouted.

Almost at once, I heard gunfire, but I had already started to move. My shield gave me some protection, but I wasn’t stupid enough to believe it made me immune to high velocity rounds aimed in my direction.

I ducked back into the apartment proper and grinned at the women.

“That seemed to annoy him a little,” I said.

Red looked relieved and worried at the same time, and Sparkles returned my grin with one of her own. Serena looked serious as she contemplated the reality that we were under attack, while Violet’s expression was positively feral. She had brought her M4 around to her front.

“Maybe the sniper on this side is a little less cautious,” she suggested.

I looked at her. “Do you want to go and see?” I asked.

“You know, maybe I do,” she said.

I nodded. “Well, maybe I’d like to drop another of those cocktails down on him as well. On the truck we used to help us gain entry. Perhaps that will give him something to distract him while you take aim.”

Violet gave an evil grin. “Maybe the excitement will distract him from little things like his own safety,” she said.

“Maybe,” I agree.

The purple head woman nodded. “Give me a minute to get to the next level down. I’ll pick a window that will give me a good angle. Then you draw his attention.” She paused for a moment. “Just make sure you stay behind your shield,” she said, sounding surprisingly concerned for my welfare.

“Will do,” I said, and that was enough.

Violet headed toward the stairs while I picked out another bottle of turpentine. It was my thought that this would burn longer, and maybe hotter as well, than the alcohol in the other bottles might do. I added a piece of torn shirt for a wick, and grabbed the matches we’d used.

“Didn’t anyone find a usable lighter?” I wondered out loud, but nobody had any useful response. Not that it mattered. Matches would just have to do.

I waited just over a minute or so, plenty of time for Violet to get into position. My shield had proven itself against gunfire before, but it was always a risk. I drew a deep breath, and Serena helped me light the cocktail. Then I raised my shield again with one hand, the burning cocktail in the other, and once more approached the balcony wall.

Immediately, the sniper opened fire again, and I took two direct hits on my shield. Then I was in position, and this time aimed for the truck we had used as a ladder.

I let my cocktail fall even as I heard Violet open up with her distinctive M4.

All of us heard it. In among the gunfire, the sound of a man screaming in pain.

He wasn’t subtle about it. Nor was he brief. He kept screaming even as the Molotov cocktail hit, kept screaming even as those down below shouted in fury.

I’d already backed away from the wall, and Red asked the most salient question.

“Did we get him?” she said.

I grinned broadly. “Sounds like it,” I said.

By then, the man’s screaming had died down a little, becoming a little more pitiful.

“Does that mean we can just keep throwing firebombs at them?” Sparkles asked, her usual grin firmly in place.

But I shook my head.

“The men down below have guns as well. Any one of them could get a lucky shot. Or that Peter Mac could demand that someone take the place of their sniper.”

“So, what do we do?”

Even as she asked the question, I heard a sound from down below that I recognized.

Once more, I raised my shield, and took a peek over the edge.

The sound was what I thought.

It was a fire extinguisher.

“Fuck,” I said. “Well, I guess they only have one way to get to us, and that’s via the stairwell. They will make it through the blockades we have set up, including the last one, although if we time it right, it’ll cost them. After that, it’s us against them. We’ll set up an ambush on the floor down from here, and see if we can’t change their minds about coming up to meet us.”


Chapter twenty-eight


Setting up a site for an ambush wasn’t difficult. We had already scavenged a reasonable amount of furniture on level five for the stairwell blockage, but there was plenty left, including two large vending machines just like the one we had used to keep the bat monsters from flooding the apartment block.

Between the five of us, we easily maneuvered them into place, blocking the hallway almost completely about thirty feet in from the stairwell. To make it a more complete cover, we added a few chairs and other items to the pile, much as we had done to block the stairwell itself.

By the time we were done, the only way through was over the top, where there was a decent -sized gap.

The girls and I had brought our weapons in behind this new blockage with us, and we were able to take a moment to relax once we were done.

Sparkles had grabbed a pair of handguns, and plopped herself down in one of the chairs. She seemed both ready and relaxed, and my mind conjured an image of her chewing gum as she sat there, ready and willing to fire when necessary.

Serena took the small woman’s cue. She had her shotgun ready, but sat herself down on one of the couches, with her back to the vending machine blockade.

As usual, Violet looked ready for action. As well as her M4, she had also grabbed a shotgun, and had tucked an assortment of knives and handguns into her belt. If anything, she looked eager for the carnage to begin.

Of them all, only Red looked uncertain. She was still standing, with a hesitant look on her face. But she had also grabbed a shotgun, and even though she was more twitchy than the others, she nevertheless made sure to keep the barrel pointed upward, away from any of us.

Of all of us, I didn’t have any weapons in my hands. Just my shotgun over my shoulder and my ax at my belt. I still had a job to do, and was waiting for an indication that it was time.

Out of nowhere, Sparkles barked a laugh.

The others all looked in her direction, and she explained.

“Look at us,” she said. “Armed to the teeth, waiting for a bunch of bad guys to turn up so we can shoot them in the head,” she said with a broad grin, as if it was all a big joke. “Who would have thought it would come to this when we climbed out of those pods? When was it? Just yesterday morning?” She laughed again.

Perhaps surprisingly, some of the others caught the humor. Even Red, who of them all, looked the most out of place.

It was Violet who answered the blonde woman directly.

“Strangely, I’m not really surprised. Like, it feels almost like I’m built for this type of thing.”

She looked at me. “Like Zeus,” she said. “Look at him. It’s like he’s in his element. What were we, before all this happened. Were we some sort of fighting unit already?”

It was a good question.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Serena said. “Like, I can’t remember, but this…” She shrugged. “I still don’t think I was part of some official military. But this does seem familiar. Like I’ve done this type of thing before.”

Violet was nodding before the bigger woman had finished, and even Red looked thoughtful.

“I can’t imagine why, because it doesn’t really seem to be who I am. But this shotgun,” she said, brandishing the weapon. “I’m pretty sure I’ve used one before. And I’m like, but surely I’m more comfortable with a book or something?” she said.

She sounded a little confused, but at least she wasn’t sitting there shivering in her boots. At least she seemed to be willing to fight.

We were all still contemplating what had been said, wondering what it might mean about who we had been.

Then Sparkles laughed again.

“Anyone getting hungry yet?” she said, and together, almost as if we had rehearsed it, the rest of us let out a collective groan.

“You had to put it out there, didn’t you?” Serena said, shaking her head.

“Well?” Sparkles said. “Is it just me?”

“I could eat,” I allowed. “If we weren’t already engaged in something a little more urgent.”

Sparkles nodded as if she accepted my answer, and the others made noises that indicated I had captured their perspectives as well.

In the silence that followed, Sparkles began to study me closely, and I swear there was some growing heat in her eyes.

“How long do you think they’ll take to get to this level?” she murmured.

I shrugged. “It’s hard to say. Why?” I asked.

I had a fairly good idea where her thoughts were going, but saw no harm at all in getting the confirmation. The blonde woman ran her tongue over her lips.

“I was just thinking. Maybe we won’t survive this. And maybe we have just enough time to sign out in the best possible way.”

The others all looked at her with various expressions, her intent now clear for all to see. Serena was shaking her head once again, yet the look on her face was one of admiration. Red was staring at Sparkles with something approaching shock, and Violet actually laughed.

Then the purple-haired woman turned to the smaller blonde.

“You’re incorrigible,” she said, a comment that Sparkles seemed to take as a compliment. But then Violet’s expression turned into a smirk. “But even if there was time, who said it would be your turn?”

Sparkles took the fierce woman’s comment in the way it was intended, and laughed out loud. As for me, I was looking at Violet closely. She’d suggested before that if we were to get out of this mess, she might be up for some intimate celebrations.

It seemed that the idea was still on her mind.

I might have said something to encourage that thought, but before I could do so, Serena stiffened.

“They’re coming,” she said.

It was all the confirmation I needed. I clambered up to the top of the vending machines. As I was dropping over the other side, I heard Sparkles turn to the muscular woman.

“Are you actually psychic or something? Or is your hearing just that good?”

At the same time, I heard Red speak to me. “Be careful,” she said.

I made my way to the stairwell with one item in addition to my shotgun and fireman’s ax. In my hands, I held a small Molotov cocktail, just a hip flask sort of thing, ready to go, with matches in my pocket.

But I didn’t light it just yet. Instead, I paused just above the closest blockage, the one I’d already doused in lighter fluid.

Whether she was psychic or just had truly exceptional hearing, what mattered was that Serena was right once again. I could hear Peter Mac’s men down below, grunting and swearing as they made their way past the first barrier.

From the sounds of things, they still had work to do. But they weren’t alone. As well as the men cursing, I could hear the snarling and barking of the monsters they had with them.

I knew they could potentially cause a problem, but by that stage, I had no other choice. I stood there and waited, counting as the seconds ticked by, my own heart already pounding in my chest at the thought of what would happen next.

From the sounds of things, it took them less time than I’d hoped to make it through the first barrier. Their cursing became noticeably louder when they reached the second. It was less than five minutes after that when they’d cleared enough of a path to make it to the third.

The stairwell wasn’t one of those that you might see in a movie, with elegant banisters and a gap in the middle that let you see all the way down.

The staircase was a product of functional engineering on a budget. All concrete and efficiency. I could see there was no gap to look down, which meant that I could see to the blockage we’d made and one flight of stairs below, but no further.

I couldn’t see the men straining against the blockage we’d created two levels down.

But I could hear them very clearly, swearing and cursing as they grunted the furniture out of their way, and I did see the moment two of those oversized dog monsters bounded past the lower blockage and started to snarl and snap at the one I was guarding.

“That’s good enough for me,” I said to myself. But instead of lighting the cocktail to use immediately, I reached for my shotgun.

Sure enough, a couple of moments later, two unkempt, scruffy looking men came into view, their attention on the blockage between me and them.

I didn’t give them an opportunity to realize their mistake. They didn’t even have their weapons out and ready. It was clear that all they were thinking about was the next blockage, the next stairway, and their task of getting through it all.

I just opened fire, shooting both men without hesitation, taking the nearest man’s head almost clean off with a single shot.

The other man was quick to react. He had time to half turn towards me, say “Fuck!” and reach for his own weapon.

My second shot caught him high in the chest and shoulder, and threw him against the wall.

Pandemonium.

Those two were just the first to reach the latest blockage. There were others behind them, out of my sight. They started shouting and cursing even louder than before, and I took the opportunity to shoot the two dog monsters while I was at it.

Then the return fire began, even though there was nobody else yet in sight.

I laughed as dozens of bullets and shotgun shells were wasted, aiming at nothing.

I knew these men would keep firing as they came into sight, and I didn’t want to be there for that.

So, finally, I lit my baby Molotov and threw it at the pile hard enough to be sure it would all shatter.

A single heartbeat later and the blockage burst into flames.

I hung around for just long enough to reassure myself that it was well caught, and heard the men start yelling for a fire extinguisher.

“Good,” I muttered to myself. To my way of thinking, that meant they would be hanging around when the butane canister exploded.

Perhaps they would be able to extinguish the fire before then. It was a possibility.

But I doubt it.

With that thought in mind, I turned and wandered back down the hall.

“It’s me,” I said, identifying myself just in case Violet had an itchy trigger finger. Then I clambered back over the top to join them.

I grinned at the woman. “That went well,” I said.

As if to punctuate my words, the butane canister exploded.


Chapter twenty-nine


Boom!

Men screamed and shouted in the immediate aftermath of the explosion. From where the girls and I were, we could feel the floor shake, and could feel the pressure wave of the explosion as it washed over us.

I couldn’t help it. I turned to the girls with a broad grin on my face.

Sparkles let out a whoop of joy, and even Red managed to laugh.

“That was satisfying,” Violet said, her tone and expression that of malicious glee.

But Serena didn’t give in to any premature celebration. She just peeked through the gap around the edge of the vending machine.

“It looks like the explosion took out most of the flames. Get ready.”

I was already lined up with the gap between the two vending machines, my shotgun at the ready. At Serena’s words Sparkles scrambled up to the top of one of the vending machines and took aim as well, with Red taking the other wall. Violet nestled herself close to me, a little lower so she could also exploit the narrow gap between the vending machines.

And still, men were screaming from the stairwell. And not just men. Mutated dog monsters were whining and barking at the same time.

I knew that the explosion had caught them all by surprise, and had done significant damage.

To my mind, Peter Mac’s men had two options. Either they would take a moment to assess their losses, and maybe decide continuing on wasn’t worth it.

Or they could use the anger to spur themselves onward, hurling themselves into the attack.

It was hard to make out what they would decide by their cursing, but it was clear that they weren’t pleased with what had happened. I heard a stream of angry curses, and it seemed at least a handful of men were still alive – and arguing loudly over what they should do.

Then, almost as if the decision had been made by the monster dogs instead of the men, two of the foul creatures appeared, growling and snarling as they charged toward us.

“What the fuck?” Violet said, hesitating for just a moment.

Perhaps she thought they were just oversized dogs. Huge and scary, but nevertheless innocent in this conflict.

I was under no such illusion. I unleashed with my shotgun, blowing the first of the monster dogs in half.

“They’re monsters!” I shouted. “Shoot them!”

I don’t know who responded first. All I knew was that the second dog monster caught it worse than the first, receiving both shotgun blasts and at least one bullet from a handgun at almost the same time.

The foul creature managed a single yelp before collapsing next to its companion.

Then the first of the men appeared at the top of the stairs.

His clothes were singed and he had a murderous look on his face.

I didn’t hesitate for a moment, firing at him just as I’d fired at his dog monster moments before.

My blast caught him high in the chest and half spun him around. But it didn’t kill him on the spot. He managed to stay on his feet for long enough to spit out a curse.

“Bastard!” he managed, and it was then that I saw what he was holding.

It wasn’t a handgun. It wasn’t a rifle, or anything of that nature.

Instead, it looked for all the world like a grenade.

The attacker seemed to stumble, the results of him taking the blast from my shotgun.

But he still managed to slip the grenade in our direction.

“Get down!” I shouted.

At the same time, I reached up and grabbed a handful of Sparkles’ short dress over her ass. Her front half was lying on top of the vending machine, but her feet were still propped on the back of the couch she’d used to climb up.

With my extra strength and this surge of adrenaline running through me, she weighed next to nothing. I picked her up with one hand and carried her down to the floor, falling on top of her on purpose, using my own body to protect her.

At the same time, I cursed under my breath. This was what I had been afraid of. Peter Mac’s men had been surviving in this post-apocalyptic world far longer than we had. They had time to forage for weapons, and had clearly outfitted themselves better than we’d managed.

I could only hope that the others had reacted quickly enough, and then there was a second explosion.

Boom!

Once again, the apartment building shook, this time much more powerfully than before. My ears stopped working, and it felt as if I’d been punched by a giant fist.

For a moment, I wasn’t lying on top of the floor with Sparkles below me. For a moment, I was floating, and I wondered briefly if the grenade had taken out the floor entirely, if we were falling through.

But then everything was back to normal again, and I understood that it had just been the concussive wave lifting me up for a moment.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

The worst was that the blast was powerful enough to topple one of the vending machines. It came down at an angle, the couch insufficient to prevent it from coming down on top of my head.

It was all I could do to roll onto my side and raise my forearm.

I grunted when the weight of the vending machine hit, my arm giving a little to try to catch it rather than have it shatter my elbow.

All at once, my ears started working again, but all I could hear was a loud ringing.

I knew if it was me in the stairs, I would be using this opportunity to charge in, to catch me and the girls unprepared.

So even though my arm had gone partially numb from the impact of the vending machine, I couldn’t give myself even a moment to pause.

With a grunt of effort, I shoved the vending machine back up and off me, and pushed myself to my feet at the same time. Somehow, I’d lost my shotgun. A quick glance around showed me Sparkles unconscious, a small trickle of blood coming from her nose.

I couldn’t see anyone else. Red was nowhere to be seen, but Violet and Serena had both managed to fling themselves out of the way of the carnage.

Yet neither of them seemed fully functional either. Violet looked dazed and confused, and just like me, Serena had lost her grip on her weapon.

All of which added up to the reality that if I didn’t act fast, all could be lost.

Maybe it was the adrenaline. Maybe it was that atavistic part of me that yearned for physical combat.

Maybe it was a combination of both.

Either way, I heard an animalistic growl, and realized my hearing was returning.

But the growl didn’t come from any monsters. It came from deep within my chest.

I didn’t stop to think about it. Instead, I reached for my fireman’s ax, which somehow, miraculously, still hung from a loop in my belt, drew it in one smooth motion, and hurled myself through the gap between the two displaced vending machines.

There were half a dozen men in the hallway, and several of them had weapons drawn and ready.

I didn’t care. I gave voice to a wordless battle cry and charged, with my ax my only protection.

It was a completely insane thing to do. Charging headfirst toward half a dozen assailants with nothing more than my ax and too much aggression.

But I had no intention of letting these men lay even a single hand on my women, and I was all out of options. And in truth, I hadn’t yet learned the limit of what my new and improved body could do.

I was on them in moments, the first swing of my ax ripping out the throat of the nearest attacker.

Time seemed to slow.

I watched as attacker number two twitched his handgun my way and fired, but had already swayed just enough to the left that his bullet went wide.

I was still roaring, my momentum still carrying me in among them, but my ax was no longer heading in the right direction.

I let go of it with my left hand (keeping hold of it with my right) and straight-armed attacker number two in the throat.

I could have just punched him and let him drown in his own blood. Instead, I opened my fist enough to grab him by the neck. With a mighty heave, I picked him up off the floor and threw him against attackers number four and five, both of whom were trying to get out of the way.

Then I ducked and spun, just as I felt the hot graze of a bullet crease my shoulder.

I hissed at the sudden pain and kept spinning, coming out of my crouch with my ax whistling through the air as the man, attacker number three, tried to fire again.

But I’d angled my ax so that the spike hit his hand, wrenching the gun out of the way even as blood and bone exploded in every direction.

Attacker number three started to screech, but I wasn’t done with him yet.

I gave my ax handle a tug, drawing the man to me by the wound in his hand like a fish on a hook, and used my head as a weapon, smashing his nose with a sickening crack that took the strength from his knees.

Barely three seconds had passed since I’d launched myself into the attack. Attacker one was dead, attacker three might be as well, but attacker two, four and five were just a tangled pile of limbs and coordination on the floor.

And I had no intention of letting them get up.

But there was one more to worry about. A bigger man who had been slow to join in. Him, and yet another of those horrible hounds.

This bigger man had a rifle instead of a handgun, and that’s what saved me. He wasn’t quick enough to bring it to bear, and that gave me just enough time to rip my ax out of attacker number three’s hand and send it end over end toward him.

I had the satisfaction of watching my ax bury itself in the man’s forehead. He made a small whimper, no more than that, then sank to his knees. But he pulled the trigger at the same time, and it was nothing but luck that saved me.

Attacker number six blew a hole in the wall right next to where I was standing.

I didn’t care. All that mattered was that attacker two was starting to get back to his feet, with attackers four and five not far behind.

I strode toward them and shoved attacker two hard enough to take all three of them down once again, and kept going, all the way to the man with my ax buried in his face. I grabbed the handle, jerking it free, and then with cold deliberation turned back to the three survivors.

Once more, I didn’t hesitate. I used my ax like a golf club, swinging three times in quick succession, aiming for the attackers’ heads.

Three quick swings, one after the other, spikey end to the fore, and three skulls broke apart, with blood, bone, and brains spilling out in every direction.

All three men slumped down, never to move again, and I had a quick look around to make sure I was done.

The man whose nose I’d broken was slumped against the wall, his complexion deathly pale. Attacker number one, whose throat I had cut with my ax, was still trying to hold himself together with his hand, but that was a losing battle. The bigger man who had taken my ax to the face had been dead before he hit the ground, and the other three were clearly done.

I realized I was grinning ferociously, every muscle in my body tense and ready, my knuckles white with their grip on my ax handle.

With conscious effort, I relaxed, breathing deeply, willing my heart to return to its normal, regular rhythm, thinking that the job was done.

But I’d forgotten about the last monster hound. Somehow, it had escaped my attention as I’d dealt with its master and the other three attackers.

But the monster dog hadn’t forgotten about me.

It came out of nowhere, launching itself at me from the side, and such was its size, strength, and unexpected appearance that it forced me onto my back.

Then it was on top of me, snarling mere inches away from my face, and it was only the fact that I’d managed to hold onto my ax that it didn’t tear me to pieces.

But I had held on to my ax, and even though the monster was too close for me to get a good swing, I could at least jam the handle into its gaping mouth, preventing it from closing its teeth on my face.

For one moment, then two, and one more, it was a stalemate. This monster was strong, and heavy, and while I had recently flung a vending machine off me — I realized that my arm was no longer numb — I was struggling to get the leverage I needed against this particular beast.

The monster snarled and snapped at me, flecks of drool flinging this way and that, and I smiled back.

I was sure I would get better of the monster given time, but time wasn’t something I had.

I’d dealt with six of Peter Mac’s men. But I knew for a fact there were more than that who had come up after me and my girls.

“Get off me, you foul creature!” I snarled, and gathered myself to hurl it off me. But as it turned out, I didn’t need to.

Bang!

The monster collapsed, the bullet having passed clean through the back of its head.

I pushed it aside and surged upright, at the same time seeking to understand what had happened.

I found myself looking at Red, who looked at once distraught and determined as she held onto her gun.

Behind her, the others were picking their way past the broken vending machines. A quick glance was all it took for me to see that they were okay. Even Sparkles, although the blood at her nose was still on display.

“Is it dead?” Red asked, still sounding unaccountably scared.

I nodded. “It’s dead. Thank you,” I said.

To my surprise, Red smiled. Then she once more started to blush.

It was good to see everyone up and about, but the job wasn’t yet done. I didn’t know how many men were still in the stairway. Perhaps they were looking after their wounded. Or perhaps they simply hadn’t reached the top as yet.

Either way, I didn’t want any of them making their way up, especially with only Red armed and ready. But I’d seen something that might dissuade them, if I could move quickly enough.

Attacker number six, the bigger man who had been slow to appear, had carried a rifle into a close quarters gunfight, a mistake that had cost him his life.

But as well as that, on his belt, I’d seen a grenade, just like the one the first attacker had used against us.

As fast as thought, I hurled myself over to that dead attacker and tore that grenade from his belt.

I knew there were still men on the stairwell. I could hear them, some of them cursing, some of them sobbing, some of them talking in low voices to one another, no doubt planning their next move.

Without hesitation, I pulled the pin on the grenade and tossed it down to them, before turning back to the girls.

I heard one brief exclamation of panic, and then for the third time, an explosion shook the stairwell.

Boom!

I waited for the echoes to die down. This time, the explosion had been far enough away from me that I didn’t suffer any hearing loss, temporary or not.

I waited for the echoes to die down, then shouted to anyone who might have survived.

“There’s more where that came from!” I shouted, even though I was pretty sure I was lying. “If anyone else decides to come up, they will be met with more of the same! How many of your men do you want to lose? Because I tell you, we can do this all day! So go back to your master, and tell him that you are done. Get out of here and I might let you live!”

There was a moment of silence. Then a terrified voice called up from below.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m going.”

I listened closely, and thought I could hear the sounds of a single survivor making their way downstairs.

By then, the others had joined me, all of them seeking reassurance that I was okay.

From my perspective, I was more interested in the women, but in truth, apart from a little dust and torn fabric here and there, everyone did look to be fine.

It was Sparkles who noticed the wound to my shoulder.

“Oh! You’re hurt!” she said.

I shook my head. “It’s nothing,” I said.

All the time, I was still listening, just to make sure there wasn’t anyone else left in the stairwell.

But it was clear that the lone survivor was it. Anyone else still in the stairwell was no more than a corpse.

I turned to the women and grinned.

“What say we have another chat with this Peter Mac?” I said.


Chapter thirty


Despite my surety that the threat was over, Serena still stationed herself at the stairs, just to be sure that nobody else would approach us from that direction.

The rest of us headed back up to the penthouse.

The balconies were better up there, but the main reason I wanted to talk to Peter Mac from there was that I’d left my shield with the other supplies.

Violet had at least wounded the sniper on this side, but for all I knew, there could be another ready and waiting, and I didn’t want to take that chance.

But we didn’t head up directly. First, I took a moment to head back to the vending machine barricade so I could recover my shotgun, and Sparkles did the same. Serena and Violet didn’t have to. They already had their weapons firmly in their grasp.

By the time we reached the balcony, a good couple of minutes had passed. I wrapped the shield strap around my forearm once more, gave the girls a grin, and headed to the balcony with my shotgun at the ready.

I half expected to hear a bullet hit my shield within the first couple of moments. But maybe that sniper was indeed done. In any event, there was silence, and I was able to look at the scene down on the ground.

Peter Mac was still there. He had a couple of others gathered around him, including a man who looked more unkempt than the others. I got the impression that this was the survivor from the stairwell assault, but I could have been wrong. For all I knew, any of the men down there could have been part of that attack.

Except Peter Mac himself. Naturally, that worthy had stayed back, allowing his men to do the work.

He was on the back of his truck, no flames in sight, rolling a forty gallon drum to the side.

I didn’t know what he was doing, nor did I care. All that mattered was that he had threatened my life and the safety of the girls.

And I had no intention of letting him do anything like that again.

So I caught his attention the most direct way I could think of. I aimed my shotgun at him and pulled the trigger.

Bang!

Of course, from this distance, I had little chance of scoring a hit. Not with the shotgun at least. But clearly, at least a few pellets hit the truck close to where Peter Mac was standing. He flinched and spun about, before belatedly looking up.

By then, I was really sick of his relaxed, all-too confident drawl. So I didn’t give him the opportunity to speak first.

“You should have sent more men!” I shouted down at him. “Then we could have slaughtered them as well!”

The man on the truck froze. His people, those few he had left, didn’t seem to know what to do. Clearly, they’d lost the initiative in this confrontation.

And yet, Peter Mac still managed to grin.

It wasn’t clear from the distance, but I was almost certain that’s what he was doing.

“You think you have won?” he shouted up at me. “All you have done is cost the lives of your women! I set my men up as an act of mercy! But you killed my men. My friends. Just as you killed my brother!”

There was a nasty tone to his words that hadn’t been there before. “So now I’m going to do what I should have done at the start! I’m going to burn that building down around your ears!”

With that, he continued to work with his barrel, and even got one of his men up on the truck deck to help him.

I didn’t know what the barrel contained. Maybe something flammable, if he’d truly intended to burn the apartment building down, as he said.

If I’d had another Molotov cocktail, I would have dropped it as well, to see if I could get that barrel to ignite before his men could put it out.

As it was, I only had one option.

I leaned over the balcony with my shield still in place and took careful aim. Then I unleashed with my shotgun, firing twice, three times, and on the fourth, received nothing but a far less satisfying click.

The men down below scrambled this way and that, ducking away as if that would help them. Peter Mac slapped the back of his neck as if he’d been stung by a bee, and I thought that maybe he caught a pellet or two.

It didn’t stop him. He and his companion maneuvered the drum to the edge of the truck deck even as I had been firing.

But the girls hadn’t been idly watching. Violet in particular. No doubt, she’d noticed that the sniper was no longer firing in my general direction.

Even as I cursed and dropped the empty shotgun to the balcony floor, she stepped up beside me. I gestured for her to give me her M4, but she shook her head.

“I’ve got this,” she said.

With that, she leaned over the balcony edge and took aim.

“Peter Mac is the one closest to the end of the truck deck,” I said succinctly.

That was all Violet needed to know. She concentrated for a moment, then squeezed the trigger.

Bang!

It was a good shot. Peter Mac’s head exploded, and he dropped like a stone. At the same time, the barrel he’d been working with hit its tipping point. It toppled off the edge of the truck and split open on the pavement.

For a moment, the surviving men did nothing but stare at the corpse of their leader.

Then the man who’d been helping him with the barrel turned and shouted.

“You bastards! You killed him! But it’s too late! It’s too late, you hear me!”

As casually as if she was just taking a picture, Violet squeezed the trigger again.

This second man also collapsed, although he wasn’t quiet about it. This time, Violet hadn’t shot him through the head, but had caught his shoulder instead, the bullet no doubt lodging somewhere in the man’s chest.

I turned to the fierce, purple-haired woman at my side.

“Good shooting,” I said. I couldn’t help but admire her ferocity, her brutal calm. But she didn’t take her eyes off the scene below.

“There’s two more,” she said succinctly, and shifted her focus again.

But those two men weren’t easy targets. They’d witnessed their leader and another cut down from above, and even though the second man was still screaming, albeit weakly, they didn’t seem inclined to stick around to help him.

Instead, they started to move.

Clearly, they wanted to get out of there. They charged toward the truck, no doubt intending to jump in and drive away.

But Violet peppered the area with gunfire, and while she didn’t hit either of them, they quickly changed their minds.

Instead of jumping into the truck and speeding away, they turned and fled, on foot, through the street.

For a moment, everything was calm.

“Looks like we have a vehicle,” I commented, my grin firmly in place.

Violet didn’t bat an eyelid. “Looks like it,” she said.

By then, Sparkles and Red had both approached as well, increasingly confident that the sniper was no longer playing his part.

“So that’s it?” Sparkles asked, not sounding completely convinced. “We’ve won?”

“Looks like it,” I said.

I wanted to feel a sense of relief. From all appearances, we truly had won. The attackers were either dead or scattered, and we had escaped with no more than a small wound to my shoulder and a few cuts and bruises.

Even the apartment complex was mostly okay. The first explosion had largely taken out the fire in the stairwell, and what few flames remained now had little to burn.

Maybe we could find one of the fire extinguishers our attackers had used and just make sure of it, but other than that, it all seemed pretty conclusive.

There might still be a sniper around the back of the building, but it was more than likely he would figure out they’d lost, and turn tail as well.

The only thing that didn’t fit with my picture of victory was the barrel Peter Mac had spilled.

If it had been oil or something flammable, it would have made more sense. But it didn’t look like it.

Instead, the substance that had spilled on the road seemed lumpy, and even from here, on the seventh floor, I was starting to get the whiff of it.

It smelled truly revolting. Like rotten fish mixed with sulfur.

And as I considered what it might be, that sense of relief I’d been hoping for refused to come.

All of a sudden, I understood. Peter Mac hadn’t been literal when he said he was going to burn the apartment building down.

He’d been metaphorical. But that didn’t mean we were out of danger.

Just before I turned my thoughts into words, Serena approached us from the stairwell.

Clearly, the muscular woman was worried about something, to have left her self-imposed post.

She caught my eye, and I gave her a nod.

“I think there’s something coming,” she said.

“Fuck,” I said.

“What do you mean something is coming?” said Sparkles.

“That smell,” Red said. “It’s attracting the monsters, isn’t it?” Her tone was full of uncertainty.

Violet’s response was different. She started to curse, but stayed in position on the balcony, sighting along the barrel of her weapon.

I admired her courage and determination. But even as the first monstrous shriek shattered the air around us, I knew that determination and courage wouldn’t be enough.

“How much ammo do you have?” I asked her.

I saw the moment of doubt flicker across her face. “I don’t know. I’m on my last mag.”

I nodded. “I’m out.”

“We can gather more weapons from the men that attacked us,” Serena said. “And we’ve still got much of that stockpile we gathered.”

I shook my head. “You didn’t hear what Peter Mac said. He said he was going to burn this whole apartment block to the ground.” I turned to the others. “I don’t know if we can gather enough,” I said.

“So what do you suggest?” Violet demanded.

I grinned at her. “I have a strong motivation to get us out of this mess,” I said, using her words deliberately. She gave me a hint of a smile as she recognized what I meant, but I continued before she could say anything.

“We don’t know what’s coming, but if Peter Mac’s intention was to ‘burn everything down,’ it’s got to be big. And we’d already decided that this place was temporary. It doesn’t have the defenses we need for long-term survival.”

There was one other thing, but Serena beat me to it. She’d made her way over to the balcony wall and looked down at the ground.

“That looks like a high caliber gun mounted on the truck roof,” she said.

Again, the scream of a monster split the air.

“I figure we’ve got less than a minute before whatever that is finds us,” I said. “We can hunker down and hope for the best, but my choice would be different.”

I caught each of the girls’ eyes in turn and held them for a moment. “I’d much rather face the monsters of this world with a big, mobile gun than just hide.”

Serena was nodding even before I finished speaking, with Violet agreeing shortly thereafter. Red looked scared, but Sparkles just seemed disappointed.

“But we’ve got everything we need here,” she said. “And I’m hungry. Couldn’t these monsters just wait a few hours?”

At the same time, it was clear that she understood the realities we were facing.

“Let’s go,” I said. “Grab what you can from the supplies at the stairwell, but don’t linger. Let’s see how quickly we can get down to the ground.”

Nobody needed to be told twice. Each of us, even Red, took off at a run, crossing the space between the balcony and the supplies within moments. I picked another shotgun from the mess, one with a strap, and looped it over my shoulder. Then I turned to the women.

“Come on! Hurry!”

It was all the encouragement they needed. Almost as one, we charged down the stairwell, ignoring the still smoldering debris and the corpses as best as we could.

The attackers had done a pretty good job of clearing the route for us, and we took six floors worth of stairs in a matter of seconds, even the shortest of us, Sparkles, taking them two at a time, and trusting her enhanced strength and coordination to do the rest.

We found the apartment we’d entered through easily enough, and jumping down to the roof of the crashed vehicle was substantially easier than scaling the wall.

I went first, and waited to help the others as they made their way down, and then we were back outside for the first time since we’d found this place the day before.

We were quick, making the entire trip in less than a minute.

Even so, we weren’t quick enough. The first of the monsters attracted by the unholy stench Peter Mac had made had arrived.


Chapter thirty-one


Once again, the monster announced its arrival with another hideous bellow. All of us turned to look, and for a moment, I couldn’t believe it. This creature was larger than any of the other monsters we had yet seen.

It looked at first glance like some sort of mutated T-Rex.

“Is that a fucking dinosaur?” Violet exclaimed.

“Looks like a dragon to me,” Serena returned. “But without the wings.”

To my mind, both of them were right, but it didn’t matter either way. All that mattered was that this thing was made up of teeth, claws, and madness, and it had already locked its focus firmly on us.

“Get in the truck!” I bellowed, hoping that Peter Mac hadn’t done something unexpected with his keys.

As the girls scrambled to comply, this dragon monster let out another of its bellows and charged toward us, running on two legs and eating up the distance at a terrifying pace.

As the women all piled into the cab, I took my place on the deck and wrapped my hands around the grip of the fifty-caliber gun.

I had just enough time to swivel the barrel toward the monster and let rip, spraying that foul brute with a stream of fifty caliber rounds.

The monster screeched again, so loud that I feared for my eardrums, and the girls inside added to the noise with their screams.

But not even a monster like that could withstand the punishment I was dishing out. Even though it was covered in scales, my fifty-caliber rounds punched fist-sized holes into its flesh, ripping apart its organs and bones.

This monster was a living Kaiju, a Godzilla monster thirty feet tall, and if it had been any bigger, we would have been in real trouble.

As it was, the fifty-caliber gun did the job. I switched my aim to the monster’s neck even as it slowed down, and tore it to pieces.

Even then, its momentum was almost enough. It collapsed onto the road a hair’s breadth away from the truck, and lay still.

I had time to breathe a sigh of relief, my heart thundering in my chest, my hands almost shaking with how close the monster had gotten.

But the day’s trials weren’t yet over. That monster was just the first to arrive. There were others, some of them familiar, others not, attracted by the stench and the noise, coming into view.

“Let’s go!” I shouted, banging my fist on the roof of the cab. How they’d squeezed all four of them in, I didn’t know, nor did it matter. All that mattered was that someone, whoever was driving, managed to get the truck started, and with a lurch that almost threw me off my feet, we took off.

The dead Kaiju monster was blocking one option for escape, but we had others. Whoever was driving gunned the engine, swerving madly around the debris on the road.

I took aim at another of those oversized flying things that had attacked us what felt like so long ago, and then we were through.

The roads were a nightmare. Whoever was driving had to guide us past falling debris, abandoned and rusted out vehicles, as well as the damage to the roads all themselves.

As a result, we were barely able to maintain twenty, maybe twenty-five miles per hour, and this put us right in the danger zone when it came to the monsters.

While many of them seemed to be more interested in the horrendous smell Peter Mac and the others had left, a small handful chose to follow us instead.

And then there were the others that were still on their way to our erstwhile apartment.

I bounced around in the back of the truck, gamely swiveling the fifty-cal left and right, squeezing off bursts of discouragement as necessary. I cut down one of those giant, fast moving sloth-monsters, and took out one of the foul spider monsters that was even bigger than the first one we’d faced.

A pair of hellhounds proved to be stubborn. They barked and bounded in close to the truck so close I couldn’t get in a decent shot with the fifty-cal, so I used my shotgun instead, blasting one right in the face before taking the other in the leg.

Then, finally, after several hundred yards, it seemed we were in the clear.

We’d left the monsters behind us and, and if there were others up ahead, then they were well hidden and not an immediate threat.

It seemed that the girls sensed the same thing. Whoever was driving became less erratic. We slowed down and picked our way through the ruined landscape for some minutes more, putting considerable distance between us and the carnage.

Finally, we slowed to a stop next to an area that looked like it had been a war zone. The destruction here was worse than anywhere else we’d yet seen, with piles of rubble and occasional broken walls where buildings had clearly once stood.

I took a careful look around, doing my best to check that there was nothing dangerous nearby, as the women all climbed out of the cab.

I stayed where I was on the back of the truck, just so I could react quickly if needed. But I still took a moment to study the women, taking note of their demeanor.

Sparkles was her usual smiley self, and Violet looked ready to kill. Serena appeared calm and relaxed, but watchful, and Red — well, she didn’t look to be actively panicking, but she did seem to be a bit frazzled.

“Are you all okay?” I asked, and was pleased to see that even Red was able to nod.

“We’re fine,” Sparkles said. “Or at least, as fine as possible, given that the whole world is a mess and there’s monsters everywhere.”

Violet made a rude noise. “And every other person we meet is a psycho loser with a gun,” she added.

“We just want to know what’s next,” Serena said. “What’s the plan? Where to from here?”

She seemed a little despondent, and it wasn’t hard to understand why. We’d set ourselves up pretty well in the short time we’d been out of the cryo chambers, but now we were back to square one.

As they’d been doing right from the start, the girls were asking me for direction. But now, there wasn’t even a hint of the possibility of not sticking together.

At the start, we had been just a random group of people, thrown together by circumstances.

Now, we were a unit, all of us acting together, with an unspoken agreement that this was how things were going to be.

“Well, we can’t go back,” I said. “There’s no telling how long the monsters are going to be there, or how many are going to be drawn in by that smell. And then there’s the question of Peter Mac’s people. His brother lied to us at the start. Or at least, he failed to tell us the truth. We have no idea how big his group actually is — or if they’ll be out for revenge.”

I paused for just long enough for everyone to agree.

“We’ve still got questions. At some point, we have to return to the lab and see if we can find a way to recover our memories, if that’s what we want to do. But I don’t want to even try that until we’re much better prepared than we are now.”

Again, there was a round of nods as the girls agreed.

“So for now,” I continued, “our priorities are as they were before. We still need food. Water. Shelter. And we need protection as well.”

I let my words fade.

“So, same as before,” Serena said. “Find another apartment building somewhere, with few monsters nearby and no sign of past entry.”

I nodded. “Preferably, a long way away from Peter Mac’s territory,” I said. “And ideally with better defensive possibilities as well.”

“And food,” Sparkles said. “I’ve never been so hungry!”

I nodded. “And food. And if there’s a supply of water as well, all the better.”

We drove around the ruined city for more than an hour. Three times, we had to persuade monsters that we weren’t some tasty snack, but with the fifty-caliber, they got the message pretty quickly.

The roads in some places were bad enough that we simply couldn’t get through, so we had to back up and try different routes.

The good thing was that we had no particular destination. We were just looking for a place to call home.

In the end, we found another apartment block that we thought would do, at least for a short time.

This apartment block was smaller than our previous one. Just four floors in total, with twenty-seven apartments and no penthouse.

But it did come with a fourteen-foot wall that we had to scale before we could enter, a basement garage that would serve as a bunker at need, as well as a rainwater reclamation system on the roof that still appeared to be in good working order.

As we’d done before, we checked every apartment for threats, and finding none, we quickly settled in.

Once again, we found an apartment with an outdoor grill that still worked, and Serena began putting together a meal out of what Sparkles and Red had foraged from an assortment of pantries.

Violet and I used the time to remove the fifty-caliber from the top of Peter Mac’s truck and set it up on the balcony, complete with the three boxes of ammo that had been stored in the truck.

Once that was done, I took a few minutes to check out the rainwater reclamation system, and saw that the collection tanks were in good condition. We would still have to boil the drinking water, but that was a small price to pay for an ongoing supply.


Chapter thirty-two


As well as hunger, I knew that the women at least were hanging out for one other thing. We’d been through a lot in the last couple of days, and while the girls and I had made do, we were all hanging out for the opportunity to get clean.

So I rigged up the solution we’d considered before. It was as simple as it gets. We kept an eye out for a watering can of a decent size, and when we found one, I was able to wire it in place in an existing shower cubicle.

It was a long way from all modern plumbing, but during the course of the meal – a version of chili con carne that Serena had cobbled together out of several different cans of beans and a number of spices – every one of us took the opportunity to have a simple shower.

Sparkles and the others also went foraging for clothing again. We hadn’t had time to pack what we had found from our last apartment, and nobody wanted to keep wearing the same clothing that was covered in dust and blood.

Somehow, the blonde woman had managed to find yet another short dress that seemed perfectly designed for her frame, and as we were starting to relax, each of us with a drink in our hands, the small, bubbly woman once again settled herself in my lap.

But this time, Violet had something to say about the blonde woman’s actions.

The purple-haired woman had outdone herself. It was clear that even she, a tough, fierce woman who had killed more than once in the last couple of days, liked to dress up.

She was wearing a sheer, black evening dress, and had matched it with a pearl necklace.

“Oh no you don’t,” she said to Sparkles with a smile on her lips. “You’ve had your turn. And if you remember, I made Zeus an offer during the confrontation — an offer he accepted.”

It was clear to one and all what she was talking about.

Sparkles took it in her stride. “So he did,” she said. She looked between me and Violet, but I kept my expression neutral, just waiting to see what might happen.

“I guess it is your turn,“ she said. “But do you think I could join in?” she asked, her usual grin on full display.

Almost despite herself, Violet quirked a half grin in response. But she shook her head.

“Not this time,” she said. Then she raised an eyebrow. “Maybe some other time, though,” she added.

“Awesome,” Sparkles said, completely unfazed. I noticed that Red was blushing furiously at the interaction, and Serena seemed to be studying her wine glass with fierce concentration.

But even then, Sparkles hadn’t given up. “But this time — maybe I could just watch?” she said.

At this, Violet let out a laugh. But she also shook her head.

“No. This time, I want him all to myself.”

I thought maybe I should say something, but in truth, I saw no real downside no matter where the conversation ended up.

So I bit my tongue, and in the end, Sparkles climbed off my lap.

Violet didn’t hesitate. She held out a hand as if to help me up off the couch, and I took it. Then the beautiful, purple-haired woman led me down the hall to the bedroom she’d chosen as hers.

The room was just a room. Nothing special, not a palace or anything like that. Just four walls and a decent-sized bed, with a hint of an ensuite off to the side, next to the wardrobe.

The owners of this particular apartment had been nowhere to be seen, and they’d left it in surprisingly good order. Even so, there was the usual layer of dust over the coverings, but Violet dealt with that as soon as I closed the door behind us.

The purple-haired woman had been holding my hand since helping me up from the couch. She dropped it then, and quickly and efficiently, she stripped the top layer of bedding off, revealing a thick duvet and a couple of pillows.

Then she folded the duvet back, exposing the sheets.

She did it all without once looking as if she expected my help, and I wondered who this fierce, independent woman had been before. Then she stepped back toward me, reached up so that she could drape her arms around my neck, and stood on tiptoes to kiss me once on the lips.

Cinnamon.

Somehow, in this post-apocalyptic world, Violet’s kiss tasted like cinnamon.

I grinned at her, wrapped my hands around her waist, and kissed her again, this time lingering, enjoying the sensation of a similar spark to that I’d felt with Sparkles.

Violet felt the spark too. She broke away from me for a moment, her expression vaguely puzzled, then smiled and kissed me again.

This time, her body melted against me, and I knew she was starting to relax.

“I see what Sparkles was talking about,” she murmured, almost to herself.

But her words caught my attention.

“What do you mean?” I asked, still holding her against me.

“That woman can talk,” Violet said, but there wasn’t any real negativity in the comment. “Whenever you’re not around. Even if we are fighting off monsters or trying to drive along ruined streets. I swear, she’s trying to pimp you out to us all, with every breath she takes.”

“Is she now?” I asked.

Violet nodded, then kissed me again. “I have to admit, I thought she was making it up. Nobody could taste or feel as good as she said.”

I had begun to kiss her gently on her cheeks, eyebrows, and the bridge of her nose. She tasted clean, even though our shower facilities were less than ideal.

At my attentions, she let out a giggle that was decidedly counter to her fierce, independent persona.

“Now I’m beginning to believe her,” she said.

The beautiful woman had started to sway against me, as if there was music playing that I couldn’t hear. She kissed me again, this time using her tongue, and I wanted to inhale her completely, to crush her slim, shapely form against me.

For long moments, we just enjoyed the sensation, until finally, Violet broke away, her complexion a little flushed.

“Maybe it’s time to get rid of these clothes,” she suggested, and I couldn’t help but agree.

She took a single step back and shrugged out of the dress, the thin shoulder straps sliding off easily and the whole garment slipped down to the floor.

I’d seen her naked before, just as she’d seen me naked as well. But the sight of her then was enough to make the breath catch in my throat.

She was perfect. An hourglass figure the like of which most men — and women – could only dream about.

I still didn’t have any real memories of my life before stepping out of the cryo chamber. But that didn’t mean I had no understanding of what the world had been.

I knew very well that a body like his would not have been out of place on the cover of a swimsuit magazine, and for long moments, I was simply lost in her beauty.

She wiggled her body in front of me.

“You like what you see?” she asked in a tone that suggested she knew very well that I did.

I remembered that Sparkles had asked the same question, and couldn’t help but grin.

“I do,” I said.

“Good. Because now it’s your turn,” she said.

Belatedly, I realized I was still fully dressed. I took care of that without hesitation, and then I grabbed Violet and threw her roughly onto the bed before climbing up on top of her.

Sparkles had squealed when I’d done the same thing to her, but Violet just let out a laugh. Nor did she push me away, as the blonde woman had done. Instead, she just wrapped her arms and legs around me, enjoying the feel of me as I was enjoying her, and we rolled about on the bed, groping and kissing and pawing at each other like beasts as we explored each other’s physical selves.

Violet proved to be as tough and strong in the bedroom as she was outside of it, our initial tumbles akin to a wrestling match than anything else.

I learned that Violet was a biter. She took every opportunity she could to nip my chest, my shoulders, even the back of my thigh, in between offering kisses as well.

For my part, I couldn’t resist slapping the firm roundness of her ass, and if I wasn’t a biter, then there was nothing holding me back from kissing her in various places, and sucking as well, teasing her nipples for my benefit more than her own.

I was thoroughly enjoying having a partner who seemed to like the rough and tumble, and somehow, I ended up on my back, with Violet holding my wrists while she straddled my hips, my erection caught between us.

She was looking at me as if I was prey, and she reached down to kiss my lips once again.

At the same time, she ground herself against my erection, breathing hard as she did.

I kissed her back, only for Violet to turn to biting again. She caught my lower lip between her teeth almost hard enough to draw blood.

“Ouch,” I said. I would have smacked her behind once again if she hadn’t been still holding my wrists. She was lively and strong, but I knew I was stronger. If I wanted to do so, I could have flung her off me and done just that.

But who in their right mind would fling someone like Violet away from them?

Certainly not me.

So instead, I bit her back, the way she’d been biting me, nipping the skin on her chin hard enough for her to draw back in surprise.

For a moment, she looked outraged. As if she wanted to launch into a rage.

Instead, she just muttered, “Enough foreplay,”

Then she let go of one of my wrists and reached down.

She moved away from me just far enough, lined me up, and in one smooth movement, settled herself all the way down.

She let out a noise of satisfaction and said, “Sparkles was right about that, too.”

I didn’t ask what Sparkles might have been right about. Didn’t think of anything much at all. Instead, I took a double handful of Violet’s hips, realizing that she had changed her grip to my shoulders, and crushed her against me in time with her movements.

For long minutes, we just let our bodies respond to each other as they would. where Sparkles had made small noises of pleasure. Violet began muttering curses.

“Fuck me,” she murmured. “Oh fuck. Here, fuck me like that.” And more, building up to a crescendo.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck yes!”

I just kept doing what I was doing, raising my hips in time with her movements, my hands still gripping her hips.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” she started to shout. She had her eyes closed and was concentrating fiercely while riding me for all she was worth.

“Oh yeah, fuck! I’m coming! Fuck! I’m coming! Fuck me!”

And then she let out a groan as she shuddered and shook above me.

It was all I could do to hold on, to keep this biting, shuddering woman in place and not tip over the edge myself.

For long seconds, Violet continued to shake and groan, all of her muscles quivering around me as she rode not just me but her climax as well, for as long as she could.

Finally, she gained control of herself. She didn’t relax so much as she sat upright and smiled down at me.

She gave me a nod.

“Good,” she said as she ground her hips against me once more. “That’s one,” she said. “Let’s see how many more we can manage.”

***

Seven.

The answer was seven.

And at that seventh, I could hold on no longer, and spilled everything I had within her.

For long minutes after that, we simply held onto each other, both of us sweaty and replete, deeply satisfied.

I’d learned at some point during our session that Sparkles had spoken of other things as well, and each of the women had echoed her statement about the feeling that pregnancy was not a concern.

To my surprise, when Violet mentioned this, she did so with a certain sadness, and I wondered if the situation was permanent or not.

But that moment wasn’t the time for such discussions. I think it was between climax three and four for her, and we had been working up to the next.

When we were done, I kind of expected Violet to roll over to her side of the bed and just go to sleep.

But the tough, fiercely independent woman proved surprisingly tactile.

She draped herself over me for the sake of pure physical comfort, and the two of us talked.

At first, it seemed she just wanted reassurance that I would stay with the group.

When I confirmed that, she spoke of the men she had killed, and asked what it had been like for me when I’d done the same.

I replied honestly enough that it hadn’t really bothered me one way or the other.

“Those men were a threat to us,” I said. “To my mind, that makes them fair game. I’d kill them again in a heartbeat if the same situation arose.”

I knew that my answer might not paint me in a very good light, but I had no intention of lying, not to Violet, or to any one of the girls.

The purple-haired woman was silent for a moment. Then she nodded.

“Me too,” she admitted.

After that, she started to muse about the future, and whether we would be staying in this new apartment complex or not.

“We can stay here for a little while, at least,” I said. “While we stay in the city, assuming it stays safe to do so. But there’s no real land. Once the food is gone, we’ll have to go scavenging if we want to survive. And who knows what we might find in this area? Maybe Peter Mac’s men will find us again. Maybe there’s another group out there that we just haven’t met yet.”

I shrugged in the dark, enjoying the fact that I could still see clearly.

“Maybe sometime in the future, we’ll find a small chunk of land we can easily defend. Somewhere we can grow our own food.”

Violet was silent for a while. Then she spoke once again.

“But first, we’ll get our answers from Chimera Corp,” she said.

I nodded. Answers. Memories. And maybe more than that as well.
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Chapter one


My contact was waiting for me on the east side of the track that circled the reservoir in Central Park.

It was a bright, mild day without any wind. At that time in the morning, there were plenty of joggers and walkers about, and that’s probably what the woman had in mind when she suggested meeting me there.

Public place. An illusion of safety. As if that would stop me if I really wanted to do her harm.

Which I didn’t. She was a client, and for a guy like me, well, let’s just say I didn’t want to get a reputation for that sort of violence.

She spotted me as I approached and offered a smile and wave. I grinned in return and hastened my pace, acting as if we were two perfectly ordinary people and this was the most normal thing in the world.

Nothing about my expression or actions indicated that I was worried about the pursuers who still might have been on my tail. I crossed to the woman—Amelia—as if we were old friends, and took a moment to admire her.

It was surprising how many beautiful women someone in my line of business would meet. Amelia seemed to be going out of her way to prove the rule. Tall and exquisitely proportioned, she would have looked right at home on the arm of a fat billionaire. But as far as I could make out, she was acting on her own behalf.

She wore a casual combination of jeans and a light jacket over a simple top, and should have looked fairly ordinary for it.

But the way she held herself gave a completely different impression. Add a hairstyle that ran through all the colors of the rainbow, and there wasn’t a head she couldn’t turn.

The entire image was completed with multiple earrings in each perfect earlobe, and a pair of expensive-looking shades that couldn’t quite hide the way her eyes sparkled almost with a light of their own.

“You’re early,” I said by way of greeting.

It seemed that Amelia wanted to reach for me, to greet me more intimately than our relationship dictated, and I wondered if that was just instinct or part of her act.

She caught her lip between her teeth as if she was wondering what I might taste like, but in a good way. But in the end, she held herself back.

“As are you,” she said. She turned casually away, resting some of her weight on the fence that circled the reservoir, and looked out over the water.

“Did you bring it?” she asked.

Amelia had seen the soft leather carry bag I had with me. I stood beside her and looked out over the water as well, but didn’t let my bag go.

“I did,” I said.

She looked at me with an amused smile twisting her perfect lips. “You didn’t hide it somewhere, or leave it with someone who would bring it to you once you got paid?”

I chuckled at this. “You’ve been watching too many movies,” I said. “You already paid half upfront, and this isn’t a drug deal.”

In truth, I might have made such arrangements if I hadn’t been pressed for time and concerned about pursuers. As it was, I’d decided on a more direct approach.

“And besides,” I said, keeping my voice light and friendly. “You know what I’m capable of. That’s why you hired me. I don’t think you would try to shortchange me.”

Amelia laughed as if I hadn’t just delivered a threat and twirled her finger around a lock of her hair.

I knew that some women liked a little danger in their lives. Perhaps she was one of them. For me, right from the start, I’d felt an attraction between us, but I had a general rule of not sleeping with clients while the job was in progress.

For that reason, as well as a few others, I was looking to get this finished.

But there was still a little more that needed to be done.

“Did you have any trouble?” Amelia asked me.

I thought about everything I’d been through to acquire the prize in my bag. The man who’d owned it was the fat billionaire type who might be expected to have someone as beautiful as Amelia on his arm. He was ugly, bald, and in his late eighties, but none of that mattered as much to me as the security he’d had in place.

His home was a mansion, complete with the latest in cameras, security personnel, and a large vault in which the man had kept his most interesting treasures.

If I were just an ordinary thief, likely I would have failed at the first hurdle.

But there wasn’t much ordinary about me. Throughout my whole life, things that seemed difficult to others came easily to me. That included not just the physical things, but the mental and social as well.

And I knew that the weakest link in any top-end security system was the people around it.

It had taken a couple of weeks to ingratiate myself into the billionaire’s circle. He and his wife had literally invited me into their home. Once there, I had, with a mixture of charm and manipulation, worked out how to counter every single part of that security system.

Even so, it didn’t go smoothly. The billionaire’s wife had literally caught me red-handed, with my prize in hand. But she’d let me walk out, because she secretly hated the way her husband focused on his trinkets instead of her—and I’d known enough to use that to my advantage.

I realized I hadn’t answered Amelia’s question.

“None whatsoever,” I said blithely.

Then I frowned, and decided that honesty was the best policy, particularly if I wanted a future, however brief, for me and Amelia.

“Although it seems I wasn’t the only one after the item in question. I ran into another crew, military types if I had to guess, who were very insistent that I hand it over to them.”

Amelia’s expression grew serious. She turned around casually enough, but it was clear she was scanning the area, just in case we weren’t alone.

“You didn’t give it to them?” she asked.

“Of course not.” Then I considered her reaction. “You don’t seem surprised to learn of the other crew,” I commented.

She gave me a brilliant smile. “You handled it, did you not?” she asked.

I had to laugh. She hadn’t even tried to deny it.

“I did. Although they are very persistent. Several times, I thought I’d lost them, only for them to find me again.”

Amelia uttered what sounded like a curse under her breath. But if that’s what it was, it was in a language I wasn’t familiar with. Her smile faded by a couple of watts.

“They’re probably tracking the artifact,” she said.

I’d thought much the same when I hadn’t been able to shake them completely. “Which means they’re probably not far away from us now,” I added.

I wasn’t particularly worried if they were. I had dealt with such overzealous competitors, if that’s what they were, many times in the past. And besides, I was just about to hand my prize—the artifact—over to Amelia. Once I did that, the pursuers would no longer have any reason to follow me.

I realized that Amelia was studying me closely. It seemed she was considering something, and after a moment, she nodded her head.

“Nick Tannin,” she said, pronouncing my name with unusual precision. “What would you say if I were to make an amendment to our initial deal?”

“That depends entirely on the amendment,” I said. “But I’m guessing you want me to do something to discourage our pursuers?”

To my surprise, the beautiful woman shook her head. “Not quite,” she said.

“Then what do you have in mind?”

At the same time, the small hairs on the back of my neck started to stand on end.

All through my life, I’d had a certain sensitivity to trouble. I thought of it as my spider-sense, and it had saved my life on many occasions.

I wasn’t prescient exactly. I couldn’t see the future, and couldn’t have told you if the current danger I sensed was a random meteor coming out of the sky or Amelia herself pulling out a gun from her handbag.

But based on everything I did know, I would have bet good money on my pursuers having found me again.

“I was thinking more along the lines of extending our working relationship,” she said. Then she grinned very broadly. “Nick Tannin,” she said, pronouncing my name for the second time. “Are you up for an adventure?”

“Well, that depends,” I said again. “What sort of adventure? How long are we talking about? Most importantly, what is the pay?” Then I frowned. “Although I have to say, whatever you’re offering, I don’t think we have a lot of time to reach a deal.”

She understood what I was saying. Once again, she glanced all around us, but the danger I was sensing wasn’t immediate.

She focused her attention back on me. “How would you like to help me save this part of the galaxy?”

If I’d had a decade’s worth of guesses about what she’d say, I doubt very much I would have ever guessed right.

I stared at her. “You mean, this small part of the galaxy we’re standing on? Central Park, maybe a part of New York?”

But she was shaking her head, still smiling. “No. I mean this world of yours. Earth. And a few thousand or so others in this arm of the Milky Way.”

I looked at her, thinking that this conversation had suddenly crossed over into madness.

Apparently, I didn’t keep my thoughts away from my expression, because the beautiful woman beside me burst out laughing.

“You should see your face!” she said.

I tried a tentative laugh in response. “You’re joking,” I said.

But she shook her head. “No, I’m very serious.” Then she did something else unexpected. She took off her fancy-looking shades and handed them over.

“Here. Put these on. Tell me what you see.”

I hesitated for just a moment.

“Come on. As you say, we don’t have much time.”

I decided to humor her. I put on the shades.

The first thing I noticed was that it changed the color of the whole world around me. But then I looked at Amelia and saw something I wasn’t expecting.

She looked much the same as before. But not completely.

Her clothes were different. Her ears were elongated, like those of the elves from fantasy. And she had a pair of horns that curved from her temples back over her head.

There was also what looked like a label of some kind hovering above her, but it was in no language I recognized.

“Like what you see?” Amelia asked, her tone at once challenging and flirtatious. She tilted her head to one side and mimed primping her hair, as if she was some sort of model.

I noticed that her eyes were indeed sparkling. Somehow, they seemed to match the rainbow hues of her hair at the same time. And where before she had been wearing fairly casual clothes, she now seemed to be wearing some sort of skin-tight jumpsuit, and her handbag had turned into a utility pouch at her hip.

I had to admit, I did indeed like what I saw. Somehow, she managed to look even more stunning than before. The horns and ears somehow added to the whole, where they should have subtracted.

The first thing out of my mouth was a question.

“Is this real?” I asked. I waved my hand in front of my eyes, as if that would tell me anything.

Amelia laughed again. “What do you think?” she asked.

“I think either I’m hallucinating, or there is more to these shades—and you—than initially appears.”

The beautiful horned woman before me was still smiling. Clearly, she could see the direction of my gaze through the shades.

“Touch them,” she said.

Again, there was a challenge in her voice. But I had to know. So I took her words as permission and reached out to the horns on her head.

They felt very real to my fingers. Solid and a little bit rough on the surface, yet somehow warm at the same time. I ran my fingers over their length, convincing myself that they were indeed real.

“Oooh,” Amelia said. “That feels very pleasant. You have a nice touch—although if you continue like that, we might end up getting arrested for public indecency.”

There was a huskiness to her voice that hadn’t been there before, and she gave a visible shudder that could have been manufactured for my benefit, or not.

I hesitated, taking my hand away, but still wanting to touch her. There was something in the way her horns felt. A feeling of electricity where there should have been nothing at all.

I was still very aware of the hairs sticking up on the back of my neck, but couldn’t keep from staring.

“What are you?” I asked her.

“Now, is that any sort of question to ask a lady? It’s worse than asking her age!”

“Sorry,” I said. “But if your horns are real…”

Amelia laughed again. “I’m only teasing. I am what you see. A woman, much like those from your world, but with a few differences as well.”

Your world. It wasn’t the first time she had said something like that. “You’re an alien?”

“A rather imprecise term, don’t you think? But I guess it has its purpose. I am”—she gestured vaguely at everything—“not from around here. My name is Amelia Tyse, and I am an agent of the Balance Keepers. I’m a Sentinel, or at least, I was until recently. As far as my appearance is concerned, if you agree to my earlier offer, you will see far stranger than that in a very short time. But that’s enough about me for the moment. I gave you my shades for more than just personal reasons. Have a look around. See what else you can see.”

As much as I would have liked to keep staring at the beautiful alien woman, I did as she suggested. At first, I scanned the runners and walkers on the track, but aside from a general shift in color, I saw nothing untoward.

“That way,” Amelia said, gesturing again. “Over the water.”

I turned as Amelia suggested, and immediately saw what she was referring to.

It was difficult to miss. So difficult, it was a wonder that I hadn’t seen it first, instead of being distracted by Amelia’s horns.

“Is that some sort of starship?” I asked. Again, the shades displayed a label next to it in a language I couldn’t read.

“Is that what it looks like to you?”

Amelia was starting to get into a habit of responding to questions with more questions. But in this case, I didn’t mind.

Sitting out on top of the water, floating as if it was some sort of boat, was what could only have been a starship. It was surprisingly large, and in truth, I couldn’t think of any other place in New York where it could have comfortably fit. The whole thing was smooth and metallic, made of graceful curves and sleek lines, and it seemed to fill up almost the entire reservoir surface.

Yet something about it suggested it had been there for a while.

“Is it an old ship?” I asked.

“Good perception,” Amelia responded with a nod. “Not many would have noticed that. This is what we call a Resurrection ship, and it has reached the final stage of its current incarnation. In this form, she has flown her last mission.”

There was sadness in Amelia’s voice, and I wondered about the way she referred to the starship as “she.”

Perhaps it was the same as how sea captains referred to their ships in the female form as well. Or perhaps there was something more to it than that.

But before I could ask anything more, the prickles in the back of my neck gave another warning, and this time, I knew that the danger was close.

I turned quickly about, seeking the source of that danger, and the shades I was wearing provided the third serious shock of the morning. I could see them clearly even though they were still some distance away. The pursuers who had been after me for so long.

Turns out, they weren’t entirely human either.


Chapter two


“What the fuck?” I muttered.

Amelia turned to follow my gaze, but without her shades, she didn’t see the same thing I did.

“What are you seeing?” she asked.

“Monsters. Like some nightmarish mash-up between gorillas and, I don’t know, those pig guard things from the film franchise. Trolls, really. Ugly as all hell, and it looks like they’re carrying some sort of space weapons.”

I was already looking for an exit, but my pursuers, if indeed this was them and not some other random group of monsters heading our way, had wised up since our last encounter. They’d split their team and were coming at us from two different directions.

“May I?” Amelia asked, gesturing for the shades. She seemed remarkably calm, given the situation. I handed them over, and a quick glance was all she needed.

“Kruts,” she said. I couldn’t tell at first if that was some sort of curse or if she was naming these creatures. “A particularly loathsome species, but they have been gaining prominence in this sector over the last several years.”

She looked back at me with an appraising gaze. “If these are your pursuers, then I have to give you credit. They’re not particularly clever and their tactics are rudimentary. But they are relentless, and if you are in their sights, it tends to be only a matter of time before you turn up dead.”

“Great,” I muttered.

At the same time, I was acutely aware that without Amelia’s shades, everything had gone back to normal. The starship had vanished completely. The trolls, what did she call them? Kruts? They had returned to the original nondescript look, sluggish humans dressed in pseudo-military garb, the weapons still present but decidedly ordinary.

And Amelia herself returned to her stunningly beautiful normal human form.

Or maybe “normal” wasn’t the right word. For her, normal was no doubt her alien self.

I was still muttering under my breath. I couldn’t see an easy way out of here. Even though we were in public, I swung the bag over my shoulder and drew my gun, pointing it down to the ground and leaving my finger off the trigger for the moment.

Amelia noticed, but when she spoke, she might have been talking about the weather for the lack of urgency she displayed.

“So, you didn’t answer my question,” she said. “The one about extending our time together. Would you like to go on an adventure, and perhaps save your world and a whole bunch of others?”

“Is now really the time to ask me that?” I demanded. My pursuers were starting to look excited. They had increased their pace, and several of them were bringing their weapons to bear.

I’d been in worse situations before, but not very many, and in truth, I didn’t enjoy them very much. I preferred to have the advantage in such situations, and that didn’t seem to be the case at the moment.

Maybe I could take out the smaller group and leave the others behind me. But if I was going to do that, I needed to act swiftly. Of course, as soon as I raised my gun, there would be panic, and that might help my cause as well.

But the odds of random civilians getting caught in the crossfire were disturbingly high.

“I think it’s the only time to ask such a question, don’t you?” Amelia asked.

I glanced at her and saw that she was still smiling.

She was far too relaxed given the situation, and I couldn’t help but think there might be something she knew that I didn’t.

So I gave her question a moment of true consideration.

Did I want to go on an adventure? And potentially save the whole world, as well as a bunch of others?

Funny thing, but even as a young boy, I’d dreamed of zooming around the galaxy, fighting the bad guys and rescuing alien princesses. Blame Captain Kirk for that, or maybe Han Solo. Either way, I didn’t think it was such an unusual dream.

It was, however, an unusual career path. I had tried to go down that route, but it turned out that NASA preferred candidates who were more reliable. Predictable, perhaps. Less given to fighting with their classmates and coming up with clever schemes to enrich themselves at the expense of others.

They also didn’t like candidates who got expelled from more than a couple of schools, or who’d had quite so many run-ins with the law, even if I’d managed to stay out of jail.

Of course, there was the height issue as well. At several inches above six feet, I was simply too tall, and while my grades and aptitude were good enough for any of a dozen different land-based careers with NASA, for me, the allure just wasn’t there.

If I couldn’t be an astronaut, there was no way I was going to sit at a desk.

I joined the military. Air Force, in particular. Being a pilot was as close as I’d been able to get to space. But I’d worked one too many schemes among the men and earned myself a dishonorable discharge.

From there, I found what I’d thought of as my calling. I was the guy who hid in the shadows, taking contracts from rich clients and skipping from one adventure to another, learning all sorts of new skills along the way and having a pretty good life.

And now, there was this.

Amelia had said the magic word. Adventure. Combine that with my childhood love of space and a lack of real attachments here on Earth, and there wasn’t any real choice.

“If you’re serious, then sure. Sounds like fun,” I said.

“Good,” Amelia said.

The pursuers had closed the gap between us to the point where I could hear them arguing with each other in their guttural tongue.

Or at least, it sounded like they were arguing. For all I knew, they could have been inviting each other over for a spot of tea, or discussing the finer philosophical points raised by Plato. But it sounded like an argument, and it was punctuated by one of them taking aim with what looked to be a rifle and firing.

It wasn’t a rifle. The Krut’s weapon spat a bolt of searing blue energy at me and Amelia.

I instantly crouched low and returned fire, getting off three quick shots all at once.

I’d been careful to check that there were no civilians in the line of fire, and my aim was better than his. While the energy beam went wide, blasting a hole in the fence to my right, all three of my shots struck him high in the chest. He took a half step back, but didn’t go down.

Instead, he bellowed something incoherent and fired again.

The passersby reacted to the sound of gunfire as I’d known they would. There were shouts and screams, and most of them started to run.

I cursed under my breath, aware that I didn’t want this type of shootout. I was about to bark an order at Amelia, to get her to follow me through the hole in the fence so that we could run along the bank of the reservoir. It seemed to be the only option that would give us a chance and provide a little cover at the same time.

But clearly, Amelia was from a different planet. She still didn’t seem the least bit concerned, and was focused more on our conversation than our situation.

“Good,” she repeated, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. But then she did something remarkable.

“Follow me,” she said, before placing one hand on the top of the barrier fence and leaping gracefully over.

At least she had some sense of self-preservation, I thought. I fired off three more shots as a second energy beam split the air above my head, filling my nostrils with the sharp scent of ozone. Then I spun about and made use of the hole that hadn’t been there a few moments ago.

I figured that either these Kruts were hopeless marksmen, or the weapons they held were built more for power than accuracy.

But when I was through to the reservoir bank, I got another surprise.

It seemed to be a day for them.

Not small surprises either. These were whoppers.

Amelia was standing on the water.

Not in.

On.

As in, doing a Jesus impression with a very high degree of success.

“This way,” she said. And with that, she turned and walked swiftly, but without any real panic, across the top of the water, heading for where the starship had been.

I hesitated for only the smallest fraction of a second. Then I laughed at the sheer unreality of the situation and took a confident step out onto the water.

It was like walking on pavement. The water seemed to solidify beneath my feet and held me up without any issues. So I followed Amelia swiftly, walking sideways like a crab so that I could keep an eye on the pursuers behind us.

We’d covered about half the distance to where the starship had been when the Kruts began to appear at the fence.

They didn’t hesitate, several of them resting their weapons on the fence and taking careful aim.

I did my best to distract them, emptying the rest of my clip at a series of ugly faces and quickly reloading.

At the same time, I called over my shoulder to Amelia.

“If you’ve got any other tricks up your sleeve, now is the time,” I said.

I was very much aware that we were out on the surface of the reservoir with no cover in sight, and there were half a dozen pursuers taking aim. My bullets didn’t seem to worry them much one way or the other, and while my aim was good, not even the head shots were doing any real damage.

Against normal human opponents, I would have bet on me any day of the week. Already, I would have cut their numbers by a good half, if not more.

But if I needed any additional proof that these things weren’t human, then I had it.

Ignoring my bullets as if they were inconsequential, the Kruts spat curses at me in their guttural tongue and opened fire.

Half a dozen energy weapons unleashed all at once, and if I could count on a couple of the shots going wide, I knew that there were just too many to expect to be able to walk away from this with my skin intact.

I did the only thing I could. I hit the deck, calling out to Amelia to get down at the same time.

I was grimly aware that in ordinary circumstances, I could have at least dived beneath the reservoir surface and hoped for the best. But the water, at least in this immediate vicinity, wasn’t acting very water-like just at that moment.

I reflected that it had been a fun life, if disappointingly brief, and prepared myself mentally to accept my fate.

But the surprises kept coming.

The barrage of energy fire seemed to collide against some sort of barrier just a few feet away from where I’d hunkered down on the water’s surface.

Again and again, the Kruts fired their weapons, only for the energy to dissipate before reaching its target.

I looked around, and saw that Amelia was standing almost on top of me, her hands raised as if in defense, a shimmer of light before them.

There could be only one conclusion.

“Is this some sort of alien shielding tech?” I asked.

She favored me with a broad, beautiful smile, and even managed a wink. “Actually, this is magic,” she said.

Magic.

Well, with the day I’d had, with aliens and spaceships and walking on water, why not?

I just added it to the list and nodded.

“You don’t happen to have a more effective weapon in that utility pouch of yours, do you?” I asked. At the same time, I put my gun away. In this confrontation, it was effectively useless.

“Now that you ask, it just so happens that I do.”

“Mind if I borrow it?” I asked.

“Feel free. But you’ll have to get it yourself. I don’t think we can rely on all of these assholes to miss, which means I’m going to have to keep my shield up.”

I realized there wasn’t much point in me clinging to the water, so I stood, making sure not to stand between Amelia and her shield of light, and dug around in the bag she kept at her hip.

It felt a little intimate going through the woman’s things like that, given that we barely knew each other. But she’d given her permission, and in situations like this, I would have done so regardless.

I didn’t quite know what I was expecting. Some sort of ray gun type of thing, a mean-looking device that spoke of death and destruction. But all I could find that looked in any way, shape or form like a weapon was a plastic water pistol that was almost too small for my hand.

I plucked it out of her bag anyway and held it up so she could see.

“This is all you have?” I asked.

“Do I have to let you borrow my shades again?” she asked.

Of course.

“You can fire through the shield,” Amelia said.

Not questioning how I could do so when the Kruts could not, I took aim at the alien monsters still firing at us from the edge of the reservoir, and pulled the trigger.

By that stage, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the thing in my hand had kicked like a cannon, and let loose with a beam of light powerful enough to wipe out a city.

Instead, it spat a dainty burst of white energy, much like those the Kruts were firing at us, but smaller.

Even at that, I was happy. I’d half expected to shoot a squirt of water ten feet in front of us and no more.

Nor had I wasted my first shot. I’d aimed at the Krut to the left, the one I’d shot at least three times before, and my aim was true.

Where bullets had bounced off, this delicate little beam of light punched a hole clean through the Krut’s head.

If he’d been human, he would have dropped on the spot. But these alien creatures were made of tougher stuff. He filled the air with guttural curses and actually started to clamber over the fence, clearly intending to get closer to us, to wade out and shoot us close up.

“Looks like I pissed him off,” I said.

“Try again. A couple more shots like that ought to do it.”

“A couple more?”

Either this thing’s brain was smaller than I expected and my first shot had missed it, or it didn’t respond to brain damage in the same way we did.

Perhaps it was simply wired differently.

Either way, I followed Amelia’s advice, shooting the monster twice more through the head, giving a quiet thank you to the designers of Amelia’s squirt gun at the same time.

I’d feared it would prove as inaccurate as the Kruts’ energy weapons. But each blast I’d fired so far had gone just where I intended.

There were now three holes in the Krut’s head, forming a line above his eyes, although without Amelia’s shades, I couldn’t tell if that reflected what was actually there.

Either way, the beautiful alien woman was right. The third shot proved the charm. The Krut uttered what sounded like a sigh and crashed into the water.

Perhaps I wasn’t done with surprises. Instead of landing on top of it the way Amelia and I might have done, the Krut hit with a splash and sank beneath the surface.

His companions didn’t seem to like that very much. As well as continuing to fire, the five remaining monsters set up a cacophony of howls and alien, guttural curses. As one, they climbed over or through the fence and made their way down the reservoir bank.


Chapter three


“Oh, shit,” I said.

It wasn’t because they’d climbed the fence that I swore. It was because the closest of them had paused in his firing for just a moment. He’d taken something from a pouch at his belt, a grenade type of thing, and thrown it—not at us, but at the water before him.

The first Krut I’d shot had sunk beneath the surface. I’d taken that to mean that they would have trouble getting to us here in the middle. I mean, what were they going to do? Swim?

But the grenade the Krut threw wasn’t a grenade at all. When it went off, it must have drawn all the ambient heat out of the air, and in particular, the water.

I didn’t know what kept Amelia and me from sinking. But we no longer had that advantage on our side.

The grenade the Krut had used froze the reservoir water in an expanding circle that quickly reached us and beyond.

I could see the nasty grin on the monster’s face even as he took his first step out onto the ice.

I didn’t know if Amelia’s shield would be effective against a more direct attack. Nor did I know what might happen if one of the Kruts got behind us.

I didn’t want to know, either.

The way I figured it, Amelia was providing the only protection we had, and I had this nifty little squirt gun that could punch holes in these monsters where my 9mm had completely failed to do so.

It was accurate, and as far as I could see, had an apparently endless firing capacity.

The only potentially weak part of the system was me.

I made a conscious effort to slow my respiration. I stood calmly, willing my heartbeat to stop pounding so loudly.

With nearly half a dozen attackers beginning to charge out onto the ice, and each one of them taking a minimum of three clean shots to the head, I had to be quick.

I had to be accurate.

And I had to be clever.

I squeezed my trigger three times in quick succession, and a second Krut toppled over. But firing three times for a single target had given the others more of a chance than I wanted. So I changed tactics, aiming at the joints of their knees and their hips, squeezing off a series of shots meant to cripple, or at least slow them down.

With my handgun, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. I’d always been a very good shot, and practicing to maintain my skill level was an almost daily routine for someone in my line of business—but they were too tough, and took too much effort to put down.

With Amelia’s squirt gun, there was no friction to speak of. Not that there was much with my regular gun, but with this thing, the limitation was entirely how quickly I could pull the trigger.

And I was motivated to pull that trigger very quickly indeed.

The only flaw in my plan was how tough my opponents proved to be. If they’d been human, every one of them would have gone down within the first second. Then I could have taken my time to finish them off.

But these things—all I managed to do was slow them down.

Yet that was enough.

With each of them wounded, I picked the one that was closest and put three holes in his head. Then I moved to the next and repeated the process, aware that they were firing back just as quickly as me.

If Amelia’s shield gave way, we would be dead. Of that I was sure.

But she held firm, not budging even a little as the survivors ground their way forward, the last of them hiding behind his companion as I shot that one three times as well.

This last one proved a little smarter than his companions. Instead of letting his living—or dead, now—shield fall, he held that unlucky soul up before him. I kept blasting away, but the last of my pursuers staggered forward, his head protected by his companion’s corpse.

I tried to shoot through the wall of flesh, but either the body armor he wore absorbed too much of my fire, or my last opponent was able to protect anything vital.

By then, he was no more than ten feet away from us, and still blasted away with his energy rifle.

I could tell that the proximity was causing Amelia problems. The barrier she’d conjured started to blossom areas of color, yellows and purples that quickly faded, but which brought a grimace of effort to Amelia’s beautiful features.

I aimed at the parts of my final opponent that I could see, scoring hits on his legs and arms, listening to the music of his guttural curses.

But he wasn’t giving up.

Eight feet between us.

Now seven.

Amelia’s shield blossomed with greens and reds, and I didn’t know what those colors might mean exactly, but they didn’t look good.

Six feet.

Five feet.

The monster’s cursing took on a tone that sounded suspiciously like victory, and I could tell that Amelia was struggling.

No matter how much damage I dished out, this irritating asshole kept coming.

Four feet, and this time, when he fired again, Amelia let out a gasp. Her entire shield turned a sickly shade of blue with black around the edges, and I knew I had to do something drastic.

So I did.

All of the water beneath us had turned to ice by then, and I knew there was no danger of sinking beneath the surface.

I did the only thing left open to me.

As well as acting as a shield, the corpse of the last Krut’s companion also made it harder for him to see us. In fact, he couldn’t see us at all. All he could do was keep moving forward, closing the distance between us.

I figured that Amelia could step back if she so chose, to give us a little more breathing room. But unless things changed, the result of this battle would still be the same.

The Krut would eventually blast his way through Amelia’s shield, and that would be that.

I had no intention of letting that happen.

I dove quickly to the left, sliding along the ice on my shoulder, giving myself a different angle to shoot from.

I was quick enough that I caught the Krut by surprise. He tried to wrench his shield around to cover him, but he was too slow. I noted abstractly that he was full of holes and bleeding profusely.

I wondered if Amelia’s shades would show that blood to be green, or maybe bright orange. But really, I had better things to worry about.

I sighted quickly and pulled my trigger three more times.

The last of the Kruts made a noise that sounded like a sigh of regret. He sank to his knees, but still tried to bring his weapon to bear on me.

I was very aware that I’d taken myself away from Amelia’s shield, and I really didn’t want to get shot by the sort of weapon these things carried. I doubted very much if my human body would prove as resistant to its sting as these monsters were.

So I kept firing, shooting again and again and again, aiming for his head, his hand, his arm, and his energy rifle as well, aware that I was growling at the same time, tearing chunks from the monster just a few feet away from me, doing my best to simply survive.

The Krut stayed upright, on his knees, for a disturbingly long time. But he didn’t manage to turn his weapon all the way toward me.

I tore his arm off at the elbow instead and his forearm, with the weapon still attached, fell to the ice.

The last of the Kruts, most of his head blown completely away, followed shortly thereafter.

Even so, I studied him for a few moments more, and shot him again for good measure. Then I drew a deep breath and hauled myself to my feet.

Amelia was looking at me, and she had regained her grin.

“Do you think he’s dead yet?” she asked, and I barked a laugh.

Just because I could, I shot him once more, then turned back to the woman. “I think so,” I said.

“Well, how about we leave this mess for the local authorities to figure out and get out of here?” she said.

“Works for me,” I said.

“Thought it might,” Amelia said. She had, as far as I could see, let her magical shield fade into nothing. She held out a hand in my direction.

“My weapon?” she asked, and I handed it over. But then she held her hand out again. “The artifact,” she said.

I didn’t completely understand what that might have to do with getting out of there. But I wasn’t in any real position to argue. It was clear that Amelia knew a whole lot more about what was going on than I did.

And besides, people were starting to gather at the fence, to gawk at the frozen water and at the corpses staining the ice with their blood.

I took the soft leather bag off my shoulder.

There was only one item in the bag. I drew it out and offered it over, but this time, Amelia held up her hands as if in surrender.

“No, I think I’ll let you deal with this one. Take the artifact out of its case, if you would. And you might want to borrow these again. It’s going to be quite the show, unless I’m mistaken.”

She handed her shades back to me, and I dropped the now empty bag so I could accept them.

As I put the shades back on, the huge starship reappeared in its former position, sitting on the reservoir water as if it was solid. Which, of course, a good chunk of it actually was.

Amelia had her horns and pointed ears back, and her clothing had shifted back into something from a science-fiction show.

I glanced at the Kruts, for no other reason than to see what they looked like with so many holes blown in them. Much to my disappointment, I saw that their blood actually was the same red as ours.

There was, however, one additional difference.

The artifact.

When I’d taken it from the billionaire’s vault, it had looked like nothing so much as a metallic disc, not quite circular, about half the size of my palm. The case it was in looked like a thick picture frame, complete with wooden edges and a glass front, but without the hooks or anything to enable easy hanging.

Next to the metallic disc was a note printed in the most ordinary-looking typeface imaginable.

“Disc of unknown composition and origin.”

If it had been owned by anyone else, I would have thought that the owner simply didn’t know where the disc had come from or what it was made of. As the note said.

But this billionaire was a collector of unusual items. Within his vault, there was everything from historic shrunken heads through to meteorites, crystal skulls, and photographs that purported to be of actual ghosts.

The old man had also told me a few stories about the efforts he went through to verify the things in his collection. No doubt, he had spent considerable effort trying to learn what the object was, and what it was made from.

That he had so obviously failed suggested one thing. The disc was not of this world.

Through the lenses of Amelia’s shades, the metallic disc showed itself to be something quite unusual.

It still looked like a metallic disc. But now, it looked liquid at the same time. It flowed around itself, creating little currents and eddies of slightly different shades, never quite breaking its original shape, but just as clearly not static.

Again, a series of letters floated above the disc, but if they described what it was, I couldn’t read them.

I found myself watching for a few moments before Amelia’s words got through.

“Is it safe?” I asked.

“I’ve just spent a considerable amount of my manna trying to keep you alive. Do you really think I would then turn around and ask you to do something dangerous?”

“You said we were going on an adventure,” I said. “Surely, that implies a certain amount of danger.”

She nodded, conceding the point. “Maybe so. But for you, opening that case and removing the artifact should be completely safe.”

I’d clearly heard the words, “should be,” and understood the lack of certainty that went with them.

At the same time, Amelia was right. She had protected me. She’d protected herself as well, but she could have ignored me completely.

I looked closely at the case for clues that might help me to open it, but it was one of those beautiful wrought items that showed no apparent catches or locks, or anything else.

So I brought out my gun, a solid two pounds of polymer and steel, and tapped the glass with it, using the handle as a makeshift hammer.

The glass held. So I hit it again, this time much harder, and that did the trick. The glass shattered and I tipped most of it onto the ice at my feet before putting my gun away.

Then I reached for the artifact and took it out of the case, holding it between my thumb and two fingers.

I felt a pulse of energy unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. It was like the artifact gave a beat, as if it was a heart of some kind. The shockwave from that went through my arm, through my body, through my very soul, and carried on through the entire world and very probably beyond.

It was at once subtle and deeply profound, and at first, I wondered if I had imagined it.

But Amelia nodded as if she had been expecting it. “Done,” she said. “Now, watch.”

She gestured toward the starship even though I was wearing her shades. I did so, and as if that singular pulse had changed everything, the starship in Central Park started to disintegrate before my very eyes.

“What the hell?” I said out loud.

“Tell me what you see,” Amelia said.

“The ship. It’s like … the metal skin is turning to rust and fading into nothing. It’s like a mad Titan snapped his fingers, but instead of targeting all life, he targeted this ship.”

“What?” Amelia asked.

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. Here, you look,” I said, reaching for the horned woman’s shades.

But she shook her head. “No, I can imagine. Remember what I called this? It’s a Resurrection ship. One of the very last of its kind. But what has to happen before it is resurrected?”

“It has to die,” I breathed.

The dissolution of the ship had begun relatively slowly. But now it was gaining speed, as if the whole thing was in a hurry to get done. I thought I sensed something from it. Something I’d only sensed from people in the past.

A sense of relief, as if the ship was sentient somehow, and had been holding on for too long.

“Is it still going?” Amelia asked.

It was then that I realized everything that was happening was doing so in silence. This was no noisy, slow demolition. This was so quiet it was as if nothing was happening at all.

I could hear the distant sounds of the city. People starting to gather at the fence. I could even hear the wind as it rustled the leaves of the trees nearby.

But when that same wind picked up the dust that drifted down from the ship and played with it, I could hear nothing at all.

“It’s still going. It was a big ship. But something—there’s something remaining in the middle. Some sort of big, metal egg?”

Amelia was smiling again. It appeared that what I’d described was as she expected.

“That’s good,” the horned woman said. “There was always a chance that the ship had already lived its last life. It seems that she has at least one more to go.”

I wasn’t completely sure what Amelia was saying. “Wait, you’re saying that egg-thing is the new version of this Resurrection ship?”

She nodded. “Think of it as a phoenix,” she said. “Although in this case, the ship isn’t reborn in fire. It’s reborn to the pulse of energy that was created when you touched the artifact.”

“What, so I caused this? This was me?”

“Yes. But it was time. The ship has been waiting for you for close to thirty years.”

Thirty years. As long as I had been alive.

The process continued, until soon, all that remained was a much smaller, much rounder object that I would have been hard pressed to call a starship at all. It looked like nothing more than a very large egg, about the size of a three-bedroom house, and lying on its side. Even that wasn’t exactly correct. The egg needed to be a bit squashed to be a good approximation.

The surface was uniformly smooth and reflective, and no longer gave the impression of age at all. It looked new.

It looked strangely perfect, and I got the impression that it was ready and willing to go.

“It looks like an art installation. By that Kapoor guy who created the Bean in Chicago.”

Again, Amelia just gave me a vaguely puzzled expression, as if she didn’t get that reference either.

“Is it finished?” she said.

“I think so, yes.”

“So let’s go,” she said. “Your starship is waiting.”

With that, Amelia strode off to what remained of the starship as if she knew exactly where to go. I followed after willingly enough, aware that all of my childhood dreams could very well be about to come true.

I had a whole bunch of questions, and I promised myself that I would ask them. But first, I wanted to see what the inside of this smaller, egg-like starship was like.

Amelia slowed down as she got close to the egg.

I could sense the thing throbbing, almost a purr, as if the ship itself was alive. I’d kept pace with Amelia, walking beside her, and now she turned to me.

“It’s close, am I right?” she asked.

I nodded.

“The artifact in your hand is a key, among many other things. Place it on the side of the hull.”

The starship was just a few feet before us. I felt the kind of excitement that I’d only ever experienced as a kid, staring at something new with a sense of wonder. My heart was beating as if I were a schoolboy going for his first kiss.

But I didn’t hesitate. I stepped forward with the shifting, liquid artifact clutched in my hand, and placed it on the hull of the starship.

Immediately, there was a hum almost of pleasure from the starship. The skin of it, what I’d mistaken for metal, proved to be as liquid as the artifact itself. It swirled around beneath my hand, accepting the artifact as if it was a part of it.

And, for the second time in just a couple of minutes, the configuration of the ship changed.

It grew and became more elongated. Sleeker, perhaps more aerodynamic, although I was pretty sure that meant very little in space. Yet where the egg had seemed somehow incomplete, as if it was really potential wrapped up in a shape, now it seemed sleek and attentive. It was like an idling Ferrari, just waiting to be put into gear.

And right before me, an opening appeared, complete with a short set of steps that unraveled, giving me an easy way up.

“There is an entrance,” I breathed, scarcely believing what I was seeing.

Amelia was still smiling at me. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

That was all the encouragement I needed. While the horned woman held back, I took the stairs, ducked my head a little at the top, and stepped through into an actual, real, honest-to-God, holy shit starship.

Inside the ship was surprisingly empty. Hollow, in fact. If I had to guess, I would have said it was no more than a shell, with the same smooth, liquid metal finish inside as out.

It was a little underwhelming. And yet I felt a sense of welcome, of warmth, and something about that warmth seemed feminine.

Perhaps there was the reason why Amelia had referred to the ship as a “she.”


Chapter four


My feeling of being underwhelmed quickly faded.

The starship wasn’t empty. It was simply unfinished, a blank canvas upon which a masterpiece might be painted.

I’d already seen that this ship was able to reconfigure itself. Its external shape had changed from a simple egg to something leaner, sleek and elegant, giving the impression of being able to slip between stars with immaculate ease.

The inside of the spaceship proved to be equally flexible.

As I watched, the featureless emptiness inside changed into a relaxed, expensive-looking cabin, complete with seating, low tables, and visible lighting where before there had been none.

Walls grew out of nowhere, and if I had to guess, I would have said that a true cockpit or bridge had formed up in front, while storage and sleeping quarters had appeared down the back.

I wanted to explore it all, to see what the changes actually were, and if my guesses were right.

But I’d forgotten something.

“Care to invite me on board?” Amelia said from just outside. “Or were you wanting to go on your adventures without me?”

I didn’t understand why she hadn’t simply followed me up the stairs But I turned to her nevertheless and said, “Come on up.”

She did as I said, feeling her way easily to the stairs. She knew where they were, having watched me step up just a few moments before. When she reached the top, it became clear that the technology, magic, or whatever it was that kept the starship hidden outside, didn’t work the same way within.

She looked around in a way that made it quite clear she could see it all.

“So this is your idea of the inside of a starship, is it?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“This.” She gestured around the elegant-looking room. “The ship has accepted you as her captain. She has configured herself to suit your needs and tastes.”

“So if you had climbed on board first, it would have configured itself to match your tastes instead?”

At this, Amelia shook her head. “It’s not that simple. There aren’t many who have what it takes to form such a connection. One in a few hundred billion, to be more precise. If I had walked up those stairs, very likely, I would have been killed.”

I studied the horned woman’s face, looking for any indication that she was joking. But it seemed she was serious.

“And if I hadn’t invited you on board?”

“Same thing.”

Interesting. “You and I are going to have a talk about all of this. And that talk is going to be soon,” I said.

She nodded as if she expected as much. “Sure,” she said. “No doubt you have a few questions that I can help with. But first, how about we explore your new starship and see what we’ve got?”

I was pretty happy to go along with that suggestion. I wanted to see what the starship—I wasn’t quite as willing as Amelia to label it “mine”—held as well.

It turned out that my expectations were pretty accurate. Down the back of the ship there was a series of bedrooms, the largest of which was bigger and better appointed than many top-end hotels.

The bed was several sizes larger than a king, and topped with pillows and bedding that I struggled to understand how the ship might have conjured. It came with a fully appointed ensuite bathroom and a walk-in closet, although apparently, that’s where the starship’s ability to manifest items ended.

The shelves and drawers were empty.

There wasn’t a kitchen as such, but there was a device that looked like a microwave, but might have been an actual replicator instead.

But it was the bridge that drew most of my attention.

It was spacious. As well as the captain’s chair, there were several other workstations, and it was clear that the ship had taken several cues from my mind. Which meant, indirectly, she had taken those cues from a combination of movies and long running TV shows.

I knew without having to guess which was the captain’s chair. I also understood that the different workstations might be for navigation, communications, weapons and the like, and that I could probably control everything from my seat.

I looked at Amelia. “Multiple bedrooms,” I said. “And multiple workstations up here. Do you think the ship is trying to tell me something? Is she expecting others to join us?”

Amelia gave a smile that was full of secrets. “Very probably,” she said. Then she changed the topic of conversation. “How about you say hi to your ship, and then we can take her for a ride? Oh, and you don’t need those anymore, do you? We’ll get you your own set as soon as we can.”

She was indicating the shades I still wore. But I was more focused on the first part of her statement. “Say hi to the ship?”

“Of course. Resurrection ships are sentient. You can talk to her. And she can talk back.”

I should have guessed that this was going to be a thing. If the ship could effectively pluck thoughts out of my mind, then communicating in English—or any other language, I expected—should have been a breeze.

“Uh, hello?” I said, addressing the smooth, featureless ceiling.

“Hello, Nick Tannin,” came a feminine voice that seemed to have nothing at all to do with electronics. “Welcome. It is good to finally meet you.”

“It is good to meet you as well,” I said. I knew from Amelia’s expression that my eyes were probably shining with excitement. “Um, what do I call you?” I said.

“You may address me in any way you see fit. You may call me “ship” or choose a name that suits. Or you can request that I choose my own.”

“Surely you had a name before? Amelia suggested that you have been around for a long time.”

“Amelia is correct,” the ship replied. “And yet, she is incorrect at the same time. As a Resurrection ship, I change with every incarnation. I am not her who traveled the stars in my previous life. She is not me. Yet we share a library of understandings that we have gained over the centuries. Her name was Celeste, which was a whimsical choice of your previous incarnation. It was short for celestial. But again, Celeste is not me, and I am not her, and I would prefer a different designation.”

“Wait,” I said. “What do you mean, ‘your previous incarnation’?”

“Forgive me for the intrusion, but your earlier conversation with Amelia touched on the subject. You were told that you were one in a few hundred billion or so. While there is truth in this, there is a little more to it. When Celeste’s captain expired, his essence was passed on to a suitable host. That host, Nick Tannin, is you.”

I was starting to wonder if the day’s surprises would ever end.

“The previous captain was human?” I asked. “I’m him? How does that work?”

“You are less him than I am my previous incarnation,” the ship’s voice responded. “The essence you have in common is less tangible than what you think of as spirit, or soul, yet it is nevertheless real. But that does not mean the previous captain was human. Far from it. The essence you share can cross species boundaries, and has done so many times. The one you possess can be traced back through the centuries to the species that built me.”

Great. I had an ancient, alien essence within me that somehow made me the perfect candidate to be this ship’s captain.

I turned to Amelia. “You knew about this?” I asked her.

“‘Knew’ is such a black and white concept,” she said. “I had it narrowed down to a few possible candidates. I knew that the essence within you couldn’t have left your world. Not unless it was taken. I also knew that whoever possessed that essence would be about your age. And there are a few other markers as well.”

“Such as?”

She grinned at me again. I’d given her shades back, so she looked like her human self once more. Beautiful, but slightly less exotic than she appeared with her horns.

“Your psychological profile,” she said. “Confident, given to taking risks and not overly concerned with matters of legality. And then there’s that empathic thing you do. I don’t know if you’ve even noticed, but not everyone can sense the emotional reaction of others the way you do. Even in our brief interactions, you intuited my emotional response several times in quick succession.”

“Surely that’s not that rare?” I asked.

But Amelia hadn’t finished. “And then there’s the cold, analytical part. You, Nick, have a touch of the psychopath within you. Which, when combined with your capacity to empathize, makes you very rare.”

I thought about my career as a conman and thief. My last job, that of stealing the artifact for Amelia herself, was a prime example. The horned woman was right. I’d used my ability to empathize fairly ruthlessly, calculating how I could ingratiate myself with my targets, and not feeling even a hint of remorse as I ripped them off.

The same characteristics gave me certain advantages in other areas as well. I’d lost count of the times I’d watched men try to hit on women in a club, before swooping in and leaving with that woman on my arm.

“Is that it?” I asked.

“There is one other thing,” Amelia said.

“And what’s that?”

“You have the potential to draw others to you. And to awaken that essence within them. That pulse you felt when you touched the artifact?” Amelia said.

I nodded, remembering.

“There was a reason I asked you not to touch the artifact itself until you brought it to me. That pulse was felt throughout the galaxy. Those who feel it, those who have the same sort of essence within them, will be drawn to you. More so if they have an artifact in their presence as well.”

The ship took up the narrative. “Nick Tannin,” she said, once again using my full name. The way she said it, it was almost like my name was a title. “You are a Nexus. One of the few that remain. And that is the reason for the number of workstations I have provided.”

A Nexus. Someone who could draw others to them.

I couldn’t begin to process the implications of all this, but I had one immediate question.

“How many others are we talking?” I asked.

All my life, I’d worked largely by myself. But that didn’t mean I didn’t connect with others easily. I did. The reason I could do what I did was because I knew people, and they knew me.

She didn’t answer directly. “As a Resurrection ship, I can change and grow to meet the needs of my crew,” she said. “Particularly if they come to me with their own artifacts.”

Amelia looked like a cat who had just caught a mouse. As if a plan had just come together.

“And that’s where all this turns into your chance to save this part of the galaxy,” she said.

I didn’t ask any questions, but she launched into an explanation nevertheless.

“The Kruts,” she said.

“What about them?” I asked.

“As you know, they are after the same type of artifact that you claimed. The same type of artifact that enabled this ship to move on to her next incarnation. As well as keys, they are sources of power. You felt the pulse. To produce something like that, something subtle enough as to be almost undetectable, yet powerful enough to span the entire galaxy—it takes incalculable power. And while the ship spoke of centuries, we’re really talking much more than that. Those who made her made these artifacts as well, and they have been prized by species all through the galaxy for hundreds of thousands of years. Perhaps even millions. Civilizations have been built around just a single artifact. Wars have been fought. They were responsible for more than one golden age throughout the entire universe.”

There was a light in Amelia’s beautiful eyes as she spoke. Clearly, she knew a lot about what she was talking about. She spoke of the golden ages with a certain reverie.

“Much of the understanding of how to tap into the power within these artifacts has been lost. As a consequence, and because the artifacts have lain dormant for many years now, their value has been largely forgotten. The tools that helped build galactic civilizations have been lost.”

She paused for a brief moment, perhaps gathering her thoughts. “Some of the artifacts collect dust in private collections, with their owners having no clue as to their potential. Others are still in use, but it’s like using a quantum atomizer for brushing your teeth. Sure, you can do it, but it might not be the best use of the tool.”

The excitement in Amelia’s tone had given away to sadness. She seemed wistful, almost disappointed at what had been lost.

But she had also drifted away from the main thread of her point.

“The Kruts,” I reminded her.

“Yes. Them. They’ve been hunting the artifacts the same as I’ve been doing. But our purposes are at odds. They want to use the artifacts, and I want to stop them.”

She said it simply, as if stopping a marauding band of well-armed and decidedly tough alien monsters was no big deal.

“What do they want to use the artifacts for?” I asked.

“What does any militant, violent species new to the galactic community want? Especially when they find out they are of so little consequence that most everyone ignores them?”

“They want to make some noise,” I said.

“Exactly.”

“And how do you imagine them doing that?”

“Well, they’re not particularly technologically apt. But they are relentless, as I’ve said, and when they have an idea they pursue it till the end. One of the things they have learned is that through the ages, many different species have built weapons.”

“Weapons?”

“Yes. Some of which are capable of taking out entire solar systems without any effort. And while many of these weapons have been found and destroyed, the universe is huge. Even the local galaxy—there are just too many worlds, too many possibilities. Too many species that have sought domination.”

“Have these Kruts found one of these weapons, by any chance?” I asked.

“As it happens, they have.” She said it with a smile on her face, as if having a dangerous, warlike race with their thumb on a galactic-scale nuclear button was no big thing.


Chapter five


“Let me guess, it’s powered by these artifacts, and aimed squarely at Earth?”

She grinned at me. “Yes and no. It’s powered by the artifacts, that much is true. But there’s a lot you don’t know about the galaxy and our place within it.”

Amelia was giving me the answers to all of those questions I had. I didn’t see any reason to stop her now.

“Do tell,” I said.

“Well, there are millions of species like us, or as like us as it makes little difference. Your species and mine, for example, are largely the same. Of course, my people are stronger, more resilient, and a good deal smarter, but we’re within the same general category.”

I wasn’t sure I liked the way she compared our two species, but I didn’t have any contradictory information, so I just nodded for her to continue.

“Then there are the species built on different principles. Some of them are microscopic. Entire civilizations can rise and fall within a world no bigger than the head of a pin. And then there’s the other extreme,” she said.

“Titans and near-gods,” the ship provided.

“Exactly,” Amelia said. “Strangely enough, even though these beings largely operate on different planes, knowledge of them seeps through. Some of your writers here on Earth have encapsulated part of their nature, although I don’t think even they truly grasped the scale we’re talking about.”

I couldn’t claim to be an expert on the different mythologies of Earth. I knew that the Titans were supposed to be the forebears of the gods, and that they were fairly gigantic. But I knew little more than that.

“There has been a battle waging between two such creatures in this sector of the galaxy for the last several thousand years,” Amelia continued. “One of them seeks to protect all that is within his domain. The other seeks to destroy.”

I was imagining planet-sized beings hurling energies at each other in the gap between worlds. But I could have been over- or under-estimating the size of these things. I really had very little to use as a gauge.

“What has that got to do with the Kruts’ quest for these artifacts?” I asked.

“The weapon they found is vast and powerful. It covers a comparatively large part of the space near here, with parts of it spread out across several distant locations.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Even so, the Balance Keepers might never have realized what they were up to if the Kruts hadn’t found their first artifact, and managed to use it to activate just a small part of that weapon.”

Her expression grew somber. “That partial activation caused two complete worlds, one of which was a hub for a civilization, to implode. One minute, several billion intelligent lives were going about their daily activities, and the next, they were gone. The theory is that if the rest of the device was activated, the Kruts could disrupt that battle between Titans.”

“And that’s their plan?” I asked.

“It is. Apparently, they consider the one bent on destruction as their deity. They intend to use their weapon against the other. And while it’s unlikely that even that would prove fatal, a serious wound would be enough.”

“So, what you’re saying is that these Kruts are trying to use a weapon to take down a literal god, opening the way for a dark god to wipe out this part of the galaxy. Including Earth. Is that about the size of it?”

“That’s about it, yes.”

“And you want me to help stop them.” It wasn’t a question.

But Amelia responded as if it was anyway. “Yes.”

The enormity of what the alien woman had told me was staggering. This morning, I had been an adventurer and thief, handing over my latest acquisition to a client.

The sun had been shining, the birds singing in the trees, and I’d been feeling pretty good about the world, my pursuers notwithstanding.

Now, I was on the bridge of a starship that saw me as its captain. The universe had suddenly become more than just the world on which I was born.

I had the essence of some ancient race flowing through my veins. Or sitting next to my soul. I didn’t know either way. And the one thing that stood between not just my world, but a great chunk of the galaxy around it, being wiped out was Amelia, who had just handed the responsibility to me.

It was all a bit much. I mean, I hadn’t even had lunch yet.

“Wait,” I said. “Isn’t there some sort of organization that deals with that sort of threat? You know, like the Men in Black, but on a completely different scale?”

Amelia nodded. “There is.”

“Then why isn’t this their responsibility?”

“I’d like to say that they don’t consider it that much of a threat. And in a way, that’s actually true. But only in comparison to some of the other things going on in the galaxy right now.”

“What, you mean there are worse threats than this happening right now?”

“Do you really want to know?” Amelia asked. “I mean, just the sheer knowledge of all the crazy shit going on at any one time has been known to drive people mad.”

“I think I’m just going to take your word for it,” I admitted. “So you’re saying this isn’t that much of a threat?”

I was trying to bring the two realities together. Not much of a threat, and capable of destroying my home world and an unknown number of the nearest stars and planets.

“I’m saying that the Galactic Bureau of Interplanetary Balance Keepers is stretched a bit thin. They don’t have the resources to respond to every threat they are made aware of. And in all honesty, this arm of the galaxy isn’t particularly valuable. Not to the galaxy as a whole, at any rate.”

“It’s pretty damned valuable to me,” I said.

“Me too,” Amelia said. “My world isn’t really that far away, cosmically speaking.”

“Wait, this Galactic Bureau thing—is that the Balance Keepers you mentioned before? Aren’t you one of their agents?”

“A Sentinel. And yes, I am. Or at least, I was. When all this was brought to our attention, I volunteered to be part of the response. But I was told it wasn’t a priority.” She shrugged her beautiful shoulders. “So I quit. And I’m going after them anyway.”

“So it’s just the two of us standing between our home worlds, billions of lives, and imminent destruction,” I said.

“Three,” the ship chimed in.

Amelia smiled. “Exactly. I did ask if you were up for an adventure,” she reminded me.

“You did,” I said. “I have to admit, the sheer scale of it all is not what I expected.”

The horned woman smiled in understanding. “It’s probably best not to think about the Titans, or near-gods. Or, you know, the scale of the weapon we’re talking about. It’s probably easiest to just think about stopping the Kruts from getting the artifacts.”

I nodded. Reframing it that way helped. I hadn’t been on the verge of a full-blown panic attack or anything, but had to admit that taking on literal Titans was a bit out of my wheelhouse.

But running interference? Keeping ahead of a competing group, while stealing the prizes they were after from under their noses?

I could do that.

I didn’t even question that I was going to help. I wasn’t a hero. Not even close. But this, even with the scale of the danger, was still my childhood dream.

Captain Kirk, eat your heart out. You ain’t got nothing on this.

At the same time, I felt a very uncharacteristic pang of uncertainty. I’d never doubted my own capabilities before, and I’d largely been proven correct.

But this? It was beyond anything I had ever imagined.

“Do you think I’m up to it?” I asked. I wasn’t looking for reassurance. I wanted to know, realistically, what she thought.

Amelia’s smile seemed to be her default expression.

“Not yet,” she said. “You’re strong and fit for a human, and unusually capable as well, although some of that might be due to the essence within you. But you’re still only human, and I have to say, that puts you down at the low end of capability among the various species out there.”

It wasn’t the answer I had been hoping to hear. I’d seen a number of philosophical discussions about where humans might fit on this sort of scale. Or at least, I’d seen a few memes.

Very often, the writers viewed humans as an apex predator, capable of extraordinary things that they doubted other species would be able to compare with. The whole perspective could be summed up in a simple expression: humanity, fuck yeah!

Turns out, this wasn’t the case.

Amelia hadn’t finished speaking. “Fortunately, we can do something about that.”

So saying, she reached into her handbag, the one that swapped back and forth between that and a utility pouch, depending on whether or not I was wearing her shades.

She came out with a small blue pill in a round container, which she opened and offered to me.

“Swallow this,” she said.

I looked at the pill with a certain amount of suspicion. “What, so I take this and find out that I’ve been living in a dream world? That it’s all just one big simulation?”

“What are you talking about?”

I sighed, but didn’t answer. “What does it do?” I asked.

“Think of it as a pep pill.”

“So, it’ll give me energy?”

“Not quite. It will work with your DNA, in concert with other things, to bring out the best within you. It will make you stronger, faster, more resilient and durable. You will heal more quickly, although there are limitations. You’re not from Gigax 4, where two of the three intelligent species can regrow lost limbs. But you’ll heal from a broken bone in a matter of hours, and it may give you a few other advantages as well.”

“Side effects?” I asked.

Amelia was still smiling. Whether she did it deliberately or by reflex alone, she glanced down at my crotch for half a moment, and her smile turned into a smirk.

“None worth mentioning,” she said.

“Really?” I asked. “Then what was that look all about?”

“You’ll see,” Amelia said. “But trust me, it’s nothing bad.”

She was handing me a small blue pill, and had glanced at my crotch when I asked if there were any side effects.

I decided I was just going to trust her. After all, why would I not?

I took the pill and swallowed it dry, without another word of protest.

“How long does it take to start working?” I asked.

Before I’d even finished the question, I already knew the answer. The moment the pill hit my stomach, I could feel it. It was like my stomach was filled with Coke and someone had dropped in a Mentos. There was some sort of reaction going on in there and I wasn’t sure that I liked it.

My vision started to blur. I was sure Amelia responded to my question, but I couldn’t make out what she said. It was all random noises that fused together.

I was growing dizzy and had to put my hand out to avoid falling over. I felt someone grab me, and could only assume it was Amelia, because I was reasonably sure there wasn’t anyone else on the bridge.

I mean, the ship was there, but she didn’t count. Not in that way.

I felt an increasing buildup of pressure inside me and thought I was going to explode. All of a sudden, the world seemed to tip onto its side.

Or maybe that was me.

No side effects my hairy left testicle, I thought as I hit the bridge floor.

The world didn’t go dark. Not at all. But it did seem to disappear into a never-ending brightness.


Chapter six


When I came back to myself, I was lying on that oversized bed in the captain’s quarters. I blinked a couple of times and abruptly sat up.

Amelia was sitting in one of the comfortable chairs positioned near the foot of the bed. She looked as if she had been there for some time.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

I thought about it.

“I feel good. Clear headed.” I took a deep breath, and looked at my arms as if that would tell me anything. “I feel … different. Stronger, maybe.”

“Good,” she said. “It worked, then.”

“There was doubt?” I asked her.

She gave a casual shrug. “As with all things, what works for one may be less effective for another. It depends on too many variables to predict with any degree of certainty. But I thought it might prove effective with you. I didn’t think that the essence of one of the ancients would attach itself to someone with limited potential.”

I took a moment to study the woman, and realized that I could see her horns and other alien characteristics despite the fact that I wasn’t wearing her shades.

“Has the pill affected my sight as well?” I asked.

“Oh, because you can see my true form? No. I just didn’t see any value in maintaining the illusion.”

I nodded, a little disappointed. But I had one further question.

“How did I get here?” I asked.

“I carried you,” Amelia said.

I looked at her, and the surprise must have been clear on my face.

She smiled at me again. “I told you,” she said. “Humans are not the most robust species. You’re still judging me by a metric that doesn’t fit with who and what I am. My people aren’t the most physically capable either, but I’m stronger than I look.”

Casually, the stunning alien woman stood up. She moved with a grace that was a pleasure to watch.

“But there’s one question that we need to answer,” she said. “And that’s how effective the enhancement pill has actually been.”

As she spoke, she opened the pouch at her side and withdrew an object I didn’t recognize. It looked like an obsidian blade, about as long as a ruler, and while it possessed a point, its edges didn’t look very sharp.

She showed it to me. “This is used for combat training. If it touches you, even through your clothing, you can expect a world of pain.” She smiled at me again. “Let’s see if you can defend yourself any better than an average human.”

With that, she lunged at me, her preternatural grace enabling her to cross the distance to the bed in a single, lithe leap. She led with the obsidian blade, and it was as if she intended to stab me through the heart with it.

In my life, I had been in more than my fair share of fights. Sometimes, there was no way to avoid it.

Even as a kid, there were situations I hadn’t been able to talk my way out of.

But I’d had no intention of changing who I was or how I acted. So my only real choice had been to learn how to win.

I had always been tall, strong, and quick, and had taken a mixture of classes, from kung fu and karate through to wrestling, armed combat, and more. I’d also learned how to fight with knives, machetes, and anything else I could get my hands on.

But I had seldom faced an opponent who moved with such speed and grace as Amelia.

And I was in a seated position on the oversized bed. Not exactly a great attacking or defensive position.

Yet no matter how fast Amelia moved, I responded even more quickly.

I batted her hand to one side, guiding that obsidian blade away from my chest, and the next thing I knew, I was standing up off the bed, having somehow flung myself away from her completely.

Our positions were reversed, with Amelia now on the bed and me standing next to it. The horned woman nodded. “You’re fast,” she said.

Despite her attack, I couldn’t quite believe she meant me any real harm.

I grinned at her. “Let’s find out how fast I am,” I said.

She lunged at me again as if in answer, and I dodged away from her blade once, twice, and again.

The next time, I caught her by the wrist and spun her about, holding her against me but facing away.

It was easy. As easy as it might have been if she were a normal, human woman.

“Very good,” she said. “But this is about more than just speed.”

So saying, she let the obsidian blade fall to the floor and changed the rules of the game.

She didn’t try to get away. Instead, she used her hips in a surprising way, backing them against me while twisting about, and almost before I could get distracted by the way her feminine form was pressed against me, I found myself flying over her shoulder, to once more land, upside down, on the bed.

I was surprised by the move. It was different from anything I had encountered before. But I didn’t have time to think much about it. Amelia followed it up by leaping on top of me again, and this time, without the obsidian blade to worry about, I just let her do so.

Then the two of us were wrestling, testing our strength against one another.

I learned that Amelia was, as she had said, surprisingly strong. But I was much, much stronger.

And in truth, I was enjoying myself, wrestling with this beautiful horned woman who was literally out of this world.

I managed to pin her beneath me and caught her wrists in mine. She struggled against me, bucking with her hips and twisting to get out of my grasp, but I was too strong and didn’t give her the leverage she needed.

She’d lost this wrestling match, and she knew it.

I found myself looking down at her, and decided to make the best of the opportunity. Ignoring my rule about clients completely, I bent down, timing my move to avoid her wild thrashing, and kissed her quickly on the lips.

Those lips were soft and tasted surprisingly sweet.

She froze at the contact, and I sat back a little, grinning at her.

She ran her tongue over her lips as if to as if considering what I’d done, and then nodded once.

“That’s the way you want to play, is it?” she asked.

“What if it is?” I replied.

I was very aware that my whole world had turned upside down. Everything about my life, my whole belief structure had changed. But, my rule notwithstanding, I’d never been one to let an opportunity pass and didn’t see any reason why I should begin then.

Anyway, it was more what you’d call a “guideline” than a hard and fast rule.

And besides, if these Kruts were indeed enacting a plan that could result in the wholesale destruction of this part of the galaxy, then I intended to live as well as I could in the interim.

“Well, I did hint that there could be an interesting side effect of the pill you took,” she said, her smile firmly back in place. “Looks like I get to see that side effect for myself.”

I wasn’t completely sure what she was talking about. But she arched her neck forward, clearly looking for a repeat of that kiss, and I was more than happy to oblige.

This time, I lingered for longer, and she responded with hunger.

At the same time, I had to smile. One of my childhood TV heroes had thought nothing of taking hot alien women to his bed. It seemed that I was about to follow his lead.

I only hoped that everything worked the same way.


Chapter seven


Ireleased Amelia’s wrists as we continued to kiss, our tongues flicking, probing, tasting one another.

It proved to be a tactical error. Amelia lay there for a few moments, lulling me into a false sense of security, then all at once twisted about as she grabbed hold of my shirt at my shoulders.

A human woman wouldn’t have had the strength to pull off the move. But without me actively resisting, Amelia was able to turn the tables, flipping me onto my back and straddling my hips, reversing our position.

Yet it was clear we weren’t about to continue our fight.

She grinned at her successful maneuver. “You’re fast, and you’re strong. The pill seems to have done a good job so far, and with time, it will get even better. Now, let’s see what your stamina is like.”

With that, she rocked back on her hips, clearly aware that she was sitting astride my growing erection, and peeled out of the top part of her flight suit.

I couldn’t help but stare at the perfection she revealed.

“Now I know you’re not from around here,” I said. “Earth girls never looked so good.”

To my surprise, Amelia let out a pleased giggle. She bent down to me and started to undo the buttons of my shirt.

I wanted to reach for her spectacular breasts, to take one of her pert, pink nipples into my mouth and play with the piercing she had there with my tongue. But I was feeling pretty restricted, and instead kicked off my shoes and squirmed about beneath her as I took off my pants and underwear, before kicking them onto the floor to join my shoes.

Amelia laughed and moved off me for a moment, leaving my last two buttons still done up. Following my lead, she slipped out of her flight suit pants as well, and in moments, was more naked than I was.

The move should have been awkward. She was balanced on her butt as she slid the futuristic fabric from her smooth, perfect skin.

But, just like everything else that she did, somehow, Amelia contrived to be graceful.

I paused for a moment to admire her smooth, hairless beauty. The piercing theme continued, and not just as far as her belly button. I was pleased to see that this alien woman’s anatomy reflected Earth normal, her lower lips looking neat and tidy, the piercing slightly further north.

Nor was I the only one in an admiring mood. Amelia reached out and traced a finger down the center of my chest, before skipping over those last two buttons completely. She wrapped her hand around my erection and fondled it casually, studying every inch of me with a smile on her lips.

“Notice anything different?” she asked me.

I noticed a few differences. Not just one.

I’d always been fairly fit, with a decent physique. But the muscles beneath my shirt were new. It was like I had put on fifty pounds of hard, useful meat, and packed it all into about the same general size. Where before, I was athletic, now I was carved from a block of tungsten steel, and any soft spots were no longer soft.

In the time since I’d taken the blue pill, I’d gone from athletic to insane, not quite like a bodybuilder, but any men’s fitness magazine would have been more than happy to put me on the cover.

It was no wonder I felt as strong and fast as I did. With a physique like this, I could have bench pressed a jeep, or punched a hole in a wall made of concrete.

I’d compared myself to a certain starship captain before. But now, I figured I knew what Steve Rogers must have felt when he got his super soldier upgrade.

If that was the only enhancement that came with the blue pill, I would have been happy. More than happy.

But I also knew what Amelia had meant when she had spoken about side effects.

The erection she was fondling—well, I’d never been small in that department. But what guy wouldn’t happily accept a couple of extra inches, both in length and girth?

I could have answered Amelia honestly. Instead, I looked her right in the eye and grinned broadly.

“What do you mean? Everything is just the same as before.”

She laughed again at my obvious non-truth and knelt next to me. She didn’t let go of my erection, but clearly wanted to resume tangling her tongue with mine.

I was more than happy to oblige, this time allowing my hands to explore her curvy, not very alien form. I played with the soft skin on her back and sides, reaching between us to give those pierced nipples of hers some well-earned attention.

She started to make small noises in the back of her throat, and I gathered that little sensitivity was another thing our two species had in common.

Her breathing grew ragged, and she looked at me through eyes that seemed to be swimming with lust.

“I knew there was some reason why I picked you,” she murmured, and I wasn’t entirely sure she was talking about the job. Not that it mattered overly much. All that mattered was that she seemed to be done with the warmup.

She clambered back on top of me, straddling my hips once again, and used the length of me to rub against her folds, paying particular attention to the piercing at her clit.

I felt her wetness against my erection, felt myself straining as well, eager for her to stop teasing and get on to the main event.

Clearly, she was of the same general mind. She rubbed me against her once more, then lifted herself up just enough. For just a moment, she paused as she lined me up, and then, all at once, I was in.

She sank all the way down and let out a ragged sigh of pleasure. I held onto her hips and ground her against me, and to my immense satisfaction, learned that she could take all of me, despite the new, improved, fun-size version of me.

Amelia had closed her eyes for a moment or two as she focused on what she was doing. Now, she opened them again, looking at me. She smiled once more and nodded her head.

“Good,” she said, and I thought the single word might be all she could manage.

Then she started moving her hips, just playing for the moment, trying me for size as she twisted this way and that.

If there were any essential differences between her and a human woman, then I couldn’t have guessed what they were. All that mattered was that she felt fantastic, and soon enough, she settled into a familiar rhythm, riding me like a cowgirl, my hands gripping her hips while she clutched at my shoulders.

We quickly settled into a comfortable rhythm, and within just a few minutes, she started to focus more and increase her pace.

The air around us seemed to become thick with our lust. She dug her nails into my shoulders, but I didn’t object. I was enjoying her too much, and was keenly aware that with my new strength, I might have hurt a human woman.

But Amelia was special, in more ways than one. She could take my new strength, and indeed, seemed to revel in it, using my grip on her hips to give herself additional leverage. She moved herself with and against me, pounding away for all she was worth, with me responding in kind from below, giving her every inch that I had.

Soon, her breath came in short gasps, and I knew she was getting close. Or at least, I figured she was, if she and human women were alike in this way as well.

I could have held on, could have denied myself my own delight in an effort to prolong the enjoyment. Instead, I went with her, enjoying the increase in pleasure, allowing her to bring me with her, right up to the edge.

And then, with a gasp, Amelia showed herself to be just a little different from human.

She arched her back, the muscles of her thighs, ass, and everywhere else tightly clenched, and then she started to shudder.

For my part, I held on for just a couple of moments, just to make sure, and then something unusual happened.

There was a feeling of electricity that went through me. Starting at our physical connection, for a moment it felt like I had put my finger in a socket, or caught hold of an electric fence.

Then it changed, turning into a feeling of bliss like no other.

Instinctively, I knew this was her bliss rather than mine, and that somehow, she was sharing it with me.

It felt pure and perfect, untainted by any doubts or uncertainty, and it seemed that we had made a real connection.

It was far too early to use such a label, but if I didn’t know better, I would have called the sensation love.

It all proved too much for me to hold back. With her feelings of pleasure flooding through me, combining with my own, and with her still shuddering against me, I thrust upward one more time and exploded within her.

I couldn’t help it. I uttered a groan of pleasure at the same time, and clutched onto Amelia for all I was worth.

For long moments, we clung to each other, our bodies responding to the ecstasy within us. At the same time, the sharing of emotions continued, and I was sure Amelia felt my own pleasure in the same way that I felt hers.

I wanted to hold on to the sensations as long as I could, but knew that eventually, all good things must come to an end.

Gradually, that sense of sharing seemed to fade and our bodies began to relax of their own volition.

I found myself breathing hard, Amelia doing likewise as she rested on my chest.

As we came down from our spectacular high, I couldn’t help but grin.

James T. Kirk, eat your heart out, I thought.


Chapter eight


In the quiet, relaxed few moments after our carnal activities were completed, I realized I hadn’t thought to rub Amelia’s horns. Her response when I’d touched them the first time had suggested they might be sensitive.

So I made myself a promise that I would experiment as soon as the opportunity to do so presented itself in the future.

I also realized there were a couple of questions I should have asked the horned woman the moment I’d opened my eyes.

“How long was I out?” I asked. “After I took the pill.”

Amelia was resting happily next to me on the bed, with one arm draped over my shoulder.

“Not long,” she said lazily. “Less than an hour.”

I nodded. “And the ship? Are we still in Central Park, on the reservoir?”

“We are.”

I wondered what might be happening outside. Had the ice already started to melt? Had the audience we’d built up at the end translated into a police presence?

In truth, I didn’t really want to know. But there was a related question in the back of my mind.

“What happens in cases like this? Where aliens get killed on a world which clearly isn’t ready to accept the possibility that they even exist?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the bodies. They’re under some sort of technical illusion right now. But what about when they are taken to the morgue? Violent death like this, there has to be an autopsy, right? Would the illusion hold up even under that sort of scrutiny?”

I thought about it for a moment more. “And the weapons. All anyone would need to do is pull the trigger and it would be clear that they’re not the rifles they are pretending to be.”

Amelia gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Depends on the world,” she said. “A place like this, where the discovery of actual alien life might cause real issues—well, a lot of the groundwork has already been laid. What do people think if they see a news story about an alien discovered in an autopsy?”

I gave an involuntary snort. “That it’s all bullshit,” I said.

“Exactly. So if word was to spread, it wouldn’t spread far.”

“What about the person who performed the autopsy? They would know the truth.”

“There are agencies responsible for that as well. But, like everything else, they’re spread kind of thin. Sometimes, the best they can do is wipe their memories.”

I wondered what Amelia might think of the term “neuralyzer.”

“Other times, they’re simply killed. Like if they are resistant to the memory wipe. Although I expect that would be a last resort.”

I had one further question. “Why are we still here?” I asked.

The way Amelia had responded to my questions so far, she had been very relaxed. Almost sleepy.

But now, she regained her former focus. “You mean, why didn’t the ship take us off planet?”

I nodded.

“Because you didn’t give that order,” the horned woman said.

“Oh, that’s right. I’m the captain,” I said.

“Exactly.”

“But couldn’t you have said something?”

“The ship won’t listen to me. She hasn’t so much as acknowledged my presence outside of my association with you. And besides, the Kruts are all dead. There’s probably a little time before they send reinforcements.”

There was a lot to unpack in Amelia’s statement. What I didn’t like was the implication that there would be more of the alien thugs heading our way.

“Ship,” I said, addressing the ceiling, and very aware that the conversation about names had somehow become a little lost. “Why do you not acknowledge Amelia?”

I figured I’d start there. But I had several more questions to ask.

The cool, feminine voice responded immediately. “The Kohner female designated Amelia Tyse has no official standing,” she said, as if that explained everything.

“Well, I’d like you to respond to her in the same way that you respond to me.”

I expected her to simply agree and make the adjustment. Instead, she responded, “Amelia is not the captain. I will not respond to her as such.”

Interesting. “Then please respond to her as a valuable member of my crew,” I said.

“Acknowledged,” the ship’s voice responded.

I found that Amelia was staring at me with her spectacular, multi-colored eyes. “Part of your crew?” she asked, her expression ominously neutral.

I grinned at her. “It worked, didn’t it?” I asked.

“It worked by giving you authority over me,” she said. “As if I am just some underling you can order about.”

I couldn’t tell if she was teasing or not, but there was at least a touch of seriousness in her tone.

“As far as I remember, it was your choices that led to me becoming the captain of this ship,” I said.

She immediately started to correct me. “Those choices wouldn’t have meant a thing if you weren’t already destined for it,” she began.

But I shook my head, cutting her off. “Nevertheless, do you really want to spend however long this adventure is going to last being ignored by the ship? Because unless I’m missing something, there don’t seem to be many options available to us.”

Amelia thought about it. Eventually, she gave a nod. “Just as long as you don’t start ordering me about as if this is real,” she warned me.

All through my life, I’d had a tendency to poke the bear. I didn’t see any reason why I shouldn’t do so again.

I grinned at her. “We’ll see,” I said.

I caught a flash of amused anger in her eyes, but she smiled as well, and I moved on to my next question.

“Ship, the Kruts who were after the artifact. I don’t know what sensors you may have, but can you detect any others heading our way?”

“I have an array of sensory capabilities,” the ship responded. “I can see, feel, hear, and otherwise make out anything that happens on board, as well as outside, to a considerable distance.”

The way she said the first part suggested that she was passing comment about what Amelia and I had been up to. But she quickly moved on, responding to the other part of my question.

“I can sense a second team of Kruts approaching our location. There are twelve of them. Heavily armed, their appearance camouflaged in the same way as the earlier group.”

“Are we in any danger from the weapons they carry?” I asked.

“Even in my most basic form, as I am now, I am equipped with a full range of shielding options. The weapons they carry would not make a mark on my hull.”

I nodded to myself, thinking that perhaps we still had time, maybe for a shower. But her next words changed my mind.

“The people of your world who might stand in their way, however, have nothing with which to defend themselves.”

I uttered a loud sigh, and turned back to Amelia.

“I guess it’s time to see what this ship of ours can do,” I said.

I still wanted to take a shower, but didn’t think my desire to do so outweighed the lives of a bunch of innocent strangers. So I went to the ensuite bathroom and grabbed one of the towels the ship had somehow fabricated from nothing. The towel was white, soft, and fluffy, and I wrapped it around my waist, grimly aware that I had just the one set of clothes, and I didn’t want to get them messy.

I realized as I returned to the bedroom that I was still wearing my socks. In the earlier rush, I had neglected to remove them.

Then I saw that Amelia was climbing back into her flight suit.

She saw me watching. “What? It’s self-cleaning,” she said.

I had been thinking that it was a shame to cover up such perfection, and I wondered about instigating a policy encouraging casual nudity. But that was just a passing thought, mostly forgotten even before the two of us headed to the bridge.

For the first time, I sat in the captain’s seat, very aware of the incongruity of doing so wearing nothing but a towel and a pair of socks.

I found myself looking at the shiny, curved, internal wall of the starship.

“Ship,” I began, but then I frowned. I was growing tired of calling her “ship.” So I changed what I was going to say. “You said I could ask you to come up with a name for yourself. Do you have any preference?”

There was a moment of silence. “I’m quite fond of Tina,” she said.

“Really?” I thought it was an odd choice of a name for a starship. But if it was the name she wanted, I was happy enough with that. “Well, Tina it is, then.”

Then I returned to what I had been intending to say. “Tina, is there any way we can see what’s happening outside?”

“Of course,” Tina’s cool, feminine voice responded. Almost at once, the entire front end of the ship became see-through. We were facing a little to the north of where Amelia and I had left the running track. A little way north of the mess we had made.

But that mess was still in view. As expected, things had progressed. Whatever device the Kruts had used to freeze this portion of the reservoir had done a good job. The water was still frozen, and more than a dozen police and associated services—ambulance staff, by the look of some of them—were gathered around the corpses.

The frozen part of the reservoir had extended a considerable distance. Clearly, the water was still frozen beneath the starship itself.

There were two of New York’s finest, a man and a woman, standing directly in front of us.

The woman appeared to be looking directly through the screen at me.

“Um, there’s no way they can see us in here, correct?” I asked.

“That is correct,” Tina responded.

“Or hear us, or in any other way sense that we are here?”

“Unless they have technology designed to allow them to do so, like Amelia’s glasses, they should not be able to detect us.”

“What if they walk in this direction? Will they bounce off the hull, like when someone runs into Diana Prince’s invisible plane?”

I could sense Amelia’s confusion at this reference as well, but Tina didn’t bat an eyelid. Part of that was that she didn’t have any, but I was being metaphorical as well.

“The illusion generated to keep my presence hidden from the locals is not limited to sight, sound, and smell. Should either of the two beings outside choose to walk toward us, they will be directed away. From their point of view, they will think they have walked in a straight line, but that will not be the case.”

I nodded, satisfied with her answer.

“Now, the aforementioned Kruts are approaching. In a matter of seconds, they will be in view, and I fully expect them to open fire, regardless of the innocents blocking their way. What would you like me to do?”

I hesitated for only a moment. “If we take off, will the two outside be in any danger?”

“I use a simple gravity repelling field for such maneuvers. They will be fine.”

I was very aware of my heart beating in my chest. This was it. This was the moment I had been dreaming about all of my life.

“Then let’s take away the Kruts’ motivation to cause any damage. By all means, let’s lift off. Up, up, and away.”

Tina was ready, willing, and able. But if it weren’t for the active screen, I wouldn’t have known we’d moved. There was no noise, no distant humming of any hidden machinery, not even any sense of movement. We were just quickly moving straight up into the air.

The view of New York changed from the bank of the reservoir with a line of tall buildings beyond, to something quite different. I was looking down on the great city from above, with that same city growing smaller at a truly astonishing rate.

It was amazing to see, but not even such an unusual sight could compare with the sheer joy I was experiencing.

I was in control of a spaceship. Very soon, I would know what it was like to look down at the world I’d grown up on from a greater distance than only a few could dream of.

But before we had even hit the true heights of the atmosphere, it seemed that we were slowing. By then, the curvature of the Earth was clearly in view. We had left the Kruts a long way behind. But now it seemed we were coming to a halt.

“Tina?” I asked.

“You failed to specify a destination,” the ship responded. “Also, it appears that we have company. Two starships of a design known to be favored by the Krut civilization are converging on our location. Neither of these vessels appear capable of close planetary navigation, but they are on an intercept course. What course of action would you like me to take?”

The ship’s words put a bit of a dampener on the whole experience. There were too many things I didn’t know.

What were the intentions of those in the intercepting ships?

What would my favorite starship captain do in the same situation?

From all appearances, we had pretty much stopped. Which meant there wasn’t any ongoing value from looking out the window.

“Can you show us what they look like?” I asked.

“Of course,” the ship said.

Immediately, the view on what I was starting to think of as the forward screen changed. Instead of the world down below, I found myself looking into space. There weren’t any major planets or stars aside from our own sun in the immediate view.

But what there was—it was something straight out of fiction.

One large, ugly starship that looked to be made out of nothing but scrap metal loomed directly overhead. In the far distance, another starship of very similar design was approaching.

It seemed that someone had taken on board the complete lack of wind resistance in space and just thrown randomly shaped bits of metal together until the whole took shape. The starships were largely rectangular, but had so many different projections it would have been wrong to describe them as such.

“How big are those things?” I breathed.

“The nearest one is approximately four point six of your miles along its longest length, one point six miles wide, and two point three miles deep, although the average along that axis is closer to one point nine.”

I understood that width and depth were likely to be arbitrary. While our human minds liked the familiarity, concepts like up and down didn’t really exist without the presence of gravity.

I let out a low whistle. The starship was huge.

“The second starship is approximately ten percent smaller in every dimension,” Tina added.

“What are its attacking options?” I asked. “Does it have any weapons?”

“Virtually all starships are armed,” the ship responded. “Even freighters and science vessels. Those that are not quickly become targets for those that are.”

No big surprises there. “And these?”

“Customarily, ships of this design are armed with a variety of weaponry. Disruptor beams, quantum torpedoes, and gravity devices are common. Yet there is the chance they carry more esoteric weapons as well.”

“You can’t sense what they might be packing?” I asked.

“Only once those weapons are fired.”

I still didn’t have enough information. “But they’re not going to open fire on us, right? I mean, if they’re the same species as those on the ground, they’ll be after the artifact as well. Right?”

“Perhaps,” Tina allowed. “Likely, they will seek to capture us in some way.”

“Or they think they can blast away and recover the artifact from the debris,” Amelia added.

A cheerful thought.

“What are our options?” I asked.

“We can try to outrun them,” Tina responded. “We can try to hide. We can fight. Or we can negotiate.”

When it came down to it, I figured that all conflicts could be summed up in exactly the same way.

“What are our odds for running, hiding, or fighting?”

“Even in my base form, I am swift. But those starships are the sort that have been cobbled together out of spare parts. Whatever the base ship was to begin with, whatever its capabilities were, continual upgrades have changed them completely. Likely, they are powerful and quick. There is a very real chance they can outrun me.”

I thought about what the inside of the ship had looked like before being reconfigured to my needs and expectations. It had been, at first glance, entirely hollow.

“What sort of thrusters do you have?” I asked. “And where are they?”

“I am a multidimensional starship,” came Tina’s voice. “What you see is simply that part of me that projects into this dimension. The larger parts of me, including the mechanisms that give rise to my various capabilities, are positioned in analogous dimensions. As for my thrusters, I don’t operate on such basic technology. I use an inter-dimensional drive that taps into the potential energy of the galaxy itself and converts it to forward momentum.”

I didn’t claim to understand everything Tina had said. “What about faster than light? Can we jump to hyperspace or whatever and just blow past them?”

“I am able to generate wormhole distortions to enable faster than light travel, as you call it. But to do so now would cause considerable disruption to your home world, and to your solar system as a whole. While not necessarily destructive, the disruptions can be wide ranging. They are likely to include changes to your weather patterns, to the quality and duration of your solar flares, and could even impact your cellular networks for decades to come.”

“Rule that option out, then,” I said. “What about hiding or fighting?”

“Clearly, the approaching vessels have already marked our location. Every cloaking technology I currently have available is in use. Unless you are talking about finding a crater on your moon, or ducking beneath one of your oceans, hiding appears to be an ineffective option.”

Tina paused, almost as if she was considering the other option. “As for fighting, I am very likely outclassed both in terms of attack and defense.”

“Damned in every direction,” I muttered to myself.

I had to admit, I’d been hoping for a much more relaxing introduction to my life as a starship captain.

“I guess that leaves just one option. Are you able to open a channel to those ships at all?”

“Most starships are equipped with communication options that allow for ship-to-ship contact,” Tina said. “In short, yes.”

I grinned as I repeated a phrase I’d heard so often. “Hail them,” I said.


Chapter nine


The Kruts responded, and the ship’s viewscreen became a window into the Krut ship.

The alien brutes apparently saw no need to hide their true appearance on their own ships, although I truly wished that they would. There were three of them in view, each of them a large, ugly lump of hideousness.

Idly, I wondered if these brutes had visited Earth before. Perhaps somewhere in Norway. It wasn’t a difficult stretch to imagine them as the source of the stories about trolls.

The inside of their ship, at least what I could see, matched the outside. It seemed grimy and cluttered, as far from my ship as it was possible to get.

I almost smiled at the thought. My ship. Mine.

It hadn’t taken me very long at all to make that cognitive leap. My boyhood dreams were in the process of being well and truly realized.

I opened my mouth to introduce myself, but the Krut in the middle was already talking.

“You have something we want,” he rumbled, and I was sure what I heard was a translation rather than the Krut’s words themselves. “You must give it to us. If you do not, we will destroy you.”

“Hey now,” I began. “That isn’t very polite—”

“You have thirteen seconds to signal your compliance,” the Krut interrupted.

Thirteen seconds seemed to be an odd time frame, but maybe that was a result of the translation. Maybe their units of time were different from Earth standard, and thirteen seconds was, for him, like giving us a count of ten.

“Eleven seconds,” a more metallic voice said through the screen. I gathered the speaker might have been artificial this time.

“Nine seconds.”

“Diplomacy seems to be working well,” Amelia observed sarcastically. I couldn’t help but agree. It looked like my adventures as a starship captain were about to come to a very quick end.

I wasn’t normally given to anger. The world wasn’t entirely rational, but it was at least predictable. Because of that, I’d made it a habit to think my way through situations instead of responding emotionally.

Or maybe that was the vaguely psychopathic part of my nature that Amelia had described.

But now, faced with the decidedly irrational response of the Kruts, I didn’t have much of an option.

“Seven seconds.”

“Now just wait a damned minute!” I said. “Do you really think you will get what you’re looking for if you open fire on us? At the very best, all you will manage to do is destroy whatever it is—and it’s not like you’ve actually specified what you’re looking for, is it?”

“Five seconds.”

I felt my face turn into a snarl. “And as I say, that’s the best that will happen. The worst? You’re issuing threats with no knowledge whatsoever of what this ship can do. If you don’t back the hell off, right now, I’m going to destroy you!”

I had no idea if I could follow through on my threat, but I had a few thoughts that might help.

But if I thought my words would make any difference, then I was mistaken. The trio of Kruts on the screen started to make weird noises, and it took the ship’s translation facility a moment to convert it into something my human ears could understand.

It was laughter.

“Three seconds,” came the metallic voice through the screen.

I’d had enough. “Ship, break contact.”

Immediately, the screen went blank. “You hinted that you have weapons. Let’s see what you’ve got. Fire at that starship. Let them have it!”

Immediately, there was a humming sound that quickly turned into a pulse. I didn’t know what had happened, but assumed the ship had fired.

“On-screen!”

The ship showed me what I wanted to see. A beam of light was reaching out from us to the starship. I was aware that the Kruts hadn’t yet fired, but I was giving away size, speed, and likely firepower as well.

I could be forgiven for taking the initiative of firing first.

“While I lack specific weaponry,” Tina said, “my interdimensional drive is able to produce considerable energy. I am able to focus that energy into the equivalent of a relativistic discharge.”

“I don’t know what that means exactly, but it sounds good to me. Keep firing, and accelerate. I want to see how fast you can go without breaking into light speed.”

“What trajectory?” Tina asked. From the sound of the repeated pulsing and the evidence on the screen, she had taken me at my word. She was sending pulse after pulse of energy toward the starship above.

“Toward that starship,” I said.

Amelia was looking at me with a curious expression, and I knew what she was thinking. But from the ship’s analysis, there wasn’t much point in trying to flee. I turned to her.

“Momentum is conserved in the vacuum of space, am I right?” I asked.

The beautiful horned woman nodded.

“Then we have an advantage in maneuverability,” I said. “We’re much smaller than them. Even if they have a greater raw speed, they can’t match us when it comes to tight turns.”

Amelia nodded, her multi-colored eyes starting to shine. It seemed she approved of my line of thought, even if the diplomacy attempt hadn’t panned out.

But before either of us could say anything more, Tina spoke up. “Incoming weapons fire,” she said coolly, even as we all lurched quickly to one side. I was in the captain’s seat, but Amelia was standing next to me. She crashed into me and I reached out to support her.

“Taking defensive measures,” the ship continued. “Be advised, inertial dampeners will struggle to compensate.”

The screen showed more than just our beams of light spearing toward the Krut ship. Now, the alien monsters were returning fire. Multiple beams of putrid green fire were passing by us.

The first sudden move was only the beginning. The ship jerked and jolted left and right, and the only thing that kept Amelia on her feet was my grip on her arm.

Nor was I weathering the storm easily. I was in danger of being thrown out of my chair. Unless…

“Seatbelt!” I said, and to my relief, I was suddenly held in place by a loop of something flexible and metallic around my waist, with additional loops crossing my chest from my shoulders.

I immediately felt more secure, and used that to my advantage, gathering Amelia to me and settling her onto my lap.

Even amid the current firestorm, I was aware that I still wore nothing but a towel and my socks, a fact that I should have thought about a bit more before trying to talk to the Kruts.

But I had something else on my mind as well. “Those beams they’re firing,” I said. “Are they reaching the ground?”

“They are. My sensors are showing considerable damage to parts of New York City.”

I cursed under my breath. “Make sure our evasive maneuvers don’t put the city at risk!” I said. “If these monsters miss us, I want their efforts to miss the city as well.”

“Understood,” came Tina’s cool, unflappable voice.

I was aware that my earlier command was still in play. Already, we’d broken free of the atmosphere. We were truly in space for the first time, but apparently, the ship was able to compensate for the lack of gravity. I felt as heavy as ever, not weightless at all.

Even amid the ongoing battle, I was a little disappointed. But not to the point where I forgot about what was happening.

“How are we doing? Are we making any impact?”

“The Krut shielding is formidable,” Tina responded. “I am searching for weak points, but have so far been able to do little real damage.”

“And us?” I asked as a particularly uncompensated judder almost tore Amelia from my arms.

“Despite what you see on the screen, I am keeping us in constant motion, turning about as well as moving in different directions. Their weaponry is powerful, but as yet, we have yet to feel the full force of it. As well, my shields are holding.”

“Keep at it,” I said. I had an idea. “Is there a spot against the Krut ship hull where their own weapons can’t target us?”

“Calculating,” she said. “Yes. There are several such places. “

“Pick one and position us there!”

The view on the screen shifted, and all of a sudden, everything went quiet. Clearly, the ship’s calculations were accurate.

“We will only be safe here until the second ship arrives. Then they will be able to pick us off with a carefully aimed burst of weapons fire.”

To my disappointment, Amelia was using the comparative calm to remove herself from my lap.

“I don’t think they will do that. Remember, their intent is to take the artifact for themselves.”

As she spoke, she found herself a different seat and settled herself down. “Seatbelt,” she said, and just like I was, she was quickly held in place. It appeared that she expected more sharp, uncompensated maneuvers to come.

I didn’t like what I was hearing. “So, what? They’re going to board us?”

“Eventually, yes. Likely, they will try to get us into one of their hangars first.”

“How, with the tractor beam? Some sort of net?”

Amelia shrugged her shoulders. “I guess we will find out.”

I didn’t want to wait that long. “Tina, if we keep firing, will we eventually break through their shields?”

“Their shields are formidable,” came the response.

“That isn’t an answer.”

“Eventually is a long time. I calculate that we would break through their shields after approximately three weeks of effort.”

“Well, shit,” I said.

Before I could say anything else, the ship spoke again. “We are being hailed,” she said.

I looked at Amelia. Our chairs were able to swivel, and she’d turned to face me. “Let’s see what they want,” she suggested.

“Probably just to threaten us again,” I said. Nevertheless, I spoke to Tina. “On-screen,” I said.

This time, I did remember that I was wearing just a towel. But I didn’t much care. Let them admire my physique if they wanted.

I also didn’t care to hear additional threats. So I decided to take the initiative.

“You’re calling to surrender? Good. You can start by fucking the hell off. You have ten seconds to comply.”

I was staring at the same three hideous aliens I’d spoken to before. Or maybe I was talking to a different trio. All I knew was that their dark Krut uniforms looked the same.

“Tina?” I said.

I didn’t need to give her any more instructions than that. She already knew what I wanted.

“Ten,” she said clearly.

“Nine.”

For a moment, the Kruts just stared at me. Then, almost as one, they repeated their obnoxious laughing noise. But I didn’t care. I didn’t give Tina any contradictory instructions, so she continued.

“Eight.”

“Seven.”

The Kruts continued laughing for a couple of seconds, but when Tina reached five, the laughter had largely faded.

“You have shown us the capabilities of your ship,” one of them said, his voice filled with gravel and menace. “You are of no threat to us. Your weapons cannot penetrate the shielding, and it is just a matter of time before the artifact is in our possession—”

“You know what?” I said, deliberately cutting him off. “I don’t think you quite understand the situation.

“Three.”

“I’m not here to listen to your threats. I’m here to accept your surrender. If you don’t understand that this is your only option …”

“Two.”

“Then I have nothing more to say.”

“One.”

“End transmission,” I said.

I was aware that the Kruts hadn’t said whatever it was they were planning to say. I was also aware that the second ship was almost in a position that would make our lives very difficult.

“Tina, scan that other vessel. See if it has any weaknesses. And it looks like the time has come to start moving again. Let’s use our maneuverability to our advantage. Let’s keep between the two ships, but keep moving as well. Make it clear that if they miss us, they hit each other.”

The ship was already moving by the time I had finished.

“As you command,” Tina said.

Once again, we were in motion, following a defensive pattern, occasionally jerking abruptly in unexpected directions.

“Keep firing even if we’re not making any impact. And—anyone got any clever ideas?”

There was a resounding silence in response to my last question.

I might have grown despondent. Might have mentally given up. But there was a part of me that was enjoying the hell out of every moment.

Perhaps these Krut ships would end my interstellar career before it had really begun. But even if they did, how many people of Earth got to die in space, piloting an advanced kind of spaceship beyond anything we could put together ourselves?

If I had to go, I could think of worse ways.

And besides, I’d thought of something.

“Tina, you mentioned before that you had a range of shielding options. Just how strong are these shields of yours?”

“They are formidable. But not as formidable as the shields on these Krut starships.”

So much for that idea. “What about your hull? And … you changed shape before. Can you do it again?”

I was thinking that she seemed to be made out of a metal I hadn’t seen before. Outside of the T-1000, at any rate. Surely, that sort of advanced material should be good for something?

“Without my shielding, my hull is able to withstand considerable punishment. But it is not invulnerable. Hence why I have shielding in the first place.”

Her delivery was dry, and had up until then been fairly neutral. But I thought I detected a hint of actual sarcasm in her voice at the end.

“And the configuration thing?”

“I can alter my shape to suit specific purposes.”

“What if you sharpen your nose into a point, and put everything you can into the shields there, keeping the same shape?”

There was silence throughout the bridge. Then, “You’re thinking of turning the ship herself into a weapon,” Amelia breathed.

“I am. Is it possible?” I asked.

“It is.”

“And are you able to generate enough momentum to pierce the Krut shielding, without sustaining irreparable damage to yourself?”

“Calculating,” she said. “Perhaps.”

I found myself grinning. “Then unless anyone has any better ideas?”

Again, nobody spoke.

“Let’s do this. Reconfigure yourself, then let’s head away, as if we’re trying to escape. As soon as one of the Krut ships begins to pursue, turn back around and aim for a soft spot. At the same time, it might be a good idea to aim a sustained energy blast at the point where we are about to hit. Give us all the advantages we can get.”

“As you command,” Tina responded.


Chapter ten


Instantly, the image on the screen changed, and it was clear we were streaking away from the Krut ships at high speed.

For such ponderous-looking vessels, the smaller of the two was disconcertingly swift in response. The ship grew smaller and smaller the farther we were able to get from it, and then it stopped shrinking.

In fact, it started to get slowly bigger again.

“Now!” I said.

We’d gained as much distance as we were going to. It was time to see if my plan, turning us into a sharp spike with a reinforced tip, was going to work.

The Krut ship quickly grew back to its original size, and then even bigger. We started firing, concentrating brilliant white energy onto a point on the Krut ship’s main hull.

“Brace yourselves,” I said, realizing I was gripping the armrests with all of my strength.

“Three seconds till impact,” the ship said helpfully. “Two seconds.”

“One.”

And then we hit.

The impact was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Even with the ship’s inertial dampeners, it felt like driving a Lamborghini into a concrete wall.

But the seat belts did their job, and my enhanced physique kept me from breaking apart. I figured I might have even escaped getting whiplash.

“Tina! Report!” At the same time, I checked to see if Amelia was okay. The horned woman was rubbing the back of her neck, but otherwise seemed fine.

The screen had gone momentarily blank and I didn’t have any real clue if we had succeeded or not.

“We have pierced the shield of the Krut starship. We are inside the hull. Damage to my own integrity is minimal.”

“Inside their hull?” I repeated.

As if in answer, the screens flickered on once again, and I saw that we were indeed inside the Krut starship. I could see twisted metal all around us, but I had no idea if we’d damaged anything important or not.

I found myself grinning. I knew very well that if we hadn’t damaged anything important yet, it was just a matter of time.

“These starships don’t have shields inside them, do they?” I asked out loud. “Tina, fire at will. Go nuts. Take it all down.”

Tina did as I asked. She continued with a barrage of weapons fire, and this time, it was clear we were doing damage. For long seconds, we turned about inside the Krut starship, destroying everything in the immediate area before moving along.

The ship was huge. It took a while before we had done what amounted to critical damage. And when we did, Tina spoke up once again.

“It appears that a chain reaction is beginning. I recommend exiting the Krut vessel and moving to a safe distance.”

“Do it,” I commanded.

But there, we had a small problem. Despite the damage we’d wrought, much of the shielding was still in place. We had to find the area where we’d punched through, and exited the same way.

We had only just vacated the starship before it exploded.

It was beautiful. Silent, but visually impressive. The explosion happened in stages and seemed to work its way down the entire length of the hull.

It took perhaps twenty seconds in total, and when it was done, all that remained was debris.

I was still grinning. “Ship, how do you feel about repeating that tactic on the larger ship?” I asked.

“I am largely undamaged,” she responded. “Repeating that maneuver has a high probability of success with minimal additional risk to ourselves.”

“Then do so,” I said.

We repeated the same tactic.

This time, our first approach didn’t pierce the Krut ship’s shielding. At the last possible moment, the Kruts managed to move just enough that we didn’t hit head-on.

We were deflected instead, and found ourselves heading towards Earth’s moon.

But we quickly corrected, re-aimed, and I totally ignored a new hail from the surviving Krut ship as we charged toward it.

I’d learned long ago that if an enemy wanted to talk just before they suffered defeat, then nothing they said could be trusted. All they cared about was staying alive, and they would turn on you the moment they could.

I expected the Krut starship to stand and fight, as the smaller one had done. Nothing about their character so far had suggested any other approach would suit.

But, to my surprise, as we moved in for the kill, my sharpened starship aiming for their soft underbelly, they started to pull away.

“After them!” I commanded.

Just as I knew there wasn’t much point in talking to them at this point, I didn’t want them to escape with their lives. If they did, they would just come back when they were stronger, when the advantage was more on their side.

This too I had learned in the past, to my detriment. I still had the scar on my back, just beneath my ribs, to prove it.

That scar was a reminder, and ever since I had gained it, I’d dealt with enemies more ruthlessly.

But this time, there was nothing we could do. The Krut starship was just too powerful. Try as my smaller ship might, we couldn’t keep up.

Even if they’d stayed at sub-light speeds, they would have outpaced us.

But they didn’t. We hadn’t even reached the equivalent of Mars’s orbit when the Kruts punched the button, or whatever they did, and their ship turned into a long line of lights that disappeared into the vast emptiness of space.

I stared at the screen for long moments when I realized what they had done.

“Tina! Tell me that their lightspeed mechanism is different from ours! Tell me that they haven’t just disrupted the entire solar system like you warned would happen if we went to lightspeed!”

The cool voice of the ship responded immediately.

“They do use a different lightspeed mechanism to us. Theirs is a bastardized version of a photonic drive. It mimics the qualities of light itself, enabling the ship to travel at considerable speed.”

“Wait, so they’re mimicking light itself? Does that mean they can travel at lightspeed, but no faster?”

I was thinking that if we used some sort of wormhole technology instead, that we could conceivably be faster over galactic distances.

“No,” the ship responded, spoiling my theory. “Such drives have been in existence for thousands of years. The technology is well understood, as are the methods used to overclock it. The Krut starship, at the minimum, will likely be able to travel at thirty-two times the speed of light. More likely, it could have an upper limit of one hundred and twenty-eight times the speed of light, or even two hundred and fifty-six times.”

I nodded. “So it will still take them days, weeks, or even months to travel between star systems,” I said.

“This would be true if they were limited to their internal drives alone. But the galaxy is old. Civilizations have risen and fallen. Some of those have put in place transportation networks that can greatly decrease the time they might take.”

“Transportation networks?” I asked.

It was Amelia who answered. “There are several types,” she said. “The most common are, for lack of a better descriptive term, wormhole networks. With the correct navigation, the Kruts can span an entire arm of a galaxy in just a couple of weeks.”

The scale of the universe seemed to be expanding with everything the ship and Amelia said. It seemed that everything I could imagine was not only possible, but had been in place for millennia.

But from my point of view, the important point was that we wouldn’t be able to catch them.

“So they can match our wormhole drive,” I said.

“They can,” said Tina and Amelia almost together.

I grinned at the way Amelia seemed a little put out by the ship saying the same thing she had. But she quickly recovered.

“The Kruts are gone,” she said. “Which means, for the time being at least, they’re no longer our problem.”

We were in space, millions of miles from the place I called home. Out of nothing but idle whimsy, I said, “Tina, could you bring up an image of Earth, as seen from our current position?”

Obligingly, the screen turned from an empty night sky full of stars to show my home world. It looked disconcertingly small on the screen, no more than a tiny blue dot, with the sun off to one side behind it.

“Can you enlarge it? Bring it closer?” I asked.

The image of the Earth expanded until it almost filled up the screen. Now, the sun was out of view, but I could see its effects. Much of the Earth was in shadow, but perhaps a third of it was in daylight.

“Beautiful,” I said.

It looked like a shining blue and white marble floating in space.

“Take a good look,” Amelia suggested, the voice filled with compassion. “It might be a while before we return.”

I had to smile. “That’s a shame. I have a plant that needs regular watering.”

“Maybe you should have asked a neighbor to look after it for you.”

I was also thinking about some of the more practical considerations. The few changes of clothes. A toothbrush and razor. Perhaps even a comb.

Maybe the ship could replicate such things for me. Maybe she couldn’t. I would have to find out.

As I stared at the screen, I felt a strange sense of hope combined with a certain emptiness. Already, I was farther away from this world than any human being had ever been, as far as I knew.

I suddenly felt like I was a long way from home.

Amelia seemed to sense my state of mind. “Any regrets?” she asked.

I knew I could turn the ship around if I wanted. I knew we could head back and water my plant.

But the adventure had started, and to turn back now would have seemed like a wasted opportunity.

I shook my head and gave her a grin. “Who could possibly regret any of this?” I asked. Then I grew serious again. “You said that the Kruts are searching for these artifacts. Plural. What do you think they’ll do now that they’ve failed to collect this one?”

The beautiful alien woman’s expression grew solemn. “They will do what they were already doing. They’ll look for others.”

“And it’s just us looking to stop them,” I said. I was reminding myself of what we were doing more than anything else. But there was a little more to it than that.

“Tina,” I said randomly. “What do the artifacts mean to you?

“They are my life’s blood. Without them, I can grow only slowly. With them, I can quickly recover the strength I possessed in my earlier incarnations.”

It seemed simple. We had both a carrot and a stick in operation. A positive reason for finding the artifacts and a negative one.

The more we found, the stronger we could become. And if we left some for the Kruts to get their hands on, it could mean the end of life as we knew it in this part of the galaxy.

“Do we know where the Kruts are most likely to go next?” I asked.

Amelia was smiling. “The Bureau had a list of general locations. I’m sure, once we get close, the ship will be able to be more precise.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Plot a course to the Kruts’ likely next target, and let’s go.” I thought about it for a moment. “But maybe swing by a few of the planets here, before we create our first wormhole. I want to see what they look like close up.”

It took several hours to reach a distance safe enough to activate the faster than light drive. During that time, I was finally able to test out the shower.

I had been vaguely worried that it would be something futuristic, like a sonic shower, good for getting clean but no good whatsoever for the soul. I was pleasantly relieved to find it was just a normal shower, the type of thing you might find anywhere.

I wondered about the ship’s ability to conjure things out of thin air. Not only the towels, but water as well. And an old-fashioned soap on a string, just the sort of thing I had back on Earth.

After my shower, I got my close-up view of Jupiter. And of Uranus and Neptune as well. Pluto was disappointing, and I finally understood why the scientists had changed its classification.

What came as a surprise was the large, rocky planet three times as big as the Earth, in an orbit beyond Pluto.

“It is a rocky planet, but not overly dense,” Tina explained. “It lacks the mass of even Mercury, and as such, its gravitational effects are comparatively slight.”

I was fascinated, but didn’t have long to study the dark shape before the ship spoke again.

“We have reached the minimum safe distance for establishing a wormhole. Amelia has provided the coordinates of our first target. At your command, we can begin.”

The small boy still inside me was jumping out of his skin. He was laughing and clapping his hands in excitement. But time had turned that small boy into a man who understood risks.

“Systems check?” I said.

“All systems are green,” came the response.

“Shield and hull damage?” I asked.

“I have the ability to regenerate. While not as strong or efficient as it had become in my earlier incarnations, in the time we have been traveling through your solar system, both shields and hull have returned to one hundred percent.”

That was good enough for me. I looked at Amelia but spoke to both of them. “Does anyone see a reason why we shouldn’t take this next step?” I asked.

Neither of them said anything, and Amelia shook her head.

I grinned. Then I considered what I should say in this auspicious moment.

“Engage” didn’t seem quite right, but neither did “make it so.” “Let’s fly” seemed like a truly odd phrase for a starship captain to say, so I went with an expression I’d used many times in the past, often to motivate myself before something that required full commitment.

“Let’s do this,” I said.

The ship showed it all on-screen. One moment, there was nothing but empty space ahead of us. Then something appeared. A point in the emptiness that was somehow darker and yet brighter at the same time.

Either the screen wasn’t conveying the spatial irregularity clearly, or it was messing with my senses. I knew what a wormhole was supposed to look like. At least according to NASA, and a whole bunch of artists who’d tried to capture it. But this looked quite different.

It seemed to shimmer in the darkness. Like a pool of water in the night sky.

Yet its edges were more distinct than I would have expected. They flickered as if they were giving off sparks of energy, in colors ranging from white, through yellow, all the way to occasional oranges and greens.

Nor was it static. The ship-generated wormhole seemed to undulate, to spin like a whirlpool, but it was like one of those images that could trick your mind into seeing it spin from either direction.

Although, “either” was a bit imprecise. It seemed to spin upon multiple axes all at once, as well as multiple directions.

And the noise!

I had expected all of space to be silent. But apparently, wormholes made a screeching sound, as of claws on metal, but pumped up to more decibels than I wanted to face.

“Tina!” I called out. “Quieten that down, would you?”

Amelia had her hands blocking her ears, and I’d done the same. It was like standing directly beneath a fire alarm set at full volume. It was not pleasant in the least.

The ship complied, toning it down to just to a bearable volume.

“Apologies,” she said. “I am a little out of practice.”

We weren’t static out there at the edge of the solar system. We were still moving forward, still approaching the wormhole opening the ship had created. In moments, it was looming very large indeed, and I couldn’t help but imagine that we were about to be swallowed by some gigantic space creature.

I knew that wormholes and black holes were somehow related, and that the gravitational forces surrounding them would crush anything that came too close. But somehow, we seemed to be immune to such effects.

We just sailed toward the open mouth as if it were nothing.

Then the floor dropped out from beneath us.

I gained the distinct sense that we were falling before the ship managed to compensate. We were in the wormhole, traveling through space at an unknown velocity.

“Estimated time to target destination is thirteen hours and twenty-seven minutes,” Tina said.

I had expected the inside of the wormhole to be devoid of color, sound, and everything. But to my surprise, it was more like the inside of a rainbow, with all of the colors on the visible spectrum—and probably more—appearing and disappearing, tangling about one another, forming intricate patterns before descending into randomness with equal regularity.

The noise of fingers on metal continued, and I was pleased that the ship had dampened it down to a tolerable volume. Almost, I thought I caught music within the noise, a moment or two of pure notes before they turned into chaos again.

I thought about shutting the noise off completely, but there was something almost hypnotic about the sound and I decided to let it continue.

The strangest thing was the smell.

Somehow, the ship was able to convey what the wormhole smelled like.

It should have been no more than the scent of hydrogen or similar. The smell of open space, if there was such a thing.

But somehow, the wormhole smelled like a bouquet of flowers. Jasmine. Roses. The pungent aroma of lilies. All mixed together into a single bouquet.

There were sour notes hidden among it, just as there was chaos in the visual aspects, but overall, it was surprisingly pleasant.

For long moments after we’d taken the initial plunge, Amelia and I simply watched, trying to absorb it all.

I thought my personal fascination was due to this being my first plunge down a wormhole. And that whole lifelong dream of flying through space thing.

But Amelia seemed to be entranced as well, and it wasn’t really difficult to understand why.

The sights, sounds, and odors were harsh and jarring, an assault to the senses. But within them, I found a sense of symphony. Of harmony.

It was like sailing through a storm on a small boat. Sure, that was terrifying and chaotic, but for some of those who experienced it, there could also be a moment of Zen, where you felt at one with the world.

This was like that, only on a galactic scale instead.

We were staring at one of the building blocks of creation itself, and it was only right to be fascinated.

Yet we couldn’t simply stare forever. What had Tina said? The journey would take thirteen hours and twenty-seven minutes?

Far too long to spend just staring out the window, no matter how strangely magnificent the sight.

Somehow, I’d expected the trip to be quicker than that. But I was hardly an intergalactic navigation expert, so what did I know? Given that the nearest star to Earth was four light-years away, and we were heading much, much farther than that, I figured thirteen hours was pretty decent.

“Tina, are you able to sense what is going on outside the wormhole?” I asked.

“Of course,” came the cool, feminine voice.

“If we go past anything unusual, spatial anomalies or whatever, can you let me know? And put them on-screen?”

“As you command,” she said.

I turned to Amelia and offered a grin. “Looks like we have a fair bit of time up our sleeves,” I said. “Can you think of anything that we might be able to do to pass the time?”

Amelia laughed, but she smiled in return. “You know, I think I can,” she said.


Chapter eleven


Ilearned that Amelia was a little different from most of the women I’d known.

She’d already shown her willingness to jump into bed with me, and that turned out to be a symptom of a cultural difference I hadn’t expected.

Her people, as she explained, had relatively few social hang-ups. There was little in the way of the dancing around that most humans did. If they wanted to screw, they did so, without hesitation, guilt, or any of the usual baggage that came with it.

Afterward, there would be no regrets, no shame, and no weird confusion over where each other stood. They were either good to continue with just as much freedom as before, or they would not.

And that was a big part of their culture as well. Amelia’s people were either attracted to someone, or they were not. And nothing would change that fact.

Nor was it a complete free for all. Amelia explained that most of her kind, once they started seeing someone, were exclusive. At least, until they were not.

I had to admit, if a human woman had spoken like that, all sorts of red flags would have started to wave. I didn’t normally want to get tied down, especially with someone I’d pretty much only just met.

But the casual ease with which Amelia spoke painted a different picture.

We were lying in bed, naked again, as we had the conversation. “So if I said I didn’t want to do this again, that would be fine?”

“Why would it not be?” the horned woman responded. “I can’t control your interest any more than you can control mine. Either way, it’s no big thing.”

She said the last with a smirk and glanced downward. Then she offered one of her half shrugs. “Although I would be disappointed if you were to do that. I am enjoying the way our bodies fit together.”

Another interesting thing about Amelia’s people was that jealousy was almost non-existent. If two people were attracted to one another and one of them happened to already be in a relationship, it wasn’t uncommon for the new couple to boink each other happily regardless, with the approval of all parties involved.

To my mind, that degree of openness was a little, well, alien. But I could certainly appreciate it, nevertheless.

At least as far as my own freedom was concerned. I knew it wasn’t exactly fair, but while I was seeing Amelia, I didn’t want her seeing anyone else.

Because of how open Amelia was being, I felt comfortable expressing this to her as well.

She accepted it readily enough. “Such is the way with my people. These multiple arrangements, whether there are three, four, or twenty participants, only happen when everyone is open to them. For me, I have never needed more than one mate at a time. But I have no desire to limit who my mate can see.”

At that point, I started to wonder if maybe all this was a dream. Had I hit my head and fallen into a coma?

I couldn’t remember having done so. But the only other alternative was that literally all of my dreams were coming true.

We didn’t spend all of our time boinking each other. For some of the journey, each of us slept, Amelia choosing to share my bed.

Interestingly, the enhancements given to me by that blue pill meant that I felt fully rested after no more than a couple of hours of light sleep. Which left plenty of time for the other main activity of choice.

Fighting.

When Amelia had attacked me in the bedroom, she had been trying to get a sense of how well the blue pill had worked. But it had also been an indication of things to come.

“The galaxy is a dangerous place,” she said. “Survival of the fittest is a real thing, on every level you can imagine. Some of the star-faring species have been around for literally eons. They know every trick in the book. But it isn’t just them you have to watch out for. The Kruts are the new kid on the block, and much as they’re not the smartest, even they have worked out that there’s only so much to go around. If you’re slow, hesitant, unskilled, or weak, you will struggle to get your share.”

“So the galaxy isn’t what you’d call a civilized place?”

“Oh, it’s very civilized,” Amelia responded. “That’s the problem. Civilization is cruel and unforgiving. You wouldn’t believe how many species made their first steps into space and either turned around, never to visit again, or were quickly extinguished by those who got there first.”

“Sounds pleasant,” I said.

“You don’t know the half of it. You’d think in a galaxy this size, with so much of it unexplored even now, there would be enough to keep everyone happy. But that’s not the case. Or if it is, then it’s still easier to take from your neighbor than to make your own way.”

She painted a bleak picture, with all the ruthlessness that humanity could offer and then some.

It should have been intimidating. And yet, in a very real way, that was my game.

I’d spent much of my life in cities. London. New York. Moscow. Bangkok.

I’d seen the desperation, and had been desperate myself. I’d watched people get murdered over a fistful of dollars, seen people steal the shoes from beggars, and had even been party to corporate maneuvers that had left more than a few corpses in their wake.

I’d surfed on those waters, sometimes riding high, sometimes finding myself no more than a step away from the law, the mob, and a variety of other dangerous organizations.

So far, I’d always managed to come out on top, and I was looking forward to testing myself in this new, potentially more dangerous environment.

Which meant being prepared to fight.

Amelia was serious about it. Not just for my sake, but as she put it, “You will be by my side in all this. I need to know what you’re capable of, just as you need to know what I can do. Sometimes, it isn’t about your individual strength, but the strength of those you are with.”

She sounded like one of my martial arts tutors from way back when.

And she made sense. We asked the ship to create a space for us to spar in, and she did so.

Then the horned woman took me through my paces in a much more regimented way than she had done in the bedroom. She started with unarmed combat. The two of us stood facing each other in what used to be the main compartment, but which had become a dojo.

Nor was she gentle. She went on attack, charging at me with her fists, elbows, knees and feet, spinning and turning with the grace of a dancer, coming at me with all the ferocity of any three humans, and then some.

More than once, she aimed to head-butt me as well, and with those horns of hers, that was an attack I was keen to avoid.

If I had been anyone else, the sparring session would have been over quickly.

But I’d trained for this for most of my life. And with my newly enhanced strength, reflexes and speed, everything clicked into place better than it ever had before.

Before, I would have been competitive in many MMA rings back on Earth. Now? I would have been a champion without breaking a sweat.

I spent the first few moments weathering Amelia’s attack, blocking her elbows and fists with my forearms, ducking under some of her attacks, swaying out of the way of others, raising my leg to block her knees and feet if I didn’t have any other options.

As she launched a spinning backhand my way, I ducked and spun about myself, effectively following her lead as we danced around the room.

She smiled as she fought, clearly pleased with my response, and unleashed a flurry of blows that were hard to defend.

She was a living tornado, an endless collection of attacks, and I found myself being driven back.

It was impressive, especially given that Amelia had admitted that her species was not the fiercest out there. She’d trained hard to get as good as she was, mostly because her position as a Sentinel often put her in danger.

But such was my speed and dexterity that not one of her blows managed to get through, although several came close.

“Very good,” she said, barely breaking a sweat. “But what will you do if you’re pressed up against a wall?”

She drove me back even more, until I was indeed pressed up against the wall. I continued to block and weave as much as I could, but with my movements constrained, it was noticeably more difficult to defend.

So I slipped to one side, out under a swinging left arm, and then I was behind her, free to defend more easily once again.

“Very good,” she said. “But is that all you can do? Block my attacks, or twist out of the way?”

It was a deliberate challenge and both of us knew it.

“You’re sure?” I asked her. Then I grinned, remembering something she’d said to me before. “I’m stronger and faster than I look.”

She laughed at the comment, and nodded. “Let’s see, shall we?”

From then on, instead of just playing defense, I went on the attack as well.

I was cautious at first, not wanting to hurt her, snapping a quick feint before striking out with my leg. But she was more than up to the challenge. She saw the feint for what it was and swayed out of reach of my kick with as much grace as the wind.

I pressed my attack, using all of the skills I’d picked up over the years but holding back at the same time. Because it was clear, after we had been going for just a few minutes, that while I could keep all of her attacks out with comparative ease, she couldn’t defend against all of mine.

I checked a knee that caught her in the side, just below her ribs. Then held back on an elbow that might have caused real damage at full strength, aimed at her temple. My fist grazed her cheek even as she turned away from me, even though I had slowed the attack to give her a chance.

The near miss seemed to both please and anger her at the same time, and she responded with another flurry of blows. I weathered them all, and with a laugh, reached out with a foot and hooked her around the ankle at just the right time.

She landed flat on her back on the cushioned mat the ship had conjured for the floor, and I followed her down, intending to end the sparring session then and there.

But Amelia surprised me with a wrestling move that had me crashing to the ground as well, and then we were grappling instead of using our fists.

Amelia was strong. She had proved that on several occasions. No doubt, she was far stronger than I used to be. But in that sort of close contact, I had an even bigger advantage.

Combined with my experience and training, and the blue pill that was like dynamite in my veins, Amelia very quickly admitted defeat.

“Enough,” she said from her position on the floor, her legs and one arm tangled up behind her.

I grinned as I held on for just a few moments more. “Are you sure?” I said. “I’m just warming up.”

She still retained her good humor and laughed at my comment. “I’m sure,” she said, and I let her back up.

She was panting hard and looking at me with a thoughtful expression. “You know, you might not be the strongest out there, or the fastest, but you know how to fight. I think you’d have a decent chance against all but the strongest we might have to face.”

After that, she took me through fighting with weapons, knives and clubs for the most part, but also some alien things I’d never seen before. Mostly, she wasn’t trying to train me how to use them, but instead how to recognize them, and how to stay alive if I was to face them.

“But what about if my opponent is using some sort of shield? Either technology, or magic, if that actually exists?”

I said the last with a smile on my lips, and she took the bait. She conjured a ball of what had to be magical fire, and held it glowing there on her hand.

“If it exists?” she asked.

I didn’t know what the glowing ball of magic might be for, nor did I find out. She closed her fist and it vanished once more.

“The power requirements for personal shields make it unlikely you would ever face a technological version. As for magical ones—well, there are ways to suppress those as well.”

“You mean, those Kruts could have used something to get through your shield?”

“They could have. But they are fairly unimaginative. For them to get through my shield, they would have had to acknowledge that magic exists.”

She said the last with a knowing smirk, and I knew she was responding to my earlier comment.

As well as fighting, sleeping, and engaging in other, more pleasurable activities, we also tried out the ship’s replicator technology. I learned that it couldn’t create complex technology out of thin air. It was mostly for food, although it could produce simple objects as well. Cutlery and plates were an obvious example.

The ship’s menu was extensive. Not only could I order anything from sushi through to a barbecued steak, medium rare, but Amelia was able to order delicacies from her world as well.

She plonked a bowl in front of me and dared me to try it. But the way I could see tentacles moving just below the surface of the soup dissuaded me. Not to mention the smell!

And then, Tina made an announcement.

“We are about to re-enter normal space. There is a mining colony at the location specified. There are no Krut starships in the vicinity. As with most other systems, we will approach it at sub-light speeds to avoid any possibility of disruption, and I will negotiate our entry.”


Chapter twelve


Amelia and I adjourned to the bridge, where Tina had the mining colony already on display.

At this distance, it appeared to be little more than a collection of rocks that were somehow remaining in close contact with one another, but without appearing to be at risk of collision. There was a single, bluish star in the distance, but it was a long way away. Maybe the collection of rocks was caught in its orbit. Or maybe it wasn’t. I couldn’t tell just by looking.

“That’s where we’re going?” I was a little disappointed.

“We are a considerable distance away as yet,” Tina reminded me. “Long range sensors indicate that this colony has a population of approximately seven million souls. It appears to be a thriving community, complete with markets and a center of commerce.”

Amelia chimed in. “Colonies like these are often self-sustainable. They are isolated, even though transportation is typically readily available. Which means that for anything you can imagine a community of seven million needing, there will be someone there to provide it.”

From what they were saying, it was a far cry from the little mining village I had envisaged. More like a decent-sized city that had sprung up around a rich vein of ore.

I was acutely aware that nowhere aboard the ship were there any Nick Tannin sized spacesuits. Or even Amelia sized ones.

“What about things like air? And gravity. Water and food. Things like that?”

It was Tina who answered. “I am detecting an artificial gravity approximately zero point nine two of Earth normal. In addition, this mining colony has an atmosphere bubble over the main center. This includes the space station, where shuttles typically dock.”

“Shuttles?”

We were getting closer to the collection of rocks, but so far, all I could see that suggested civilization was the occasional point of light.

“As you have seen with the Krut starships, spacefaring vessels can be quite large. Many of them use shuttles to ferry passengers to and from the surface. In my current state, I am small enough to pass for a shuttle, many of which are larger than I am. Because of this, I will be able to touch down without any problems.”

I thought about what she was saying.

“Are we in danger?” I asked.

“Always,” the ship responded.

“No, I mean … well, you said it yourself. As things stand, you are like a shuttle. We were lucky to make it past the Krut starships, and I can’t imagine that they were the most powerful ships in the galaxy. What else is out there?”

Amelia gave a snort. “You don’t want to know,” she said.

But Tina had a different answer. “You are asking the wrong question,” she said.

“Then what is the right question?” I asked.

“The question of most relevance is whether or not we are a target.”

I thought about that for a moment. “But we are, are we not? Amelia said that you are one of the last of your kind. All by itself, doesn’t that make you valuable? And then there’s the artifact embedded in your hull. The Kruts are after it. Surely, others will be as well?”

“I like to think I am valuable for more reasons than just my rarity,” the ship responded. If I didn’t know better, I would have said she sounded a little offended.

“My kind has helped to define history throughout the eons. Perhaps you are unable to see it given my current, basic state, but previous incarnations of me have been among the most powerful ships ever to sail between the stars. We have proved decisive in major conflicts. Have participated in the rise and fall of empires. We have even challenged the ancient ones, the Titans and the near-gods themselves.”

“Your previous incarnation—” I began.

“Do not judge my potential based on what you have seen. My direct predecessor was considerably more powerful than me, at least at this point in my personal evolution. But the growth of a starship like me is determined by the potential of the pilot—and limited by that as well. It has been a long, long time since any captain I’ve had on board was able to realize all of the potential within me.”

I thought about what she had said. “I understand,” I said.

But she hadn’t finished. “As for the other parts of your question, I believe that Amelia has already mentioned there are few who still understand the value of the artifacts. That said, it would be wise to avoid complacency. I will keep my sensors alert for any such danger.”

“And yourself? Will there be any who see your value? I imagine a ship that’s able to evolve into something powerful would be a prize.”

I phrased it that way deliberately. The ship had shown me how she responded to an unintended slight. I wanted to know how she responded to a compliment, even if it was subtle.

It was almost as if she was starting to purr.

“You are starting to understand. However, the risk is both less and perhaps more than you know. As of now, I am largely without value to pirates or thieves. My defenses for that sort of thing are already too strong for most to penetrate. In addition, even if someone were to make their way on board, I already have my captain. They will find their reception less than welcoming.”

Amelia had been quite specific about getting my permission to come aboard.

“Wait, you’re saying that while I am your captain, you will accept nobody else? Like, if one of those Kruts had come on board and tried to take command … what would happen?”

“He would not have been able to do so,” the ship’s voice sounded flatter than usual.

“She is bonded to you,” Amelia said. “She will be yours until she is either completely destroyed, or you die. Remember, I said she’d been waiting for you for some time. She is, indisputably, your ship.”

I realized I hadn’t understood the implications of it all before.

The ship continued the narrative. “And that means while I might be less of a target than otherwise, if it becomes known that you are my captain, then you will be in considerable danger. Because the easiest way to take over a Resurrection starship is to murder the current captain. Of course, it isn’t as simple as that. I have to accept the new, and the chances of that are very low. But the chances while you still live are zero.”

I was beginning to understand. “Well, I guess I’d best keep that a secret,” I said.

Amelia was nodding. “That, and stay on your guard. The mining colony is a bonus. We’ll stop by the market and pick up a few things you might need for your personal defense.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” I said.

The mining colony was getting closer. I noted that the asteroids were unusual. They were more regularly shaped than I might have expected, and greenish.

“What are they mining?” I asked.

“Sensors indicate that the mining colony is on a rich vein of numerous rare minerals. Analysis indicates that the substrate is the remains of one of the Titans, or near-gods.”

“You mean that those asteroids aren’t asteroids at all? That they used to be an actual creature?”

“Part of one, yes.”

Again, Amelia added some additional information. “Remember, the Titans are enormous. Far bigger than a normal planet. Bigger even than many suns. And in the outer reaches of space, with no atmosphere, there are few organisms about to enable decomposition. This cluster of pieces—it looks like a very small part of a much greater whole. It could have been floating about for millennia.”

“So, the whole of space was some sort of graveyard for these things?”

“These things, and many others. For some, the only thing that will prevent them from floating forever is encountering a supermassive black hole, like the one in the center of the galaxy. If they encounter anything smaller, even a sun, well, they’re just too big.”

Space was, truly, an awe-inspiring place.

We were getting much closer to the mining colony now, and I could see that the various bits of the dead Titan were held in place by enormous cables. As well, we began to pass by other starships. Just a few. And while none of them looked to be of the same design as the Krut starships, some of them were truly huge.

“It feels like driving down a highway in a Ferrari with trucks blocking you in on either side,” I muttered.

I had to admit, Tina’s tale of previous grandeur had been impressive. But I would have been more than happy if she hadn’t become quite so diminished with her resurrection.

The bubble of atmosphere the ship had described came into view as we maneuvered past the outer chunk of the Titan. I could see pockets of light farther out in every direction, and figured they were the mining operations themselves. But the bubble looked exactly like that: a bubble.

I just hoped it wasn’t as fragile.

Even though we were slowing down, that bubble quickly seemed to grow larger. I could see through it, and clearly saw the hallmarks of a city. The tangle of structures, their purpose so far unknown, but some of them looked substantial.

I wondered how many of the seven million souls the ship had mentioned actually lived there versus how many were out mining. Probably the majority. I picked a figure out of mid-air, and figured that even if it was five million out of the total, that still made for a substantial city.

Not the biggest that Earth boasted by a long shot. But a decent size nevertheless.

“I have received clearance from the spaceport authorities,” Tina intoned. “We will be touching down within just a couple of minutes.”

The ship touched down so smoothly that I barely noticed any difference at all. Before we disembarked, I asked Tina how we were going to stay in contact. Amelia replied that she had a standard communicator implanted, and that Tina would be able to contact her at need.

“Implanted?” I asked.

“It’s a simple procedure. A subcutaneous injection of nanites programmed to construct the communications device according to set specifications. It’s one of the things we should get for you while we’re here,” she said. “And I’ll probably get an upgrade while we’re at it.”

I didn’t quite know what to think about that, and my uncertainty must have been obvious.

Amelia laughed at my expression. “It’s quite harmless. Almost everyone gets their first implant as children. They never run out of energy, because they use your own body heat as a power source. And if anything should malfunction—it doesn’t happen very often—a simple update will rewrite the whole device in a matter of minutes.”

She was winning me over. “What’s the range? Can I talk to someone back on Earth, for example?”

“No. The power supply to manage that would be fairly extreme. The one I have is good for accessing just the local network. Which means, here, I could speak to anyone in the mining colony, if I had access.”

It sounded useful, but it did bring to mind another question.

“Um, all my bank accounts are on Earth. How am I going to pay for everything we’re planning to get?”

She just grinned. “I’ll take care of it,” she said.

That didn’t sit well with me. I’d lived a fairly independent life until then, and very much preferred to pay my own way.

But she had an answer for that as well. “Think of it this way,” she said. “I haven’t yet paid you the rest of what I owe for the last job, which you completed successfully. How about we set you up with a galactic account, and we can go from there?”

It sounded good to me.

There was only one more thing to do. Amelia reached into her pouch and rifled through it, coming away with what looked to be an ordinary tablet computer. Then she spoke to the ceiling, in the same way that I did when addressing the ship.

“Tina, do you have a precise location on that artifact?” she asked.

“I do,” the cool voice responded. “Transferring to your device now. If the location changes, I will update you.”

“Perfect,” Amelia said. Then she looked at me. “Are you ready?” she asked, the simple question loaded with all sorts of meaning.

I was about to set foot on something alien. Everything here would be different from what I knew back home.

I felt myself grinning very broadly as I thought about it. “Let’s do this,” I said.

This time, the image I had in mind wasn’t that of Captain Kirk, but Neil Armstrong instead.

As the ship conjured an entrance where for the entire journey there had been nothing, I found myself repeating a familiar phrase.

“One small step for man…”


Chapter thirteen


The air in the spaceport tasted a little thick, a little sour, but no worse than in any other large city back on Earth. To me, it was something of a miracle that I could breathe it at all, and I mentioned this to Amelia.

“Many of the worlds where life evolved have atmospheres fairly similar to that of your world. That isn’t to say that life doesn’t evolve elsewhere as well, but it seems to have an easier time where there’s a fairly standard oxygen/nitrogen mix. But there are species that breathe anything from methadone or carbon monoxide through to chlorine gas, which would be toxic for you or me.”

“Do the people from those worlds mix in places like this?”

The horned woman nodded. “They do, but rarely. I mean, how would you like it if you had to use breathing apparatus wherever you went?”

It was a good point. This whole adventure would be considerably less fun if I had to wander around in a full space suit.

Despite the sourness in the air, I was brimming with good cheer. Even the zero point nine two of Earth normal gravity added to the feeling of unreality. Not only was my body considerably stronger than before the blue pill, but the lower gravity made me want to jump up and down and do standing backflips.

Just because it would have been easy.

I did my best to rein myself in, limiting my expressions of excitement to a broad grin as I looked about.

“There’s no customs or anything here?” I asked.

Amelia shook her head. “This is just a mining colony, outside of any real jurisdiction. But Tina would have also taken care of the necessary documentation before we landed. Likely, she would have had to describe our purpose, your species and mine, and if we were carrying any potentially illicit substances.”

The horned woman shrugged. “Even in a place like this, there are authorities. If they’d chosen to, they could have met us on arrival to check the accuracy of Tina’s filing.”

Apparently, we weren’t that interesting to the local authorities. Not that I minded. It meant one less impediment between me and this alien city, and I was anxious to see it.

Amelia pointed us to a transport shuttle, and within just a few minutes of touching down, the two of us were walking through the busiest part of the city.

It was everything I had hoped it would be and more. It was a thriving, bustling hub of activity, populated by species beyond imagination. George Lucas himself would have approved.

By and large, most of the aliens we passed approximated human norms. They were like Amelia, with human-looking features combined with those that made them decidedly alien.

Horns and scales were common, and I saw several individuals who might have been Kohners, like Amelia herself. We passed by cat girls and bunny girls, as well as one who could have been a full blown succubus. There were also those with tentacles instead of hair, or whose skin came in different shades of green or blue.

There were giant creatures towering ten feet tall or more, lumbering, shapeless individuals mixing with those that looked more like insects than anything else.

On one occasion we passed by what I first thought to be a large butterfly, only to realize that it—she—had a human face, as well as humanlike arms and legs.

I gawked like a tourist but tried not to stare. I had no idea which of the different people I was looking at might take offense at some unintended slight, and didn’t want to ruin the experience by getting into an unnecessary confrontation.

“It’s like all of the stories, science fiction and fantasy, lumped together in one,” I commented.

Amelia nodded. “Where do you think some of your Earth writers get their ideas?” she asked.

It was a fair point. But I couldn’t help but focus mostly on those who were almost human.

“Convergent evolution?” I wondered out loud. “Or is there some sort of ancestral DNA that has been seeded throughout the galaxy?”

“A little of both,” Amelia supplied. “My species and yours, for example, share a fairly similar genome. But there are others who look much like we do, and have similar characteristics, who don’t even share the same base pairs as us.”

As well as the people, I tried to take in all the sights and sounds of the city.

It was not a clean, modern place that sparkled under the artificial light. Instead, there was grime in the corners, and the people seemed to carry layers of dirt around with them. Many of the storefronts were garish, displaying unreadable text in bright lights, with noise blaring from hidden speakers.

I couldn’t read the languages, nor could I understand what the speakers were saying. Yet many of the stores were easy to figure out.

Some sold bottled liquids that had to be alcohol. Which made sense, if so many of the species around us shared a largely human metabolism.

Others sold electronic devices, and some sold items I couldn’t distinguish.

But there was one type of establishment that made its offerings extremely clear.

“Strip joints?” I asked as we passed one of the latter.

Amelia glanced casually at the shopfront. “And more,” she said. “All of your fleshly desires would be satisfied should you step inside, or so the sign says.”

The neon-looking sign flashing in the window showed a number of different feminine forms, some with horns, some with tails, and some—well, giant slugs needed to get laid as well, or so it appeared.

“Do you want to go in?” Amelia asked.

I knew that if any other woman I’d ever known had asked such a question, it would have been a trap. But Amelia seemed perfectly willing to accept any answer I gave.

In truth, I was tempted. I was curious to find out exactly what was on offer.

At the same time, we were on the clock, even if we didn’t have a hard deadline.

“Maybe later,” I said. “If we have time to spare.”

We weren’t just window shopping. Amelia spotted a narrow shop that was little more than a door wedged between two others and bustled me through. In there, I got my communication injection, and within a short time, my internal communication device had formed.

She taught me how to use it, and within a couple of minutes, I was able to communicate with Amelia and Tina without effort.

I could hear their voices pretty much in my head.

“It’s like telepathy,” I said.

Amelia nodded. “Close,” she said. “But you still have to talk to get your message across. I can’t just pick it out of your mind.”

I looked the woman up and down, and figured that was probably a good thing.

The communication device had another attribute that I didn’t expect. The noises blaring from the storefronts suddenly made sense. Apparently, the device came with a translation function that worked in real time.

Next was a stall that was set up in the middle of the street. From there, I got my own equivalent of Amelia’s shades, although mine were a little different. When not in use, my shades were an unobtrusive electronic device that sat behind my right ear. All I needed to do was tap it, and it would turn into a lens that appeared in front of my right eye. If I tapped it twice, it would turn into a full set of glasses.

Either way, not only did they let me see through any camouflage tech that those around us might be wearing, but they also brought up the names of the different species.

Amelia’s glasses had done the same thing, but with mine, the vendor set my shades to display the information in English, which was both incredibly surprising and useful.

From then on, the visual displays were translated as well.

I also picked up two other things that I thought might be useful. A simple steel blade that came with a sheath that I could wear on my belt, and a blaster of the same type that I’d borrowed from Amelia when fighting the Kruts.

This one didn’t look like a water pistol. This one looked like the sort of space gun a prop maker from Hollywood might design.

I didn’t much care how it looked. Amelia’s description of the galaxy being a dangerous place had gotten through. And even our short walk through the city center had shown me the proof of that.

More than one of the passersby had studied the two of us as if we were no more than fresh meat. I’d witnessed at least one robbery down an alley, and we’d walked past what looked to be a corpse in the street.

Relying on my new strength and speed, as well as a combination of my training and instincts, didn’t seem sufficient. I wanted to be armed as well, and clearly my 9mm was insufficient.

Despite this, I was enjoying myself immensely. Even haggling with alien vendors was something of a thrill.

But our exploration of the city was cut short by a message from Tina.

“I have detected two Krut starships approaching. Neither appears to be the one that escaped us back near Earth. They are decelerating, and their trajectory suggests their destination is the mining colony.”

“Estimated time of arrival?” I responded.

“Impossible to determine precisely. The ships are too large to dock at the spaceship spaceport directly, nor do they have the required maneuverability. They will therefore be required to use shuttles.”

“Not teleporters?” I asked out loud.

It was Amelia who answered. “Very few species make use of that sort of technology,” she said. “For most of us—well, let’s just say that the results of early experimentation weren’t pretty.”

Fair enough, I thought to myself. But out loud, I returned to the main point of Tina’s communication.

“So, it seems we’ve run out of time,” I said. “Let’s go find this artifact.”

We followed the directions Tina gave us along an annoyingly windy route, until we ended up in a decidedly unsavory part of town.

Everything I’d seen so far had conveyed a sort of grime-punk vibe. But this was taking it to a new level.

There was trash spilling out from the alleys onto the pavement. The artificial atmosphere was thick with cloying odors of different varieties, thick smoke that suggested something hallucinogenic to my relatively naïve, Earthborn senses. In some places, I could see wafts of color, pinks and greens, drifting about in the air, and I wondered what exactly they were.

But it didn’t seem like the sort of area where it made sense to pause to investigate. And besides, we were on a mission.

So I ignored the wispy whatever-it-was that floated in front of my eyes, ignored also the disheveled and obviously drugged aliens sprawled among the trash, ignored the almost derelict buildings.

Finally, Amelia gestured to an alley that wasn’t completely blocked with garbage.

“That way,” she said. She had a look of vague disgust twisting her beautiful face, and I almost laughed. In my line of business, I’d seen much the same thing, without the alien vibe, on many occasions.

Sometimes, the client wanted to meet in the seediest of clubs. Other times, these areas provided a good opportunity for entering buildings through something other than the front door.

So I wasn’t particularly surprised when we came to a nondescript entrance that nevertheless boasted two large, alien bouncer types dressed in the mining colony’s equivalent of dark suits.

There was no signage anywhere to indicate what it was hiding, but I caught a hint of noise from within. Not loud music, which all but ruled out some sort of nightclub, but the din of applause and cheering.

I nodded at the bouncers, who paused to sniff in Amelia’s and my direction. The two of them were perhaps less human than most, with vaguely horse-like faces and small, dark eyes that seemed less important to them than their elongated noses.

Whatever they were sniffing us for, they didn’t find it. The one on the left just grunted something my translator translated as just that: a grunt. Then he stood out of the way and gestured for us to go through.

I took a quick glance at Amelia, making sure she was up for whatever we were going to face. She nodded, and together we made our way down a long, narrow passageway that led to a literal underground fighting club.

The noise was electric. Clearly, this crowd—and there must have been five or six hundred people of all different species crowded in—was clearly enjoying itself. At first, I could see only their backs as they gathered around a large cage, five or six deep, but standing on different levels so that those at the back could still see.

The noise was deafening. Instead of trying to compete, shouting over it all to speak with Amelia, I used the communication devices.

“Do you know where the artifact is?” I asked.

“That way,” she said.

We made our way through the crowd, and every now and again, I caught a glimpse of what was happening inside the cage.

It was a literal cage fight, but the combatants were like nothing I’d ever seen.

One of the combatants looked like a Minotaur. The body of a giant man—maybe eight feet tall—with the head, hooves, and tail of a bull. He was wearing a pair of cut-off shorts and nothing else, and he was bleeding from numerous cuts and abrasions, many of which looked like bite marks.

Given the nature of his opponent, I wouldn’t have been surprised. He was another vaguely humanoid creature, but had the head of a lizard, including frills around his neck. He was dressed like the Minotaur, and displayed skin that was covered in green scales.

He had a set of teeth that would have frightened a vampire, and as I watched, he opened his mouth and spat a glob of foul, greenish something at the Minotaur.

The Minotaur was almost fast enough to dodge. Faster than I would have expected for a monster that size. But a tiny fraction of the spittle grazed the Minotaur’s arm before landing on one of the bars of the cage.

It started to sizzle, eating through that bar as if it was acid, and the Minotaur reacted as if he was burned. He rubbed at the wound with vigor, raised his head to the heavens and let out a bellow of anger mixed with pain.

If we weren’t on the remnants of a Titan, light years from Earth, I would have wondered if these creatures were sentient or if they were beasts.

But everything I had seen so far suggested that these two were just another of the many different species brought together in this place, and I didn’t need my new ocular device to tell me that they were intelligent beings.

I brought it up anyway, just to see what it said, and it told me that the Minotaur was from Davith 7, and the reptile was from a place called Zav’Ire.

The crowd roared at the Minotaur’s discomfort, and I caught the sharp tang of the acid over the general miasma of alcohol and the sweat of a thousand arm pits and half as many butt cracks of many different species.

The Minotaur lowered his head and charged, and I wouldn’t have wanted to be on the end of those horns for anything in the world.

But I lost sight of the combatants as we moved behind a large individual with the shell of an oversized turtle.

“Nearly there,” Amelia said as the crowd went wild again, and I could only assume that the Minotaur had at least marked the lizard man with his horns.

Amelia was shorter than me and hadn’t been able to catch even a glimpse of the proceedings. But she didn’t seem to mind. Her focus was on the target.

But our progress was blocked by what looked to be a living ogre guarding a door. Amelia made to step past the ogre, but he shook his head and held a hand out to stop her.

“Owner’s box,” the ogre said in a surprisingly high, singsong voice that didn’t match his appearance at all. “No entry.”

Amelia glanced at her device, then at me.

“We have to get through,” she said.

All at once, the entire place seemed to shudder as several hundred patrons cheered and shouted, waving their fists in the air. I could only assume that something had happened in the cage to warrant such a response. Very likely, the end of the fight.

I grinned at the horned woman. “Do you usually give up so quickly?” I teased.

“I haven’t given up,” she shot back. “I’m just looking for options.”

“Well, first thing we should do is find somewhere we can see.”

“We’re not here to watch the fights,” Amelia objected.

I shook my head. “No. But I want to see if we can get a look at the owner. Because they have the artifact, don’t they? That’s where Tina’s directions are taking us.”

Amelia nodded, and it was decided. We made our way to the front of the crowd, with me stepping on feet and using my elbows and basically doing all I could to make a cheerful nuisance of myself, all the while apologizing loudly so that it would have been hard to take offense.

It took some effort—some of the patrons didn’t want to move—but we soon made it all the way to the front row, next to the cage.

The first thing that caught my eye was the result of the fight. The Minotaur had indeed scored the win by goring the lizard man through the chest.

The victor was standing beside his fallen combatant, displaying his might to one and all, fist fists raised above his head as he bellowed in victory. The beast’s horns were covered in a thick layer of dark purple blood, and the crowd was roaring its approval.

The loser, however, was another story. He was lying prone on the sawdust-covered floor, coughing weakly as he struggled to move.


Chapter fourteen


“At least he’s not dead, I guess,” I muttered, and Amelia grunted noncommittally.

Strangely, the noise, the smells, the wanton violence all felt familiar to me. This wasn’t the first underground fighting club I’d been to. Places like this existed in many cities around the world, and it seemed the visceral appeal that allowed them to thrive on Earth was universal.

To my mind, humanity was an essentially violent species, with the principle of kill or be killed having been expressed in one form or another since history began.

The Roman gladiators were perhaps the most famous example of bloody combat being used for entertainment, but it wasn’t the only one, and even more modern sports could trace their origins back to such things.

I’d always thought that it wasn’t our opposable thumbs or ability to communicate that had elevated us above the other species on Earth. It was our viciousness instead.

And now, it seemed that the same viciousness was shared by a large number of other species, from many different worlds.

“Look there,” Amelia said, still speaking through the communications device so she could be heard above the roar of the crowd.

I turned to where she was indicating and saw what must have been our target.

It was a woman, sitting on what appeared to be effectively a throne. Her hands rested casually on the armrests and her long legs crossed in front of her in a position that not only afforded her the best view of the proceedings, but which allowed most of the crowd a good view of her as well.

She had additional ogre guards standing to her left and right, but it was the woman herself who commanded my attention.

We weren’t far away from the owner’s box, or from her. She must have been close to seven feet tall, although it was hard to judge given her seated position. She was beautiful, slim and elegant, dressed in a delicate-looking, flowing ensemble that might not have looked out of place in a Turkish harem.

Her wrists and fingers were draped in bangles and rings, and she wore a heavy necklace around her neck.

But it was the woman herself who was most striking, irrespective of what she was wearing.

For one thing, she had a blue tint to her skin, and ears that were pointed, like Amelia’s but even more so. Her hair was long and jet black, and to me, she looked very much like she was from a species James Cameron might have created.

Two other things stood out about her visible appearance. She had an obvious scar that began on her forehead and continued down her left cheek, an injury that had turned her left eye milky white.

Given that her other eye was so dark as to be almost black, it made quite a visual statement.

The other interesting thing about her was her left arm, which appeared to be made out of metal.

Altogether, as well as being starkly beautiful, she was a formidable-looking woman. That impression was helped considerably by the calm yet somehow fierce expression on her face as she surveyed the results of the fight below her.

There was one other thing that I noticed, and I couldn’t be sure that this wasn’t what had led Amelia to point her out.

The necklace she wore ended between breasts that weren’t quite on full display through her diaphanous clothing. A pendant rested there, and the way it seemed to move about, to flow as if it was liquid, told me all I needed to know.

“That’s the artifact,” I said, already trying to come up with some way of securing it.

Blasting our way into her owner’s box didn’t seem like an option. There were too many people in the way, too many guards, and I had no true understanding of what their capabilities might be.

Before I could come up with a valid plan, a portly man who looked fully human stepped forward from his place in the box. Until then, he’d been hidden from view by one of the ogres.

The noise of the crowd was already starting to die down when that worthy cleared his throat.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” he began, his voice loud and rich. “Citizens of all worlds, and patrons of the brutal arts! We have a winner! Anthonis Loke from Davith 7 has defeated Fyster G’Nook from Zav’Ire!”

There was an immediate roar of approval from the audience, and the announcer allowed them a few moments. The Minotaur paraded around the cage, roaring and flexing, the adrenaline—or whatever his species’ equivalent—clearly coursing through him.

“Those of you who have bet wisely can claim your winnings from this moment! The loser will, of course, receive the appropriate medical attention, while the winner, as well as collecting his fee, has won the opportunity to ask a boon from our patron!”

Again, the crowd roared its approval, although this time, it was a little more muted.

I found myself listening with interest as the rotund man turned almost deferentially to the impressive woman.

“Lady Val,” the man said, addressing her.

The regal-looking woman nodded an acknowledgement, but her expression remained both neutral and fierce. She studied the Minotaur for some moments, during which time that worthy calmed himself down. Facing her, unprompted, he sank to one knee and bowed his head.

Or perhaps it wasn’t unprompted. Perhaps it was simply the weight of Lady Val’s gaze.

“Congratulations on your victory,” the impressive woman said, her voice as warm and smooth as honey. It was the voice of a true ruler. “Tell me the boon you seek, and if it is within my purview, I will grant it.”

The crowd had grown silent with Lady Val’s first words, and remained so as the Minotaur raised his head.

“Lady Val,” he rumbled, his voice about what I would have expected for an eight foot monster with the head of a bull. Yet his tone was contrite. “If it is possible, I would like the means to leave this colony. It has been more than seven years since I have been back to Davith 7, and in that time I have spoken to my family only seldom. I had hoped to earn my fortune in the mines, but luck was not with me, with the company I contracted to quickly failing.”

Abruptly, the massive man seemed to realize he was talking more than he truly needed to. He hung his head, becoming in my eyes a more tragic figure than his recent victory would have suggested.

“I just want to see my family again,” he finished.

Lady Val seemed to consider his words for a few seconds. Her expression remained that odd combination of fierce and neutral, and it was entirely unclear if she intended to grant his boon or not.

Then, with the whole of the audience watching, she gave a single nod.

“Granted,” she said.

It wasn’t just me who had been waiting to hear her response. As one, the audience began cheering once more.

It was interesting to witness. They’d just watched as the Minotaur gored his opponent through the chest, injuring him fairly badly. And now they were responding with empathy, clearly pleased that the fighting ring owner had granted his reward.

Just as clearly, Lady Val was pleased with the response. I caught the smallest change of expression, the upward curl of her lips, just a little, her dark eye and her pale one both shining.

The rotund man with the sonorous voice gave the audience time to settle down once again, and a team of helpers entered the cage to carry the lizard man away, while at the same time showing the Minotaur the way out.

As they were leaving, the portly man spoke up again.

“For our next entertainment, we have something a bit different. Why should only the designated fighters be able to ask a boon of our Lady? Why shouldn’t one of you get the same opportunity?”

At this, again, the crowd roared into life. It seemed that many of them already knew where this was heading. I would have put good money on this being a regular event.

The rotund man was smiling. “The generosity of Lady Val is well known, as is her ability to get things done. Boons that have been granted before have included intervening in a dispute over a claim, sponsoring a promising cadet through flight school, and, of course, helping out with personal debt. All these things she has done, and more besides, and who is to say that she couldn’t offer you something as well?”

I couldn’t help it. I had to glance at Amelia, and saw the same thoughts I was having reflected in her expression. I didn’t care about debts, or flight school, or getting back to my world. But Lady Val did indeed have something I wanted.

It seemed that an opportunity was about to present itself, although the shape of that opportunity—well, the image of the lizard man struggling for breath with two holes in his chest was still firmly in my mind.

“Who here has need of such a boon?” the rotund man asked.

Naturally, the entire crowd started to shout, with many of them pointing toward themselves as they chanted, “Me! Me! Me!”

The rotund man was a gifted orator. He knew just when to pause, and just went to resume his speech. He allowed the crowd to begin to calm down before completing his pitch.

“You might just get your chance. For the next entertainment, we are looking for two volunteers who have the courage to step into the cage! You will fight one another until only one of you remains standing!”

The rotund man looked around, and this time, the crowd was almost silent. It seemed that the enthusiasm of just a few moments before had turned into something different.

Uncertainty.

The announcer nodded as if that was to be expected.

“Good,” he said. “You understand the nature of the bargain. While not a fight to the death, we have seen deaths in such matches before. In this cage, nothing is certain.”

Again, there was relative silence. A few people shuffled, and one or two coughed.

And in a quiet voice this time, the announcer asked a question. “Who will be our first competitor in this next entertainment?”

In my life as a thief, as a manipulator and conman, I’d often had to seize a moment as soon as it presented itself.

Sometimes, there would only be one, and if that opportunity was missed, it would never come around again.

I felt in my bones that this might be just such an opportunity. I didn’t believe that Lady Val would hand over her artifact as a boon, especially if she understood what it was. But at the very least, it could be my chance to meet her.

And I didn’t know if there was any other way to do that. Not when she was surrounded by guards, in what was effectively a fortress of her own making.

So I raised my hand and spoke up as loudly and clearly as I could.

“I will!” I said in a voice that brooked no argument.

“What are you doing?” Amelia demanded. At the same time, the crowd roared their approval, but there was a significant amount of laughter mixed within it.

I understood why. I was tall for a human, and, since I’d taken the blue pill, well built with it. I could have worked as a body double for Hollywood, specializing in superhero characters.

But compared with the two monsters I’d just witnessed battling it out in the cage, I was puny.

Yet I didn’t back down. “Do you see any other options?” I asked.

The announcer had a broad smile across his face. “It seems we have the first challenger,” the man said, his voice cutting through the ongoing murmur of the crowd. “Although he is a bit smaller than what I might have hoped for. Tell me, challenger, for the benefit of those without an identification unit, who are you, and what is your planet of origin? And, while you are at it, perhaps you could give us a reason why you deserve a chance to win a boon from our Lady Val?”

I understood that my place in the fighting cage wasn’t at all a given. The announcer was giving me a chance to state my case. I needed to make a good impression or he would pass me over in favor of someone else.

I was also very aware that Amelia hadn’t answered my question. She also couldn’t see any other way of getting close to Lady Val.

The lady in question was studying me with her usual, neutral expression, but I thought I detected a hint of interest beneath her porcelain stare.

Instead of addressing the announcer, I spoke to her directly.

“My name is Nick Tannin. I am from a world known as Earth, and as far as I know, I am the first of my kind to venture this far from home.” There were murmurs all around at this, and I was relieved and slightly amazed to see that they were able to understand me. I couldn’t imagine that their translation devices had all been programmed to include English, so there must have been something insanely clever going on.

In addition, I thought that maybe I’d said something right. I was, from the perspective of those watching, something unique.

But that didn’t mean I was worthy.

“No doubt, when you look at me, you see someone a bit smaller than the last two combatants,” I said. At this, there was another round of laughter. Of all the species I had seen so far, I was far from the smallest. But in a fighting club like this, sheer size and strength made a difference.

Maybe, at other times, they would pit smaller combatants against one another as well. But this was an invitation to all those who were watching. And the announcer—and Lady Val—would want to put on a good show.

“But don’t let that deceive you,” I continued. “In my world, we have an expression. It ain’t the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the fight in the dog that matters.”

I broke my gaze away from that of the owner and looked all around the audience, making sure to take everyone in. They were listening to me, keen to hear what I might say, and at least open to the possibility of me being one of the fighters.

I allowed myself a broad grin that was almost feral in nature. “Let me tell you, there’s a whole lot more fight in this particular dog than there might appear. I will face any one of you in the cage, and when we are done, it will be me standing as the winner!”

It was a direct challenge and they all knew it. As one, the audience responded as I’d expected them to. They shouted and cheered, responding to my challenge with approval.

All of a sudden, it wasn’t about my comparative size. It was about the words I’d said, the challenge I had issued.

I had the audience’s approval. All I needed now was that of Lady Val herself.

I turned my attention back to the formidable-looking woman and waited. I was still smiling, that expression alone a challenge of another sort. I was daring the lady to go against the clear wishes of her patrons, and something about the tiny smile she favored me with in return suggested she understood that clearly.

Nor was she one to go against the wishes of her own people. She turned to the announcer and gave a barely perceptible nod.

It was all the rotund man needed. This time, he raised his pudgy hands to the crowd, asking for silence.

Before they completely complied, the announcer raised his voice once again.

“It seems we do indeed have our first challenger. Now, who is it who will be his opponent? Who of you wishes to take on this human, this Nick Tannin, for a chance to win a boon?”

Immediately, the crowd erupted. It seemed that while my words had won me a place, my size—or lack of it—was still very much in evidence.

Perhaps half of the audience was made up of creatures, men and women both, who were smaller than me. But the other half?

It looked as if every one of them was willing to try me.

A couple of hundred voices called out, demanding to be my opponent. It was a cacophony, a discordant chorus of shouting, with no one voice winning out over the others.

Amelia’s voice joined in, and I had to smile. It seemed like a good tactic. We could put on a show, and whoever won, we’d get the boon.

But her voice was lost among many.

The announcer weathered the volume of the response with equanimity. He just waited for it all to die down, and when it started to do so, a singular voice from the other side of the club spoke up.

“I will be the challenger,” the voice said in a tone that was hard and flat. It was a deep voice, and there was certainty behind it.

“Who said that?” I asked Amelia, who was frowning in a way that suggested she wasn’t pleased with what was happening.

“I can’t see clearly,” she said. She sounded disappointed that her own challenge had been almost completely ignored.

I couldn’t see clearly either. All the lights in the club were shining in just the wrong way. But I did get an impression of size from the shadows.

The rest of the noise faded. It seemed that there were few who wanted to challenge the speaker. It was as if everyone there respected this speaker’s authority.

And that included the announcer. He nodded as if it was a done deal, but still turned to Lady Val for her confirmation.

She gave it without hesitation, and once more, the crowd shouted their approval.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the rotund announcer said. “Representatives of numerous worlds, we have our combatants! Nick Tannin from Earth, versus Wyeloo Khan from Braxius Prime!”

I didn’t miss that the announcer already knew the challenger’s name.

Again, there was a round of shouting and cheering before the announcer continued. “Competitors, please divest yourselves of any weapons and make yourselves ready. The rest of you, clear the way so these two courageous fighters can make their way to the cage entrance.”


Chapter fifteen


“Ihope you know what you’re doing,” Amelia said as I handed her my weapons, my shirt, and even my shoes and socks. I didn’t want my shirt to get ruined, and while shoes could add weight to a kick, the ones I was wearing were business shoes and light when it came to grip. I didn’t want to sacrifice my footing for a dubious advantage.

And anyway, given how strong the blue pill had made me, a decent kick and I would have torn right through the leather.

With the announcer advising the audience to place their bets, I made my way to the cage entrance, leaving Amelia where she was. But because of the device I’d so recently gained, I could still communicate with her. And with Tina as well.

I suggested to Amelia that she place a bet on me to win, to give me even more of an incentive to do so. Then I checked with the ship, asking where the Kruts were, if they had taken a shuttle to the spaceport.

“I have seen no indication of a shuttle as yet,” the cool voice of Tina spoke to me through my device. “Both Krut starships have settled into a geostationary orbit.”

“So we still have a little time,” I said.

I was the first combatant to arrive at the cage entry. Two more of the ogre-ish guards stood there, ready and waiting, and gestured for me to go inside.

I did so, getting the feel of the place.

The sawdust on the floor was soft under my feet, with no sharp bits of wood to make my lack of shoes a mistake.

The cage itself was made of thick steel bars as wide around as my wrist. The space between them was narrow enough that I would have to lose a considerable amount of weight to be able to squeeze between them.

They were pitted and scored, with a buildup of rust and grime that suggested the cage had been in use for some decades, if not longer, and it was a true cage, with a roof as well as walls.

I knew that once the gate was shut, there would be no way out. Not even through the slightly larger gap where the previous combatant’s acidic spittle had eaten away at one of the bars.

I was here for the duration, and in a way, that made it simpler. I had one task ahead of me. I would fight whoever my opponent happened to be.

There was no other option.

So be it, I thought to myself.

An increase in activity on the far side suggested my opponent was making his way to the cage. At least, I thought, I would have plenty of room to maneuver. The cage was considerably larger than your average octagon, the ceiling perhaps twenty feet high. The whole thing was oval in shape, with the narrowest part measuring perhaps thirty feet, with the widest close to double that length.

Plenty of room to allow me to run, if I needed to.

I deliberately didn’t look at my opponent as he made his way down. Instead, I took the time to limber up, to stretch and warm up my muscles. So it was only when he actually entered the cage that I saw exactly what it was I was facing.

One of the ogre guards swung the gate shut, the metal clanging together with the sound of ominous finality.

My opponent grinned at me from the other side of the cage, and I saw that he too had divested himself of much of his clothing.

I took a moment to study the man.

The monster.

For that’s what he was.

Fully eight feet tall, like so many other species I had seen, he looked largely human. Bald and massive, he had the same shape as the comic book character Kingpin, or maybe the Blob. Yet the way he moved demonstrated he carried his mass easily, without a hint of a jiggle.

Clearly, this monster was strong, and knew what to do with his weight.

He was an intimidating sight, and I started to mutter under my breath. If I’d been as weak as I was before the blue pill, I wouldn’t have had a chance. Now?

“I guess this is where I try out my strength,” I said to myself. “At least he doesn’t have horns.”

Then I shot a quick question to both Tina and Amelia. “Do either of you know this species, from Braxius Prime? Do they have any weaknesses I should know about?”

It was Tina who answered. “Braxiuns are strong and surprisingly fast, but their necks aren’t as flexible as some. It may not be much of a weakness, but they can sometimes have difficulty looking upward.”

“Great,” I muttered. “That should make this a breeze.” I couldn’t hold in the sarcasm.

The huge man was grinning at me, displaying the only thing I could see that was different from any normal, oversized human. His teeth were sharp, like those of an alligator.

“What’s wrong, little human?” he rumbled. “You seem nervous?”

I tried for a grin. “Don’t you worry about me,” I said. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about myself.”

“Is that so?” he rumbled, finishing his question with a laugh that made his entire torso shudder. “I guess we shall see,” he added.

I was on guard, waiting for him to attack, but wasn’t entirely sure how these fights were supposed to begin. If there were rules, I didn’t know what they were.

Fortunately, the announcer once more spoke up.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” he called. “Citizens of the galaxy! You may continue to place bets until the fight is finished. The odds will, of course, adjust according to what appears to be happening. Now, if you are ready?”

It was a question, and the audience responded as one. They let out a roar of approval, suggesting very strongly that they were indeed ready and waiting.

“Then let the entertainment begin!”

Immediately, the huge Braxiun stalked toward me. I did what smaller, lighter fighters had done in such circumstances since time immemorial. I danced to the side, circling around him, making him turn to follow me.

I was looking to see how well he moved, and to my immense disappointment, saw that he was light on his feet. He followed me easily, stepping forward at the same time, effectively cutting down my options.

I tried for a fast lunge toward him, but his reactions were quick. He unleashed a casual backhand with one mighty arm that might have sent me flying if it had connected. At the last moment, I ducked back and away, to the sound of cheers and jeers both from those watching.

“Be careful!” came Amelia’s voice in my head.

“Thanks for the tip,” I muttered back, and kept dancing.

My opponent was huge. I could only assume he was stronger than me. I was smaller and quicker, and found myself moving around him like a satellite around a planet.

Sooner or later, I knew that my dancing would stop. We would come together, and either my speed or his strength would prove the difference.

I knew we both had advantages, but I also knew that there were weight classes in combat sports for a reason. You put a big guy up against someone smaller, and unless the smaller guy was lucky, the big guy usually won.

I was determined not to let that happen this time.

If I had a choice.

All of a sudden, the Braxiun grew tired of my dancing. He threw up his hands and charged at me, bellowing loudly as he did. Perhaps it was natural for him to express himself that way. Perhaps he was trying to intimidate me.

Either way, I darted to one side, moving quickly and avoiding the monster’s massive, sweeping arm as I passed.

The Braxiun proved slow to turn, and I used that to my advantage. I closed in behind him and hammered three quick blows to his back, aiming for where his kidneys would have been if he were human.

The flesh beneath my fists felt dense, like some sort of galvanized rubber rather than normal muscle, and I didn’t know if I had made any impression at all.

The crowd went wild and the Braxiun grunted, spinning about even before his momentum had slowed. I ducked beneath another wild swing and saw my advantage.

He had unbalanced himself, his own weight working against him.

So I dug my feet into the sawdust and launched myself at him, burying my shoulder into his massive stomach.

To my surprise, and that of the audience, it worked. The massive creature was unbalanced. My mass was just enough to knock him off his feet.

He sat down with a grunt, and I’m sure that the whole building shook as a result.

The audience went wild.

But if I thought I’d done something decisive, I would have been dead wrong. I hadn’t intended to go down with him, and in fact had bounced back when I hit, his rubbery flesh proving oddly springy. I’d been contemplating launching myself at him again, perhaps aiming a knee at his face now that it was closer to my level.

But the monster was back on his feet in an instant, and his earlier superior grin had turned into something far more dangerous.

He was angry. Perhaps he hadn’t expected me to put up even a semblance of a fight. Perhaps he thought his first charge would be all that was needed. He let out a bellow of rage and hurled himself toward me with greater speed than before.

This time, I was indecisive. I almost let him get to me, almost let those huge arms cut off my escape. But at the last moment, I took a single step back, then launched myself straight up into the air.

The gravity here was less than Earth normal. And I was far stronger than I had been before.

My leap took me all the way to the bars on the roof, and I latched onto them for a moment, dangling high above the Braxiun.

The crowd went wild, appreciating the maneuver, but it was just my first step. Looking down from above, it was clear that my opponent didn’t know where I had gone. Tina was right. Braxiuns had trouble looking up.


Chapter sixteen


With my grin returning, I took aim and didn’t just let myself drop, but instead used the strength of my arms to push myself away from the bars.

In all of the movies I’d ever watched, whenever a hero attacked a villain from above, they always landed behind them and took them down gently.

But this wasn’t a movie. This was real life, despite how fantastic it had suddenly become.

And I needed all the advantages I could get.

I didn’t land gently behind my opponent. Instead, I bent my legs at the knees and hammered the Braxiun at the base of the neck.

Then I tumbled backward, largely uncontrolled, to land in a heap on the sawdust.

But I was quickly back to my feet, my eyes on my opponent, seeking any damage I might have done.

I’d hoped to drive him to his knees. Hell, I’d hoped to have ended the fight with one blow.

But my opponent was as tough as old leather. I’d wobbled him, quite clearly, but that was all.

He wrenched himself back under control and turned to face me, his expression beyond fury.

“You little annoying flea,” he said, reaching up with one of his meaty fists to rub the place on his neck where I had connected. “That hurt.”

“What, you want me to kiss it better?” I asked.

I was feeling pretty good about how things were progressing. So far, I’d knocked him off his feet, and had delivered a blow substantial enough to hurt him. And he hadn’t laid so much as a finger on me.

Maybe there was a long way to go, but I was starting to feel more confident than I had at the start.

Of course, that’s when things started to take a different turn.

I expected the Braxiun to charge me again. If he had, I would have ducked, danced away, or otherwise avoided his efforts as I had been doing before.

Instead, the monster started to spin about, his huge arms out wide, his gargantuan, meaty hands flexed into claws.

I wondered what he was doing, what sort of batshit crazy attack he was mounting, when it suddenly became very clear.

He didn’t intend to stop spinning. Instead, he just angled his spin to bring those huge arms closer to me. It was like trying to fight the blades of a helicopter, and weaving and ducking were no longer going to work. If I ducked under one meaty paw, another would be on its way in a heartbeat, and it didn’t much matter if he slapped the shit out of me or backhanded me to the other side of the cage.

Either way, I would be in trouble.

I gathered myself to leap to the roof once again, seeing that tactic as my only way out.

But with the audience roaring in appreciation at the spectacle on display, my opponent suddenly increased his tempo, and when I did leap, a huge, swinging arm caught up with me, knocking my feet and causing me to change trajectory in mid-air.

All at once, I cartwheeled to the ground and face-planted in the sawdust. It was a stinging, surprising blow and for one heartbeat, I was stunned.

I spent longer than I should have spitting the stuff out of my mouth, trying not to think of the blood and other fluids that had soaked into it over the years.

The crowd’s roar mixed with the ringing in my ears, and the only voice that I heard was Amelia’s.

“Get up! Nick Tannin, get up! Do it now!”

I tried to gather myself, tried to do as Amelia said, but one of those huge hands clamped itself around my left shoulder and wrenched me back upright.

It turns out, I was right. The strength of this alien monster was almost beyond comprehension. He held me dangling off the ground, with that one hand gripping me awkwardly about the shoulder.

He was grinning at me, his evil-looking teeth on full display. “Got you,” he said.

With that, he clenched his other hand into a fist and swung it at my head.

It was all I could do to bring my free arm up to block, and I did so, catching the full weight of the monster’s fist on my forearm.

Immediately, that arm went numb, and I wondered if something had broken.

But I didn’t have any time to worry about that. The Braxiun was winding up for another weighty blow, and I didn’t want to test if I could survive it.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I was aware of Amelia shouting, not really trying to help, but mostly just calling my name and expressing her panic.

I was also aware of the noise of the crowd. They thought this fight was done. That I was very soon going to be little more than a crumpled heap on the floor.

My ears were still ringing. My forearm had gone from numb to stinging from the blow I had defended, but I marked that down as a good thing. Stinging, I could use. Numb was next to useless.

Despite it all, I was grinning.

I knew something my opponent did not. I’d spent years training in various forms of combat. And while the monster in the cage with me did indeed possess superior strength and durability to match, I was better at grappling than at most other forms.

And I was in possession of a strength and dexterity far beyond what I normally had.

As fast as thought, I used my opponent’s own strength against him. He held me off the ground, so I swung my hips so that I could wrap both of my legs around his arm.

I didn’t even stop to think. I just twisted my shoulder for all I was worth, managing to weaken his grip just enough.

Even as his fist flailed at me a second time, I gave myself the ability to duck, just enough that he grazed my shoulder rather than smashing that fist into my face.

At the same time, I used both of my hands against his, grabbing an oversized thumb, wrenching it away from my shoulder, and using all of my strength to bend it towards his own forearm.

It took a full heartbeat for him to understand the pain I was causing, and then he was screaming rather than bellowing, and trying to rain down blows on my back with his free hand.

But now, those blows were filled with desperation rather than malice, and they lacked the true impact they might once have possessed.

I kept up the pressure on the monster’s oversized thumb, but I wasn’t yet done.

There was a reason I’d wrapped my legs around the huge arm. I knew full well that as soon as he figured it out, I would be in danger of being swung bodily against the steel bars or the floor.

But before he got to that point, I jammed one of my heels into his armpit and twisted his arm in an unnatural way.

I felt something give in his forearm. Heard something give a wet pop in his shoulder. And if he had been screaming before, now he really let loose.

I’d done significant damage to one of his key weapons, and I knew it.

Much more quickly than I would have been able to do before, I untangled myself and dropped to my feet.

My opponent had just enough time to give me a look of pure, abject hate, and to clutch at his damaged arm with his good one. Then I launched myself at him, leaping high enough into the air that I could deliver a hard, nasty kick to his damaged shoulder.

He tried to duck out of the way. Tried to turn quickly enough that I missed my target.

But I connected with the sort of kick that would have dropped a lesser opponent, and he screamed like a five-year-old girl who had sat on a pin.

I was aware of the crowd roaring, shouting their approval at what they were seeing, and thought I heard Amelia’s voice added to the mix.

Through it all, I heard something else as well, something that made me want to finish the fight quickly.

“The Kruts have arrived at the spaceport in three separate shuttles,” Tina said in her cool voice. “It appears they are intending to use overwhelming force to acquire this artifact. I estimate they have close to fifty armed personnel about to disembark. Estimated time until they reach your position, assuming they are able to track the artifact, is less than ten minutes.”

Great, I thought to myself.

I stared at the enormous man in front of me.

“Do you yield?” I demanded in a voice loud enough for all in the club to hear.

Of course, his response was to bellow in anger and hate, and to charge at me again with his good arm extended.

This time, it was easier. I didn’t wait for his oversized fist to grab me. Instead, I grabbed him instead, swinging my legs up in the same way I’d done before, twisting his thumb back toward his forearm painfully.

This time, he did think to use his strength to try to hammer me against the floor. But I maneuvered myself around his arm so that I was effectively on top, and all he did was punch the sawdust with the side of his fist.

“You asked for it,” I grated, and applied the same sort of pressure, using my heel in his armpit and twisting. Again, I heard a fairly sickening snap, and knew that he would need help to wipe his own ass for a good couple of months, assuming that his kind healed at the same rate as a human.

Then I let him go and studied him as he stood there, both of his arms dangling uselessly at his side.

There was pain, anguish, and pure, abject hate written clearly on his face.

“Unless you want me to kill you, you are done,” I told him.

I could see the disbelief in his expression. He wanted to continue and couldn’t believe that he was beaten, especially by one such as me. But then he raised his head to the heavens and let out a howl not of victory, but of defeat.

He sank to his knees and hung his head.

He was done, and everyone knew it.

As they had done at the moment when the Minotaur gored his opponent, the crowd went wild. I basked in the glory for some moments, taking it all in. As if she was speaking in my mind, I heard Amelia’s voice rising above all the others.

“Well done!” she said, her voice filled with pride. “I knew you could do it! I just knew it!”

I laughed to myself even as I responded.

“It didn’t sound like you did,” I said. Then I softened the comment with an admission on my own. “And in truth, I didn’t know if I could. That Braxiun was huge, and stronger than shit.”

I heard the horned woman laugh in my mind, and turned so that I could face Lady Val and her announcer, while still keeping the defeated Braxiun clearly in sight.

I’d witnessed desperate men do insane things in the past, and didn’t want to give this one the opportunity to join that particular list.

Nor was I the type to crow, as the Minotaur had done. Yes, the victory was sweet, and I basked in it. But from my point of view, it was just the first step.

As the noise of the crowd started to fade and the announcer once again stepped out of the shadow of one of the ogres, it was Tina who spoke first.

“I have an update,” she said, sounding calmer than I would have expected. “The Kruts are now approximately three and a half minutes from your location. It is clear they are able to track the artifact. If you are able to do so, I would advise that you acquire it swiftly, and make your way out of there as soon as you can. If you cannot acquire the artifact, then I recommend you leave that location with haste.”

“Thank you,” I said to the starship, and the announcer started to speak.

Once again, he congratulated the winner, and said that the loser would be taken care of. He appeared to have a regular patter, but I just wanted him to get to it.

In the end, I couldn’t wait that long. I interrupted his speech and spoke to Lady Val directly.

“Lady Val, forgive the interruption. But there is a hostile force approaching your club. Their goal is to acquire an artifact, the very one, I believe, that you are wearing as a necklace right now. The way I see it, you have two options. Either you can offer your necklace to me as the boon I choose, and hope that the approaching force follows after me, leaving you and your club alone. Or you can join us, and make your way to the starship I have ready and waiting at the space port.”

It was difficult to get a read on the formidable looking woman. She studied me for some seconds, the entire club having descended into silence as they awaited her response.

My heart was pounding as a result of my recent efforts, and I was breathing hard. There was sweat beading on my forehead and chest. Yet I was aware that this was a make-or-break moment. There simply wasn’t any time to mess around.

I gave her a couple of seconds, and just before I spoke up again, she responded.

“How certain are you of all this?” she asked, her rich voice seemingly unconcerned. One of her hands—the non-metallic one—had reached for the item in question.

“As certain as you will be when in about two minutes’ time, the Kruts make their entrance.”

The woman nodded. “I believe you,” she said. “But there are at least two other options you haven’t mentioned. I could offer my artifact to the approaching Kruts and avoid any potential conflict that way. Or I could stand and fight.”

She was right. Those were options I hadn’t considered. I held my breath, waiting for her to come to a decision.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to hold my breath very long.

The imposing, blue-skinned woman stood, the movement at once languid and graceful, and yet still swift.

“Ladies and gentlemen, it is with regret that I must inform you that my club needs to close, at least for the time being. Unless you wish to get caught up in the upcoming conflict, kindly make your way from this place.”

She glanced at my helpless fellow combatant. “And please, take the Braxiun along with you. As he is, he would be of no benefit in a fight.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as perhaps five hundred men and women of all species made their hurried way out of the club. In a surprisingly short time, only Lady Val, her ogre-ish guards, Amelia, and I remained. Even the announcer had bowed once to his employer and followed the others out.

As soon as we were alone, the lady turned to her own aggressive guards. “Kindly defend this club against the encroaching rabble,” she said.

To give her credit, her people were obedient. As one, they drew their weapons and made their way to the narrow entrance of the club.

Lady Val noticed that Amelia was standing next to the cage. A cage which was now, mercifully, open.

“I take it that you two are together?” she asked with an elegantly raised eyebrow.

Amelia nodded.

“Then I would like the two of you to join me in my office. It seems we have some things to discuss.”

With that, she gestured, and I hurriedly left the cage. As soon as I reached Amelia’s side, I quickly climbed back into my clothes, walking toward Lady Val’s owner’s box at the same time, and then through to a hidden room behind it.

Lady Val had one of her ogre guards with her, and they closed the door.


Chapter seventeen


What she called an office was, in my view, more like an opulent living room, complete with what looked to be leather sofas, various ornamental stands displaying a variety of sculptures, and a large, wooden desk. The lady perched herself on the edge of that desk and gestured the both of us into the seats.

I could sense Amelia’s uncertainty. This was clearly not the way she expected this to go, nor was it her desired outcome.

And I could understand her hesitation. A much better option would have been to simply take the artifact and go, either with or without Lady Val in the bargain.

Ideally, by the time the Kruts did show up, we would be long gone.

But I’d dealt with people like Lady Val before. Well, not exactly like her. The blue skin, the metal arm, the scar on her face; all of these set her apart, as did the beauty that shone through despite—or perhaps because—of all that.

She was like a warlord, or the head of a cartel. Powerful in her own right, and not given to backing down from threats.

This was her business. Her very life. She would defend it with everything she had.

Even so, I still had to say something.

I settled myself into the comfortable chair, while Amelia remained standing.

“For the record, I think this is a mistake. The forces arrayed against you are not to be taken lightly.”

She acknowledged my words with a small nod.

“This is not the first time my premises have been under attack,” she responded. “My forces may be small in number, but they are, in their own way, formidable. What I want to know is what your part in all of this is. Clearly, if what you have said is true, and these Kruts are after my artifact, then you and they share the same goal. What I need to know is what side you are on.”

“What do you mean?” Amelia asked.

I could see the anxiety on the horned woman’s face. She had faced down the Kruts before, and done so with a certain aplomb. But this time it was different.

This time, we weren’t facing a mere half dozen of them.

“Are you working with them? Are you coming at me from two different angles, to give yourselves a better chance of gaining the prize you seek?” Lady Val asked.

She said nothing else, nor did she make any perceivable gesture. Yet the ogre guard at the door drew out a weapon of a sort I didn’t recognize, and aimed it toward both me and Amelia.

“No!” Amelia said, shaking her head in denial.

“Doesn’t that seem just a little elaborate?” I asked.

She considered the point. “It does.” As she spoke, we all clearly heard the first sounds of conflict in the distance. The sound of energy weapons, of random impacts, and of voices raised in anger and pain.

“But that doesn’t mean it isn’t what is happening.”

I looked at her steadily. “We are not on their side. Less than a day ago, a different group of these alien monsters attacked me and Amelia, as they tried to get their hands on our artifact. We were able to escape, but the Kruts aren’t done. Amelia, tell her.”

The horned woman took her cue. She repeated the story she’d told me, first introducing herself before describing the Kruts’ plan, and her role in stopping them.

As Amelia spoke, I studied the taller woman. There was something about her that I found powerfully attractive. Her poise, her regal bearing, the impression of capability she carried around with her. Not to mention the beauty of her angular face, unimpeded by the scar over her eye, and of course, her height.

I couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to be with a woman like her.

And perhaps there was something else there as well. Lady Val had an artifact. The same as the one that had activated at my touch.

Somehow, I felt I could sense it, even though it still rested against Lady Val’s chest.

I felt that her ownership of the artifact created a connection between the two of us.

Tina had called me a Nexus. Someone who drew others toward him. I’d thought she had been referring to my general nature. It was how I did things back in my old life.

But now I was starting to think there might be more to it. Something associated with the artifacts.

The noise of the battle outside grew louder. Yet still, Lady Val seemed unconcerned.

She studied both of us for a moment, and for a second time, nodded her head. “I believe you,” she said.

“Well, good.” Amelia said.

I took a deep breath and held her gaze. “Then you understand that your life here is over,” I said succinctly.

“How so?” she asked me.

“Either the Kruts will keep coming until they capture your artifact, destroying everything that you hold dear on the way. And when they do, they will be that much closer to destroying this part of the galaxy.”

I could see that she understood what I was saying. Even if she were to survive this current attack, that wouldn’t be the end of it.

“Or you can take your artifact and run. Either way, what you have built here is done.”

It wasn’t an easy thing to do, telling someone that the life they had built was over. Yet there was no flaw in my reasoning, and all of us in that room knew it.

Even so, the elegant Lady Val managed the ghost of a smile. “It was a good life while it lasted,” she murmured. She looked at me closely, and there was something in her expression that suggested more than casual interest.

“You are an unusual person,” she commented. “Tell me, are all of your kind like you? Willing to face a Braxiun in a fighting cage just to be able to deliver a warning?”

At this, Amelia gave a snort. She answered for me.

“Nick is unusual,” she said. “His species—well, let’s just say they’ve got a long way to go before they will be ready to take their part in the wider civilization. Of all the people from his world, only he has the unique blend of characteristics I needed.”

“You needed?” Lady Val asked, her question loaded.

“It was Amelia who introduced me to all this,” I said. “Even now, she is technically my employer. Although in truth, the relationship has moved on a bit from that.” I added a smile to the last, and Lady Val seemed to understand all that much more than I said.

“Interesting.” She uttered a sigh, and stood up from where she had been leaning against her desk.

Once more, she studied me closely. Very closely. She stepped right up to me and looked down from her seven-foot height. I don’t know what it was that she saw, but like Amelia herself had once done, after a moment, she nodded as if she had come to a decision.

“You are correct,” she said. “My life here is over. Therefore, I should like to join with you”—the way she said it, it was clear she meant both me and Amelia—“in your crusade against those who have taken that life from me. How about we work together to get to this starship of yours?”

I grinned at the apparent victory. “Do you happen to have a hidden way out of here, by any chance?” I asked.

I’d noticed that while Amelia’s expressions were big and easy to see, Lady Val’s were more subtle. It was almost as if she was wearing a mask that moved only a little. Or perhaps she’d trained herself to not give much away.

Either way, this time, she allowed herself an actual smile.

“I do not,” she said. “However, I do have these.”

With that, she reached toward her artificial arm and opened a compartment within it. From there, she withdrew two cylinders about as long as the width of a hand, and maybe twice as thick as a thumb.

She closed the compartment on her arm, and took one of the cylinders in either hand.

Still smiling her fierce little smile, she did something to activate the handles, and all of a sudden, she was brandishing a pair of familiar-looking weapons.

“Lightsabers!” I exclaimed.

The tall alien woman looked at me. She gave a slow nod.

“They are plasma blades,” she said. “But I can understand why you might call them lightsabers. It is a slightly inaccurate, but serviceable name.”

Then her expression changed, growing darker. “I trust you each have weapons?” she asked.

In response, I drew my newly acquired blaster, and Amelia nodded but said, “I prefer to focus on defense.”

So saying, she conjured a ball of light in one hand, which then grew into a shield like the one she had conjured the last time we had fought these alien thugs.

Lady Val nodded and turned to her guard. That ogre-like alien still had his weapon drawn, but it was no longer trained on us.

“If you don’t mind,” Lady Val said, “I should like to see what is happening in my club.”

From the noises, it sounded like a full-on battle was occurring. With her shield of glistening light now as large as she was, Amelia positioned herself nearest the door.

“Stay behind me, if you can,” she said.

With that, the ogre-like guard opened the door, and the four of us, guard included, made our way back out into the owner’s box.

We were greeted by a scene of carnage.

The Kruts had forced their way into the main part of the club. There were more than a dozen of them, with more making their way in through the corridor even as I watched. They were firing their inaccurate, overpowered energy weapons in every direction, tearing great chunks out of the stands, the cage itself, and everything else.

Lady Val’s ogre-like guards were defending valiantly, but they were hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned. There were perhaps five of them left, including the one who had been with us in the office, and it was clear the owner’s box was where they’d decided to set up their last stand.

The amount of energy firing back and forth was astounding. The Kruts were chaotic and uncoordinated. They punctuated their firing with battle cries that my translation device couldn’t translate, but which sounded like premature expressions of victory.

They weren’t following any formation that I could see, instead approaching the defenders in the same way they were shooting. Haphazardly, disorganized, but unpredictable with it.

There was such noise and confusion that at first it was hard to stay focused, and the irregular flash of the energy weapons was like a strobe light going off.

Yet because of the sheer numbers of them, some of the energy blasts found their targets.

I flinched as Amelia’s shield took three direct hits in quick succession, and one of the defenders took a blast to the side of the face. Amazingly, the ogre seemed more angry than anything else, perhaps because he knew that his looks would never be the same again.

He bellowed in rage and stood up from behind the box wall he was using for cover. He fired three quick shots at the attackers, taking down two of them in rapid succession.

But he’d made himself a target, drawing nearly all of the available fire his way.

He lasted less than a second before being cut nearly in half by the Kruts.

The sight of her guard being killed seemed to set something off in Lady Val. She’d been standing next to me behind Amelia’s shield, her plasma blades active but not in direct use. But as soon as her guard collapsed, her mismatched eyes flashed with anger.

She stepped gracefully out from behind Amelia’s shield and let loose with a war cry of her own. Then she was striding to the edge of the box. But instead of heading down the stairs and out of the door, she hurdled the box wall, coming down among a heavy knot of Krut soldiers.

I thought she was done for. Thought she was giving her life away needlessly.

But I should have known that a woman who owned a club like this one would know a thing or two about fighting. And the lightsabers—plasma blades—she brandished were clearly weapons she understood.

She was a sheer joy to watch, spinning and dancing among the Krut soldiers, using her blades as if they were scalpels, lopping off limbs and cutting through weapons as if they offered no resistance at all.

When Amelia had put me through my paces, I’d marveled at the horned woman’s speed and grace. But even at the time, Amelia had acknowledged that she wasn’t a born fighter. She had training, and some skill, but there were others in this part of the galaxy that could put her to shame.

Lady Val was one of these. The way she moved—she seemed to flow from one point to another, to turn up in places where she shouldn’t have been able to get to. More than once, a Krut tried to train his weapon on the fast moving figure only to hit nothing but air.

The Krut battle cries turned into shouts of pain, fury and fear, and as had happened with the guard drawing attention to himself, much of the ambient fire began to be directed her way.

I cursed under my breath and took aim at those I deemed most likely, adding my weapons fire into the mix.

I hadn’t forgotten how tough these alien bastards were, and made sure to shoot my targets three times in the head.

Against a small number of foes, Lady Val could have stood her ground with consummate ease. But more and more of the alien monsters were charging in from the corridor, and all they would need is a lucky shot.

Given the chaos with which they operated, I figured the chances were better than even they would get that shot in time.

Nor did it seem that Lady Val’s weapons worked in quite the same way as a true lightsaber might. She avoided getting shot by moving quickly, by spinning and turning, and not by using her weapons to deflect the energy blasts.

“Come on,” I said to Amelia. “Let’s help her!”

I used the same shortcut Lady Val had taken, leaping over the side of the box and dropping into the stands below. Amelia was right there with me and did her best to extend her shield to cover me as well as I continued to fire.

Despite what Amelia had said about preferring defense, she started to play a more active role. But instead of reaching for the blaster she carried, she kept her shield active with one hand and conjured balls of magic with the other, which she then hurled at approaching Kruts.

Those magic grenades exploded on contact, and the results were delightfully messy. I found myself in the disconcerting position of being the least effective of the three of us, and did my level best to play my part better.

At first, we made little progress. Lady Val’s blades formed a path, but the sheer number of Kruts heading our way soon forced us to stop. I realized that the ogres hadn’t followed us. Either they preferred the more defendable owner’s box over fighting in the open, or they were unable to follow.

Either way, it seemed we were on our own.

The Kruts weren’t clever. That much had been obvious right from the start. But they were clever enough to understand that the best way to deal with Lady Val’s attack was to step back, out of her range, and fire from a distance.

As soon as they began to change tactics this way, Lady Val uttered a cry of frustration.

Then she did something that no Jedi could do.

She crossed her blades and generated an ugly blast of plasma energy that crossed the distance the Kruts had created. It was a jagged bolt of blue lightning that took out three Kruts at one time.

Immediately, the warrior woman leapt into the gap, taking two other Kruts by surprise.

I added to the confusion, firing indiscriminately, not going for the three headshot kill, but doing my best to add to the carnage.


Chapter eighteen


We surged forward.

I didn’t like how Lady Val fought without the aid of Amelia’s shield, and clearly, Amelia didn’t like it either. More and more, the horned woman resorted to using her magic to create explosions, taking out Kruts from all sides even as she blocked all energy fire from one direction.

Yet her protection wasn’t perfect. I heard the sizzle of an energy blast pass by my head by a matter of inches. I flinched back even though by then it was too late, and fired three quick shots into the perpetrator’s head.

To my way of thinking, he’d gotten too close, and I didn’t want to give him a second chance.

Then we were in the corridor itself. Val took the lead, her whirling blades deadly in the confined space, and I took the opportunity to shoot past her as much as I could. Amelia protected our rear, lobbing magic grenades at those who pursued, the entire structure shuddering with every blast.

It was a desperate, deadly fight, and it seemed the corridor was carpeted in corpses.

Some of those corpses were groaning, so I made sure to finish them off even as I stood on their faces, giving no thought to delicacy in this moment.

The corridor seemed to be longer than it had been on our way in. But eventually, we made it outside.

At about the same time, we seemed to run out of Kruts. Aside from the corpses of Lady Val’s guards, there was nobody around. It seemed that all of the Kruts who had followed us were now stuck in the club behind us.

Which gave me a bit of an idea.

“Amelia! How powerful can you make your magic blasts? Can you take down the whole building? Bring it down on top of the Kruts’ heads?”

It seemed like an elegant solution to me, but Lady Val disagreed.

“No! There’s a chance some of my guards still live!”

I thought it unlikely, but even if they were, it seemed a small price to pay for the victory. But one look at Lady Val’s face, her fierceness on full display, and I decided not to argue.

Likely, she would have fought me over the decision, and we didn’t have time.

“In that case, we’ve only got one option. How do you feel about running?” I asked.

We ran. Lady Val proved to be every bit as swift a runner as she’d been skilled in combat, and it was a real effort to keep up. Amelia wasn’t able to do so. I held out my hand to her, thinking that maybe I could hurry her along, but instead of taking it, she conjured a bubble of power that enabled her to float along at the same pace.

She grinned at me from within, and I got the distinct impression she was having an easier time of it than I was.

I laughed as I ran, thinking that I was really going to have to talk with her about the limits of her power one day. But for the moment, all that mattered was putting some distance between us and the surviving Kruts, to get back to the ship as quickly as we could.

I kept my blaster at the ready, half expecting to run into Krut reinforcements at every step.

Lady Val ran not with her plasma blades activated, but with the twin cylinders that served as their handles still in her grasp. No doubt, she would activate them again at a moment’s notice.

Only once did we run into trouble. A trio of Krut soldiers, standing guard at the space station entrance as if they had a right to do so.

We had just stepped off the train-like contraption that brought us to and from the space station, and while we were no longer running exactly, we were still moving at pace.

Lady Val engaged two of the self-appointed guards with her blades and I flung myself at the third, knocking him onto the ground.

I kneeled on his chest and shot him three times in the face before leaping up to give Lady Val a hand.

I needn’t have bothered. The two guards she had faced were in pieces. She had dissected them, lopping off arms, legs, and heads with brutal efficiency.

I looked at her as she stood over the corpses and she read my expression correctly.

“Perhaps I am angry,” she said. “These foul brutes have ruined my club.”

That was all she needed to say. The three of us hurried onward, and as we approached my little starship, I contacted Tina.

“Three to come aboard,” I said. “Me, Amelia, and Lady Val. Please treat the latter the same as you do Amelia. And while you’re at it, make ready for an immediate launch.”

“As you command.”

And then we were on board with the door closing behind us.

Finally, I put my blaster away, and watched as Lady Val stowed her plasma blades—or at least the handles—back in her metallic arm.

The tall, elegant-looking woman with the artifact necklace was looking around with curiosity.

“Is this what I think it is?” she asked out loud.

“That depends on what you think it is,” I responded.

“A harem ship,” she said.

I stared at her. “A what?”

I turned to Amelia, who had an unusual look on her face. It was as if she’d been caught out and wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

But she quickly recovered, offering me a broad grin.

She spoke to Lady Val and me both at once. “It is better known as a Resurrection starship,” she said. “It—she—has only very recently begun her newest incarnation. But, yes, ships like these have been known to go by different names in the past. Phoenix starship is one of the more common names, because of that same resurrection theme. But they have been referred to as harem starships as well.”

I looked back and forth between the two women. Amelia’s expression had changed. After looking as if she had been caught out, now there was humor in her fascinating, multi-colored eyes.

As for Lady Val, she was again studying me with interest. She nodded, but the gesture was subtle.

“Hence your interest in my artifact,” she said. Once again, her hand reached for her necklace. “I take it that your companion is a current member of your harem,” she said. “Are there any others?”

“What am I missing?” I asked, ignoring the question. While Amelia and I had spoken about the various takes on relationships, to my mind, there was nothing official in place. It was much too early, at any rate, to give what we had a label.

And while Amelia’s unusual viewpoint made the concept of me having multiple partners a real possibility, the word ‘harem’ had never been mentioned.

Even as Tina announced that we had successfully taken off from the space station and exited the mining colony’s bubble of air, Amelia addressed my confusion.

“It seems we might have a little more explaining to do,” she said. “To address a few gaps in your knowledge.”

“Well, I’m all ears,” I said.

But before she could say anything more, Tina spoke once again.

“It appears that the Krut starships are aware of our presence,” she said. “They are maneuvering, as the earlier pair did, to keep us from slipping past them. Apparently, they are still keen on acquiring our artifact.”

“Great,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to destroy these too.”

“That would be an ideal outcome,” Tina agreed. “However, either these Kruts have learned from our previous altercation, or they are proof against our previous attack quite by chance. Either way, their shields are substantially stronger than those of their brethren. It is unlikely our earlier tactic would do anything more than damage my hull.”

“Perfect,” I said to myself, upgrading my earlier opinion. “So, what are our options?”

It was Tina who answered again. “As mentioned, the Krut ships are too big and cumbersome to maneuver within this collection of Titan fragments that have been gathered together. While we remain within the boundary formed by those fragments, as long as we don’t put ourselves in direct firing range, we should be safe.”

“So, we just hide out until something changes?” I asked.

“That does appear to be the best option.”

I looked to both Amelia and Lady Val, but they didn’t have anything to offer.

I realized we were all still standing in the main cabin.

“Well, I guess we might as well take a seat. And since we’re not going anywhere anytime soon, perhaps you can tell me some of the things I don’t yet know.”

We all did as I suggested, choosing a set of couches Tina had conjured to face one another. Lady Val claimed the two-seater all for herself, while Amelia and I shared the three-seater.

I studied the horned woman closely. “Spill,” I said. “What don’t I know?”

I knew that was an open-ended question, and given how recently I’d joined the spacefaring community, Amelia could have picked any number of topics to talk about.

But she responded to the intent behind my question.

“Lady Val is correct,” she said. “This is what is sometimes known as a harem ship. But the reason behind that has more to do with the captain than with the ship itself.”

“Nexus,” I said succinctly.

“Exactly. You are a Nexus. One of the few who have the potential within them.”

Amelia paused, gathering her thoughts. “You have the echo of an ancient species within you. You know that. It’s the thing that allowed you to activate the artifact, which in turn was what allowed Tina to finally shake off her old incarnation. But you aren’t the only one to have such an echo within them. There are many who do, and one of them, unless I’m mistaken, is Lady Val herself.”

The tall woman seemed surprised by the revelation, but Tina confirmed it.

“I sense the remnants of the ancients within Lady Val, yes.”

Amelia nodded as if the confirmation was to be expected. “It often seems to be the way—those who end up in possession of such artifacts have that within them. Lady Val, correct me if I am wrong, but when you first laid eyes on the artifact you wear, you had to possess it. Am I right?”

The taller woman gave a slow nod. “I am drawn to it still. It resonates within me. As if it is a piece of my soul.”

“And that is why you wouldn’t give it up, either to me or to the Kruts. Even at the cost of everything you built,” I added.

Lady Val had a way of looking elegant even as she lounged on the couch, her legs crossed in the same way they’d been back at the fighting club. Even now, she was toying with the object in question.

“It is part of me,” she said. “I would sooner say goodbye to my left arm then I would part with the artifact.”

She said the latter with no hint at all of irony, and I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened, how she’d ended up with her metal limb.

Amelia nodded again. “Now, tell me what happened as soon as you saw Nick in your club.”

Amelia said the last with a wry smile twisting her lips. It appeared she already knew what the tall woman would say.

Lady Val let her gaze meet mine for a moment. “Recognition,” she said simply.

Again, Amelia nodded, but she didn’t say anything else. Instead, she gave Lady Val time to continue, should she choose to do so.

She did. “I had been feeling strange for some minutes,” she began. “Since the fight between Anthonis Loke and Fyster G’Nook,” she said, naming the Minotaur and the lizard man. “My artifact was becoming uncomfortably warm. I was beginning to wonder what might be happening. But when you claimed the first spot in the audience challenge, it was like everything clicked into place. I knew that you weren’t there to fight. Not really. I knew you were there for me.”

It was my turn to nod, but for me, it was different. I’d seen Lady Val as magnificent, and powerfully attractive. That much was true. But I’d felt no sense of recognition with her.

Then again, my experience with the artifact was different as well. It had responded to me, to my touch. The pulse it sent out still resonated in my blood.

But I hardly thought of it as having been part of my soul.

At the same time, even though that artifact was embedded in the hull of my ship, I still thought of it as belonging to me. Even though I’d stolen it to satisfy the job Amelia had hired me to do.

I wondered what these differences might mean, if they meant anything at all.

But Lady Val hadn’t finished. “The resonance within me had become clear. The artifact, or perhaps this echo of the ancients you speak of within me, recognized Nick Tannin as a potential life mate.”

Amalie’s smile grew broader. “You are attracted to him,” she said flatly.

Lady Val nodded as if such questions were a daily occurrence. “Yes. But there is a difference between simple attraction and recognizing a potential life mate. I have been attracted to men before. But this is the first time in my life I have recognized such a one.”

A million thoughts were racing around in my head. To my way of thinking, this type of instant attraction she was talking about, this resonance, this soulmate type of thing was the domain of bad fiction. It didn’t happen in real life, and certainly not between two similar yet very different species.

No more than a decent handful of hours earlier, I’d been just a guy going about his normal existence on Earth. Now, I was the captain of a starship, I had Amelia at my side, and this extraordinary woman was professing a profound sort of attraction for me.

I’d never had trouble attracting women in the past. If I wanted to take someone home, it normally didn’t take much effort to find someone willing.

But this was taking that to another level entirely.

Yet that wasn’t my main thought. I smothered a laugh, but couldn’t keep my comment to myself.

“You didn’t exactly display that attraction back in your club,” I said.

The impressive woman’s eyes seemed to flash, although what that might signify, I couldn’t have said.

“My kind are not known to be as expressive as others. We keep our thoughts and desires largely to ourselves, unless there is a reason to share them.”

She made a gesture, indicating that the current situation warranted that sort of sharing. “And I had never seen a man of your species before. I wanted to learn more about you.”

I thought about everything that had been said and turned to Amelia. “So, we’re not just chasing after artifacts, are we?” I asked.

“Are we not?” she said, once again responding to a question with one of her own.

“No. We’re chasing after potential harem members.”

It sounded strange even as I said it, but I knew I had it right. Nor did Amelia deny it. She hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” I asked.

“I wasn’t sure if you were ready. You’d already taken in rather a lot.”

I understood that well enough. I mean, I wasn’t sure I was ready.

I turned my attention back to Lady Val, and just took a moment to appreciate her. She was, in quite a different way from Amelia, visually stunning. And she was impressive as well. Where Amelia was openly friendly and had been my key to this entirely new life, Lady Val was stoic and formidable.

She wielded her plasma blades like a warrior born, and had the force of will to put together her fighting club.

But there was still more of the story that I had to know.

“Why?” I asked, directing my question at Amelia.

“Why what?” she responded.

“Why does it matter? The harem thing. That I am this Nexus, whatever that really means. Why is it important?”

To my surprise, it was Tina who answered.

“For me,” she said. “As Lady Val and Amelia have attested, those who are able to bond with the artifacts are typically unwilling to let them go. Yet, as you know, for me to evolve into all I can be, I need those artifacts to be embedded in my hull. What reason would be strong enough for one such as Lady Val to offer her artifact to me, other than for Nick Tannin to demand it?”

Lady Val seemed shocked at the suggestion. The tall woman clutched at her artifact more tightly, as if out of an instinctive desire to protect it.

“I would never demand such a thing,” I began, but Tina cut me off.

“You must. How else are we to escape the Krut starships? We have no other option. I must evolve to the next stage of my development. I must become more than I currently am.”

Lady Val was shaking her head, and this time, the gesture was much more overt than usual.

“I couldn’t,” she said.

But Amelia stepped in. “Tina’s choice of words was perhaps undiplomatic. But I’ve studied this. From the records at the Bureau, it seems clear that those who join with a Nexus and offer their artifacts to the ship do not feel a loss when they surrender those artifacts. They remain connected, through the Nexus himself, and in fact experience a stronger joining. From what I’ve read, the more people who join, the stronger the bond between all of them becomes. Is that not the case, Tina?”

Amelia directed the last at the cabin ceiling, in the same way that I habitually did when addressing the ship.

And she answered.

“Such is the case,” she said. “My apologies for the miscommunication.”

Lady Val’s mask of neutral fierceness was back in place. She was studying Amelia closely.

“I believe you,” she said. It was the third time she’d expressed overt belief like that, and I wondered if there was more to it than just a way of expressing herself.

Amelia grinned very broadly. “Good,” she said. “Then that’s settled. You will become part of Nick’s harem and offer your artifact to the ship. Hopefully, that will allow her to evolve to a point where we can get out of this mess and go hunting for the next artifact on the list.”

The horned woman seemed to believe she’d come up with a solution that suited everyone. For my part, I was more than willing to bring Lady Val on board. I’d known her for a short while, but I already knew she was a woman I could admire.

But Amelia might have jumped the gun just a little.

“It is true that I recognize Nick Tannin as a potential life mate,” Lady Val said. “But that does not mean the decision is made. I need to know that he is worthy of me. I need to be sure that he is my equal.”


Chapter nineteen


Irealized we were caught in a conundrum.

As things stood, we were effectively trapped within the confines of the Titan remnants. We had accomplished our mission at the mining colony, and had no reason to return. If we did so anyway, chances were high that the Kruts would simply send more men after us, and keep sending them until they either ran out, or they got what they wanted.

And given that their ships were several miles long, I figured the chance of them running out of men anytime soon was low.

At the same time, we lacked the firepower to escape. With the increased shield strength that these Krut ships displayed, my earlier gambit of turning Tina into a spike would no longer work.

I was all out of ideas when it came to other options.

So we were stuck between a rock and a hard place—and this part of the galaxy couldn’t afford for us to be so.

We needed to stay in front of the Kruts as long as we could, gathering artifacts before the Kruts could make use of them for their nefarious plan.

It was a double bind, of a sort. It didn’t matter which way we turned, we were stuck.

The key to cutting through that bind was Lady Val.

All she needed to do was give up her artifact, to become the second member of my harem, and the ship would be able to use the power she gained to reach the next level. The assumption was that this would give her the strength, one way or another, to get us out of the jam we were in.

The only problem was that the tall, elegant, alien woman wasn’t convinced. She’d admitted that the attraction was there, but there was more to it than that.

Nor could I blame her. We had, after all, only just met.

For Amelia, the attraction was more than enough. Not that she had an artifact, anyway. Or maybe she did, technically. But I thought of the one I’d used to awaken the ship as mine.

Either way, her kind thought about relationships much more loosely than most other species.

Apparently, Lady Val was different.

She’d been talking about concepts like “life mates.” And that seemed to be a very big commitment to take on at such short notice.

“Would you be willing to offer your artifact to the ship—to Tina—just in the hope of keeping us alive?” Amelia asked. Given the conversation we’d recently had, I thought it seemed unlikely.

Lady Val confirmed my impression without hesitation. “Our lives aren’t strictly in danger,” she said. “Not immediately, at any rate.”

I thought about everything that had been said, and knew that there was only one real answer. “What would convince you that I am indeed a good match?” I asked.

She held my gaze. There was impact in the way that she looked at me, and it had nothing at all to do with her mismatched eyes.

Instead, it was as if she was boring a hole in my head. Trying to see more than just the surface.

“My people are warriors,” she said. “We are proud and strong, and our traditions go back many centuries. If my clan knew I was even contemplating something like this, they would no doubt cast me out on the spot.”

She seemed to consider her words carefully. “Normally, even in cases where one soul is clearly calling for another, courtships are slow. There are rituals to complete to signify mutual interest. There are gifts to be exchanged. The clans get involved, with each Warleader having a say in the relationship.”

She paused for a moment, then continued. “Their views are informed by those of the cousins, the aunts and uncles, the siblings and parents of each person involved. Only once all this has been completed to the satisfaction of all does the couple have the right to actually court, and that courtship again includes a number of rituals. Health rituals. Fertility rituals. Rituals designed to ensure strength of arm, and strength of the bond.”

Another brief pause. “Only when all this is complete does the Wisdom, the true leader of each clan, she who stands above even the Warleader, only then does she allow a union to be formalized.”

It sounded frighteningly complex, and very much on the opposite end of the continuum from what Amelia’s people did.

“How long does all of this usually take?” I asked. Part of me didn’t even want to hear the answer.

“At the minimum, two and a half years. But it might take as long as a decade, or even more,” Lady Val answered.

Two and a half years, minimum.

By then, it surely wouldn’t matter. No doubt, even now, the Kruts had other ships out, seeking other artifacts.

I didn’t know how long we might have to prevent the annihilation of billions, perhaps trillions of lives on an unknown number of worlds.

I’d joined in the game of trying to prevent them from collecting artifacts a little more than an Earth day ago. And in that time, the Kruts had almost collected not one, but two different artifacts.

Surely, we didn’t have two and a half years. I figured we would be lucky if we had two and a half weeks.

More likely, we had no more than a matter of days.

I didn’t want to pressure Lady Val. It wouldn’t have been right to do so. A good chunk of the galaxy being in mortal danger just wasn’t a good enough reason to commit to a relationship of any sort against one’s wishes.

Sure, royal families had used marriages to seal alliances, and those marriages had been framed in terms of duty. But that didn’t make it right to force that duty on anyone.

“You wouldn’t consider letting us borrow the artifact?” I asked.

Lady Val shook her head.

Unexpectedly, I found myself grinning. “In that case, you’ve told us of your people’s expectations. But what of your own? Do you still value the traditions of your clan? Or do you prefer to do more of your own thing?”

It was no more than a stab in the dark. But I thought there was some hope in my question. After all, she was the only one of her kind I’d seen in the mining colony. With her height and almost regal bearing, I figured I would have remembered others like her.

Which had to mean she had an independent streak.

The magnificent woman allowed herself a small smile. “I value my people’s customs,” she said. “Of course I do. But perhaps I value them … less than I might.” She glanced at her metal arm. “In fact, you might say I have good reason to distance myself from my clan.”

I sensed a story there waiting to be told. But right at that moment, there were more urgent things to discuss.

My grin grew broader. “In that case, what would you personally require before agreeing to this?”

Again, the impressive woman held my gaze.

“I would require, at the very least, a ceremony to signal our mutual interest. I have admitted my attraction to you, and I have hinted at the strength of that attraction. But so far, you have said nothing in return. I would like us both to complete the ceremony as my people do, and to hear you admit to that same attraction for me.”

I realized that she was right. Although in truth, I hadn’t kept my own attraction to her hidden. I’d thought it was obvious.

“Done,” I agreed without hesitation.

“Before you agree,” Lady Val added, “be aware that I can hear the truth in your heart. I will know whether or not you are lying.”

At her words, I recalled the different times when she’d said she believed either me or Amelia. I’d wondered then if there was something more to that.

It seemed that there was.

I didn’t change my expression. “Understood,” I said. “And my answer remains.”

The elegant woman had more to say. “The customs of my people are not arbitrary,” she said. “They have evolved out of a need for both partners in a relationship to be largely equal. The rituals, the involvement of the clans—all of it is performed with this in mind.”

Here, the elegant woman allowed herself another small smile. “In truth, I believe there is another way to get to the answer of that essential question.”

“And that is?” I asked.

“Combat,” she said succinctly. “There is nothing that shows who you are more clearly, or more efficiently.”

Once again, I found myself smiling. It seemed that in this part of the galaxy, fighting was more common than I had expected. And not just against the loathsome creatures like the Kruts. I’d fought Amelia as well, both before our first tumble, and after.

It looked like I would be fighting the impressive Lady Val as well.

“Do you accept?” she asked.

“The cage fight wasn’t enough to tell you who I am? And the battle against the Kruts?”

“It was a start,” she said. “But you haven’t yet fought me.”

I nodded. “Agreed. But I have something to add as well.”

Lady Val’s expression barely changed, yet somehow, she managed to look curious.

“You recognized this ship as a harem ship, and you have acknowledged that Amelia is my ‘companion’.” While her people don’t seem to have the same reliance on formalization, she is in this relationship as well, for as long as she so desires.”

I knew that we’d been together for a short time, but I was already looking to the future, and fully expected the horned woman to be in it.

“Is that a problem for you in any way?” I finished.

At this, Lady Val hesitated. “Relationships with more than a single couple involved are rare among my people. But they do exist. And as you said, it was me who first called attention to this being a harem ship.”

It was an indirect answer, but at the same time, her meaning was clear. She had accepted the situation before this conversation had even begun.

“One more question, if you don’t mind,” I said. “If we do this, will you then allow Tina to make use of your artifact?”

Lady Val gave the question due consideration. She didn’t just blurt out an answer. And when she spoke, she sounded almost surprised by her response.

“I will,” she said.

“Then, what do we need for the ceremony?” I asked.


Chapter twenty


Lady Val didn’t need much. Just a strip of cloth, a sharp knife, a length of rope, and some warpaint. That, and somebody to officiate.

Fortunately, Tina was able to replicate all of the physical items Lady Val needed, and Amelia agreed to officiate.

I didn’t know what to expect in the ceremony. My head went immediately to the delicate, ritualized tea ceremony that the Japanese had been performing for centuries, but Lady Val had already said that her people were warriors. That and the requirements—warpaint, a rope, and a blade—indicated that we were very unlikely to be enjoying a hot cup of tea.

Yet we didn’t have to guess what was needed. Val was familiar with the ceremony, and Tina had all the details in her memory banks.

The three of them spent considerable time discussing how Lady Val wanted it all to go, which left me effectively twiddling my thumbs.

It was clear that they didn’t want my presence for this planning phase, so I let them take over the far end of the main cabin. Every now and again, either Amelia or Lady Val would look my way before either grinning or laughing together.

I had no idea what they were saying, nor did I care to find out. To me, all that really mattered was that we get this over and done.

But as the minutes passed, I began to suspect that there was more to this ritual than just adhering to tradition. I could see that Amelia and Lady Val were bonding over the process, and I couldn’t help but think that was a positive thing.

At the same time, I thought that this was close to what a groom went through during the planning phase of a wedding.

It felt strange thinking of the ritual in that light. After all, Lady Val and I had known each other for such a very short time. And yet, the comparison also felt strangely apt.

I knew that in Val’s culture, this was just the beginning. But to my mind, it felt like a promise. A commitment. And that was very much how I thought of weddings as well.

I wondered if maybe that blue pill had changed me in more ways than just the physical. Or perhaps it was something to do with the artifact, bringing out my Nexus characteristics more strongly.

Either way, if this was some sort of marriage, bonding myself and Lady Val together, then I wasn’t objecting.

In fact, something about it felt right.

I was starting to think about replicating a greasy hamburger and fries—complete with a truly offensive quantity of ketchup—when the women abruptly finished their planning and turned back to me.

“We’re ready,” Amelia said. “Unless you can see any reason why not, we could do this right away.”

I thought about it. “Tina, what are the Kruts up to?” I asked.

“At the moment, they are simply waiting. It appears they have not yet been able to define their next course of attack.”

“Good. Keep an eye on them, and stay out of their line of sight. If anything changes, let me know.”

“As you command,” the ship responded.

I turned back to Amelia and Val.

“Let’s do this,” I said.

“Good. The first thing you both need to do is apply the warpaint to your faces.”

Even though this was a ritual specific to Lady Val’s people, it seemed that Amelia had fully accepted her role. She was in control, and was speaking with calm authority, apparently very confident in what she was doing.

“Any particular pattern?” I asked, eyeing the pots of red and white face paint.

“As far as I understand,” Amelia started, “the markings traditionally have associations with your respective clans. Lady Val will apply hers to reflect that. As for you? Do what feels right.”

Amelia glanced at Lady Val again as she finished speaking, and the taller woman gave a small nod. It seemed that Amelia had passed her first test in her role.

I did as the woman suggested, beginning with the series of parallel stripes beneath my eyes, then saw that Lady Val had drawn a series of stripes down her forehead, continuing them on her chin as well.

It seemed right to me to copy those markings, so I did so. To me, it signaled my intention to effectively become part of Lady Val’s clan.

The warrior woman added markings on her hands as well, the metal one and the one and the other, and this time, I did it a little differently. I rolled up my sleeves, drew two parallel circles around each of my forearms.

The lines didn’t mean anything. They weren’t some way to capture an esoteric part of my nature or history. I just thought they looked good.

As we were adding the finishing touches to our designs, Amelia laid out the rope on the floor. She created a circle with a diameter of maybe fifteen feet.

Given that the interior of my starship was uniformly modern, the rope circle looked out of place. Yet somehow, it seemed right at the same time.

“Now, if you are done,” Amelia began, checking with us both to make sure, “please approach the circle, but do not enter. Stand together, side-by-side, and hold each other’s hands.”

Lady Val and I did as Amelia said. I had always been tall, but Lady Val was at least six inches taller than me, so it felt a little odd standing next to her like that.

Yet I couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement that she was willing to go through this ceremony with me. It meant a lot to her. I could see that. Which meant that the recognition she’d felt when she saw me was real.

I entwined my human fingers with Lady Val’s metallic ones, and was surprised to note they didn’t feel cold and metallic as I had expected. Instead, they felt warm, and almost as if they were flesh and blood.

Yet I didn’t comment. Amelia was still issuing instructions.

“Hold your hands up,” she said, indicating what she meant. Lady Val and I raised our clasped hands, and Amelia efficiently tied the length of white fabric around them, effectively binding us together.

She turned to me. “Your other hand,” she asked.

I offered it to her, and she gave me the knife, placing the hilt in my palm.

Then she stepped out of the way.

“Nick Tannin, Lady Val, you may now enter the circle. Doing so signifies that you are completing this ceremony of your own free will.”

I didn’t hesitate, and neither did Lady Val. Together, we stepped into the circle, and I knew that the ceremony had officially begun.

As if to confirm my thoughts, Tina began to play music throughout the ship.

It wasn’t any recognizable genre, at least as far as my Earthman ears could detect. Yet it had an atavistic, primal quality to it that seemed very appropriate for a warrior tribe.

It wasn’t overly loud. Instead, it added to the background, creating an ambience for the ritual.

Amelia took a position facing us from the outside of the circle. Apparently, the only two people allowed inside the rope were me and Lady Val.

The horned woman consulted her handheld device for a moment before looking up at us both and smiling broadly. My mind conjured an image of her beginning with, “Ladies and gentlemen. We are gathered here today….”

Instead, she spoke in a solemn but still cheerful voice.

“Stepping into the circle together is an act of courage,” she began. “It signifies a commitment to begin facing the challenges of life as not one, but two. And those challenges can be great. This is a dangerous time in a dangerous galaxy, and the path ahead promises many difficulties.”

I was surprised at the comparative grimness of the horned woman’s words. I wasn’t naïve, and fully expected that they would prove fairly prophetic. But they were at odds with my concept of a ceremony of commitment.

“Yet in choosing to face those difficulties together, your paths may be smoother. If you are able to act in concert, you can defeat foes stronger than either of you could contend with apart. You can stand back-to-back and defend yourselves from attacks coming from any direction. You can stand watch over each other and never be unguarded. And if one or other is wounded in battle, or indeed killed, then there is someone to continue the fight or claim vengeance.”

I didn’t know where Amelia had found the words. Whether Lady Val had told her what to say, or if Tina had supplied them. But it was increasingly clear that what Lady Val had said was true.

Her people were indeed a warrior race.

I tried to keep my expression solemn to match the occasion, but the seriousness of the ideas being presented made me want to grin. Only the way Lady Val was reacting, taking in every word as if they were burned into her soul, kept that grin at bay.

I wouldn’t disrespect this ceremony. It was important to her. And because of that, it was important to me.

Amelia turned her attention to Lady Val. “Lady Val, do you understand the meaning behind this ceremony?”

“I do,” the tall woman spoke, her voice calm and clear.

“Do you agree to stand beside this man as you face the challenges ahead?”

“I do.”

“Will you take his battles as your own, and fight for them with all of your strength?”

“I will.”

“And will you defend him as and when he needs to be defended?”

This time, Lady Val gave a small nod. “I will.”

“Lady Val, turn and face the man at your side.”

She did so, and I mirrored the gesture.

“Lady Val, please tell Nick Tannin why it is that you have chosen to stand by his side. Why it is you will fight for him, and defend him, and take his battles on as your own.”

The tall, striking woman looked down to me, her dark eye and her lighter, scarred one seeming to see into my very soul.

“I recognized you when you walked into my club. My blood resonates even now with your presence. You know this. I have spoken of it already. When you fought the Braxiun, I thought you would lose. Your stature is smaller than that of many species, and while you look strong, strength alone isn’t enough to defeat such opponents. When you emerged from the fight as the victor, my heart sang with joy. I believed that I had found the one who could match me. I would very much like to see that proven true.”

As marriage vows went, Lady Val’s words were unusual. But then, these weren’t marriage vows, I reminded myself. Just the start of a commitment.

And, strangely, her words filled me with pride. Perhaps I didn’t have the same talent she had, that of knowing if someone was speaking the truth. But she made me believe every word that she said.

Somehow, I felt that I knew her. All the way through to my bones.

Perhaps I didn’t know the name of her clan, or where she went to school, or a million other details of her life growing up. Yet I felt that I knew her just the same.

I found myself staring up at her with a happy smile on my face. She stared back, apparently content to just look at me forever. But the ceremony wasn’t yet done.

“And back to me,” Amelia said, adding a little laugh to the end of her words, breaking the tension.

The horned woman now focused her attention on me.

“Nick Tannin,” she began. “Do you understand the meaning behind this ceremony?”

“I do.”

“Do you agree to stand beside this woman as you face the challenges ahead?”

“I do.”

“Will you take her battles as your own, and fight for them with all of your strength?”

“I will.”

“And will you defend her as and when she needs to be defended?”

“I will.”

Once again, Amelia bade us to turn to face one another, and we did. I found myself wishing I was taller, just so I could more easily look Lady Val in the eye. At the same time, I was strangely pleased to have such a tall woman by my side.

“Nick Tannin, please share why it is that you would defend Lady Val against her enemies, that you would stand beside her, and take on her battles as your own. What is it that you see in this woman that makes you agree to this ceremony, that makes you want to take this step toward commitment?”

I took a deep breath to steady myself. I was aware that my heart was pounding in my chest almost as loudly as if we had been fighting.

Yet it wasn’t nerves that caused such a response. It wasn’t that I intended to lie, and I was worried that Lady Val would know it.

Instead, my heart was pounding because this was important. Not because of the artifact, but because I legitimately wanted this woman in my life.

I took a moment to collect my thoughts, and spoke from the heart.

“When I first saw you in your club, overseeing the fighting ring, you looked like a queen sitting on your throne. You were beautiful in every way. You carried yourself with grace and strength, and while I can’t claim to have known you for long, this much I know: even if the artifact wasn’t part of the equation, still, I would want you in my life. Even without that, I would be standing here, committing myself to you in this way and hoping”—I allowed my grin to broaden—“that you will find me to be your match.”

I paused for a moment, taking in the beauty of the impressive woman before me. Perhaps I didn’t have that same sense of recognition she spoke of, but there was definitely something.

“I don’t know how it happened to be,” I said, “but somehow, I do believe you and I are meant to be together. I feel like you are part of me, and I am part of you.”

Lady Val wasn’t the easiest person to read. While Amelia was largely an open book, expressions clear and easy to read, the tall woman kept her thoughts and feelings much closer. Yet the neutral expression on her face cracked a little.

I saw hints of a number of different emotions, from hope and surprise all the way through to desire and unexpected pleasure.

She blinked several times in quick succession, and I was sure she was trying to hold back a tear.

She nodded once, a more obvious gesture than the one she typically used, and offered me a smile.

“I believe you,” she said, her voice cracking just a little as she spoke.

Once again, we studied each other, lost in the moment, until Amelia brought our attention back her way.

She was beaming at the both of us, her cheeks so red they were shining. Clearly, she saw the truth in what we had both said to each other.

“Isn’t this going well?” she asked, but she wasn’t expecting either of us to respond. Instead, she glanced at her tablet once more, and spoke up once again.

“The binding of your hands signifies the commitment you have to one another. With the knife, Nick Tannin, draw a drop of blood from Lady Val’s finger.”

The tall woman held up her free hand to allow me to do so, showing no hesitation at all.

For my part, I didn’t want to hurt the impressive woman, even to a minor degree. But I also didn’t want to go against the needs of the ceremony, and clearly, Lady Val had agreed to this as well.

I was careful, and did no more than prick her skin with the tip of the knife.

“And now the reverse. Hand the knife to Lady Val, and let her draw a drop of blood from your finger.”

This way was easier, and the small prick was nothing.

“Put the knife away, and touch fingers,” Amelia said.

Lady Val tucked the knife into the belt at her waist, and the two of us followed her instructions.

Amelia nodded. “As the cloth binds you, as your blood mingles together, you are committed to each other. From this moment, go forth not as individuals, but as a couple, and face life’s challenges together. May this pairing remain as you prove your worth to each other, and may it fail only if one of you proves less than worthy.”

It was an ominous note to finish on, but even that seemed to be in keeping with the general tone of the ceremony.

For a moment, I stood there, not knowing if we were finished or not, yet somehow expecting cheering from somewhere.

Amelia grinned at my apparent uncertainty. “Well?” she said. “The ceremony is over. The two of you are committed together.”

I acknowledged the horned woman’s words with a thank you, and turned to the warrior woman in the circle beside me. To my way of thinking, there was still one thing that needed to be done.

Our hands were still bound together, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t step close to her, and wrap my free arm around her in an embrace.

Lady Val responded in kind, and I could feel the strength in her tall yet feminine form as she pressed herself against me. I tilted my head up, once again smiling at the oddness of having a woman who was taller than me, and she responded in kind.

I kissed her, enjoying the surprising softness of her lips, thinking that she tasted somehow of grapes.

Before I could get too carried away, before my body truly began to respond to hers, Amelia cleared her throat from outside the circle.

“You can get to that later,” she said. “In case you’ve forgotten, we are on a schedule. And there is another part to all this before you can claim Lady Val as yours.”


Chapter twenty-one


Lady Val seemed a little put out by the horned woman’s words.

“There is usually a celebration to mark a ceremony like this one,” she said.

Amelia was immediately contrite. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But we don’t have the time.”

I studied the horned woman for a moment. Always before, she’d seemed calm. Almost blasé about the things we were trying to do. But now she seemed agitated.

“Have you learned something?” I asked her.

“What do you mean?” she returned.

“You seem a little on edge.”

Amelia hesitated. I was aware that Lady Val was studying her as closely as I was, and a small frown creased the tall woman’s brow.

Amelia had said that I possessed a couple of contradictory characteristics. I was at once empathic and also capable of acting without regard to the emotional aspects of reality.

I knew that she was right in both respects. In particular, sometimes I knew what people were thinking—or at least feeling—without having to ask them.

Somehow, I knew that Lady Val suspected Amelia was about to lie.

But then the horned woman seemed to deflate, and Lady Val’s frown disappeared. Clearly, Amelia had decided to just tell the truth instead.

“I’m still in contact with my old agency,” she said, gesturing at the device she still held. “Unofficially, of course. I’ve just received word that the Kruts have claimed a second artifact. And they have a location on a third. Our window of opportunity is closing. If we want to have even a chance of stopping them, we have to act.”

She looked up at the tall woman. “You are right,” she said. “A ceremony like this deserves to be celebrated. There should be a feast and the drinks should flow. But I ask you, as someone who feels the weight of the danger approaching, can we postpone that until after?” she said.

Lady Val wasn’t one to be rushed with her decisions. She took her time, and in the end, nodded her head.

“I cannot in good conscience put my desire to celebrate what has happened today above the needs of all of the lives in this sector. Yes, I can wait.” Then her voice hardened just a little. “But there is one more thing that must be done before I will allow the ship to make use of my artifact.”

She looked at me, with the faintest smile on her lips. “Nick Tannin has acquitted himself admirably within the ceremony. We are a match when it comes to our intentions toward one another. But I must know that he is a match for me physically as well.”

There was a certain fire in her eyes as she said the last. Lady Val was dangerous. I’d seen that firsthand. And yet, that only made the appeal stronger.

Amelia was already nodding. “I understand.” She uttered a low sigh. “And this was what was agreed. So, tell me. What do you need? How is this combat to take place?”

Lady Val’s expression still contained a hint of a smile. “Well, to begin with, we should unbind our hands.”

It was enough to bring a smile back to Amelia’s lips, but she still didn’t break the integrity of the rope circle. She waited until Lady Val and I had stepped out before helping to untie us. Then the tall, elegant lady to whom I was, in my mind at least, betrothed, turned toward me.

“Are you familiar with swordplay?” she asked me.

I had indeed studied the blade, under more than one expert tutor. My past clients were an unusual bunch, with some of them quite likely to break out a couple of swords for a quick go-around. So I’d learned as much as I could, as fast as I could.

Even so, sword fighting wasn’t my favorite method of combat. I preferred to go either unarmed, or with a reliable gun at my side.

But that wasn’t my biggest concern. “Those lightsa—plasma blades of yours look dangerous. I haven’t trained to hold back, and don’t want to risk causing you harm.”

In truth, I didn’t want to risk her causing me any harm either. But the elegant lady simply nodded.

“We will use replica weapons, if your ship is able to produce them,” she said.

“I still feel that you may have an advantage,” I said. “I’ve seen you move. You’re fast and graceful, and it is clear you know how to use such a weapon.”

Lady Val’s expression didn’t change in the least. “Do you wish to forfeit?” she asked.

She wasn’t just talking about the upcoming fight. She was talking about everything. Including the commitment we’d just made to one another.

I grinned my best grin. “Not for a moment,” I said. “I’m just pointing out your advantages so when I beat you, it will seem that much more impressive.”

Lady Val didn’t seem to know what to say in response. It was only when Amelia started to laugh that she seemed to understand.

Once more, she allowed herself the smallest of smiles. “We shall see,” she said.

It took only a few moments for the ship to conjure what amounted to a pair of wooden swords. They were light and flexible, and as long as my arm. Just about the equivalent of the blades I had used back on Earth.

Tina also reconfigured the main cabin into the dojo Amelia and I had used before. I took a couple of practice swings with my replica sword, adjusting to its balance, and saw that Lady Val was doing the same.

To my relief, she limited herself to just the one. If she had chosen to fight with two, as she did with the plasma blades, I wouldn’t have known how to respond.

“What are the rules to this game?” I asked. “How will you know if I am your match or not?”

Lady Val gave the question due consideration. “While not unheard of, combat like this between two of my people who have committed to each other is rare. Personally, I believe that is a mistake. But the point is, when such combat does happen, the rules are as they would be if the fight was real.”

“So, we try to kill each other?” I asked.

She understood my intent and gave a small nod. “If one or other of us strikes a blow that would be fatal if these weapons were real, the match is over.”

“And if you were to ‘kill’ me, then I am unworthy of you?”

“How could I kill you if you are indeed my equal?” she responded.

“Fair enough,” I said.

I sounded confident, even to me, but I was uncertain. I’d seen this woman move. Only a fool would be unconcerned in a fight against her.

I promised myself that I would give it all that I had, and nodded in turn. “I’m ready,” I said.

I stepped into the middle of the dojo while Amelia hurried off to one side. She could have hidden away in the bedroom, or on the bridge. But it seemed she was curious to see how this might go.

More than curious. Anxious. I could see the concern written clearly on her face.

Interestingly, Tina was still pumping the same music into the room. It wasn’t loud, but again, it seemed to set the mood well.

Lady Val glided almost effortlessly to stand opposite me. She held her sword in a casual grip that suggested she would have complete control over its every move.

“I am ready as well,” she said.

“Then let’s begin,” I said.

Instantly, Lady Val turned into a she-demon, full of speed and grace and unexpected ferocity. Her sword darted toward me from fifteen directions at once, whilst simultaneously slashing for my head and trying to take my legs out from beneath me.

If I’d had any doubt that she’d give her full effort in her attack, then that doubt was gone within the first second.

She was a whirling, leaping, dancing nightmare, and if she’d had a weapon in each hand, I was certain I would have suffered multiple “fatal” blows already.

As it was, I managed to keep the wooden blade away from my throat, my groin, my belly, and more, using my own speed and newfound dexterity to my advantage. Yet I was completely on the defensive, ducking and swaying out of the reach of the sword that had come to life in her hand. I stepped back and away, twisting out of her reach, catching her blade on my own when I could.

Yet even that wasn’t enough. I was being taught a lesson, and I knew it, and would feel the bruises she gave me in more than one spot.

I felt the tip of her blade crease the flesh of my shoulder. I felt it again as it touched the fleshiest part of my thigh.

If it was me, if I had the advantages that she did in terms of speed and range, I would have used it to tease. I would have smacked her behind with the flat of my sword, and maybe, if I had that much control, I would have slipped her dress off her shoulder, and made her think in terms of modesty instead of attack.

But Lady Val was all business. Despite the resonance she’d professed, despite describing me as a potential life mate, she meant business.

But that didn’t mean she was completely invulnerable.

After the first few, furious seconds of her initial attack, she slowed down to give herself a moment to breathe.

And I realized something.

The gravity on the mining colony was set to zero point nine two of Earth normal.

The gravity on my ship was set to the same as it had been back home.

I was used to that gravity. I’d grown up in it. And even my new, improved body responded to Earth gravity as if it was normal.

Lady Val had made no complaints when she had stepped on board. She still moved with almost preternatural grace.

But maybe, just maybe, the additional gravity was sucking a little at her strength.

I didn’t have time to launch any sort of counter attack. I had to catch my breath as well, and in doing so, I offered a grin.

“You are amazing,” I said, but I wasn’t just talking about her technique. I let my gaze drift up and down her body, drinking her lean femininity in, admiring every curve.

In part, I did it because I wanted to. She was extraordinarily attractive. In my life, I’d known few who could match her in terms of sheer beauty, and one of those was standing next to the wall, watching with increasing trepidation.

But I also did it to goad her. To see if I could push her into continuing before she had fully recovered.

It worked.

She launched another sequence of attacks at me, her sword moving so fast it was like a living shadow, and once again, I had to do everything I could think of to stay in the match.

I found myself leaping backwards, spinning about and using my own sword as a shield, not even thinking about returning the attack. I did my best not to get boxed in, because I knew that she was too good. She was too quick. Her reach was too long and she knew how to move.

If she boxed me into a corner, that would be that.

Again, the flurry of blows lasted many seconds, and seemed to come from everywhere almost at once.

But I thought I noticed something.

This attack was similar to the first.

Not exactly the same. She varied her approaches, varied her swings and lunges, but there was enough of an overlap so that it seemed a little familiar.

And this time, she slowed down a little earlier than she had at first.

I was right. The added gravity was making this more difficult for her than for me.

That didn’t mean it was easy. Several times during the latest flurry of blows, I’d been fortunate to keep her blade away from my flesh.

But this time, she hadn’t beaten my guard even once.

Nor was I as out of breath as I could have been.

I could see that Lady Val was breathing harder than normal. She tried to hide it, or perhaps her usual neutral expression was hiding it for her. But I was looking for it, and knew I was right.

With any other opponent, I would have poured on the scorn. I would have hurled insults, baiting her to attack more quickly than she otherwise would have wanted.

But we had just completed a ceremony of commitment. It didn’t seem right to use that sort of tactic.

Or at least, it didn’t seem right to use it to a degree that even if I somehow managed to win, I’d still end up losing.

At the same time, there was no way I was going to give up my advantage.

“The way you move is beautiful,” I said. “It’s like you are the very definition of grace. It’s hard to see where your hand ends and the sword begins.” I broadened my grin and added a leer. “Not that I’m looking at just your hands.”

I didn’t think she would object to my compliments. Nor did I think she would complain that I was admiring her body, or what I could see of it in and around the flimsy, flowing dress that she wore.

Instead, I was hoping for a different reaction.

Her eyes flashed with anger, and for the first time in the match, she spoke. “Are you not taking this seriously?” she demanded.

That was the reaction I was after. If I couldn’t risk using insults to generate an emotional response, then I would use compliments to gain it instead.

And, hopefully, it would lead her to making a mistake.

“Of course I am,” I said, but I said it lightly enough that my tone should have caused her to doubt.

Whether it did or not, I wasn’t sure. But it did encourage her to attack once again.


Chapter twenty-two


Idanced and dodged, parrying her blade when I could, avoiding it altogether when that was the better option, and in general, staying just ahead of her as she followed me around the dojo that was part of my starship.

And this time, it was noticeably easier for me to defend.

Not only was I starting to be able to predict Lady Val’s moves, but it seemed that she was fractionally slower.

In fact, when she started to reach the end of her most recent attack, I saw an opportunity that hadn’t been there before.

As fast as I could, I reached out and made use of that opportunity. With a broad grin on my face, I did what I’d hoped to be able to do, and tapped Lady Val’s toned, perfectly shaped ass.

Then I leapt away, very aware that this sort of attack could only enrage her further. Because again, to her, it would seem like I wasn’t taking it seriously.

In truth, it was the only avenue of attack open to me at the time, but I wasn’t going to let her know that.

For the first time during the fight, Lady Val let out a noise of frustration. Nor was she the type to bear such frustration meekly.

Her response was the same as it had been before.

Once more, she went on the attack.

This time, I was ready. The first few attacks, I’d been pushed to my very limit to stay in the fight.

But this time, Lady Val’s attack was noticeably slower, and what does a person do when they’re tired?

They rely on familiar habits.

Lady Val was an incredible athlete. She was gifted with the sword beyond anyone I’d ever met. Only my enhanced physique, courtesy of the blue pill, had kept me in the game for so long.

But she wasn’t just fighting against me. She was fighting against the increased gravity as well.

And she did indeed fall into the mistake of relying on her routine.

My own reliance on defense played a part as well. I was giving her nothing to work with. I was simply defending, defending, and defending again, which left all of the work up to her.

She followed a familiar pattern, attacking my left side then my right, and swinging back with her sword edge aiming for my neck.

This time, instead of dancing away, ducking and weaving as I’d done before, I waited until her sword passed me by and lunged.

I caught her blade on my own and threw my weight at her, for my unexpected attack forced her blade farther across her body than she had intended, and then I buried my shoulder in her side.

She made a grunt of surprise as I knocked the air from her lungs, and then the two of us crashed to the floor.

I had her sword arm pinned, with her other arm, the metal one, trapped to one side.

Yet she was prodigiously strong. I knew that intuitively, and didn’t wait for her to start twisting herself free. Instead, I brought up the knife I’d purchased at the market and quickly yet carefully placed it against her throat.

Amelia made a squealing noise from her place at the wall, perhaps thinking that I intended to do real harm to the magnificent woman beneath me. But I had no such intention.

I grinned at Lady Val and showed her the knife that I’d held at her throat.

“I win,” I said.

For long moments, she didn’t move. Then, all of a sudden, I felt the long arms of Lady Val wrap themselves around me. I had to throw my knife to one side to avoid accidentally injuring her, and for a brief, confusing moment, I wondered what was happening.

Then I found myself on my back, with Lady Val on top of me.

She no longer possessed her sword, or any weapon at all. Nor did that seem to be her intention.

She began kissing me with surprising passion, rubbing her body against mine, almost lost in unexpected passion.

In between kisses, Lady Val squeezed out a few words.

“I’ve never”—kiss—“been bested by”—kiss—”anyone like that before,” she said.

I was more than happy to just lie back on the dojo floor and enjoy the attention. It seemed that the fight had acted as an aphrodisiac to the tall, blue-colored woman.

And here was me worrying that pushing her buttons to get an emotional response might make her angry instead.

I wrapped my hands around her hips and held her close to me, and Lady Val responded with a groan of pure pleasure. I was starting to wonder if she intended to have her way with me right there on the dojo floor, but before we could continue much longer, Amelia cleared her throat.

“As entertaining as this is, I think the two of you might be forgetting something.”

It was enough to get Lady Val’s attention. She turned toward the horned woman, her mismatched eyes flashing.

“We have undergone the ceremony of intent,” Lady Val said, her voice almost a snap. “And Nick Tannin has proved himself to be a fit mate. Do you intend to stand in the way of us consummating our union?”

For a moment, I was afraid that a second fight was about to take place, this time between my two women. The fierce alien woman had gone from passion through to anger in less than a heartbeat. Even then, the expression on her face was largely neutral.

But Amelia responded in perhaps the best way possible.

She grinned at the tall woman. Her multi-colored eyes seemed to sparkle in good humor.

“It wouldn’t be me standing in your way,” she said. “If you like, I would even help you to get him undressed. Not that you’d need the assistance, of course. But maybe, in all the excitement, you’ve forgotten that there are a couple of Krut starships preventing us from completing our mission.”

I had been on the verge of saying something to Lady Val, to remind her that Amelia was not her enemy. As the fire faded from the taller woman’s eyes, I felt considerable relief that I wouldn’t have to do so.

One thing I didn’t really want to spend my life doing was getting in between the two women.

Lady Val nodded. “You are right,” she admitted. “Please accept my apologies. For a moment, I was…” She paused as she considered the right word. “Overwhelmed.”

With that, to my disappointment, she stood up, and I immediately missed the weight of her on top of me.

She reached down and offered me a hand, and such was her strength and grace that I found myself standing next to her without having consciously decided to get up.

Lady Val favored me with one of her small smiles, and this one seemed like a promise.

“Until later,” she said.

I nodded, already grinning in anticipation, and the moment became solemn. Lady Val reached for the artifact that dangled from the necklace at her chest.

Despite that she had agreed to give it up, she nevertheless seemed hesitant.

I sought to reassure her. “The artifact is still yours,” I said. “Remember what Amelia said. Your connection to it will remain, and in fact, will grow stronger. You are not losing the artifact, but instead becoming one with me, and with the ship.”

It seemed that my approach was working. Lady Val nodded.

“It is fitting,” she said. “This day, I lost my business, and indeed the life I had built for myself within the colony. It is only right that I find something to replace what I have lost.”

She reached for her necklace, but before she could do anything more, Tina spoke up.

“Apologies for the interruption, but it appears that the Kruts have used the time to implement their next tactic.”

The voice paused for a moment before she continued.

“It appears that as well as carrying shuttles on board, they also carry fighters. Between the two of them, they have unleashed more than twenty smaller vessels. They appear to be well armed and swift, and will be within weapons range approximately thirty-seven seconds from now.”

“Options?” I demanded. I was making my way to the bridge even as I spoke, with Amelia and Lady Val both on my heels.

“We have few,” Tina said. “Evasive maneuvers and returning fire are all I can offer. Unless you want to open a wormhole within the confines of the Titan fragments.”

I told her to begin her evasive maneuvers, but hesitated as I considered the other option. Opening a wormhole. I knew that doing so would lead to disruption, but I didn’t know how much.

By then, we’d reached the bridge, and I took the captain’s chair. Tina had the approaching fighters on-screen.

Like the larger starships, the Krut fighters were ugly, cobbled together, apparently, out of anything the Kruts could find.

As with everything about these particular aliens, their approach was chaotic, devoid of any attempt at formation.

“What sort of damage would we create if we did?” I asked, referring to the wormhole idea.

“Potentially catastrophic,” Tina replied. “We are within the fragment formation itself. Even a controlled wormhole unleashes significant gravitational forces. Likely, we would disrupt everything. With certainty, we would disrupt the atmospheric bubble around the main center.”

“Millions of lives would be lost,” Amelia said, spelling out the cost of making such a move.

Even so, I contemplated it. What were five million lives against potentially trillions, if the Kruts activated the weapon?

It seemed that Amelia knew what I was thinking. “Such an act would earn us a whole lot of unwanted attention. The Balance Keepers would come after us, and not in a good way. And not just them. We would be outlaws with bounties on our heads.”

“But if we saved this part of the galaxy, wouldn’t that be worth it?” I asked.

The horned woman shook her head. “Remember, the galaxy is always in danger. Right now, I could tell you twenty different ways that it all might end tomorrow. Poof, like that. And what are we going to do about all of them, if we’ve thrown away our freedom on just these lousy Kruts?”

During Amelia’s speech, Tina had begun her maneuvers, doing her best to put some distance between us and the approaching fighters.

But the sheer chaos with which they operated made it difficult. They were coming at us from multiple directions at once, and were already spitting green fire our way.

Tina immediately began to fire back, simultaneously throwing herself this way and that, doing what she could to dodge, the inertial dampeners once again struggling to keep up.

Amelia was quick to fling herself into a seat, with Lady Val only a fraction slower.

Almost as an afterthought, I once again asked for seat belts, with Amelia and Lady Val both following my lead.

“There is another option,” Lady Val said. She was still fondling the artifact at her chest.

I nodded. “Tina, what will happen when Lady Val introduces her artifact to your hull? Can you predict the enhancements you may gain?”

“The enhancements I may gain depend on the specifics of the artifact in question. I have not fully analyzed the one in Lady Val’s position, but at first glance, it appears non-specific.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that it is likely to result in overall enhancements rather than anything specific.”

I nodded. Just then, the ship lurched and spun much more violently than usual. I was forced against the restraints Tina had conjured, and had to grip the armrests with considerable strength.

I saw that the others were struggling also, at least until the inertial dampeners kicked back in.

“Apologies,” Tina said. “We just took a direct hit to our port side.”

“Damage report?”

“Shields are holding. But I would prefer to avoid getting hit like that again.”

Even as the ship spoke, she continued to fire at the Kruts. Their evasive techniques, while chaotic, weren’t proving as effective. In quick succession, I watched as two of the ships exploded in beautiful silence on the screen.

I had one more question. “Will there be any negative side effects when Lady Val introduces her artifact to your hull?” I asked.

“There may be a moment of disorientation for me,” Tina said. “It should last only a few seconds.”

“And in that moment of disorientation?” I asked.

“I will attempt to continue our evasive maneuvers and defensive fire,” she said.

It seemed that we were out of options. I turned to Lady Val, who had been waiting for the decision.

“Let’s do this,” I said.

She nodded. If there was any uncertainty in her, I couldn’t make it out through her porcelain expression.

She’d picked a workstation against the ship’s hull. I expected her to take the necklace off over her head, but instead, she worked a mechanism that released the artifact itself.

I could see the metal within it flowing about as it had done before, and then Lady Val cupped her hands over it, blocking it from view.

She held it close to her for a moment, her eyes closed, looking for all the world as if she was praying.

Then, in one smooth, graceful motion, she reached out and touched the artifact to the ship wall.

The artifact sealed itself in place as if it was a magnet. At the same time, a series of ripples spread out around it. It was as if Lady Val had tossed a pebble into a pond, and those ripples continued to spread.

Tina made a noise that sounded distinctly like pleasure, and all of a sudden, we seemed to just … stop.

There were no more sudden jerks left all right, up or down, in an effort to avoid the ongoing enemy fire.

She even stopped firing at the Kruts themselves, although not before another of their ships blossomed into silent destructive fury.

“Tina?” I asked.

She’d said there might be a moment of disorientation, but that she would continue her efforts. It looked as if she wasn’t able to do so.

An echo of her previous sigh of pleasure rang through the ship, keeping pace with the ripples that seemed to have multiplied, covering every surface.

“Tina?” I said again.

The Kruts hadn’t stopped firing. It seemed that their accuracy was no better from within the cockpit of the fighters than it was with their blasters on the surface.

I was grateful for the second or two of relative calm that resulted.

But our luck couldn’t hold forever.

The ship lurched and spun a second time, and all of us knew we’d been struck again.

“Tina! Whatever you’re going through, it’s time to get your shit together!”

That first hit was soon followed up by another, and then a third, and I was starting to wonder if this was what it was like for a pinball inside a machine.

Amelia started to cry out in fear, and even Lady Val’s normally neutral expression had given way to concern.

None of us knew how much more Tina could take, how long her shields could hold. But I, for one, didn’t want to find out what it was like to have a ship blow up around you.

“Tina!” I shouted.

The ship seemed to shudder, and Tina once again offered a verbal sigh.

“Oh, that felt good,” she said.

It was good to hear her voice back again, but it seemed she still wasn’t quite with it.

“Tina! You need to focus! You need to do it right now!”

“Apologies…” she began, her voice still lacking the urgency I was hoping to hear.

Then it was like she drew a deep breath, and all of a sudden, everything changed.

The bridge stayed largely the same shape, but it expanded to almost double its size. What happened with the rest of the ship, I couldn’t say, but somehow it felt like everything else had become bigger as well.

And that wasn’t all.

Tina resumed her evasive maneuvers, only this time, the three of us on the bridge weren’t thrown about anywhere near as much. And once again, the screen showed that Tina was firing at the fighters buzzing around us.

“Tina, report!” I said.

“Shields are down to thirty percent,” she said. “Apologies for that. It seems that the introduction of Lady Val’s artifact was more disorienting than I expected.”

I wasn’t in any mood to hear her apologies. “What else?”

Before Tina could answer, another ship exploded on the screen, and I was almost sure that the beam of white power that got it was stronger than those that had gone before.

“Shields and weaponry have both become considerably more powerful,” Tina replied. “I am close to half again my original size, and I am detecting variations in my dimensional drive that suggest that I am faster as well. As anticipated, Lady Val’s artifact has enabled me to level up virtually across the board.”

“Fantastic,” I said. We were still lurching and tumbling, and firing with regularity. From what Tina had said, we were likely much more of a match for the fighters, and as for the original starships themselves—maybe we could use the spike technique against them as well.

But we weren’t there to engage in a space battle with these creatures.

We had a much bigger purpose in mind.

“Are we fast enough to get out of here?” I asked.

“I believe so, yes,” came the ship’s cool, feminine voice in response.

“Then do it. Take us out of here. As soon as we reach a safe distance, create a wormhole to take us to our next target.”

“As you command.”


Chapter twenty-three


It wasn’t as simple as that. Tina hadn’t suddenly become all-powerful and indestructible. She had just become faster and more powerful than she had been.

Not that the Kruts fighters cared. They continued to swarm as much as they could, and to concentrate their fire our way.

Tina dodged and twisted, returning fire at will, and calculated her best options.

In the end, she took one more direct hit as she destroyed two fighters almost at the same time. Doing so opened up a gap in their attack that they couldn’t close fast enough, and we punched through.

All at once, we were outside the confines of the Titan fragments, and streaking away from the large Krut starships as well.

Only one of the two gave chase, and I thought for a few seconds that we were going to have to turn and attack. But Tina hadn’t yet reached her top acceleration rate. Because in terms of raw speed, the Krut ship still had an advantage. It just couldn’t get there as quickly.

There were a tense few moments while the three of us watched the main screen, with the Krut starship seeming to stay the same size, or perhaps even get bigger. But then Tina seemed to find another gear, and the Krut starship started shrinking again.

Tina herself confirmed it.

“We are now accelerating at a rate beyond what the Krut starship can manage. I calculate that we will be able to extend our lead over the Krut starship for the next forty-three minutes, after which time they would be able to begin closing the gap. Given that we will have reached the minimum safe distance for employing the wormhole drive in just over thirty-one minutes, we will be able to complete our escape.”

I wasn’t the only one to breathe a sigh of relief at the ship’s words.

Space battles were exciting. But much of what was happening was outside of my control. Yes, I could suggest tactics, as I had done when we first faced the Kruts outside of Earth’s orbit. But it depended a lot on Tina’s capabilities to get the job done.

“How long before your shields are back up to full strength?” I asked.

“That last hit took them down to just over twenty percent. However, Lady Val’s artifact has enhanced my self-repair facility along with everything else. Barring further conflicts, my shields should be back at one hundred percent within the hour.”

“Good,” I said. “Is there anything else I need to be aware of?” I asked.

“Nothing. All other systems are good to go.”

That was what I wanted to hear. I turned to face Lady Val, whose tall, elegant form still seemed to fit the chair she had taken without any problems. She was looking at the screen, and at first, I thought her focus was on the diminishing starship.

But then I realized she was looking at the cluster of Titan fragments that had just about disappeared off the edge of the screen.

I waited until everything that had made up the mining colony was gone, and saw the hint of sadness in her expression.

“Lady Val?” I said, and the tall woman turned around in her chair to face me. “How are you doing?”

She looked at me as if she didn’t understand the question.

I gestured toward the screen, and she nodded.

“The mining colony has been my home for the past seven years. The club was mine for the last five. It was my first time venturing from the relative safety of my clan. I learned a lot from my experiences there. A lot of memories.”

She managed a hint of a smile. “But all things must end, and in truth, part of me had already begun to question if my club still figured in my future. I would have preferred to have been able to reach a decision about that for myself, but I am at least content with how things have turned out.”

I studied her closely, aware that she hadn’t mentioned the people who had tried to defend her. No doubt, many of them were dead now, killed by the Kruts.

I decided not to open that particular wound.

I gestured toward the ship’s hull, where she had introduced her artifact into the mix. That artifact was still visible, a distinct shape on an otherwise smooth wall.

“And that?” I asked. “How do you feel about that?”

Lady Val knew what I was asking without having to look.

“I still feel its presence,” she said. “While I have given it to the ship, it is still part of me. It is as Amelia promised. I had feared I would be losing the artifact, but such is not the case. I feel more connected to it than ever.”

“Good,” I said.

I glanced again at the screen, reconfirming that the Krut starship was indeed continuing to get smaller. We were already well out of range of its weapons, so I wasn’t concerned about that. Part of me wanted to turn Tina back into a spike and rip through the Krut starship hull, just because I could, but that wasn’t the plan.

In the back of my mind, I knew that chasing after artifacts one by one was never going to cut it. If we had been up against a singular foe, then maybe. We could have stayed ahead of something like that.

But it was clear that the Kruts had multiple starships out hunting for artifacts. It was therefore only a matter of time before they got what they wanted.

I didn’t voice these thoughts out loud. Amelia had made it clear that it was up to just us. Which meant we just had to keep trying.

I drew a deep breath and undid my seatbelt.

“Who wants to check out the ship? See what changes Lady Val’s artifact has helped bring about.”

I spoke directly to Lady Val as I said it, and kept my voice neutral even as I allowed a hint of a lascivious smile to show on my face.

I did want to see what changes there might be to the ship. That much was true.

But with the immediate danger of the Kruts behind us, I was thinking that now might be a good time for the fierce woman and me to finish off what we began on the dojo floor.

The way her mismatched eyes seemed to smolder suggested that she caught my intent. She nodded and stood up in a single, graceful move.

“I should like to see these changes,” she said, her smooth voice already thick with desire.

Amelia laughed out loud, and I knew that I wasn’t fooling anyone with my indirect approach.

“You two have fun,” the horned woman said. “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on things.”

She was grinning broadly as she said it, and I was pleased to see that she was as good as her word. There seemed to be no jealousy within her at all.

“Tina, let us know if anything changes,” I said.

She responded with her ubiquitous, “As you command,” and then Lady Val and I made our way through the ship to the captain’s quarters.

I noted that everything did seem to be bigger. And not just by a small fraction. The main cabin had reverted to its usual stylish seating room from its dojo configuration, and it was half again its earlier size.

But I didn’t bother to investigate the other rooms. Instead, I led Lady Val through to the captain’s quarters, which to my surprise had become a full suite.

The bed was now on a raised platform, dominating the entire left side.

“Tina, could you dim the lights by maybe a quarter?” I asked the ship. “And can you put on some music, something appropriate?”

“Of course,” the ship’s voice responded.

Immediately, she did as I asked, and the music she chose was not something I recognized. Yet she played it at the right volume, just loud enough to set the mood without being intrusive, and while I couldn’t have said it was better than Barry White, it was in the same ballpark.

As I looked around my newly appointed quarters, I couldn’t help but think that Tina had outdone herself. She had even conjured an elegant looking liquor cabinet, complete with a selection of bottles on display.

I turned to Lady Val. “Can I get you something to drink?” I asked. “Something to celebrate our commitment?”

But the tall woman clearly had other things on her mind. She closed the distance between us and wrapped her arms around me, bending down to taste my lips with her own.

The kiss quickly increased in passion, and I could feel the heat starting to rise.

I returned her embrace, aware that she was holding onto me with considerable strength. I had to smile as she peppered my face with a series of kisses, thinking that if our height difference had been much greater, she probably would have just picked me up.

Lady Val was graceful, and utterly feminine in every way that I could imagine. But she was very strong as well. Perhaps as strong as I was.

I was just starting to enjoy the feel of her body against mine when she broke away and answered my question.

“We can drink later,” she said, her voice a little huskier than usual. “You have shown yourself to be a match for me in terms of desire and as a warrior,” she said. “But there is another arena within which we must be a match. I desire to test you in that arena before anything else.”

With that, the tall, elegant woman did something completely unexpected. She bent low, and in one smooth motion, picked me up off the floor.

I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing at this unexpected reversal. I’d thought of picking her up in just the same way and carrying her back to my cave.

Lady Val carried me easily, without any hint of a strain, over to my oversized bed.

She threw me onto the bed covers, and I continued to laugh even as she slipped her dress from her shoulders and let it fall to the floor.

Then she hesitated. She was standing there at the foot of my bed, naked apart from her jewelry, and I was still laughing.

The passion in her expression took on a hint of danger.

“Is something funny?” she asked.

I hadn’t expected the majestic woman to have any insecurities, but apparently laughing at her naked form was pushing things a little bit far, even for her.

I reined myself in, but continued to grin.

“Just laughing at how easily you picked me up,” I said. Then I took a moment to admire her slim, beautiful form.

She still wore her necklace, even without the artifact acting as a pendant. She also wore a series of rings and bangles on her real arm. Beyond that, she was naked, and completely and utterly hairless.

She was also beautiful, her slimness giving way to a gentle curve at her hips, and firm, perfectly formed breasts that would have fit nicely in the palm of my hand.

“Now, why don’t you bring yourself over here and we can see if we are a match or not?”

The hint of danger in her eyes disappeared, and she did just that. She climbed onto the bed and on top of me, and resumed her kissing even as she pressed her lean, delicious body against mine. I found myself gripping her hips with my hands, and while she wasn’t as well-endowed there or up top as Amelia had proven to be, I was more than content.

There was something sensual about every move that Lady Val made, in her every gesture and word. Amelia was open and friendly, and clearly up for some fun, but this woman was like the embodiment of sex itself.

Already, I was straining at my pants, the effects of that blue pill very much wanting to be set free. But with Lady Val on top of me, there was little I could do.

So I let out a growl from deep in my chest and rolled us both over so that I was on top.

Lady Val let out a noise of surprise and allowed herself a small grin even as I took the opportunity to shrug out of my shirt.

She reached up and traced one of the scars on my chest with the tip of her long, elegant finger.

“You have fought many battles,” she murmured, and I had to agree. For most of my adult life, I’d gone from adventure to adventure, accepting the risks that came with that sort of lifestyle.

But I wasn’t the only one. Ignoring the fact that Lady Val’s entire left arm was made of metal, I leaned down and kissed the scar that began on her forehead and ended on her left cheek. The pale eye appeared to be no more than a discoloration. It followed me just like the other, the pupil within expanding and contracting just as it should.

“You have as well,” I murmured, in response to her statement.

But I wasn’t yet done with my own kisses. I kissed the delicate line of her jaw, then moved to her long, beautiful neck, before moving lower.

Lady Val seemed to hold herself deliberately still as I shuffled down, kissing each of her perfect breasts on the way. She drew a sharp breath of air as I did, but I hadn’t yet reached my target. I shuffled down further still, kissing the flat expanse of her stomach, and then I was at the pot of honey between her legs.

I kept kissing, teasing her clit with my lips, and she made a strangling noise in the back of her throat even as she clutched at my head with her hands.

I took that as a sign to keep going, so I did, tasting her folds with my tongue before dipping it into her moist center.

She raised her hips to meet me and wrapped her long, beautiful legs around my shoulders, and I used the opportunity to shrug out of the rest of my clothes as I kept going.

Then I brought my hands up to her hips once again and added my strength to her own as she ground herself against my face with increasing abandon.

In the back of my mind, I was aware that she was moving in time with the music Tina was playing, and I took that into consideration. Already, Lady Val was delightfully wet, her juices dripping down my chin, and I focused my attention more on her clit as I brought my hand around.

I could hear her starting to moan as I slipped two fingers inside her, and once again, I found myself marveling at the similarity between species from far distant worlds.

I wondered if she would be like Amelia when she came—that feeling of magic connection would happen with her.

But instead, when I brought Lady Val to the edge and beyond, it was just a normal, boneless, shuddering climax filled with gasps and clenched muscles.

Yet Lady Val was prodigiously strong. She might have broken my fingers if it weren’t for the effects of the blue pill. Not to mention what her hands might have done to my head at the same time.

I weathered the storm with a quiet grin on my face, congratulating myself for a job well done, and then she was clawing at me, trying to get me to clamber back up.

I did so, and planted a wet kiss full of her own juices square on her lips.

She caught me there and held me close, giving back as good as she got, her tongue and mine fighting for dominance.

And then she used my move on me, flipping me over onto my back and straddling my hips.

She didn’t say anything. She hadn’t spoken much at all since we had started, and I wondered if that was another example of her people being less open than others.

Yet it was clear what she wanted. She let out a kind of growl, like the one I sometimes uttered myself but more feminine, and reached down to grab me.

“I want you,” she said, breaking her verbal silence. Yet her eyes opened wider than normal as she explored the size of me with her hand.

Even so, she didn’t hesitate. She just took a moment to rub herself with me, until I was slick with her juices, and then, with a sigh of satisfaction, slid me all the way home.

At almost exactly that moment, it felt like the ship disappeared from beneath us. For half a moment, I didn’t understand what had happened.

Then Tina’s voice spoke over the background music.

“We have entered the wormhole,” she said. “Time to our destination is approximately fifty-two minutes and twelve seconds.”

This time, it wasn’t just me who burst out laughing. Lady Val did as well, collapsing on top of me for a moment.

But it wasn’t long until the focus returned to the task at hand, our bodies merging together in the time honored way.

Lady Val rode me like a champ, quickly building to her second climax, and then we swapped positions once more.

I learned that Lady Val was flexible. She could tuck both of her ankles behind her own head, a trick that proved decidedly useful.

I brought her to climax three more times as we flew through the wormhole, all the while building up my own pleasure.

At the last, with only a handful of minutes to go before we returned to normal space, Lady Val and I climaxed together and collapsed, breathing hard, onto the bed.

We lay there in each other’s arms, both of us covered in a sheen of sweat, her juices and mine mingling together.

After she calmed down, Lady Val reached for me and turned my face so that we were looking at one another.

There was a small, knowing grin teasing the corners of her lips.

“So, how did I do?” I said, my own smile far from subtle. “Did I match you again?”

This time, Lady Val was the one who laughed out loud.

She nodded. “You did,” she said. “Very much so.”


Chapter twenty-four


By the time we had both showered and dressed, the ship had already moved out of the wormhole and was closing in on our destination. Lady Val and I returned to the bridge, where Amelia greeted us with an enormous grin on her face.

“How was it?” she asked, directing her question to the taller woman.

If Lady Val was in any way put off by Amelia’s directness, she didn’t show it. With her mask of neutrality firmly back in place, she didn’t show much of anything.

Yet she still allowed herself one of her small smiles.

“Satisfactory,” she said.

Amelia wanted more than that.

“Satisfactory?” she said. “Is that all? You two were gone for quite a while. I would have thought all by itself, that would warrant more than just ‘satisfactory.’”

“More than satisfactory?” Lady Val ventured.

She glided across the bridge to the seat she had chosen before, the one next to her artifact embedded in the ship’s hull.

“Once again, Nick Tannin has shown himself to be a good choice as a life mate.” She paused for a moment, as if contemplating her answer. “I particularly enjoyed the things he did with his tongue….”

At this, Amelia burst out laughing. I bore it all for a moment, right up until it seemed that the horned woman might ask additional questions. Then I spoke up.

“You can compare notes later if you like,” I said. “Preferably when I’m not in the room. In the meantime, I take it that’s our target?”

I gestured toward the screen, which was currently displaying a large, beautiful planet with swirls of reds and whites but no sign of anything green or blue. It looked to me like a peppermint candy of some kind, but with a delicate ring around it, far simpler than the one Saturn boasted.

Amelia seemed happy enough to turn her attention back to what we were doing, but not before sharing a last comment with Lady Val.

“We’ll continue this later then,” she said with a smirk.

Then she gestured at the screen.

“That is Aldone 6. It is a gas giant, about three times as big as your Jupiter. Even if its atmosphere wasn’t made up of an unusual combination of fluorine gas, ammonia and arsenic, it would still be completely uninhabitable. It has roughly twenty times Earth’s gravity, and the atmospheric pressure alone would be enough to turn carbon into diamonds.”

I stared at her. “So why are we here?” I asked.

“Because three of its moons are inhabited. One of them, AldeJax, is considerably more advanced than the other two, and that is our target.”

When I first looked at the screen, the oversized gas giant had taken all of my attention. I hadn’t even looked for anything that might be orbiting such a behemoth, but now I did.

I could clearly see half a dozen orbiting moons of various sizes and colors.

“Which moon is AldeJax?” I asked.

“That one,” Amelia said, pointing.

“Tina?” I asked, and the ship responded intuitively, bringing the moon in question closer, but not close enough for me to discern the civilization.

It was far less striking a world than the gas giant it orbited. A simple green and white marble, with shades of brown here and there.

“And this is where the next artifact is hiding?” I asked.

To my surprise, Amelia frowned.

“According to the information I have, yes. But Tina is having difficulty sensing it directly.”

That wasn’t the news I was hoping to hear. “Tina?” I said again.

“My sensors are attuned to the artifacts. Ordinarily, I can pinpoint them to a precise degree. But with this one, my sensors indicate that it has been on the moon in question, but I cannot be more precise.”

Immediately, I was on alert.

“Is it still there?” I asked. Then I had another thought. “Do you sense any Krut starships in the area?”

“As for your first question, I cannot say with certainty one way or the other. Either it is no longer on the moon, or its presence is being shielded. As for your second question, no, I cannot sense any Krut starships in the vicinity. Although there are numerous interstellar vessels parked at orbiting stations, none of them are registered as belonging to the Kruts.”

I wasn’t sure that I liked what I was hearing.

“As we get closer, scan the surface with everything you’ve got,” I said. “If it’s being shielded, I want your best guess as to where it might be.”

I didn’t even want to think about what it might mean if the artifact was gone.

“As you command,” Tina said.

I had retaken my captain’s seat and found myself gripping the armrests more tightly than I intended. There was a lot riding on us retrieving these artifacts before the Kruts found them.

I didn’t know what I might do if they had beaten us here.

“The Kruts only need one more artifact to activate their weapon, am I right?” I asked.

I already knew that I was. I was just hoping that somehow, Amelia would give me a different answer.

But the horned woman just nodded.

“It isn’t just about locating the artifacts,” she said. “The Kruts have to use them to activate each part of the weapon in turn. That’s what I got notified about last time. Before I even met you on Earth, they’d already activated one part of the weapon. You remember, I said even that was enough to destroy a couple of nearby worlds. Now they’ve activated the second part of the weapon as well. The notification I received didn’t have any information about any additional damage. But if they’ve already collected this one as well…”

The horned woman shuddered. “I don’t want to think about it,” she said.

“Well, don’t,” Lady Val said unexpectedly. “We don’t yet know one way or the other what we are dealing with. Our first task must therefore be to learn what has become of this artifact.”

She was right, and both Amelia and I knew it.

But it didn’t stop me from worrying.

As we talked, Tina had been guiding us ever closer to AldeJax. With the gas giant looming behind it, the features of the moon were starting to become clear. I could see a network of lights over what looked to be two separate land masses, as well as numerous orbiting stations that all seemed to be connected to one another.

The whole planet looked to be caught in a huge, technological net.

“I am picking up traces of the artifact, but nothing substantive,” Tina said. “I recommend a surface investigation. In my past incarnations, those in my crew were able to sense the near presence of others who possessed artifacts. My databases include several discussions on this topic. Likely, you and Lady Val will have the same capability.”

I thought about when I’d become aware of Lady Val’s artifact in the club. I hadn’t put it into words, but I’d known before I’d laid eyes on it that the artifact was near.

It was subtle, but thinking back on it, I knew it was real.

Lady Val was also nodding. “I think I was aware of Nick Tannin’s presence before he stepped into the club,” she said.

“Then it looks like we are going on another away mission,” I said.

There seemed to be agreement all around, but Tina spoke up once again.

“I have been in touch with the local authorities. These people use the space stations instead of space ports on the surface. I have negotiated permission to dock on one of them. Transport to the ground will be provided.”

I didn’t like the idea of being separated from the ship, but it seemed that we didn’t have any choice. If these people wanted to regulate their space travel that way, who was I to argue?

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

The space station turned out to be the equivalent of a car park for starships floating above the moon in geostationary orbits. Tina chose the one that was closest to where her senses suggested the artifact had been, and touched down without any issues.

Once again, there was a bubble of atmosphere on the platform, and that atmosphere was close enough to Earth normal that I was beginning to believe Amelia’s statement that such a blend of oxygen and nitrogen was fairly common.

The three of us disembarked, with Amelia again breaking out her tablet and Lady Val having synced her communications device with Amelia, Tina, and me.

Getting to the surface proved an adventure unto itself. The people of AldeJax had constructed a system that reminded me of the vacuum tube things that used to be common in the fifties and sixties for shuttling messages around factories.

The three of us entered an oversized version of that tube and stood on a platform.

Like an impossibly tall elevator with a glass wall, we accelerated toward the moon itself at stunning speeds.

Back on Earth, the platform would have dropped too fast, and the three of us would have simply fallen. The change in air pressure would have caused havoc with our inner ears, and it wouldn’t have been a great deal of fun—particularly when we reached the bottom.

But the technology here was much more advanced. It felt as if we were barely moving, and our feet remained firmly planted. Nor were there any inner ear issues at all.

Neither Amelia nor Lady Val seemed overly impressed with the journey, but I could barely keep a broad grin off my face. Especially when the tube in which we were traveling took us in between a series of tall, elegant skyscrapers that looked to be inspired by at least one multi-billion dollar film franchise.

When we reached the bottom, we came to a dead stop very quickly.

I don’t know how they managed it, but there was no pressure on my body at all. And for this, I was thankful. Because despite my improved strength and resilience, I didn’t think I could handle being splattered across the pavement as a result of an accelerated fall from space.

The tube opened up, and the three of us stepped onto the surface of the moon.

Except, not quite. We stepped onto some sort of pavement that had a degree of flexibility within it, as if it was made to prevent injury if someone fell.

I knew from Tina’s briefing before we left that the gravity here was close to Earth normal, despite the moon’s smaller size. What I didn’t expect was the way the air still smelled fresh and clean even though we were in the middle of a city.

There were alien creatures of various types wandering back and forth, many of them entering or leaving other vacuum tubes, most of which were designed to transport the passengers horizontally rather than vertically.

“Now what?” I asked.

Amelia consulted her device before turning to study the other tube entrances. “We are about thirty miles from our target. The transport tubes project maps displaying where they go.”

The horned woman was wearing her shades once again, and I touched the device behind my ear to bring mine up as well.

Right away, the maps Amelia was talking about came into view. To me, it was reminiscent of the subway maps back on old Earth.

“Which one?” I asked. From where we stood, there were a dozen different possibilities.

Amelia took her time, checking each map against the device in her hands.

Finally, she nodded. “That one,” she said.

That was good enough for me. Together, we entered the tube and stood on a platform very similar to the one that had taken us down from the ship.

“Please state your destination,” came a neutral voice that my communication device translated for me automatically.

Amelia hesitated for just a moment as she consulted her device once again. She spoke. “Sun Temple,” she said. “District Twenty.”

Apparently, that was enough for the machinery behind the tube. In less than a heartbeat, we were on our way, once again traveling at high speed through the city.

In my old life, I’d quite enjoyed just driving around in my car. With the life I led, it wasn’t something I got to do a lot of. Not for sheer enjoyment, at any rate.

To me, this mode of transportation was more efficient. Cleaner as well, judging by the smell of the air. But it didn’t have the same soothing effect on my soul.

Or perhaps that was because I was on a moon circling a gas giant, which even now took up a good part of the sky. Perhaps that very novelty negated my ability to truly unwind.

Either way, I had to give the builders of this system full marks for what they had achieved.

When our platform stopped and the tube let us out, we were in quite a different part of the city. The buildings were smaller, and instead of the glass and concrete aesthetic that had dominated before, now there were trees and vines on the sidewalk.

The trees and vines were not of any species I recognized from Earth. Perhaps it was a tinge of purple in their leaves, or the way they seemed just a little more mobile than the lack of wind would suggest.

Either way, my focus was more on where we were going than the plant life.

Lady Val and I turned to Amelia for further directions.

“Tina says that the strongest trace of energy that may have come from an artifact is just up ahead.”

She didn’t say that even this strongest trace fell far short of what she’d sensed before. She didn’t need to. That truth was ingrained in the forefront of my mind.

“Judging by what we’ve seen so far, the people on this world are technologically advanced enough to shield it from Tina’s senses,” I said.

I didn’t necessarily believe that’s what had happened. I was just trying to give myself hope.

That hope all but vanished as we turned the last corner.

Almost in unison, Lady Val and I both cursed under our breaths.

Amelia did the same, although she spoke more clearly. “Shit,” she said.


Chapter twenty-five


We had come to a low building made of stone, set in a park boasting more plants and trees, and even a purple-tinged grass than I had yet seen on this world.

“Let me guess. That’s the temple,” I said.

Amelia was already nodding.

“What does this mean?” Lady Val asked. “Are we too late?”

The temple wasn’t looking its best. There was evidence of weapons fire all over the front, scorch marks and large holes of the sort that might have been made by a Krut with a powerful but inaccurate energy rifle.

If that wasn’t enough to tell the three of us that something had happened here, then the noise and activity would have been.

There were perhaps twenty or thirty people of all different types gathered around the damaged building. Some of them were clearly medical professionals, doing their best to tend to the wounded. Others may have been law enforcement.

“We have to be sure what happened,” I said. “We have to know whether the Kruts have found the artifact or not.”

Amelia and Lady Val agreed, even though all three of us fully expected the worst.

“Let’s split up,” Amelia suggested. “Time has become critical. Talk to anyone who will answer questions.”

There were no police barricades, nothing at all to prevent us from doing what we had to do.

I quickly spoke to three different people. A large female something that looked like a monster, but who was openly grieving. A small man who looked like a gnome. One of the medics, a tall, spindly, bird-like man with a sing-song voice.

I quickly learned that the temple had indeed come under attack from a group of heavily armed Kruts who had been looking for something.

“Did they find it?” I asked the gnome-man. “Do you know?”

But that small, sad -looking fellow hadn’t known.

I was about to continue, to ask someone else the same questions, when Amelia called both me and Lady Val through the communications devices.

“I think I’ve found someone,” she said. “Can you both come and join me?”

Amelia was with a slim woman sitting on the stairs to the temple, hugging her knees to herself and giving off waves of grief mixed with anger.

The grieving person looked very much like an elf of some sort, with a short bob of green hair and pointed ears. At first, because of her size, I had almost mistaken her for a child. But it was clear, upon closer inspection, that she was a mature woman who was just built on a smaller scale than most.

And I knew without even asking that the artifact we were hunting belonged to her.

As Amelia had said, now that I was thinking about it more consciously, I could sense it. I glanced at Lady Val, who was approaching from another direction, and caught her eye. She nodded, and that was enough.

She sensed it too.

Amelia was already speaking.

“Nick Tannin, Lady Val, this is Odette Roys. She is a priestess here at the temple.”

“Acolyte,” Odette corrected. It seemed like an automatic response. She wasn’t entirely focused on what Amelia was saying, but was instead lost in her own world of trauma.

“Odette,” I said, keeping my voice as gentle as possible. “It looks like you’ve been through a lot. And maybe you’ve already spoken with some of these others. But we have to know. Those creatures that attacked your temple. They were after something. An artifact.”

I glanced at Amelia and Lady Val, aware that Odette hadn’t so much as glanced in my direction. “Your artifact,” I said. “Tell me, did they take it from you?”

The way Odette was behaving, her tears flowing as she sought to comfort herself, it would have been easy to assume that they had. But for all any of us knew, she could have been reacting to the damage done to her temple, all of the injuries—and deaths—of people she cared about.

But as I mentioned her artifact, she had finally looked up.

Even through her tears, I could see she was beautiful. She had a delicate, elf-like face with emerald green eyes that currently held a world of grief.

But this time, I felt what Lady Val had described. Not from myself so much, but from Odette herself.

Recognition.

Even within her grief, Odette did a double take. She stared at me for a moment, her eyes wide with sudden wonder. Then she looked at Lady Val, and I sensed that she felt a similar sense of recognition with her as well.

“Who…” she began. Then she tried again. “Who are you?”

I gave her my friendliest, most nonthreatening smile. “We’re the ones who are going after these Kruts. We’re the ones who will get your artifact back for you.”

She still hadn’t confirmed one way or the other if the Kruts had taken her artifact. But even before I finished speaking, Odette’s expression turned from grief and wonder to anger and pain.

But it wasn’t just her expression. It was her whole face. It was as if there was something writhing beneath her skin, and as I watched, she turned from a delicate, elf-like woman into something demonic. She grew horns on her head, and her complexion turned bright red.

And she didn’t stop there. She started to grow as well, letting go of her knees as she expressed her anger with a transformation the likes of which I had never seen.

I thought we were going to be facing a true demon, a being made of fangs and fury, but the next moment, all that had changed once again, and she was back to her original self.

“You’re a shape changer,” Lady Val said, and this time, it was her expressing true wonder.

But Odette was focused on me.

There was still anger within her, but not nearly as much as she had displayed before.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’ve been trying to stay in control of myself a bit better. That’s why I’m here.”

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment, steadying herself. When she opened them once again, it was as if the green within them was even more brilliant.

“Yes, the Kruts took my artifact,” she said with a nod. “And if you are truly aiming to get it back, then I’m coming with you.”

With her size and elf-like appearance, it would have been easy to dismiss her. She did seem very young. But there was weight in her words, the weight of someone who knew her own mind and was more than willing to face the consequences of her choices.

Even so, I had to make sure she understood what she was saying.

“You are welcome to join us,” I said. “But be aware that the Kruts have a purpose for your artifact, and confronting them is going to be dangerous.”

Odette gave a smile that had nothing at all to do with humor. For a moment, her visage flickered again, becoming something truly unholy.

“I’m not afraid,” she said. “After what they’ve done, they should be afraid of me.“ Then she stiffened her jaw, the tears of before nowhere to be seen. “I’m going after them either way. I’d expected to be on my own. But there’s something about you….” She turned to Lady Val. “And her…”

She drew another deep breath. “Will you take me with you or not?”

I didn’t need to check with the others.

“We will,” I said.

It was Amelia who took over. “We’re leaving as soon as we can. If you have things to pack, do it now. And say goodbye to those you need to. It may be a while before we return.”

Odette accepted the horned woman’s words without argument. She stood, and I saw that she really was tiny, being a good couple of inches less than five feet.

“Give me six minutes,” she said, and with that, she strode into the temple.

Odette proved to be as good as her word, reappearing on the steps within just a few minutes, with a simple carry bag slung over her shoulder.

I had to suppress a desire to offer her a hand with the bag. I knew I probably wouldn’t have felt the same instinct around the strong and capable Lady Val, and probably not even with Amelia. Odette’s diminutive stature and youthful looks just made her appear less capable, even though I had no real proof that she was.

In fact, I got the distinct impression that she would be fierce when it came to defending herself against just such a misperception.

“Well? You have a ship, I take it?” she said.

We made our way back to the space station and onto the ship without any issues, and I was thankful that the tubelike transportation system on the moon was so swift and efficient.

I made a point to let Tina know that Odette was joining us, and the diminutive woman made no comment as she stepped on board other than, “Where am I staying?”

“There are a number of cabins down the far end,” I said and that was enough. Odette made her way without requiring a guide, and returned very quickly, without the bag she had packed.

By then, Amelia, Lady Val and I had settled into a couple of the sofas to discuss our options. Odette looked about, grabbed one of the single seaters and dragged it over, before flopping herself down and studying each of us in turn.

There were no more tears in sight. Odette was coming across as angry more than anything else. Perhaps surly. But I sensed a brittleness behind it and knew that she was in a delicate space.

“So, the Kruts now have three artifacts, and that’s all they need,” I said. “We know they have already activated two parts of the weapon. The question isn’t whether or not we can stop them from activating the third. For the sake of this entire sector, we know that we must. So the question is, how?”

As soon as I mentioned the word “weapon,” Odette’s eyes drew large.

“Weapon?” she asked. “What weapon?”

I realized she didn’t have the same background that the rest of us did, and I looked at Amelia, who quickly gave the newcomer a summarized version of everything we knew.

Odette nodded in understanding. “And here was me thinking the artifact, as you call it, was just a pretty piece of jewelry that called to me. I had no idea what it could do.”

“Not many do anymore,” Amelia admitted. “Which is why the Kruts have been able to get as far as they have.”

I took control of the narrative again. “We have to stop them. The weapon can’t be allowed to fire. And we can’t do that from here. The question is, do we know where that third part of the weapon is?”

Amelia nodded. “We do. We’ve known its location for decades. We even know which of the three parts is yet to be activated. The other two effectively announced themselves when the artifacts woke them up. But that isn’t the problem. The problem is that the weapon is deep inside Krut territory.”

I’d figured as much. “Tina, can you plot us a course to the third location?”

“Of course I can,” the ship’s cool voice responded.

“Then do so.”

I was aware of both Amelia and Lady Val looking at me.

“We’ve already agreed we have to get there,” I said. “How we will deal with the Kruts when we do—“ I shrugged. “It depends on what we face.”

There was no disagreement.

I turned to Odette. “How long ago did they take your artifact?”

“Not long. Maybe an hour or so. Maybe a little more.”

I couldn’t help but think if we’d arrived there just a little earlier, we could have prevented this entire situation. But Amelia had a different thought.

“We must have just missed them,” she said. “When we arrived. The Krut starship—or ships—must have just left.”

I knew she was right. Not that it mattered anymore.

“Tina, what are the odds of us catching up to the Krut ship?”

“If you are asking if we can catch up with them during the journey, and perhaps prevent them from even reaching the location of the weapon, then it is unlikely. As mentioned, they use a different faster than light system. And space is big. Insanely big. Combine that with the way that the wormhole drive operates, and I would have to plot a course not to the third location of the weapon, but to where the Krut starship is to be found. And that is very unlikely.”

I was aware that traveling via wormhole wasn’t the same as traveling through open space. Yet there had to be some sort of overlap. Tina had been able to show images of interesting systems, nebulae, and various other things as we passed them by. Which meant she could sense things that were outside of the wormhole.

“You couldn’t try to sense the Krut ships as we travel?” I asked.

“Even if I could, I wouldn’t know for sure what I was looking at. And the last thing I would want to do is drop out of a wormhole only to discover that whatever I was sensing was not the Krut ship we are after.”

It all sounded as if catching the Kruts en route was prohibitively difficult.

But that hadn’t been what I was asking anyway.

“How likely is it that we will reach the location before they do?” I asked.

Tina’s feminine voice sounded almost apologetic. “Again, I cannot answer that with any degree of accuracy. My wormhole drive allows us to traverse vast distances very swiftly. But their ships are, as you know, fast in their own right as well, and they have access to wormhole networks, the same as any other star-faring species. We know where they are heading. It is possible that we may arrive before they do. But I would suggest planning with a different outcome in mind.”

I snorted at the way she said it. If she had been from Earth, she might have said it more simply: don’t count on it.

“So, our job is to get there as quickly as possible, fight off an unknown number of Krut defenders, and somehow stop them from using the weapon, all by ourselves? Is that about it?”

Amelia was already nodding. But Odette had a question.

“Why does it have to be all by ourselves?” she asked.

It was a very good question.

I turned to Amelia. “You said you quit your job with the Balance Keepers,” I said.

“I did,” she said.

“You also said that they considered this a low priority. Do you think they would still consider it as such?”

“Maybe not,” she said.

I gave her a grin. “Maybe it’s time to send them a message.”

Amelia nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. There are at least a few other Sentinels that I can contact.”

As we had been talking, Tina had disengaged from the space station. Even though we weren’t looking at the screen, I was certain that we were already making our way away from the moon.

Tina confirmed it. “We are approximately thirty minutes away from being able to safely activate the wormhole drive. I have yet to receive confirmation that we are to follow the course I have plotted. Is this what you wish to do?”

It wasn’t really up for discussion, but I glanced around at the others nevertheless, just to make sure they were on the same page. Each of them responded with a nod.

“It is,” I said.

“As you command,” Tina said.


Chapter twenty-six


Tina said that the journey would take just over eleven hours.

Amelia, Lady Val and I spent much of the time as we had done during previous journeys. After Amelia had sent her messages to her Sentinel friends, we slept, ate, and I spent some quality time with both Amelia and Lady Val.

With Amelia, I finally remembered to play with her horns, and the results were as I had hoped. They were quite different from the bony appendages they appeared to be, and were covered instead by a soft velvet that made the tips of my fingers tingle, and clearly did more than that for Amelia herself.

It drove the horned woman into paroxysms of pleasure, and even though we were heading toward incalculable danger, I found myself very much enjoying the time we had together.

Odette was largely lost in her grief. She spent several hours hidden away in the room she’d chosen for herself, but must have caught on to what was happening in the captain’s chambers.

When Lady Val and I emerged after the tall, majestic woman had effectively demanded her turn, we found Odette in the main cabin with a bowl of something alien she had replicated to eat.

The grief and the anger were still there on her face for the world to see, but there was curiosity in there as well.

“Just what kind of ship is this, anyway?” she asked.

Amelia was in another of the rooms at that time, having decided to get some sleep. If she’d been with us, no doubt she would have laughed out loud.

She also would have explained it all much better than either Lady Val or I could have done. But we did our best, and between the two of us, with Tina providing additional information as she saw fit, we covered the basics.

The way Odette looked at me, her emerald eyes seeming to smolder, suggested that her interest was more than just academic. But it wasn’t just me she looked at that way. She included Lady Val in her gaze as well.

I spoke casually. “When we’ve retrieved your artifact, there’s space on this ship for you as well.” Belatedly, I remembered that she was a priestess, or at least an acolyte. “If you would like to join us, of course.”

Those hot eyes bored into me, but she didn’t give a real answer one way or the other.

“For the cost of my artifact,” she said.

At this, Lady Val stepped in. “It is not like that,” she said. “I have given my artifact over to the ship as well. And yet, it is still mine. In a very real way, the ship herself is now mine as well. At least, in part,” she amended, shooting a glance my way.

I knew what she meant. Perhaps I didn’t have the same sort of attachment to the artifact I’d claimed as the two women felt. Yet to my mind, it was still definitely mine, as was the ship herself.

It was clear that Odette was not in the right frame of mind to make a commitment one way or the other. Nor did I push her. I just let her know that the offer was there, if she wanted to accept it.

From my point of view, I would have welcomed her with open arms. She was quite different from either Amelia or Lady Val, yet my attraction to her was undeniable.

Toward the end of the eleven-hour journey, Tina spoke up again.

“I have adjusted our course to bring us out of the wormhole among a cluster of asteroids that appears to have once been a moon. There is a localized gravity field keeping the asteroids close together, and it seems to be a good option to provide us with cover. Our target will be visible on-screen, but we will still be some considerable distance away.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “When will we arrive at this asteroid cluster?” I asked.

“Approximately … now.” Tina said.

There was a lurch as we emerged back into normal space.

There wasn’t any need for discussion. All four of us, Odette included, made our way to the bridge, and Tina brought our target up on the screen.

The image on the screen wasn’t as clear as it had been in the past. I gathered this was because of the distance that remained between us and the target.

Yet it was still clear enough for us to see what looked like a misshapen asteroid surrounded by at least two dozen starships of familiar Krut design.

I don’t know what I had been expecting. But I hadn’t been expecting one third of a powerful, galactic level weapon to be built on a piece of rock smaller than some of the ships around it.

Once again, I heard Amelia swear. Perhaps she hadn’t been expecting such a strong Krut presence. But I had other concerns.

“Can they sense us from there?” I demanded.

“I am not emitting any energy beyond that required to maintain my basic functionality. In addition, I have reconfigured my hull to suggest a more natural formation rather than that of an identifiable starship. Yet there are no guarantees. The Krut sensors are powerful. It is unlikely that they will see us as long as we don’t do anything to call attention our way, but not impossible.”

It was as good as I could hope for.

“What about the artifact? Can you sense its presence within that armada? Have we beaten it here?”

“I can detect no evidence of the artifact in the immediate area.”

“So, we beat them here,” I said, giving a mental sigh of relief. Whatever was to happen, we had at least given ourselves a chance. The weapon had yet to be activated.

“What are our options?” I wondered out loud.

“Attack,” Odette said simply. “Blow these assholes away.”

“Position ourselves to intercept the starship carrying the artifact before they can introduce it to the weapon,” Lady Val suggested. “Prevent them from completing their mission.”

“We wait,” said Amelia.

It was interesting to hear the different perspectives, and while I had my own thoughts, there was one voice I hadn’t yet heard from.

“Tina?” I asked.

“I calculate our odds of surviving a direct confrontation with the arrayed starships is approximating zero. I am more powerful than I was before the addition of Lady Val’s artifact, but these starships are more powerful as well. Likely, I could take out only two of them, using the battering ram tactic you devised, before the others responded.”

I was very aware that Tina’s words did nothing to dull the fury in Odette’s expression. But the ship hadn’t finished.

“Nor does an attempt of that nature, even if successful, lead us to our goal. These starships are secondary. Of greater importance is the one carrying the artifact.”

I nodded, agreeing with everything the ship said.

“With that in mind, Lady Val’s suggestion has merit. Based on the Krut starship’s point of departure, I have calculated their probable approach as well as the point at which they will have slowed down sufficiently for us to engage. Yet those calculations indicate we would have to wait in a position far more exposed than our current location. The Krut armada would be almost certain to detect our presence.”

I gave the ship a moment to address Amelia’s suggestion as well, but she lapsed into silence.

So I addressed it instead. “Wait for what?” I asked the horned woman.

Amelia was given to optimism and generous smiles. That she kept her expression more neutral right now was telling.

“I have received responses from three different Sentinels. They have said they are on their way.”

“But you are not convinced it will help?” I asked.

She hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “The Sentinels do have warships in their fleet, but mostly, they are deployed in more active hotspots. The three who have responded are some distance away.”

“You’re saying they might not get here in time.”

The horned woman nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had hoped for a better response.”

“Not your fault,” I said. “But it does mean that waiting might not be the best solution.”

“So what do we do?” Odette asked.

“Maybe a combination of all three,” I mused. I turned toward the ceiling. “Tina, is there any limitation on your wormhole drive? A minimum distance you can use it to travel?”

“There is a point beyond which the energy required to generate a wormhole becomes unjustified. Beyond that, there is no effective limitation.”

“So we could remain hidden until the starship with the artifact appears, then take a wormhole to an intersecting location. Will that work?” I asked.

“It will.”

I could already see Odette starting to grin, for perhaps the first time since she had been on board. But it wasn’t a friendly expression. There was true malice in it.

But I wasn’t yet done asking questions. “If we destroy the Krut ship carrying the artifact, will the artifact survive?”

“The chances are very high that it will,” the cool, feminine voice responded.

“High? You’re saying there’s a chance that it won’t?”

“There are a few things that could damage the artifact. A direct hit from a Krut pulse weapon would be one. But if we are talking about simple concussive damage, or even being caught in an explosion, the artifact will be fine.”

I had one further question. “Do we have the ability to capture the artifact if it happens to be floating around in space?”

“I can approach an artifact in those circumstances and let it merge with my hull.”

There was a moment of silence. Amelia, Lady Val and I all knew that this was what Tina wanted. To merge with as many artifacts as she could, to grow as strong as possible.

There was a whole lot of other stuff wrapped around in that as well, some of which we’d explained to Odette, but not all.

The small woman had a perplexed look on her face. “Merge with your hull? That’s not what I want.”

It seemed that Tina didn’t want to respond. But she did nevertheless. “Such a merge can be temporary. Should you wish, you can retrieve your artifact at a later time.”

Interesting. I hadn’t heard that piece of information before. It might have come in handy when Lady Val’s artifact was at issue.

It was enough for Odette to give a nod of approval.

“Okay. So it looks like we have a plan.”

Everyone agreed that it seemed to be the way forward.

Of course, it all depended on the Kruts not noticing that we were there. Which, unfortunately, they did.


Chapter twenty-seven


“Asmall number of the starships guarding the weapon have broken away from their formation and are heading this way,” Tina said, her voice as unflappable as ever.

“Shit,” I said. Then, “How many?”

“Five.”

“Are we certain they’ve spotted us?”

“Certain is absolute. I calculate the probability that they have seen us at ninety-eight percent, and climbing.”

“Estimated time until they are able to fire on us?”

“Assuming they are equipped with the same weapons design we have faced in the past, four minutes and thirty-one seconds.”

I knew that Odette had wanted us to attack the Krut starships. But she looked less certain now that the Kruts were bringing the fight to us. She, Amelia, and Lady Val were all looking at me, clearly seeking a decision.

“Do you wish to hail them?” Tina asked.

I shook my head. “We know what they’re trying to do. I don’t think calling them and asking them not to is going to work.”

“Do we run?” Odette asked. There was still a certain belligerence in her voice. She clearly didn’t want to run—but there were five Krut starships heading our way, and if their intentions weren’t clear enough already, then they were about to become so.

They didn’t fire upon us. Not from that distance. Instead, Tina said, “The Kruts are hailing us.”

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s see what they want.”

Immediately, we found ourselves looking at what could have been the same three Kruts we’d spoken to last time. They had the same look, wore the same uniforms, and even the ugly, grimy ship interior was the same.

They also seemed set to follow the same playbook.

“This is Krut territory,” the middle of the three said. There was no greeting, no hint of anything resembling an introduction. “You are not welcome here. This is your one warning. If you have not removed yourselves from our territory by the time we are in firing range, we will destroy you.”

“I’m sorry?” I said. “I didn’t catch that. My translator must not be working properly—”

“You have four minutes to comply,” the Krut interrupted.

I sighed out loud. “I don’t know why I even bothered,” I said. “Tina, please remove these ugly assholes from the screen. I don’t want to look at them anymore. And don’t respond to any further hails.”

“As you command,” the ship’s unemotional voice replied, and the screen reverted to the previous view.

“At least we know they’ve definitely spotted us,” I said. Then I turned back to Odette’s question.

“We can’t just run,” I said. “But maybe we can fight after all.”

As the others all looked at me, I began to grin. “This is just a bunch of asteroids, right? Including the one the weapon is on. There isn’t any civilization nearby. So there’s nothing stopping us from using the wormhole drive as much as we like.”

Lady Val allowed herself a small smile, and Amelia gave a quick nod. But she also checked.

“Tina?” the horned woman said.

“Nick Tannin is correct.”

“Good,” I said. Then I outlined what I had in mind. “The Krut ships are powerful and quick, but they don’t use a wormhole drive like ours. Which means we have an advantage they can’t match.”

Odette looked positively feral. Once again, she let her control over her shape-shifting ability slip. For half a second, she was as tall as Lady Val and looked like a nightmarish creature full of fangs and darkness.

Then she was back to her normal innocent-looking self.

I studied her for a moment. “You know, you’ve got some darkness in you,” I said.

The diminutive woman gave me a grin devoid of humor. “Why do you think I sought out the temple? I thought they could help me control it.”

I knew time was pressing, but I was curious. “Did it work?” I asked.

“It worked a little. I was getting it more and more under control. But then this happened.”

She made a gesture with her hand, which turned bright red and clawed for a heartbeat before returning to normal.

I was interested in learning how others of her kind dealt with this particular ability. If they were able to get it under control, or if they responded, as Odette seemed to do, to emotions.

Either way, I didn’t have time to think about it.

“Tina, if you would be so kind as to reconfigure your hull into a spike. Then pick your target out of those starships approaching. Open a wormhole far enough away…” I stopped talking mid-sentence. I needed to know how things worked more clearly.

“If we accelerate into a wormhole, will we retain that speed as we emerge?” I asked.

“We will,” Tina responded.

The old conservation of momentum thing again, I thought to myself. “In that case, accelerate away from the approaching starships. Make a show of it. Make them think we’re trying to run. But open a wormhole that leads directly to the softest spot you can find and take us right to it.”

Lady Val gave an approving nod. “We can reach attacking speed as we run, and they won’t be able to tell that we are about to attack.”

“They won’t have any chance to defend themselves,” Amelia added.

Odette’s emerald eyes were flashing, but she had regained control over her shape. “We can smash them!”

“Tina?”

“As you command,” she said.

Already, she was taking us away from the Krut starships. We were out of range, but perhaps the sight of a fleeing ship was too much for the Kruts to handle. Despite what they’d said when they hailed us, they didn’t want to just let us leave.

Several of the ships began firing, spitting bursts of green energy toward us, but they were too far away.

At the same time, they were getting closer. Our acceleration was better, but we couldn’t match the raw power of these things.

I grinned to myself as I imagined the Krut captains getting excited as they moved in for the kill.

“Wormhole drive activation in eight seconds,” said Tina. “At this speed, we will cross its threshold almost instantaneously. Six seconds.”

“Five seconds.”

“Four seconds.”

“Three seconds.”

“Two seconds.”

“One.”

Once again, it felt as if the bottom had fallen out of the ship. Like when you’re on a fast elevator and had just hit the button for the basement.

Previous journeys through different wormholes had lasted several hours. But this time, the distance we were covering was much, much smaller.

We were through the other side in less than a second, and the screen Tina had on continuous display suddenly showed a close-up of one of the starships.

“Brace yourselves,” Tina said as she began to fire, softening up the Krut shields.

Then we hit.

It was like smashing into a brick wall with a car. Our starship seemed to shudder, but that was nothing compared to what happened to the Kruts and their vessel.

The first time we had tried this maneuver, we’d punched our way into the soft belly of the ship.

This time, we had a more powerful ship, and we’d clearly hit everything bang on.

We didn’t punch into the Krut vessel. We punched our way all the way through it instead.

Unfortunately, doing so had taken away much of our momentum. We slowed down to a comparative crawl.

And the other Krut starships were quick to respond.

Almost at once, the space around us filled with bursts of green energy. Tina altered the screen so that we could see our enemy, and I was pleased to see that while the starship we’d punctured hadn’t exploded, the wound we’d created glowed hotly from within.

It wasn’t maintaining formation, instead careening off to one side, clearly no longer under complete control.

But the other starships, as well as shooting at us directly, were disgorging dozens and dozens of fighters.

Unlike the last Kruts we had faced, these weren’t slow to ponder alternatives. They just reacted, committing everything they had to the fight.

Tina started weaving and dodging again, but this time, the women and I were prepared. We’d all activated the seat belts before the fight had begun.

“Tina! Open another wormhole! Take us out of here!”

“As you command.”

Before I knew it, Tina took us a little away from the five starships and the thirty or so fighters. But before I could issue the command, Tina spoke again.

“Three of the fighters have managed to follow us through the wormhole,” she said. “They are firing on us. Taking evasive action.”

“Fire back!” I shouted, a lot louder than I intended.

Tina complied, dodging green bursts of fire even as she let loose. The fighters were a little smaller than we were and carried a powerful punch, but Tina exposed their fatal flaw very quickly.

Their shielding wasn’t as strong as that of the motherships.

One after another, the three fighters turned into miniature stars, touched by the light of Tina’s aim, before vanishing into space dust.

As soon as they were done, I asked Tina for a damage report.

“Minimal,” she said. “Shields are at ninety-six percent efficiency.”

“Good,” I said. The Krut starships were still on-screen. “What say we try that again? This time, do you think you could aim the wormhole so that we arrive inside that damaged starship?”

“I believe so.”

“Then do it. Let’s get inside that thing and rip it to pieces.”

“As you command.”

This time, we didn’t have to punch our way through the starship’s shield, so we didn’t need to build up any speed. We dropped into the wormhole almost immediately, and were able to blast away at the innards of the damaged starship as much as we chose.

Odette was pounding the arm of her chair with her diminutive fist, which sometimes wasn’t so diminutive at all, and shouting at the top of her lungs in time with the explosions. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

Lady Val looked pleased but grim, and Amelia was smiling broadly.

As the explosions began to escalate, we took a wormhole out of the ship, effectively giving the other starships and their fighters nothing to shoot at.

Nor could the smaller ships follow us through the opening. Not when that opening was hidden from view within an increasing conflagration.

This time, Tina took us to a different location, but still kept the starships in view.

We watched as the starship we’d targeted disintegrated before us.

“One down,” I said. “Should we try for another?”

There was agreement all around, and we quickly turned my words into actions.

This time, we dialed down the speed just a little, so we punched our way into the starship but not all the way through.

We spent no more than thirty seconds within the oversized starship, turning the insides into a wreckage as we waited for the death knell to start ringing.

As soon as the explosions seemed to be escalating, we wormholed our way out of there and sat back to watch once again.

The second starship took a little longer to disintegrate than the first, but the end result was the same.

The other three seemed to hesitate. Instead of charging toward our position, they slowed down, and soon enough, the reason why became clear.

Five more Krut starships were making their way to join those arrayed against us.

“Looks like they don’t want to miss out on the fun,” I quipped.

“Let them come,” Odette responded. The diminutive woman was clearly enjoying herself. And I had to agree. It looked like we had a significant advantage in this style of fighting.

“Tina?” I asked, intending to make sure.

“Shields at 91 percent,” she replied. “The slower attack did more damage to us than the faster one.”

“Really?” I asked, slightly surprised by this piece of news. “In that case, let’s try the next at full speed. Open a second wormhole as soon as we punch through, to take us to safety. Then we can finish them off at a more leisurely pace.”

We did as I suggested, and before the reinforcements arrived, two of the remaining three starships—out of the original five—were no more.

I was starting to think we could continue, could wipe the Krut starships out one after another. All we needed was a bit of time and we could continue this game as long as Tina’s shields remained strong enough.

But the rules of combat were about to change.

“I have detected a new Krut starship entering the region,” Tina said. “My sensors are showing that it has an artifact on board.”

“My artifact,” Odette said.

“Finally,” I said out loud. Then, “Is our initial plan still viable?” I asked.

“The approaching starship is slowing down as it approaches the asteroid. It should be possible to replicate our current method of attack at any time.”

As Tina spoke, the image on the screen changed to include the approaching Krut starship. This one looked much the same as any of the others.

The only difference was what it contained.

I grinned wolfishly. “Then let’s do this,” I said.

“As you command,” Tina responded.

Once again, we took a few seconds to build up sufficient speed. I knew from Tina’s most recent update that her shields were still going strong, at more than seventy percent. As far as I could see, the Kruts had no defense.

The artifact was as good as ours.

Or so I thought.


Chapter twenty-eight


As she’d done before, Tina plotted our trajectory, scanning the Krut starship for weak points.

Then she opened the wormhole, and just before the floor seemed to drop from beneath us once again, I noticed that the remaining Krut starships were leaving their orbit around the asteroid.

Their intent was clear. They were going to the aid of the approaching starship, and would do everything they could to ensure that the artifact reached its destination.

But I was still grinning. To my mind, they were already too late.

Our journey through the wormhole was brief, and then we were through, colliding with the Krut starship head-on, the spike of Tina’s current configuration doing its job.

We punched through the starship shield, through the hull, and I was more than happy to accept the juddering impact. But we weren’t stopping, and had only slowed down a little. We burst through the other side of the starship as we’d done with others of its kind, and immediately entered another wormhole.

The practice we’d had with the others had allowed Tina to improve our method of attack. She used the second brief journey through the wormhole to bleed off some speed, and then we were back, in the middle of the starship again.

Then it was just a matter of blasting away, ripping the guts out of this ship as we’d done with the others.

“Don’t hit my artifact!” Odette cried out as the screen struggled to cope with the rapid explosions.

Tina didn’t pause in her firing, but spoke directly to the diminutive woman. “I am concentrating my fire away from where I sense your artifact,” she said, her cool, feminine voice reassuring.

And then we were done. Once more, the explosions within this starship began to take on a life of their own, and Tina opened another wormhole.

Moments later, we were watching the glorious sight of the new Krut starship imploding, breaking apart in spectacular fashion as the others had done.

I thought we’d won, at least until the Kruts could locate another artifact, and I even considered hailing the Kruts to rub their nose in it.

But there was more to come in this drama.

As the four of us watched, the stricken starship disgorged a combination of space shuttles and fighters, first just a trickle, then dozens.

“What’s happening?” Odette demanded, and I started swearing. But I left it to Tina to explain.

“My sensors indicate that the artifact is no longer on the main starship,” she said. “The Kruts have taken it onto one of the smaller craft.”

“Which one?” I demanded.

“Apologies,” Tina said. “My sensors are unable to get that precise a reading.”

I swore once more, even as the mixture of shuttles and fighters weaved their chaotic way not toward us, but toward the asteroid with the weapon on it.

“We have to stop them!” Amelia said, and even Lady Val looked concerned.

“We will,” I said.

I could see the two different groups of starships both aiming to converge on the shuttles and fighters. They understood that their purpose was to shepherd them the rest of the way, and I knew also that the odds were against us.

Yet it wasn’t time to give up.

“Plot an intercept course!” I said to Tina. “We have to get between them and the weapon! Take them all out! Every one of them!”

“As you command.”

Almost at once, we dropped through another wormhole, and then we were in front of the swarm of smaller craft, each of which was close to our own ship in size.

Once again, Tina started her dance, dodging and weaving even as she fired almost continuously on the shuttles and fighters.

One after another, a fighter or shuttle bloomed in brief explosions, but the Krut starship had disgorged perhaps fifty of them, and some of these things, the fighters at least, were fast.

Already, a few of them had slipped past us, and if that wasn’t bad enough, the survivors from the first wave of attacking starships had joined in.

They were firing upon us as well, and I knew that Tina couldn’t avoid everything.

Already, she had been tagged a couple of times, judging by the way she was moving.

“This isn’t going to work!” I called out even as I gripped the armrests of my captain’s chair. “Use the wormhole technique! The best way to avoid getting hit is to not be in the area!”

Tina understood what I meant. We dropped through a wormhole to get us out of immediate danger, then accelerated in a random direction to pick up speed.

As soon as we reached a high enough velocity, Tina opened a wormhole that took us through one of the shuttles.

She kept firing her primary weapon even as the shuttle disintegrated around us, and I wondered what she was doing.

It turned out, she’d taken my plan and improved it.

She opened a second wormhole, and we punched through a fighter, using the same momentum we’d picked up before the shuttle. She opened a third wormhole, and we punched through another fighter, and I wondered if we were just going to continue.

But the next wormhole she opened took us away from the battle once more.

“The impacts are costing us in terms of speed,” Tina said. “And we are losing shield integrity with each impact. It is now down to sixty-three percent.”

On-screen, I could see that the rest of the Krut starships were closing in. Yet it wasn’t just them I was worried about. They were letting out shuttles and fighters as well, which meant that all too soon, there would be too many for us to defeat.

“Build your speed again!” I bellowed. “And can you track the shuttles and fighters from the starship with the artifact?”

“Every time we enter a wormhole, I have to extrapolate from current positions. I fear that extrapolation will not prove accurate enough.”

I cursed under my breath.

“Do your best!”

The battle continued. Again and again, we dropped through wormholes, using the advantage that gave us to destroy shuttle after shuttle, fighter after fighter. Even so, the number of shuttles and fighters seemed to be growing rather than shrinking. The surviving starships that had moved to engage us were adding to their numbers.

Tina did her best, but we’d only managed to destroy a little over half of the shuttles and fighters we were targeting before she became uncertain.

“I cannot accurately claim to know which of the fighters that remain are those we are after,” she said.

“What about the artifact? Is there any way you can use that to narrow down the potential targets?”

“Only briefly, when the vessels spread themselves out enough that I can tell where the artifact is not. But once we use another wormhole, even that much is lost.”

We kept at it, each of us knowing that the tide of the battle had turned against us.

Nor was it just the imminent failure of our plan that I was worried about. I intermittently asked Tina for updates on her shield, and she told me.

The shuttles and fighters weren’t as well shielded as the main Krut starships, but every impact took its toll.

The integrity of Tina’s shields dropped to fifty percent. Then forty.

Then thirty.

Then twenty.

At eighteen percent, it seemed that we had lost. All the Krut starships had joined in, and there were more fighters and shuttles than ever.

Even worse, they were within just a few seconds of the first of them being able to touch down.

But I wasn’t done yet. I had one more trick up my sleeve.

“Tina, take us out of the conflict, into a patch of clear space.”

“You can’t give up!” Amelia exclaimed. “We can’t let them win!”

Lady Val was studying me closely. “Nick Tannin does not look like he is giving up,” she said.

“What about my artifact?” Odette added, her voice filled with horror. “We can’t let them use it. We have to get it back.”

I ignored them all. “Tina, what will happen if we use the same technique against the weapon itself?”

We were now much closer to the asteroid than we’d ever been. The screen clearly showed what looked to be a massive turret projecting from one side, complete with a complex system of machinery around it.

“I have analyzed the weapon,” came the cool, feminine response. “It is better shielded than any of the Krut starships.”

“Can we pierce it?” I asked.

“We have less than a one percent chance of successfully doing so,” Tina replied.

Less than one percent. Not great odds.

“What about the asteroid itself?”

There was a noticeable pause. “The asteroid is a mix of nickel and iron. It is unshielded, but it is more dense than any starship.”

“Will destroying it help?”

“When the weapon last fired, it destroyed the rogue planet it was anchored to, hence the local asteroid field. But it did not destroy the tether between the different parts of the weapon.”

She was silent for a moment.

So I asked again. “Will destroying the asteroid do the job?”

“Analyzing,” Tina said. Then, “It appears that the asteroid is functioning as both an anchor for the tether, and as a support for the weapon itself. Not only would destroying the asteroid break the tether, but it would also allow this part of the weapon to come apart. It would become inoperable.”

The women and I all made various noises of surprise mixed with hope. But we weren’t yet done.

“What are our odds? Of destroying the asteroid completely?”

“I calculate we have a twenty-three percent chance of success.”

“And will we survive? Even if we succeed?

“That depends on the amount of damage I sustain.”

I looked around at the others. Lady Val was the first to respond. Her expression was almost unreadable, yet I sensed a certain pride in her eyes. She gave a brief nod, and that was it.

Amelia was more determined. “We have to do this. If we succeed, then it doesn’t matter how many artifacts the Kruts gather. They won’t be able to use the weapon if it is broken.”

I turned to Odette. The small woman was looking at me with a range of expressions. Horror was there, combined with her usual grief, as well as disappointment.

In the end, she shook her head. “I just wanted my artifact back.”

I considered her closely, but I didn’t really see much choice. “I’m sorry,” I told her. “This isn’t how I wanted this to go.”

She didn’t answer, instead standing up and leaving the bridge.

I didn’t know where she was heading, nor did I care. I found myself grinning broadly at Amelia. “If we survive this, you are going to owe me some sort of bonus,” I said.

In my mind, it had been a long while—at least a couple of days—since she had been my employer. But technically, she still was.

She managed to return my smile, and gave me a nod.

“Let’s do this,” I said.

I was aware that at least a few of the shuttles and fighters had already managed to reach the asteroid. All I could do was hope that they didn’t have time to do anything irreversible.

Then the bottom of the ship seemed to fall away, and we dropped through one final wormhole.

I gripped the arms of my chair with all of my strength, and found that I was clenching my teeth.

Part of me wanted to look away from the screen, but another part of me, a bigger part, was morbidly curious. Tina was firing for all she was worth, and within the time of a single heartbeat, we found ourselves staring at the asteroid from close up.

The impact was like getting hit by a truck. Tina’s inertial dampeners weren’t up to the task, and only the seat belt restraints kept us in place.

I wondered what had happened to Odette, whether she’d managed to stay in one place or if she’d been flung into a wall. More than that, I wondered if this was going to be it.

Was my brief career as a starship captain already over? Had I reached the end of my great adventure?

I had time for these thoughts and a few more, mostly focused on Amelia and Lady Val, and I found myself smiling. It had been a blast getting to know the two of them. My only regret was that I might not be able to enjoy more time with them.

Then I realized we were still alive, and that the rock face in front of us was no longer as solid as it had been.

I thought we’d done it and wanted to shout out in victory.

But before I could do so, Tina’s screen went white, and I felt a pulse of energy go through me.

It felt like what happened when I had touched the artifact the first time, although this was many times stronger.

The impact with the asteroid had hit like a truck.

This was much worse.

I heard Amelia cry out in pain even as I let out a groan. Only Lady Val managed to stay silent.

Then the world went black, and I knew nothing more.


Chapter twenty-nine


“Tina, report,” I groaned as I clawed my way back to consciousness.

I didn’t know how long I had been out. Surely, not long at all. But my head was pounding as if I had the mother of all hangovers.

“Shield integrity is at zero percent,” Tina replied, and something about her voice didn’t seem quite right. It was like there was some electronic interference within it, which made it quite different from the sound I had grown used to.

It sounded as if she was in pain. “I have sustained moderate hull damage, and configured temporary barriers to maintain integrity,” she said. “Several key systems, including life-support and dimensional thrusters, are offline.”

I realized my eyes were still closed. I opened and saw that Tina’s lighting system wasn’t fully functional either. Everything was in relative darkness, with only just enough ambient light for me to make out occasional dim shapes.

I heard Lady Val a groan, but as yet, Amelia remained quiet.

“What else? What about the Kruts?”

“Sensors are offline. Rebooting,” she said.

“What happened?” I asked. Maybe it should have been my first question. “Did we disrupt the weapon?”

“The tether holding the weapon together broke when we destroyed the asteroid on which this part rested,” Tina said. “The weapon itself has come apart, as we had planned. However, the Kruts were able to fire the weapon a single time before it came offline.”

A cold fist of fear wrapped its frigid fingers around my heart.

“They fired it?” I asked, seeking confirmation.

“They did.”

“And?”

“I am currently unable to calculate the potential impact of the weapon’s discharge. Yet it seems logical that it would already have been aimed to achieve the Kruts’ goal. Likely, they have at least wounded the Titan.”

I realized that the bridge was growing lighter, and that I could see Amelia more clearly than I had been able to before. To my relief, she was starting to move.

“How are those sensors doing?” I asked.

“Sensors are coming back online … now,” Tina said. Then, very quickly, “Sensors indicate that we are drifting in space, the explosion having driven us away from what remains of the weapon. The Krut ships are approaching. They are positioning themselves to fire upon us.”

“Options!”

“Weapons are down. As our shields. We will not survive a barrage of fire from so many ships.”

“Do we have anything? Wormhole drive?”

“The wormhole drive is available.”

“Then get us out of here?!” I bellowed.

Tina didn’t need to be told twice. “As you command.”

Without her dimensional thrusters, Tina opened the wormhole very close to the ship, and we drifted over the threshold almost at once.

Again, it felt like the world dropped away from under my feet, and the next thing I knew, we were a long way away from the site of the battle.

By the time we emerged from the wormhole, Tina had managed to get the lights back up to their usual intensity. I undid my seatbelt and stretched, trying to work out the kinks from my muscles, very much aware I would have bruises crossing my torso from those very restraints.

“Tell me we’re out of immediate danger,” I said to Tina.

“As far as I can make out, we are.”

“Then please, begin work on restoring all of your functions. Start with life-support, and the damage to your hull, and go from there.”

“Already underway,” came Tina’s reply, and she was starting to sound like her normal cool, feminine self.

With that out of the way, I went first to check on Amelia, and then Lady Val. Both of them were in about the same condition as me. Alive, bruised, and sporting significant headaches.

“What about Odette?” Amelia asked.

Together, the three of us made our way through the ship, and I noticed that the furnishings within the main cabin were missing. No doubt, Tina had cannibalized them as she worked on her repairs, and they would return in due course.

We found Odette in the room she’d chosen for herself, which was a little surprising. I hadn’t thought she’d had time to get there.

Even more surprising was that she’d turned into a creature that was quite different from anything she had shown us before.

She had flattened herself out almost like a bed covering and grown claws to hold herself in place on the bed.

At first, it was difficult to see that it was her at all, until Lady Val pointed out the emerald green eyes staring up at us.

I found it difficult not to laugh at the sight, but held it in. I wasn’t sure how Odette might have reacted.

Instead, I spoke in a calm, soothing voice.

“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s over now. The weapon is destroyed. And we’re safe from the Kruts.”

The thing that was Odette maintained its grip on the bed for three full seconds. Then, all of a sudden, it reformed into Odette’s usual shape.

The diminutive woman was sitting on the end of the bed. She seemed to have weathered the impacts better than the rest of us, and that, I thought, was entirely due to her shape changing ability.

“What about my artifact?” she asked.

It was Tina who answered.

“I was able to scan the area before I left. Your artifact is intact, still within the remains of the weapon. We should be able to retrieve it.”

“When?”

I found myself studying the woman. It was clear that she was still hurting. That the separation from her artifact was more potent than I would have believed if I hadn’t seen it myself.

I didn’t have an answer, so I turned to Amelia.

“The Sentinels are on their way,” she said. She sounded defeated, without the usual vibrancy of her earlier self, and I understood why.

We’d lost. Sure, we destroyed the weapon. Made it unable to be used again. But not before the Kruts had achieved their goal.

“When the Sentinels arrive,” Amelia continued, “the Kruts will not be able to stand against them. But I’m not sure why they would bother. There’s nothing more for them here.”

I nodded. “Which means we should be able to return and collect your artifact very soon.”

Odette seemed mollified, and the rest of us left her to her own devices.

With the main cabin currently less useful than usual, the three of us moved to the captain’s quarters instead, which were, thankfully, as they should have been.

I would have liked to take the other two to my bed, to drown my disappointment in their willing, female flesh. But there was still too much I needed to understand.

And my head was still pounding. I wasn’t in any real shape to engage in that sort of activity, much as I would have wanted to.

Instead, I made drinks for us all and we settled ourselves into a pair of couches, with Lady Val beside me and Amelia opposite.

“So, what happens now?” I asked.

“Now, we wait to see what the outcome is,” Amelia responded. “The Titans, as you can imagine, are under constant surveillance. We should know in a few weeks if the Kruts’ efforts were truly successful. Whether they’ve made any meaningful impact on their target.”

“And if they have?” I asked.

The horned woman shrugged. “Then we will see. I think I once said that not even a weapon like this one could kill a Titan. But even if they have been able to weaken it—over time, that weakness will tell.”

“How much time?” I asked.

“This battle has been ongoing for eons. Even with interference, it is unlikely to end quickly. It might take a couple of years before a decisive blow is struck. It might be a couple of centuries, or even millennia.”

I stared at her. “So, we might have plenty of time left.”

Amelia nodded. “Even after that decisive blow, it would still take time for the Titan to destroy this sector, as he intends.”

I asked the same question again. “How much time?”

“Maybe a thousand years or so?” Amelia answered.

Despite it all, I found myself starting to relax. “So, this is really a problem for future generations,” I said.

It didn’t seem to make Amelia happy at all. “It is.”

To my surprise, Lady Val spoke up. “Perhaps there are things we can do even now to prevent it,” she said.

Amelia looked at her. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. Like putting the weapon back together and shooting the other Titan?”

It was an intriguing possibility.

“Is that what we want to do?” Amelia asked.

Both of the women looked my way, as if it was my decision to make.

As it may have been. This was, after all, my ship.

I found myself grinning. “You promised me an adventure,” I said, looking at Amelia. “And I have to say, you’ve delivered.”

That was enough to encourage a smile from the horned woman.

But I hadn’t finished. “But I hadn’t counted on this being a lifetime commitment.”

Amelia’s smile faded, and Lady Val’s expression became more unreadable than usual.

It was the horned woman who spoke. “Do you want to go back? To return to your home world and live out your life, hoping that the Titan will stay away?”

Lady Val’s expression had become decidedly wooden.

I didn’t answer immediately. “Well, on the one hand, it would be safer. And I would get to water my plant.”

I couldn’t help it. I let my grin out. “But I’ve always wanted to be a starship captain. To explore the stars, to go where no man has gone before. And with you two and Tina at my side—what sane person would turn that down?”

I looked at the two of them. “I’d very much like to see where this journey takes me. I want to see what the ship is capable of once we pick up a few more artifacts, and add a few others to the crew. And maybe we didn’t quite win this one, at least completely. But that doesn’t mean we can’t find a way to put it right.”

This time, when I looked at Lady Val, I saw she was smiling almost as broadly as Amelia.

“Isn’t that what these Balance Keepers of yours are supposed to do? You and the other Sentinels?” I asked.

Amelia nodded.

“Well, that’s what I want to be. A Sentinel, although perhaps not in an official capacity. The first Earthman Sentinel in history.”

At this, Amelia managed a laugh.

“You know, I’d thought this was going to be a temporary adventure as well. For me, at least. After all, I didn’t have an artifact. But now I want to see what happens as well. And who knows? You might be right about what we can do.”

The drink in my hand tasted very much like a fine bourbon, but it was apparently much stronger. I was already starting to get a comfortable buzz.

All of a sudden, the aches and pains in my body no longer seemed to bother me so much.

“You know, it might be a while before the real Sentinels turn up and we can go back for Odette’s artifact. Do either of you have any suggestions about how we might pass the time?”

The way they each responded, it seemed that they did have a few ideas.


Similar Books


If you’re looking for books similar to Earthman Sentinel – and you just can’t wait for the next in the series to come out – you’ve got a good chance of finding them mentioned in these groups:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

https://www.facebook.com/groups/221378869062151 (Monster girl fiction)

https://www.facebook.com/groups/145744689564772 (Harem Gamelit)

https://www.facebook.com/groups/530402720977171 (Dukes of Harem)

There's also my Beyond Superpowered series, which you can find here:

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0BK5SPNQN


cover.jpeg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




